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Abstract
Given the relevance of romantic relationships for physical and mental health, it is impor-
tant to be attentive to how younger adults may have experienced COVID-19 and to explic-
itly differentiate between being in a romantic relationship and living arrangements (i.e. 
co-residing or not with the partner). Yet most research during the pandemic has focused 
on older adults, families, or cohabiting partners. This work investigates relationship happi-
ness among 30-year-olds living with or apart from their partner during the first year of the 
COVID-19 pandemic in England. Using Next Steps, a nationally representative longitudi-
nal study in England, we investigate the role of living arrangements on relationship hap-
piness in 2020–2021 among 2338 30/31-year-olds. Levels of relationship happiness were 
lowest among those not living together throughout the pandemic, whereas there was no dif-
ference between those who were already living together before COVID-19 and those who 
moved in together during this period. The findings illustrate the importance of not conflat-
ing romantic relationships with co-residence to understand levels of relationship happiness 
among young adults and the role of romantic relationships for physical and mental health. 
Research and policy should attend to how younger adults were differentially affected by the 
pandemic lockdown measures.
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1  Introduction

Intimate partnership relations are a central feature of many adults’ lives, and relationship 
functioning forms a core pillar of partnered individuals’ wellbeing. Relationship satisfac-
tion is associated with both physical health (Robles et al., 2014) and mental health (Whis-
man & Baucom, 2012). Despite demographic changes in patterns of relationship forma-
tion, greater government support for non-marital relationships, and growing attention in 
family science to examine relationship formation that occurs outside of residential partner-
ship (Rhoades et al., 2012; Tai et al., 2014), most research so far has focused on cohabiting 
or married relationships (Hipp & Bünning, 2021; Perelli‐Harris et al., 2023; Qian & Hu, 
2021; Wels et al., 2022b; Yerkes et al., 2020). Given that younger individuals are less likely 
to be in a co-residential relationship with their partner compared to those later in the life 
course (Coulter & Hu, 2017; Statistics, 2024), research that focuses on cohabiting and mar-
ried relationships will exclude many romantically involved younger adults. Consequently, 
to shed light on younger adults’ relationship functioning, research needs to explicitly attend 
to the residential status of the partnership.

Our study is motivated by the issue of conflating the household unit and close relation-
ships being brought to the fore by policy responses to reduce the spread of the COVID-19 
virus. In the United Kingdom (UK), measures included an extended lockdown in spring 
and summer 2020 and a ban on meeting people from other households, with differential 
consequences for people depending on their living arrangements (Government, 2022) and 
life stage. The first national lockdown, introduced in March 2020, mandated that people 
remain at home except for engaging in essential activities, significantly affecting couples 
who did not cohabit. Despite not explicitly referencing romantic partnerships, government 
orders that placed great importance on co-residence disproportionately affected younger 
couples who are on average less likely to live together. Although restrictions fluctuated, 
and ‘support bubbles’ were introduced from June 2020 for individuals living alone to meet 
with one other household, policies such as stay at home orders, household mixing bans 
and the general uncertainty may have influenced decisions to move in together. Magazine 
articles and editorials on both sides of the Atlantic have suggested the pandemic sped 
up relationship progression for many Millennials (e.g. Fielding, 2021; Southard Ospina, 
2021). The pandemic period therefore presents a case study context that foregrounded the 
importance of differentiating between partnership status and shared household. Using Next 
Steps, a nationally representative longitudinal study in England, this study focuses on a 
cohort of young adults in their early 30 s and investigates the association between living 
arrangements among romantic partners and relationship happiness in the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

2 � Background

Relationship satisfaction is linked to individuals’ physical health (Robles et al., 2014) and 
low relationship satisfaction has been found to also be a risk factor for depression (Whis-
man & Baucom, 2012). High-quality romantic relationships could also be a resource 
for couples coping with challenging circumstances (Williamson, 2020). Demographic 
changes in patterns of relationship formation and greater government support for non-
marital relationships translate to a wider array of choices in relationship type. However, 
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this diversification is often not reflected in research on relationship functioning, spurring a 
growing call for attention in family science to examine relationships that occur outside of 
co-residential household units (Rhoades et al., 2012; Tai et al., 2014). Much research has 
often focused solely on cohabiting or married relationships and does not explicitly model 
the residential status of the partner. Despite emerging evidence that finds lower relation-
ship quality among non-cohabiting romantic partnerships (Tai et  al., 2014) and, there-
fore, implying the necessity to continue to scrutinize a wider range of relationship living 
arrangements, many studies examining couple relationships have implicitly equated roman-
tic partnership with marriage/cohabitation (Hipp & Bünning, 2021; Perelli‐Harris et  al., 
2023; Qian & Hu, 2021; Wels et al., 2022a; Yerkes et al., 2020).

2.1 � External Stressors and Romantic Relationships

Research examining how major disasters (e.g. natural disasters, terrorism) and external 
stress and adversities (e.g. job loss, recessions) affect romantic relationships provides a 
lens through which we can understand the potential implications of the COVID-19 pan-
demic for romantic relationships. Evidence from natural disasters, such as tornadoes, 
floods, and hurricanes, suggests that the effects of such calamities on partnership dynam-
ics are observed in the short-term rather than the long-term (Deryugina et al., 2018). Fol-
lowing Hurricane Hugo, divorce, marriage, and birth rates increased before returning to 
pre-disaster rates. In contrast, divorce rates declined after the 9/11 terrorist attacks before 
returning to previous levels (Cohan et al., 2009). One explanation offered for the divergent 
findings is that a longer rebuilding and recovery process following Hurricane Hugo could 
have created chronic stress which provided a catalyst for divorce (Cohan et al., 2009). In 
contrast, terrorist attacks can leave communities and individuals feeling uncertain about 
the world, worried about future attacks, and, therefore, their mortality. If couples are seek-
ing comfort during times of vulnerability and uncertainty, then they may be less likely to 
divorce (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016).

