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Abstract
Guided by the family adjustment and adaptation response (FAAR) model and using a panel survey of 1510 adults in the 
US administered during the summer of 2020 and a mixed methods approach, we explored associations between changes 
in financial stress related to COVID-19 and relational wellbeing. Regression analyses showed that, compared to those who 
maintained their levels of financial stress, those who reported increased financial stress reported increased conflict and those 
who reported decreased financial stress reported decreased conflict. However, decreased financial stress was also associated 
with decreases in emotional closeness and relationship happiness, suggesting that changes in financial stress can lead to both 
maladaptation and bonadaptation in families. Qualitative findings provide insights into factors that may exacerbate or help 
alleviate financial stress related to COVID-19.

Keywords Financial stress · COVID-19 · Relational wellbeing · Family adjustment and adaptation response · Family 
finance

Finances matter a great deal for various aspects of couple 
and family relationships and wellbeing (Dew, 2020; Kelley 
et al., 2020). Finances have been consistently identified as 

one of the top stressors for both individuals and relationships 
in America (APA, 2015, 2019). The COVID-19 pandemic 
and its associated lockdowns and restrictions have created 
widespread economic challenges which, for many, have led 
to increased financial stress (NEFE, 2020).

Given the associations between financial stress and family 
relationships, the primary purpose of this study is to explore 
how changes in financial stress related to COVID-19 influ-
ence family relationships. Utilizing the family adjustment 
and adaptation response (FAAR) model (Patterson, 1988) as 
our theoretical framework, we also aim to explore the spe-
cific issues that exacerbated financial stress during COVID-
19, as well as behaviors, resources, and meanings that helped 
alleviate or reduce financial stress during this time.

Theoretical Framework

This study utilizes Patterson’s (1988) family adjustment and 
adaptation response (FAAR) model to frame the analysis and 
interpret the results (see Fig. 1). The FAAR model posits 
that families are constantly striving to achieve or maintain 
a balance between their demands (i.e., stressors) and their 
capabilities (i.e., resources). Meanings, which encompass 
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how family members view their demands and capabilities, 
can have an important influence on how families are able to 
balance their demands and capabilities. For example, resil-
ient perspectives regarding demands (e.g., ability to find 
purpose in struggle, ability to think of struggles as opportu-
nities for growth) can help families cope and achieve rebal-
ance more easily. Most of the time, families reside in the 
adjustment phase, where they are able to continually make 
small adjustments to balance their demands and capabilities 
and maintain an equilibrium. In other words, the adjustment 
phase is focused on minor disruptions to this equilibrium, 
where demands can be counterbalanced by capabilities (i.e., 
families draw on available resources to meet demands and 

cope with stressors) and there is no serious disruption to the 
family system.

In contrast to this day-to-day balancing act, when families 
face overwhelming demands that cannot be balanced with 
their current capabilities, major disruption to the equilibrium 
occurs and they experience crisis (Patterson, 1988). This 
crisis places families in the adaptation phase. In the adapta-
tion phase, families must make more drastic changes to their 
demands, capabilities, and meanings to achieve a new equi-
librium within their family. Changes must be more drastic 
in this phase because the pileup of demands and subsequent 
disruption of the equilibrium were more drastic. During this 
adaptation stage, families can either change in ways that 

Fig. 1  The FAAR model (Pat-
terson, 1988) adapted for the 
current study
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decrease or threaten family wellbeing (termed maladapta-
tion) or change in ways that increase or promote family well-
being (termed bonadaptation). In both cases, a new equilib-
rium is reached out of necessity. However, maladaptation 
can create new vulnerabilities, whereas bonadaptation can 
potentially lead to even higher levels of wellbeing than were 
experienced before crisis occurred. In sum, when families 
are faced with overwhelming demands and experience cri-
sis, they must either alleviate their demands, acquire more 
or improve their capabilities, and/or change their meanings 
to obtain a new equilibrium, and the ways in which families 
adapt can either help or hinder their wellbeing.

In line with both Pietromonaco and Overall’s (2020) and 
Prime et al.’s (2020) conceptual frameworks related to fami-
lies and COVID-19, we posit that the COVID-19 pandemic 
placed new demands on many families that were overwhelm-
ing in terms of quantity and quality. Many families did not 
have adequate capabilities or meanings to deal with these 
demands, so they experienced crisis and entered the adap-
tation phase (Patterson, 1988). As families have sought to 
adapt to achieve a new equilibrium, some have achieved 
bonadaptation while some have experienced maladaptation. 
One type of demand that families have experienced due to 
COVID-19 is financial stress (i.e., an increase in finance-
related stressors, such as loss of income and housing inse-
curity, due to the pandemic). One marker of maladaptation 
is decreased relational wellbeing, while a marker of bon-
adaptation is increased relational wellbeing (see Fig. 1). In 
the current study, we will first quantitatively examine how 
COVID-19 related changes in financial stress influence 
several indicators of relational wellbeing (relational con-
flict, emotional closeness, couple relationship happiness). 
Because a lack of alleviating demands during the adaptation 
phase can lead to maladaptation (Patterson, 1988), we will 
hypothesize that increased financial stress due to COVID-
19 will be associated with increased relational conflict and 
decreased family emotional closeness and relationship hap-
piness (i.e., maladaptation). On the other hand, because 
alleviating demands during the adaptation phase can lead to 
bonadaptation (Patterson, 1988), we will hypothesize that 
decreased financial stress due to COVID-19 will be associ-
ated with decreased relational conflict and increased emo-
tional closeness and relationship happiness (i.e., bonadap-
tation). Then, we will qualitatively explore other demands, 
capabilities, and meanings that facilitated or detracted from 
families’ ability to achieve bonadaptation following crisis.

Literature Review

Economic Impact of COVID‑19 in the US

For many, the financial ramifications of the COVID-19 pan-
demic have ranged from increased uncertainty to a devas-
tating loss of income, housing, and security. In the weeks 
immediately following COVID-19 related closures and 
restrictions, from March 15th to April 9th 2020, over 17 
million Americans filed for unemployment (Long & Dam, 
2020). National unemployment rates, typically between 3.5 
and 3.7% prior to the COVID-19 pandemic reached a high 
of 14.7% in April, 2020 and were at 6.7% as of December, 
2020 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021). One survey 
showed that as many as 17% of Americans claimed to have 
lost their job due to the pandemic and 23% reported a pay 
cut. Overall, 43% of Americans claimed that they or some-
one in their household lost a job or income due to the pan-
demic (Igielnik, 2020).

During the initial months of the COVID-19 closures 
(March–April, 2020) substantial drops and increased insta-
bility in the stock market resulted from the COVID-19 pan-
demic and drops in the stock market appeared to be associ-
ated with increases in the number of cases (Ashraf, 2020). 
The prolongation of the pandemic and its related closures 
appears to be associated with increased stock market volatil-
ity (Albulescu, 2020). For many Americans, the stock market 
volatility directly harmed their investments and retirement 
accounts during the initial months of COVID-19 (Croce, 
2020). Over a year after the onset of COVID-19, the stock 
market has bounced back and regained many losses. How-
ever, the recovery has been “far from even, and many indus-
tries… remain down significantly from their prepandemic 
peaks,” (Bradley & Stumpner, 2021). More concerningly, 
the initial income shocks from COVID-19 were strongest 
for the those in lower income brackets, while income shocks 
for those with high incomes were negligible, exacerbating 
already-deep inequalities (Hanspal et al., 2020).

