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Introduction & Rationale 
 

Unhealthy relationships: flicking through headlines, chatting to our peers over coffee or social 

media, browsing online or the shelves of our local newsagents, the overwhelming images and 

stories bear witness to the very worst case scenarios. Imbalances of power, sexual abuse and 

exploitation, sexism, racism, and domestic violence in all its forms appear commonplace, in part 

due to our recent technologies in communicating news or reporting abuse, but also in creating 

greater opportunities for any one of us to become victim or to victimise.  

 

Since 2012, ConnectJustice has worked closely with Spurgeon’s Birmingham Phoenix Project1 and 

key stakeholder organisations, listening to the testimony of young people, families and practitioners 

whose experiences of criminal, abusive human relations includes grooming, multiple rape, 

trafficking, and organised sexual exploitation of children, young people and other vulnerable 

groups. As our research and facilitation has progressed (report forthcoming, ConnectJustice: June 

2014), the question of preventing such grotesque crime has repeatedly arisen – how might we 

prevent victimisation in the first place? What exactly triggers and enables perpetrators, both as 

individuals and in networks? And while we are not suggesting we have definitive answers, what is 

clear is that these crimes are committed in social contexts – our social contexts.  

 

The connections between the normalisation of unhealthy relationships and behaviour, and the 

increased vulnerability to abuse are clear: pre-planned predatory action takes advantage of broader 

social trends, from the unhealthy gender dynamic of everyday sexism, the promotion of hegemonic 

masculinity in popular culture (Chrisler et al 2012), low self-esteem, and an erosion of personal 

boundaries whether emotional, physical or sexual – greatly increased by new technologies and 

social media sites – to a normalisation of extreme ‘gonzo’ pornography including rape, humiliation 

and non-consensual dominance as regular sexual behaviour (Jensen 2011; Karmani 2013). Adding 

to this are responses by the traditional media, which both produce and promote negative imagery 

and discourse around relationships whilst simultaneously condemning crime through divisive and 

misleading forms of reportage. Impact of such action in recent years has included a focus on 

ethnicity and religion of particular perpetrators and victims, resulting in increased communal 

tension and a dangerous exclusion of other ‘categories’ of victim or perpetrator from much public 

discussion (McDonald & Limbada 2013). It is easy to turn our heads and assume these things 

happen to or are done by stereotyped ‘others’ – cared-for youth or ‘foreign’ men or those indulging 

in ‘licentious’ popular culture – but the reality is close to all our lives. 

                                                
1 The Phoenix project aims to combat sexual exploitation of Birmingham’s vulnerable children.  Further information can be found on 
http://www.spurgeons.org 
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Our response to this overwhelmingly negative context has therefore been twofold – to continue 

research and facilitation on the criminal issues, but also find a way of supporting positive and pro-

active responses at a grassroots level. The ConnectJustice team is therefore delighted to have gained 

the financial support of Near Neighbours to carry out this small but significant scoping study, 

Learning About Love: Developing Interfaith Approaches to Promoting Healthy Relationships. 

Rather than focussing on the extremes, we wanted to understand experiences at the baseline – if 

unhealthy and abusive relationships and related criminal behaviour are located within our social 

worlds – how might we better understand the challenges facing all of us, whether young women, 

young men, parents, family members or as wider community members? Are there different 

challenges governed by our diversities, including gender, faith, culture or age? How can we resist 

the tide, and learn about love? For this scoping study, our question has thus reflected the need for a 

positive, pro-active response: how might we better promote healthy relationships? 
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Methodology 
 

The methodology chosen for the qualitative, scoping study was simple – to generate candid 

conversation in a safe space, an environment in which participants could respectfully but openly 

discuss key issues relating to healthy relationships. In total, six young males, six young females and 

a mixed group of six adults were consulted in three-hour workshops in three separate sessions to 

ensure honest dialogue underpinned by trust. Each of the three groups had equal representation 

from Muslim, Sikh and Christian faith groups. The cultural and ethnic heritage of the participants – 

reflective of Birmingham as a diverse city – included Somali, Black African, white British, African 

Caribbean, white American, Pakistani, and Indian. To facilitate the sense of non-judgemental but 

productive interaction, we chose to define groups by age and gender: young women, young men, 

and parents, while keeping culture, ethnicity, faith and religiosity (forms and ‘levels’ of practice) 

diverse. This is a crucial aspect of the nature of this shared conversation and shared responsibility 

across all communities, while recognising the nuances of experience and perspective. At a neutral 

and accessible venue provided by The Feast in Sparkbrook, Birmingham – a super-diverse and 

vibrant area of the city often maligned as a location of social challenges – we utilised The Feast’s 

 inter-faith ground-rules:  
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The rules were added to by participants to include the right to anonymity and staying open to 

learning – ‘every day is a school day’ – and this focus on creating the sense of safety and openness 

created a strong foundation to begin very informal focus-group discussion over three hours around 

three key themes with every group: 

 

1. defining and understanding healthy relationships 

2. the intersection of gender, faith and culture on our experiences, and 

3. how to create better learning and promotion of healthy relationships.  

