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Proportion of participants whose relationship 
quality deteriorated, improved or did not 
change, by relationship quality since lockdown

Factors significantly associated with reporting 
deterioration to a lower quality relationship

• On all 5 aspects of sex quality and 6 
aspects of relationship quality, most people 
reported no change compared to months 
before lockdown. 

• Among those perceiving change, there was 
a net gain in relationship quality and net 
loss in sex life quality. 

• Perceived change – both positive and 
negative – was more commonly reported by 
younger people.

• Overall, age was more important than 
gender or cohabitation status in predicting 
change.

• 7% reported deterioration to a ‘lower 
quality’ relationship;

• Deterioration associated with: early mid-life 
(35-44), living in urban areas (men only), 
with lower educational status (women only) 
and not living with a partner (women only); 
poor mental and physical health; and 
decline in sexual quality. 

KEY MESSAGES

Intimate relationships exert strong influences 
on health. Understanding how they have 
been impacted by COVID-19 restrictions is 
thus important for public health. We 
measured perceived change in  relational 
and sexual aspects of steady relationships in 
Britain in the 4-months following first national 
lockdown (23/3/2020).

Introduction

Perceived change in quality of sex life 
compared with months before lockdown 

.

Perceived change in relationship quality, 
compared with months before lockdown 
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6,654 participants aged 18-59 years completed a 
web-panel survey questionnaire between 29/7-
10/8/20. A quasi-representative population 
sample was achieved via quotas and weighting. 
We used descriptive statistics (analysis by age, 
gender and cohabitation) and logistic regression 
to explore self-perceived changes in sex and 
relationship quality among those in steady 
relationships (n=4,271). 
Ethical approval was obtained from University of 
Glasgow MVLS College Ethics Committee 
(reference 20019174) and London School of 
Hygiene and Tropical Medicine Research Ethics 
committee (reference 22565).

Methods

Currently in higher quality relationshipsCurrently in lower 
quality relationships Deteriorated

No change

Improved

Aged 35-44 (base = 45-59)

Aged 18-24 (base = 45-59)

No qualification (base = degree, bachelor's or higher)

Living with children only (base = living with partner only)

Not living together (base = cohabitating)

Severe depression (base = not severe)

Severe anxiety (base = not severe)

Frequency of sex decreased (base = increased)

Pleasure during sex decreased (base = increased)

Interest in having sex decreased (base = increased)
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Forest plot of age adjusted odds ratios for women of statistically significant dependent variables

Aged 35-44 (base = 45-59)

U rban (base= rura l)

Bad/ very bad health  (base = good/very good)

Severe depression (base = not severe)

Severe anxiety (base = not severe)

Sexual d ifficu lties very often/a lw ays (base = never/ not a lw ays/ som etim es)

Frequency of sex decreased (base = increased)

P leasure during sex decreased (base = increased)

Interest in  having sex decreased (base = increased)
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Forest plot of age adjusted odds ratios for men of statistically significant dependent variables

Although many steady relationships continued as 
before, a sizeable minority were adversely 
affected by the lockdown. Deterioration in sexual 
and relationship quality of sex life is yet another 
way in which COVID-19 has led to divergence in 
experience, with age a key determinant of 
change.