With all the various financial stressors that COVID-19 
and the related lockdowns have created or exacerbated, as 
would be expected, there have been drastic increases in 
reports of financial stress in the US. A survey conducted in 
April 2020 of 2018 adults found that 9 out of 10 Americans 
reported that COVID-19 was causing them personal finan-
cial stress (NEFE, 2020). The Center for Disease Control 
and Prevention noted that increased financial stress may 
result from COVID-19-related restrictions and suggested 
general coping techniques, such as taking care of one’s 
physical health, taking time to unwind, and connecting with 
others, to help manage increases in stress related to COVID-
19 (CDC, 2020).
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COVID‑19 and Family Relationships

Research on the impact of COVID-19 on family relation-
ships is just emerging. Several studies have suggested that 
COVID-19 is associated with increased stress and conflict in 
relationships (e.g., Brown et al., 2020; Douglas et al., 2020). 
While more data and research are needed on the impacts of 
COVID-19 on families, several scholars have also looked 
to past research and developed conceptual frameworks of 
how this pandemic and its related restrictions will impact 
families. Pietromonaco and Overall (2020) suggested that 
stress related to COVID-19 will likely increase or exacerbate 
harmful processes (e.g., negativity/hostility, withdrawal, 
diminished support, etc.) in intimate relationships. Specifi-
cally, they highlighted how preexisting contextual vulner-
abilities (e.g., SES, marginalized group member, age, etc.) 
and individual vulnerabilities (e.g., attachment insecurity, 
mental and emotional health, etc.) can interact with external 
stressors (e.g., economic strain, lack of childcare, isolation, 
etc.) that have been created or exacerbated by the COVID-
19 pandemic. They argued that when these vulnerabilities 
and stressors interact and lead to couples relying on “less 
adaptive relationship processes,” this would diminish couple 
relationship quality and decrease the stability of the relation-
ship (pp. 441–442).

Prime et al. (2020) also argued in their conceptual frame-
work that families with preexisting vulnerabilities are more 
likely to be harmed by the pandemic and its repercussions 
as these vulnerabilities “increase susceptibility to social dis-
ruptions and the sequelae of the pandemic” (p. 2). However, 
Prime and colleagues also presented the idea that challenges 
and crises can strengthen relationships, referring to this con-
cept as “posttraumatic growth—the ability not just to sur-
vive but to thrive in the face of adversity” (p. 634, emphasis 
in original). In particular, they highlighted “(a) meaning-
making of adversity, (b) fostering a positive outlook, and 
(c) transcendence and spirituality” as processes that can 
help individuals and families grow and become closer when 
faced with difficulties, as these processes can help fami-
lies “embrace hope” and foster feelings of shared “family 
agency” during difficult times (p. 639). Other scholars also 
have recognized that despite the danger of the COVID-19 
virus and the difficulties in adjusting to changes wrought by 
the pandemic, these changes can have positive influences on 
relationships, such as increased time together as family and 
additional options for virtual connection. Family psycholo-
gist Jay Lebow quoted Dicken’s renowned line, “It was the 
best of times; It was the worst of times” as he discussed 
both the potential costs (e.g., loss of life, threats to health, 
financial challenges, etc.) and benefits (e.g., new ways of 
connecting with family and community members) of this 
pandemic to family relationships (2020, p. 309).

Financial Stress and Relational Wellbeing

The negative influence of financial stress on marital rela-
tionships and wellbeing has been well documented. Across 
studies, various financial stressors, such as debt and abil-
ity to pay bills, as well as perceived financial stress have 
been found to predict lower levels of marital satisfaction and 
marital quality (Archuleta et al., 2011; Dew & Xiao, 2013; 
Gudmunson et al., 2007; Stewart et al., 2017), and higher 
rates of marital distress and divorce (Conger et al., 1990; 
Dew, 2011; Dew et al., 2012). This potential negative impact 
might be considered relational maladaptation. A recent 
meta-analysis of 29 independent samples (N = 34,007 par-
ticipants) found a negative relationship between economic 
strain and functioning in intimate relationships that existed 
independent of gender, education, race/ethnicity, and study/
sample design (Falconier & Jackson, 2020). In addition to 
the negative associations between financial stress and inti-
mate relationships, research has also suggested that financial 
stress has the potential to increase parents’ depressive symp-
toms and is associated with poorer developmental outcomes 
for children (Conger et al. 2020; Lee et al., 2011; Mistry 
et al., 2008). Research suggests that the indirect effects 
of financial challenges, such as changes to one’s attitude, 
mood, and behavior towards one’s partner or others, that 
are caused by their financial situation (Conger et al., 2000; 
Vinokur et al., 1996) may be just as detrimental to relation-
ships as the direct effects of financial strain (Kinnunen & 
Feldt, 2004; Robila and Krishnakumar 2005) as they may 
lead to increased hostility, conflict, and aggression (Aytaç 
& Rankin, 2009; Falconier & Epstein, 2011).

Despite the potential direct and indirect negative effects 
of financial stress on relationships, there are several con-
structs, such as couple communication and co-parenting 
practices, that have been shown to moderate the negative 
relationship between financial stress and various facets of 
family relationships (Kelley et al., 2018; Mao, 2017). For 
example, Kelley et al. found that the effect of financial stress 
on marital quality was less negative when paired with posi-
tive communication while Mao found that positive copar-
enting skills diminished some of the negative effects of 
financial stress on parenting quality. Thus, there are various 
processes that have the potential to act as protective factors 
for couples and family against such influences.

Further, research suggests that when couples enact rela-
tionship maintenance behaviors (i.e., regular acts of kindness 
and affection towards each other, such as making coffee for 
partner or asking about partner’s day) and receive financial 
support from friends/family, financial stress can even have 
a positive influence on relationships (Dew et al., 2018; LeB-
aron et al., 2020). Indeed, it seems that as long as couples 
have sufficient relational resources (i.e., relationship main-
tenance behaviors) and financial resources (i.e., financial 
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support) to successfully cope with their financial stress-
ors, these stressors can be catalysts for relational growth 
(i.e., relational bonadaptation; Dew et al.; LeBaron et al.). 
Perhaps financial stressors might provide couples with an 
opportunity to work through challenges together and subse-
quently increase their commitment to each other (Dew et al.; 
LeBaron et al.).

Hypotheses

We are interested in exploring how COVID-19 related 
changes in financial stress influence relational wellbeing. In 
applying the FAAR model (Patterson, 1988) to this research 
question, we look at change in financial stress as a demand 
and look at how families adapted to financial stress through 
several measures of family wellbeing (relational conflict, 
emotional closeness, couple relationship happiness). Based 
on the reviewed literature, Prime et al.’s (2020) conceptual 
framework, and the FAAR model, we offer the following 
hypotheses:

H1 We hypothesize that compared to those whose financial 
stress remained the same, increases in financial stress related 
to COVID-19 will be associated with maladaptation, con-
ceptualized as increased relational conflict and decreased 
family emotional closeness and relationship happiness.

H2 We hypothesize that compared to those whose finan-
cial stress remained the same, decreases in financial stress 
will be associated with bonadaptation, conceptualized as 
decreased relational conflict and increased emotional close-
ness and relationship happiness.

Additionally, we use qualitative data to identify poten-
tial demands, capabilities, and meanings that facilitated 
or detracted from bonadaptation when coping with finan-
cial stress related to COVID-19. Given the qualitative and 
exploratory nature of this second research question, we 
refrain from making specific hypotheses (Marks, 2015).

