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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic has had a huge impact not only on healthcare systems and eco-
nomic threats but also on relationships. Due to the massive measures of the Movement Control
Order, such as social distancing, strictly limited physical activities, and making adjustments to
working from home—merged with the pandemic’s fear —romantic partners may face challenges
that affect the quality of their relationships. The purpose of this study was to (i) identify stressors
experienced by participants during the COVID-19 lockdown, (ii) evaluate participants' psychologi-
cal well-being before and during the lockdown, and (iii) see if participants' perceived relationship
quality differed before and during the lockdown. An online self-report questionnaire was used to
recruit 334 adults (58.1 percent female, 41.9 percent male) with partners (married = 304, engaged =
12, and in committed relationships = 17). Participants were asked about stressors they encountered
as a result of COVID-19 using an open-ended question. The Depression Anxiety Stress Scales
(DASS-21) were used to assess mental health, and the Perceived Relationship Quality Component
(PRQC) Inventory was used to assess relationship quality. According to the findings, the top three
common stressors reported by participants were financial problems, restricted movement, and fear
of COVID-19 infection. Participants reported significantly higher levels of stress, anxiety, and de-
pression during the lockdown than before. The findings also revealed that participants’ relationship
quality improved during the lockdown compared to before the lockdown. The current study con-
tributes by providing information on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on mental health and
the quality of couples’ relationships during the pandemic.

Keywords: adults with partners; stressors; mental health; relationship quality; COVID-19

1. Introduction

During the period of the COVID-19 pandemic, people were exposed to a number of
traumatic events and circumstances. These included social isolation, financial difficulties,
witnessing death or suffering, a mutation of the COVID-19 virus, a healthcare system on
the verge of collapse, an increase in new daily cases that exceeded the maximum capacity
of hospitals, sensationalism by the mass media, and a number of other factors. Stressful
situations and circumstances touched nearly every person, either directly or indirectly, in
some way. As a consequence of this, the effect of the pandemic on the mental health out-
comes of the general population has been investigated rather frequently.

In a study that was carried out on 1,468 members of the general population in the
United States in April 2020, [1] revealed that 13.6% of people in the United States had
signs of substantial psychological distress, which is an increase from 2018. The authors of

Int. ]. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 11258. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph191811258

www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 11258 2 of 10

[2] conducted a study on 9,565 members of the general population from 78 different coun-
tries during the pandemic lockdown that lasted from April to June in the year 2020. Ac-
cording to their findings, the majority of people throughout the pandemic period experi-
enced moderate levels of stress, while 11% reported experiencing the greatest levels of
stress. In addition to reporting high levels of depression and boredom, respondents also
indicated that the activities they participated in did not provide any form of reinforcement
for them, and nearly half of the respondents reported wasting a significant amount of their
time. During the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic (March-July 2020), Randall et al.
conducted a study that examined the impact of the pandemic not only on psychological
consequences but also on the relationship quality among spouses [3]; the study involved
14,020 people from 27 different countries. They reported that participants experienced in-
creased psychological distress after COVID-19 country-level restrictions were imple-
mented compared to before, and reports of psychological distress were associated with
lower relationship quality. This was the case in the majority of countries, but not all of
them.

The purpose of the study conducted by [4] was to investigate the perceived levels of
psychological distress and relationship quality among 124 married couples in Malaysia
both before and during the lockdown, as well as factors that were predictive of the partic-
ipants' levels of well-being. They came to the conclusion that during the COVID-19 epi-
demic, spouses displayed a greater degree of psychological anguish. Their discovery was
consistent with the findings of [5] studies that were carried out on the general populations
of China, Italy, Iran, Spain, Turkey, Nepal, the United States of America, and Denmark
[6]. Glinther-Bel et al. discovered that married people experienced higher levels of psy-
chological suffering during the lockdown in Spain [5], which was particularly true for
families with children. Furthermore, according to the findings of [4], positive predictors
of well-being in a relationship include feelings of contentment and trust, as well as sexual
activity. It is interesting that they found that during the pandemic lockdown, the couples
they studied seemed to acquire more trust in one another. Another study by Chua et al.
was carried out on 543 members of the general public in Malaysia between June 2020 and
October 2020 [7]. The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of COVID-19 on
lifestyle and how it affects the well-being of Malaysian adults. According to their [7] find-
ings, the COVID-19 pandemic had an impact on various facets of daily life, including the
fact that most people reported increased levels of internet and social media usage, work-
ing from home, performing household chores, resting and relaxing, but participated in
sports less frequently than they had before the pandemic.