Separate from disaster research is the family stress perspective which articulates that 
economic upheaval, such as a loss of income, attendant financial strain, or difficulty in pay-
ing bills, can weaken relationship happiness and stability (Conger et  al., 2010). Studies 
indicate that financial pressure and low income are associated with relationship conflicts 
and undermine relationship quality (Halliday Hardie & Lucas, 2010; Hill et  al., 2018). 
Further, theoretical and empirical evidence from psychology and behavioral economics 
suggests that uncertainty and anticipatory anxiety from declining macroeconomic condi-
tions could have consequences on behavior (Baumeister et al., 2007) and decision making 
(Caplin & Leahy, 2001). Together, this literature suggests that uncertainty and strain result-
ing from adverse economic conditions associated with the pandemic could affect romantic 
relationships, either through one’s own employment, one’s partner, or both.

Our study is also informed by recent scholarship in relationship science that adapts the 
vulnerability-stress-adaptation model specifically to couples’ relationship quality during 
the pandemic (Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Pietromonaco & Overall, 2021a). Research-
ers argue acute and chronic stress resulting from the pandemic could affect the quality of 
couples’ interactions due to withdrawal, less responsive support, and hostility. Further, 
they suggest vulnerabilities, such as socioeconomic background, life stage, racial/ethnic 
minority status, and age, could exacerbate the effects of pandemic related stressors on cou-
ples. Relevant to our study, Pietromonaco and Overall (2021a) emphasize that the degree 
to which the pandemic strengthens or threatens relationship quality will depend on the 
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context of couples’ relationships and the extent to which partners can reciprocate support 
and communication.

The conceptual and theoretical perspectives reviewed here suggest that the conse-
quences of the pandemic on couples could be compared to ecological disasters and terrorist 
attacks due to health and economic consequences. However, the pandemic experience was 
complex and there are distinct differences from disasters. Unlike the specificity of time and 
place related to a natural disaster, the pandemic was geographically and temporally wide-
spread. Similar to past recessions, a macroeconomic upheaval resulted from the pandemic, 
but, in addition, COVID-19 came with risk to public health and personal health circum-
stances. Thus, couples were facing an unknown situation with a potentially long recovery 
process alongside fear of their own mortality.

Though not explicitly articulated in theoretical models (Pietromonaco & Overall, 
2021a), residential status of couples could be considered a modifying factor. Although 
economic strain, job loss, and health uncertainties may interfere with emotional resources 
and relationship quality for all couples, couples who are not residential have the additional 
stressor of living apart. This could mean effortful communication which could hamper 
relationship satisfaction. Alternatively, it could be argued that couples not living together 
could make extra effort to increase capacity to both request and provide partner support. 
Thus, including couples who do not live together provides an opportunity to examine if 
relationship satisfaction differs relative to couples who are living together.

2.2 � COVID‑19 and Romantic Relationships

In the early stages of the pandemic, evidence suggested relationship satisfaction did not 
erode as individuals became more forgiving and were engaged in fewer blaming attribu-
tions of their partners (Williamson, 2020). Further studies suggested a more complex pic-
ture with heterogenous effects on family life. Using a population-level study, Schmid et al. 
(2021) found 40% of respondents in a German sample reported a decrease in relationship 
satisfaction, which was more than double the share reporting an increase in relationship 
satisfaction. In contrast, analysis of UK data showed that although some experienced dete-
rioration in relationship quality, even more reported improvements (Perelli‐Harris et  al., 
2023). Current evidence suggests that both worsening and improving relationship satisfac-
tion were reported (Vignoli et al., 2025). A study reviewing over 40 papers found increases 
in relationship satisfaction facilitated by more shared time together, but equally found rela-
tionship satisfaction to deteriorate during the first few months of the pandemic (Estlein 
et al., 2022). Together this literature suggests that whereas the pandemic’s adverse effects 
may have eclipsed some partners’ emotional resources, hindering their ability to respond to 
relational needs such as comfort, security, and support, other couples exhibited resilience 
and growth instead of dysfunction during times of COVID-19 (Pietromonaco & Overall, 
2021b).

Given the heightened sense of uncertainty, initial lockdown measures may have exac-
erbated any negative effects, suggesting a longer observation period is needed. Further, 
the conflation of intimate relationships and co-residence noted previously is of particular 
concern in the context of the pandemic because the policy focus on restricting in-person 
interactions to members of the same household unit. In England, the first and strictest 
lockdown lasting from mid-March to mid-June 2020, included stay-at-home orders and 
banned in-person contact with individuals from other households. With limited easing 
of lockdown and phased re-opening of schools as non-essential shops, ‘support bubbles’ 
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were introduced from mid-June. These enabled single adult households to socialise in per-
son with one other household as if they lived together. Couples living apart but with other 
adults did not qualify for such bubbles. Only in September 2020 was the ‘rule of six’ intro-
duced where two households, or up to six individuals from more than two households, 
could have in-person contact outdoors. This was, however, followed by a second national 
lockdown at the beginning of November 2020, lasting four weeks nationally but in some 
regions remained in place through December. A third national lockdown began January 
2021 and lasted two months. Schools re-opened in early March 2021, followed by the lift-
ing of stay-at-home orders and re-introduction of ‘the rule of six’ outdoor contact at the 
end of March 2021.

Thus, the focus on married and cohabiting couples in studies (Estlein et al., 2022; Pauly 
et al., 2022; Vignoli et al., 2025) at the exclusion of romantically involved partners who do 
not live together does not clarify whether the pandemic’s policies may have posed unique 
challenges to couples not living together. Additionally, as younger adults are less likely to 
live with their romantic partner (Coulter & Hu, 2017; Statistics, 2024), the current litera-
ture has disproportionately reflected the experiences of middle-aged or older adults, and 
those in more established relationships. Further, research should continue to explore the 
heterogenous circumstances of couples during the pandemic given that current evidence on 
relationship satisfaction among couples does not suggest a single, uniform narrative.