 

While it is not possible to do justice to the rich content of the discussion and learning in a summary 

report, it is important to highlight the positive and enlightening experience generated by 

participants. As such we have allowed participant’s words to speak for themselves throughout the 

report as much as possible. 
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Defining Healthy Relationships 
 

So where to start? The obvious point discussed by all participants was the fundamental question – if 

we want to promote healthy relationships, what exactly does one look, or feel like? Despite the 

diversity of background and experience, core elements were identified and discussed, which centred 

upon a recurring theme in which the individual, the pair and the collective are connected. In this 

framework, a healthy relationship in any form is understood as founded upon, for example: 

Balance:  

…it doesn’t just mean romantic… it’s keeping a balance… keeping the relationship so you’re 

happy… 

 

Communication:  

…communication is part of a healthy relationship, not to keep things bottled up [otherwise] it’s 

going to explode unhealthily 

…you can talk about anything within a relationship 

…saying whatever you want to the other person and knowing that they understand you  

 

Trust & Respect  

…a lot of trust…. you're allowed to talk, trusting each other with the daily things… being able to 

trust each other 

…having no fear as well, having no fear, on either part you have no fear 

 

Reciprocity  

…you reciprocate feelings, actions and I guess love or liking somebody is an important part of 

that … it's got to be mutually beneficial…… 
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Love for each other and ourselves 

…if I can't be with myself and even like myself - flaws everything that's there, then who else 

can? In my understanding, God loves me and accepts me with all those things.   

 

Inter-connectedness 

…there's the individual relationship with the I, then there's the we… think of a triangle with 

three sectors: there's my relationship with myself, my relationship with my family or my friends 

and then there's my relationship with the world. 

 

For ConnectJustice’s purposes within this scoping study, a crucial part of this understanding of 

‘healthiness’ – as based on interconnectedness of the personal and collective – was the underlying 

holistic vision: that healthy relationships involving the individual and collective elements are not 

formed in a vacuum, rather they require the successful negotiation of the complex and often 

challenging contexts in which we find ourselves. This is therefore a call to recognise the 

importance of the social, the cultural, the emotional and the spiritual as part of our defining, 

teaching and learning about love.  

 

As the following sections illustrate, it is these layers of human interaction that require 

understanding and practical approaches if we – as individuals and as communities – are to 

successfully promote healthy relationships, beyond the normative, traditional approaches to sex 

education, biology classes, or marriage guidance.   

 

We have therefore identified some challenges stemming from these intersecting layers, and 

arranged them to reflect the participant groups on the basis of gender and age. This is not only 

reflective of the practical need to create safe spaces for open discussion with young women, young 

men and parents; it also reflects our wider observations at the gendered and aged nature of much of 

the debate around healthy and unhealthy relationships. In a conscious step away from the constant 

delineation of faith, ethnicity and culture that media and political opinion so often dwell, we suggest 

that more dominant than issues of diversity are issues relating to relationships, from questions over 

the provision – or lack of – socially, culturally and faith sensitive relationship-focussed education, 

to issues of domestic violence and sexual exploitation, attitudes and experiences are fundamentally 

shaped by gender and age. So while this scoping study was consciously diverse, interfaith and 

inclusive as a source of learning and supporting change at the grassroots, the commonalities 
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between young women, between young men, and between parents regardless of background is 

striking.  

 

These two key points thus underpin our understanding with which to frame and understand the 

challenges ahead: 

 

1. That defining and promoting healthy relationships requires a holistic approach beyond 

explaining physical, consensual relationships. We need to recognise the equally important 

elements of all healthy relationships: the social, cultural, emotional, physical and spiritual. 

 

2. That diversity and its intersections are important to recognise and make space for, but 

should not be viewed as inherently problematic. We would like to suggest that the dominant 

challenges stem from the ways in which gender and age – and their associated power 

dynamics – are characterised within unhealthy relationships. That is, from the pressures 

inflicted on young men by the portrayal of hegemonic masculinity in popular culture to the 

expectations of our differing cultures with regards to how girls ‘should behave’.  
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Challenges: Young Women Speak 
 

As cultural and personal differences and similarities are as pronounced between those sharing faith 

as they are between faith groups, the group exchanges highlight the complex intersectionality 

shaping ideas and experiences of healthy and unhealthy relationships. As will be further explored, 

the dynamic between the individual and collective is multi-faceted. Relationships, particularly for 

young women but for young men and parents too, are shaped by forces outside the individual 

including collective expectations such as clan, caste or class preferences, reductionism of gender 

roles in popular culture, and their idealisation in religious narratives, all of which may present 

challenges as well as opportunities to learn about and to have healthy relationships. Immediate 

environmental factors are also influential, such as the ‘modelling’ of relationships by parents and 

other family members, or the dynamics and demographics of communities within the cityscape. 

 

The following examples therefore illustrate these elements and highlight the importance of a 

holistic approach. 

 

Intersecting culture and faith  

Participants discussed at length the intersecting influence of culture and faith on how we may 

experience and understand relationships. For young women, the greatest challenges included the 

influence of cultural expectations about their roles as women in relation to men: while religion was 

understood as setting out ethics and positive values, it was felt that culture can ossify traditional 

ideas and override faith in the communal setting. This is a way in which outside expectations may 

influence the personal and individual. 

 

…religion’s definitely going to be considered but there’s so many other things 

 

…there’s a differentiation between religious perspectives and the kind of things we do as people 

in cultures in our communities 

 

… religious values determine our personal values… but I mean in my own family my mother and 

my grandmother we all live together so you’ve got my grandmother she’s very traditional and 

during [festival] it’s, ‘oh make your brother’s food’ and I’d say, ‘okay they’re men they can 

make it themselves, I’m not obliged to make them food’ and she said, ‘no it’s good, it’s cultural, 

you should make their food’ [laughs], so I have to.  So culturally yes I do  
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…the religious aspect is great but it’s the cultural [issue] of not treating the woman on the same 

level.  So from …a cultural perspective we don’t really have healthy relationships even in our 

communication… when I had my first relationship before a couple of years ago I brought those 

unhealthy kind of aspects of not communicating into the relationship and that’s what I was 

talking about -  about keeping things bottled up and then it will explode 

 

… there’s certain things in culture that’s not really in religion and there’s certain things in 

religion that aren’t in culture but then again they inform our values and our belief system….. 

you’re able to communicate those values, there won’t be a break between …so for a healthy 

relationship it’s the values  

 

Collective expectations 

As well as cultural influence, young women discussed the wider impact of communal social life, 

from clan politics, class issues, and caste consciousness, as well as the apparent gendered focus on 

the sexuality of girls – where expectations to behave in certain ways are generated by social 

interaction. This is a source of frustration as the perceived ‘double standard’ seem to inhibit young 

women’s learning and choices about relationships. Again, it is viewed as contradictory to the ethics 

and values located within their faith systems. 

