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Early in 2003 married and de facto couples with children were interviewed about their experiences, perceptions and expectations as partners and parents. The small-scale study received an unexpectedly high level of interest, with many couples coming forward to take part. The results of the study have since been analysed for what they tell us about partnership and parenting, as well as the relationship between the two.  This is a summary of these findings.  

We would like to thank all those who took part in the project.  The time, energy and honesty that you put into this project made the research possible.  Your experiences have contributed to our knowledge about parenting and partnership in the current New Zealand context.  We would also like to thank all those who indicated their interest in the project, but could not be interviewed due to the limited resources available. We are grateful for your support and hope you find the results interesting.

Overall, the results demonstrate that parenting and partnership are seen as important, complex and interrelated facets of people’s lives.  Parenting, partnership and commitment are inseparable, when considering children’s development in two-parent households.

Marriage itself is seen as less important than commitment itself, to both partnership and parenting.  Commitment is seen as vital to people’s personal happiness as well as the wellbeing of their partnership. Factors that keep people in their current partnership and contribute to its overall stability include aspects within and outside the relationship itself.  For the majority, having children is a significant barrier to leaving a partnership.     

Partnership is influenced by becoming a parent while parenting is influenced by the level of commitment in a partnership.  Parenting changes couples’ relationships, sometimes for the better and sometimes for the worse.  Working together as co-parents was seen as an important.

Many parents are aware of numerous key ingredients to successful parenting.  Many of the responses that participants provided reflected what psychologists have identified as the most beneficial style of parenting. Authoritative parenting incorporates high levels of love, respect and support alongside fair and firm control with non-coercive discipline. Parents continually negotiate a range of challenges that reside internally and externally to parents themselves.  What parents look for in their children to indicate whether they have made a good job of parenting varies widely, but most look for whether their children are socially and psychologically well-balanced.

Most people see parenting as the most important influence in children’s development, especially in children’s preschool years, but also acknowledge a range of other non-parental influences.  Some perceive a two-way relationship between the impact of parenting and other influences.    

Following is a summarised breakdown of the study and its individual results. A full research report is currently being prepared, and will be available in early 2004.  Please contact us if you would like to receive the final report.  Also contact us if you would like to receive our recent newsletter.

THE STUDY

Fifty couples were interviewed, giving a total of 100 interviews.  Thirty couples were married and twenty couples were in a de facto relationship.  All couples had children or step-children living with them some or all of the time.  Participants were each interviewed separately by one of our interviewers, according to a structured questionnaire with 18 open-ended questions.  The questionnaire was divided into three sections – commitment, partnership and parenting – with approximately six questions in each section.  Interviewees also filled out a short survey. 

SURVEY RESULTS

The questionnaire included measures of commitment, and there were no differences in strength of commitment between cohabiting/de facto and married couples.  Overall there were remarkably few differences between these two kinds of relationships.  Those in de facto relationships were more likely to believe that if a couple works hard to make their relationship work and don’t succeed, then they should separate.  They were also less likely than married couples to consider the costs of separating as too great.

INTERVIEW RESULTS

Marriage- does it matter?

We asked our sixty interviewees who were married to explain why they had chosen to get married.  Most responded that marriage was simply a logical step in their life and relationship, often a precursor to having children.  Some participants mentioned that personal reasons, including their values and beliefs, encouraged their marriage. The remainder of reasons people gave for getting married related to pressure from external factors, such as family expectations or that they saw marriage to be a public statement of commitment. 

We asked our forty participants who were not married to explain why they had chosen to remain in a de facto relationship but not to marry.  The most common reason provided was that marriage did not matter to them.  Many did not necessarily think marriage was the wrong thing to do; it simply wasn’t the right thing to do. Other reasons interviewees provided for not getting married were about an active rejection of marriage on a number of grounds, such as personal reasons and political objections.  Practical reasons for not getting married were also mentioned, such as wanting to be more financially secure or have children first. 

Whether or not people felt that marriage itself was important to their personal happiness was influenced by whether or not they were married.  Nearly all of those in a de facto relationship stated that marriage was not important. Half of those in a marriage believed that being married was important to their personal happiness while the other half explained that marriage itself was not important to their personal happiness.

Just over half of all interviewees believed that it did not matter to their children whether their parents or step-parents were married or not.  People in de facto relationships were more likely than those in married relationships to say that it didn’t matter.  In accounting for why parental marriage did not matter, by far the greatest proportion of reasons provided referred to the age of their children seeing their children were ‘too young’ or ‘too old’ to care.  In accounting for why parental marriage did matter, most commonly stated was that being married provided a more secure family environment.

Commitment – does it matter?

In the past marriage and commitment were seen as going hand in hand, with marriage reflecting a commitment to a life long relationship. Today however, commitment does not necessitate marriage, and marriage does not necessarily predict long-term commitment.

We asked interviewees to define commitment, both generally and in terms of themselves personally. There were no clear differences between those in married and de facto partnerships. Most commonly mentioned was staying with the relationship, including having long-term intentions, working through difficulties, and making compromises or sacrifices. Interviewees also mentioned general traits, such as trust, loyalty, honesty and love, as well as more specific actions, including making the relationship and each other a top priority, spending time together, communicating openly and supporting each other. 

Ninety-two percent of the interviewees believed that commitment in their relationship was important to their personal happiness. An even higher percent saw commitment to be important to the wellbeing of their partnership.