2.3 � A Focus on Younger Adults

As argued by the Second Demographic Transition theory and the Pattern of Disadvantage 
theory (Lesthaeghe, 2010; Perelli-Harris & Gerber, 2011), recent changes in values and 
lifestyles and increasing economic and housing precarity facing younger generations have 
resulted in patterns of delay, extension and increased complexity in the transition to adult-
hood (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010; Pelikh et  al., 2022). For example, in the UK, evidence 
suggests the Millennial generation (born in the 1980s) face postponement in first union 
formation, higher rates of separation among cohabiting unions, and higher rates of re-part-
nering compared to older cohorts (Pelikh et al., 2022). In the UK, evidence also indicates 
potential increases in mental health difficulties among younger Millennials compared to 
cohorts born around 1960 and 1970 (Henderson et al., 2020; Pierce et al., 2020; Wielgo-
szewska et al., 2022). It is therefore particularly relevant to better understand how younger 
adults and their romantic partnerships fared during the pandemic, because the outbreak and 
associated policy response to protect public health occurred when they were at the stage 
of establishing themselves in the labor market, settling down in intimate relationships, or 
amid early family-formation. As media reports suggest, couples may have had to unexpect-
edly alter their living arrangements (Fielding, 2021; Ross; Singer, 2020; Southard Ospina, 
2021), or individuals living apart from their romantic partner may have felt lonelier with 
the restrictions, in turn impacting relationship quality.

Understanding the circumstances that shape young adults’ relationship happiness can 
shed light on how individuals navigated and responded to the stressors during the pan-
demic. Despite an abundance of COVID-19 related social research, remarkably little schol-
arly research attention has been paid specifically to young adults and to their intimate rela-
tionships in this context. Many studies have focused on families with children, household 
division of labor (Hipp & Bünning, 2021; Yerkes et al., 2020), and employment and fur-
lough (Wels et al., 2022a). In this study, we examine relationship happiness as a key meas-
ure of wellbeing among romantically involved young adults.
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Although we argue that it is necessary to scrutinize a wider range of relationship living 
arrangements to avoid conflating relationship status with co-residence, we are mindful that 
this is not without its own complexities. Younger couples who do not co-reside are likely 
a diverse group, in which some may be in a committed intentional ‘living apart together’ 
relationship, some may be better conceptualized as in an early ‘pre-cohabitation’ stage, and 
some may be in a casual dating relationship. By contrast, given the key role of relation-
ship functioning as a mechanism of selection into cohabitation and marriage, young people 
who have moved in together may be a more homogenous group in terms of commitment 
and satisfaction. Nevertheless, and without making claims of causality, distinguishing part-
nerships based on living arrangements enables our study of relationship happiness to be 
more inclusive of young couples at different stages of their relationship (Duncan & Phil-
lips, 2010).

2.4 � Study Contribution

This work contributes to the literature in several ways. First, we distinguish between res-
idential (cohabiting or married) and non-residential romantic relationships, focusing the 
attention on those romantic partners who do not live together, and who can rarely be exam-
ined because of data limitations. To do so, we consider a cohort of young adults, an age 
group that has been largely neglected in the investigation of relationship happiness during 
the time of COVID-19. Also, we consider a longer window of observation in our study 
that allows us to investigate living arrangements during the first year of the pandemic and 
their association with relationship happiness a year after the beginning of the pandemic. 
Additional to the empirical contributions, we extend existing theoretical and conceptual 
frameworks to include couples who are not living together as well as young adults, features 
that are largely absent from recent theoretical developments in the literature (see more in 
Pietromonaco & Overall, 2021a).

The current study makes these contributions using high quality survey data from an 
existing longitudinal cohort study in England, Next Steps, which included three waves 
of data collection during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. This nationally rep-
resentative sample allows us to take into account several potential factors associated with 
both living arrangements and relationship happiness (e.g. family background, socioeco-
nomic status). In our analyses, we explore whether different types of living arrangements 
are associated with individual relationship happiness when the respondents are 30/31 years 
old, and investigate how this association changes when including available confounding 
variables.

3 � Data and Methods

Our analyses use data from Next Steps, a longitudinal cohort study that follows a nationally 
representative sample of originally around 16,000 people in England born in 1989–1990. 
The study began in 2004 when cohort members were 14  years old attending secondary 
school in England, with annual rounds of data collection up to age 20 and a follow-up at 
age 25 (2015–2016) when about 7700 cohort members responded. These data offer rich 
information on cohort members’ education, economic circumstances, family life, health 
and wellbeing, social participation, and social attitudes.
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In 2020, at age 30–31, cohort members were asked to complete an online COVID-
19 survey to gather information about the effects of the pandemic on their lives. Three 
waves of data collections during the pandemic were carried out. The first online survey 
(Wave 1) was conducted in May 2020, during which time the first and most stringent 
lockdown was taking place, and focused on how the pandemic outbreak in March 2020 
had changed people’s lives. The second online wave took place in September/October 
2020 to understand how people reacted to the easing of lockdown restrictions from June 
2020. The third wave (a mix of online and telephone interviews) occurred in February/
March 2021, when the third lockdown was underway.

For Wave 1 the survey team could only contact cohort members whose email 
addresses were known, because mass postal mailings were not possible. However, in 
Waves 2 and 3 a combination of email and postal invitations was possible, boosting 
contact and thus response rates. The COVID-19 survey response rates thus increased 
wave-on-wave: 1907 Next Steps cohort members responded in Wave 1; 3664 in Wave 2 
and 4239 in Wave 3.

