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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the mediating role of state anxiety in
the relationship between the fear of COVID-19 and relationship happiness
among married individuals. An additional aim of the study also tested the
moderating role of joint family activities between state anxiety and rela-
tionship happiness. The study sample consisted of 1713 married individuals
(1031 women and 682 men). The study findings showed both the significant
direct associations among the studied variables and the mediating role of state
anxiety in the relationship between fear of COVID-19 and relationship
happiness. It also found that the path of state anxiety to relationship happiness
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among married individuals having family activities was significantly lower than
those who did not. Directions for future research and application were
discussed.
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The coronavirus pandemic disease (COVID-19) broke out in December of
2019 in the city of Wuhan of Hubei Province, China, and has rapidly spread
throughout the world. There have been confirmed cases in almost all countries
across the world since the first appearance of the coronavirus (World Health
Organization, 2020a). Additionally, WHO (2021) reported that 154.815.600
confirmed cases of COVID-19, including 3.236.104 death in the Corona-
virus dashboard on the 6th of May 2021. In Turkey, the first cases of
COVID-19 appeared on 10 March and the number of confirmed cases has
started to expeditiously increase. According to the Turkish Ministry of National
Health (2020) reports, cases of COVID-19 reached 4.977.982 including 42.187
deaths as of May 6, 2021.

Governments and public health authorities have declared a state of emer-
gency and taken many measurements such as the closure of schools and offices,
closure of places where people gather, cancellation of mass events, travel re-
strictions, obligatory quarantine, and voluntary social isolation to slow the spread
of the novel coronavirus (Ansari & Ahmadi Yousefabad, 2020). The Turkish
government has also implied similar restrictions and urged citizens to keep
themselves in voluntary quarantine and stay at home. Besides, mandatory quar-
antine is implemented during weekends in metropolitan provinces and cities
with high rates of confirmed coronavirus cases (Ministry of the Interior, 2020).

Scientists worldwide have focused on the physical health and treatment
process as the pandemic has a high rate of spread and fatality. Along with its
negative effects on biological health, this pandemic, which has an unknown,
uncertain, uncontrollable, and unpredictable nature, threatens the mental health
of people (Sandin et al., 2020; Satici, Saricali, et al., 2020). Also, increasing
mortality rate, impairment of daily routines, and being in quarantine for a long
time affect the well-being of people (Lu et al., 2020; Satici, Saricali, et al., 2020;
Zandifar & Badrfam, 2020). Some of these negative effects include fear, anxiety
disorders, poor sleep quality, depression, psychological distress, posttraumatic
stress symptoms, and suicide (Cao et al., 2020; Gao et al., 2020; Haktanir et al.,
2020; Huang & Zhao, 2020; Mamun & Griffiths, 2020; Satici, Gocet-Tekin,
et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2020).

Fear is an innate feeling and warning system of the body indicating the real
or perceived threat. The function of fear is to prepare the body against
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encountered threats (Garcia, 2017). On the other hand, anxiety occurs when
the threats encountered are unclear, and coping efforts fail (Ohman, 2008).
State anxiety is a temporary emotional situation of the person, characterized
by subjectively experienced feelings of worry, strain, apprehension, and
activation of the autonomic nervous system (Julian, 2011). Extraordinary and
uncontrollable conditions such as pandemics and disease outbreaks can trigger
the transformation of people’s sense of fear into anxiety (Garcia, 2017,
Mertens et al., 2020). Therefore, in the present study;, it is expected that fear of
COVID-19 predicts state anxiety.

