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ABSTRACT
To deepen our understanding of the impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic on intimate and/or sexual relationships, we conducted a 
qualitative study among 26 South African women and men aged 
21–30 years in Durban and Soweto between September 2020 and 
March 2021. Overall, 13 women and 12 men who had been in an 
intimate and/or sexual relationship since the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic were asked about the impact of COVID-19 on their rela-
tionships with their current or most recent primary partners. Data 
were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis. The three most 
common impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on relationships were 
on (i) communication and connection; (ii) strained relationships; and 
(iii) job and economic loss. Both women and men discussed how 
COVID-19-related lockdowns provided opportunities to foster better 
communication, connection and support to one another. However, 
too little or too much time together strained relationships. Finally, 
income loss among young men meant that some young women 
became the primary income earner, changing relationship power 
dynamics. Findings highlight the importance of young people’s rela-
tionships and the need for action to support young people in build-
ing positive relationships in challenging times.

Background

In response to the spread of SARS-CoV-2, South Africa implemented level 5 restrictions 
between 27 March 2020 and 30 April 2020 (Wadvalla 2020, Smith 2020). These restric-
tions (the highest lockdown level) entailed complete confinement to one’s place of 
residence, except for the purpose of transporting goods and exceptional circumstances 
such as attending a funeral. Public and private transit were restricted to certain times 
of day, with limits on transport, and the sale and purchase of alcohol banned. During 
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level 5, restrictions were often strictly and violently enforced by the police (Langa 
and Leopeng 2020). These unprecedented public health restrictions affected social 
interaction and mobility, and had a profound impact on adolescents and young adults 
aged 15–24, who comprise 16% of the South African population and growing (Statistics 
South Africa 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic had multiple interacting impacts on the 
lives of young people in South Africa (Coetzee et  al. 2022). These affected youth’s 
families (Donga et  al. 2021), poverty levels, mental health (Duby et  al. 2022) and 
health service utilisation (van Staden, Laurenzi, and Toska 2022).

Emerging global evidence has highlighted how COVID-19 and the related public 
health restrictions contributed to a dramatic rise in gender-based violence and relation-
ship conflict globally (Roesch et  al. 2020; Boserup, McKenney, and Elkbuli 2020; Thiel 
et  al. 2022; McNeil et  al. 2023; Vora et  al. 2020). Stressors such as those related to the 
multi-level impacts of COVID-19 and the pandemic response (e.g. job loss, disruptions 
to education, social isolation, illness, and grief ), can negatively affect relationship sat-
isfaction (Estlein and Lavee 2022). Conflicts associated with COVID-19-related stressors 
were exacerbated by lockdown measures for couples who suddenly experienced a 
significant increase in time spent together (Estlein, Gewirtz-Meydan, and Opuda 2022). 
On the other hand, lockdown measures and uncertainty about the pandemic may have 
provided an opportunity for couples to reconnect and focus on their relationships 
(Hendrick and Hendrick 2020). Much COVID-19 and relationship research has involved 
cohabitating couples in the Global North, with less attention given to the impact of 
COVID-19 on relationships between young people in the Global South (Luetke et  al. 
2020; Mazza et  al. 2020; Pieh et  al. 2020; Roesch et  al. 2020; Eder et  al. 2021). Among 
studies focusing on youth in the Global South, the majority focus only on young women, 
with nearly a quarter of study participants experienced worsening in their relationship 
and increased economic dependence on partners during COVID-19 (Karp et  al. 2021).

Adolescence and young adulthood are critical periods for relationship development 
(Collins, Welsh, and Furman 2009). Positive experiences early in intimate and/or sexual1 
relationships set the stage for future health and functioning within these relationships 
(Seiffge-Krenke 2003). Moreover, high quality, intimate and/or sexual relationships are 
important for establishing and maintaining emotional security and support during 
times of uncertainty (Monk and Ogolsky 2019). Daily life changes and stressors caused 
by the pandemic and the early lockdown period affected youth coping mechanisms 
and in turn may have affected youth relationship quality (Dewa et  al. 2021). More 
research is needed to identify factors that supported and increased the quality of 
relationships among youth during lockdown periods and into the later stages of the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Estlein, Gewirtz-Meydan, and Opuda 2022). This research offers 
an early glimpse into potential future issues of violence, control, and sexual and 
reproductive health outcomes, while exploring how lockdown measures positively 
affected aspects of young people’s relationship, providing valuable insights for sup-
porting healthy relationships, overall mental health and wellbeing during pandemics.

