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Introduction

The Relationship Indicators project is a nationally representative survey into
the state of relationships in Australia. Relationships are a major part of the
human experience. From the moment we are born, we are in relationships

with ourselves and others. Relationships can be a source of love, joy, intimacy,
connection and belonging. Relationships can also cause anxiety, frustration,
disappointment, grief, fear, and pain. Important and meaningful connections
build us up. When our relationships are strong, we can overcome incredible
challenges. Equally, relationship breakdown and loss can tear us apart. The re-
launch of the Relationship Indicators survey attempts to capture these nuances
and help us understand the importance of relationships across the life course.

The new survey

Relationships Australia has sought to develop a national survey which explored the ‘most important,
meaningful’ relationship people have in their lives. Traditionally, many may assume that a person’s partner
would take on this role. And for many of our participants, this was the case. However, we also felt it was
important to capture the incredible connection people have outside of partnered relationships and explore
the difficulties and challenges these relationships face. The survey also explores people’s experiences with
partnered relationship breakdown and bereavement, as well as other emerging relationship issues. Finally,
we focused on people’s social identities, by exploring the roles that group relationships play in our lives.

To design the survey, we used a panel of experts from across our Federation and beyond. This resulted in a
survey with a variety of rigorous measures, validated tools and some questions to test our own assumptions
as service providers. Our approach produced findings which are broadly applicable to the Australian
population. Despite this, we recognise that distilling relationships, which are so personal and infinitely
subjective, into a short, summative report is a difficult task. As such, we plan to use this research as a
launching point for more in-depth work. For now, we hope the findings of this research can start a larger
conversation about the integral role relationships play across the lifespan, and the kinds of supports that all
Australians need to achieve respectful, enduring relationships.

Support resources

If you need support in relation to the issues mentioned throughout this report, please find a list of useful
resources

Demographics

Relationship Indicators findings are considered representative of the Australian adult population. The
Relationship Indicators survey had 3140 respondents; this sample was benchmarked to reflect the gender,
age, and locations of the Australian population.! The survey was then weighted to correct any imbalances
between the survey sample and the Australian population or any biases in sample selection. For more
information on the approach to weighting, please see the

Key terms

Agree / disagree — Where likert scales gave options from 1-7,1-3 was reported as agree and 5-7 was reported
as disagree. For example, the statistic 8.8% felt safe to disagree with their partner, included those who
answered from 1-3. For 1-5 likert scale 1-2 was reported as agree and 4-5 was report as disagree. For loneliness
sclae, as specified by DeJong Gierveld, both ‘Yes' and ‘More or less’ were considered evidence of loneliness.
However respondents had to score across all three measures to be considered lonely.

Australians — Relationships Australia provides services to all members of the Australian community,
regardless of religious belief, age, gender, sexual orientation, lifestyle choice, cultural background or
economic circumstances. Throughout our analysis we use the term Australian to refer to anyone living in
Australia over the age of 18.

T As outlined by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (September 2021 ERPS).
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Carers — people who provide unpaid care and support to family members and friends who have a disability,
mental illness, chronic condition, terminal iliness, an alcohol or other drug issue or who are elderly.

Dissatisfied - refers to those who agreed with the negative semantics in the relationship satisfaction scale.
For example, they felt their relationship was bad, therefore they are dissatisfied.

Life in Australia™ — The Social Research Centre's panel used to collect the data for this report.

Most important relationship - In the first section of the survey, we asked people to think of the three people
closest to them and from this, select their most important, meaningful relationship. We then asked people
a series of questions exploring this relationship. Throughout the survey, we refer to this as the as their ‘most
important relationship’ or ‘most important person’.

Open-relationship — Being in a relationship with multiple partners at once. This is sometimes known
as a polyamorous relationship, consensual non-monogamous relationship or ethical non-monogamous
relationship. It is different from infidelity because everyone is aware and consents.

Partner - throughout this report we use the word partner to refer to a sexual, romantic or intimate relationship.
Other terms for this could include boyfriend, girlfriend, spouse, de facto, intimate partner, husband, wife.

Partnered relationships - refers to the relationship between two people that could be sexual, romantic or
intimate. Used instead of the more gendered terms such as boyfriend, girlfriend, spouse, de facto, intimate
partner, husband, wife.

Relationship dissatisfaction - refers to those who agreed with the negative semantics in the relationship
satisfaction scale. For example, they felt their relationship was bad, therefore they are dissatisfied.

Relationship dysfunction — a term used by researchers to describe turbulance within the relationship.
If dysfunction is present, relationship satisfcation may be reduced.

Relationship Indicators — National survey conducted by Relationships Australia to explore the experience
of relationships in Australia.

RIAG - Relationship Indicators Advisory Group which included experts from across the Relationships
Australia Federation.

Unsatisfied - refers to those who did not fully agree with the positive semantic measures of a satisfied
relationship. For example, they didn't feel their most important relationship was completely friendly, and
therefore their relationship is missing an element, but it does not necessarily equate to a dissatisfying
relationship.

Data Collection and question design

This survey was developed by the Relationship Indicators Advisory panel. The survey data was collected in
the 62nd wave of Life in Australia™. This is the Social Research Centre’s probability-based panel. For more
information, please see the
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Relationship Indicators Key Findings

1.

Australians? have a
variety of important,
meaningful
connections.
Australians are very
satisfied with these
relationships.

A

Loneliness is
increasing in Australia.
More people say

they often feel lonely
and levels of social
loneliness?® are high
across the whole
population.

/.

Men are struggling to
connect emotionally
and socially and create
strong relationships.

2.

Satisfying
relationships lead

to greater subjective
wellbeing and can
predict satisfaction
with life more
generally.

S.

Too many feel unsafe
disagreeing with
their most important
person, with older
Australians least likely
to say they feel safety
in their relationships.

8.

Having a strong

and reliable
relationship improves
subjective wellbeing,
reduces loneliness,
and enhances
mental health.

3.

External pressures

are placing a
significant strain on
relationships, affecting
some groups more
than others.

o.

Experiences with
griefand lossin a
partner relationship
have significant
ongoing effects on
future relationships.

O.

Australians have very
low rates of help-
seeking to address
relationship issues,
preferring to manage
these challenges

on their own.

2 Relationships Australia provides services to all members of the Australian community, regardless of religious belief, age, gender, sexual
orientation, lifestyle choice, cultural background or economic circumstances. Throughout our analysis we use the term Australian to refer

to anyone living in Australia over the age of 18.

3 Social loneliness is the lack of a larger support network.
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The significance of important,
meaningful relationships

Key points

1.

Partners, mothers and friends play a central
role in many peoples’ lives. 77.8% of Australians
chose one of these relationships as their

most important.

People are more likely to identify the
relationships with the women in their families as
their the most important.

People who selected their partner as their most
important relationship demonstrated the highest
level of relationship satisfaction, compared with
those who selected family or friends.

Almost all Australians identified a relationship
that is satisfying. 53.3% were completely satisfied
with their important relationship.

Having fun, spending time together and
communicating openly about problems in
your most important relationship lead to
relationship satisfaction.

While having lots of disagreements in your
most important relationship led to a reduction
in relationship satisfaction.

Australians have a variety of important,
meaningful connections

The survey consisted of three parts. In the first
section, we asked people to think of the three
people closest to them and from this, select their
most important, meaningful relationship. We
then asked people a series of questions exploring
this relationship, including satisfaction and
enjoyment, help-seeking behaviours, pressures their
relationship faced and the strategies they used to
manage these.

Sixty percent chose their partner as their most
important, meaningful relationship. An additional
9% chose their partner as their second or third
option. Mothers were also important figures, with
10.1% of Australians selecting them as their most
important and 15.9% as their second most important
person. Friends also played a key role, with 7.6%
selecting them as their most important and 16.5%
selecting them as second most important. For more
information on which sub-populations chose which
relationships, please see our

Figure 1: The relationships people chose as their three closest
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People are more likely to identify the women in
their families as their most important, meaningful
relationships

Across the ranking system, women played a
significant role. 20.9% said their mother, sister,
daughter, aunt or other woman in their life

was the most important, only 9.1% chose a man.*
While alone, these findings may not be of concern,
combined with our upcoming analysis of help-
seeking and support, the findings suggest that
people’s relationships to the men in their lives
could be strengthened.

“In my case daughters are closer to [me] than
sons. Sons tend to grow away from you as they get
older.” —woman, 65-74

Why people chose this relationship

41% chose a relationship they had been in
for over 10 years as their most important and
meaningful relationship.

Around 1in 10 people mentioned duration of their
relationship as a key reason for selecting it as

their most important. Similarly, many mentioned
living together as the reason for their closeness.
Others mentioned trust, respect and similar values
or love, understanding and openness. When
asked what people did to help them feel close,
most mentioned communication and talking,

or completing daily activities like child-rearing,
cooking, or watching television.

“We live together, share everything and rely/can
trust each other” — woman, 25-34.

“Celebrate the wins, focus on the solutions,
weather the storms, enjoy periods of calm, achieve
goals. We do this together. And | love him.”
—woman, 35-44.

“[They are] who I call first if | have a problem,
someone with whom | never run out of things to
talk about, the person | would trust the most with
a secret.” —woman, 25-34.

“Although we now live in separate countries we
communicate and chat regularly.” — man, 54-65.

“[We do] day-to-day domestic activities [like] junior
football, homework and projects... watching a TV
series together... building PC, quadbike, solving IT
problems.” — man, 65-74.