Methods

Data

The data used in this study comes from a panel survey 
focused on family processes during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Data collection took place between June 18 and July 
22, 2020. Participants were contacted and compensated 
through Qualtrics. Selection criteria included being 18 years 
of age or older, residing in the United States, and speaking 
English. The survey was primarily comprised of close-ended 
quantitative questions with several optional open-ended 

questions. After obtaining approval from the Institutional 
Review Broad, participants were recruited through Qualtrics 
Professional Research Panel. The survey took, on average, 
25 min to complete. To reduce self-selection bias, the survey 
invitation did not provide details regarding the content of 
the survey but rather informed potential participants that the 
survey was for research purposes only, of the approximate 
length of the survey, and of the incentive for completing 
the survey. No identifying information was collected by the 
researchers.

Qualtrics’s professional research panel guarantees high-
quality data (Qualtrics, 2021) and several attention check 
questions were employed to filter out careless responders. 
First, we included two directed-response items through-
out the survey. These questions, in which respondents are 
instructed how they should respond, provide a clear met-
ric by which to measure participant attentiveness (Meade 
& Craig, 2012). Additionally, at the end of the survey, we 
included a dichotomous measure from Meade and Craig 
asking, “In your honest opinion, should we use your data 
in our analyses in this study?” (p. 442), which the authors 
found was an effective method to screen out some careless 
responders. In an attempt to reduce concerns that removing 
respondents based on failed attention checks may introduce 
a demographic bias to the data (Vannette, 2017), respondents 
were only automatically filtered out if they responded incor-
rectly or negatively to at least two of these three items and 
we employed the following post-hoc methods to further filter 
out careless responses: For respondents that missed only one 
of these three items, their data was manually reviewed to 
identify straight-liners or nonsensical responses. Addition-
ally, we looked for speeders and duplicate responses and 
removed responses where appropriate. Approximately 19% 
of the sample was identified as careless responders and was 
replaced by Qualtrics Professional Research Panel. Despite 
our efforts to improve the quality of the our data, we note 
that there remain limitations to online data collection meth-
ods, including selection bias in regards to those who choose 
to complete online surveys; however, Qualtrics panel most 
closely resembles the demographic makeup of the US and 
their database includes over 100 million people recruited 
from various sources (Heen et al., 2014).

Sample

The sample is comprised of 1,510 adults from across the 
United States (from 40 states). Half of participants were 
female. Participants ranged in age, with 12.9% between 
18–29 years, 22.7% between 30–39 years, 29% between 
40–49 years, 6.6% between 50–59 years, 14.8% between 
60–69 years, and 14.1% were over 70 years of age. Regard-
ing sexual orientation, 89.6% of the sample was hetero-
sexual, and the remaining 10.4% were sexual minorities. 
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The majority of the sample (i.e., 70.5%) were married (2% 
were cohabiting and the remaining were currently single), 
and 70.1% of the sample were parents. Sixty percent of the 
sample was White, 17.8% was Asian, 9.9% was Black, 9.3% 
was Hispanic, and 3% was other or preferred not to disclose 
their race/ethnicity.

Overall, the sample was highly educated: 32.3% had a 
master’s degree or higher, 40.1% had a bachelor’s degree, 
6% completed trade school, 20.7% completed high school, 
with the remainder having some high school or less. Regard-
ing annual household income, 31.7% of families reported 
making less than $59,999, 28.7% reported income in the 
$60,000–99,000 range 20.1% reported income in the 
$100,000–149,000 range, with the final 18.5% making 
$150,000 or more per year. At the time of the survey, states 
and cities across the US were at various stages of reopening 
following COVID-19-related closures. The majority of the 
sample reported that their state or city was in the yellow 
(48.3%) or orange (33.9%) stage of reopening, while 6.6% 
reported they were still in the red stage and 11.2% were in 
the green stage.1

Variables

Dependent Variables

To measure relational wellbeing, we utilized three measures 
that assess different aspects of relational wellbeing, specifi-
cally relational conflict, emotional closeness, and relation-
ship happiness, as described below.

Relational Conflict We asked participants about the rela-
tional conflict in their family (“How much relational conflict 
existed/exists in your family?”) on a ten-point scale rang-
ing from 1 (no relational conflict at all) to 10 (a great deal 
of relational conflict) at three phases: before the COVID-
19 related shutdowns, during the height of the COVID-19 

related shutdowns, and currently, indicating the timepoint 
at which the survey was taken.

Emotional Closeness We asked participants about their 
perceived emotional closeness with their family (“How emo-
tionally close would you describe your relationships with 
your family as being?”) on a ten-point scale ranging from 
1 (not at all close) to 10 (extremely close) at three phases: 
before the COVID-19 related shutdowns, during the height 
of the COVID-19 related shutdowns, and currently.

Relationship Happiness For participants who reported 
being married or cohabiting (n = 1,062), we asked, “How 
would you rate your happiness in your relationship?” on 
a ten-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all close) to 10 
(extremely close) at three phases: before the COVID-19 
related shutdowns, during the height of the COVID-19 
related shutdowns, and currently.

Independent Variables

Change in Financial Stress We asked participants, “How 
would you rate your financial stress?” Participants retrospec-
tively responded to this on a ten-point scale ranging from 
1 (none at all) to 10 (a great deal) at three phases: before 
the COVID-19 related shutdowns, during the height of the 
COVID-19 related shutdowns, and currently.2 Using a tabu-
lation of participants’ reports of their financial stress before 
COVID-19 and during the height of COVID-19 shutdown, 
we created a categorical variable that measured whether 
or not participants decreased, maintained, or increased in 
financial stress.

Demographic Variables In our statistical analyses, we 
controlled for a number of sociodemographic variables 
including household income, education, sex, race/ethnic-
ity, age, and marital status. Additionally, we controlled for 
other less traditional yet highly relevant factors, including 
participants’ city’s stage of reopening following COVID-19 

1 This was measured through asking the following question: “States 
and cities across the country have implemented various plans for 
reopening following COVID-19 closures based on current risk lev-
els. Many have assigned colors from Red to Green represent the risk 
level and precautions they are taking. Which of the following BEST 
describes the current conditions where you live?
 Red – Only essential businesses are open. All nonessential workers 
are to remain home.
 Orange – Some nonessential businesses and public places have been 
allowed to reopen under strict guidelines, while other nonessential 
businesses and public places have remained closed. Gatherings are 
still limited to approximately 10–20 people.
 Yellow – Most nonessential businesses and public places have been 
reopened. Some restrictions have been reduced or lifted. Additional 
restrictions are still in place.
 Green – The new normal. Businesses have reopened and large gath-
erings are allowed. Temporary restrictions have primarily been lifted. 
However, some restrictions or policies may remain indefinitely.”.

2 Given the unanticipated nature of the COVID-19 pandemic, we 
were unable to collect true longitudinal data on these questions. As 
such, we opted to collect retrospective responses regarding their 
financial stress and relational wellbeing before COVID-19 and during 
the height of COVID-19 related shutdowns on a variety of measures 
in addition to their current wellbeing and behaviors. While current 
attitudes may influence participants’ recollections of their past well-
being and behaviors (Miller and Gallagher 2009), asking about the 
different time-points simultaneously is helpful in understanding how 
participants viewed the impact of COVID-19 at the time of the survey 
and their perception of how they had changed because of it. Previ-
ous research has suggested that retrospective measures of pre-event 
outcomes measured simultaneously with post-event outcomes may 
be more effective than traditional pre-test/post-test methods at iden-
tifying how participants view the impact of a program or event (Lam 
and Bengo 2003; Levinson et  al. 1990). Such methods have been 
effectively used in the past to understand the impact of a crisis (e.g., 
the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001) on various facets of life 
(Seirmaco et al. 2012).
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shutdowns using a subjective measure in which participants 
rated the current level of restrictions where they reside. As 
this sample had a high number of religious individuals, and 
religion can both exacerbate (e.g., increasing time and finan-
cial obligations) and alleviate financial stress (e.g., reduce 
materialism and foster positive views on financial struggles; 
LeBaron et al., 2019), we also controlled for religiosity using 
a subjective measure of how religious participants consid-
ered themselves to be.