Against this background, the aim of this study was to explore the gendered impacts 
of COVID-19 on young women and men’s relationships during the early days of the 
pandemic’s lockdowns in South Africa. The results from this study may be used to 
better understand how to support healthy relationships between young adults in 
times of pandemic stressors or other crises.
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Methods

Study design and setting

The original AYAZAZI study (Closson et  al. 2019; Kaida et  al. 2018), on which this one 
builds, was a youth engaged cohort study centred on youth sexual and reproductive 
health. Work began in November 2014 and the study enrolled 425 young people 
aged 16–24 from Durban and Soweto of HIV-negative or unknown HIV serostatus. 
Data for the current study were collected as part of a qualitative follow-up study 
with young people from the original AYAZAZI cohort to better understand power 
dynamics in young people’s sexual relationships (Closson et  al. 2022).

Qualitative follow-up interviews were conducted in Durban between October 2019 
and December 2020 and in Soweto between December 2020 and April 2021 at a 
time when the seriousness of the COVID-19 epidemic was becoming clear, with both 
contexts facing strict lockdowns within the first few months of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. This included closely monitored restrictions on movement and military presence 
(Heinecken 2020). Both provinces have large youth populations aged 18–34 (>35% 
of the population in 2018), and extremely high youth unemployment rates (Statistics 
South Africa 2019, 2021a, 2021b).

As the follow-up qualitative data collection was underway when the COVID-19 
pandemic began, our team was required to resubmit the study protocol for ethics 
review in order to change the interview modality from in person to telephonically. 
We took the opportunity to add questions to the interview guide related to the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on sexual and/or intimate relationships at this 
time. Interviews incorporating questions related to COVID-19 commenced in September 
2020, after the initial level 5 lockdown period had eased.

This study and COVID-19-related amendments were approved by the harmonised 
research ethics boards of Simon Fraser University and the University of British Columbia 
(H19-00762) as well as by the University of the Witwatersrand (Ref 140707).

Participants and sampling

A combination of purposive and random sampling was used to recontact previous 
AYAZAZI study participants. After the original sampling did not yield sufficient par-
ticipants (e.g. many mobile numbers were disconnected or not answered when called) 
we worked through the remaining participant list in a random order. Recruitment 
efforts were made to attempt to capture a diversity of participants based on age, 
age-partner difference, and previous experiences of intimate partner violence. 
Additional details of the sampling and recruitment are provided (Closson et  al. 2022). 
In total, 38 youth aged 21–30 years of age (median age = 24) were recruited from 
Durban (n = 18, 47.4%) and Soweto (n = 20, 52.6%).

Data collection

Semi-structured interview guides were developed and piloted by the research team, 
with additional questions about COVID-19 impacts added. Initially, questions were 
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framed about the initial lockdown but were then expanded to include questions that 
were more inclusive of the indirect impacts of the pandemic concerning employment, 
financial worries, etc. Adult (in Durban) and young adult (in Soweto) multi-lingual 
(isiZulu, English, seSotho, tshiVenda) interviewers conducted semi-structured, in-depth 
interviews with each respondent.

Interviewers were trained in qualitative methods used in the study, as well as in 
ethical research practices. To enhance participant comfort and openness in talking 
about their relationships, interviewers were matched to the gender of the respondent. 
All interviews were conducted telephonically and ranged from 20 to 90 min in length, 
taking place at a time and place according to the participants’ preference. To maintain 
confidentiality and reduce potential biases, interviewers ensured participants were in 
private locations, allowing them to end the call at any moment. After each interview, 
participants’ well-being was checked, and resources or support from a social worker 
on the study team were offered if needed.