In general, research has shown that adults have had significant levels of anxiety and
conditions connected to COVID-19 [8,9]. The majority of research has been cross-sectional,
and many studies have focused on subgroups that are more likely to be affected by the
disease (for example, healthcare and vital employees [10]). Therefore, the purpose of this
study is to extend the findings of [7] by using a larger sample size to investigate the stress-
ors that were experienced by adults with partners, their psychological wellbeing during
the lockdown, and to find out how participants perceived the quality of their relationship
with their partner prior to and during the pandemic lockdown, with a particular emphasis
on East Malaysian adults. Before the nationwide Movement Control Order in Malaysia
that was issued as a result of the COVID-19 outbreak, the states of Sabah and Sarawak in
Eastern Malaysia had instituted their own travel restrictions. They established a manda-
tory 14-day home quarantine for state nationals who had returned from China and pre-
vented foreigners from entering mainland China or having a history of travel there. These
were issued by the Sabah State Secretary, appointed in 2020 [11], and the Sarawak State
Disaster Management Committee, appointed in 2020 [12]. It is possible that the conse-
quences of the COVID-19 pandemic on the populations of these two states would be dif-
ferent from those experienced by Western Malaysians because of the disparities in the
preventative measures taken by the two states.



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 11258 3 of 10

2. Method
2.1. Participants

A total of 334 adults (58.1% female, 41.9% male) with partners (married, engaged, or
in a committed relationship), aged between 21 and 68 years (M = 40.0, SD = 10.8) were
involved in the study. Most of the participants were married (91.3%), 5.1% were in a com-
mitted relationship, and the remaining 3.6% were engaged. The average years of staying
together for married couples was 14.3 years (SD = 11.0); for being engaged (M =2.7, SD =
7.1); for committed relationships (M =10.2, SD =9.7). The average number of children was
2.2 people (SD = 1.7). Table 1 presents the characteristics of the participants of the study.

Table 1. Characteristics of participants.

Variables Frequency (n1=334) Percentage Mean Standard Deviation

Gender
Men 140 419
Women 194 58.1
Relationship Status
Married 304 91.1
Engaged 12 3.5
Committed Relationship 18 5.4
Age 40.0 10.8
Years of partnership
Married 14.3 11.0
Engaged 2.7 7.2
Committed Relationship 10.2 9.7
Number of children 2.2 1.7

Measures

Background Information. The first part of the questionnaire included a section on back-
ground information (gender, relationship status, years of partnership, and the number of
children).

Stressors related to COVID-19. Participants were asked to respond to an open-ended
question on what stressors they experienced as a result of COVID-19 during the lock-
down. “What stressors are you experiencing due to the COVID-19 during the national
lockdown?”

Mental Health. The Depression Anxiety Stress Scale-21 (DASS-21) was developed by
[13] and consists of 21 items. Each sub-scale is measured by seven items: depression (7
items), anxiety (7 items), and stress (7 items). Participants were asked to rate the severity
of each symptom over the previous week using a 4-point frequency scale (0 = never, 1 =
occasionally, 2 = frequently, and 3 = almost usually). Higher scores indicate more frequent
symptomatology.