  

…that pressure’s not on me … but I still know that in the back of their minds they’re still going to 

be wondering what the person’s caste is … if the guys from like a higher caste and you’re from a 

lower caste they just don’t want them to treat you differently and that’s what it is. 

 

… I think the whole tribal thing, clan thing it’s fresh for our parents … I think this is the main 

thing for tribes to get married to someone within your tribe because they understand each other 

 

…I find it interesting (that) as much as having sex is a really personal thing and it’s not spoken 

about, that it’s such a community thing … I find that link really absurd … that it’s not really 

spoken about but then the community gets involved and you’ve lost your dignity 

 

…you should have that relationship with God and then constantly go back to God in a way 

because we will mistakes, we make mistakes, we learn, we fall down… we should try and be 

accepting of that and you know it’s really sad to see communities in a way frowning down upon 

people and boys being seen as these guys who can do whatever they want and girls being seen as 

girls 
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…the guy’s seen like he can do whatever he wants and the girl’s always frowned upon but the 

thing is people make mistakes, we’re not angels and religion in itself, we are taught that you can 

have done so many different things but if you seek repentance and you seek forgiveness from 

God he will forgive 

 

The role of family  

Young female participants described family as crucial to their relationships, with parents as both 

role models and as having influence – to varying degrees – on the lives of their children. This is 

both a challenge and an opportunity, as participants described their positive familial relations that 

underpin other relationships, including with future partners. Conversely, where examples of 

unhealthy familial relations were given, the impact was considered greatly negative, with aspects of 

control or social exclusion that are very difficult to navigate for young women. 

 

…there is the whole kind of family thing so you like the guy, your parents don’t like them, you 

need to try and persuade them.  If they don’t kind of come round then it’s pretty much you’re in 

a kind of limbo thinking, do I go off with this guy or do I value my family much more and hope 

that a better guy will come along.  So family’s always going to be involved whether it’s arranged 

or not arranged but you know there is a choice where you can go and get someone and hope you 

finally accept them or you just kind of, your family bring you someone 

 

…a lot of the background in our family and culture has a lot of major impact on ourselves as 

individuals and how we then go out into the world 

 

Attitudes to gender  

A striking element of the conversation was young women’s discussion of gender attitudes, in 

particular the ‘double standard’ of gender policing, in which expectations and boundaries of young 

men were considered very different to that of young women, with regards to sexuality but also 

social interactions more broadly. The implications of this, other than a sense of injustice or 

frustration, is the potential impact on the relations between men and women, expectation within 

relationships, and the ways in which men and women behave towards each other. This may be 

reduced by other factors, but remains a serious challenge to promoting healthy relationships.  

 

…the guy should respect the girl’s dignity and then the girl should still respect the guy’s dignity, 

there shouldn’t be no kind of ‘ guys there and the girls at the bottom’ or the guys at the bottom 

and the girls at the top kind of thing 
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…I’m female, I’m not like all the females in my family, like my cousins are my age about 20/21, 

they’re not allowed a phone, you know they’re not obviously allowed to choose their partner 

themselves.  Then on the other hand my guy cousins like the men who are the same age as all of 

us, who all live in the same house in [country] they’ve got their phones and they’re messaging 

different, ten girls a day on Facebook and the mother and father, the aunties and uncles they 

know that, so they know that their son’s doing this and their daughter’s doing this but there’s a 

difference  

 

…obviously the guys they could be having sex ten times a week, but they want their wife and 

their girlfriend to be a virgin  

 

…they [young male friends] were discussing this not knowing that I was listening, about whether 

they would accept their wife to be a virgin being me I just told them - if you’re not a virgin you 

can’t go round expecting someone else to be a virgin  

 

Navigating difference 

In the context of the super-diverse city, navigating difference – cultural, ethnic, faith or familial – is 

also a consideration, with relationships potentially governed by a wider variety of needs and ideals 

including language and social expectation.  

 

…To understand… to communicate with me and my family… to speak English and to be able to 

speak [language] as well to the rest of my family’s quite important for me. 

 

Talking about sex and relationships 

When it came to talking about sex, young women described the different social spaces available (or 

not) to learn, and the people whom they felt could provide positive, specific and informed 

discussion, relevant to their needs. For some this may be parents, school, religious institutions, or 

peers, yet all considered the availability of safe spaces to exchange understanding as generally 

lacking. For those with access to education in a faith context, for example mentors in a church 

group, or relationship education in the mosque, it was felt to be very positive. This was contrasted 

with the perceived distortion of sex and relationships in certain cultural contexts, and in wider 

discourse, particularly the media and popular culture in which unhealthy relationships and attitudes 

are in some ways promoted or even idealised.  
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…I talk more with my mum than with my peers, like it’s very open between me and my mum 

because we’re really close but with my friends it’s like a bit awkward, like I don’t know 

 

…I grew up in the Netherlands and it was not very taboo to talk about it … that’s probably why if 

someone mentions it I don’t get flustered or anything 

 

…a mum will just say, okay this will happen in school but you shouldn’t really have sex … wait 

‘til you’re married … I’m like, okaaay mum, I find it awkward, I’m like, okay yes 

 

…it’s a topic that comes up when you talk about marriage so it’s not a topic that comes up outside 

of marriage unless it’s something that happened on the news or something quite shocking do you 

know what I mean? It isn’t a subject that is spoken about by itself because of the whole religious 

aspect. 