“Everything! He's only 4 years old so we play
together, read together, grocery shop together,
sing together, watch the occasional movie
together, cuddle time, camping trips, quick
getaway holidays to explore our beautiful state.”
—woman, 35-44.

“It's the silly stuff; singing, eating, playing, chilling
out and going out too.” - woman, 35-44.

“He’s educating me in anime and I’'m educating
him in older movies/current events.”
—woman, 55-64.

“Watch tv, play video games, go on road trips to
small towns, cuddle, play with pets.”
— non-binary, 25-34.

Australians are very satisfied with these
connections

53.3% are completely satisfied® with the
relationship they chose as the most important
or meaningful

Relationship satisfaction is the subjective evaluation
of a relationship and is considered one of the most
crucial measures of relationship functioning. We
explored relationship satisfaction for the relationship
people declared as their ‘most important [and]
meaningful’. Relationships Australia recognises that
relationships are complex. Rather than measuring
relationship satisfaction as binary, (for example, if my
relationship is not good, it must be bad), we used

a two-dimensional measure® to demonstrate that
satisfaction is more than an absence of negative
emotion and vice versa. Respondents were asked

to consider only the positive or negative qualities

of their most important relationship and then state
whether they felt this relationship matched the
following terms.

“While we did not collect gender information on partners, it should be noted that 67.5% of heterosexual men chose their partner as their
most important person, while only 55.5% of heterosexual women chose their partner. However, when controlling for age we noted that
from the age group of 55 onwards, heterosexual women appeared to select their partner less frequently, which could be affected by
the impact of women outliving their male partners. It should also be noted that people who identify as heterosexual may not be in a

heterosexual relationship and vice versa.

5 We classified completely satisfied as those who selected very, extremely or completely across all positive statements.

® Why we chose a two-dimensional measure: Two-dimensional measures attempt to account for the fact that behaviour alone cannot
account for decreases in relationship satisfaction and that other variables may contribute to the development of relationship distress
(Osterhout, Frame, Johnston 2011). Two-dimensional measures have been able to distinguish the difference between concepts like
ambivalence and indifference, as well as the role of social support and sexual satisfaction, or hostile conflict and neuroticism (Mattson et.
al. 2012; Fincham & Linfield 1997). Measuring both the positive and negative aspects of a relationship allow us to distinguish between what
kind of dissatisfaction people are experiencing and the underlying processes or issues that may be affecting these. Specifically, semantic
differential measures provide a powerful pathway for exploring specific positive or negative expressions towards a relationship, telling us
distinct information about relationship functioning. (Fincham, Beach & Kemp-Fincham 1997; Fincham and Linfield 1997).
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Figure 2.1: Relationship satisfaction

Terms used to measure relationship satisfaction, sorted by relationship type
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Responses to terms describing relationship satisfaction, sorted by percentage

We found that across a huge variety of relationships,
relationship satisfaction was very high. In particular,
people were very unlikely to agree with negative
statements about their most important person.

At least 65% agreed with each positive statement
and only 1.6% (or less) agreed with the negative
statements.”

Describing the most important relationship

as ‘good’ or ‘enjoyable’ was most indicative of
relationship satisfaction.t Given the many external
challenges relationships have faced in the past
few years, this suggests that while people may
not be 100% satisfied with their relationship, this
does not equate to dissatisfaction. It also suggests

that there is room for improvement. Later findings
demonstrate that dissatisfaction was correlated
with loneliness and lower wellbeing and poorer
mental health. Services that support respectful
relationships and address loneliness, wellbeing
and mental ill-health provide promise that there
are effective interventions that support people to
address some less favourable areas, knowing that
generally, Australians feel a sense of satisfaction
with their most important relationships.

“[She] makes me happy. She’s someone | want to
spend the most time with” — man, 25-34

“[We] enjoy each other’s company no matter what
we do” —woman, 65-74

7 Technical Note: Australians were least likely to agree that their most important relationship was interesting (66.8%) and most likely to
agree that their most important relationship was good (82.4%). Of the possible negative descriptions, Australians were most likely to agree
that their most important relationship was lonely (1.6%) and least likely to agree that their important relationship was either bad (0.8%) or

miserable (0.8%).

& Technical Note: ‘Enjoyable’ correlation = 0.90 and ‘good’ correlation = 0.90. Of all statements, these words were most strongly correlated

with relationship satisfaction.
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Who feels satisfied?

People who lived with their most important
person were more likely to feel satisfied with this
relationship than those who did not.° However,
these relationships were also more likely to face
pressures. In general,”® the length of relationship
did not have a substantial effect on relationship
satisfaction, however those who had known each
other for longer were more likely to feel their
relationship was full or sturdy, while individuals in
shorter relationships were more likely to describe
them as bad, lonely, discouraging, and/or fragile.

We found that people who identified their partner
as their most important relationship (60.1%) were

more satisfied with this relationship than those who

identified a family member (31%) or friend (7.6%)

Figure 2.2: Relationship dissatisfaction
Terms used to measure relationship dissatisfaction, sorted by relationship type
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as their most important. Those who chose a friend
were also less satisfied with this relationship than
those who chose a family member. Although men
were more likely than women (65.7% versus 54.6%)
to choose their partner as their most important
person, there was little difference between levels
of satisfaction with partner relationships between
men and women. Additionally, across all important
relationships, men were less satisfied with their
most important relationship (48.4% of men
completely satisfied versus 56.2% of women). This,
coupled with other findings about men throughout
the report, suggests that boys and men require
more support to create stronger connections.
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Responses to terms describing relationship satisfaction, sorted by percentage

° Technical Note: Positive semantic average mean for those living together was 6.56 versus 6.35 for those not living together (p < 0.05).
Negative semantic average mean for those living together was 1.58 versus 1.65 for those not living together (p < 0.05).

®Technical Note: Throughout this analysis we will refer to satisfaction ‘in general’ and as individual expressions or attitudes. The general
measures employed linear modelling, factor analysis and pairwise comparisons to produce these findings. When we refer to specific
measures, we are looking at specific statements, for example ‘bad’, from within the two-dimensional measure.
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This disparity was only perceptible in the positive
statements. For example, partners were more likely
to describe their relationship as enjoyable, full,
sturdy, or good. Across the negative descriptions,
there was no significant difference between
partners, familial relationships, or friendships.

This may be because the tool we used to measure
relationship satisfaction was designed with partners
in mind. Family relationships and friendships

are established on different foundations and the
statements participants were asked to agree or
disagree with may not predict the same relationship
experience. However, given our work in the familial
space, Relationships Australia notes with some
concern that familial relationships were less likely
than partner relationships and friendships to be
described as sturdy, enjoyable and hopeful and
more likely be described as lonely, boring, and
fragile." Irrespective of the original intention of

this measure of relationship satisfaction, these
findings suggests that familial relationships

require additional support to ensure that they
remain positive, caring connections. This becomes
especially important when we consider how these
descriptions affect wellbeing.

Figure 3

“| feel my friends are my chosen family and there
are a lot who | would go to first for support or
help.” — Woman, 25-34 years

Who feels dissatisfied?

People who agreed with all the negative terms
about their important relationship are considered
dissatisfied.” Only 0.1% of the population met these
criteria. In fact, 34.3% didn't resonate with any

of the statements.® When we looked at specific
terms in the measure, we found that describing a
relationship as discouraging or empty was most
likely to produce relationship dissatisfaction.
Promisingly, less than 2% described their most
important relationship with these terms. It is both
reassuring, and a testament to the resilience of
people, to find that 98% of respondents’™ had
meaningful relationships.

How can we improve relationship satisfaction?
The presence of certain behaviours in a relationship
can provide insight into how satisfying the
relationship is. Relationships Australia asked
respondents several behavioural questions

to provide further context to the relationship
satisfaction measure.

Statements providing insight into relationship satisfaction

. Strongly Disagree . Disagree

Neither Agree nor Disagree . Agree . Strongly Agree

We have lots of disagreements

We don't spend enough time together

We have fun together

We communicate openly about our problems

0%
Statements

20%
Responses sorted by percentage

40% 60% 80% 100%

" This analysis found that in general, no types of relationships were more likely to be unsatisfied, meaning no group agreed with all the
negative terms. However, when we look at individual expressions or attitudes, we found that familial relationships were more likely to agree
with some of these statements, which doesn'’t equate to dissatisfaction, but could be indicative of other experiences.

2 We classified completely dissatisfied as those who selected very, extremely or completely across all positive statements.

¥ We define resonate as selecting a tiny bit, a little, somewhat, mostly, very, extremely, or completely. For example, when asked if their most
important relationship was bad, and they selected ‘a tiny bit’ we could consider that they resonated with this statement.

“Technical Note: ‘Discouraging’ correlation = 0.80 and ‘empty’ correlation = 0.82. Of all statements (bad, lonely, discouraging, boring, empty,
fragile, miserable), these were most strongly correlated with relationship dissatisfaction.

> removing the 2% who described their important relationship with these terms.
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Relationship satisfaction is affected by the number
of disagreements people have. Our analysis

found that more disagreements led to lower
relationship satisfaction.”®

15% said they had lots of disagreements in their
important relationship

Interestingly, describing a relationship as ‘boring’
was the only statement that was not linked with
more disagreements. This perhaps suggests that a
‘boring’ relationship is not necessarily negative in
this respect. Conversely, describing a relationship
as ‘friendly’ was the only statement that was
associated with fewer disagreements.