One of the reasons that people experience anxiety during the pandemic is
the quarantine process, stay-at-home, and social isolation policies imposed to
curb the spread of the pandemic (Jacobson et al., 2020; Rosen et al., 2020).
These measures taken in numerous countries have a devastating effect on
relationships in general and in family affairs. Families reported losing freedom
of movement and social environment as a reaction against quarantine mea-
sures. Other noticeable losses contain access to resources, income, and
planned activities or celebrations (Luttik et al., 2020). Besides, the COVID-19
pandemic has changed the balance between work and family connections and
caused dramatically challenging results. With the closure of the schools and
daycare centers, families began to be more responsible for childcare and even
homeschooling. However, a great number of families also experience financial
concerns due to working from home or the loss of jobs (Fisher et al., 2020).
These issues have created a family environment where family members face
aggression, addiction, domestic violence, or other forms of relational diffi-
culties (Kaukinen, 2020; Lebow, 2020; Luttik et al., 2020; Mazza et al., 2020).
According to the recent report published by the Center for Global Devel-
opment, intimate partner violence indications have already increased in
Australia, Brazil, China, and the United States because of home quarantines
(Peterman et al., 2020). Other victims of this violence are children and ad-
olescents who have been exposed to family violence and who are less possibly
able to seek professional support (Clarke et al., 2020). Also, another negative
result of the quarantine concerning family relations is the increase in divorce
rates. For example, China pointed out that the rate of divorce increased during
the quarantine period (Prasso, 2020). Recent research studies suggested that
anxiety disorders (Zaider et al., 2010), stress (Neff & Karney, 2009), and
depression (Fletcher et al., 1990) are negatively related to relationship quality
in close relations. Thus, in this research, it is expected that state anxiety will
negatively influence relationship happiness among married individuals.

Alternatively, some families have developed their close relations during the
quarantine period. This period has also provided an opportunity for all family
members to spend time together the whole day. The daily dialog can become
an extraordinary advantage to rediscover the value of previously neglected
family ties when sharing domestic space or engaging in household chores. The
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emotional bonds and relationships of families have enhanced due to sharing
the same space in a house and fulfilling daily activities. Families maintain their
daily routines and rituals together. As a result, the cumulative effects of these
interpersonal processes lead the family to cope with quarantine together
(Gritti, 2020). Kar et al. (2020) suggested that several lifestyle-related
measures such as creative activities, relaxation exercises, indoor play, aer-
obic exercise, reading, online learning courses, music, yoga/meditation, in-
stallation of hope, prayer, and positive thinking could ease the constraints of
the stress and help with coping the mental health challenges. Therefore, in this
study, it is anticipated that joint family activities will reduce state anxiety,
thereby increasing the relationship happiness among married individuals.
Indeed, shared self-expanding activities provided an important contribution to
maintaining and enhancing close romantic relationships and experienced
marital quality (Aron et al., 2001; Aron et al., 2002).

The Current Study

People around the world are worried about the COVID-19 pandemic disaster
and its long-term outcomes (Kumar & Nayar, 2020). The WHO similarly
pointed out its concern about the mental and psycho-social effects of the
pandemic (World Health Organization, 2020c). Pandemic has led to major
changes in people’s lives. Additionally, the strict measures to control and
manage the epidemiological emergency have indisputably exposed the
structure of families to some serious issues and strains, and how long it will
take is unknown (Mazza et al., 2020). Thus, the present study aimed to
investigate the mediating role of state anxiety in the relationship between the
fear of COVID-19 and relationship happiness among married individuals.
The second aim was to investigate the moderating role of joint family
activities between state anxiety and the relationship happiness among
married individuals. Determining the framework of relationships between
these variables is important in terms of empirically examining the role of the
coping mechanism used in the process of pandemic and quarantine periods.
The results of this research will thus provide significant implications and
guidelines for existing and upcoming approaches to prevention and
intervention.

In line with these explanations and based on previous research results in the
literature, the current study suggests the following hypotheses:

H1. There are significant associations among the studied variables.

H2. State anxiety mediates the relationship between fear of COVID-19 and
relationship happiness among married individuals.

