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Abstract 

With the imposition of the Movement Control Order (MCO) or lockdown due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, there are drastic changes in the movement and activity among Malaysians: increased 
psychological distress due to perception of the COVID-19 as a health threat, increased time spent with 
families, and decreased time away from home could either intensity relationship problems or draw 
families closer to each other. This study aimed to examine the perceived psychological distress and 
relationship quality among couples before and during MCO in Malaysia and factors predictive of 
participants' well-being. The Depression Anxiety Stress Scale-21, Perceived Relationship Quality 
Component Inventory, and the Warwick–Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale were disseminated through 
the snowball sampling technique. The study found that the participants (N=124) perceived significantly 
higher levels of depression, anxiety, and stress during MCO compared to before MCO. However, no 
significant differences between the couples were found before and during MCO in relationship quality, 
except in the trust sub-scale. Trust in the couple was higher during MCO. Multiple regression results 
showed that depression and stress predicted participants' well-being negatively during MCO. In contrast, 
total relationship quality, sexual relationship quality, satisfaction and couple’s trust predicted participants' 
well-being positively. 

Keywords: Psychological distress, relationship quality, well-being, COVID-19 pandemic, movement 
control order. 

1. Introduction

On 31 December 2019, the World Health Organisation (WHO) China Country Office was 
informed of cases of pneumonia unknown aetiology (unknown cause) detected in Wuhan City, Hubei 
Province of China, now known as Coronavirus disease (COVID-19). From 31st December 2019 through 
3rd January 2020, a total of 44 case-patients with pneumonia of unknown aetiology were reported to 
WHO by the national authorities in China. As of 20 January 2020, 282 confirmed cases of 2019-nCoV 
have been reported from four countries including China (278 cases), Thailand (2 cases), Japan (1 case) 
and the Republic of Korea (1 case). As of 27 March 2020, the total global number of COVID-19 cases 
has surpassed 500,000 (WHO, 2020). As reported on 15 April 2020, there are 210 Countries and 
Territories around the world that have a total of 2,015,569 confirmed cases of the coronavirus COVID-19 
and a death toll of 127,635 deaths (Worldometer, 15 April 2020). 

On 16 March 2020, the Prime Minister of Malaysia announced the Movement Control Order 
(MCO) in Malaysia due to the COVID-19 pandemic, necessitating the closure of places of worship, work, 
and education. Families are encouraged to self-isolate and to “stay at home” to curb the spread of the 
virus (Jabatan Perdana Menteri, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic MCO has been drastic changes at the 
individual and family level in the lives of families. Families are forced to adapt to various “new norms”, 
such as working from home for working adults, and a transition to learning online for those who are going 
to school and university. Apart from that, parents experience the difficulty of having to work and take 
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care of children at the same time from the same sphere of their homes (Spinelli et al., 2020). As the 
sequelae of the stress experienced in the family and spousal unit, studies have also indicated increased 
family conflicts and lower levels of quality in the relationship between spouses and family members 
(Luetke et al., 2020, Pieh et al., 2020). This is a serious issue as the couple or spousal unit of the family 
constitutes the core of the family’s well-being and the children’s physical and psychosocial development 
(Härkönen et al., 2017). 

Pieh, O´ Rourke, Budimir, and Probst (2020) reported that higher relationship quality contributed 
positively to mental well-being, and vice versa among the couple. The relationship aspects included 
satisfaction, trust, intimacy, commitment, and others. Low et al., (2020), found increased anxiety and 
depression and lower well-being among the general population during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
However, it is still unclear which aspects of relationship quality have been affected by this pandemic and 
whether the relationship quality affects the well-being of the couple.  
 
2. Objectives 
 

This study aimed to examine the perceived psychological distress and relationship quality among 
couples before and during MCO in Malaysia and factors that affect participants' well-being. 
 
3. Methods 
 
3.1. Participants 

A total of 560 participants who were 18 years old and above, had married or cohabiting couples 
and citizens of Malaysia were involved in the current study. The sample was selected randomly using a 
convenience sampling method. A self-administered online survey questionnaire was distributed on 
WhatsApp, Telegram, Facebook, Email, etc. to the targeted couples. There were 246 (or 43.9%) males 
and 314 females who participated. Their age ranged from 21 to 67 years old (mean = 40.38, s.d = 11.43). 
In term of current relationship status, most of the respondents were marriage (92%), there were 32 (5.7%) 
adults in a committed relationship and living together, 12 (2.1%) of them had engaged and living together 
with a partner. The average year of married of participants was 14.8 years (s.d = 10.71). 
 