Intriguingly, having fewer disagreements didn't
necessarily make a relationship more satisfactory,
suggesting that it is not the presence of the
disagreement but perhaps the way in which

it was responded to. Relationships Australia
recognises that disagreements can be a common
element of a respectful relationship; therefore,
rather than focusing on preventing or minimising
disagreements, understanding how to navigate
disagreements in a respectful manner is key

to building more satisfying relationships.
Relationships Australia has significant experience
delivering which deliver
these outcomes.

“[l am] not allowing disagreements to spoil all that
is good.” — man, 65-74

“[They are my most important person] because we
are bonded. Fight like hell. Disagree on everything,
and | do mean everything, except politics.”
—woman, 55-64

“[We] argue about the small things but the big
things we are very sympathetic to each other.”
—woman, 55-64

We found that those who commmunicated openly
with their most important person were more likely
to feel satisfied with this relationship.”

Similarly, we found that those who feel that they
don't spend enough time together were also

less satisfied with their relationship.”® 9% felt

that they did not spend enough time with their
most important person. Lastly, 84.8% of people
agreed that they have fun in their most important
relationship. Having fun in a relationship is the
strongest predictor of relationship satisfaction that
we found in this analysis.”

76.9% communicate openly about their
relationship problems.

These measures were developed in consultation
with Relationships Australia staff based on
statements and inductive reasoning from their work
supporting relationships. These findings let us say
with some confidence that having fun, spending
time together and communicating openly about
problems are all important aspects of a satisfied
relationship. However, none of these were so
strongly correlated with satisfaction that we can say
‘this is the key to a happy relationship’. Conversely,
we can also say that disagreements don't
necessarily lead to dissatisfaction. Our experience
tells us that relationships are complex. While
improving fun, time together and communication
may improve the relationship, not all people who
do this will have a happy, functioning relationship.
We also recognise that weaknesses across these
measures can also be symptomatic of other
pressures in our lives. For example, people who
work a lot and have many caring responsibilities
may not have the time or energy for fun. Ultimately,
these findings are indicative of the role external
pressures are playing on relationship satisfaction.
We will explore the role of external pressures play on
a relationship further in the Relationship Pressures
section on the report.

'® Technical note: Correlation = 0.28 with positive statements, Correlation = -0.23 with negative statements

7 Technical note: Correlation = -0.29 with positive statements, Correlation = 0.27 with negative statements

'8 Technical note: Correlation = 0.15 with positive statements, Correlation = -0.07 with negative statements

® Technical note: Correlation = -0.42 with positive statements, Correlation = 0.19 with negative statements
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Relationships and subjective
wellbeing

Key points Satisfying relationships lead to greater

1. Satisfying relationships are good for subjective wellbeing
wellbeing. The more satisfactory someone’s Relationship satisfaction isn't just important
important relationship was, the better their for the health of relationships; it also predicts
subjective wellbeing. satisfaction with life. Life satisfaction is another way

of describing subjective wellbeing.?° Wellbeing can
be measured by looking at observable concepts
like access to housing and healthcare or subjective
concepts like feelings of happiness. Subjective
wellbeing refers to how people understand and
evaluate their life. It is affected by the quality of their
relationships. Feeling satisfied with life can be an
indicator of other concepts like happiness, mental
health and how people feel about their direction
and options for the future. Therefore, improving life
satisfaction can improve people's outlook on life.

2. Generally, older people were more satisfied
with life than younger people. This was most
prevalent when comparing the responses of the
oldest and youngest groups.

3. The combined effects of caring duties,
deteriorating health and relationship breakdown
reduces subjective wellbeing, especially for
middle aged people (those aged 45-64).

My important relationship has...”

Positive effect leading to relationship satisfaction

°o20000&

Negative effect leading to relationship dissatisfaction

@ e @ @

20 ife satisfaction scale: This satisfaction with life scale was developed to measure subjective wellbeing. Diener’s concept of cognitive
wellbeing refers to how people evaluate their lives overall, as well as their evaluation of specific life domains. Life satisfaction explores
the cognitive aspect of wellbeing (Diener 1984). This scale is reliable and predictable (Pavot & Diener 1993; Diener et. Al. 1993). Evaluating
people’s wellbeing based on their subjective experience of life can be challenging. Our research employed a stable measure of wellbeing,
which is found not to be affected by fleeting influences (Pavot et. Al. 1991).

Subjective
wellbeing

2 Technical notes for figure: This figure is an artistic interpretation of the factor analysis conducted on these items. The relationship
satisfaction data consisted of 14 items relating to positive and negative qualities of the relationship. Terms appear in order of the strength
of their effect on the positive or negative factor.

People who had relationships that were hopeful and full, were more likely to rate their life as ‘close to ideal’. Alternatively, people who felt
their relationship was lonely or discouraging were less likely to rate their life as ideal. People who felt their relationships were interesting,
full, good and hopeful were more likely to rate ‘the conditions of their life' as excellent. Alternatively, people who felt their relationship was
lonely, boring or empty were less likely to rate the conditions of their life as excellent. Of this, loneliness had the strongest effect.People
who felt their relationships were interesting, full and hopeful were more likely to agree they were satisfied with their life. Again, people who
felt their relationship was lonely were least likely to state that they were satisfied with their life.People who felt their relationships were full,
sturdy, enjoyable, good and hopeful were more likely to agree that ‘So far | have gotten the most important things | want in life’. People
who felt their relationship was lonely or empty were least likely to agree with this statement.

People who felt their relationships were full, sturdy, enjoyable, good and hopeful were more likely to agree that ‘If | could live my life over,

| would change almost nothing'’. People who felt their relationship was bad, lonely, empty were least likely to agree with this statement.
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Our research found that the more satisfactory
someone’s important relationship was, the
better their subjective wellbeing.?? In particular,
Relationships Australia found that describing

a relationship as ‘full’ was the strongest predictor
of subjective wellbeing. Conversely, feeling
‘lonely’ in a relationship is one of the greatest
forecasters for feeling dissatisfied with life.
Respondents who selected these descriptions were
also more likely to have selected this relationship
as their most important because other closer
relationships had broken down, or were affected
by geographic separation.

“I'm not sure who I'd identify as my closest
relationship, I've moved around a lot recently and
am not really close with anyone.” — man, 18-24

“They are all | have - | don’t have a wife...parent’s
and family are long passed away” — man, 65-74

Figure 5
Subjective wellbeing based on age

“She lives an hour away by car and we don'’t see
each other often” — woman, 65-74

Subjective wellbeing increased for older people.
This was especially true for those aged 65+. However,
the measure exploring ‘conditions of life' broke

this pattern. Our research found that middle aged
people (45-64 year old's) were least likely to agree
with the statement ‘the condition of their life was
excellent’. Additionally, younger people (18-44 year
old’s) saw a spike in this measure of satisfaction.
Middle and older aged people were more likely to
agree with reflective statements about life.” This
suggests that while middle aged people may face
more day-to-day struggles than the young and old,
age helps people clarify and come to terms with the
various changes in life and soothes worries related
to what might be lacking.

Five wellbeing measures sorted by age - 5 complete satisfaction, 1 complete dissatisfaction

[ 18-24 years [ 25-34 years
3.5

3.0

25

2.0
If | could live my life

over, | would change
almost nothing

| am satisfied
with life

In most ways my
life is close to my

35-44 years [] 45-54 years [ 55-64 years [I] 65-74 years [ 75+

The conditions
of my life are
excellent

So far | have gotten
the most important
things | want in life

Wellbeing measure

22Technical note: Correlation = 0.28 with positive relationship statements, Correlation = -0.17 with negative relationship statements

2 For example, the statements ‘So far | have gotten the most important things | want in life’ and ‘If | could live my life over, | would change

almost nothing’.
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The effects of ageing on relationships

and wellbeing

The combined effects of caring duties, deteriorating
health and relationship breakdown seems to
culminate in those aged 45-64 years old. Qualitative
analysis demonstrated that part of the reason

for lower subjective wellbeing in those aged

45-64 years old was the conditions of their life.

As people aged and relationships shifted these
issues influenced their subjective wellbeing.

Our analysis demonstrated that for the ‘sandwich
generation’, those caring for aging parents as well
as their own children, the role of double caring
responsibilities placed pressure on their most
important relationship.

| am a “3 person carer, part time for aged parent &
adult child plus full time for disabled adult child”

I manage these pressures by “enjoy[ing] the small
pleasures of life” — woman, 55-64

“we manage our time, make sure we have enough
space to talk and discuss things [while caring for
ageing parents and children]” - man, 45-54

“bring[ing] up our children and supporting our
ageing parents...[we] don’t actually do much just
as a couple without the kids and our relationship
has suffered a bit” —woman, 45-54

Others in this age bracket also spoke of health
challenges affecting their relationships.

“l put my life somewhat on hold to care for him due
to his health” - woman, 55-64

To manage the ill-health of his partner one
“dropped unimportant tasks...just made sure the
household basics are done” — man, 55-64

Others in this age group mentioned the enormous
toll relationship breakdown and loss had on them.

“l am quite broken now. | have no interest in any
relationships” — man, 55-64

“the necessary on-going contact with former
husband (re child rearing and access issues) is
difficult” — woman, 55-64

Alternatively, our analysis found that retiring had
a strong effect on their relationship satisfaction
and wellbeing.

“As I've recently retired, we are doing everything
together now. Hanging at home, off on holidays,
being there when my loved one’s have died, being
there when one of us has been very ill.”