This study used data from all three waves of data collections for the analyses, without 
restricting the analytic sample to respondents taking part in all COVID study waves. For 
our analyses, we include all those who are in a romantic relationship in Wave 3 (N = 3,171) 
which is when our key dependent variable was assessed. To maximize sample size, given 
the smaller number of respondents contacted in the earlier COVID study waves, we opera-
tionalized our key independent variable of interest, living arrangements (discussed further 
below) drawing first on Wave 3 data and then incorporating information from Waves 1 and/
or 2, where available for each respondent. Further, we used the same approach of combin-
ing information from Wave 3 and either of the previous COVID survey waves to determine 
the presence of children and the employment status throughout the pandemic period (see 
more details below). Hence, after excluding those with missing information on the vari-
ables included in the analyses, our analysis sample consists of 2338 individuals. Ideally, we 
would also have included information on the couple’s legal marital status and whether they 
were in a same-sex couple, but these variables were not collected in the COVID-19 sur-
veys. However, official statistics from marriage records for England and Wales show that 
for people born in 1990 and 1991, a minority had ever been married by age 30 (20% and 
17% of men respectively, and 29% and 25% of women respectively) (Office for National 
Statistics, 2024b). Thus, we deduce that the majority of the respondents in our data who 
co-reside with a partner will be cohabiting.

3.1 � Relationship Happiness

We assess the relationship functioning of respondents using an ordered categorical meas-
ure of relationship happiness as our outcome variable. In Wave 3, relationship happiness 
is asked with the following question: “On a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means that you are 
‘very unhappy’ and 7 means that you are ‘very happy’, how happy is your relationship 
with your partner at the moment, all things considered?” This measurement is a one-item 
version of the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Hunsley et al., 1995) and has been similarly used 
to investigate relationship happiness (Blom & Perelli-Harris, 2021; Brown et  al., 2017). 
Single-item measures of different domains of subjective wellbeing have a satisfactory level 
of reliability (Diener et al., 2013). This question was asked to everyone who declared to be 
in a romantic relationship, irrespective of cohabitation or marital status.
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3.2 � Living Arrangements

Using information collected in all the three waves of the COVID-19 surveys we catego-
rized living arrangements in three groups: ‘co-residing (living with partner before and 
during COVID-19), ‘moved in’ (started co-residing with partner during COVID-19), or 
‘living apart’ (in a non-residential relationship both before and during COVID-19). All 
respondents were asked who they live with at the time of the survey in each of the three 
COVID-19 survey waves. Respondents who answered ‘Husband/Wife/Cohabiting Partner’ 
were categorized as ‘moved in’ if they answered yes to the subsequent question ‘Have you 
started living with your partner since the Coronavirus outbreak?’ or as ‘co-residing’ if they 
answered no. We categorised as ‘living apart’ those respondents who answered yes to the 
question ‘Are you in a relationship with someone at the moment?’ and did not indicate a 
‘Husband/Wife/Cohabiting Partner’ as a household member.

For the aforementioned relationship status and living arrangement questions, we used 
Wave 3 questions in the first instance to construct the living arrangement variable as out-
lined above, to ensure the living arrangement related to the relationship for which the 
respondent rated their happiness in Wave 3. However, the question ‘Have you started living 
with your partner since the Coronavirus outbreak?’ was only asked the first time respond-
ents took part in the COVID-19 online survey. For respondents who reported living with a 
partner in Wave 3 (using the question stated above) and had also responded to a previous 
wave (survey waves 1 and/or 2), we retrieved information on moving in with the partner 
during the pandemic from their earlier response. Of 3171 partnered individuals taking part 
in Wave 3, we derived the living arrangements variable directly from questions in Wave 3 
for 2266 respondents, who are essentially first-time COVID-survey participants.

3.3 � Control Variables

Relationship happiness and living arrangements might be influenced by other confound-
ing variables that should be taken into account in the analysis. We adjusted for gender and 
household living arrangements, which include whether there are non-relatives living in the 
household (e.g. friends or roommates), whether they live with relatives other than the part-
ner and own children (e.g. parents, grandparents, aunts/uncles, siblings etc.), and whether 
there are dependent children living in the household. We adjusted for employment status 
during COVID-19 and assigned respondents to one of three categories depending on their 
answer in Wave 3: ‘In paid work (including furlough)’, ‘Not in paid work’, or ‘In educa-
tion’. The question on employment status in Wave 3 was asked only to new respondents or 
to those who changed jobs. Hence, for respondents who were also interviewed in Wave 2 
and/or in Wave 1 and had not change jobs, we again retrieved information on employment 
status from their most recent COVID-survey wave. Moreover, we linked the COVID sur-
veys with the pre-pandemic Next Steps survey data in order to include several other control 
variables measured at the start of the study when the participants were 14 years old: eth-
nicity (White, South Asian (including Indian/ Pakistani/ Bangladeshi/ Other South Asian), 
Black (including Black Caribbean/ Black African/ Other Black), and Other), highest paren-
tal social class (based on the national statistics socio economic classification (NS-SEC)) 
and highest parental education (low = less than GCSE, General Certificate of Second-
ary Education, i.e. end of compulsory schooling age 16 exam; medium = GCSE or GCE, 
General Certificate of Education, i.e. age 18 exam/equivalent to US high school diploma/ 
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European baccalaureate; high = at least some higher education). Finally, we also included 
the cohort members’ highest level of education reported at age 25 (low (GCSE or less), 
medium (GCE A levels, Advanced Levels), high (higher education)) and their level of life 
satisfaction at age 25 (scale from 1 = ‘very dissatisfied’ to 5 = ‘very satisfied’).

3.4 � Analytical Strategy

We first report descriptive statistics for relationship happiness, living arrangements and 
confounders used in the analysis. We then run ordered logistic regression models, given 
that our dependent variable has a natural ordering of categorical levels ranging from 1 to 7 
(increasing levels of happiness). In our first baseline regression model we predict relation-
ship happiness from living arrangements and only add gender and ethnicity as covariates 
(M0). The second specification adds the family background information, i.e. parental social 
class and parents’ educational attainment (M1). The third model includes all of the other 
confounders (i.e. household living arrangements and employment status during COVID-
19, and level of education at age 25) (M2), except for life satisfaction at age 25 that is 
added to a fourth specification (M3). All analyses (both descriptive statistics and regres-
sion models) are conducted using survey weights which account for sampling design and 
non-response across the three waves (for details on these non-response weights, see Brown 
et  al., 2021). Some differences remained between the COVID-19 survey sample and the 
main cohort study despite weighting (see Appendix Table 3).

