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Welcome to the first
bulletin from the
Relationships Alliance!
The Relationships Alliance comprises organisations
working to strengthen couple relationships. Alliance
members are Relate, OnePlusOne, The Tavistock Centre
for Couple Relationships and Marriage Care.

What is the purpose of this
bulletin?

Following our focus on understanding Relationship
Quality in this first bulletin, provisional ideas for future
messages include::
•
•
•
•
•

parental conflict and its impact on children;
relationship difficulties faced by new parents and
ways in which these can be alleviated;
the impacts of parental separation on children
and ways in which this can be managed;
use and attitudes to relationship support;
factors contributing to relationships stability;
and
the benefits of stable relationships;

This monthly bulletin, produced by OnePlusOne,
delivers a set of Key Evidence Messages (derived
from recent research) that are of relevance to those
•
interested in strengthening couple relationships including
practitioners, policy-makers, commissioners, and Local
Authorities to help them make informed and evidenceRelevance
based decisions.
The Key Evidence Messages represent a summary of high
quality and robust research and are drawn from a wide
range of sources including recent research papers, latest
statistical releases, unpublished literature, and research in
progress. The evidence is carefully selected on the basis
of its high quality research scope (e.g. reviews of reviews,
meta-analyses), research design, methodology, and
analyses.

First and subsequent bulletins
This first bulletin presents Key Evidence Messages in the
area of Relationship Quality. It focuses on:
•
•
•

the importance of understanding relationship
quality over relationship status;
how relationship quality can be measured;
and how and why it may change through time
or overthe course of a relationship.

to policy and Practice

The bulletins will close by including implications for
research, policy, and practice and a full reference list.
Please note that the full journal papers will not be
available due to Copyright restrictions.

Get in touch
Research@oneplusone.org.uk
Feedback on these Key Evidence Messages is always
welcome, as is interest in hearing about how they
may have been used. We would also be like to hear
suggestions of relationship topics where Key Evidence
Messages would be beneficial.
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KEY EVIDENCE MESSAGES –
RELATIONSHIP QUALITY
1. What is relationship quality?

3. Why should we be interested in

Although there is little consensus around its definition,
relationship quality generally refers to how happy or
satisfied an individual is in his or her relationship (1,
2). This lack of consensus is reflected in the different
ways relationship quality is measured (see How do we
measure relationship quality?). This, in itself, reflects the
growing need to develop a standardised measure that
encapsulates contemporary trends in family formation
and values.

relationship quality rather than

2. Why does the quality of the
relationship matter?
Poor quality relationships are associated with higher risk
of a range of negative experiences, such as depression
and ill-health, affecting both couples and their children
(3, 4). There are also wider implications for society,
including the economic and social costs of relationship
breakdown, which currently costs the tax payer £46
billion a year in the UK (5).

relationship status?
Although most research explores the link between
relationship status and outcomes (usually because
people are easily distinguished by their relationship
status, e.g. through marriage records), emerging
research has paid increasing attention to the quality of
the relationship and whether it differs across diverse
family forms. These new studies have demonstrated
that rather than relationship status, it is the quality of
the relationship that matters. As Holt-Lunstad et al.
(10) conclude in reference to levels of blood pressure,
‘‘marriage must be of a high quality to be advantageous.
In other words, one is better off single than unhappily
married” (p. 243).

By contrast, parents in a happy relationship tend to
report a number of benefits to their physical and
psychological health, including more health-promoting
behaviours. The support provided by a high quality
couple relationship has been shown to affect well-being
by mediating stress (6). Good relationship quality also
affects the wellbeing of children as parents tend to
interact more positively with their children and provide
sensitive, warm and accepting parenting (7).

Furthermore, recent evidence shows that children whose
parents have poorer relationship quality have more
externalising behaviour problems (such as hyperactivityinattention) than children whose parents have better
relationship quality (11). The research demonstrates
that the effect of couple relationship quality on child
behavioural outcomes is the same for children from
different marital status backgrounds. However, children
from households with low income are affected more by
distressed parental relationships than children who are
ancially better off. This impact of relationship quality
exists irrespective of the nature of the parent-child
relationship.