—woman, 55-64

“Iwe feel close] especially now that we are both
retired. Previously when we both worked we tried
to do everything together on the weekend because
during the weekdays we were ships passing in

the night”—woman, 55-64

For more information on retirees see our

In the next section, we will explore the pressures
relationships have faced across the last six months.
Exploring these pressures helps us consider how
we can begin to support Australians to achieve
respectful and enduring relationships in the face of
continued challenges.
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Relationship Pressures

Key points

1.

71.9% of Australians faced relationship pressures
in the last six months. The average person
encountered between 1and 2 pressures in their
most important relationship.

The pressures facing Australian relationships are
varied and intertwined, but many relate to the
ongoing effects of the pandemic and the rising
cost of living.

The effects of mental ill-health were pervasive
across relationships, being a major pressure
in itself, and a cause and consequence of
other pressures.

People with long-term mental and/or physical
health conditions faced the most pressures.

Older people were less likely to face pressures in
their most important relationship. 42% of those
aged 55 or older faced no pressures in their
important relationship in last six months.

Relationship pressures are associated with
reduced relationship satisfaction, subjective
wellbeing, and higher levels of loneliness.

Figure 6

What is placing pressure on Australian
relationships?

Relationship pressures can be internal or external
factors which can challenge the relationship and
often require strategies to manage their effects.
Respondents were asked to identify which pressures
their important relationship had experienced in

the last six months. The most common pressures
facing Australian relationships are study or work
commitments (affecting 25.8%), mental health
(affecting 22.1%) and money problems (affecting
20%). One in five (19.2%) Australians said that study
or work commmitments were the biggest pressure on
their most important relationship.

22.1% said mental health placed pressure on
their most important relationship in the last
six months.?*

Pressures affecting people's closest relationship
Respondents could select all pressures that applied
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Pressures affecting people’s most important relationship

?*Having a long-term mental health condition did not have a reportable effect on relationship satisfaction. While people with long-term
mental health conditions did not have worse relationship satisfaction than the population, 87% of people with a long-term mental health
condition were experiencing pressures in their relationship, compared to the population benchmark of 71%. It should also be noted that
68.3% of people experiencing this pressure did not identify as having a long-term mental health condition.
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External pressures have placed significant pressure
on Australian relationships. The ongoing effects of
the pandemic and the rising cost of living pervaded
the survey. For example, 17.8% said the impact of
the pandemic affected their relationship, 14.9%
declared unfulfilled expectations as an issue, while
approximately a quarter of Australians cited the
division of household tasks (18.1%) and money
problems (20%) as pressures. Respondents were
able to choose as many pressures as they liked.
19.8% of Australians chose 2 or more of these
pandemic-related pressures together, suggesting
that they operate concurrently.

“I live in hope that the true extent of the pandemic
decisions whether good or bad will be learned
from and we will never be locked down again. |
hope that the damage caused can be repaired”
—man, 55-64

“We both had covid, so the pressure is now gone”
—woman, 45-54

Figure 7

“As a small business owner going through COVID
we have faced challenges never faced before in

business. | just felt like a needed a break from all
the stresses and pressures of life” — woman, 45-54

“The pressure of the pandemic no longer impacts
our relationship. We are able to see each other
whenever we please.” — woman, 55-64

“Normally visit Europe once a year [to see my
mother]. The pandemic has made me not visit for
over two now.” — man, 35-44

“[We are] trying to grieve together the people we
have lost during the pandemic. The loved ones we
couldn’t see. The funerals we couldn’t attend.”
—woman, 45-54

People who lived with their most important person
were more likely to face relationship pressures.
However, the types of pressures people faced were
similar across both groups.

Amount of pressures based on living arrangements
Average amount of pressures for those living together, against those who were not living together

Living with most important person

Not living with most important person

0.0

1.0 15 20

Average number of relationship pressures (0-2)

How do life circumstances affect

relationship pressures?

The length of people’s most important relationship
also influenced the type of relationship pressures
they faced. Those who had been in their most
important relationship for 5 years or less were most
likely to cite study or work commitments (43.3%)
and mental health (41.7%) as pressures, whereas
those in medium-term relationships (between 6
and 30 years) were more likely to cite the division

of household tasks (29.5%) and study or work
commitments (29.3%). Finally, those who had been
in their most important for over 30 years were most
likely to say they had no pressures affecting their
relationship in the last six months (39.3%); however,
for those in this age group who were affected by
external pressures, the impact of the pandemic was
the pressure causing the most distress (14.8%).

People with children had similar pressures to
the broader population;?® however, there were

differences among people with children at home
versus those with teenagers at home. For people
with children (under 13), the division of childcare
tasks was a unique issue (affecting 66.1%), whereas
the division of household tasks were more likely to
be a relationship pressure for people with children
aged 13+ (affecting 31.1%).2°

“[To manage the pressure we are] openly speaking
about the frustrations of raising teenagers,
especially during the pandemic” - woman, 45-54

“[ damaged] my own career to buffer [the]
complete lack of support for working parents with
young school children during lockdowns; turned
to professional help (psychologist) to manage
mental health problems from triple burden

(work, homeschooling, caring for children and
maintaining healthy family life)” - woman, 45-54

%The four most commmon pressures with people with children faced were — work/study commitments, division of household tasks, money

problems and mental health.

26|t should be noted that these pressures were not necessarily affecting the relationship with the children, but were felt in the participants’

most important, meaningful relationships.
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Who is facing the most relationship pressures?
Certain groups were more likely to experience
pressures. In particular, the pervasiveness of
relationship pressures for young people, carers, and
people with long-term mental health conditions
was apparent.

The average person encountered between 1and 2
pressures in their most important relationship in the
past six months.?” 8.4% of the population faced five
or more pressures at once.

In comparison, 87% of people with long-term

mental health conditions faced relationship
pressures, often facing 2 to 3 pressures at once. More
than half (53.1%) faced 4 or more pressures at once.

Figure 8

While there was only a minor gendered difference
(73% of women versus 70.6% men experienced
relationship pressures), women were more likely
than men to cite mental health as a relationship
pressure (26% versus 18.1%). There were no other
significant gendered differences across pressures.

“My long-term mental health conditions have
impacted our relationship significantly over

the years. My husband and | have both sought
professional help at different times, and grown in
our abilities to remain present and compassionate.
My husband makes more effort to go out...to

care for his own mental health [and] we make
sure to go out together as | am able.”

- Woman, 55-64 years

Average number of relationship pressures

Sorted by demographic category

General

75 or more years

65-74 years

55-64 years

45-54 years

35-44 years

25-34 years

18-24 years

Person with disability
Long-term physical health condition
Long-term mental health condition
Carer

Woman

Man

Outer Regional

Inner Regional

Major Cities

Quintile 5 - Least disadvantage
Quintile 4

Quintile 3

Quintile 2

Quintile 1 - Most disadvantage

0.0

Demographic subcategory

7Technical note: Population average = 1.66 pressures
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86.5% of young people (18-24 years) faced
relationships pressures and 30.2% of young people
faced four or more pressures at once. Almost

half (49.1%) of young people said work or study
commitments were affecting their important
relationship. Young people were also more likely
than the rest of the population to select different
values or beliefs as a relationship pressure (23%
versus 10.7%). This pressure had a negative
correlation with age, older people were less likely to
select this as a pressure. The pressure of ‘unfulfilled
expectations’ also followed this pattern, affecting
people younger people at twice the rate of older
Australians (19.4% for those aged 44 years or less,
10.6% for those aged 45+).

“We are a cross cultural relationship (country
anglo and person of colour) we have very different
experiences of the world, different expectations of
what is acceptable with regards to social justice or
even when one of us sees something as prejudice
and the other sees it as normal. Our strategy

has been to just keep talking about it, life long
learning” - woman, 35-44

“[ am] lowering my expectations, accepting
reality”- man, 45-54

Across our analysis, we found that those with
long-term physical health conditions faced the
most pressures at once. This group experienced an
average of 2.95 pressures concurrently.

“When somebody has a health event, you can only
take one day at a time.” - woman, 55-64

“l am the one diagnosed with cancer. I'm both
optimistic and stoic regarding how the treatment
will go. My wife is very edgy about my illness — too
much Dr Googling. Through the cancer centre I'm
attending, she has been referred to a psychologist
to talk things though.” — man, 65-74

For a full breakdown of pressures experienced
based on demographics, please see our
or

The effect of pressures on relationships
Relationships Australia has found that experiencing
relationship pressures had a significant effect

on people’s health and wellbeing. People

who experienced pressures in their important
relationship had lower relationship satisfaction.?®
Relationship pressures also reduced people's
subjective wellbeing.?®> Additionally, people who
faced relationship pressures were more likely to
feel lonely or say they didn't feel loved.*°

While we recognise that pressures are a regular
part of relationships, the enhanced role pressures
play in some sub-populations and the effect of
compounding pressures is of concern. Relationships
Australia recognises that even ostensibly ‘internal’
pressures, such as division of childcare tasks, are
impacted by external pressures like the rising

cost of living and the need to work more to
manage this. Relationships Australia provides a
variety of services which support people to develop
resilience and dyadic coping strategies in the

face of relationship pressures. Although our work
focuses on supporting people to manage these
pressures in productive ways, it is also important
that policies protect especially vulnerable
Australians from the compounding effects of
internal and external pressures.

“I'm not managing it. There is only so much money
I have and | cannot spend more on any outings.