3.2. Instruments 

The instrument used contained four parts: the demographic data consisted of age, gender, current 
relationship status, and duration of a relationship. Part 2, The Depression Anxiety Stress Scales  
(DASS-21) designed by Lovibond and Lovibond (1995). DASS consisted of 21 items, seven items for 
each subscale. The item response format was on a 4-point scale (0 = did not apply to me at all to  
3 = applied to me very much or most of the time). The reliability for DASS-21 showed very good 
reliability in the current study. The Alpha Cronbach = .94 (data during MCO) and .92 (data before MCO) 
for depression scale, the Alpha Cronbach = .93 and .89 during and before MCO for anxiety scale and 
Alpha Cronbach = .93 (during MCO) and .89 (before MCO) for stress scale.  

The Perceived Relationship Quality Component (PRQC) Inventory designed by Fletcher et al. 
(2000) was used to assess relationship quality. PRQC contained 18 items that measured six 
components—relationship satisfaction, commitment, intimacy, trust, passion, and love. Each component 
consisted of three items and rated on a 7-point scale (where 1 = not at all to 7 = extremely). PRQC also 
consisted of one additional component – sex relationship quality measured by six items. The internal 
consistency of the total PRQC in the current study was Alpha Cronbach = .97 (data during MCO) and 
Alpha Cronbach = .93 (data before MCO). 

Warwick–Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale (WEMWBS), contained 14 items that measured 
positive aspects of mental health within two weeks. It covered both hedonic and eudaimonic aspects.  
The items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = None of the time to 5 = All of the time, 
and a global score is obtained adding all the items. Higher scores indicating higher levels of mental  
well-being. WEMWBS showed very good reliability for the current study with a Cronbach’s Alpha = .96. 
 
3.3. Data analysis 

Statistical analysis was performed using Program IBM SPSS Statistic version 25.0. Descriptive 
statistics such as frequency and percentage were used to report demographic information of participants, 
Pair Samples t-test was used to analyse the difference in perceiving psychological distress and 
relationship quality during and before COVID-19 pandemic MCO among couples in Malaysia.  
The multiple regression analysis was conducted to determine the effect of relationship quality on 
participants' well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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4. Results 
 
4.1. Psychological distress level before and during COVID-19 pandemic movement control 
order (MCO)  

Paired samples t-test was used to analyse perceive psychological distress and relationship quality 
among couples before and during MCO in Malaysia. The result revealed that the depression (t = 6.20,  
p < .05), anxiety (t = 5.58, p < .05), and stress (t = 5.16, p < .05) perceived by respondents different 
significantly before and during MCO in Malaysia due to the COVID-19 pandemic. We found that the 
couples perceived a significantly higher level of depression, anxiety, and stress during COVID-19 
pandemic MCO as compared to before MCO (refer to Table 1). 
 

Table 1. The Pair Samples t-test for the Psychological Distress among Couples Before and During COVID-19 
Pandemic MCO In Malaysia. 

 
Variables N Mean Std. Deviation t Sig. 
Depression During MCO 557 2.96 3.79 11.33 .000 
Depression Before MCO 557 1.73 2.93   
Anxiety During MCO 557 3.34 3.75 11.50 .000 
Anxiety Before MCO 557 2.11 3.05   
Stress During MCO 555 4.37 4.22 11.89 .000 
Stress Before MCO 555 2.95 3.44   
 
4.2. Relationship quality before and during COVID-19 pandemic movement control order 
(MCO)  

We found that the couples reported significantly lower satisfaction with partner (t = -3.40,  
p < .05), but more committed in relationship (t = 3.23, p < .05), passion (t = 2.97, p < .05) and love  
(t = 3.01, p < .05) in relationship during COVID-19 pandemic MCO as compared to before MCO (refer to 
Table 2).  
 
Table 2. The Pair Samples t-test for the Relationship Quality among Couples Before and During MCO in Malaysia. 

 
Variables N Mean Std. Deviation t Sig. 
Relationship Quality During MCO 558 110.50 15.97 1.44 .150 
Relationship Quality Before MCO  558 110.05 15.74   
Satisfaction During MCO 560 18.11 3.38 -3.40 .001 
Satisfaction Before MCO 560 18.42 3.09   
Commitment During MCO 560 18.89 2.89 3.23 .001 
Commitment Before MCO 560 18.69 2.89   
Intimacy During MCO 559 18.73 3.06 1.73 .084 
Intimacy Before MCO 559 18.61 2.99   
Passion During MCO 559 18.69 2.89 2.97 .003 
Passion Before MCO 559 18.52 2.90   
Trust During MCO 560 17.03 3.68 1.37 .171 
Trust Before MCO 560 16.91 3.53   
Love During MCO 559 19.09 2.73 3.01 .003 
Love Before MCO 559 18.94 2.79   
Sex Quality During MCO 559 37.01 5.49 1.15 .253 
Sex Quality Before MCO 559 36.87 5.42   
 