Data Analyses

Why Mixed Methods

In their review of 40 articles from the past decade related to 
finances and family matters, Kelley et al. (2020) identified 
that only 10% of the reviewed articles utilized a qualita-
tive approach, while none employed mixed methods, and 
highlighted the need for more diverse methods to investi-
gate associations between finances and family issues. While 
quantitative methods are needed to understand trends and 
the prevalence of behaviors, qualitative methods can help 
increase understanding of the why behind behaviors (Yoshi-
kawa et al., 2008). Further, combining quantitative and qual-
itative findings can often add a more nuanced understand-
ing of patterns by highlighting and examining incongruent 
findings, which is important in examining complex issues 
(Yoshikawa et al.).

Quantitative Data Analysis

We first ran descriptive statistics, after which we created 
a correlation matrix (see Table 1) to assess the bivariate 
associations between COVID-19-related changes in finan-
cial stress and relational wellbeing (relational conflict, emo-
tional closeness, and relationship happiness) as well as our 
control variables. Regression analyses were run in Stata 
16 (StataCorp, 2019) to assess the research questions (see 
Table 2). To assess associations between changes in financial 
stress and changes in relational wellbeing, we controlled for 
the before levels of family closeness, family conflict, and 
relationship happiness as we looked at the current levels 
of family closeness, family conflict, and relationship hap-
piness as our outcome variables. This approach allowed 
us to determine how those who increased or decreased in 
financial stress changed in relational wellbeing compared 
to how those who maintained their before levels of financial 
stress changed on these measures of relational wellbeing. 
Additionally, we controlled for the following potentially 
confounding variables: age, sex, education, income, race/
ethnicity, religiosity, and stage of city/state reopening.

Qualitative Data Analysis

Responses to, “Do you have any related thoughts or experi-
ences regarding how financial stress related to COVID-19 
impacted you or your family? What helped you cope with 
this financial stress?” were analyzed and coded using NVivo 
12 software. There were 648 participants who provided a 
useable response related to how their financial stress had 
been exacerbated or what they had done to alleviate or cope 
with their financial stress during the pandemic. Of these, 411 
participants provided responses related to what helped alle-
viate their financial stress while 349 participants discussed 
what exacerbated their financial stress; 112 participants pro-
vided information on both the alleviating and exacerbating 
influences. To measure whether those who provided useable 
responses to this optional question differed from those who 
did not, we ran t-tests and chi-square tests on a number of 
key demographic variables (i.e., income, education, race, 
having children, marital status, gender, and stage of reopen-
ing). We did not identify any significant differences between 
these groups.

A team-based approach to coding was used in order to 
reduce the biases of a single coder and to measure inter-
rater reliability (Marks, 2015). The first author reviewed 
the responses to identify themes and worked with two other 
coders to create a codebook of the identified themes. Specifi-
cally, the first author and the two coders reviewed a portion 
(approximately 15%) of the responses independently and cre-
ated a list of the common themes. The first author and coders 
then shared their results and discussed which themes should 
be included in the codebook and which themes should be 
combined with other themes. The first author then created 
a codebook which the other coders reviewed and provided 
feedback on (see Marks 2015 for a more detailed descrip-
tion of this process). This codebook was then given to two 
additional coders who used it to code all of the accounts. To 
assess interrater reliability, all accounts were coded inde-
pendently by each of the coders (Levitt et al., 2018; Marks 
2015); Cohen’s kappa, calculated in NVivo 12, was 0.67, 
indicating substantial agreement (Landis & Koch 1977).

Quantitative Findings

Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations can 
be found in Table 1. Bivariate correlations show significant 
associations between financial stress and each of our out-
come variables (relational conflict, emotional closeness, 
and relationship happiness). From retrospective accounts of 
before COVID-19 to during the height of COVID-19, 15.6% 
of participants reported decreased financial stress, 48.7% 
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reported maintaining their before levels of financial stress, 
and 35.8% reported increased financial stress.3

Regression analyses looking at differences in relational 
wellbeing between these three groups, where those who 
maintained their levels of financial stress were used as the 
comparison group, can be found in Table 2. Compared to 
those who maintained their before levels of financial stress, 
decreasing in financial stress was associated with decreased 

Table 2  OLS regression results: 
changes in financial stress and 
relational wellbeing

For categorical variables, the comparison group is designated in parentheses. The reported coefficients are 
standardized. Standard errors are in parentheses
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Relational conflict 
(N = 1,510)

Emotional close-
ness (N = 1,510)

Relationship 
happiness 
(N = 1,062)

Change in Financial Stress (Maintained)
Decreased  − 0.39***  − 0.43***  − 0.53***

(0.09) (0.09) (0.13)
Increased 0.17* 0.05  − 0.25*

(0.07) (0.07) (0.10)
Household Income 0.00 0.06** 0.07**

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03)
Education  − 0.03  − 0.01  − 0.09*

(0.03) (0.03) (0.05)
Sex (Female) 0.12  − 0.05 0.04

(0.07) (0.06) (0.10)
Race (White)
Other  − 0.13 0.25 0.32

(0.19) (0.18) (0.28)
Asian  − 0.12  − 0.10  − 0.26*

(0.09) (0.08) (0.12)
Black  − 0.15  − 0.11  − 0.01

(0.11) (0.11) (0.19)
Hispanic  − 0.17  − 0.20  − 0.28

(0.11) (0.11) (0.17)
Age  − 0.07***  − 0.04* 0.12***

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03)
Stage of Reopening (Red)
Orange 0.05  − 0.03 0.25

(0.13) (0.13) (0.19)
Yellow 0.04  − 0.01 0.43*

(0.13) (0.13) (0.18)
Green 0.17  − 0.08 0.18

(0.15) (0.15) (0.21)
Religiosity 0.03 0.02  − 0.01

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03)
Marital Status (Married) 0.02  − 0.00 0.08

(0.02) (0.02) (0.10)
Before-COVID-19 Reports of Outcome 0.91*** 0.79*** 0.82***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.03)
Constant 0.71** 1.60*** 0.58

(0.25) (0.25) (0.41)
Observations 1442 1442 1062
R2 0.827 0.614 0.514

3 Note that we do not claim that these percentages reflect the experi-
ences of all Americans, as our sample was disproportionately wealthy 
and well-educated, groups that tended to fare relatively well during 
the pandemic compared to other groups.
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relational conflict (β = − 0.39; p < 0.001; bonadaptation), 
and increasing in financial stress was associated with 
increased relational conflict (β = 0.17; p = 0.015; maladap-
tation), supporting Hypotheses 1 and 2. However, contrary 
to our hypotheses, when looking at emotional closeness and 
relationship happiness, we saw that those who decreased 
in financial stress also decreased in emotional closeness 
(β = − 0.43; p < 0.001; maladaptation) and relationship hap-
piness (β = − 0.53; p < 0.001; maladaptation) compared to 
those who maintained their before levels of financial stress. 
Those who increased in financial stress were not signifi-
cantly different from those who maintained levels of finan-
cial stress in their reports of familial emotional closeness 
(β = 0.05; p = 0.500) but were significantly more likely to 
report decreased happiness in their romantic relationships 
(β = − 0.25; p = 0.014; maladaptation). When looking at 
additional between-group comparisons of the increased and 
decreased groups, those who increased in financial stress 
were significantly more likely to report increased relational 
conflict (β = 0.56; p < 0.001; maladaptation) but were also 
significantly more likely to report increased emotional close-
ness (β = 0.47; p < 0.001; bonadaptation) and increased hap-
piness in romantic relationships (β = 0.29; p = 0.034; bonad-
aptation), showing only partial support for our hypotheses 1 
and 2. See Table 2 for a summary of the significant control 
variables.