It all has to go to bills and boring crap. | wish our
world was different.” - woman, 35-44

“Our house had been damaged in the flood — and
most of our issues are to do with this. Money, work,
getting old are also causing problems.”

—woman, 55-64

“With the cost of living going up so quickly
(especially petrol) it’s not easy” — man, 65-74

“[We have a] mutual love and affection that
has become so evident as a result of helping
each other cope with natural disasters (drought,
bushfires and then floods - climate change)
and COVID” — Man, 55-64

2Technical note: Those facing relationship pressures demonstrated an average relationship satisfaction level of 6.9/7 and a dissatisfaction
rate of 1.7/7. Those who had no pressures demonstrated an average relationship satisfaction level of 6.3/7 and a dissatisfaction rate of 1.3/7

with p value less than 0.05

»Technical note: completed 13 pairwise comparison of exploring the 13 pressures against the 5 measures of life satisfaction. Total tests:

13*5=65, all were significant with p value less than 0.05

39Technical note: 1.39 for those with pressures versus 1.23 for those without pressures.
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Who doesn’t face any relationship pressures? _
1in 4 Australians (28.2%) stated that they faced

no pressures in their relationship over the past six
months. Relationship pressures decreased with
age. Older people were less likely to face pressures
in their most important relationship. Almost half
(49.5%) those aged 75+ faced no relationship
pressures over the past six months.

Similarly, older people had better subjective
wellbeing, lower levels of loneliness, and they rated
their mental health as better, suggesting that age
plays a significant role in the health and wellbeing
of their relationships.

Figure 9

Percentage of people not experiencing any relationship pressures
Sorted by age group
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How people managed pressures

Acceptance

“recognise [my mental illness] and roll with the
punches” - woman, 75+

“We just juggle everything as it comes in”
—man, 45-54

“Make forgiveness a daily practice” — woman, 45-54

Avoidance

“it's better to withdraw than to get angry”
—man, 45-54

“We both avoided conflict. He resorted to
[computer gaming again] as a coping strategy”
—woman, 45-54

“Avoiding being critical of choices made by
daughter. Offering help. Trying not to demand
attention. Giving her space. Giving love.”
—woman, 65-74

“Don’t talk about certain topics” — woman, 45-54

Communication

“Take time to make comments, sleep over issues
rather than being spontaneous” — man, 45-54

“Being more aware of times he is down,
giving space, trying to encourage more open
communication and less bottling” — woman, 35-44

“Talking about our expectations and spending
goals.”— man, 35-44

“Open and upfront conversations. Not letting
things fester. Not making assumptions.”
—woman, 35-44

v

Compromise

“Agreeing to disagree and respect each other’s
perspectives or differences of opinion.”
—woman, 45-54

“Not bringing work home” — man, 55-64

“Keep conversation light. Find something to laugh
about” - woman, 75+

“Remaining positive about the future and our
ability to ride through until better situations arise”
—woman, 45-54

Support

“Therapy, being open with friends and family,
giving back to the community through charity and
volunteer work” — man, 25-34

“Have employed a cleaner” — woman, 45-54

“I may discuss it in a support self-help group
as to whether | am being unreasonable in my
expectations” — woman, 55-64

“Reading self-help books and applying tools and
skills we have learnt in the past” — woman, 35-44

Self care

“Meditation, self reflection, prayer, talking openly,
regular walking and exercise” — woman, 55-64

“Dropping unimportant tasks. Stay focussed on
health of partner. Make sure the household basics
are done.” — man, 55-64

“Alone time, allowing them to have their ‘introvert’
time.” —woman, 35-44
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L oneliness

Key points

1. Loneliness appears to be increasing. While all
measures of loneliness have increased since 2018,
social loneliness has increased the most.

2. One in five Australians disclose they often
feel lonely (19.9%), while indirect measures®' of
loneliness suggest 23.9% of Australians are lonely.

3. Almost half (45.9%) of young people (18-24 years)
are emotionally lonely. This was the highest
prevalence of loneliness across all cohorts that
we analysed.

4. People who chose their partner as their most

important relationship were significantly less
emotionally lonely than those who chose a family

Updating our previous research into loneliness
Loneliness has been described as an epidemic in
Australia. In 2018, Relationships Australia released

a report exploring loneliness in the Australian
population.*? found that one in six
Australians were experiencing emotional loneliness,
while one in ten lacked social support.** While
loneliness is a subjective experience, it both stems
from and can be causative of other relationship
issues. For example, Relationship Indicators found
that people experiencing relationship pressures
were lonelier than those who didn't face relationship
pressures.* This group also measured higher

on the emotional and social loneliness scale,*®
suggesting that experiencing relationship pressures

member or friend. has an effect on loneliness across the spectrum.

Additionally, people who felt emotionally or socially
lonely, or acknowledged they often felt lonely

had lower relationship satisfaction and subjective
wellbeing, suggesting that loneliness has a
complex relationship with other measures of
health and wellbeing.

5. Many sub-populations felt lonelier at higher
rates than the population. Across these groups,
emotional loneliness was especially high.

6. Loneliness negatively affects relationship
satisfaction and subjective wellbeing. People
who were lonely had reduced relationship
satisfaction and were less likely to agree that
they were satisfied with life.

' We employed the six item emotional and social loneliness scale developed by De Jong Gierveld (2006). None of the items referred directly
to loneliness and the word loneliness was not used in the set of items.

32This report was created using 16 waves of Household Income and Labour Dynamics of Australia (HILDA) survey data from 2001-2016.

3*Social and emotional loneliness were measured using the Index of Social Support, as developed by Flood (2005). The items on social and
emotional loneliness in the HILDA survey included:
| have no one to lean on in times of trouble.
| don't have anyone | can confide in.
| often feel very lonely.
| often need help from other people but can't get it.
People don't come to visit me as often as I'd like.
| seem to have a lot of friends.
When something’s on my mind, just talking with the people | know can make me feel better.
| enjoy the time | spend with the people who are important to me.
When | need someone to help me out, | can usually find someone.
There is someone who can always cheer me up when I'm down.

34 Average level of loneliness for those with relationship pressures was 3.09 versus 2.31 for those without relationship pressures.

>We employed the six-item emotional and social loneliness scale developed by De Jong Gierveld (2006). The items on social and emotional
loneliness our survey included:
| miss having people around
| experience a general sense of emptiness
Often, | feel rejected
There are many people | can count on completely
There are plenty of people that | can lean on in case of trouble
There are enough people that | feel close to
None of the items referred directly to loneliness and the word loneliness has not been used in the set of items.
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How many Australians feel lonely?

1in 5 Australians (19.9%) said they often feel lonely.
Compared with our 2018 report which found
loneliness sitting at approximately 17% across the
seven years prior (2009-2016), loneliness appears to
be increasing. When exploring indirect measures of
loneliness,*® we found 23.9% were considered lonely.

Figure 10

Although our previous research explored long-term
loneliness, and our new report explores loneliness at
a point in time, this increase in loneliness is reflected
in other pieces of research, such as those produced
by

Loneliness levels 2018 versus 2022
Comparing our previous loneliness research with Relationship Indicators 2022

Relationships Indicators 2022

Relationships Australia's Loneliness Study 2018
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Percentage of people experiencing loneliness

1in 5 Australians reported often feeling lonely.*”

Loneliness is not necessarily equivalent to social
isolation. Emotional loneliness is the lack of

a significant person with whom you have an
attachment to, whereas social loneliness is the lack
of a larger support network. We employed the six-
item scale developed by DeJong Gierveld to explore
these concepts. Our analysis found concerningly
high levels of social loneliness.

28% are experiencing social loneliness

Almost a quarter of Australians (24.4%) agreed
with the statement, ‘| miss having people around’.
However, of the three statements,*® our analysis
found that this was least likely to influence social
loneliness. This could be due to the transformative
effects of the pandemic on socialising and our
ability to be alone. Furthermore, levels of social
loneliness are much higher than emotional
loneliness, something which could also be
attributed to the ongoing effects of the pandemic.
Based on these numbers, Relationships Australia
believes that loneliness levels are increasing,
especially levels of social loneliness.

1in 5 (19.8%) are feeling emotionally lonely.*®

Which Australians are more lonely than others?
As reported in 2018, men continue to experience
slightly higher rates of loneliness compared to the
population. One if five men (20.3%) feel emotionally
lonely, and one in three men (32.3%) are socially
lonely.° Despite this, when asked directly,* only
18.3% of men said they often feel lonely. Men were
also less likely to be chosen as someone’s important
person and more likely to select their partner as
their most important relationship.

45.9% of young people (18-24 years) are
emotionally lonely

Young people had the highest levels of emotional
loneliness of all age brackets. Young people had
the highest levels of emotional loneliness of all

age brackets. Young people were also most likely
to select their mother (26.9%) or friend (14.3%) as
their most important person, which was correlated
with higher levels of loneliness across the age
spectrum.“? However, young people (18-24 years)
had lower levels of social loneliness (21.4%) than
those aged 25-74 years.

36 We employed the six item emotional and social loneliness scale developed by De Jong Gierveld (2006). None of the items referred directly

to loneliness and the word loneliness was not used in the set of items.

$7Loneliness was measured based on the HILDA the question ‘| often feel lonely’ scored from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7) —

values of 5-7 defined as lonely.

8The three statements which measured social loneliness included ‘I miss having people around’, ‘| experience a general sense of emptiness’
and ‘Often, | feel rejected’. ‘| miss having people around’ had a pvalue less than 0.05

Single measure of loneliness 3.01 versus 2.82 with pvalue <0.05

“°We compare this against the social loneliness population level of 28% and the emotional loneliness population level of 19.8%. P value < 0.05

“ Asking directly refers to asking the respondent if they often felt lonely, as opposed to indirect measures of loneliness which do not use the

term lonely.