Interviews were conducted in participants’ preferred language, digitally 
audio-recorded, and then verbatim translated and transcribed in full into English by 
study staff at Maternal, Adolescent and Child Health Research Unt (MRU) in Durban 
and an external consultant at the Perinatal HIV Research Unit (PHRU) in Soweto. Each 
participant was assigned a pseudonym to protect confidentiality. Oral informed con-
sent was obtained before each interview, and participants received 120ZAR (~$8USD) 
as an honorarium for their time and expertise.

Data analysis

Reflexive thematic analysis was used to identify patterns in the data related to gender 
differences in intimate and/or sexual relationship impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Transcripts were read and re-read to achieve immersion and data familiarisation (Braun 
and Clarke 2006). All transcripts were uploaded and analysed in NVivo R1. Transcripts 
were coded by the lead author, with some independently double coded or co-coded 
by youth researchers. Weekly coding team meetings addressed discrepancies, developed 
themes, and analysed data. For this analysis, 25/38 interviews (13 young women and 12 
young men) who were in relationships during the initial COVID-19 lockdown in South 
Africa were analysed. Eleven interviews conducted before the pandemic and two with 
participants who had not been in a relationship since the start of the pandemic were 
excluded. Results were shared with the Adolescent Community Advisory Boards (ACAB) 
at the MRU and PHRU for insights and dissemination support, given their strong com-
munity connections.

Findings

Of the 25 young women and men in our analysis, 15 were aged 20–24 years old, 17 
resided in Soweto at the time of interview, 14 had been in their primary relationship 
for two or more years, and 15 were in relationships with a similarly aged partner 
(within 5 years) to themselves. Only two participants reported living with their part-
ners, and one was in a same-sex relationship. Compared to young men interviewed, 
young women were generally older, from Soweto, and in a relationship with a partner 
≥5 years older. Below, we examine the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic had on 
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youth intimate and/or sexual relationships. The three most common impacts were on 
communication and connection; strain within relationships; and job and economic 
loss – affecting young women and young men differently.

The lockdown fostered communication and connection

Both women and men discussed how COVID-19-related lockdowns had provided 
opportunities to foster communication and support for one another. Participants 
discussed how communication improved as additional effort was put into talking, 
mostly virtually, with their partner and providing support during the especially stressful 
early lockdown period. Young women expressed how they felt the lockdown provided 
an opportunity for them and their partner to work on communication. As Lesedi2, a 
young woman aged 25–30 from Soweto explained, ‘Before the lockdown, there was 
lack in communication […] After that, we found a way to sit and talk’. This same 
sentiment was echoed by Nkosi a young man aged 20–24 from Durban who, despite 
not being able to see his partner for several months at the start of the pandemic, 
felt she was an important source of support, which helped to mediate some of the 
stress experienced during the early pandemic period. He stated:

We were communicating and gave each other confident that things will be okay, like [the] 
lockdown will finish and [we will] go back to our normal life. So, yaah we were giving 
each other that support.—Nkosi

While some participants said their relationship had grown during the early lock-
down period and helped them to cope with the stressors of the pandemic, others 
expressed how the initial lockdown did not affect their relationship much. This was 
often because they already had strong communication skills and so continued to 
prioritise communication even if they were not able to see each other. For example, 
Dlamini a young man aged 20–24 from Soweto stated:

Eh .. lockdown hasn’t affected my relationship because everything we do…, the most 
important key in a relationship is communication. […] So we need to talk every day, call, 
text, video call, ja and then when the regulations of lockdown were relaxed, we started 
seeing each other, having fun, things like that.—Dlamini

These quotes show how young men’s strong connections to their partners acted 
as a buffer during the challenging early stages of the pandemic. While many partic-
ipants described using virtual communication strategies to stay connected while apart, 
others who spent the lockdown period together or who were able to see each other 
because they lived in the same neighbourhood expressed how this had been a time 
of positive growth in their relationship. For example, Themba, a young woman aged 
25–30 from Durban stated:

So, I think it made our relationship stronger because we spent a lot of time together 
every day.—Themba

The lockdown strained relationships

While the lockdown period had been a source of positive strength for some, other 
participants discussed how spending the lockdown period together had been a 
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challenge that caused conflict within the relationship. This was often the case for 
young men and women who had not previously lived together but decided to stay 
with one another during the level 5 lockdown period. As stated by Nia, a young 
woman aged 25–30 from Soweto:

There is a lot that I’ve learned … ehh … about him as a person and boyfriend that I need, 
you know, ehm actually, I was working from [home] and also he was working from home, 
ja, there were some disagreements here and there about our space and all of that I think 
I love my own space, you know as much as like, I said I enjoyed [spending time with her 
partner] but I enjoy my space, a lot, ja.—Nia

Lockdown restrictions and the desire to see each other put stress on relationships, 
leading to tensions and conflict as partners navigated the challenges of spending time 
together during the pandemic. One young woman Amahle aged 20–24 from Soweto stated:

Hey… very bad hey, because uhm, I., I…, I was going to the shops the other time and 
then the police caught me because I was in the car without a permit, but my friends, 
they were like four of us and you recall at a time when there should be three people 
maximum, so we went to the police station, you know after that I was kinda sceptical 
about going out. And he, he [the participants partner] was angry about that saying, 
actually you are just making an excuse with this thing that you were once arrested, 
yeah like I’d, I’d go out scared, shaking. Tell me that he misses me, forcing me. Because 
according to him that was an excuse that I was once arrested. For him, that’s small 
stuff.—Amahle

The conflict that occurred during the pandemic were a source of hopelessness for 
some young people. For example, Amara, a young woman aged 20–24 from Durban 
described how the lockdown impacted her relationship to the point at which she was 
not sure if it would last. Throughout this interview, multiple challenges with consistent 
conflict and jealousy were identified as being present before and during the pandemic. 
When asked if she thought that her relationship will return to normal, she responded:

Ay, I have tried, but I have lost hope. No,I do not think things will ever go back to 
normal.—Amara

Clearly, for some young people, the pandemic added to the stress already present 
within a relationship. For others who did not speak of pre-pandemic struggles, the 
lockdown period raised new concerns. For some of the young men in the study, 
relationship stressors were exacerbated by limited mobility, preventing them from 
seeing their partners for long periods of time, which caused sexual tension. For 
example, Sbusiso, a young man aged 20–24 from Durban, stated:

To tell you the honest truth, eey, it was hard on me [not seeing his partner] because 
sometimes I even ask myself if I am still reliable to be man enough because, like a man 
needs to be [participant claps hands] consistent, because you can’t miss a month if you 
are a man without sex you see.—Sbusiso

Job and economic loss impacted relationship dynamics

The final theme developed out of the conversations with young people centred on 
how job loss and employment stress affected relationship dynamics during the early 
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pandemic period. Benefits included improved communication about financial decision 
making but more negatively, the epidemic impacted young men’s ability to provide 
for their partners. Beyond this, shifts in gendered provider roles improved gratitude 
and connection between the members of some couples who worked together to 
overcome financial challenges during the pandemic.

One young woman, Makena aged 25–30 from Soweto, spoke of the challenges she 
and her partner encountered when his salary was reduced because of COVID-19 but 
how despite some conflict and stress, the relationship stayed strong because they 
had been saving and how the pandemic had taught her and her partner the impor-
tance of investing.

Like we used to do things like we didn’t care financially ehm how we do things but it 
taught us that the savings, it’s very important, saving and ehm and preparing, always 
preparing for the worst, making sure that our things like they are all in order, the deci-
sions we are making, ja.—Makena

Clearly, the pandemic provided opportunities for some couples to discuss financial 
decision-making and to learn how to overcome financial hardships.