To test the sensitivity of our main results to various analytic decisions, we conducted 
a series of specification checks. First, we ran additional regression models (starting from 
M3) including interactions between living arrangements and gender, and between living 
arrangements and employment status. The association between living arrangements and 
relationship happiness is not different between men and women and does not depend on 
employment status. Second, we also performed sensitivity analyses to consider different 
categorizations of relationship happiness. In particular, we created two dichotomous vari-
ables: the first one is equal to 1 if respondents answer ‘very happy (7)’ and 0 otherwise; the 
second one groups together those who report the top two levels (7 or 6) on the relationship 
happiness question. We then ran logistic regression models using these two binary vari-
ables with the same model specifications as indicated above for the ordered logistic regres-
sions. Our findings are substantively similar for these different categorizations. Finally, to 
try to take into account the potential selection among those who have been co-residing 
since before the pandemic (i.e. happier couples co-reside, while less happy couples do 
not live together or move in together because of lockdown restrictions), we performed an 
additional analysis to ensure temporal ordering of our dependent and independent vari-
ables: we ran a lagged regression with relationship happiness in wave 3 as an outcome, 
living arrangements in wave 1 as the main exposure, including all the confounders, with 
the addition of relationship happiness in wave 1. Such models account for time-invariant 
characteristics by adjusting for unobserved variables associated with the lagged relation-
ship happiness. Results from this analysis yielded substantively similar conclusions to our 
main specification.

3.5 � Robustness Checks

We conducted supplementary analyses that introduced additional control variables to 
assess if our results are robust. We adjusted for household income at age 14 to account for 
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economic disadvantage that may select individuals into certain living arrangements, above 
and beyond social class and education. We accounted for the respondent’s current house-
hold income (Wave 3 of the COVID-19 surveys), which may be correlated to levels of rela-
tionship happiness. We adjusted for children’s age (when present), to account for increased 
parenting time and emotional resources with younger children, and partner’s employment 
status, which may eclipse relationship quality and time. Additionally, we considered mari-
tal status at age 25, mental health at age 25 (using the ‘12-item General Health Question-
naire’ score), and number of people per room in Wave 1 of the COVID-19 surveys (as 
a proxy for overcrowding) as further markers of social and economic circumstances that 
may select individuals into particularly partnerships. We used information on the amount 
of conflict between partners to assess if the associations between living arrangements and 
relationship happiness can be partially explained by relationship conflicts. Specifically, in 
Wave 3, we used a question asking about changes in the amount partners argued since the 
beginning of COVID-19: “Since the Coronavirus outbreak began, has the amount you have 
argued with your partner changed?”. Respondents could answer ‘My partner and I have 
argued more often’, ‘No change—same as before’, or ‘My partner and I have argued less 
often’. The results are robust to these additional confounders (introduced separately in M3). 
These results are not reported here given the smaller sample size due to the increase in 
missing data introduced by including these additional variables.

4 � Results

4.1 � Descriptive Statistics

In Table  1 we report descriptive statistics on our analysis variables for the whole sam-
ple and by living arrangements. Nearly 80% of those in a romantic relationship in Wave 
3 (February/March 2021) were already living with their partner before the pandemic out-
break. Of the remaining sample, 8.9% started living with their partner at some point after 
the outbreak and 12.9% were in a non-coresidential relationship. Relationship happiness 
is skewed towards high values, as 53.9% of the sample indicates being ‘very happy’ with 
their relationship all things considered.

In the sample, 56.5% are women. This is a reflection of more women than men being 
in a relationship at age 30/31. Half of the sample lives with at least one dependent child 
whereas nearly 20% live with some relatives (other than partner and children) and only 
2.9% live with non-relatives (e.g. friends or roommates) in the household. For context, 
those who lived with dependent children had on average 1.8 children at home, who were 
mostly under age 5 (73.2%); only 36.9% have school age children (between ages 5 and 18). 
Finally, most respondents (87.0%) are in paid work (including furloughed), whereas 11.6% 
are not in paid work and 1.4% are still in education.

When we look at differences across categories of living arrangements, we notice that 
people in the ‘Living Apart’ group are less happy with their relationship compared to those 
who were co-residing even before the pandemic, and their life satisfaction at age 25 is also 
lower. This group has also a different ethnic composition compared to both other groups, 
with fewer white and more Black individuals. Moreover, they are more likely to live with 
relatives or with non-relatives and are less likely to have dependent children.

The association between relationship happiness and living arrangements from Table 1 is 
also confirmed looking at the unconditional mean of relationship happiness. In Fig. 1 we 
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Table 1   Descriptive statistics of analysis variables

Living arrangement (%)

 Co-residential: living with partner since before COVID 78.1
 Moved in with partner since COVID 8.9
 Living apart: in a non-coresidential relationship 12.9 Co-residential Moved

in
Living
Apart

Relationship happiness (%)
 1: Very unhappy 1.1 0.6 0.3 4.5
 2 0.6 0.4 0.6 1.5
 3 2.0 1.7 3.5 3.0
 4 6.8 5.6 2.2** 17.0
 5 12.9 13.7 10.6 9.9
 6 22.7 22.2 25.8 24.0
 7: Very happy 53.9 55.8 57.0 40.1*
 Control variables
 % Female 56.5 56.8 55.9 55.4

Ethnicity (%)
 White 73.5 77.2 76.0 49.5**
 South Asian 18.5 16.7 17.6 29.8
 Black 3.4 2.8 1.5 8.3**
 Other 4.6 3.3 4.9 12.3