 

…I just remember my mum would always be like how you were saying it wasn’t really directly 

talked about, it was more like a jokey way. She’d be like, ‘if you have a child before you’re 18 

or any of this …don’t even think about it!’ …it wasn’t like a deep conversation about sex it was 

just sort of ‘yeah just wait until you’re the right age’. 

 

…I think in terms of talking about it it’s quite normal these days just in our culture and in our 

society it is all over the media, it’s going to be talked about but I think yeah I’ve had to kind of 

develop my values on it not really from family but from the [holy book] and from my beliefs. 

 

Attitudes to sex and gender  

Following on from attitudes to gender and to talking about sex and relationships, it was felt that the 

wider context was often challenging, with the over-emphasis of the physical aspects of relationships 

and hyper-sexualisation as unhelpful as the cultural taboos in which such issues exist are not 

addressed at all. This appears to be creating a difficult space in which healthy relationships are 

neither modelled nor discussed in meaningful ways for young people. The issue of age is also 

important with some young women suggesting that the needs of different young people may differ 

greatly, with some benefitting from education much earlier than others. 

 

…I developed new values on the topic rather than I’ll just wait until the right age, I will actually 

wait for the right person and just kind of see it more from the faith perspective   
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….I think culturally there’s a difference between females and males. Boys have sex before 

marriage and yet it’s like a big things for females … 

 
… some of my friends, they see things so much differently and they’re just sort of – I don’t know 

if I can say this – but they don’t take their virginity as seriously, I don’t know if I should say it 

like that but it’s not as valuable to them and for me it’s very, very valuable that it’s like given to 

the right person that God has set for you. 

…I think [sex] is a really valuable thing that should be kept within marriage 

….it’s never been a taboo subject from a really young age, from about 10 like I’ve been talking 

about it with my friends like but… my opinion will always stay the same that you shouldn’t be 

doing it anyway… but it’s still freely discussed like what would you do, what with that, that, that. 

 

…. you have to lose your virginity beyond a certain age and if you don’t you’re seen as the odd 

one out.  I had a friend… and she was working with all her colleagues and … she’s like no I’m 

still a virgin …and everyone was shocked and then she felt as though she’d done something 

wrong.  So it’s kind of frowned up on if you haven’t engaged in this   

 

… [sex] has been made fashionable and it’s been something that’s been highlighted that young 

girls should be doing this, guys should be engaged in this.  

 

Pornography  

 

The discussion also covered the challenges presented by pornography, and the use of technology in 

young people’s relationships, with social media normalising the distribution of images and sexual 

interaction, for which participants felt young people were ill-equipped to navigate. Once more, the 

availability of imagery and overt physical sexuality is not balanced with education about the 

emotional, psychological, spiritual and social implications of relationships, nor crucially, how real 

relationships are conducted healthily, with love and dignity.  

 

…I think we should have that relationship with a guardian or a member of society at a young age 

who children can approach and talk about because pornography is all around us and it’s so easily 

accessible I mean these young children are 12, 10 and you were saying it does happen - 10/11 

year olds do sleep with each other and it’s something that society has come to. And it depends on 

what area you live in and what school you go to and things like that, actually you know what 

regardless of that it does happen ..because technology has developed so much 
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The challenges presented by young women were thus complex and concerning, illustrating a social 

context in which competing values and ideas are promoted, without the provision of adequate 

emotional and intellectual tools to navigate them. Our proposal of a holistic, inclusive approach to 

these issues is rooted in such findings.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 20 

Challenges: Young Men Speak 
 
Reflecting the open and spontaneous nature of each conversation and the differences in experience 

based on gender, the challenges presented by young men echoed some of those described by young 

women, but for the main part bore different emphases. The following examples highlight some of 

the issues that young men must navigate: 

 

Beyond social pressure 

Returning to the idea of defining what healthy relationships actually are, young male participants 

reasserted the idea that healthy relationships resist the pressures and challenges facing them in their 

wider social interactions – healthy relationships functioning as places of emotional safety and 

growth. 

 

…What I value is not being in fear of being judged by that person. 

 

Intersecting culture and faith  

Perhaps less focussed on the implications of faith and culture on relationships than young female 

participants, young men highlighted the importance of faith and the spiritual aspects of relationships 

as helping give perspective and guidelines for positive behaviour. 

 

… marriage is between God and as well and that's for a lot of religions it's God putting these two 

people together and so I think that's an important part of a relationship.   

 

…religious parents still expect their children to court, date, go out, marry someone from that 

religion 

 

Collective expectations 

The collective expectation of community and wider social spheres echoed those of young female 

participants, in which there are wide gaps in the ideas to which they are exposed and with which 

they interact, and in which the concept of ‘healthy’ is rarely mentioned. 

 

…people are expecting more of marriage and if they don't hit those ideals they think, I'll leave 

you, simple, I'll find someone so I mean the whole marriage thing is changing 

 

…This concept of arranged marriage is still quite dominant, in that, 'Right, you're not married.  

You're with him.  That's it.'  I'm not saying it's that simplistic but… 
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The role of family  

Family, especially parents, were viewed as crucial, and while ultimately not part of romantic 

relationships are influential to some, often-large degrees. Support, acceptance and honesty from 

parents were described as greatly valuable, and helpful in modelling healthy relationships. 

