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Presentation Notes
In the HeaRE strand, we are currently exploring the best ways to co-develop messages and materials about healthy relationships together with young people which can be used in schools, based on the core attributes and key skills identified by the Shackleton project. We are also carrying out qualitative research to better understand young people’s perspectives on the most important outcomes of relationship education, which will inform further work on outcome measurement and evaluation.In the HeaRT strand of this programme, we are focussing on the impact of parental relationship breakdown on children and young people, and how young people and adults can learn skills to cope better with transitioning into and out of a range of relationships across the life course. This work includes studying the implementation of Child Inclusive Mediation and children’s perspectives on this, working with mediation agencies, relationship counsellors, and the Family Justice Young People’s Board.The two strands are brought together at the end to look at how relationship education and family justice processes can normalise relationship transitions and help give voice to children, build appropriate skills and develop some resilience to help young people make healthy relationship choices and cope better with relationship difficulties – their own or their parents.



Why focus on relationships in improving 
child mental health and wellbeing?
• Relationships and their quality influence 

health and wellbeing throughout the life 
course

• The mental health and wellbeing of 
children and adolescents is influenced 
by a variety of relationships

• In this Beacon project we focus on two 
of these more specifically

• Inter-parental relationships
• Early healthy ‘romantic’ relationships (and 

skills for later relationships too)

Community

School and teachers

Peers – friendship and early 
romantic partners 

Wider family

Parents and caregivers

Children and young peoples’ 
‘relationship circles’



Transforming relationships and 
relationship transitions

• Intimate partner relationships can affect health positively and 
negatively yet there is no holistic picture of how health and such 
relationships correlate

• Public narratives around marriage, divorce and relationship 
breakdown often make expectations around transitioning into and 
out of relationships intended to be long term mismatched with 
reality

• Young people entering adult life therefore need the skills to 
recognise, develop and maintain ‘healthy’ relationships, as well as 
manage the breakdown of relationships – both their own and 
those of their parents - should these occur – i.e. to cope with 
relationship transitions and their impact

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Rationale for project. A few words on how this fits with the Healthy Publics idea underpinning the Wellcome Centre and this Beacon sits at the intersection between the Transforming Relations and Transforming Health across the Life Course – two of the Wellcome Centre Pillars of research activity. It brings together research expertise from family law and policy (socio-legal approach), children’s mental health (psychiatry and child psychology), public health and education. It is co-created with young people from schools and community groups as well as the Family Justice Young People’s Board.Relationship transitions across the life course, including into and out of relationships affect health, particularly mental health. In considering how we might actively promote paths to better mental health and wellbeing at such transition points across the life course, the role of education in addressing this seemed key. Recent government legislation is asking schools to have more emphasis on RELATIONSHIP EDUCATION (rather than just sex education) ( Children and Social Work Act 2017) as well as rising concerns about children’s mental health makes this agenda timely. THIS PROJECT BUILDS ON EARLIER RESEARCH WITH YOUNG PEOPLE.  AND IS looking at the effects of relationship transitions on young people, both regarding how to or not to do this from their own perspective AND how to survive parental separation issues.  A recent study by University College, London using Understanding Society data and analysing the development of 6,425 children concluded that children aged 7- 14 were more likely than younger children to develop emotional or behavioural problems when their parents separate (Fitzsimons and Villadsen (2019)).  [NB - I've taken out some stats here as we have a slide about this below – JE]



Parent relationship quality and child 
health
• More than 1 in 10 children have at least one parent who reports 

‘relationship distress’
• In the latest national child mental health survey, approximately 2 in 

10 children lived in households with ‘unhealthy family functioning’ 
• Parental relationship quality, and in particular, how interparental 

conflict is ‘expressed, managed, and resolved’ is strongly linked to 
child mental health and wellbeing (Wilson and Sellers, 2018)

• Many complex moderating influences
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Unhealthy family functioning as measured by McMasters scale (dimensions are closely related to relationship quality including. problem-solving, communication and behaviour control)Re



Annual Research Review: Interparental conflict and youth psychopathology: an evidence review and 
practice focused update

Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, Volume: 59, Issue: 4, Pages: 374-402, First published: 25 March 2018, DOI: (10.1111/jcpp.12893) 
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A cost–benefit cascade model of interparental conflict effects on outcomes for children (0–18 years) [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]IF THIS IMAGE HAS BEEN PROVIDED BY OR IS OWNED BY A THIRD PARTY, AS INDICATED IN THE CAPTION LINE, THEN FURTHER PERMISSION MAY BE NEEDED BEFORE ANY FURTHER USE. PLEASE CONTACT WILEY'S PERMISSIONS DEPARTMENT ON PERMISSIONS@WILEY.COM OR USE THE RIGHTSLINK SERVICE BY CLICKING ON THE 'REQUEST PERMISSIONS' LINK ACCOMPANYING THIS ARTICLE. WILEY OR AUTHOR OWNED IMAGES MAY BE USED FOR NON-COMMERCIAL PURPOSES, SUBJECT TO PROPER CITATION OF THE ARTICLE, AUTHOR, AND PUBLISHER. 