Further research has also shown that parents in higher
quality relationships have better adjusted children, who
themselves are likely to have good quality relationships in
the future (8, 9).

Similarly, the research demonstrates that a high quality
parental relationship may be a protective factor for
children’s well-being even when there is high-level
conflict in the parent-child relationship (11) .
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Moreover, there are a number of reasons why people
may remain in a low quality couple relationship such as
‘staying for the sake of the children’, not wanting to break
up mutual friendships, or not having sufficient financial
resources to find alternative housing (12). The latter may
be particularly pertinent given the current economic
climate.

4. How do we measure
relationship quality?
There are various ways to measure relationship quality.
Some measures can be used as diagnostic tools (to
demonstrate if someone is experiencing higher or lower
relationship quality) and others can be used to show
change over time (e.g. as a before and after intervention
impact measure). As there is still some disagreement in
what actually constitutes relationship quality, there is
no universally accepted measure (see implications for
research, policy and practice).

One measure of relationship quality, often used in
surveys, is based on people’s response to a simple
statement about their relationship. For example, the
participants in the National Child Development Study
(a longitudinal cohort study that follows all those
born on a given day in 1958 over their lifetimes), in
2008 were asked: ‘all things considered, how happy
is your relationship with your partner?’. They were
asked to respond on a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 being very
unhappy and 7 being very happy. Other measures of
relationship quality have used a scale or series of scales
to assess different elements of relationship quality such
as sensitivity, excitement, affection and loneliness (see
below)

5. Where can I find out more detail
on the measures of relationship
quality?
More information about the various available scales to
measure relationship quality can be found here: http://
www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/
Healthy-Marriages-Part-II.pdf (13). These scales have
been tested to show robust assessments of relationship
quality. Creating new scales may not show such reliability
or validity and so it is encouraged to use these existing
measures. However, scales are often protected by
copyright and some can only be used with permission,
with acknowledgement of authorship or for a fee.

Some recommended scales, given their reliability and
validity and their brief number of questions, are as
follows:
•

•

•

•

The Abbreviated Dyadic Adjustment Scale
(DAS-7) (14): 7-item version of the longer DAS
scale. Items focus on ‘levels of agreement and
disagreement’ in the relationship.
The Quality of Marriage Index (QMI) (15): 6-item
scale focusing on the degree of happiness with
marriage.
Relationship Dynamics Scale (RDS) (16): 8-item
scale focusing on the negative aspects of a
relationship.
The Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI) (17): 32, 16
or 4-item scale. Focuses on positive and negative
aspects of the relationship.

At present, there is no universally accepted measure of
relationship quality (see implications for research, policy
and practice).
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6. How happy are people with
their relationship?
The chart above provides a snapshot of relationship
happiness from two studies; the British Cohort Study
and National Child Development Study. Participants
rated their relationship happiness at ages 42 and 30,
respectively. These ratings were similar across both age
groups. If we take responses either side of the neutral
response as being moderately to very ‘happy/unhappy’,
around one-quarter are moderately to very ‘unhappy’
in their relationship compared to around 70% being
moderately to very ‘happy’ in their relationship. At the
extreme ends of the scale, approximately 40% report
being ‘very happy’ in their relationship compared to
approximately 15% who report being ‘very unhappy’.

7. Do people experience changes
in relationship quality through
time?

Research has suggested that the extent to which
relationship quality changes through time is linked to
the initial levels of relationship quality. People with
relatively high levels of satisfaction in the first few years
of their relationship see a very modest or no decline
in relationship quality over the years. However, those
who start with a relatively low level of relationship
quality experience steeper and more rapid declines in
satisfaction (18, 19, 20).
Nonetheless, the research evidence is still inconsistent
across the different studies, with some studies showing
an average decline in quality through time (21) and
others showing evidence of a curvilinear pattern for
some couples i.e. steady decline in quality followed by
a steady increase in quality (22). There is also mixed
evidence as to whether relationship quality through time
is experienced differently by men and women (19). These
inconsistencies may reflect the different ways in which
relationship quality is measured as well as other research
design issues such as the duration of follow up.