Parental social class, age 14 (%)
 Long-term unemployment/never worked 5.9 6.5 2.2 5.0
 Routine/Semi-routine 18.1 16.5 24.6 23.2
 Intermediate 30.6 30.4 24.8 35.7
 Managerial 45.4 46.6 48.4 36.1

Parents’ education, age 14 (%)
 Low (Less GCSE) 21.0 20.3 27.0 20.9
 Medium (GCE or GCSE) 46.1 46.8 35.4 48.9
 High (Higher Educ.) 32.9 32.3 37.5 30.2

Education, age 25 (%)
 Low (GCSE or less) 34.8 35.2 22.0 40.9
 Medium (A level) 19.4 19.3 22.7 17.9
 High (Higher Educ.) 45.8 45.5 55.3 41.3

Life satisfaction, age 25 (%)
 Very dissatisfied 1.2 0.9 1.0 3.2
 Fairly dissatisfied 5.5 3.7 5.3 16.4*
 Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 13.5 12.2 17.8 18.5
 Fairly satisfied 54.9 55.3 54.8 52.9
 Very satisfied 24.9 27.9 21.1 9.0*
 % Living with non-relatives in the HH 2.9 1.5 2.7 11.4**
 % Living with relatives in the HH (other than partner and children) 19.2 11.6 14.6 67.9**
 % living with dependent children in the HH 49.7 56.9 24.8* 23.1*

Employment status during COVID-19 (%)
 In paid work (includes furlough) 87.0 87.5 88.9 82.6
 Not in Paid work 11.6 11.0 10.4 16.1
 In Education 1.4 1.5 0.6 1.3

N 2338 1813 262 263
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see that those who are not living with their romantic partner report slightly lower average 
happiness: 5.59 compared to 6.21 among those co-residing even before the pandemic and 
6.28 among those who moved in together after the outbreak started.

4.2 � Multivariable Regression Analysis

In Table  2, we show results from ordinal logistic regression models to predict relation-
ship happiness from living arrangements, adjusting for control variables across the model 
specifications. In our initial regression (M0), adjusting only for gender and ethnicity, those 
not living with their partner report lower relationship happiness, on average, than those 
who lived with their partner since before the outbreak (Odds Ratio (OR) = 0.54, 95% CI 
0.320–0.906). There is no difference in relationship happiness between those who moved 
in with their partner during the pandemic and those co-residing prior to the start of the pan-
demic. South Asian cohort members and other minority ethnic groups (excluding Black) 
report lower relationship happiness than white cohort members. Reported relationship hap-
piness does not differ by gender in any of the models.

The association between living arrangements and relationship happiness remains robust 
when we include family background, in particular parents’ social class and educational 
attainment (M1), household living arrangements, employment status and education at age 
25 (M2). Of the other variables included in model M2, living with dependent children in 
the household is associated with lower relationship happiness.

Table 1   (continued)
HH Household; all percentages weighted. *95% Confidence interval does not overlap with the confidence 
interval of the ’Co-residential’ group; **95% Confidence interval does not overlap with the confidence 
interval of the other two groups

Fig. 1   Relationship Happiness and Living Arrangements. Note N = 2338. Mean scores are weighted with 
attrition weights. Higher scores reflect more happiness
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Table 2   Ordinal logistic regression models predicting relationship happiness from living arrangements

Y = Relationship happiness (1–7) M0 M1 M2 M3
OR OR OR OR

Living arrangement (Ref: co-residing)
 Moved in 1.141 1.065 0.957 1.01

(0.748–1.740) (0.705–1.608) (0.631–1.452) (0.664–1.537)
 Living apart 0.539 0.518 0.357 0.419

(0.320–0.906) (0.309–0.868) (0.220–0.578) (0.257–0.684)
 Female 0.921 0.972 1.018 1.017

(0.683–1.241) (0.724–1.306) (0.757–1.368) (0.745–1.389)
Ethnicity (Ref: white)
 South Asian 0.605 0.701 0.63 0.592

(0.405–0.902) (0.460–1.069) (0.396–1.002) (0.370–0.948)
 Black Caribbean/black African/other 

black
0.741 0.911 0.911 0.987

(0.282–1.951) (0.375–2.217) (0.358–2.322) (0.392–2.488)
 Other 0.409 0.438 0.491 0.486

(0.211–0.795) (0.234–0.823) (0.292–0.826) (0.279–0.844)
Parental social class, age 14 (Ref: long-term Unemp.)
 Routine/Semi-Routine 2.241 2.048 2.085

(1.150–4.367) (1.118–3.753) (1.093–3.974)
 Intermediate 2.207 2.036 1.933

(1.201–4.057) (1.142–3.630) (1.046–3.574)
 Managerial 3.423 3.133 3.056

(1.720–6.810) (1.644–5.970) (1.514–6.169)
Parents’ education, age 14 (Ref: Low)
 Medium (GCE or GCSE) 0.685 0.691 0.716

(0.438–1.070) (0.443–1.078) (0.461–1.112)
 High (Higher Educ.) 0.552 0.557 0.574

(0.341–0.893) (0.341–0.908) (0.353–0.935)
 Living with non-relatives in the HH 1.425 1.523

(0.689–2.943) (0.784–2.956)
 Living with relatives in the HH 1.438 1.465

(0.943–2.195) (0.936–2.295)
 Living with dependent children in the 

HH
0.683 0.608

(0.521–0.895) (0.465–0.797)
Employment status during COVID (Ref: in paid work (includes furlough))
 Not in paid work 1.12 1.408

(0.729–1.719) (0.876–2.264)
 In education 0.757 0.782

(0.298–1.925) (0.281–2.177)
R’s education, age 25 (Ref: low)
 Medium (A level) 1.009 1.031

(0.659–1.543) (0.659–1.614)
 High (Higher Educ.) 0.75 0.71

(0.539–1.044) (0.507–0.995)
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Finally, in M3 we also adjust for life satisfaction at age 25. We do not have any informa-
tion on relationship happiness/satisfaction before the pandemic, but it is possible that those 
who are generally happier and more satisfied with their life also report a higher happiness 
with their partner. The inclusion of life satisfaction at age 25 does not change the results of 
our analysis (Living apart OR = 0.42, 95% CI 0.257–0.684).