Job and economic loss were not the only factors impacting on young people’s 
relationships. Essential workers also spoke of the challenges of working on the front 
lines during the early stages of the pandemic and the stress these created for rela-
tionships. Ndlovu, a young man aged 20–24 from Soweto who was working in the 
warehouse of a large grocery retailer, described how because of his job he could not 
get to see his partner:

Yes, she was missing me, and you know when a person misses you, she ends up getting 
angry, those type of things. […] When you call her, you keeping having arguments 
because of you are missing each other. […] Ja, that’s what I noticed, that during lock-
down, we were fighting quite often—Ndlovu

Among young men with limited financial resources and employment, the lack of 
disposable income during the COVID-19 lockdown resulted in gender role strain, as 
some struggled to provide gifts for their partners, exemplified by Tebello, a young 
man aged 25–30 from Soweto whose work contract had ended during the initial 
lockdown period.

I can say somewhere somehow because I won’t be able to do maybe some of the things 
that means maybe I have to maybe surprise her or give her gift maybe on her 
birthday.—Tebello

Regardless of whether they were working or not, tensions navigating employ-
ment and relationships during the pandemic proved especially challenging for 
young men. The financial loss that was most often described by young men shifted 
economic power within young women and men’s relationships, albeit to varying 
degrees.

In contrast, Omphile, a young woman aged 20–24 from Soweto, described how 
the pandemic had made her relationship stronger because she became the primary 
bread winner at a time when she was also pregnant. After her partner returned to 
work, she noticed a change in his behaviour.
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So now that, I see him I think because he went back to work and I am not working, he 
appreciates me more because should I need anything eh he offers to buy it or he comes 
from work with that thing.—Omphile

While a few young people said the pandemic had no or little impact on their 
relationships, for the majority it was evident that there were many challenges to be 
faced. Yet, in the face of these stressors, young people such as Nkosi, Themba, and 
Omphile relied on one another for support in ways that allowed them to cope.

Discussion

Our study revealed varying impacts on young people’s intimate and/or sexual rela-
tionships, with commonly discussed effects centring around communication, strained 
relationships, and job loss. Despite added stressors, participants viewed the early 
lockdown as a positive time in their relationships, emphasising their supportiveness. 
This is in line with a growing body of research that has highlighted the positive 
impacts of the initial COVID-19 pandemic period on relationships (Jones et al. 2021). 
Thus, our findings offer support to efforts, including programming and messaging 
aimed at supporting positive relationship dynamics, improving relationship satisfac-
tion, and promoting individual wellbeing during future pandemics and other 
hardships.

The inability to see one’s partner was common among all participants, including 
participants working as essential workers who feared passing COVID to their partners, 
as well as youth facing public health restrictions, mobility issues, or parental 
monitoring.

Participants discussed ways of coping during times when they were unable to 
see one another. For example, young women often discussed how the lockdown 
period provided opportunities for them and their partner to strengthen their 
communication, especially in level 5 lockdown when they could not see each 
other. This finding is in line with those from a study of Kenyan young women 
which found that young women who interacted less often with their partner 
because of COVID were likely to experience improvements in relationships (Karp 
et  al. 2021).

Virtual connection and closeness were commonly discussed. This is not surprising 
given the rise in global virtual sexual intimacy among young people in 
non-cohabitating relationships during the pandemic (Maes and Vandenbosch 2022). 
Research also highlights how couples adjusted to the stressful routines imposed by 
COVID by having conversations with their partners and focusing more on good 
quality time (whether time spent connecting in person or virtually) (Günther-Bel 
et  al. 2020). These results counter the pervasive and important discussions that 
have centred on the negative impacts that the pandemic had on relationships, 
including elevated rates of conflict, relationship dissolution and violence (Luetke 
et  al. 2020; Mahlangu et  al. 2022). Moreover, the findings highlight the important 
contribution that intimate and/or sexual relationships make to positive coping and 
growth for young people during and after challenging times (Zhen and Zhou 2022; 
Beames et  al. 2021).
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For some young men, limited time spent with their partners left them feeling 
sexually frustrated. These results differ from much of the available literature on shifts 
in sexual intimacy focusing on adult couples which tend to reveal decreased sexual 
activity as the result of spending too much time together (Cito et  al. 2021; Li et  al. 
2020; Omar et  al. 2021). Prior research has highlighted how lack of time spent together 
can undermine investment and commitment to a relationship (Agnew et  al. 1998). 
The tensions discussed by young men in our study may have affected their relation-
ship commitment and may have implications for perpetration of violence, infidelity, 
and increased risk of acquiring and passing STIs to one’s partner. Thus, in the after-
math of the pandemic, efforts are needed to support young people in rebuilding 
relationships in healthy ways.