H3. The negative effect of state anxiety among married individuals having
family activities is significantly lower than those who do not.
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Method
Participants

The current research was carried out utilizing a web-based cross-sectional
mediation design. We used the snowball sampling strategy to reach more
participants in this research and we requested participants to share this
research form with their contacts. The data of the research were collected
between May 23 and June 6, 2020. First, this research consists of 1855
married individuals from 67 different provinces of Turkey. To achieve better
accuracy, 142 participants were removed from the data because of some
reasons (e.g., not living with their spouses or not having their spouses).
Therefore, the research was completed with 1713 married individuals. 682
men (39.8%) and 1031 women (60.2%) were included in the research. 294
participants (17.2%) were between 21 and 29 years, 678 participants
(39.6%) were between 30 and 39 years, 491 participants (28.7%) were
between 40 and 49 years, 218 participants were between 50 and 59 years
(12.7%), and 32 participants (1.9%) were over 60 years. Moreover, the
average age of the participants was 38.69 (SD =9.13, range = 21-75 years).
Considering how many years the participants are married, 484 (14.5%) of
individuals have been married for 0-5 years, 288 people (16.8%) have been
married for 6-10 years, 286 people (16.7%) have been married for 11—
15 years, 260 people (15.2%) have been married for 16-20 years, and 395
people (23.1%) have been married for over 21 years. When the socioeco-
nomic level of the participants was classified as low income between 0 and
2500k, medium-income between 2501 and 6500L, and high income from
6501L and above; 148 (8.6%) low-income people, 971 (56.6%) middle-
income people, and 594 (34.7%) high-income people were included in the
research. On the other hand, we observed that 1385 (80.9%) of the par-
ticipants had activities with their families during the epidemic period despite
328 (19.1%) did not have. Finally, four people (0.2%) of participants do not
graduate from any school level, 52 people (3%) have primary school
graduates, 50 people (2.9%) have secondary school graduates, 102 people
(6%) have high school degrees, 132 people (7.7%) have associate degrees,
981 people (57.3%) have bachelor’s degrees, and 392 people (22.9%) have
master’s degrees.

Measures

Demographic Questionnaire. It is a form prepared by researchers to find out the
participants’ gender, age, education level, socioeconomic level, and marriage
years, whether they are active in the coronavirus epidemic period.
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The Fear of COVID-19 Scale

The Fear of COVID-19 Scale (FCV-195S) is developed by Ahorsu et al. (2020)
and adapted to Turkish by Haktanir et al. (2020). The FCV-19S consists of
seven items and each item had five response options. Example item: “When I
think of being a coronavirus, my heart rate is accelerating or palpitations.” The
factor loads of the FCV-19S items vary between 0.50 and 0.081. In addition,
Cronbach’s value of the Turkish form of the FCV-19S was found to be 0.86.

Relationship Happiness Questionnaire

The Relationship Happiness Questionnaire (RHQ) was developed by Fletcher
et al. (1990) and includes the evaluation of close relationships. Tutarel-Kislak
(2002) adapted to Turkish and the RHQ consists of six items and each item
gets a value between 1 and 7. Example item: “How much do you love your
partner.” Cronbach’s value of the Turkish form of the RHQ is .80, and the test—
retest reliability value is .86 (p < 0.01). When the reliability of the RHQ was
examined with the split-half method, the reliability coefficient was found to be
r = .80. Moreover, Marriage Adjustment Scale (MAS) was used to examine
the criterion-dependent validity of the RHQ, and the correlation coefficient
between the total scores of these two scales is .69 (p < .01).

State Anxiety Inventory

The State Anxiety Inventory (SAI) was developed by Spielberger (1970) and
Le compte & Oner (1976) adapted to Turkish (see Eryiiksel, 1987). The SAI
consists of 20 items and each item has a four-point Likert-type rating system.
Example item: “I am nervous right now.” Cronbach’s value of the Turkish
form of the SAI was found between 0.94 and 0.96. Also, the test-retest re-
liability coefficient of the SAI was found between 0.68 and 0.26.

Procedures

Expedited ethics approval was obtained from the Social and Human Sciences
Research and Publication Ethics Committee of Necmettin Erbakan University.
First, the scales and demographic information form used in the research were
converted into a single form in Google Forms and then shared by e-mail, social
media (Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn), and other online spreading data
platforms to reach married individuals. We requested to complete the items in
the form completely from participants.
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Data Analysis