 

…I want to make sure my parents are happy as well because that's part of the relationship as well 

…you're not just marrying them … their family becomes your family as well.  And if it's one 

where their family you don't get on well yeah those two young people can be isolated 

 

…the main thing is having that trust between two families so you have to make your family 

happy as well that's a big thing. 

 

…From my interpretation of Bible that's when He created Adam and Eve, He says the man will 

leave his mum and dad's and be united with his wife … the act of marriage for me the way I see 

it is saying I'm independent from my parents. I choose to provide for my wife and that's the 

process of marriage as I understand it yeah. 

 

…my parents are my parents, they love me either way.  And I opened up to my dad about it and 

just the amount of advice he could give me and the amount of support he could give me for that 

it's just like overwhelming 

Commitment  

Young men also discussed the responsibility they felt inherent to relationships, in part due to the 

expectations of them as men, in which commitment and mutual care was viewed as an ideal.  

…in marriages and in young adult relationships that's something similar.  The way I see it is a 

young relationship is practice for marriage so there's got to be that level of commitment in a 

relationship that you hope to bring into marriage as well. 

Attitudes to gender  

The sense of gendered responsibility carried through to discussions of gender roles, both from 

personal perspectives, but also the intrusive ideals of others, whether cultural traditions or changing 

social expectations.  

…just because they're submissive doesn't mean they don't like it.  They understand us, they'll 

respect the husband and the husband will respect them.  So, in a way, it can work, depending on 

how both parties feel really. 
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… if it's the man who's bringing the money back, the lady should be doing all the stuff and she's 

like, 'Can I use this money to spend it on clothes?'  And the man says yes or no.  And that's a very 

stilted traditional one and I see that as being eroded a bit more now.   

 

…just because they're different doesn't mean one's better.  And I think sometimes in our culture 

we look at stronger as being better, where actually the Bible talks about the weakness God uses 

to shame the strong.   

 

…[women] are still seen as the weaker sex but to me…although they might be physically weaker 

I do treat them as my equal.   

 

… a lot of them won't be happy [with traditional gender roles] - a lot of girls I've spoken to are 

like, 'I'm happy to have a family but I want to have a career first.'   

 

Talking about sex and relationships 

For young male participants, talking about sex was not the challenge. Rather, a more pressing issue 

is the lack of access to honest, holistic information about sex as a part of healthy relationships. 

Where this type of information could be accessed, at what age, and from whom was also discussed. 

 

… I was introduced to sex by my friends, like they talked about it so before the sex education 

was actually initiated. 

 

… sex education [was helpful] because some of what my friends talked about was obviously not 

true like remember I think late in primary school and I went around thinking that condoms were 

made out of metal which is hilarious obviously 

 

… sex education helped quite a lot compared to gossip in early secondary school, late primary 

school when it's your peer group. 

 

…stuff in school was more just the mechanics like the physical, biological, but … less so about the 

emotional side and the other bits and bobs attached to it … that comes from the real life 

experiences. 

 

…I see it as like a generational split so people of my age say my cousins and stuff I think I'd be 

alright with talking to them about it but my parents and my uncles and aunts who are kind of a, 

shall we say different mind-set, I don't think I'd feel comfortable talking about it with them. 



 23 

…if I wanted to I probably could talk to my dad, I definitely couldn't with my mum but if I 

really, kind of if there was something that was troubling me or an issue I could probably speak to 

him about it 

 

Attitudes to sex and gender  

Reflecting the sense that gender roles are often negatively differentiated, young male participants 

described the value of sex as part of healthy relationships, but also the challenges of the wider social 

context, especially the hyper-sexualised popular and youth cultures within which they operate. This 

was viewed as particularly difficult when imagery and ideas are prolific and overtly sexual, yet 

often contrary to values of faith, culture or ethics. In relation to the promotion of healthy 

relationships, this is perhaps the greatest challenge presented by young men, in trying to support 

young people to navigate and understand what is ‘normal’ and healthy. 

…man needs a woman and a woman needs a man 

…maybe if you asked the women what did they feel about seeing topless men.  Does the media 

reverse the roles?  Does the media portrayal of men being sexualised for women's gratification, 

does that come into it?  Or is it very effectively focused in women being there for the sexual 

gratification of men? 

…you look at someone in a music video and you look at her and think, 'What the hell.  That's just 

undone so much work that's been done and they're just playing off the sexualisation.' 

 

…let's go with Ke$ha or just singers playing a huge amount of sexualisation and men are doing it 

just as much as well, so the Robin Thicke thing about Blurred Lines, lines of consent.  That gets 

in the chart and loads of young girls listen to it and that, to me, is what happens often 

…there's one article saying how - there were rapists, for example, and they interviewed a rapist 

and took some of his quotes and compared from lads' mags and they were exactly the same.  

…They just say, 'The guy slept with six girls.  He's a lad.'  So it's glorifying that he's a player.  If 

there's a girl there, she's a slag straightaway.  Double standard.  They're not allowed to do the 

same stuff.  But because it's accepted…it seems like yes, while women are making new strides 

men are still looking down on them saying, 'At the end of the day, yes, they can do all that but 

they still are sexual creatures,' by looking just from that vantage point.  And do you remember 

page three in The Sun?  It's still there.   
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… I really struggle with what's put out in the media, really struggle to keep my mind clear, 

because just the struggles I've got here in my life, that's something I really struggle to do… 

 

Pornography  

Further to the challenges of wider social attitudes to sex and gender, pornography was discussed as 

a difficult and personal issue. The availability, accessibility and messaging that increasingly 

extreme porn can present young men contrasts with the positive expressions of sexuality inherent to 

healthy relationships. This also highlighted the question of how to talk about porn in a useful and 

constructive way, in a social context in which it is normative. 