6

Key Evidence Messages on Relationship Quality September 2013

8. What affects relationship
quality?
A well-respected conceptual representation of
relationship quality is the Vulnerability-Stress-Adaptation
model (VSA). The VSA was developed by Karney and
Bradbury in a study of approximately 45,000 marriages
(23, 24). The results demonstrated that relationship
quality depends on three interrelated factors: the
personal traits and experiences that partners bring to
a relationship (their Enduring Vulnerabilities such as
childhood experiences or personality); the life events
they encounter on the way (Stressful Events such as
unemployment or becoming parents for the first time);
and how they communicate and cope during difficult
times (Adaptive Processes such as active listening skills,
seeing other people’s points of view, and arguing more
constructively rather than destructively).
Couples vulnerable or ‘at risk’ in one area, such as
adaptive processes, are also more likely to be vulnerable
in another. For example, couples with negative

communication styles (Adaptive processes) may also
experience more stress (Stressful events), report more
aggression, and are characterised by a range of difficult
personality traits (Enduring vulnerabilities) (25). As an
example of the link between these influences, a person’s
adaptive processes (such as seeing things from a partner’s
point of view) is likely to be affected by any stress they
may be experiencing at that time. Also, those with
numerous enduring vulnerabilities may be more affected
by stressful events (26).
The VSA model also highlights areas where interventions
can be made to improve relationship quality. Improving
people’s abilities to adapt is the most dominant approach
(such as how to resolve disagreements constructively),
however, making life easier for families through wider
policy initiatives also has a great potential (e.g. childcare
subsidies to reduce financial stress) (27).
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9. What makes relationship
quality suffer?

10. What maintains good
relationship quality?

Relationship quality can be affected by the difficult
events or circumstances couples encounter (18). How
couples cope with and respond to these events affects
the quality of the relationship. Certain events are of
particular importance for informing practice and policy:

The existing research evidence on maintaining good
relationship quality focuses on three key aspects:
individuals’ own assessment of positive practices, the
ratio of positives to negatives in the relationship, and the
overall development of relationships over time.

Becoming parents for the first time – referred in the
literature as the ‘Transition to Parenthood’, this is widely
recognised as a time of relationship stress. Studies that
compare relationship quality before and after having
children, as well as studies that compare couples with
and without children, both find a general decline in
relationship quality following the birth of a child (27,
28, 29). Due to the importance of this transition, a
future bulletin from the Relationships Alliance will focus
exclusively on this issue and will expand on the main
reasons for new parents’ stress, on how people may be
affected differently, and on interventions that aim to
reduce this stress.

In terms of people’s own views, a study of 112 people
in couple relationships, revealed that the most valued
aspects of a relationship were closeness, independence,
having children, and support (37). Another study of
over 1,000 people, found that the most important
ways to deal with relationship problems or to improve
relationship quality were finding ‘couple time’; talking
to each other; developing respect and trust; and
sharing responsibilities and outlooks (38). Finally, an
interesting study among 1,000 young people aged
16-24 years focusing on ‘the most important thing in a
successful relationship’ found that ‘trust’ and ‘love’ were
the top ranked factors. ‘Respect’ was ranked third, at
14 percentage points lower than the two top ranked
factors (39). This demonstrates that the top rated aspects
contributing to relationship quality may vary depending
on age and stage of life.

Work stress – A recent survey found that individuals
experiencing high work-family conflict (where work life
impacts detrimentally on home life) were more likely to
report poorer relationship quality (30).
Unemployment – Loss of work can be damaging to
self-esteem and financial stability. In conjunction,
poverty is associated with poorer relationship quality (2),
principally since it is linked with a range of stressors that
increase family conflict and instability (31).
Other factors associated with poor relationship quality
include drug and alcohol abuse (32); partner ill-health,
including depression and caring for a sick partner (33,
34); and caring for children with special needs (35, 36).

