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ABSTRACT
The quality of romantic relationships is associated with mental 
health and wellbeing throughout the life course. A number of 
programmes have been developed to support young people 
in navigating healthy relationships, and a larger role for rela-
tionship education was recently formalised in statutory gui-
dance in England. This study aimed to systematically review 
the evidence base for relationship education programmes. 
Evaluations of relationship education programmes for young 
people, including charting of outcome domains and measures, 
were reviewed, followed by a focussed synthesis of data from 
studies that included outcome domains of relevance to 
healthy relationships. Thirty-six studies of seven programmes 
were found that focussed on one or more outcomes relating to 
healthy relationship skills, knowledge and attitudes, none of 
which were assessed as high quality. All evaluated pro-
grammes were developed in the US, and only one evaluation 
was conducted in the UK. The evaluations had a diverse set of 
outcome domains and outcome measures, few had longitudi-
nal measures. No evidence was found for young people’s 
involvement in programme or evaluation development. High- 
quality longitudinal evaluations and a core set of validated 
outcome measures are needed. This research also highlights 
the need to co-create programmes with young people, tea-
chers and relationship experts that are feasible, acceptable and 
integrated into a mental health-informed curriculum
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Introduction

Romantic relationships are associated with health throughout the life course, 
including with outcomes, such as high blood pressure and obesity (Bennett- 
Britton et al., 2017; Leach et al., 2013; Robles et al., 2014). For many young 
people in late adolescence, negotiating early romantic relationships is a key 
developmental task, the success of which also influences mental health and 
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wellbeing. Research suggests that good-quality relationships can enhance well- 
being for young people, and their absence over the longer-term is associated 
with loneliness and reduced satisfaction (Avilés et al., 2021; Gómez-López et al., 
2019). Conversely, ‘low-quality’ relationships, such as those with higher levels of 
conflict, lower sense of control and lack of ‘authenticity’ appear to have 
a negative impact, particularly on symptoms of depression amongst adolescent 
girls (Gómez-López et al., 2019; Kansky & Allen, 2018).

Despite this, relationship education focussed on healthy relationships has 
historically featured less prominently in school health curricula. In England, sex 
and relationship education has previously been described as placing too much 
emphasis on the mechanics of reproduction and too little on relationships 
(Ofsted, 2013), with many of the manualised relationship education pro-
grammes having been developed in the United States (US; Janssens et al., 
2020)Note 1. Over time, there has been increasing interest in a larger role for 
relationship education, which was formalised by the Department for Education 
(DfE) under statutory guidance (DfE, 2019). This guidance mandates that

Note 1. This review updates (Janssens et al., 2020) from 2018 to 2021, charts 
evaluation study domains and measures, and synthesizes the evidence for 
programme effectiveness.

Young people should learn: ‘how to recognise the characteristics and positive 
aspects of healthy one-to-one intimate relationships, which include mutual 
respect, consent, loyalty, trust, shared interests and outlook, sex and friendship’ 
(DfE, 2019, p. 29).

Janssens et al.’s (2020) systematic review identified 17 different relationship 
education programmes for young people aged 11–18 years, with most combin-
ing an element of promoting healthy sexual choices alongside knowledge and 
skills for healthy relationships, and some with a specific focus on promoting 
long-term relationships or marriage. However, many programmes focussed to 
a greater or lesser extent on sexual health or violence prevention rather than on 
healthy relationships (Janssens et al., 2020). Prior meta-analyses of relationship 
education programmes targeted at young people (McElwain et al., 2017; 
Simpson et al., 2018) have reported moderate effect sizes in terms of changing 
attitudes and beliefs and in the development of conflict management 
skills. These studies pooled findings from peer-reviewed studies across 
a heterogeneous range of programmes and outcomes, potentially missing 
evaluations which exist in the grey literature, likely with this type of intervention 
(Adams et al., 2016; Janssens et al., 2020).

This review forms part of a wider Wellcome Beacon project ‘Transforming 
relationships and relationship transitions with and for the next generation: 
Healthy Relationship Education (HeaRE) and Transitions (HeaRT)’ (Wellcome. 
Beacon: Healthy Relationships, 2021). The main purpose of the review was to 
identify 1) how programmes are being evaluated and 2) the outcome domains 
and measures used, including searches of grey literature to provide a broader 

2 S. BENHAM-CLARKE ET AL.



overview of the nature of the evidence base, and the evidence by programme. 
Such an information is important to allow policymakers and commissioners in 
public health and education and education professionals to consider which 
programmes might be suitable for adaptation or use in their population, and 
to determine to what extent programmes are successful in addressing the 
priorities of young people and those that care for them. By describing the 
outcome domains and measures commonly used in these evaluations, this 
review also intends to contribute to further development of the evidence 
base by informing refinement of measures or core outcome sets.