The Perceived Relationship Quality Component (PRQC) Inventory. To assess relationship
quality, the PRQC Inventory [14] with 18 items was employed. On each statement, partic-
ipants were asked to rank their present romantic partner and relationship. Each statement
is answered on a 7-point Likert-type scale (ranging from 1 = not at all, to 7 = extremely).
The PRQC consists of six components: (i) relationship satisfaction, (ii) commitment, (iii)
passion, (iv) trust, (v) love, and (vi) intimacy.
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2.2. Data Collection Procedure

This study aimed to (i) identify the stressors that participants experienced during the
COVID-19 lockdown, (ii) examine the participants’ psychological wellbeing before and
during the lockdown, and (iii) determine whether or not the participants” perceived rela-
tionship quality was different before and during the lockdown. The data collection began
in September 2020 and lasted through December 2020 during the lockdown. The partici-
pants who met the inclusion criteria were chosen using a convenience sampling technique
to complete the self-report survey, administered via the internet (e.g., e-mail and
WhatsApp). The objectives of the study were explained to participants and they were
given the assurance that the data collected would only be utilised for research purposes.
Participants were made aware that taking part in the study was entirely up to them and
that they were free to revoke their permission at any moment.

2.3. Data Analysis

The responses to the open-ended question that asked participants to describe the
sources of stress they experienced during the COVID-19 lockdown were analysed using a
multilevel coding method [15]. The question asked participants, "What stressors are you
experiencing due to the COVID-19 during the national lockdown?" We retrieved the per-
tinent codes from the responses provided by participants and then categorised these codes
based on the similarities or links between the characteristics and dimensions that they had
in common. Then, in order to allow the previously identified subcategories to emerge and
take shape, we carried out an ongoing comparative and progressive evaluation of the ex-
amples. Meanwhile, the quantitative data was analysed using the IBM Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences (SPSS) Version 28 software (Armonk, NY, USA). Statistical signifi-
cance was defined as p < 0.05. Descriptive data were described using frequency, means,
percentages, and standard deviations. A paired sample t-test was used to compare partic-
ipants’ psychological states and the relationship quality before and after the COVID-19
lockdown.

3. Results
3.1. Participants’ Main Stressors Related to COVID-19

During the lockdown, there were a total of 306 participants, and 91.6 percent of them
responded to the open-ended question that asked about the stressors they faced linked to
COVID-19. Because each open-ended response could be associated with many different
stressors, the total number of replies on a single subject as a stressor was used to calculate
the percentages rather than the overall number of respondents. Twelve different themes
surfaced during the multilevel coding analysis. The top five most prevalent sources of
stress were finance-related problems (21.3%), restricted movement (20.68%), fear of
COVID-19 transmission to self and others (14.2%), work-related challenges (12.04%), and
social restrictions (7.10%). The details of the common sources of anxiety that participants
encountered during the lockdown are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. Reported main stressors encountered during the lockdown due to COVID-19, “What stress-
ors are you experiencing due to the COVID-19 during the national lockdown?”.