“2People chose a friend or family member as their most important person were more lonely when compared with those who selected

partners, who were chosen at much higher rates in other age brackets.
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Figure 11

Levels of loneliness in age groups

Social and emotional loneliness levels across age groups
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Those aged 75+ demonstrated significantly

lower levels of loneliness across all measures.
Interestingly, in 2018, our analysis found the highest
rates of emotional loneliness in people aged 75+.
Loneliness had a negative correlation with age, in
that levels of loneliness decreased with age.

People who selected a partner as their most
important person had lower rates of emotional
loneliness than those who selected a family
member or friend (12.6% for partner versus 34.8% for
friend and 29.3% for family). While still statistically
different, levels of social loneliness across these
groups were less notable (27.3% for partner, 30.8%
for friend, 28.2% for family). This suggests that for
many, the partnered relationship is providing a
strong source of emotional support and protecting
people against emotional loneliness.

Other sub-populations also experienced loneliness
at higher rates. People from a multicultural
background felt lonelier than the population
average.** People with long-term mental health
conditions were much more emotionally lonely,
but were less socially lonely than the population.*®

46.5% of people with a long-term mental health
condition said they often feel lonely

People with disability had higher levels of loneliness
across the spectrum,*® as did people with long-
term physical health conditions.*” The LCBTQIA+
community also demonstrated higher levels of
loneliness.*® Carers demonstrated higher levels

of social loneliness, but lower levels of emotional
loneliness.*® We also found that retired people were
much less emotionally lonely than the population,
but had similar levels of social loneliness, which
matched our age-based findings.>® We also noted
that unemployed people and single parents

were lonelier, which was consistent with previous
findings in 2018.5 There was little difference in levels
of loneliness between geographic locations.

“Living alone is lonely at times on long winter
evenings after work” — woman, 65-74

“[Following relationship break-down] It is
sometimes lonely. The community tends to be
geared towards couples” — woman, 75+

“This included emotional loneliness (8.4% versus 19.8%), social loneliness (20.7% versus 28%) and the direct loneliness measure

(16.6% versus 19.9%).

44Single measure of loneliness 3.01 versus 2.82 with p value less than 0.05

“>Social loneliness for people with a long-term mental health condition: 21.2% versus the population level of 28%.

“¢Emotional loneliness for people with disability: 33.1% versus the population level of 19.8%. Social loneliness for people with disability: 36.1%

versus the population level of 28%.

“"Emotional loneliness for people with a long-term physical health condition: 33% versus the population level of 19.8%. Social loneliness for
people with a long-term physical health condition: 30% versus the population level of 28%.

“®Emotional loneliness for LGBTQIA+ people: 34.5% versus the population level of 19.8%. Social loneliness for LGBTQIA+ people: 29.3% versus

the population level of 28%.

“Emotional loneliness for carers: 34.5% versus the population level of 19.8%. Social loneliness for carers: 29.3% versus the population level of 28%.
SOEmotional loneliness for retired people: 10% versus the population level of 19.8%. Social loneliness for retired people: 27% versus the

population level of 28%.

STEmotional loneliness for single parents: 27% versus the population level of 19.8%.
Social loneliness for single parents: 27.2% versus the population level of 28%.
Single parents were classified as anyone who lived at home with only dependent or non-dependent children. Many single parents
identified as having a partner, so may have been separated, co-parenting or widowed and newly partnered, among other dynamics. Due to
the question design, some single parents may not have been included in this analysis if they lived with other adults, outside of the couple.
Emotional loneliness for unemployed people: 28.5% versus the population level of 19.8%. Social loneliness for unemployed people: 23.4% versus
the population level of 28%. We recommend interpreting these findings with caution as the sample size was small (3.6% of the population).
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Love and Safety

Key points
1. Almost all Australians feel loved — 94.55% of
Australians said they felt loved.

2. 1.7 million Australians® (or 8.8%) feel unsafe
disagreeing with their most important person.

3. Older people were more likely to agree they
felt unsafe in their important relationship.

In addition to loneliness, the Relationship Indicators
survey measured the concepts of love and safety

to explore how loneliness and other relational issues
interacted with and were intensified by these

other measures.

Love improves subjective wellbeing

Love is difficult to quantify, and researchers have
often focused on the benefits of romantic love
when exploring its advantages.>® Despite a variety
of definitions, social research tends to understand
love as an emotion and or set of emotions deriving
from social connectedness. Our analysis found that
feeling loved was correlated with all five measures
of life satisfaction, suggesting that feeling loved is
important for subjective wellbeing.

94.55% of Australians say they feel loved

Those who felt loved were less likely to face
pressures in their most important relationship.>
People with disability, long-term mental health

Figure 12

conditions, long-term physical health conditions
and single parents® were less likely to agree they
felt loved. For more information see our
Additionally, those who identified as lonely were
less likely to say they felt loved. Those aged 65+

were most likely to say they felt loved while those
aged 18-24 years were least likely. However, most felt
loved across each group. There was little difference
in perceptions of love between genders and
geographic location.

Some Australians feel unsafe in their most
important relationship

Due to a variety of reasons, the Relationship
Indicators survey did not attempt to assess the
prevalence of family violence or explore risk and
prevention factors.*® Instead, the survey explored
the concept of safety and control across a variety of
measures. Controlling behaviours and feeling unsafe
do not always equate to violence; however, they can
be indicative of risk factors associated with family
and domestic violence.”

1.7 million Australians (or 8.8%) feel unsafe
disagreeing with their most important person.

This included people who chose familial
relationships (nephew, aunt, sister and mother) as
well as people who chose their partner, suggesting
people feel unsafe in a variety of relationships.

Percentage of people feeling unsafe in most important relationship
7 completely safe to disagree - 1 completely unsafe to disagree

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

18-24 25-34 35-44

45-54 55-64 65-74 75+

Age group

52This number is calculated using the weighted percentage match to the Australian population.

S3Gottman, 1979; Hendrick & Hendrick, 1986

>*Average amount of pressures for for those who felt loved was 1.39 versus 1.24 for those who did not, with p value less than 0.05

55 This statistic should be interpreted with caution as the Relative Standard Error is between 25-50%.

6 Although Relationships Australia is highly invested in understanding the effects of family and domestic violence on Australians and their
relationships, we recognise the important and rigorous work undertaken by Australia’'s National Organisation for Women's Safety, with the
imminent release of the latest National Community Attitudes towards Violence against Women Survey, as well as other work done by the
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare and the Australian Institute of Family Studies. Given this, we chose three discrete measures which
explore safety across a variety of relationships, to assess people’s sense of safety in disagreeing with a partner, the presence of controlling
behaviours and the number of disagreements people have.

5’The concept of safety and disagreements during safety was developed through the DOORS screening tool by Dr Jennifer Mclntosh.
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Age affected perceptions of safety. Older people
were less likely to agree that they felt safe
disagreeing with their most important person. Of all
age groups, those aged 75+ were most likely to state
that they felt unsafe disagreeing with their most
important person (16.2% said they felt unsafe). Our
analysis found no discernible correlation between
people who didn't feel safe disagreeing and the
number of disagreements they had, suggesting
that feeling unsafe does not necessarily increase or
reduce disagreements.

3.9% said fear was a pressure affecting their most
important relationship

A further 7% said they experienced controlling
behaviour in their most important relationship.
These pressures were most prevalent in those who
chose their mother, friend or father as their closest
person.*® This suggests that this question was more
effective at detecting controlling behaviours outside
of the partner relationship. Those who identified
that they experienced controlling behaviour did

not appear to be from a specific group; there was
no pattern across age, gender, geographic location,
socio-economic index, cultural background, or
educational qualification.

Our analysis also found that those who don't

feel safe disagreeing with their most important
relationship were lonelier. They were both more
likely to agree that they often felt lonely, and
demonstrated significantly higher levels of
emotional or social loneliness. In fact, a quarter
27.9% were emotionally lonely.>® Emotional
loneliness refers to the lack of a significant person
with whom you have an attachment to, making this
especially concerning, as our analysis also found
that when people feeling unsafe seek help, they are
most likely to do so from family or friends. Finally,
we found that 48% of people who felt unsafe in their
important relationship managed their issues in this
relationship on their own.®

S8This statistic should be interpreted with caution as the Relative Standard Error is between 25-50%.

2Compared to a population level of 19.8%. This statistic should be interpreted with caution as the Relative Standard Error is between 25-50%.

%9 This statistic should be interpreted with caution as the Relative Standard Error is between 25-50%.
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Grief and Loss

Key points

1. Experiences with grief and loss in the partner
relationship led to higher rates of loneliness and
additional pressures in other relationships with
family, friends, and new partners.

2. Those who received support from multiple
sources following the death of their partner were
less socially lonely and their self-rated mental
health was better.

3. People felt limited by their own motivation and
isolation following a bereavement, making them
less likely to find support.

Given the central role partnered relationships
continue to play in many Australians’ lives,
Relationships Australia was interested in
understanding some established and emerging
partnered relationship issues and their effects on
the other relationships in our lives. The Relationship
Indicators survey explored how people met,
challenges people face finding a partner, open-
relationships, relationship breakdown and grief
and loss.

For the full analysis, please see the

Who has experienced grief and loss?