The aims were:

(1) To update the previous review by Janssens et al. (2020) to identify other 
healthy relationship education programmes developed after 2018.

(2) To identify and chart evaluations of healthy relationship education pro-
grammes and describe the outcome domains and outcome measures 
used.

(3) To synthesise the evidence for effectiveness in relationship education 
programmes which included outcomes relating to healthy relationship 
knowledge, skills and attitudes.

Methods

The systematic review was conducted in three stages.

Stage 1: update review of healthy relationship education programmes

The earlier review by Janssens et al. (2020) was updated to identify new 
programmes meeting their original criteria published between 2018 and 2021. 
The search strategy (with minor adaptations to allow for database changes) and 
inclusion and exclusion criteria were replicated from the previous review (avail-
able in the supplementary material [strategy S1]). This resulted in a master list of 
‘candidate programmes’ including those from the original review and from this 
update search.

Stage 2: systematic review of evaluations

Search strategy
We searched for evaluations of the ‘candidate programmes’ in the following 
databases: ASSIA, Web of Knowledge, EMBASE, Health Management Information 
Consortium (NHS Evidence), Medline, PsycINFO, Cochrane Library, CINAHL, and 
Educational Resource Information Centre. The search strategy used terms for the 
candidate programmes, terms to describe the population group of young people, 
and terms to describe evaluations (see S1 for the full strategy and terms). 
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We identified and searched relationship education programme websites, along 
with Lesson Planet, VET-Bib, Isidore, Social Science Research Network, Google, and 
Google Scholar, as well as contacting programme developers, and backward and 
forward citation chasing.

Inclusion criteria and study selection

Only evaluations of the candidate programmes as defined in stage 1 were 
included. Other inclusion criteria were age (at least 80% of participants aged 
between 11 and 18 years) and setting (school, college, or community). We 
included any study with primary data aiming to evaluate feasibility, impact, 
implementation, or effectiveness of the relationship education programme, 
including process evaluations, published between 2000 and June 2021 in 
the English language. Screening followed a two-stage process, involving 
abstract and full-text screening by two independent reviewers (SBC, GR, 
TND, RJ). Disagreements were resolved by a discussion involving a third 
reviewer.

Data extraction

The following data were extracted from each evaluation: authors, year, 
population (including age, gender and other characteristics), number of 
participants, setting, design of evaluation, intervention delivered (details 
of programme: number of sessions, content, any adaptations made, dura-
tion), comparison group (if any), broad outcome domain as described in the 
study (e.g. teenage pregnancy, self-efficacy, etc.), and specific outcome 
measures used.

Stage 3: synthesis

The data extracted were narratively synthesised in two stages, using a tiered 
synthesis approach similar to that described by Adams et al. (2016). This 
involved a) a synthesis of the outcome domains and measures used in the 
evaluation studies identified in stage 2, followed by b) a focussed synthesis of 
data from those evaluation studies that included outcome domains of relevance 
to healthy relationships, as defined below.

Charting of outcome domains and measures

Data extracted from each evaluation were summarised in a charting spreadsheet. 
Two reviewers (SBC and TND) independently categorised the measures used in 
each study according to the description of the knowledge, skill, attitude, behaviour 
or other outcome that it intended to measure. Drawing on any theory (e.g. 
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behaviour change) described in the evaluation, the reviewers then followed an 
iterative process of grouping the broad outcome domains targeted in each 
evaluation.

Focussed synthesis

From the charting process, evaluations were identified which targeted and 
measured outcomes relating to healthy relationships knowledge, skills, 
attitudes, and behaviours. Those evaluation studies which predominantly 
focussed on outcomes related to sexual health (e.g. teenage pregnancy or 
abstinence), or violence and abuse without also including a healthy rela-
tionship component, were excluded from the focussed synthesis. The inclu-
sion and exclusion decisions were taken independently by two reviewers 
(TND and SBC) and resolved by discussion. Data from these selected pro-
gramme evaluations relating to the outcomes above were extracted. 
Studies were appraised for quality, using the Effective Public Health 
Practice Project (EPPI) Centre quality assessment tool (Thomas et al., 
2004), and independently graded by two reviewers (TND and SBC) as either 
weak, moderate or strong based on the rating on the checklist and any 
additional factors identified. The findings and quality ratings were then 
tabulated and synthesised, drawing together the studies which evaluated 
each programme.