The second approach focuses on the ratio of positives
to negatives in the relationship to distinguish happy
partnerships from unhappy partnerships (40). In happy
couples, the ratio of agreements to disagreements is
greater than 1 (i.e. generally more agreements than
disagreements) and for unhappy couples less than 1 (40).
Couples in unhappy or dissatisfied relationships tend
to engage in more negative ways of communicating,
such as complaining, criticising, blaming and
denying responsibility, and in fewer positive ways of
communicating, such as agreeing, laughing, using
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humour and smiling (40, 41). For happier couples, the
converse is true and they generally display more positive
ways of communicating. Recent research has also shown
that simple caring gestures, such as saying ‘thank you’,
making a ‘cup of tea’, and saying ‘I love you’, can help
maintain a strong relationship (42). Perceiving partners
as interested and enthusiastic in the face of triumph,
and as caring and supportive in the face of difficulties,
serve important and independent relationship
maintenance functions (43). Whilst this evidence
highlights the importance of open and problem-solving
communication as the primary determinant of quality,
other evidence suggests that this has to be considered
alongside the traits people bring to the relationship, as
well as the stresses experienced (as in the VSA model
above) (41).
The third approach highlights the different ways people
perceive relationship ‘development’ and how this
has a bearing on relationship quality. Individuals can
be distinguished based on whether they hold more
of a ‘developmental’ or ‘non-developmental’ view of
relationships. Those with a ‘developmental’ perspective
recognise that relationships do change, evolve and grow,
and that working on a relationship to keep it strong or to
improve things can really make a difference. In contrast,
those with a ‘non-developmental’ perspective see the
relationship as a more ‘fixed’ entity, and the outcome
over whether a relationship works out is more down to
fate rather than relationship ‘work’ (40, 44). Those with
a ‘developmental’ perspective are more inclined to seek
out support to maintain the quality of their relationship
or if troubles arise.
To help maintain or improve relationship quality,
people may seek relationship support from a number
of sources. These might include marriage preparation
and marriage enhancement courses, interventions at the
time of relationship transitions (such as becoming new

parents), couple counselling and therapy, support from
telephone helplines, mediation, or from the recent wave
of more innovative, web-based services. A later bulletin
will summarise the extensive evidence on types, use and
attitudes to relationship support.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR
RESEARCH, POLICY
& PRACTICE
These key evidence messages on Relationship
Quality have a number of implications for
policy-makers and practitioners:

1. These key evidence messages on Relationship Quality
have a number of implications for policy-makers and
practitioners:
2. Relationship quality is linked to a number of
social and health outcomes and other aspects of
a person’s life such as work engagement. Those
people experiencing poor relationship quality are at
increased risk of having detrimental outcomes.
3. Relationship quality provides a better account of a
person’s relationship rather than relationship status.
Relationship quality also applies to all types of
relationships whether married, cohabiting, or ‘living
apart together’. To pre-empt the outcomes noted
above, understanding more about the quality of a
person’s relationship is important.

when measuring changes in relationship quality
following an intervention). Hence, developing a
robust measurement of relationship quality that is
psychometrically validated is important
6. It is important to recognise times at which
relationships face pressure. Factors such as becoming
a parent for the first time, facing unemployment or
financial constraints, having and raising a child with
additional needs, and dealing with ill-health can all
put relationships under pressure. However, these
factors do not exert the same pressures on different
people – some fare better than others and it is
important to understand more about why this may
be the case.

7. Finally, relationship quality can be improved
or the erosion of diminishing quality stemmed.
4. Accounts of people experiencing poor relationship
Underpinning this point is the awareness that people
quality are a reality. Longitudinal data (that follows
have a degree of control over the course of their
people across several years) show that around
relationships; that they understand that relationships
one-quarter are moderately to very ‘unhappy’
change through time; and that they recognise the
in their relationships, and around 15% are ‘very
importance of adequate, appropriate and timely
unhappy’. These percentages may increase due to the
support before problems arise or escalate.
structural restrictions to separation (such as finding
new housing) that are compounded by the current
economic climate.
5. Measuring relationship quality is important
both for diagnostic use (to provide support)
and to show change through time (for example,
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