The survey also explored the concepts of grief

and loss in partnered relationships. Just under

a third (31.4%) have experienced a break-up,
separation, or divorce with a lasting impact. While
we acknowledge that relationship breakdown is a
normal part of life, such breakdowns also present a
variety of risk factors for mental ill-health, violence,

Figure 13

and suicidality.®! Relationships Australia was
particularly interested in understanding how the
ongoing effects of breakdown continued to affect
people across the relationship spectrum.

People who reported lasting effects of relationship
breakdown or bereavement experienced more
relationship pressures than those who didn’t.?? This
suggests that past relationship breakdowns have
flow-on effects in other relationships, including with
new partners, family, and friends.

1.1 million Australians (5.5%) have experienced grief
from the death of their partner that still affects
them today. Friends (61.5%) and family (60%) were
the greatest source of support following the loss.
12.6% of people received no valuable support
following the death of their partner. People who
received support from multiple sources post-
bereavement were less socially lonely and their self-
rated mental health over the last six months was
better than those who did not.

The lasting effects of relationship breakdown and
responding to relationship breakdown

Following relationship breakdown, many stated they
had trust issues, reduced self-esteem, struggled
with their mental health, felt regret, guilt and stress
or just a general sense of loss. Many also stated

they had an enormous sense of freedom, renewed
sense of purpose and new outlook on life following
the relationship breakdown. Relationships Australia
will be releasing a special report on the qualitative
findings from this portion of the survey in 2023.

“l guess it taught me how to love, and how to get
over it"- man, 35-44

Experiences with grief and loss with a lasting impact
Percentage of Australians who had experiences with grief and loss that still affect them today

20%
15%
10%

5%
0%

Breakup Divorce

Separation Bereavement

Experiences with grief and loss

¢ Such as in the Family, domestic and sexual violence overview by the Australian Insitute of Health and Welfare, the State of the Nation in
Suicide Prevention 2022 Report — prepared by Suicide Prevention Australia, or the Report to the Nation by Mental Health Australia.

%2 Average amount of pressure for those who have experienced relationship breakdown or bereavement were 2.1 versus 1.6 for the general

sample.
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The effects of inadequate support

Although relationship breakdown and bereavement
are common, their effects on people are ongoing,
especially if they did not receive adequate support
throughout the experience and its aftermath.

People who reported lasting impacts from a
relationship breakdown and/or bereavement were
1.5 times lonelier than those who didn’t have
these experiences

Our analysis did not find that these experiences
could reliably lead people to rate their mental
health as poorer.®®* However, qualitative responses
demonstrated that people’'s mental health
suffered significantly following these experiences.
Additionally, modelling showed that self-rated
mental health would improve without these

Figure 14
Sources of support

experiences. This suggests that better support
during and following these experiences

could prevent mental ill-health as a result of
relationship breakdown.

For those who had experienced bereavement,
finding the motivation/desire to access support was
the biggest barrier (46%). Following this, was the
isolation they felt after the experience (15%), a factor
which could be related to motivation and desire. For
those who selected ‘other’, many mentioned the
role their religion and pets played. Given the effect
grief has on levels of loneliness and mental health,
finding ways to motivate and increase people’s
desire to gain support to navigate these experiences
could mitigate these effects.

Location people received 'valuable' support following a partnered bereavement

Therapist: 2% Community Leader: 1% Religious Leader: 6%

Therapist (2%)

1% 20%

Doctor (19%)

Other (3%)

60%

Source of support, sized according to popularity

%3This could be because many people experienced this grief and loss in the immediate aftermath and the question only asked people to rate

their mental health over the last six months.
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Accessing Support

Key points

1.

Australians are unlikely to seek support to
manage their relationship issues. Almost half
(46.2%) of Australians manage their relationship
issues on their own.

If Australians do seek-support, it's usually
from family and friends, rather than from
professionals, publications or online.

Group-based connections are important for
wellbeing. People who had strong group-based
connections were more satisfied with life.

People are more likely to go to their close family
for mental health support now than in 2017,
suggesting that people feel more comfortable

seeking mental health support from their family.

Men are struggling to connect emotionally and
socially. Men scored lower across a variety of
measures and were less likely to be relied on for
emotional and social support.

Figure 15
Location of help seeking

6. Having a strong and reliable relationship
improves subjective wellbeing, reduces
loneliness and enhances mental health.

Australians have very low rates of help-seeking to
address relationship issues

The challenges associated with seeking help for
relationship issues are not only limited to those who
have experienced bereavement. Accessing support
for relationship issues is uncommon.

46.2% of Australians manage their relationship
issues on their own

Alternatively, 6.3% said they would seek professional
support, such as a counsellor, if they were having
troubles with their most important relationship.
Notably, people with long-term mental health
conditions, disabilities and/or long-term physical
health conditions were more likely to seek
professional support than the general sample, while
carers were less likely than the general sample.

Location people seek help from if facing challenges in their relationship

Other 3%

Publications 3%

Counsellor 6%

Source of support, sized according to popularity
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A further 10.8% of people said they don't have any
difficulties in their important relationship. When we
asked this group®* about the strategies they use to
manage pressures, the most common responses
were that they didn't know, did nothing or didn't
bother anymore (18.4%). Many others said they
would ignore the issue. If people did seek support
for a relationship issue, it was most likely from
friends (33.8%) or family (31%). Our analysis did not
find that certain kinds of relationships (familial,
friends or partners) were more likely to access
support than others.

“It's best not to bring it up. Just try to ignore it”
— Man 65-74 years

“Just ignore jt...not worth the chat”
—Woman, 45-54 years

“Just ignore...focus on [being] the best of yourself”
- Woman, 55-64 years

Figure 16

The importance of group-based connections

Over 3.1 million (or 15.5%) Australians are involved
in a community group

Being part of a group is good for subjective
wellbeing. Participants were asked to identify
groups which ‘play an important role in their life'.
People who identified their family, friendship circles,
neighbours, commmunity, religious and sporting
groups had higher subjective wellbeing than the
population,®* while those who identified online
groups (12.9%) as important had lower subjective
wellbeing. The strength of people’s identification
with these groups also influenced subjective
wellbeing. People who thought of themselves as
part of the group or felt that the group was part

of their identity were more likely to demonstrate
subjective wellbeing. However, trusting the
thoughts and opinions of the group was not found
to be important for subjective wellbeing. This
suggests that having a sense of belonging within a
group was integral to subjective wellbeing, however
maintaining one's own opinions is important.

Groups which play an important role in people's lives
Respondents could select as many groups as applied to them

Friendship group

Family group

Colleagues

Community group

Sporting group

Groups do not play an important role in my life
Online group

Neighbourhood group
Religious group
Environment/gardening group
Political party/organisation
Other

Union

0

20 30 40 50 60

Percentage of people who chose groups

%People who said they had no relationship pressures in the past six months, or people who said they managed these pressures on their own.

% Completed 13 pairwise comparison of exploring the 13 pressures against the 5 measures of life satisfaction. Total tests: 13*5=65, groups

mentioned were significant with p value less than 0.05
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3in 5 Australians cited their friendship group (60.1%)
or family group (59.4%) as playing an important

role in their life. Just over half (51.8%) said that their
family was the most important group in their life,
while 26.3% said their friendship group was. Outside
of these groups, colleagues were more important to
people than religious groups (4.2%), sporting groups
(3.4%) or community groups (3.1%). 12.8% said that
groups do not play an important role in their life.

7.5% said their colleagues were the most
important group of people in their life.

Surprisingly, 15.4% of retirees said that colleagues
still played an important role in their life, despite

no longer working with them. These findings
demonstrate that colleagues play a significant social
role in over 1.3 million Australians lives, despite the
significant disruptions to people’s work-life during

Figure 17

Location of social and emotional support

the pandemic. Although being part of a group was
good for wellbeing and improved mental health®® it
did not have any discernible effect on people’s levels
of loneliness.

“[l got over my break-up by] engaging in new
activities...talking with friends, family, colleagues.”
—woman, 35-44

Where do Australians seek social support?

Part of the importance of these group-based
connections comes from the support they provide.
Our survey re-administered a selection of survey
guestions from the 2017 Australian Survey of Social
Attitudes. These questions asked people who they
would turn to for help in the garden, or if they
were sick, if they felt down or depressed and if they
wanted to socialise. These questions are a measure
of the kinds of support people gain from their
social network.

Switch between measures of social and emotional support using the filter on the left

[ A bit down or depressed and wanted to talk about it

[ Needing help with a household or garden job that you couldn't do yourself

- Sick and needed help around the home

. Wanting to enjoy a pleasant social occassion

Nephew
Aunt
Niece
Grandchild

Grandparent

Neighbour
Professional/contractor
Father

Brother

Son

Daughter

Other

Sister

Mother

Friend

Partner

0.0 50.0

Relationship

100.0 150.0 200.C

Percentage of people who chose groups

% Average self-rated mental health score was 4.9 (out of 7) for people who only identified with one group versus 5.3 for those who had multiple

close groups.
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Our findings demonstrate that today, people are
much more likely to rely on their ‘close family’ for
mental health support than in 201757 Additionally,
people were more likely to choose their ‘close family’
to enjoy a pleasant social occasion with now than

in 2017.

Relationships Australia believes that the pandemic
may have affected these responses. The pandemic
helped mental health become part of the public
lexicon and normalise mental health discussions
within some families. It also reduced people’s ability
and willingness to socialise with people outside

of their closest familial circles, something which
appears to have had a lasting effect on people.