4.3. The effect of relationship quality on well-being among couples during COVID-19 
pandemic MCO  

The Multiple Regression analysis with the model 'Enter' was used to analyse the effect of 
relationship quality on well-being among the couples during MCO. The model that consisted of the six 
subscales of relationship quality significantly explained a total of 12.3% variance in well-being among the 
couples (F(6, 553) = 11.44, p < .05). The result further reported that the subscale of satisfaction with the 
relationship (beta = .21), intimacy (beta = .20) and passion in a relationship (beta = .11) predicted 
couples’ well-being significantly and positively during COVID-19 pandemic MCO, which explained that 
the couples who satisfy with the relationship, intimacy and passion in a relationship with their partner 
tended to have better well-being during MCO, or in reverse. Besides, the model that consists only sex 
relationship quality, explained a total of 7.23% variance in well-being (F(1, 554) = 42.64, p < .05) and this 
subscale also predicted the respondents’ well-being positively (Beta = .27) which explained that the 
respondents who have a quality sex relationship reported higher well-being, or in reverse (refer to  
Table 4). 
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Table 4. Multiple Regression Analysis on The Effect of Relationship Quality on Well-Being among Couples During 
MCO In Malaysia. 

 
Predictor   Beta t Sig. t 
Satisfaction  .21 3.02 .003 
Commitment  -.15 -1.76 .080 
Intimacy  .20 2.14 .033 
Trust   .06 0.83 .405 
Passion  .11 2.05 .040 
Love  -.09 -1.29 .199 
     
R2 .111    
F 11.44    
Sig. F .000    

 
5. Discussion and conclusions 

 
In this study, we found that the couples who reported a higher level of depression, anxiety, and 

stress during COVID-19 Pandemic MCO in Malaysia as compared to before MCO, and this contributed 
to decreasing their well-being. This finding was consistent with Xiong et al. (2020) findings that indicated 
a high level of depression, anxiety and stress in the general population in China, Spain, Italy, Iran, the US, 
Turkey, Nepal, and Denmark during the COVID-19 pandemic. A systematic review by Krishnamoorthy 
and colleagues (2020) revealed that more than half of the general population were adversely affected 
psychologically during the COVID-19 pandemic (Krishnamoorthy, Nagarajan, Saya, & Menon, 2020). 
Günther‐Bel and colleagues (2020) found that couples suffered from higher levels of psychological 
distress during the COVID-19 pandemic. They found that couples especially those with children reported 
higher levels of psychological distress during the lockdown in Spain, thus contributing to lower levels of 
well-being.  

We also found sexual relationship quality, satisfaction, intimacy, and passion in relationship 
predicted participants' well-being positively during MCO. In terms of marital satisfaction, it is not 
surprising that these variables predict well-being positively during times of crisis, as has been found by 
many studies (e.g., Kayser et al., 2018). In terms of sexuality, it is interesting that couples in South-east 
Asian countries reported a significant increase in the frequency of sex compared to before lockdown 
(Arafat et al., 2020). However, the quality of sexuality may decrease due to the lack of privacy and stress 
experienced during lockdown (Panzeri, Ferrucci, Cozza, & Fontanesi, 2020). Therefore, this aspect of the 
relationship needs to be safeguarded as the potential effects of guilt and stress from impaired sexuality 
could increase psychological distress during the pandemic (Banerjee & Rao, 2020). The finding also 
revealed that the participant reported lower satisfaction with a partner, but higher commitment in 
relationship, passion and love in a relationship during MCO than before MCO. 

In conclusion, Malaysian couples are facing increased psychological distress during the  
COVID-19 pandemic MCO. In terms of relationship quality, couples demonstrated lower satisfaction 
toward their spouses however, they showed higher commitment, passion and love in their relationship 
with their partner and these variables were significant predictors of their well-being. This study provides 
information and references to the healthcare professionals in developing COVID-19 psychological 
interventions which may help to cope with possible mental health problems. This study also increases 
couple awareness in a quality relationship and how it may influence their well-being. One of the 
limitations of this study was we employed an online survey, in which we were only able to reach the 
population segment that has access to the internet. For future studies, we suggested a longitudinal study 
design to track the changes in the participants' psychological distress, relationship quality and well-being 
concerning the development of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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