This association can also be seen in Fig. 2, where we report the predicted probabilities 
of relationship happiness by living arrangements, derived from M3. Reports of being ‘very 
happy’ with the relationship are more likely among those who were co-residing before 
COVID-19 and those who moved in together compared to those who were not living with 

Table 2   (continued)

Y = Relationship happiness (1–7) M0 M1 M2 M3
OR OR OR OR

Life satisfaction, age 25 (Ref: very dissatisfied)
 Fairly dissatisfied 0.251

(0.0801–0.785)
 Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 0.747

(0.307–1.818)
 Fairly satisfied 0.758

(0.330–1.739)
 Very satisfied 1.67

(0.695–4.012)
N 2338

95% Confidence Intervals in parentheses; OR = Odds Ratio

Fig. 2   Predicted Probabilities of Relationship Happiness by Living Arrangements. Note Predicted probabil-
ities computed from M3; 95% Confidence intervals reported. N = 2338
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their partner. The three categories of living arrangements do not differ substantially for the 
other happiness ratings (lower than 7).

Additionally, we replicate the models shown in Table 2 but changing the reference cat-
egory of living arrangements to ‘Living Apart’. In this way it is possible to confirm that 
there is a difference also between those who moved in together during COVID-19 and 
those living apart throughout. The results show that both those who were already co-resid-
ing before the pandemic outbreak and those who moved in together report a higher level 
of relationship happiness (from M3: OR = 2.39–95% CI 1.463–3.896, and OR = 2.41–95% 
CI 1.315–4.425, respectively), relative to cohort members who were not living with their 
romantic partners. Hence, those who are not living with their partner can be said to be 
unhappier than the other two groups (see Table 4 in the Appendix).

5 � Discussion

A number of studies during the pandemic have taken up the question of whether couples’ 
relationship satisfaction improved or declined (e.g. see Balzarini et  al., 2023). However, 
several studies examined short-term consequences, which offer a partial view of fam-
ily life, or did not use population-level studies, thus limiting the possibility of generali-
zations. Our study contributes to this literature base using a population study of young 
adults in England and investigates relationship happiness at a later stage of the pandemic. 
Current evidence ignores the unique challenges of couples not living together but who are 
romantically involved, thus conflating residential status with romantic relationship status. 
This study examines relationship happiness nearly a year after the start of the pandemic 
among couples, explicitly incorporating residential status in the operationalization of living 
arrangements.

We found the lowest levels of relationship happiness among those who are not living 
with their romantic partners compared to their peers who moved in or were residing with 
their partners at the start of the pandemic. Further, we found no difference between those 
who moved in with their partner during the pandemic and those already co-residing prior 
to the start of the pandemic and that the difference between those living apart and the other 
two groups is driven by the proportions reporting the highest relationship happiness. Being 
‘very happy’ with their relationship is more likely among those who were co-residing 
before COVID-19 and those who moved in together compared to those who were not living 
with their partner. Our results were robust to household living arrangements, employment 
characteristics, and other confounders. The findings illustrate the importance of not con-
flating romantic relationships with co-residence, revealing the strong association between 
living arrangements and relationship happiness among young adults in England during 
the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. Prior research on the effect of the pandemic 
on romantic relationships has yielded mixed and contradictory findings (e.g. Estlein et al., 
2022), possibly due to excluding individuals not co-residing with their partner (Vanter-
pool et al., 2025) or examining short-term associations with relationship happiness (Luetke 
et  al., 2020). Our study illustrates the importance of distinguishing couples by their liv-
ing arrangements, at least among younger adults. Although our substantive analysis is spe-
cific to the pandemic period, we would argue that the imperative to explicitly distinguish 
between romantic relationship and household in both conceptualisation and operationalisa-
tion is broadly applicable beyond the COVID-19 context.



	 M. Sironi et al.  126   Page 16 of 22

Further, prior studies that found declines in relationship satisfaction (Schmid et  al., 
2021; Vanterpool et al., 2025; Vigl et al., 2022) could be an artefact of grouping cohabiting 
and non-cohabiting couples together in analyses, thus obscuring potentially heterogeneous 
circumstances. As researchers argue for the role of COVID-related stressors on relationship 
quality (Balzarini et  al., 2023), our findings argue for greater scrutiny of living arrange-
ments of couples as a potential stressor associated with relationship happiness. Moreover, 
we add to the limited literature examining relationship happiness in later stages of the pan-
demic (e.g.Vignoli et al., 2025). Both earlier evidence on relationship quality and evidence 
from later stages of the pandemic mean we have a clearer picture of the context of couples’ 
wellbeing. The attendant questions for future research are to understand if couples who 
do not live together adapt to easing of lockdown measures and if they experience gains or 
losses in relationship happiness.

A limitation of our study is that we lack a recent measure of pre-pandemic relationship 
happiness and information on relationship duration or type. The most recent pre-pandemic 
data collection was at age 25, and we cannot identify whether the relationships reported 
during the pandemic were the same partnerships as the ones reported five years earlier. 
Given that many individuals in a relationship at age 30 were likely single or with a differ-
ent partner at age 25, earlier measures of relationship happiness are not suitable for com-
parison. Relatedly, the couples in our analyses are a heterogenous group as we are unable 
to distinguish by legal marital status or between different or same sex couples, nor capture 
relationship duration among couples identified in our analyses. Relationship happiness may 
well be related at least to duration and marital status, both of which tend to also be related 
to living arrangement. However, recent evidence suggests that relationship duration does 
not account for the impact of COVID-related stressors on relationship quality (Balzarini 
et al., 2023), and Census data for England and Wales indicate that over half of 25–34 year 
olds in a co-residing relationship were unmarried (56%) (Statistics, 2024). Given that we 
would expect respondents who are married and/or in the longest relationships to predomi-
nantly be in the “Co-residential: Living with Partner since before COVID” category and 
we found similar levels of happiness among those who moved in together relative to those 
already co-residing, we contend it is unlikely that our results would be wholly confounded 
by the omission of these variables.