Qualitative Results

Following the quantitative question regarding how much 
financial stress they felt, we asked the following, optional 
open-ended questions: “Do you have any related thoughts 
or experiences regarding how financial stress related to 
COVID-19 impacted you or your family? What helped 
you cope with this financial stress?” In response to these 
questions, we got insightful responses regarding both what 
exacerbated (i.e., increased objective financial stressors or 
perceived financial stress) and what alleviated (i.e., helped 
participants cope with) financial stress. Here we briefly 
describe eight factors that exacerbated participants’ financial 
stress and eight factors that alleviated participants’ financial 
stress. In line with recommendations for qualitative research, 
we used direct quotes from our participants to illustrate each 
of these themes (Marks, 2015). Frequencies of how often 
each of the alleviating and exacerbating factors were identi-
fied by coders are included in Table 3.

Exacerbating Influences of COVID‑19 on Financial 
Stress

Over 35% percent of the sample reported that their financial 
stress increased from before COVID-19. These qualitative 

findings provide insight into specific factors and influences 
that led to increased financial stress for individuals and fami-
lies. The top eight most common exacerbating factors will 
be briefly reviewed here, moving from the most-commonly-
stated factors to the least-commonly-stated factors.

Negative Meaning: Worry About Future Economic Situation

With 85 accounts identified, the most common exacerbating 
influence mentioned was worry about the future economic 
situation. The most common specific worry identified in this 
theme was related to job security. One participant stated, 
“My stress comes from not knowing about my work sta-
bility.” Specific concerns over the stock-market and invest-
ments were also identified: “I’m more concerned with my 

Table 3  Numeric content analysis of qualitative results (N = 648)

Percentages were calculated by dividing the number of accounts in 
each theme by the total number of exacerbating or alleviating influ-
ences. The total numbers represent the total number of accounts 
coded as either an exacerbating or an alleviating influence. Some 
accounts included multiple exacerbating or alleviating influences. As 
such, the sum of the individual counts exceeds the total and the sum 
of the percentages exceed 100%. Several other themes that were iden-
tified and coded for, but not included due to low prevalence. Among 
exacerbating influences these included being required to help others 
financially (viewed negatively or as a sacrifice), decreased work satis-
faction, and general stress about the virus while alleviating influences 
these included the ability to help others (viewed as something posi-
tive), distractions or avoidance, and receiving financial help from oth-
ers

Exacerbating influences

Count Percentage

Worry About Future Economic Situation 85 24.4%
Reduced Hours or Household Income 84 24.1%
Unemployment 71 20.3%
Higher Bills and Costs 51 14.6%
Struggling to Cope 48 13.7%
Relational Stress, Challenges, or Worry 47 13.5%
Retirement or Investments Were Negatively 

Impacted
44 12.6%

Did Not Receive Government Benefits 28 8.0%
Total 349* 100%
Alleviating Influences
Still Having Income 114 27.7%
Current Sound Financial Practices 83 20.2%
Past Sound Financial Practices 79 19.2%
Mental Reframing and Staying Positive 79 19.2%
Government Benefits 74 18.0%
Family 59 14.4%
Religious or Spiritual Practices or Beliefs 57 13.9%
Reduced Costs or Expenses 55 13.4%
Total 411* 100%
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long-term investments knowing that we have an election four 
months away and what could happen then.” Other concerns 
were focused on more general worry and apprehension of 
future economic situation as seen in the following account: 
“Most of my financial stress due to coronavirus does not 
have to do with my current situation, but rather stress due to 
uncertainty for the future and those financial goals.” Another 
participant similarly stated, “The uncertainty is the most dif-
ficult thing to deal with when it comes to money.”

Reduced Capabilities: Reduced Hours or Household Income

The next most common exacerbating influence (84 accounts) 
identified was related to reduced household income, primar-
ily as a result of reduced hours or pay cuts. There were vary-
ing degrees of stress associated with reduced income. The 
following account is one example of lower levels of stress 
associated with a pay cut:

My overtime got cut for about a month and a half. I did 
miss it, but not enough that it affected my life greatly. 
I was still able to pay all my bills and keep going with 
life until my overtime picked back up.

An example of a more stressful experience is provided 
by a newly-married individual, who said, “I am a gradu-
ate student and already get paid very little, so having my 
husband's hours cut during COVID created a significant 
source of financial stress to us, especially as newlyweds.” 
For some families, multiple individuals experienced pay cuts 
simultaneously:

[Our] primary income had a decrease (but [I] stayed 
employed working from home), [our] secondary 
income was furloughed and employed only 1 day per 
week from 5 days full time. [Our two] children who 
work part time were both furloughed at different times 
- one is back to work now and the other was working 
to support himself at university but is now furloughed 
until late September without work living at home until 
Fall term starts up again.

Reduced Capabilities: Unemployment

While the previous section focused on cuts to income, this 
theme (71 accounts) deals with a complete job loss. One par-
ticipant said, “[My] spouse lost his job and has been unable 
to find work since. The only thing that helps is our savings 
and unemployment.” Another participant described losing 
their job and being able to find another part-time job, but 
still wanting more stable work:

I lost my job so I was without a job for a little over 2 
months and had a very difficult time finding a new job, 
it has been so hard to find a permanent job, I have been 

trying to find a stable job for over 4 years. I officially 
don't think that I will ever get a permanent job due to 
the current crisis we are in.

Increased Demands: Higher Bills and Costs

While some participants reported that COVID-19 helped 
reduce their expenses, others reported (51 accounts) that 
they saw an increase in their expenses following COVID-
19 related closures. The most commonly reported increased 
expense was food and groceries. One participant stated, 
“Financial stress related to COVID-19 impacted me and my 
family because of increased spending on necessities such as 
food and medicine as well as household cleaning supplies.” 
Other participants described how certain expenses increased 
while others decreased. One participant described this, say-
ing, “I am spending more on groceries and such but less on 
movies and such, so it balances out.”

Increased Demands: Relational Stress and Demands

Accounts from 47 participants commented on how finan-
cial stress had a negative influence on their relationship or 
increased their relational demands. One participant suc-
cinctly stated, “Increased stress puts strains on any rela-
tionship.” Others talked about the challenges of balancing 
their work and new homeschooling responsibilities. One 
parent said, “Homeschooling the children has been chal-
lenging while I have been working at home,” while another 
conveyed that they “Had to quit a job because I needed to 
homeschool.” Participants also discussed how they needed to 
help-out other family members financially, sometimes when 
they themselves were struggling. One participant said, “Our 
financial stress was due to financially helping other family 
members who lost their jobs.”