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was conducted using AMOS 20.0 to test
the research model. The item parceling method was used to control possible
inflated measurement errors caused by multiple items for latent variables
(Bandalos, 2008). The goodness of fit of the structural equation model was
evaluated within the values of chi-square/df ratio (x2/df) < 5.0 = acceptable
model fit; comparative fit index (CFI), the goodness of fit indicator (GFI),
normative fitness index (NFI), and incremental fit index (IFI) > .90 = ac-
ceptable model fit; root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) <.08
acceptable model fit (Anderson & Gerbing, 1984; Kline, 2005). To test the
indirect role of state anxiety in the relationship between fear of COVID-19 and
relationship happiness, the bootstrapping mediation method was used with
5000 re-samples and bias-corrected bootstrap 95% confidence intervals
(MacKinnon et al., 2002). Also, the multigroup comparison analysis in
AMOS was conducted to determine whether the path of state anxiety on
relationship happiness was statistically different between married individuals
having family activities and those who did not.

Results

Descriptive statistics concerning the variables of the study were presented in
Table 1. The finding of Pearson correlations demonstrated that fear of
COVID-19 was positively associated with state anxiety (» = .40, p <.001) and
negatively associated with relationship happiness (» = —.06, p <.05). Also, it
was seen that state anxiety was negatively associated with relationship
happiness (» = —.32, p <.001). Individuals participating in family activities
have a lower state anxiety level (t= —6.598, p <.01) and a higher relationship
happiness level (¢ = 4.720, p < .01) than those did not.

The structural model also provided acceptable fit indexes (y*/sd =4.59, p <
.001, CFI = .99, GFI = .99, NFI = .99, IFI = .99, RMSEA = .046). The
structural model related to the analysis was presented in Figure 1. First, fear of

Table I. M, SD, K, S, and correlations of all variables.

Variable M SD I 2 3
Fear of COVID-19 15.24 6.39 — — —
State anxiety 36.45 11.18 AQEE — —
Relationship happiness 34.69 6.91 —.06* — .32k —

N = 1827; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; r = correlation coefficient. *p < .05, **p < .01,
*kp <001,
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COVID-19 negatively predicted relationship happiness (8 = —.06, p < .01).
After state anxiety was included in the model as mediating variable, the
negative predictor role of fear of COVID-19 in relationship happiness re-
versed to be positive (f = .13, p <.01). Moreover, fear of COVID positively
predicted state anxiety (B = .44, p <.01), and state anxiety negatively predicted
relationship happiness (p = —.41, p <.01). According to this result, we see that
state anxiety has a fully mediating role in the relationship between fear of
COVID-19 and relationship happiness. The multigroup unconstrained model
comparison of the study was significant (p < .01). The outcomes of the
analysis supported the model fit (y*/sd=3.11, p < .001, CFI = .99, GFI = .98,
NFI = .99, IFI = .99, RMSEA = .035, p< .01). The negative effect of state
anxiety among married individuals having family activities was significantly
lower than those who did not.

Discussion

In this study, the relationships between COVID-19 fear levels, state anxiety
levels, and happiness levels in relationships of married individuals during the
COVID-19 pandemic was examined. Findings indicated that the level of
situational anxiety of individuals played a mediating role in the relationship
between individuals who fear COVID-19 and their level of happiness. Our
results are consistent with other studies in the literature (Dvorsky et al., 2020;
Liu & Doan, 2020; Ones, 2020; Prime et al., 2020). No study has been found
in the literature to explain the mediating role of state anxiety in the relationship
between the levels of happiness in the relationship and COVID-19 fear levels
of married individuals. Therefore, this study is important to explain the impact
of COVID-19 fear on relationships of married individuals.

