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Despite concerns about COVID-19 ‘lockdown fatigue’ affecting compliance, most people adhered to the 

rules on intimate physical contact (ie, sex) between households. Four months after the first lockdown 

started, ~10% of survey participants in the Natsal-COVID wave 1 study reported sex outside the 

household in the 4 weeks prior to interview (quasi-representative web panel of 6654 British residents 

aged 18–59 years; July–August 2020).1 2 Those in steady relationships but not living with their partner 

(7.6% of sample) were most likely to report sex outside the household (56.8% of this group). Qualitative 

interviews identified careful consideration of risks and benefits, suggesting decisions were not taken 

lightly.3 One year later—when indoor mixing was again largely prohibited—we found a small increase in 

reporting sex outside the household (12.2% (95% CI 11.3% to 13.1%) compared with 9.9% (9.1% to 

10.6%)), but associations by age and other characteristics remained stable (Natsal-COVID wave 2; 6658 

residents aged 18–59 years; March–April 20214) (figure 1). 4 

 

Figure 1: Adjusted odds ratios for reporting sex outside the household for Wave 1 and Wave 2 of the Natsal-COVID study, with 
corresponding weighted percentages and 95% confidence intervals. 

  



Ethics statements 

Patient consent for publication 

Not required. 

 

Ethics approval 

This study involves human participants and obtained ethical approval from the University of Glasgow 

(20019174) and the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (LSHTM) (22565). Participants gave 

informed consent to participate in the study before taking part. 

 

Acknowledgments 

Natsal is a collaboration between University College London (UCL), the London School of Hygiene and 

Tropical Medicine (LSHTM), the University of Glasgow, Örebro University Hospital and NatCen Social 

Research. We thank the study participants, Julie Riddell (University of Glasgow), and Margaret Blake and 

Reuben Balfour (Ipsos MORI). 

 

References 

1. Dema E, Copas AJ, Clifton S, et al. Methodology of natsal-COVID wave 1: a large, quasi-

representative survey with qualitative follow-up measuring the impact of COVID-19 on sexual 

and reproductive health in Britain. Wellcome Open Res 2021;6:209. 

doi:10.12688/wellcomeopenres.16963.2pmid:35495088 

2. Sonnenberg P, Menezes D, Freeman L, et al. Intimate physical contact between people from 

different households during the COVID-19 pandemic: a mixed-methods study from a large, quasi-

representative survey (Natsal-COVID). BMJ Open 2022;12. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2021-

055284pmid:35140158 

3. Maxwell KJ, Bosó Pérez R, Reid D, et al. Balancing risk, intimacy and (Non)Compliance: a 

qualitative study of sex across household during COVID-19 social restrictions. Culture, Health & 

Sexuality 2023;25:582–98. doi:10.1080/13691058.2022.2078507pmid:36397804 

4. Dema E, Conolly A, Willis M, et al. Methodology of natsal-COVID wave 2: a large, quasi-

representative, longitudinal survey measuring the impact of COVID-19 on sexual and 

reproductive health in Britain. Wellcome Open Res 2022;7:166. 

doi:10.12688/wellcomeopenres.17850.1pmid:37794900 

 

 

 

 



Footnotes 

Twitter @sexresearchnow, @KMitchinGlasgow, @fienige 

 

Contributors: The paper was conceived by DM, PS, CHM, KM and NF. Statistical analysis was done by DM 

with input from MW. DM and NF wrote the first draft with further contributions from PS, CHM and KM. 

PS and CHM are principal investigators (PIs) on Natsal, while NF and KM are PIs on Natsal-COVID. NF is 

responsible for overall content as the guarantor. 

 

Funding: The Natsal Resource, which is supported by a grant from the Wellcome Trust (212931/Z/18/Z), 

with contributions from the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and National Institute for 

Health Research (NIHR), supports the Natsal-COVID Study in addition to funding from the UCL 

Coronavirus Response Fund and the University of Glasgow MRC/CSO Social and Public Health Sciences 

Unit (core funding, MC_UU_00022/3; MC_UU_00022/2; SPHSU17; SPHSU18). 

 

Competing interests: NF served as an associate editor for BMJ STIs until May 2023. No other competing 

interests reported. 

Provenance and peer review: Not commissioned; internally peer reviewed. 


	Cover Sheet (AFV)
	315102
	315102