No. Main Stressors n (%) Example Quotations
Finance-Related Problems ;iziaz’ry being cut down due to sales of room reduce (Hotel
1. (e.g., job loss/pay cut/business shut 69 21.30 T was terminated”
down/retrenched) Y L,
I was really stress because I had to closedown my business
“I'm stressed because I have to be in the house for a long time”
“As an engineer working at a construction site, stop work or-
der has caused a lot of delay in our work progress. Not able to
2. Restricted Movement/Confinement 67 20.68  exercise or go to the gym. Not able to carry out our plan for
house renovation”
“Due to the risk of contracting COVID-19, I was unable to
meet with my child who lives far away”
“Fear of the possibility of contracting COVID-19 because of in-
3. Fear of COVID-19 transmission to self 46 14.20  stances in the neighbourhood is on the rise”
and others “Fear of children and families being infected COVID-19"
“Work is difficult challenging in terms of communication be-
cause I have many overseas clients”
4. .Work—Relat'ed Challenges (e'g" adapt- 39 12.04  “Need to work froym home and have internet problems”
ing to working from home/disrup- “Had to work to the office and had to leave the children with-
tions/internet problems) —
out guardians
“No longer allowed to engage in sports and gatherings”
“Feeling stressed about not being able to carry out leisure ac-
tivities outside the house as usual, hanging out with friends
5. Social Restrictions 23 710  and having to always put on face mask all the time when going
out”
“Can’t go out and buy things freely, because always trying
avoid the crowd”
“Experiencing restlessness, fear and worry”
“I have just given birth and my mental health has been se-
Psychological Health Issues (e.g., anxi- verely disrupt?d‘ due to financial prob.lems'which ﬁave just
. . . started to stabilize, but are now deteriorating again due to the
6. ety/depression/emotional disturb- 19 586 . . Y
increasing number of cases
ances) “The personal stress where I always struggle with feeling tired
and uncomfortable due to the lack of frequency to go out of the
house”
7 Fear of uncertainty 1 3.40 Crl;\;c;zrzfagg ‘11/1;21_01125 Caabs(;z;tl the absence of vaccine and the in
8. Stress adapting to new norms 15 463 “Di.stressed about the fiew norni of not being able to do regular
business at the farmer’s market
9. Burnout/Workload 13 4.01  “Heavy workload but difficult to work from home”
Other concerns (e.g., fear of losing
10. job/disrupted plans/helplessness/feel- 12 3.70  “Fear of losing my job if this situation still persists”
ing overwhelmed)
Other health issues (€.g,, treatments “Concern about nm monthly therapy and medicine has been
11. postponed/sleep problems/health af- 9

fected)

postponed”

Note: Percentages shown are calculated using the total number of responses rather than the total

number of respondents.

3.2. Psychological States before and during the COVID-19 Lockdown

The paired samples t-tests were used to analyse the perceived psychological states of
participants in Eastern Malaysia's COVID-19 lockdown both before and during. During
the lockdown, participants' levels of depression (t = -8.93, p <0.05), anxiety (t=-10.17, p <
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0.05), and stress (t = =9.95, p < 0.05) were shown to be significantly different from those
measured before the lockdown. When compared to their levels before the lockdown, par-
ticipants in the COVID-19 study had considerably higher levels of sadness, anxiety, and
stress during the lockdown (refer to Table 3).

Table 3. Pair samples t-tests of participants” psychological states before and during COVID-19 lock-

down.
Variables N Mean Std. Deviation t Sig.
Depression During Lockdown 334 2.14 3.11 -8.93 <0.001
Depression Before Lockdown 334  3.30 3.76
Anxiety During Lockdown 334 2.45 3.02 -10.17 <0.001
Anxiety Before Lockdown 334 3.75 3.77
Stress During Lockdown 334 3.57 3.77 -9.95 <0.001
Stress Before Lockdown 334 4.98 4.40

Relationship Quality before and during the Lockdown

We used paired sample t-tests to examine how participants felt about the quality of
their relationships both before and after the lockdown. The findings showed that the qual-
ity of the relationship was significantly different prior (M =111.25, SD =13.91) and subse-
quent to (M =112.19, SD =13.63; t (333) = 2.61, p = 0.009) the lockdown. During the lock-
down, they had an overall improvement in the quality of their relationships, particularly
in the areas of commitment, trust, passion, love, and sex. The only areas where they did
not experience improvements were satisfaction and intimacy. In Table 4, the quality of the
relationship is displayed both before and after the lockdown.

Table 4. Relationship Quality Before and During the COVID-19 Lockdown.

Items n M SD t p

Overall relationship quality before lockdown 334 111.25 1391 -2.61 0.009
Overall relationship quality during lockdown 334 112.16 13.63