 

…I reckon that would be a bit awkward. You're speaking to your dad and saying, well dad I 

watch pornography that would be really awkward. 

…it's different for everybody you know what I mean I personally wouldn't go to my father and 

say you know dad, I watch pornography, he's going to be like, you need to be married.  [laughs]   

…I struggled with pornography during college, you know it was something I really struggled 

with 

 

While young male participants reflected on issues in different ways and with different emphases to 

young women, the similarities – navigating the often conflicting messages about relationships and 

the expectations of others with minimal support on how to understand, promote and experience 

healthy relationships, is marked.   
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Challenges: Parents Speak 
 
With so many challenges facing young people linking to the communal and social, understanding 

parental and wider community perspectives is crucial. This relates to the concerns and fears parents 

may have with regards to their children navigating issues of sex and relationships, and to the 

fundamental role in educating, guiding and supporting young people to develop healthy, fulfilling 

relationships. In particular, the mixed group of parent participants highlighted the emotional and 

psychological challenges they often faced on this topic. 

 

Role models 

As parents, the responsibility to teach, support and model healthy relationships is closely connected 

to understanding and improving our relationships with ourselves. This link between the self and 

other and the personal and communal, was a recurring theme and reflected the idea that attitudes 

towards relationships are often passed down, and that as parents breaking unhealthy cycles can be 

challenging.  

 

…as a carer, in my work in psychology and coaching and others, sometimes I don't look after the 

individual myself.  I get burnt out.  I don't take care of myself.  I don't allow others to care for me.  

I don't allow others to nurture and pat me on the back or acknowledge me, yet I am somebody 

that is looking for others to get nurtured and acknowledged and cared for…Parents have 

children.  They start looking after children.  They don't get any training in how to care for 

children. And the children grow up, they go to school.  They don't get any training in how to be 

in a relationship with the opposite sex, or the same sex in some cases. And yet we're supposed to 

just make everything work and I think that's where some of our suffering comes from 

 

…it comes back to what you said, that you have children, you get married or whatever, but 

you've never ever had any training in your life in how to look after children.  You've only got 

your experience of how your mum looked after you or how your dad looked after you.  You've 

never been taught how to do it.  Can you be taught how to be a parent?  That's the other thing 

…media can play a certain function but the media can't be your mum and dad, basically.  So we 

need parents and trusted people around to teach the kids what a loving relationship is.  And, like 

you said, they'll find their own way, as they get older as well 

…As parents we need to soften language and check in. Demonstrate love through kind words 
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Intersecting culture and faith  

Parent participants highlighted and echoed many of the concerns of young people, especially in 

relation to the influence of ‘norms’ and expectations regarding the ways in which relationships are 

policed and shaped. Again, the neglected spiritual core of healthy relationships was examined, 

promoting a holistic approach. 

 

…Sacred sexuality.  Religion sometimes has made sexuality something that's dirty or something 

you shouldn't enjoy, but yet it's a sacred gift…It is so precious.  Sexuality is very precious and 

often relationships are bound into sexuality.  So I think that we need to bring spirituality back 

into sexuality so that it becomes something you honour; a body/mind/spirit.  You are being sexual 

with body, mind and spirit as opposed to just body 

 

…the problem is when you have faith that's telling you one thing and then you have culture that's 

telling you something else.  And the two mix.  I can only talk about the community that I'm in …  

No one ever talks about dementia.  No one ever talks about marriage outside, that kind of thing.  

That's another thing coming into relationships.  Sex education - you never hear about. 

 

From my own point of view, I very rarely have had discussions with my parents about many 

topics in life: sex or marriage or relationships with other people.  I've learnt that through working 

with other people and my own experiences and life.  But I've not had that interaction.  There's 

that sort of barrier there between my parents and me, which there shouldn't be.  Maybe that's 

one of the cultural things because, from my point of view, parents generally don't talk about 

certain topics; they're absolutely taboo.  And so I think that's more a cultural thing. 

 

…So we need each other.  Yes, we need God as well.  Without God, personally from my point of 

view, we have nothing.  So we need God but we need each other as well… marriage is what 

encompasses this whole healthy relationship scenario, this bubble.  Marriage is a relationship 

between the husband and wife and God as well.  So it comes back to that triangle that you were 

talking about.  You have the husband and wife.  They're both trying to attain the closeness to 

God through a healthy relationship  

 

…I think religion plays a very important part, but sometimes it also gets in the way.  A child is 

born and starts to grow up and what happens is they're given these cultural values, …  And then 

they're not really taught choice at this point…So the concept of choice is hardly there, yet the 

religion provides these ethical guidelines that really can polish and sharpen your values because 

our own personal judgement and choices are not altogether deeply thought about.   
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So the scriptures in any religion or school of thought, what they might provide us is the higher 

level of thinking that if we can tap into that we can look at, 'What is my choice?  What choice am 

I making?  Is it true to myself?  Is it true to my culture?  Is it true to what I would say - would 

God want me to do this?  Am I in integrity?   

 

… if you look at it from the [religious] point of view, this is where I'm coming from, if you look at 

the teachings the Prophet talked about these things.  He talked about menstruation.  He talked 

about foreplay and all these kinds of things, in the proper context, not just casually, like you 

mentioned, but in the marriage, in a relationship.  He talked about these things…  We shouldn't 

let culture get into the way of teaching our kids…it's incumbent on the parents, I think, to give 

this education to their kids.  You can learn about the physical already in the schools and they do 

teach sex education there, but it's literally mechanics. That is all it is.  There's no emotional, 

spiritual, loving side of it at all.  It's literally, 'Here's a man.  Here's a woman. This is what they 

do.  See you later. 

