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BRIEF SUMMARY: According to relational turbulence theory, major life transitions such as the COVID-19

pandemic may lead to instability in romantic relationships (i.e., relational turbulence), particularly because
partners’ influence on each other can change during these transitions. Partners can influence each other by
making daily life easier (i.e., facilitation) or harder (i.e., interference). This study examined how the pandemic
has influenced individuals’ negative emotions (e.g., anger, fear, sadness) about their partner, perceived
changes in their partners’ facilitation and interference, and relational turbulence. Civilian college students
(N = 315) were asked to respond to all study measures twice: first, thinking about their relationship before
the pandemic (i.e., January 2020); second, thinking about their relationship during the height of the
pandemic (i.e., April 2020). COVID-19 may be partly related to greater relational turbulence due to less
perceived partner facilitation and more partner interference.

KEY FINDINGS

– Individuals had more anger, fear, and sadness towards their romantic partners during the COVID-19
pandemic than they did before the pandemic.
– Individuals reported less partner facilitation and less interference during the pandemic compared with
reflections of their relationships before the pandemic.
– During the pandemic, greater interference from a partner was related to more anger, fear, and sadness
towards that partner. Greater facilitation from a partner was related to less anger, fear, and sadness
towards that partner.
– Individuals reported greater relational turbulence during the pandemic compared to their recollection
of relational turbulence before the pandemic.
– Generally, the pandemic contributed to greater relationship turbulence. Specifically, when the
circumstances of the pandemic elicited lower partner facilitation and higher partner interference,
individuals were more likely to report relationship turbulence.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– Stressful circumstances can affect romantic relationships negatively. Discuss ways to make a partner’s
life easier during times of stress.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Help couples recognize that relational turbulence can be normal in the context of major life transitions,
and help them develop skills to manage interdependence and emotions.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Continue to build and strengthen resources families can rely on before, during, and after major life
transitions, whether expected (e.g., deployment) or not (e.g., COVID-19).
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SAMP LE CHARAC T ERIS T ICS

315 college students (ages 18-67, with an average age of 21) in seriously committed (n = 165) or
casual dating (n = 138) relationships
Relationships lasted an average of 23 months
Most students (n = 246) were White
At least one partner was employed (n = 178)
163 students reported a loss of income; 76 lost their jobs due to the pandemic
150 students were essential workers or had partners who were essential workers

METHODOLOGY

– Participants were recruited among students enrolled in communication studies courses through April
2020.
– In this cross-sectional study, individuals were asked to complete the same set of measures twice. First,
participants reflected on their time before COVID-19 (i.e., January 2020); they then reflected on the last
month of their relationship during COVID-19 (i.e., April 2020). Participants answered questions about
negative emotions toward their partner (e.g., anger, fear, sadness), partners’ facilitation and interference,
and relational turbulence.
– Paired sample t-tests were used to compare reports of negative emotions, partner facilitation, and partner
interference before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. Pearson’s correlations were conducted to
understand how a partner’s interference and facilitation were related to negative emotions towards that
partner during the pandemic.
– A within-subjects mediation model examined whether changes in romantic partners’ interdependence
explained the relationship between the stresses of the pandemic and any perceived changes in relational
turbulence.

STRENGTHS

– This study was strongly grounded in theory, which helped explain how stressful life circumstances, such
as a global pandemic, can impact couple relationships.

LIMITATIONS

– This study relied on data at a single point in time for inferences about how the pandemic may impact
romantic relationships. Longitudinal data (i.e., data collected over time) is required to observe such
change; thus, the findings should be interpreted with caution.
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CAUTIONARY

DIMENSIONS OF ASSESSMENT

A D E Q UAT E

— CREDIBLE: Research that is rigorous, transparent, consistent,
and generalizable. This dimension reflects an evaluation of the
study’s scientific methodology.
— CONTRIBUTORY: Research that is original, applicable, and has
the potential to enhance the well-being of military families. This
dimension examines the impact of the study.
— COMMUNICATIVE: Research that is coherent, understandable,
and readable. This dimension assesses how effectively the
authors convey the content of the study.
* These dimensions are adapted from the work of Mårtensson
et al. (2016). For more information on the REACH evaluation
framework and rubric visit: MilitaryREACH.org

COMMENDABLE

EXEMPLARY

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

Underlined terms in red font are linked to the definition in the
Military REACH Dictionary. To explore more terms visit: https://
militaryreach.auburn.edu//DictionaryResult. Terms in blue font
are linked to additional resources.
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