Satisfaction before lockdown 334 1853 2.88 1.08 0.282

Satisfaction during lockdown 334 1842 293

Commitment before lockdown 334 1885 257 -355 <Oi00

Commitment during lockdown 334 19.11 245

Intimacy before lockdown 334 1890 2.69 -1.91 0.057

Intimacy during lockdown 334 19.05 2.58

Trust before lockdown 334 18.73 256 -2.64 0.009

Trust during lockdown 334 1891 257

Passion before lockdown 334 1695 3.39 -3.06 0.002

Passion during lockdown 334 1724 341

Love before lockdown 334 19.28 253 -2.73 0.007

Love during lockdown 334 1946 245

Sex before lockdown 334 3723 480 -2.61 0.009

Sex during lockdown 334 3759 4.70

4. Discussion

According to the findings, the five most common sources of stress for adults with
partners were as follows: (1) financial problems, (2) stress from restricted movement, (3)
fear of COVID-19 transmission, (4) work-related challenges, and (5) social restrictions.
There is little doubt that the pandemic affected the majority of breadwinners in the house
since the employment impact was drastically decreased in most industries after the Move-
ment Control Order (MCO) during the months of September and October in the year 2020
[16]. For one participant, a member of their family found themselves suddenly unem-
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ployed as a result of the epidemic, which led to the family's financial instability and ina-
bility to provide for all members. Because the cost of living in Sabah is significantly greater
than in the majority of other states in Malaysia, the family had a difficult time making
ends meet. In addition, the restriction of movement had an effect on the quality of rela-
tionships within families. The participants reported that they were unable to see their chil-
dren, who lived a great distance away from them, and that they were unable to engage in
the forms of recreation they were accustomed to before the pandemic; both of these factors
contributed to a decrease in the quality of family relationships. It was made abundantly
evident that the way of life for East Malaysians has been altered, and they now favour
activities that take place outside and prefer to spend time with family members, particu-
larly so on the weekends due to the abundance of nature reserves that can be found in
Sabah. Their social life was indirectly impacted in the sense that the traditional beliefs and
social customs that are practised in Sabah that help to shape the tolerant relationships that
exist between people of many ethnicities and religions ceased [17]. Intimate family rela-
tionships, such as marriage, are the basis of tolerance among Eastern Malaysia's various
ethnic groups and they also help to strengthen the social cycle. The unexpected lifestyle
changes triggered the stressors of respondents significantly. Like in many other countries,
residents were fearful of COVID-19 transmission, even though a past study in Malaysia
found that respondents demonstrated adequate knowledge of the spread of the virus [18],
especially women. Information on how to curb COVID-19 was well established by the
government, and it has become the norm to wash hands frequently, sanitize, and keep
good self-hygiene. Regardless of the awareness, they still had the possibility to get in-
fected, as respondents reported they did not know how they got infected as they stayed
at home and kept clean most of the time. It is believed that the individual’s immune sys-
tem is playing a vital role in protecting the human body from COVID-19 and how it helps
to fight the virus [19].

In other areas, the difficulties associated with work were also reported by partici-
pants. There has been a significant shift toward computer-based working styles, and the
majority of tasks have been digitised. For example, many employers now give their em-
ployees the option of working from home or the office, online meetings are commonplace,
and all necessary documentation can be accessed via the internet. Those employees who
were unprepared for the new technology method were subjected to a significant increase
in the amount of stress they experienced on the job. The authors of [20] found that a total
of 67% of Malaysians had experienced stress due to changes in their work and organisa-
tion, and 63% claimed to have problems with work-life balance. To put it another way,
those who were working from home needed to work more hours than usual; instead of
eight hours of working a day, fifteen hours a day was reported as the average amount of
time spent working at home. In addition, parents who were employed outside the home
had an additional responsibility to monitor their children's participation in remote learn-
ing activities when at home. Where the parents performed multiple tasks at once at home,
this resulted in an increased amount of effort.

In comparison to before the lockdown, participants in the COVID-19 study reported
considerably higher levels of despair, anxiety, and stress when they were in lockdown.
This is consistent with the findings of studies carried out by [21-23]. A higher degree of
depression, anxiety, and stress could have been triggered by the Sabah election from 26
September 2020 to 12 October 2020, which recorded 70 percent of instances testified to
become the third COVID-19 wave in Malaysia. This election took place from 26 September
through 12 October 2020 [24]. Even though the virus spread quickly to other states in Ma-
laysia over the course of the following few weeks, the residents of Sabahan (located in
Eastern Malaysia) reported considerably higher levels of sadness, anxiety, and stress than
their counterparts in West Malaysia. The issue of mental health is, without a shadow of a
doubt, the top issue that needs to be addressed during the pandemic, as it might affect
people of any age range. The present study contributes to the evidence of the previous
study from [4] in that, having an even larger sample size of respondents, East Malaysian



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 11258 8 of 10

couples demonstrated similar results in their psychological well-being during the lock-
down.