Parental separation: The scale of the 
issue
• In 2013 almost half of divorces (48%) involved children under 16 

years, affecting 95,000 children under 16
• In 2013-14, 29% of all children aged 16 and under were not living 

with both of their birth parents
• Evidence from the Millennium Cohort Study in 2014 indicates 

• 12% of couples who were married when their child was born and 32% of 
couples cohabiting when their child was born have experienced a period of 
separation by the time the child turns 7

• 37% of children were not living in the same household as their father by the 
age of 14
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A healthy relationship role model issue for children?It is difficult to accurately assess the number of children affected by the separation of their parents each year. Changes introduced by Children and Families Act 2014 mean that couples divorcing are no longer required to provide information on children as part of the divorce process so the most up to date figures we have for the number of children affected by divorce is from 2013. What we do know is that:  - In 2013 almost half of divorces (48%) involved children under 16 years- In 2013 the parents of 95,000 children aged under 16 divorced Office of National Statistics (2015) In 2013-14, 29% of all children aged 16 and under were not living with both of their birth parents (Department for Work and Pensions (2016) Social Justice Outcomes Framework: Family Stability Indicator) 37% of children were not living in the same household as their father by the age of 14 (Fitzsimons and Villadsen, 2019)Numbers of cohabiting couples with dependent children whose relationships breakdown is notoriously difficult to track. We know that rates of breakdown of cohabiting relationships are significantly higher than the rates of breakdown of married relationships12% of couples married when child born and 32% of couples cohabiting when child born have experienced a period of separation by the time the child turns 7 (Crawford, Goodman & Greaves. (2013). Children often lack healthy relationship role models.



Romantic relationships and young 
people’s mental health
• Negotiating early romantic relationships is an important developmental 

task
• These relationships can have a positive effect on young peoples’ mental 

health and wellbeing – but ‘poor quality’ early relationships have been 
linked to depression, anxiety, and poorer functioning, especially in some at 
risk-groups

• The association is likely to be bi-directional, but evidence suggests that 
relationships may have more influence on mental health than vice-versa 

• However - sex and relationship education in many schools has historically 
placed too much emphasis on 'the mechanics' of reproduction and too 
little on relationships (Ofsted, 2013)



Transforming relationships and 
relationship transitions: Evidence

Evidence from two projects, the Shackleton Relationships Project 
and Mapping Paths to Family Justice, showed an appetite among 
young people for:
• more education at school (which they help to develop) about how 

to build positive relationships and handle ‘normal’ relationship 
difficulties (Barlow et al, 2018)

• more information and for their views to be better represented in 
mediation processes following parental relationship breakdown 
(Barlow et al, 2017)
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We know from earlier research that children/young people are keen to learn about and gain skills for healthy relationship transitions for themselves. They won’t necessarily have good role models for this (e.g. children in care; high conflict intact or separated parents). In addition, the silence around how to cope when experiencing the effects of parental relationship breakdown was of concern and there was an appetite for a space for children’s voices to be heard and information tailored to and made available to them through school or .gov.uk initiatives. So while the law considers family life a private matter, this has led to the education dimension being neglected around healthy relationships, in contrast to say sex education and dangerous relationships.Our focus in this project is on  2 key transitions – into heathy relationships for themselves and, for some, out of intact family life and into a heathy, positive post-separation family life – the evidence suggests that young people want a say, they want agency.HeaRE – working with schools and youth groupsHeaRT – working the FJYPB and mediators and counsellors specifically on policy pressure and parental encouragement for CIM given other research indicating this would be a good way forward – [Australian research shows that children suffer great harm to their mental health when they have to bear the responsibility of effectively managing conflict surrounding post-separation arrangements between their parents (McIntosh, 2008). However, this can be ameliorated by reducing parental conflict through child-inclusive mediation (CIM) (McIntosh, 2008, Fortin, 2012), yet in the UK CIM uptake is currently very low, where on average CIM-qualified National Family Mediation mediators only undertake one CIM per year (FJYPB, 2019).]



