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BRIEF SUMMARY: Through the lens of relational turbulence theory, this qualitative study examined the
impact of COVID-19 on the relationships and coping mechanisms of 302 individuals in romantic
partnerships. Participants’ responses to open-ended questions were coded individually, rather than
dyadically (i.e., as couples). COVID-19 had both positive (e.g., greater intimacy) and negative (e.g.,
frequent conflict) effects on their relationships. The study also identified multiple coping strategies.
KEY FINDINGS

Effect of COVID-19 on Couple
Relationships (% of responses)

Changes in daily activities (36.1%)

		
Negative emotions, stress, or
uncertainty (14.2%)

How Couples Coped with
COVID-19 (% of responses)

Seeking escape (21.0%)
Reinforcing intimacy
and connection (20.5%)
Managing routines (20.5%)
Engaging social networks (10.7%)

Purposeful use of time (5.7%)
Setting boundaries (4.7%)
Planning for the future (4.5%)

Description

Establishing new routines, responsibilities, and schedules
More or less physical (e.g., sex) and emotional intimacy (e.g.,
sharing feelings)
Uncertainty, doubt, or worry (e.g., about the relationship, health,
employment, or finances)
Changes in frequency and quality of partner communication (e.g.,
disagreements, supportive messages)
										
Description

Finding activities to feel relief from or forget COVID-19
Extra time together (e.g., intimacy, dates, communication)
Coordinating schedules, routines, childcare, and behaviors
Communicating virtually to stay in touch with friends and family
Being kind and patient with a partner, engaging in religion or
meditation, or doing a mental health check
Using quarantine time to improve self, home, or relationship
Protecting alone time for breaks, or for rearranging spaces
Making travel plans or goals for after the pandemic ends

IMPLICATIONS FOR FAMILIES

– Collaboration among partners (e.g., managing schedules, setting boundaries) may help each partner
cope during the COVID-19 pandemic.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS

– Recognize that the COVID-19 pandemic has affected couples differently and tailor services to couples’
unique experiences and needs.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS AND MILITARY LEADERSHIP

– Advertise and update military family resources that may address families’ needs and concerns during
the COVID-19 pandemic, such as financial or health-related resources.
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SAMP L E C HARACT ERIST IC S

151 cohabiting couples (302 individuals), most of which (93%) were heterosexual relationships.
Couples were married (62%), seriously dating (24%), or engaged (15%), with an average relationship length
of 6.34 years.
Most couples (68.9%) did not have children.
Most participants were White (71%), were employed full-time (56%) or part-time (16%), were working
exclusively from home (68%), and had an average age of 30.58 years.

METHODOLOGY

– In April of 2020, researchers recruited couples aged 18 or older living in the United States through
social media posts and the e-mails of academic professional associations. Participants responded to two
open-ended questions online:
 “Please describe the ways in which your relationship with your romantic partner has been affected by
the situation and lifestyle changes surrounding COVID-19.”
 “Please describe the various things you and your partner are doing to try to cope with the
circumstances surrounding COVID-19.”
– Open coding was used to categorize responses based on frequency or intensity. These categories were
then organized into independent themes (i.e., non-overlap themes). Trained coders verified the
identified themes. Inter-reliability was assessed to ensure coders were in close agreement.

STRENGTHS

– The open-ended questions allowed participants to report a broad array of experiences related to the
COVID-19 pandemic, which can provide insight into how couples might mitigate the negative effects of
COVID-19 on their relationship.

LIMITATIONS

– Although both partners in the romantic relationship participated in the study, their responses were
analyzed individually, rather than in pairs. Comparing partners’ responses within a couple relationship
would have clarified how partners’ perceptions of the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic related to
each other.

ASSE SSMENT OF T HE ST UDY
CREDIBLE
CONTRIBUTORY
COMMUNICATIVE
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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