Moreover, the findings of the current study add new evidence to those found in ear-
lier work by [4]. The most significant findings from this study were that participants ex-
perienced a better relationship quality during the lockdown in comparison to before the
lockdown, specifically in their commitment, trust, passion, love, and sex components. The
only exceptions were in the satisfaction and intimacy components. Relationship satisfac-
tion, love, intimacy, and passion were significantly lower post-lockdown when compared
to the pre-lockdown period, which means that both cohabiting and married couples were
spending quality time together during the lockdown. Activities such as watching movies,
doing household chores, and cooking helped to boost the love and trust between each
other. In line with the study from [25], relationship satisfaction, love, intimacy, and pas-
sion were significantly lower post-lockdown compared to pre-lockdown. However, a
study by [26] that included participants from Spain, Austria, Poland, and the Czech Re-
public, found that machine learning models did not accurately predict the quality of rela-
tionships, and that age was the most important predictor; younger ages predicted higher
quality relationships. On the basis of this argument, we are able to get to the conclusion
that "collectivism" is still alive and well in Eastern cultures, particularly among East Ma-
laysians in the current research. In any circumstance, couples do require a calm atmos-
phere in order to keep the quality of their relationship intact. In the Western study by [27],
the female participants indicated that they did not experience any differences in their li-
bido; however, some of the female participants did report a decrease in pleasure, satisfac-
tion, desire, and arousal during sexual activity. These findings indicate that, although
Eastern nations are classified as "conservative" in terms of sexual behaviour, the married
couples that participated in the current study reported higher levels of sexual satisfaction
during the lockdown. Nevertheless, qualitative research is recommended for the upcom-
ing study in order to investigate the degree to which the quality of relationships has im-
proved.

Limitations and Recommendations

To compare the participants’ situation before and after the lockdown, we used recall
questions. While recall questions are commonly used in surveys [28] and studies on cou-
ples (e.g., [29,30]), they are prone to bias as the accuracy of respondents’ memories cannot
be controlled for [31]; however, this bias might still be limited. It is becoming clear that
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and its many “lockdowns” have adversely impacted
the mental health of the general public. It has been suggested that our ability to recall
autobiographical events is influenced by our prevailing affective state (e.g., mood-congru-
ence recall bias) [32]. In this context, participants experiencing negative affect valence at
the time of the survey may recall their stressors, psychological states, and relationship
quality prior to a COVID-19 ‘lockdown’ with greater pessimism than those experiencing
a more positive affective state.

Because we did not ask participants what stressors most influenced their relationship
with their partner during the COVID-19 lockdown, future research could expand our
study by including such an open-ended question to gain a more complete, balanced, and
in-depth understanding of relationship quality among adults with partners.

5. Conclusions

In the current study, conducted during COVID-19, East Malaysian adults with part-
ners revealed five stressors. Of these, financial problems were indicated as being the pri-
mary issue. According to the findings of this research, the pandemic is having a significant
impact on mental health as well as the relationship dynamics of people. On the other hand,
the quality of their connection revealed an improvement in the relationship during the
lockdown. These significant findings assist to highlight that spending time together and
enjoying leisure activities with one's partner is essential, regardless of the circumstances.
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This was the case regardless of whether or not they had children. In addition, the findings
indicate that "togetherness" is the most important factor in ensuring that adults with part-
ners in Eastern Malaysia are able to keep their relationships of high quality. Future quali-
tative research is required if we are going to have a greater understanding of how to keep
the quality of the connection between couples, and the results of this research could even-
tually become the guidelines for couples who are having issues.
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