Reduced Capabilities: Retirement Funds or Investments 
were Negatively Impacted

Concerns and losses in investments or retirement funds 
were also a common exacerbating influence (44 accounts). 
One participant said, “Stress from the fluctuations in the 
stock market affected our family the most. Being patient and 
hopeful that the market would go back.” Another individual 
stated, “[I have] more financial stress related to stock and 
bond markets.” For many participants, these concerns were 
tied to their future wellbeing, while for some, the fluctua-
tions in the stock market had more immediate impacts, as 
seen in the following account: “The stock market losses 
affected my funds available to me and made me cut down on 
some things that were necessary.” However, it is important 
to note that now nearly a year after this survey was initially 
distributed, that many of these funds may have recovered.
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Reduced Capabilities: Did Not Receive Government Benefits

We identified 28 accounts related to not receiving govern-
ment benefits or money that participants were expecting to 
receive. Most of the accounts in this section dealt with not 
qualifying for or receiving unemployment benefits after a job 
loss or reduced hours. One participant recounted, “I tried to 
apply for pandemic assistance, and it was not a good process. 
I wasn't eligible and was told I could apply for regular unem-
ployment since my hours were reduced. I did not qualify 
for that either.” Others did not receive or were unable to 
access their stimulus package. One participant said, “My ex-
husband received my stimulus package. With the IRS being 
closed I have not been able to get it or talk to anyone about 
it.” Other issues that were mentioned included delays of tax 
returns, as seen in the following account: “The pandemic has 
continued to delay a substantial income tax refund from the 
Internal Revenue Service, which has caused mild anxiety.”

Reduced Capabilities: Struggling to Cope

Although this final theme, comprised of 48 accounts, is not 
related to a specific exacerbating influence, it is important 
to highlight that some participants reported that they were 
struggling or unable to cope successfully with the finan-
cial stress they were experiencing. Many of these reports 
included experiencing several of the themes identified as 
exacerbating influences together, and not feeling unable to 
do anything about it. One participant said, “Nothing. Prop-
erty taxes are astronomical. Price of food, groceries, necessi-
ties, [and] utilities is astronomical. And I fear that everything 
is only going up and make it truly unaffordable.” Another 
participant stated, “Missing out on some income. Not coping 
well with the stress,” while another participant surmised, 
“To be honest, [it’s] a hard time for all of us.”

Exacerbating Influences of COVID‑19: Summary

We identified eight factors that appeared to exacerbate 
financial stress related to COVID-19, most of which were 
related to decreased capabilities/resources. These included 
reduced hours or household income, unemployment, nega-
tive impacts to retirement funds or investments, not receiv-
ing expected government benefits, and that they were strug-
gling to cope with the financial stress overall. Looking at 
increased demands, some participants reported that their 
bills and expenses had increased, and some participants also 
reported increased relational stress and demands related to 
their financial stress stemming from COVID-19. We only 
identified one explicit negative meaning (i.e., participants’ 
worry about the future economic situation); however, this 
was the most commonly occurring exacerbating influence 
identified in our data.

Alleviating Influences or Coping Mechanisms 
Related to COVID‑19 and Financial Stress

Over 15% of the sample reported that their levels of financial 
stress actually decreased along with the COVID-19 shut-
downs, and nearly 50% of the sample reported that their 
levels of financial stress had not changed. These qualita-
tive findings help illuminate these quantitative trends and 
provide insight into how individuals and families coped 
with financial stress related to COVID-19. The eight most 
common alleviating factors will be briefly reviewed here, 
moving from the most-commonly-stated factors to the least-
commonly-stated factors.

Capabilities: Still Having Income

With 114 accounts, the most commonly mentioned alleviat-
ing influence was that participants still had an income. Many 
of these accounts focused on gratitude for job security and 
maintaining their income while others had lost their income 
due to COVID-19. One person simply said, “We were fortu-
nate to maintain my husband’s employment. I don’t work.” 
For some participants, they expressed that while a family 
member had lost a job or their hours had been reduced, they 
still had some income, for which they were grateful, as seen 
in the following account: “[My] husband was furloughed 
from his job... STILL no [money] from [Unemployment]. 
Thankfully I am still gainfully employed, or we'd be in seri-
ous trouble.”

Capabilities: Current Sound Financial Practices

The next most common alleviating factor (83 accounts) 
related to participants positive financial behaviors that they 
either began or were using when the pandemic hit. The most 
common practice mentioned was reduced spending. One 
participant said, “My family reduced unnecessary cost[s] 
for this so much.” Other common practices included stick-
ing to a budget, striving to save money, seeking additional 
work or income (e.g., gigs, jobs, more work hours, online 
surveys, donating plasma), maintaining or using investment 
strategies, relying on home-sourced food (e.g., food stor-
age, gardens), paying off debt, “couponing,” and being a 
good employee. A few participants also talked about one-
time actions they took, such as visiting a financial advisor, 
sitting down and reassessing their financial situation, and 
using their stimulus check.

Capabilities: Past Sound Financial Practices

While the previous theme focused on practices that people 
were currently doing to help cope with financial stress, the 
79 identified accounts in this theme dealt with past financial 
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behaviors that brought individuals and families reduced 
stress or peace of mind amidst increased financial uncer-
tainty. The most common behavior identified in this theme 
was having savings or an emergency fund. One participant 
stated, “We had been diligent about saving money before 
the coronavirus so even though our investments tumbled we 
had money saved over as backup in case we needed it so 
there was minimal financial stress.” The other most com-
mon behavior identified in this theme was not having debt 
or having already made good progress getting out of debt 
before COVID-19 hit. This is described by one participant as 
follows: “We are good financial managers, never spend more 
than we can pay off immediately,” while another participant 
said, “We were already in the process of getting out of debt 
before COVID-19.”

Positive Meaning: Mental Reframing and Staying Positive

Another common alleviating influence (79 accounts) related 
to staying positive or focusing on the good in relation to 
any financial difficulties they were facing. This was often 
expressed by focusing on what they were grateful for, as 
expressed in the following account: “Just trying to stay 
positive and look at the positives that we were all healthy.” 
Another common theme identified in this section was focus-
ing on what was gained rather than what was lost. One par-
ticipant described how this by saying, “COVID-19 has made 
life a little more simple because there wasn't as many oppor-
tunities to go out and spend money for luxury items.” Other 
mental reframing techniques included not trying to control 
the uncontrollable, remaining hopeful, and acknowledging 
that their financial difficulties were much smaller than the 
challenges many others were currently facing.

Capabilities: Government Benefits

Seventy-four participants cited financial benefits from the 
government as important alleviating factors. Almost all of 
the accounts identified in this theme related to either receiv-
ing the stimulus check or receiving unemployment. For both 
those who maintained regular income and those who lost 
income, stimulus checks were viewed as an important ben-
efit or financial relief. One person said, “We didn't have any 
financial stress because our income didn't change and the 
stimulus checks were a great bonus for us to improve our 
debt level.” Another participant stated, “Unemployment and 
the stimulus helped to keep our family afloat.” A few partici-
pants who reported job loss even stated that they were now 
making more on unemployment than they were making at 
their previous job.

Capabilities: Family

We identified 59 accounts where participants reported that 
their family helped them cope with their financial stress. 
Most of these accounts focused on how just spending time 
with their family helped them deal with the stress. One 
participant stated, “My wife [has] helped me cope with my 
stress. She is my anchor.” Another participant said, “Time 
away from work helped us spend more time as a family. 
Faith, flexibility, counseling as a family, communication 
helped us cope.” While most of the accounts in this section 
were similar to these two, a few accounts focused on directly 
receiving financial aid from family members to make ends 
meet.