Results

Update search

Three new programmes: Lights4Violence/”Cinema Voice” (Vives-Cases et al., 2019), 
Healthy Relationship Campaign (HRC; Guillot-Wright et al., 2018) and Piecing 
Together Behaviors of Healthy Relationships lesson plans (Shipley et al., 2018) 
were found. When combined with those found by Janssens et al. (2020), the 
number of relationship education programmes now totalled 20. The list of 
included programmes is presented in Table 1. The PRISMA is available in Figure S1.

Systematic review of evaluations

The database search yielded 4389 individual evaluations, and 283 additional 
records were identified through grey literature searches. Following full-text 
screening, a total of 36 studies were found that both evaluated the candidate 
programmes and met inclusion criteria for charting outcome domains and 
measures (Figure 1). Eight of these came from the database search, and 28 via 
the grey literature search.
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Characteristics of evaluations

Whilst most programmes were the subject of multiple evaluations (Relationship 
Smarts/Love U2 (16 studies), Connections: Relationships and Marriage (7), 
Choosing the Best (3), LOVEBiTES (2), LoveNOTES (2), Teen choices (2), PICK 
(1), Connections: Dating and Emotions (1), Positive Choices (1), What’s Real (1), 
we found no published evaluations for 9 of our candidate programmes 
(Table 1), see intervention characteristics in Table S1.

Records screened after 
duplicates removed 

(n = 4067)

Records screened
after duplicates 

removed (n = 282)

Records 
excluded by 

title/abstract 
(n = 4052)

Records 
excluded by 

title/abstract 
(n = 128)

noitacifitnedI
Sc

re
en

in
g

In
cl

ud
ed

gnitrahcrof
El

ig
ib

le

Individual Relationship 
Education Programme 

evaluations identified as 
potentially meeting inclusion 

criteria (n = 35)

Records identified 
through database 

searching (n = 4389)

Full-text articles 
assessed for 

eligibility (n =15)

Included Programme 
evaluations  (n = 8)

Included Programme 
evaluations (n = 28*) 

Records identified 
through grey literature 

searching (n = 283)

Individual Relationship 
Education Programme 
evaluations identified 
as potentially meeting 

inclusion criteria 
(n = 13)

Full text articles and 
webpages assessed for 

eligibility (n =56)

Total records excluded by: 
� Wrong population = 3 
� Wrong programme = 3
� Wrong design = 13
� No results = 1
� Other reason = 3

Total n = 23

Records excluded as 
no replies received to 
emails asking for 
evaluation details 
(n = 4)
Evaluations not 
published (n = 6)
Used secondary data 
(n = 2)
Total n = 12 

Total number of 
evaluations included 
for outcome charting 

(n = 36)

Fi
na

l i
nc

lu
de

s

Included Programme evaluations 
for synthesis (n = 3)

Included Programme evaluations 
for synthesis (n = 17*) 

Total number of evaluations 
with outcomes including 

healthy relationship measures 
(n = 20)

Figure 1. PRISMA – programme evaluation selection process. *Two evaluations included from 
citation chasing
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Table 2. Outcome domains measured in programme evaluations.

Outcome 
domain Description

Number of 
evaluations 
measuring 

(n = 36) References

Attitudes to 
cohabitation, 
marriage and 
divorce

Cohabitation, marriage and divorce 
attitudes & beliefs

7 Gardner, 2001; Gardner et al., 2004; 
Gardner & Boellaard, 2007; Gardner 
et al., 2016; Schramm & Gomez- 
Scott, 2012; Sparks et al., 2012; 
Trella, 2009

Communication Communication skills and 
behaviours (not focussed 
specifically on conflict)

8 Adler-Baeder, 2005; Adler-Baeder 
et al., 2007; Adler-Baeder et al., 
2015; Antle et al., 2011; Gardner 
et al., 2004; McBride et al., 201156; 
Halpern-Meekin, 2011; 
Relationships Victoria, 2020