Relationship
Happiness

Figure |. Mediating model of state anxiety in the relationship between fear of
COVID-19 and relationship happiness. Note: The factor loadings were standardized
(The italic values in the parentheses are for individuals having family activities and
those are not, respectively). *p < .05, ¥ < .01, *¥**p < .001
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Our results are consistent with the results obtained and previous research
with our H1 hypothesis. The fear levels of COVID-19 for married people have
a negative influence on their happiness levels in their relationships, and state
anxiety levels of individuals have been found to play an effective role in their
relationships between their fear of COVID-19 and their happiness levels.
(Balzarini et al., 2020; Coop Gordon & Mitchell, 2020; Pietromonaco &
Overall, 2021; Russell et al., 2020). People with low levels of COVID-19 fear
and anxiety are shown to have high levels of satisfaction in their relationships.
(Stanley & Markman, 2020). The rise in COVID-19 fears of married people
increases depressed mood, sleep disorders, and anxiety, while it has been
observed that people’s support for each other decreases and the level of
happiness in people’s relationships decreases accordingly (Brown et al., 2020;
Guo et al., 2020; Moreira & da Costa, 2020). Lebow (2020) concludes that
divorces increase as people’s fear of COVID-19 raises their levels of anxiety.
In some studies, it is also found that bad family relationships increase anxiety
and fear of COVID-19 (Biddle et al., 2020; Dong et al., 2020).

Consistent with the results of our research with the H2 hypothesis, state
anxiety has a mediator role between fear of COVID and relationship hap-
piness. When the literature is examined, there is no difference in terms of
anxiety in individuals who do and do not perform activities during the ep-
idemic process. (Biddle et al., 2020; Elder et al., 2020). However, in some
studies, it has been found that married individuals can reduce their anxiety
levels by doing activities together (e.g., walking, exercising, and watching
movies) and supporting each other sincerely during the epidemic process
(Brock & Laifer, 2020; Dobson, 2020; Maiti et al., 2020).

Our H3 hypothesis is consistent with the results of our research. When
previous studies are examined, it has been observed that psychological
distress (e.g., anxiety and fear) decreases and the level of happiness in re-
lationships increases as individuals’ joint activities (e.g., eating, exercising,
and sharing household chores) increase (Giinther-Bel et al., 2020; Mikocka-
Walus et al., 2021;Stanley & Markman, 2020; Behar-Zusman et al. 2020).
Due to the fact that married individuals spend more time with each other
during the quarantine process and get away from negative factors from the
outside world, their anxiety levels decrease and their relationship satisfaction
is high (Overall et al., 2021; Pietromonaco & Overall, 2021). Similarly, family
therapists found that their anxiety levels decreased as married couples in-
creased their activities together, and the level of satisfaction in their rela-
tionships increased during the epidemic (Lee, 2020; Sahebi, 2020). For
example, a study found digital socializing and day-level physical activity at
home during the Covid-19 pandemic significantly decreased daily negative
affect and were positively linked with Turkish individuals’ happiness (Cetin &
Kokalan, 2021).
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Limitations

Besides these remarkable results, the research has some limitations. The study
is a cross-sectional study and it is far from examining the course of rela-
tionships within the family during the COVID-19 pandemic. Since the data are
collected with self-report scales, it is based on the participants’ own opinions.
The chronic illness of the participants may affect their fear and anxiety levels.
However, this variable was not added to the model in the study. Besides, many
variables affect the happiness of the marital relationship, as well as the fear and
anxiety of COVID-19. This research only examined the effects of COVID-19
fear, state anxiety, and joint family activities. It is also can be considered as a
limitation that research conducted with only participants from Turkey. Be-
cause one of the factors affecting the change in family relations experienced
during the pandemic period may be the perspective of societies toward the
family.

Recommendations and Implications

Considering the results and limitations of the study, we can list the impli-
cations and recommendations as follows: Qualitative and longitudinal studies
can be conducted to better understand the structure of family relationships
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Motivating family members to actively join
family activities represents a promising objective to mitigate the negative
effect of state anxiety, which fear of coronavirus reveals, on married indi-
viduals’ relationship happiness. As the use of technology and social media
increases during the COVID-19 pandemic and family activities decrease,
governments can implement policies that encourage family activities. Mental
health professionals can also encourage family activities by limiting families’
use of technology to support families to cope with anxiety and increase marital
happiness.

Conclusion

Research results confirmed the hypotheses suggested by the researchers. State
anxiety had a mediating role in the relationship between coronavirus fear and
relationship happiness among married individuals. In the model, the medi-
ating role of state anxiety was valid for both those who did joint activities with
the family and those who did not. The negative effect of state anxiety on
relationship happiness among married individuals was significantly lower in
those who did activities with their family during the pandemic process and
those who did not.
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