Capabilities: Religious/Spiritual Practices and Beliefs

For 57 of our participants, religious/spiritual beliefs and 
practices4 reportedly helped them cope with COVID-19-re-
lated financial stress. The most common of these beliefs 
and practices was prayer. This is expressed in the following 
account: “I have always dealt with stress through prayer, 
and I continue to use this method to deal with it.” Other 
common responses included meditation, a general belief in 
or relationship with God, working or getting advice from 
religious leaders, and relying on their religious community 
for support.

Reduced Demands: Reduced Costs or Expenses

Another alleviating influence identified in 55 accounts 
was reduced individual or family expenses as a result of 
COVID-19. Many of these accounts described how expenses 
were reduced because individuals were no longer able to 
participate in activities they normally would have. This 
included not having to spend money on gas to commute or 
attend other activities, eating out, traveling, and so forth. 
One participant stated, “No more need to pay for a nanny, 
drive, vacation, etc. This pandemic has been a godsend to 
us financially.”

Alleviating Influences of COVID‑19: Summary

The most common alleviating influence we identified related 
to still having an income, something they appreciated and 

4 To address other research questions which are not part of this spe-
cific study but which are important to the overarching study, religious 
people from various religious traditions were oversampled, which 
likely contributed to this finding. However, it is important to note that 
this question appeared in the survey before any questions focused on 
religious or spiritual beliefs and practices, and, as such, the survey 
itself did not prompt these responses.
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valued more than before the pandemic as they saw many 
others lose their income. Many participants highlighted 
their past financial choices that could now act as a financial 
security net while others emphasized the current financial 
practices they were employing to improve their financial 
situation. Participants also reported their family and their 
religious or spiritual beliefs as resources that helped them 
cope with their financial stress. For decreased demands, 
some participants reported decreased expenses as a result 
of COVID-19. Finally, many participants reported how 
intentionally changing their meanings by staying positive 
or reframing their challenges helped reduce their financial 
stress. As with exacerbating influences, participants often 
reported some of these alleviating influences together.

Discussion

We looked at the influence of COVID-19-induced changes 
in financial stress on family wellbeing. Interestingly, while 
approximately 16% of participants reported decreased finan-
cial stress and just over 35% reported increased financial 
stress, nearly half of our sample reported no changes in their 
financial stress. In terms of the FAAR model (Patterson, 
1988), we viewed COVID-19 as a stressor that impelled 
most families into crisis and the adaptation phase of the 
model. We viewed financial stress as a demand, and hence 
increases in financial stress as an increase in demands and 
decreases in financial stress as a decrease in demands; we 
viewed three measures of relational wellbeing as measures 
of adaptation, with improved relational outcomes suggest-
ing bonadaptation and poorer relational outcomes suggest-
ing maladaptation. Following this logic, we hypothesized 
that increases in financial stress would be associated with 
decreases in relational wellbeing (H1) while decreases in 
financial stress would be associated with improved relational 
wellbeing (H2). These hypotheses were only partially con-
firmed across the three measures of relational wellbeing. 
This pattern was confirmed for relational conflict, where 
increased financial stress was associated with increased 
conflict and decreased financial stress was associated with 
decreased conflict. However, when we looked at emotional 
closeness and couple relationship happiness, the associations 
we observed were in the opposite direction of what we had 
hypothesized. Specifically, those who decreased in financial 
stress also reported decreased emotional closeness and rela-
tionship happiness compared to those who maintained their 
before COVID-19 levels of financial stress.

Despite the incongruence between our hypotheses and 
findings, these findings still fit within the FAAR model 
(Patterson, 1988) and previous literature (Dew et al., 2018; 
LeBaron et al., 2020). The FAAR model suggests that stress-
ors and demands that disrupt the family system can lead to 

either maladaptation or bonadaptation, depending largely on 
resources and capabilities (e.g., financial, relational, social 
resources and capabilities) available to the family system 
(Patterson, 1988). Previous literature has suggested that as 
long as couples have sufficient relational resources (i.e., 
relationship maintenance behaviors) and financial resources 
(i.e., financial support from friends/family) to cope with 
their financial stressors, these stressors can provide oppor-
tunities for couples and families to work together and can 
strengthen elements of their relationships (Dew et al., 2018; 
LeBaron et al., 2020). Our results support these previous 
findings that financial stress has the potential to increase 
both negative and positive processes in relationships. Our 
qualitative findings provide context as to what circumstances 
(i.e., what demands, capabilities, and meanings) might fos-
ter maladaptation or bonadaptation, both of which will be 
discussed briefly below.

Potential Pathways for Maladaptation 
and Bonadaption

According to the FAAR model (Patterson, 1988), malad-
aptation tends to occur when there are increased demands, 
reduced capabilities, and negative meanings. Most of the 
factors we identified were related to decreased capabili-
ties/resources. Specifically, two of the most commonly 
mentioned exacerbating influences were reduced hours or 
household income and unemployment. Other decreased 
capabilities included were that their retirement funds or 
investments were negatively impacted,5 that they did not 
receive expected government benefits, and that they were 
struggling to cope with the financial stress overall. Previ-
ous research has demonstrated the potential harms of these 
types of economic pressure on wellbeing and relationships 
(Friedline et al., 2020).

Consistent with previous research (e.g., Archuleta et al., 
2011; Stewart et al., 2017), some participants also reported 
increased relational stress and demands related to their 
financial stress stemming from COVID-19. How house-
holds experience and cope with decreased capabilities and 
increased demands is associated with the meanings they 
place on these demands and capabilities (Patterson, 1988). 
Although we only identified one explicit negative meaning 
(i.e., participants’ worry about the future economic situa-
tion), this was the most commonly occurring exacerbating 
influence identified in our data. Many participants reported 
that more than one of these exacerbating influences occurred 
concurrently. Consistent with the FAAR model (Patterson, 
1988) and observed in our data, when participants reported 

5 We note that now, nearly a year after the survey was completed, it 
is possible that many of these funds have recovered.
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multiple of these exacerbating influences together, their 
qualitative accounts often appeared to report greater dis-
tress in regard to their financial situation as well; however, 
while we note this observation, we acknowledge that we 
did not have a succinct way to measure this, and thus, we 
present this observation as something for future research to 
investigate.

On the other hand, bonadaptation tends to occur when 
there are reduced demands, enough or increased capabili-
ties, and positive meanings (Patterson, 1988). Despite how 
COVID-19 reduced the financial capabilities of many house-
holds, it reportedly increased the capabilities of many as 
well. In many instances, the capability itself did not change; 
rather, the meaning placed on the capability changed in a 
way that helped participants cope with financial stress. Spe-
cifically, the most commonly identified alleviating influence 
was that they still had an income, something they reportedly 
appreciated and valued more than they did before the pan-
demic, as they saw many others lose their income. Relatedly, 
and in line with Prime et al.’s (2020) focus on the impor-
tance of preexisting strengths or vulnerabilities in relation 
to how families weather this pandemic, many participants 
also highlighted their past financial choices and practices 
that could now act as a financial security net during the pan-
demic. Others emphasized the current financial practices 
they were employing to improve their financial situation and 
give them peace of mind.