Conflict Behaviours and attitudes relating to 
conflict in relationships

14 Adler-Baeder, 2005; Adler-Baeder 
et al., 2007; Adler-Baeder et al., 
2015; Antle et al., 2011; Flood, 
2012, Gardner, 2001; Gardner et al., 
2004; Gardner & Boellaard, 2007; 
Gardner et al., 2016; Kanter et al., 
2021; J. L. Kerpelman, 2010; 
Relationships Victoria, 2020; 
Pittman & Kerpelman, 2013; 
Schramm & Gomez-Scott, 2012

Connectedness 
and 
becoming 
close

Dimensions of emotional 
connectedness to a partner or 
significant other

5 Adler-Baeder et al., 2007; Adler- 
Baeder et al., 2015; Flood, 2012; 
Schramm & Gomez-Scott, 2012; 
Trella, 2009

Help seeking Attitudes and beliefs about seeking 
relationship help from 
counsellors and others

8 Adler-Baeder et al., 2015; Bradford 
et al., 2014; Gardner, 2001; Gardner 
et al., 2004; Gardner & Boellaard, 
2007; Gardner et al., 2016; 
Schramm & Gomez-Scott, 2012; 
Sparks et al., 2012

Programme 
Curriculum/ 
learning 
focussed

Learning gained from the course – 
i.e. what has been learned and 
participant’s views of their 
progress

14 Adler-Baeder, 2005; Antle et al., 2011; 
Brower et al., 2012; Dobia, 2019; 
Futris et al., 2013; Futris et al., 
2017; Gardner et al., 2016; 
J. Kerpelman, 2007; Levesque et al., 
2016a; Levesque et al., 2016b; 
Pittman & Kerpelman, 2013; 
Schramm & Gomez-Scott, 2012; 
Toews & Yazedjian, 2010a; Toews & 
Yazedjian, 2010

Mental health & 
psychological 
components

Mental health symptoms, and 
psychological constructs such as 
self-efficacy and self-esteem

17 Adler-Baeder et al., 2015; Futris et al., 
2017; Gardner et al., 2004; Gardner 
& Boellaard, 2007; Gardner et al., 
2016; Kanter et al., 2021; 
Lieberman & Su, 2012; McBride 
et al., 2011; Relationships Victoria, 
2020; Sparks et al., 2012

Parenting Parenting behaviours or beliefs 1 Schramm & Gomez-Scott, 2012
Relationship 

beliefs & 
values

Beliefs, standards and values and 
intentions about relationships

5 Adler-Baeder et al., 2007; 
J. L. Kerpelman, 2010; Ma et al., 
2014

Gender Knowledge, attitudes and beliefs 
relating to gender

3 Flood, 2012; Relationships Victoria, 
2020; Savasuk-Luxton, 2018

(Continued)
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The majority of evaluations took place in the US (n = 33), with two in Australia 
and one in the UK. Most programmes were evaluated in educational settings 
such as schools and colleges (n = 28). The age of participants included ranged 
from 11 to 20 years, although the majority within each evaluation were aged 
between 11 and 18 years as per the inclusion criteria. The most commonly used 
study design was a pre-test post-test design with a control group (n = 14). The 
majority of evaluations only collected outcome data immediately post- 
intervention, i.e. after a class or a series of classes had ended (n = 15). Only 
one study included a process evaluation focussing on feasibility and accept-
ability of the intervention (Bragg et al., 2021).

Charting of outcome domains and measures

Evaluations were often not explicit about the constructs being targeted or 
measured (see Discussion). Our charting identified 13 broad outcomes targeted 
and measured in the 36 evaluations, described in Table 2 (see outcome mea-
sures in Table S2). The most frequently measured outcome domain was conflict 
(16 evaluations) which included both positive (e.g. negotiation and reasoning) 
and negative (e.g. aggression) behaviours. Ten of the 36 evaluations targeted 
outcomes related to violence and abuse within relationships, these were differ-
entiated from conflict due to their specific focus on violent behaviours and 
beliefs about violence. Many evaluations focussed on attitudes towards coha-
bitation, marriage and divorce; these were grouped together. ‘Help-seeking’ 
was another outcome which related to attitudes towards relationship counsel-
ling or seeking of other forms of support for relationships, and marriage in 
particular. Studies also included measures that assessed learning and progress 

Table 2. (Continued).