“Life has changed dramatically during lockdown.
Older people like ourselves are less likely to venture
far. We really just don’t bother to make an effort.

A familiar problem to those | have discussed the
problem with.” —woman, 75+

“Unless I was very sick/badly injured, I'd prefer to
manage on my own, even if it was a struggle.”
—woman, 35-44

Figure 18

Sources of social and emotional support

Comparison of men and women in the family

A bit down or depressed and wanted to talk about it

Help with a household or garden job that you couldn't do yourself

Sick and needed help around the home

Wanting to enjoy a pleasant social occassion

Statement about support

Men are struggling to connect emotionally

and socially

Throughout the survey, we found that people
were much more likely to identify a woman from
their family as a source of emotional and social
support. While we did not differentiate the gender
of people’s partners,®® figures like fathers and

sons were selected much less often than mothers
or daughters.

Men were chosen for physical support such as in
household or garden tasks but were much less
likely to be chosen for social or emotional support.
Men were also less likely to be chosen as someone’s
most important person in their family, were also
more socially and emotionally lonely,®® and less likely
to agree that they communicated openly about
their problems,”® and were more likely to manage
relationship issues on their own.”

Aunt [l Niece [l Daughter [ Sister
[l Mother [ Nephew
[ Brother [} Son

Father

0 20 40 60 80 100

Percentage of people who chose men against
women

%’Technical note for graph: We categorised partners as ‘close family’ for our analysis as the original Social Attitudes survey only gave the option
of selecting close or distant family. Our survey questions are worded slightly differently. When we used cognitive interviewing to test the
survey, we found that the questions did not make sense to some people. As such, we changed them to reflect the feedback.

% While we did not collect gender information on partners, it should be noted that 67.5% of heterosexual men chose their partner as their
most important person, while only 55.5% of heterosexual women chose their partner. However, when controlling for age we noted that from
the age group of 55 onwards, heterosexual women appeared to select their partner less frequently, which could be affected by the impact
of women outliving their male partners. It should also be noted that people who identify as heterosexual may not be in a heterosexual
relationship and vice versa.

®0ne if five men (20.3%) feel emotionally lonely, and one in three men (32.3%) are socially lonely. When asked directly, 18.3% of men said they
often feel lonely.

7073.6% of men communicated openly about problems in their important relationship versus 80.6% of women, value less than 0.05

7152.3% of men managed relationship issues on their own versus 40.5% of women, p value less than 0.05
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The importance of a strong and reliable
relationship
Although Relationships Australia recognises the
importance of a variety of strong and reliable
relationships, something which has been widely
reflected in the social network literature and our
and , we found a strong
correlation across a variety of variables that
suggests the importance of also having one,
reliable relationship.

People who selected more than one person

across a variety of social support measures had

a higher than average number of relationship
pressures’? compared to those with one form of
support. Similarly, people who relied on multiple
relationships illustrated lower subjective wellbeing,”®
worse mental health” over the past six months

and were lonelier.”> Additionally, those who chose
their ‘'most important person’ in these social support
questions scored better across these measures.

The pervasiveness of this finding suggests that
having a strong relationship which you can rely on
for social, emotional, and physical support is
extremely important.

Australians low-rate of help-seeking” poses a risk
to these relationships. Compounding pressures in
relationships can lead to distress or relationship

72p value = 0.05

7*p value less than 0.01

break-down. Our analysis found that in partnered
relationships, breakdown led to increased loneliness,
mental health issues and other challenges when
creating new relationships. This suggests that

not only is it extremely important to have one,
reliable relationship, but it is also important to look
after this relationship as breakdowns can lead to
compounding effects.

These findings highlight the importance of
relationship services and other mechanisms which
empower people to overcome challenges in their
relationships. Given the low rate of professional
help-seeking, it is important we equip everyday
people with the tools to manage relationship
pressures and refer to professional support when
necessary. However, we caution against interpreting
this finding to mean one relationship can meet all
of a person’s relational needs. In fact, Relationships
Australia has which has
found that improving relationships with your wider
community significantly improves relationships with
family and friends. We interpret these findings to
state that while a variety of supportive relationships
are important for health, wellbeing and happiness,
nurturing your most important relationship to
ensure it thrives is also extremely beneficial.

745 out of 7 vs 5.3 out of 7 (p 0.01) — with 7 equating to excellent mental health

7>Scoring higher on the single measure of loneliness as well as social and emotional loneliness.

76 46.2% of Australians saying they manage issues in their important relationship on their own

Page


https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33866082/
https://www.relationships.org.au/documents/?ds=&post_type=document&dcat=27&dtag=neighbour-day
https://www.relationships.org.au/wp-content/uploads/ANU-Neighbour-Day-Report-Evaluation-2021.pdf

Recommendations

Based on the findings from this research
Relationships Australia makes the following
recommendations:

1.

Continue to fund services and other supports
which promote and enable satisfying and
strong relationships

99.9% of Australians have at least one important
relationship in their life which is not challenged
by complete dissatisfaction. With the appropriate
supports in place, all relationships can become
more satisfying and respectful, reducing risks for
relationship breakdowan and improving people’s
wellbeing, while reducing risks for loneliness,
mental ill-health and suicidality.

Include funding for relationship services as
part of the national response to issues such as
loneliness, mental health and suicidality
Relationship services are often understood

as adjacent or complementary to biomedical
approaches to loneliness, mental ill-health and
suicidality. However, our findings demonstrate
that these issues are directly affected by
relationship satisfaction. Relationship services
should be understood and funded as key
responses to these issues.

Recognise and acknowledge the impact that
the pandemic, successive natural disasters,
the rising cost of living and other external
pressures, are placing on relationships and
do more to relieve these pressures

71.9% of Australians faced relationship pressures
in the last six months. While relationship
pressures are a regular part of relationships,
findings show that they are associated with
reduced relationship satisfaction, lower levels
of subjective wellbeing and higher levels

of loneliness.

Recognise that some groups are
disproportionately affected by relationship
pressures, reducing wellbeing, relationship
satisfaction and ultimately contributing to
relationship breakdown

Young people, those with long-term mental
and physical ill-health, people with disability,
carers and LGBTQIA+ communities were
shown to be disproportionately affected by
relationship pressures. We must do more to
understand why this is the case and provide
opportunities for these groups to determine
what supports would effectively support
them through these challenges.

5. Address growing rates of loneliness,

especially social loneliness

28% of Australians are experiencing social
loneliness. More must be done to address

the growing rates of loneliness in Australia.
Loneliness is a complex issue that requires a
multi-faceted solution. Relationships Australia
recommends that a crucial first step is to invest
funding in primary responses which address
loneliness at the population-level.

. Fund more research to explore the role age

plays on relationships

Our findings tell a unique story about ageing
and relationships. Throughout this study, we
found that older people had greater relationship
satisfaction and wellbeing, reduced loneliness
and less relationship pressures. Yet older
Australians were also more likely to say they
didn't feel safe disagreeing with their most
important person. More must be done to
understand how age and relationships affect
wellbeing and safety.

Empower Australians to create meaningful
relationships outside of the partner dynamic
People who chose their partner as their most
important person had greater relationship
satisfaction and significantly lower levels of
emotional loneliness than the population.
Australians who are not partnered need more
support to ensure that their relationships are as
fulfilling as those in partnered relationships.

. Support boys and men to build respectful

relationships and create stronger connections
with those around them

Throughout the survey, men were less likely to
be identified as close family members, had less
satisfying relationships, were less likely to provide
emotional and social support to their family
members, were lonelier than the general sample,
were less likely to agree that they communicated
openly about their problems and were more
likely to manage relationship issues on their own.
Relationships Australia believes there must be
more done to understand gendered differences
in the experience of relationships. This includes
conducting research to explore how these
differences relate to phenomena such as
masculinity and family violence and developing
and providing awareness and education
campaigns, combined with tailored supports to
enable men to create more fulfilling connections.
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9. Continue to fund relationship services and
other supports to enable people to navigate
relationship challenges in productive,
respectful and safe ways

All relationships face challenges; people
need support to navigate disagreements and

relationship breakdown safely to ensure that the

effects of this experience do not harm future
relationships, or contribute to loneliness or
mental ill-health.

Closing Comments

There is no right way to ‘do’ relationships. Some
relationships come easily, while others must be

constantly renegotiated and explored. Relationships

change throughout the lifetime, especially as other
social realities shift. This report has demonstrated
the integral role relationships play on our health,
wellbeing and happiness. It has also explored

how pressures challenge relationships, affecting
some sub-populations more than others. It has
highlighted the need for supports which help all
Australians nurture their relationships, to provide
everyone with the opportunity to create respectful,
enduring and fulfilling connections throughout
the lifetime.

10. Encourage help-seeking and equip Australians
to support one another through their
relationship struggles
Australians are unlikely to seek professional
support for relationship issues, yet relationship
breakdown increases loneliness, reduces
relationship satisfaction and leads to issues
in other relationships. Australians need
encouragement to access support earlier and
more often. This requires more effort to upskill
the community to respond to relationship issues
with confidence, given friends and family are
people’s most common source of support. It may
also include providing relatonship education
through other channels such as media,
education and workplaces. Additionally, people
must be taught how to refer to expert help
when needed.

Relationships Australia believes that all people
deserve to have respectful, positive, and fulfilling
relationships. The findings from this research will be
used to support our service provision and advocacy
efforts to achieve this goal. We look forward to
producing more leading research in the future.
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