Beyond financial resources and capabilities, participants 
also reported their family and their religious or spiritual 
beliefs and practices as resources that helped them cope 
with their financial stress. Previous literature has shown 
that while religion can help reduce financial stress (LeB-
aron et al., 2019), it can also increase the harmful effects of 
financial stress on wellbeing, especially if the financial crisis 
is viewed as a punishment from God (Stein et al., 2013). 
While we did not identify participants viewing the economic 
situation as a punishment from God, future research should 
continue investigating the complex connections between 
religion, financial stress, and wellbeing. We identified only 
one decreased demand in our data: despite some participants 
reporting increased bills as an exacerbating influence, others 
reported that their expenses decreased as a result of COVID-
19 and was thus an alleviating influence. Despite the posi-
tive and negative changes in demands and capabilities dis-
cussed thus far, and while meanings are woven throughout 
how participants viewed their capabilities, nearly 20% of the 
alleviating accounts identified were specifically about how 
intentionally changing their meanings by staying positive 
or reframing the challenges they were facing help reduce 
participants’ financial stress. Again, as with exacerbating 
influences, participants often reported some of these allevi-
ating influences together.

Implications for Clinicians, Financial Professionals, 
and Educators

The findings of this study suggest that changes in financial 
stress due to COVID-19 can have both positive and nega-
tive impacts on family relationships. More specifically, fami-
lies who experienced an increase in financial stress were 
more likely to experience more conflict but also reported 
more emotional closeness and relationship happiness than 
those who decreased. Similarly, families who experienced 
a decrease in financial stress were likely to experience less 
conflict but also reported less emotional closeness and rela-
tionship happiness. Although the COVID-19 pandemic 
is a unique stressor event, these findings align with other 
research supporting the FAAR model (Patterson, 1988) and 
demonstrating how families cope with demands to achieve 
bonadaptation (Dew et  al., 2018; LeBaron et  al., 2019, 
2020); thus, it is possible that these findings (e.g., pathways 
for bonadaptation) might be applied for individuals and 
families experiencing other stressor events and demands 
beyond COVID-19 related financial stress. These findings 
have implications for counselors, therapists (including finan-
cial therapists and marriage and family therapists), financial 
professionals (including financial counselors and financial 
planners), and educators (including financial educators and 
family life educators).

First, as individuals experience stress related to COVID-
19, our findings suggested that financial stress can exacer-
bate relational conflicts. One way to approach this problem 
is by targeting financial management skills, as supported 
by our findings that past and current sound financial prac-
tices were reported as alleviating influences. Clinicians 
and educators can refer individuals to financial profes-
sionals (e.g., financial therapists, financial counselors, and 
financial planners) who can provide information on what 
money management strategies and financial resources can 
help them improve their financial situation and reduce their 
financial stress. Programs or interventions developed by 
these professionals may be particularly effective for cou-
ples when focused on working with both partners together 
to improve their financial knowledge and communication 
skills (Britt-Lutter et al., 2019; Falconier, 2015). Specifi-
cally, our qualitative findings showed that financial stress 
increased relational stress for some, while others reported 
that their family relationships helped them better cope 
with the financial stress they were facing. While we cannot 
determine why relationships were an exacerbating influence 
for some and an alleviating influence for others, previous 
research suggests that communication may play an impor-
tant role in this process and may decrease feelings of stress 
that come from ambiguity (Dew et al., 2012; Grobbelaar & 
Alsemgeest, 2016; LeBaron et al., 2018). Additionally, as 
financial practitioners help their clients improve both their 
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financial knowledge and communication as well as their 
general relationship communication, the negative effects of 
financial stress on relationships will likely decrease (Kelley 
et al., 2018; Olson & Rick, 2018).

As research suggests that many Americans lack the finan-
cial literacy to navigate financial crises (Lusardi et al., 2020), 
financial educators and financial professionals could also 
help people develop financial knowledge and capabilities in 
order to be prepared for future unexpected financial crises. 
In addition to teaching students or clients how to deal with 
day-to-day financial matters (e.g., budgeting, credit cards 
management, tracking expenses), financial educators and 
professionals could also help them be prepared for financial 
shock due to economic recession. In their financial education 
programs, the importance of emergency savings should be 
stressed by teaching how to set aside money for an emer-
gency fund. Such financial management tactics and strate-
gies (i.e., setting up an emergency fund) should be learned, 
motivated, and further developed through many different 
channels of financial education such as homes, schools, col-
leges, and workplaces (LeBaron & Kelley, 2020).

Finally, clinicians can help individuals and families 
experiencing financial stress to develop positive meanings 
about their situation. Individuals and families can use dif-
ficult times, even crises, as an opportunity for learning and 
growth. Indeed, by definition, bonadaptation suggests that 
growth occurred which may not have occurred without a 
catalyst crisis (LeBaron et al., 2019, 2020). In the current 
study we found that mental reframing and staying positive, 
including focusing on gratitude, helped financially stressed 
individuals cope and appeared to facilitate relational bon-
adaptation. Similarly, other studies have found that positive 
reframing and gratitude can help individuals have a sense 
of coherence (Lambert et al., 2009) and fewer depressive 
symptoms (Lambert et al., 2012).

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Despite the strengths of this study, including our mixed 
methods design and large, diverse sample, there were sev-
eral important limitations. First, regarding our quantitative 
analysis, we relied on single-item measures. Future research 
should include validated scales to measure constructs of 
family and relational wellbeing and changes in financial 
stress. Further, despite the racial and ethnic diversity of our 
sample, on average, the sample was highly educated and 
highly religious, and the majority of the sample was mar-
ried.6 The relatively high SES demographics of this sample 

may have contributed to the fact that nearly half of the sam-
ple reported no changes in financial stress at the time of 
the survey, as it is the financially vulnerable that appear to 
most impacted by the pandemic (Parker et al., 2020). Further 
research is needed on this group that reported no changes in 
financial stress during the first few months of the pandemic.

As our sample is not nationally representative, our find-
ings cannot be generalized to the general population; future 
research on this topic should ideally employ a nationally-
representative sample and examine these associations among 
specific minority groups that have been disproportionately 
impacted by the pandemic. Finally, while our findings sup-
ported previous research that has shown that financial stress 
can both harm relationships as well as create opportunities 
to strengthen relationships (Dew et al., 2018; LeBaron et al., 
2020), more research is needed regarding the circumstances 
and individual/relational characteristics that lead to financial 
stress being an opportunity for relational growth rather than 
relational harm.

Ideally, qualitative and quantitative research should 
build from and inform each other (Marks, 2015). With our 
qualitative data, we can only explore potential pathways to 
maladaptation and bonadaptation. Research that quantifies 
the qualitative themes we have identified here can help test 
possible associations between these factors and relational 
wellbeing. Specifically, future research can test these path-
ways by including the capabilities, meanings, and demands 
as moderators and mediators to test which of these might 
act as protective factors against the deleterious effects of 
financial stress on relationships.

Conclusion

This study highlights the dynamic influences of COVID-
19 on financial and relational wellbeing and demonstrated 
that the impact of changes in financial stress on relational 
wellbeing is multifaceted. We found evidence for potential 
pathways to relational bonadaptation and potential pathways 
for relational maladaptation following changes in financial 
stress. Our qualitative analysis suggested that COVID-19 
appeared to most often exacerbate financial stress by dimin-
ishing resources or capabilities available to individuals and 
families, but changes in households’ meanings, or how they 
viewed their capabilities, may help alleviate some financial 
stress. Associations between financial stress and family rela-
tionships during COVID-19 are complex and warrant further 
research.
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