Outcome 
domain Description

Number of 
evaluations 
measuring 

(n = 36) References

Sex and sexual 
health

Sexual beliefs, values, attitudes, 
intentions, knowledge and skills 
(including abstinence)

8 Adler-Baeder et al., 2015; A. Barbee 
et al., 2012; 
A. P. Barbee et al., 2016; Futris 
et al., 2013; Gossett & Hooten, 
2006; Lieberman & Su, 2012; 
McBride et al., 2011; Relationships 
Victoria, 2020; Trella, 2009; Weed & 
Anderson, 2005

Violence and 
abuse

Violent and abusive behaviours, 
attitudes towards violence and 
abuse and recognition of 
behaviours

4 Flood, 2012; McBride et al., 2011; 
Pittman & Kerpelman, 2013; 
Savasuk-Luxton, 2018

Composite/non- 
specific 
outcomes

No specific or focussed relationship 
measures, instead consisted of 
questions covering a wide range 
of relationship aspects

6 Adler-Baeder et al., 2007; Flood, 2012; 
McBride et al., 2011; Relationships 
Victoria, 2020; Sparks et al., 2012; 
Trella, 2009
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aspects of the respective curriculum but were not clearly defined or too broad 
to be included in other outcome domains or form a separate domain, so we 
have grouped these as ‘curriculum focussed’. Other domains identified by the 
charting were communication, sexual health, relationship beliefs and values, 
connectedness, and parental caregiving beliefs.

A variety of measures were used in the charted evaluations (details in S2). 
These ranged from validated measures, such as Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale 
(Rosenberg, 2015), adapted measures such as Gardner et al.’s (2004) adaptation 
of the conflict tactics scale (Straus, 1979) and bespoke measures or question-
naires designed specifically for the programme evaluation such as in McBride 
et al. (2011). The most common validated measures were the Rosenberg self- 
esteem scale (Rosenberg, 2015), used in three evaluations, versions of the 
Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1979; Straus et al., 1996), used in five evaluations, 
and the Attitudes Towards Counselling scale (Gardner, 2001; Gardner et al., 
2004), used in four evaluations. All were completed by the participating 
young people.

Evaluations addressing healthy relationship skills, knowledge and 
attitudes

Of the 36 evaluations charted, only 18 were assessed as focussing on one 
or more outcomes relating to healthy relationship skills, knowledge and 
attitudes, presented in Table 3. All took place in the US except for the 
Australian-based LOVEBiTES evaluation, were predominantly set in high- 
school health education (or Family and Consumer Science (FCS)) classes, 
and most commonly included those in mid-to-late adolescence, targeting 
those aged 14–15 and over rather than younger students. Across all 
evaluations, 37 bespoke outcome measures were used, 14 were adapted 
by the evaluation authors from existing measures and the remaining 15 
used pre-existing scales (note that some measures were used across 
different evaluations). None of the studies were judged to be of high 
quality. The majority of studies were judged to be of low quality, due to 
low response rate, high attrition, no attempts at blinding, and poor 
reporting of characteristics and design.

Evaluations of the connections programmes

Our review identified five evaluations which assessed a version of the 
Connections programme (Relationships and Marriage; Dating and Emotions) 
(Table S3). Those reporting on post-course measures found little evidence of 
intervention effects, although Gardner et al. (2004) reported a small improve-
ment in knowledge scores; an increase in reported intention to engage in 
marriage preparation and favourable attitudes to marriage. An evaluation of 
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followed-up participants for four-year post-programme, with considerable attri-
tion, finding an increase in self-esteem scores had been maintained in the 
intervention group (Gardner & Boellaard, 2007).

Evaluations of the Love U2/Relationship smarts/Relationship smarts plus 
programme

Nine evaluations studied an iteration of this programme (Table S3); with variable 
delivery. This programme appeared to be used with more selective samples of 
participants and settings, such as groups of young people described as ‘high- 
risk’ in various ways (e.g. Antle et al. (2011)) or in community or after-school 
settings. A diverse range of outcome measures were used, with little overlap 
between studies.

Evaluations of other programmes: LOVEBiTES, teen choices and PICK

We found one evaluation for each of LOVEBiTES, PICK and Teen Choices. The 
evaluation of the Teen Choices programme (Levesque et al., 2016b) was the only 
cluster RCT included in our synthesis and was of moderate quality. The trial 
included a selected sample of young people who were either dating or had 
been assessed as at risk of relationship violence, and the majority of measures 
focussed on these outcomes. The exception was a measure of ‘consistent use’ of 
five healthy relationship skills involving communication, managing conflict and 
decision-making; Teen Choices was associated with significantly higher odds of 
consistently using these healthy relationship skills at 6 and 12 months.