Notably, because the focus of this paper relies on intact relationships throughout the 
pandemic it inevitably excludes those who ended their partnerships during this period, 
somewhat complicating the interpretation of these results. It is possible that the results 
reflect differential commitment and selection: those who were already happier and living 
together before COVID-19 are still happier during the pandemic. Additionally, we only 
have relationship happiness measurements from the respondent and not their partner. A 
dyadic approach that takes both partners’ perspectives into account is an important area for 
future research. Nevertheless, our data does afford us the opportunity to adjust for a rich 
set of control variables, such as background economic circumstances and mental wellbe-
ing as well as household factors during the pandemic that may be associated with both the 
propensity to live in certain living arrangements and relationship happiness. The adjust-
ment for life satisfaction at age 25 seeks to control for prior levels of general happiness 
and the results remain robust after adjustment, although five years is a sufficiently long 
time to allow for changes in personal circumstances to affect individual wellbeing. We also 
attempted to address selection bias from unobserved characteristics using a lagged depend-
ent variable model, although we acknowledge some omitted variable bias may still remain.

The results might also be interpreted as consistent with patterns attributable to the 
specific rules imposed after the pandemic outbreak. The focus of government rules on 
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households disproportionately impacted younger adults’ romantic relationships due to a 
greater proportion of young couples not (yet) sharing a home with their partner. Although 
we cannot isolate the effects of specific policy measures, the restrictions likely shaped cou-
ples’ decisions at the micro level, encouraging some to move in together while limiting 
interaction for those living apart. From June 2020, the UK government allowed single par-
ents and adults living alone to form a support ‘bubble’ with another household; however, 
there was never any recognition of or allowances for the needs of partners living apart, 
if both lived with other people (in our data, 80% of respondents living apart from their 
partner lived with other adults in the household, such as parents, siblings, friends or other 
relatives). During the first strict lockdown, couples were presented with a crucial decision: 
either to live together (even if under other circumstances they might not have considered 
themselves ‘ready’ for this step) or to not see each other in person until the end of the 
lockdown, the duration of which was at the time uncertain. That the lowest relationship 
happiness was observed among those living apart throughout the observation period would 
be consistent with an interpretation that these couples were disproportionately affected by 
lockdown. Contrary to popular media reports of relationship fast-tracking, which might 
raise concerns that a decision to move in did not reflect the current quality of the relation-
ship, we found similar levels of happiness among those who moved in together relative to 
those already co-residing.

Further research and future follow-up will be required to investigate how these relation-
ships fare over the longer-term. Given the importance of romantic relationships for physi-
cal and mental health of adults, it will be important for future research on the longer-term 
effects of COVID-19 and the related restrictions, to be attentive to how younger adults 
may have been differentially affected compared with other age groups. Beyond the pan-
demic context, our findings also highlight that the diversification of relationships needs to 
be fully captured in research. Our study foregrounds the value of differentiating couples 
by their living arrangements which itself is a data limitation in many surveys and official 
statistics. Our findings illustrate the need to recognize the diversity of partnership types 
by not routing relationship questions only to respondents reporting a co-resident partner, 
and conversely by capturing information about the residential status of romantic partners. 
For researchers to explore questions related to health and wellbeing of couples who are 
not living together, surveys need to include questions relating to relationships irrespective 
of residential status. The availability of data on the nexus of relationship functioning and 
partner residential status can also motivate researchers to continue to theoretically develop 
conceptualizations and explanations of variation in wellbeing across relationship types. 
Further, such empirical evidence can inform policy to avoid potentially introducing ine-
qualities through a focus on households and co-residence as the primary signifier of close 
relationships.

Appendix

See Tables 3, 4.
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Table 3   Weighted descriptive statistics on variables available at age 25

N = 3395 (out of 4239) is the number of all respondents in Wave 3 of the COVID Survey who don’t have 
missing information for the variables in the table and for whom weights are available; N = 6473 (out of 
7707) is the number of all respondents in the 2015 Wave who don’t have missing information for the vari-
ables in the table and for whom weights are available. * 95% Confidence interval does not overlap with the 
confidence interval of the ’Age 25’ sample

All age 25 All in Wave 3 
COVID Survey

Analysis sample: in rela-
tionship wave 3 COVID 
Survey

% Female 49.4 53.6 56.5*
Ethnicity
 White 86.2 69.9* 73.5*
 South Asian 6.7 20.0* 18.5*
 Black 3.2 5.5* 3.4
 Other 3.9 4.6 4.6

Parental social class, age 14
 Long-term unemployment/never worked 4.5 6.1 5.9
 Routine/semi-routine 21.5 19.4 18.1
 Intermediate 31.1 29.8 30.6
 Managerial 42.9 44.6 45.4

Parents’ education, age 14
 Low (Less GCSE) 23.7 23.3 21.0
 Medium (GCE or GCSE) 45.7 43.7 46.1
 High (Higher Educ.) 30.6 33.0 32.9

Education, Age 25
 Low (GCSE or less) 44.7 33.8* 34.8*
 Medium (A level) 17.9 20.4 19.4
 High (Higher Educ.) 37.4 45.9* 45.8*

Life satisfaction, Age 25
 Very dissatisfied 2.3 2.6 1.2
 Fairly dissatisfied 7.8 7.4 5.5
 Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 17.1 16.3 13.5
 Fairly satisfied 49.3 51.9 54.9*
 Very satisfied 23.5 21.8 24.9

Unweighted N 6473 3395 2338
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