 

Collective expectations 

Further to the cultural, social and religious influences, parents reflected on the harshness of 

communal judgement, and located the lack of support to young people and each other in this 

attitudinal challenge.  

 

…I think sometimes we end up dictating when we should be just in a position to understand, just 

to share the moment with people, humanity.  And I think that's a concept that's gone.   

 

The role of family  

The acute sense of love and responsibility as parents, and the challenges inherent in that role were 

discussed at length. In particular the agency and independence of young people as inevitable but 

also positive, and the challenge of guiding but honouring that independency through positive 

parenting were considered. This is where the ethical and faith elements were viewed as paramount, 

providing the emotional, intellectual and spiritual tools with which young people could grow and 

maintain healthy relationships. 

 

…you can teach your child but you can't make them think the way you think. 

 

…my daughter was 12 or something and that's about the age where she was feeling that God 

wanted her to be baptised and become a Christian herself and be baptised.  …It's like I had this 

out of control and I'm like, 'Yeah, she isn't mine, really.  She's God's child.  She's not my child.’  
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And that was the first moment that I went, 'It's scary’ because I want her to be mine.  Wouldn't it 

be nice if it could just all go through me and I'm in control.'  But I wasn't.   

 

…as a child that's fine, to take on your parents' beliefs, but your faith is never going to be your 

own until you look at it yourself.  So I'd like my children to be free to really look at it.  I want 

them to ask questions.  As a parent: something about as a parent you can teach your child but you 

can't make them think the way you think.   

 

…Give the kids certain values, which should be universal, like honesty, sympathy, all that kind 

of stuff, and then let them make their own decisions when it comes to it.   

 

…allowing your children to grow … that’s the hard bit because obviously your nature is to want 

to protect them, wrap some cotton wool around your child, but that doesn't help them.  And I 

think that sometimes is where the dilemma arises.  How do you do that in a way that you can 

stomach, that you can physically digest, but also allow a child space to learn and grow and find 

their own rules? 

…I was raised with very protective parents.  It was all about the don'ts.  'Don't go to that person.  

Don't do this.  Don't go out with your friends.  We'll go to the cinema.'  I never went out with my 

friends.  Well, I did a little bit but they were very protective.  And then when I went to 

university I felt very ill equipped to make the decisions for myself.  And then later, when I got 

married, it was suddenly completely hands off.  'Oh, you're married now.'  So this very, 'What 

are you doing?  Are you doing the right thing?' and suddenly it was completely hands off.  'Oh, 

you're married now.  Your husband will take care of that.'  My parents were very traditional but 

I felt it was a very bad way to go about it.  And so with my kids I do feel like we're trying to 

equip them to make good decisions.   

…Some parents still figuring out their relationship with their parents –though they love them –

but it’s harder to express  

 

Attitudes to gender  

Parent participants echoed the concern of young people regarding unhealthy attitudes towards 

gender and differentiation of gender roles, but importantly reflected on the agency of young people 

and new generations to make change and break old cycles, even in the context of new challenges 

and attitudes. 
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…culture… you can't see it as a blanket rule that the people from here do it this way; culture as in 

from home to home.  Within the house that I grew up in we were predominantly female.  Our 

mum's a very big, powerful female figure, and three sisters and then a brother.  And she was 

pretty open about lots of things.  So I sometimes wonder had we had an older brother would it 

have been different?  Would there have been a sense of protect the girls from everything, allow 

the boys to do everything?  I don't know, because that's what I saw outside of my home. 

 

...I've got six sisters and then there's me and my brother.  There's definitely that element of 

protection of females in the household from my personal experience.  If they needed to go out to 

the shops we would go with them.  But now they're obviously grown up and she’s an independent 

women …she is the most confident person you could ever speak to.  But when we were growing 

up dad, myself and my brother were definitely the figureheads of the household.  Any decision 

that happened within the house we made it.  And the women generally, other than my mum, 

didn't have a say in that.  I personally didn't think that was healthy because eventually my sisters 

are going to be exposed to society and if they can't make a decision, they can't talk to people, how 

are they going to get on in life?  But that's the way my mum and dad were.   

 

Talking about sex and relationships 

The role of parents in talking about sex and relationships, and the limits of this role was discussed at 

length. This connected to the importance of creating better spaces to allow young people to talk and 

learn, not just about the physical, but the emotional, physical and spiritual aspects of healthy 

relationships. 

 

… as much as I feel that I'm quite open to having conversation, and a light conversation, my son 

is, 'Oh God, not again.  Do we have to talk about everything?'  And you have to recognise that 

that's the phase of age he's going through.  I don't want to be all things to him 

 

…Where do you get that training from?   Is it available in the temples and the mosques and the 

churches?  Or is it available to us in schools and universities?  Because I haven't seen any. 

 

…I think I'm okay with the school talking about physically what happens but, for me, I really 

want my kids to understand the faith angle on it, the emotional and spiritual impact of casual sex.  

There really is no such thing as casual sex because there's such an emotional impact and a 

spiritual impact on you 
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…school, they teach one part of it but where do the other aspects come in?  If the school's not 

doing it, it's got to come from somewhere and we need to discuss that within each other's faith 

tradition or whatever it could be. 