Discussion

This review identified three relationship programmes which had become avail-
able since 2018, bringing the total number of programmes to 20. All but one 
were developed in the US, suggesting that despite the increased attention paid 
to the relationship element of sex and relationships education, there still 
appears to be a lack of formal programmes being developed in settings outside 
of the US. No evaluations were found that took place in a European context, in 
line with previous reviews in this topic area (Simpson et al., 2018), and we found 
no evaluations available for nine of the 20 programmes.

Our review found diversity in outcome domains and outcome measures, 
reflecting differences both in what the programmes aimed to achieve and in 
how these outcomes were conceptualised and measured. Whilst many pro-
grammes stated they aimed to develop skills for healthy relationships, 
evaluations used a range of assessments including knowledge about healthy 
relationships, measures of attitudes towards behaviours, reported beha-
viours and levels of confidence in the use of skills (for example, ‘I can’ 
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statements). These might be considered to represent proxies for the more 
challenging task of determining whether programmes improve young peo-
ple’s skills in the targeted domains such as conflict management and com-
munication, for example, through observations from peers, teachers or 
parents.

There are some similarities here with the literature around Social and 
Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEL/SEAL); which is, to some extent, 
a building block for later RSHE. Evaluations and reviews in this area have 
reported a disconnect between SEL skills addressed by studied interventions, 
and the outcomes measured (Taylor et al., 2017; Ura et al., 2020), and called 
for core sets of outcome measures which identify skill growth across domains 
over time (Ura et al., 2020). Learning in relational skills and behaviours are 
typically incremental, aligning with children and young people’s develop-
ment, which is reflected in the use of spiral curriculums which build on 
earlier learning. The majority of programmes are based on theories that 
more proximal changes in knowledge, skills or attitudes impact future 
‘healthy relationships’, however defined, but we found only three evaluations 
which followed-up participants for a year or longer.

Programmes should also be judged on how well they achieve the outcomes 
desired by the participants. Many programmes and evaluations did not appear 
to be co-developed or designed with young people. Whilst views on sex 
education have been more heavily researched (e.g. Pound et al., 2016), little is 
known about how young people view the relationships aspect of the curricu-
lum, or what they feel it should deliver for them in terms of outcomes; this is 
crucial for engaging young people in this type of personal development 
(World Health Organization, 2020). The quality of relationships young people 
have effects them, and these are difficult to understand without their first- 
hand accounts. Previous and current work by the authors (Barlow et al., 2018; 
Benham-Clarke et al., In review) begins to explore this finding that young 
people want their voices heard and along with relationship experts see rela-
tionship education as having an important role in promoting good mental 
health and wellbeing, particularly through learning to cope with relationship 
breakdowns. They also prioritised skills around maintaining happy and healthy 
relationships over the longer term.

Programme content and theoretical/philosophical basis itself was not the 
focus of this review, but it is notable that many of the evaluations included 
outcomes related to attitudes towards marriage, divorce and cohabitation 
(Gardner, 2001; Gardner & Boellaard, 2007; Gardner et al., 2004; Schramm & 
Gomez-Scott, 2012; Sparks et al., 2012) and that more negative attitudes to 
divorce and cohabitation were framed as positive outcomes (e.g. as in Gardner, 
2001; Schramm & Gomez-Scott, 2012), which suggests underlying cultural, 
political or religious stances towards relationships. Where RSHE programmes 
make explicit value judgements about behaviours in relationships, participants 
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may also gauge this and respond accordingly (Scott et al., 2012). As evaluations 
are predominantly US focussed, it is likely that these reflect concerted efforts 
within many US states to strengthen marriage as a route to improving health 
and prosperity (Trail & Karney, 2012), which is also likely to be reflected in 
outcome measures on abstinence and delaying sexual intercourse.

Considering internal validity, in general, the quality of evaluations was low, 
with one or two exceptions, such as a cluster RCT of the Teen Choices pro-
gramme (Levesque et al., 2016a). The most common limitations included a lack 
of randomisation, unbalanced samples and high attrition rates. Most used a US 
high-school population of students attending FCS (or similar classes focussing 
on personal health and development), where there was often a large female 
preponderance, due to these classes being optional. Outcomes were usually 
self-reported by unblinded students, which is likely to lead to bias, particularly 
with measures involving self-rated changes in knowledge or behaviours. 
Consequently, although the evidence base for some programmes included 
studies reporting largely positive impacts on measures such as relationship 
beliefs, expectations and knowledge (e.g. Relationship Smarts/Love U2), the 
quality of the evidence means that confidence in this effect is low.