As we continue to support young people in the Global South through this and 
other ongoing pandemics and public health emergencies, efforts that allow youth to 
develop healthy relationship dynamics are required. In this study, many young people 
described how virtual connection with their partner during early lockdown was an 
important source of psychological support. Future actions to foster these connections 
(e.g. access to data, online resources) should be considered as part of pandemic 
responses. While evidence remains limited, some efforts to enhance and expand virtual 
interventions that support connection and mental well-being among youth globally 
have already begun (Srivastava and Ghosh 2023; Hawke et  al. 2021).

Finally, financial changes and daily adjustments caused by the pandemic were 
highlighted by many participants. Similar to other studies, participants in this study 
talked about how job loss and changes in working conditions altered gender roles 
(Adisa, Aiyenitaju, and Adekoya 2021). These dialogues highlighted important shifts 
in relationships where women stepped into breadwinning roles within their relation-
ships. These changes in gender relationships have been shown to cause tensions and 
increased experiences of violence in relationships in South African settings, as some 
men may feel a strain in their societal role as provider (Closson et  al. 2020). However, 
our data revealed that shifts in the provider role in young people’s relationships may 
have been a source of strength and growth for some couples. These findings have 
important implications for efforts to promote healthy relationship dynamics in times 
of economic hardship. Moreover, given the high levels of economic and job insecurity 
that were especially highlighted by young men, ongoing and future efforts are needed 
to support economic recovery and provide work for young men living in Durban and 
Soweto, South Africa.

Limitations

Young people in this study were previous participants of a cohort study that had 
ended several years prior to the commencement of this study. As such this study 
was limited by challenges in re-contacting participants.

While data was collected across different time periods, our study focused on the 
early stages of COVID-19 among youth in two South African settings which had strict 
lockdown measures. Future research might explore the longer-term impacts of the 
pandemic on young people’s relationships in these and other settings. Importantly, 
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the initial interviews were conducted five or more months after the initial lockdown 
period was over, which may have introduced recall bias regarding the impact of that 
period on young people’s relationships. Finally, we did not collect details on partici-
pants’ current living conditions or socio-economic status which limits our ability to 
examine how the COVID-19 pandemic may have differentially impacted relationships 
across these factors.

Future research is needed to explore the role of household dynamics and access 
to technologies on relationship impacts during future and ongoing pandemics. Finally, 
while efforts were made to ensure that participants were alone and in a private 
location during their telephonic interview, some participants’ responses may have 
been biased by having partners or family members close by at the time of the 
interview.

Conclusion

This study provides insight into how the COVID-19 pandemic and early lockdown 
restrictions impacted the relationship dynamics of young adults in two cities in 
South Africa. The findings highlight how young people’s relationships were a source 
of emotional, social and economic support during times of stress and uncertainty. 
For some young women, added economic power shifted gender power dynamics 
so as to be more equitable than pre-pandemic times. For young men, while the 
lockdown period was met with sexual tension, intimate and/or sexual relationships 
provided an important psychological and emotional buffer during difficult times. 
As young people continue to cope with the longer term impacts of the pandemic, 
efforts are needed to support youth in building and maintaining positive and healthy 
relationships with important implications for sexual health and overall wellbeing 
later in life.

Notes

	 1.	 We use the term intimate and/or sexual relationship throughout when we talk about 
young people’s relationships that involve closeness and connection with a single partner 
or multiple partners that goes beyond sexual intimacy.

	 2.	 All participant names are pseudonyms to protect confidentiality.
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