Transforming relationships and 
relationship transitions: Aims
To look holistically at healthy transitions into relationships and out of
relationships (including coping with parental separation), in order to:

• Support young people through relationship education to become adults 
capable of making positive choices and maintaining happy, health-promoting, 
intimate relationships (HeaRE + HeaRT)

• Reduce the adverse consequences of parental conflict on child (and parental) 
health by promoting greater agency for young people whose parents separate 
– age-appropriate information and voice (HeaRT + HeaRE))

• Design further research to understand, address and evaluate the value of 
relationship education in improving relationship skills as well as its impact on 
the mental health of the next generation
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My colleagues Tamsin Newlove-Delgado and Simon Benham Clark are leading on the work with young people to co-develop and deliver Relationship and Sex Education against the background of changes and repositioning of SRE to RSE with relationship education set to become compulsory for all pupils and sex education compulsory for secondary school pupils from September 2020. We are working with PSHE and relationship charities and counsellors in the phase of the work.The work we hope to do to reduce the adverse consequences for young people who are transitioning out of intact parental relationships will look at the role of Child Inclusive Mediation in giving agency to young people whose parents separate. We are working with the FJYPB. Research evidence on CIM – McIntosh and Fortin’s research.Our aim is to impact Relationship Education and Family Justice policy with some practical initiatives – PSHE Association; LEAs, FMC, FMA. MoJIn terms of further research, we aim to Apply to call on Adolescent Mental Health and the Developing Mind – join with others in CMH – a work package around Healthy Behaviours – 14-24  year olds.



Healthy Relationship 
Education research Project 
(HeaRE)



Healthy Relationship Education research 
Project (HeaRE)

• Relationships and Sex Education (RSE)  required in schools from 
September 2020; yet currently no available relationship skills 
programmes that have been developed and tested in UK schools

• The HeaRE project aims to:
• Explore the desired outcomes of relationship education from the 

perspectives of young people, and test out ways to measure outcomes 
(what do young people want to get out of relationship education?)

• Co-develop and test out messages and activities which could form part of a 
relationship education toolkit, building on the work of the Shackleton 
Project
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 We also seek to fill a gap in the evidence, by further exploring what young people think Relationship Education should achieve e.g. what  they think the outcomes should be, and to consider how we might measure these outcomes in future to see how and whether relationships education ‘works’..



HeaRE: Methods

• Youth co-development Panels to 
develop and refine messages and 
materials

• Whole class school workshops to 
test and gain feedback

• Focus groups to explore ‘desired 
outcomes’

• Stakeholder meetings
Involving schools and youth groups 
from across Devon
So far: one Panel session, two focus 
groups and one school workshop



What do young people want to get out of 
relationship education?

Early findings:
• Some felt that RSE should focus first on building confidence and 

self esteem ‘‘you have to be happy with yourself (first)’’ 
• Relationships with family, and ending relationships were other 

topics that were important to them
• Familiar with concepts such as ‘trust’ and ‘consent’ but sense 

they often gave exam-style responses: “we should be taught 
what is right and wrong” 

• Young people found it hard to visualise the longer term 
outcomes of relationship education – what does it mean for 
their future, is it relevant to them right now?



Co-developing relationship 
education

I am quite impressed they are 
engaged as it is their free time’
Youth Leader 

• First co-development session and school workshop focussed on 
‘beginning healthy relationships’

• Discussion on the stages of young people’s relationships
• Development of material around: “what questions should you ask 

yourself when you’re getting into a relationship?” – adding to the 
‘critical questions’ developed in the Shackleton Project

• Preferences for delivery: - open conversations, debate, real life true 
story Q&A , ‘hate to do a role play’,  videos of both perspectives, ‘not 
cartoons’, an anonymous box, not delivered by a teacher



Workshop with Year 9 pupils
What questions should Alex and Sam ask themselves about 
their relationship to help ensure it is happy and healthy? 

Do you feel comfortable with them?
100% they feel the same way?
(Is it in your) best interests?
Is it forced?
(Do you see yourself) growing old with 
them?
(Think) if you would regret it later in 
life?
What previous relationships have they 
had? What were they like?
(Are they) trustworthy?
Do they have good banter?
(Do we have) the same interest?
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HeaRE: Next steps
• Analyse feedback from first workshop – and take to next Youth Panel 

to develop material further (iterative process)
• Further focus groups and qualitative analysis of material around 

outcomes
• Triangulating data from focus groups with systematic review of 

outcomes measured in evaluations of relationship education 
programmes…  are we measuring the outcomes which are important 
to young people?