We found that high-quality research into aspects of feasibility, acceptability 
and implementation is a significant gap, which is even more important given 
the myriad contextual factors at play and the reliance on school staff for the 
delivery of most programmes studied (Pearson et al., 2015).

Strengths and limitations

The inclusion of grey literature is a strength of the review because it identifies 
a wider range of literature and current research and evaluations. We made 
efforts to contact programme designers and evaluators, although we were 
unable to gather missing information in all instances. However, the inclusion 
of grey literature also meant including posters, proceedings, or online reports, 
where there was often limited information with which to appraise quality or 
extract data on the programme, methods or findings. Our approach to the 
review also required that we make decisions on inclusion, exclusion and cate-
gorisation based on our judgements as to the constructs targeted by pro-
grammes and outcome measures; this was challenging in the light of often 
limited information and lack of explicit framing or theory in many evaluations.

Implications for research and practice

It is not possible to conclude that any of the individual candidate programmes 
have a strong evidence base in terms of their proximal or distal impacts on 
relationships skills or healthy relationship outcomes, particularly over the longer 
term. One obvious implication is the need for more robust trials with longer-term 
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follow-up. A second is the need to co-develop a core set of validated outcome 
measures which connect more directly to the desired outcomes of relationship 
education programmes and reflect the priorities of participants. The findings of 
the evaluations also need to be considered in their educational and societal 
contexts; as such, process evaluations are needed to support and sustain success-
ful implementations in different schools and communities, where the necessary 
support and capacity is often missing (Craig et al., 2008; Oberle et al., 2016).

Further, there is a more fundamental question about the extent to which 
such programmes are feasibly or even desirably delivered or evaluated on 
a ‘stand-alone’ basis. From a public health perspective, relationship education 
form parts of a much wider system of health promotion and prevention inter-
ventions (World Health Organization and the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2021). Within schools, this can build on 
SEL and links to and complements mental health informed and inclusive curri-
cula, as well as other aspects of RSE such as sex education and prevention of 
violence and abuse, but in England, as in many other countries, much of the 
content and delivery is left to the discretion of schools (DfE, 2019). A recent 
survey of schools in England by Ipsos MORI and the PSHE Association (Ipsos 
MORI and the PSHE Association, 2021) suggests that schools faced barriers in 
terms of knowledge, training and resources to delivery of relationship education. 
Many reported using a tailored approach based on resources and expertise 
available, rather than using formal programmes. For example, schools reported 
bringing in third-sector organisations to deliver sessions and drawing on 
resources and lesson plans developed by organisations such as the PSHE 
Association (https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/). Consequently, relationship 
education and evaluation of programmes may lend itself to an ‘active ingredi-
ents/core components’ approach, which is sensitive to the settings and con-
straints, and is co-produced with education professionals and young people, as 
has been recommended for school mental health programme evaluations 
(Wignall et al., 2021). These approaches are being increasingly used across 
evaluations of SEL programmes, as well as in broader risk prevention pro-
grammes for adolescents (Abry et al., 2017; Lawson et al., 2019; Skeen et al., 
2019). Co-production is also likely to increase acceptability and take-up of any 
resources designed and tested, which need to be available and presented in 
a user-friendly format.

Conclusions

This review provides knowledge of the relationship education programmes and 
the evaluations that exist. As well as their content, appraisal of their quality, their 
outcome measures and where they were conducted. The evaluations had 
a diverse set of outcome domains and outcome measures, few had longitudinal 
measures and only one evaluation was conducted in the UK. Whilst research 
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indicates a clear link between healthy relationships and an array of health and 
social outcomes, this demonstrates that the evidence base for existing healthy 
relationship education programmes in improving such outcomes is lacking. 
High-quality longitudinal evaluations and a core set of validated outcome 
measures are needed. Further, no evidence was found for young people’s 
involvement in programme or evaluation development. To improve relationship 
outcomes for young people it is critical that they are fully engaged in the 
development of new evidence. Therefore, research is needed to co-create 
programmes with young people, teachers and relationship experts that are 
feasible, acceptable and integrated into a mental health-informed curriculum 
and wider prevention programmes in schools and communities. This is likely to 
advance the evidence and practice further in this field and improve outcomes 
for young people.
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