Partnership – what makes it last?

Interviewees described a large range of factors they felt kept them in their partnership.  Overall, it was aspects within the partnership itself that people identified as keeping them in it, such as positive emotions of love and belonging, friendship and time together, a respect for commitment or their partner, sharing commonalities with their partner, expectations of a shared future and physical expression of love.  Other factors that people mentioned related to factors outside of the relationship itself, including children and the family unit, the ability for individuality to be maintained within the partnership, and the security and stability that comes with the partnership.  

Interviewees provided similar responses when asked what they considered to be most important to their partnership’s stability. There were two interesting divergences suggesting that while children are a reason for remaining in a relationship, they are not what gives a relationship its stability and that communication and honesty are seen as necessary for stability but not necessarily a reason for staying in a relationship.  Interviewees were more likely to think about ‘rocky patches’ when considering stability but not when considering what kept them in a relationship.

Most interviewees indicated that there were barriers to leaving their relationship. This does not mean that they wanted to leave their relationship or that if they wanted to leave the relationship the barriers would prevent them from doing so.  The majority of barriers mentioned related to the negative impact that leaving would have on children and/or the family unit.  Other barriers mentioned were personal reasons, such as not wanting to be alone, and relationship reasons, such as the loss of a friend and concern for the other partner.  External barriers, like disapproval from others and shaky finances, were also mentioned.  Responses from interviewees in de facto relationships were more likely than those in married relationships to relate to the barriers within the relationship itself. 
Parenting and partnership – how are they related?

An overwhelming majority of participants believed that their partnership underwent changes when they became parents.  A development of new roles/responsibilities was most frequently mentioned. A positive change frequently referred to was that having children deepened or strengthened the relationship.  Changes that were seen to have a negative impact on the relationship included a loss of certain aspects of life and increased stress put on relationship.  Several of the participants not only referred to a change that occurred when children were born but also transitions since then.  For example, one participant mentioned that although having a child initially placed an amount of stress on the relationship this developed a greater sense of commitment, which strengthened the relationship.

Nearly all interviewees believed that commitment in their partnership related to the way they parent. Commitment was seen to facilitate and encourage united parenting and to provide a stable and secure environment in which to raise children.  Some believed that parents in a committed relationship become role models for children’s own commitment to their family and others.   Several people mentioned that focusing on a healthy partnership is equally as important to parenting as focusing on children.

Successful parenting – what counts?

When asked ‘what are the most important aspects of successful parenting?’ respondents replied with what parents should do and how this can be achieved.  In terms of what parents should do, interviewees mentioned loving and supporting their children, setting boundaries and monitoring, and communicating openly and consistently. The role of parents in teaching values and skills was referred to, as was allowing and/or actively encouraging autonomy in children. Providing security and stability was also mentioned.  In terms of how good parenting can be achieved, interviewees mentioned a ‘team effort’ approach as co-parents and being open to learning as a parent by learning from others, being patient and flexible as well as ‘staying current’.  

Interviewees were also asked what they considered to be the biggest challenge for parents.  These appear to be external pressures on children or parents themselves.  These challenges were not seen as emerging from parents but dealt with by parents. A large range of external pressures was discussed, such as peer pressure, media influences, childcare facilities, societal expectations, work commitments and financial constraints.  Many of the other challenges mentioned were about the parenting process itself.  Interviewees mentioned their own limitations as person or parent, their ability to effectively set boundaries and monitor children and their ability to maintain a positive partnership as a couple or co-parents.  Achieving specific outcomes in children was seen as a challenge in itself. 

Successful parenting – how can we tell?

What parents look for in their children as evidence of good parenting varies widely.   By far the most commonly mentioned was that children who have had good parenting establish positive relationships with others.  At a general level this included children having a positive communication style, being socially adjusted and respectful of others.  More specifically, parents looked for their children having healthy relationships with family, friends and future partners.  

Other indicators of successful parenting included children having positive emotions (such as being happy) and positive self-perceptions or high self-esteem.  Parents also thought that children who have been parented well should develop certain positive values or attitudes.   Some looked for factors outside of children themselves, including others holding positive opinions of their children, their children having an education or career, and their children being high achievers and successful.  At a more general level, parents also mentioned indicators of good parenting included their children having certain qualities, such as being well-balanced/ stable, individuals/ independent and nice/ good people. 
Other factors – is parenting all that matters?

When asked how important parenting is compared with other influences (such as teachers, friends, and genetics) approximately three-quarters of participants said it was the most important. Others saw the issue as more complex. 

Many explained the reasoning behind why they saw parenting to be the most important influence on children’s development from babies to adults.  Most commonly mentioned was that parenting lays the foundations for children’s development.  Others referred to the fact that parents have the greatest and longest involvement with their children in comparison to any other people or group. Less frequently provided reasons for the primary importance of parenting were that parents provide morals and values that their children adopt, and that parents are role models for their children.

However, many interviewees argued that non-parenting factors were also very important, including: genetics, temperament, siblings, teachers, grandparents, friends, mentors, and other special people in their children’s lives.  Many interviewees did not see ‘influences’ as operating independently of each other.  For example, some mentioned that good parenting can reduce the impact of negative influences, while others acknowledged that when parenting is poor other influences may become more important.  Similarly many participants recognized that non-parenting factors, such as peers and teachers, become 

more influential with age. 