• Joining together with HeaRT strand – what support, skills and 
knowledge do young people want to cope better with relationship 
transitions? (in particular handling parental relationship 
breakdown)



Healthy Relationship 
Transitions research 
Project (HeaRT)



HeaRT: Methods

Information:
• Workshop with Family Justice  Young People’s 

Board on information needs following parental separation
• Workshop with relationship experts arounds skills needed to 

identify good/bad relationships and cope better with transitioning 
into/out of relationships across the lifecourse

Consultation: The current picture on Child Inclusive Mediation (CIM)-
• Telephone interviews with 20 CIM trained mediators; 20 parents 

and 10 children who have experienced CIM;
• Focus group with Family Justice Young People’s Board
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 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment on Article 12 UNCRC requires states parties to ensure that children are accurately informed, consulted and if necessary, afforded representation 



Healthy Relationship Transitions 
research Project (HeaRT)

When children are included in mediation process:
• They report that it was positive to be able to talk to someone 

“neutral” and that telling someone other than their parents what 
they thought and felt “eased the burden”

• They demonstrate lower anxiety, fewer fears, and fewer 
depressive symptoms

• It leads to more durable agreements; improved parental 
alliances; better father–child relationships and more cooperative 
co-parenting
YET – It remains a ‘minority activity’
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OVERVIEWWhen parents separate, children want:to be told what is going on To be consulted on the decisions that are made about them Regaining cognitive control of events was central to most children’s attempts to regain a new ‘steady state’ and being left out of discussions tends to increase anxiety and upset (Butler et al., 2002)Being involved in making decisions about contact was associated with a positive experience of contact (Fortin et al 2012)CIMWhen children are included in mediation, they report that it was positive to be able to talk to someone “neutral” and this “eased the burden” (Thørnblad and Strandbu, 2018)Demonstrated lower anxiety, fewer fears, and fewer depressive symptoms (McIntosh, Smyth, Kelaher, Well, & Long, 2011)more durable agreements; improved parental alliances; better father–child relationships and more cooperative co-parenting (Walker and Lake-Carroll, 2014)YET – It remains a ‘minority activity’ (Walker and Lake-Carroll, 2014) see also FJYPB, 2019: on average CIM-qualified National Family Mediation mediators only undertake one CIM per year 



HeaRT: Early findings

FJYPB: There was strong support for family law issues 
including CIM to be part of the PSHE curriculum –

we learn about more uncommon things that don't apply to everyone in PSHE…
like teen pregnancies and stuff like that and the chance of that is only one or two 
that happen in your school… [whereas parental relationship breakdown is] so, so 
common…

Parents: CIM empowering for the children 
 [Insert quote – transcript due early next week]



Future directions



Future directions: research challenges

• Project still has a year to run – more to explore
• From early findings and prior work, areas might include:

• How can we best identify and support the wider population of 
children and young people experiencing high-conflict parental 
relationships and parental relationship breakdown? 

• Intervention development and feasibility work around universal 
relationship education in schools: can we develop some core 
components to be evaluated? What would be the best way to evaluate 
this in a complex system?

• What are the challenges and strengths of a school-based approach to 
promoting healthy relationships? How does this join up with the wider 
spectrum of work supporting parents and families? 



Future directions: calls and collaborations

• Currently seeking and building collaborations for more ambitious 
interdisciplinary research

• Calls and funders of interest include:
• MRC/AHRC/ESRC Adolescence, Mental Health and the Developing Mind initiative
• UKRI Emerging Minds programme
• MRC Public Health Intervention Development Programme
• Wellcome? Their current call focus is on ‘treatments’ rather than educational 

intervention initiatives, but may be of longer term interest.



Working out Relationships 
with and for the next 

generation
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[On the Shackleton Relationships project our main findings were that couples in thriving relationships worked at their relationship. They built a good friendship and team; their expectations were realistic; they dealt quickly and constructively with any conflict and they usually had a good support structure to help them through difficult times. We took these main findings and produced an infographic and a short animation to be used alongside some lesson plans that we have developed around the main findings. We used a gym theme to get across the message that, just like getting fit, relationships take work to try to counter the unrealistic messages about relationships so often portrayed to young people in the media. We are hoping to achieve quality mark status of the teaching materials from the PSHE Association .The infographic is for classroom walls but something similar for the main messages around child inclusive mediation could be produced to display in mediation offices. An animation could be available on the FMC and member organisation websites and potentially on any updated web pages for MoJ.]
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