…at some point you're not going to be a part of that child's life any more.  They've had to 

continue without you so how do you enable them to make those choices in a way that will benefit 

them and be positive for them without exposing them to that?  And so is it better to say, 'No, 

absolutely not.  Don't do that.  I'm banning you from that.'?  Or do we, as hard as that can 

sometimes be, and I think that's not being a parent engages with all the time, is, 'How can I allow 

you some exposure to that and to have those epiphanies, those moments when you'll make that 

connection for yourself and see what's right for you and not right for you rather than me telling 

you and having some guidance there?'  

 

…We had lots of don’ts are we following that approach too? 

 

…Parents have children.  They start looking after children.  They don't get any training in how to 

care for children. And the children grow up, they go to school. They don't get any training in 

how to be in a relationship with the opposite sex, or the same sex in some cases   

 

…I think some parents may find it hard speaking with their children, though.  That's from my 

own personal experience.  I barely talk to my dad about what I do at work, friends I go out with. 

We don't have that sort of interaction.  And coming back to something, when you're young you 

tend to rebel, don't you, against your parents.  'Don't tell me to do this.  Don't tell me to do that.'   

 

…sometimes there are certain things that you don't understand…. and perhaps don't understand 

what our children are likely to be experiencing now because we didn't have those experiences 

ourselves.  We had similar experiences and perhaps that's where we still try and steer our 

children through our experiences, but actually we need to be looking at what they are likely to 

be experiencing now and how to protect them from the negatives 

 

Attitudes to sex and gender  

The promotion of negative, unhealthy relationships in a wider discourse, and our communal 

inability to tackle it was a source of concern for parent participants. The need for faithful or ethical 

guidance was highlighted, alongside frustration with current failings.   
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…I think the media has a role to play here as well.  A lot of children's perceptions of 

relationships is what they see in the media.  And there's many cases in schools where children 

are pretty much addicted to pornography and they think that is a relationship.  They think that is 

all real.  They have no concept of caring, loving, sympathy, these kinds of things.  So media 

plays a big role as well in healthy relationships. 

…The media is just so distorted on what reality is.  And the media, …they're there to make 

money, aren't they, at the end of the day, sell copies of newspapers.  So I personally don't want 

my sisters or my kids to be getting their information solely from the media.  

…It's not just a physical thing like you shake hands with someone and you never see them again.  

There's an emotional impact on you that you can be really hurt by  

 

…If you always ask God, why can’t I ask a fellow human about these questions, for help? 

Where’s the shame in asking?  

 

Pornography and technology 

For parent participants, the fast-changing social media environment and new emerging challenges, 

including extreme porn and new social norms underscore the importance of action. Whilst some 

parents loosely understand or utlise technology and social media apps, many parents feel they are 

either playing catch up with their more technology savvy children, or as parents they may be trying 

to navigate the parent-child boundary of observance by joining, monitoring and being ‘friends’ with 

their children on the more widely available platforms such as Facebook. Most parents suggested 

that they remain unfamiliar with other social media spaces their children often inhabit and the fluid 

nature of how it works. 

 

…I'm interested in what you were saying about the pressures - they may or may not be different 

as how they were on us, but the pressures on young people now around relationships and where 

they have the opportunity to talk but also the different influences, whether it's cultural or more of 

this wider society media, and the harder stuff like pornography and how that may or may not 

create questions but also maybe have unhealthy impacts.   
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Envisioning the Ideal:  
Talking, Learning, Teaching, Supporting  
 
While the challenges for young women, young men and parents are varied and complex, the 

conversations within this study highlighted the appetite for action: for more holistic, sensitive, 

inclusive spaces to talk, learn, teach and support young people in understanding, aspiring to, and 

conducting healthy relationships. 

 

The following suggestions sprung from the discussions, and are intended to act as starting points on 

which to build and develop action at the grassroots, with and led by young people: 

 

1. Don’t ignore the issues of relationships and sex - talk directly about it.  To do this, perhaps 

there is a requirement to create safe, inter-faith, same-sex, multicultural environments. 

 

2. Let’s not ignore the issues we are uncomfortable about  - we need mature, open, nuanced 

discussion without fear and judgement  

 

3. Link community conversations with school discussions that may have occurred  

 

4. Let’s better understand the issues, and at what ages they become important - what might 

earlier conversations look like, compared to the needs of young adults?  

 

5. Equip young people early with knowledge and confidence: train and provide mentors in 

grassroots organisations, such as faith institutions and youth organsiations, which also 

include young people who are not married 

 

6. Be innovative: for example using social media to promote constructive responses and 

support initiatives already out there, such as youth-led YouTube channels tackling the 

tough questions  

 

 

…just help us to learn valuable lessons within and between our faiths: talking about this sort of 

thing with people who are older, more knowledgeable, more experienced …that’s so valuable  

 

Next Steps 
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Approaches to social justice have increasingly recognised the importance of preventative work 

driven by the grassroots, and the subsequent development of partnerships between the third, public 

and private sectors. Developing a positive, pro-active response to the needs of young people to 

understand and experience healthy relationships is part of this, not just to prevent crime or promote 

social justice, but to do justice to the lives of our future generations. 

 

This scoping study suggests that an appetite exists for a more in-depth and practice-based project in 

which such conversations are replicated within and between communities – geographically and 

socially defined – in order to establish sustainable and non-judgemental learning spaces. Such 

spaces, led by young people in partnership with trusted facilitators or organisations could provide 

requisite open, honest and affirmative learning and exchange in which the challenges and ideals of 

promoting healthy relationships are discussed and explored in ways suited to the complex social, 

cultural, religious, gender and age groups in our diverse local contexts.  

 

ConnectJustice will therefore seek partner organisations, individuals and community groups to 

develop the next step with a focus on leadership from young people: if the issues discussed in this 

report resonate, work with us! 
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