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Fruzsina Albert - Zoltán Brys - Mercédesz Gerdán - Boglárka Herke 1

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on important 
relationships in Hungary

Abstract: 
In the present study, we applied a new name generator question to 
map the most important adult relationships for the ego. We describe 
the egocentric networks that emerge as well as their variation across 
sociodemographic groups and the changes in the type, frequency and 
quality of relationships before the COVID-19 pandemic and in 2021 
as reflected by the personal experience of the respondents. We have a 
closer look at friendship ties in particular. 

The analysis uses the database of the research project “The social 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic”. The data was collected online 
between 29 November 2021 and 11 December 2021 using a quota 
method among the Hungarian population aged 18-65 with inter-
net access, with a sample size of 1,000. The quota was defined by age, 
gender, type of municipality and educational attainment based on the 
population data provided by the KSH. 

According to the results, 4.6% of respondents were completely 
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isolated, and respondents named an average of 5.5 persons important to 
them. The dominance of close family ties is very strong. The proportion 
of personal contacts dropped significantly during the quarantine 
periods, with the quality of the contacts remaining largely unchanged 
or deteriorating. A third of respondents mentioned a friend as one of 
the most important people to them. Friendly relationships are more 
fragile than family relationships, with young people and women in 
particular reporting higher rates of loss of friendships. 

Introduction
The present study is essentially exploratory, using a new name generator 
question2 to map the most important adult (over 18 years old) relationships 
of the respondents, and to identify the basic characteristics of these 
important networks of relationships. As the data collection took place at 
the beginning of the fourth wave, more than one and a half years after the 
outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, we also tried to collect retrospective 
data on changes in the contact networks and in the type, frequency and 
quality of important individual contacts. However, due to the limitations of 
the data collection, we can only aim to analyse the closest, most important 
contacts, which, using Dunbar’s terminology, allows us to delineate the 
support group and partly the sympathy group (Dunbar 2018), and tries 
to answer, at least partially, the question regarding what happened to very 
important ties in the first two years of the pandemic.

Background
Interpersonal networks are not static and can change as a result of both 
individual and social factors. An important factor in the disruption or 
weakening of relationships is the change in the context of the relationship 
(Mollenhorst et al 2014), i.e. no longer attending the same class, working in 

2  A method to map ego-centric interpersonal networks.
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a different job. However, the time spent together in the context also plays 
a very important role (Bzdok-Dunbar 2020). As distancing, quarantine 
and lockdowns were the most important tools in the management of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, especially until vaccines became widely available, the 
discussion of the possible effects on personal relationships and networks of 
relationships and their spill-over effects, especially on mental health, have 
been present in the scientific discourse practically from the beginning (e.g. 
Pléh 2021, Bzdok - Dunbar, 2020, Fiorillo et al. 2020, Gloster et al. 2020), 
since forced social isolation on such a massive scale all over the world has 
not been experienced by humans before. However, a big question is how 
long the effects of the closures will last, as the mental health status of the 
population does not seem to have improved as much as expected despite 
the lifting of restrictions (Eurofound 2022). Distancing measures have 
been shown to have lead to a significant decrease in network size in many 
countries during the first wave of the pandemic in spring 2020 (e.g. Jarvis 
et al. 2020, Zhang et al. 2020, Bosetti et al. 2020, Latsuzbaia et al. 2020), 
and data have shown increased vulnerability (albeit for different reasons) 
of certain groups, especially young people and the elderly (Kaspersy 2020, 
Eurofound 2020). 

Close relationships require commitment and emotional closeness, 
which is a time- and energy-consuming task to develop and maintain. 
The time invested in a relationship and the emotional closeness of 
the relationship are thus interrelated (Dunbar 2018),  hence the long-
standing use of length of time as an indicator of relationship closeness 
(e.g. Marsden - Campbell 1984), alongside frequency and multiplexity 
of contact, emotional closeness and other dimensions. Also relevant 
to the relational effects of the COVID-19 pandemic is the fact that 
relationships in which, for whatever reason, we are unable to „invest” 
sufficient resources are likely to become more fragile, especially if we 
have not yet had sufficient time to make them truly close. 

Feld (1981) argues that relationships are formed and bound by 
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shared activities in shared contexts (e.g. school, workplace);research 
over the past decades suggests that these are a major contributor to 
the persistence of relationships: the lack of opportunities to meet 
often leads to relationship breakdown, and in this sense, the lack of 
institutionally „forced” interactions and little time spent together 
increases the chances of relationship breakdown (Möllenhorst et al 
2014). Pléh mentions as a general trend that confinement reinforces 
strong relationships, whether family or friends, while other, looser 
relationships are marginalised (Pléh 2021). We also know that physical 
distancing often results in emotional distancing (Bzdok - Dunbar 
2020). And the measures taken to address the pandemic have locked 
most people into their households, mainly with family relations, for 
significant and prolonged periods of time.

Mainly researchers from the US compare the impact of the Covid-
19 pandemic to that of previous natural disasters, and the lessons 
from these have been used to infer the effects of the pandemic on 
relationships. In addition to the size of contact networks, composition 
also plays a significant role in coping with a crisis. Hurlbert et al. (2000) 
found that during Hurricane Andrew, kinship ties provided more      
and more frequent support, but kinship ties did not provide access to 
certain resources, and more diverse ties were needed after the initial 
phase of the crisis. Similar conclusions were reached after the Missis-
sippi River flooding in the Midwest in 2008 (Casagrande et al. 2015). 

A panel study conducted in the United States in 2019 and 2020 on a 
non-representative sample found that the number of very close contacts 
did not change significantly during the analysed phase of the COVID-
19 pandemic, but the composition of contact networks did: the number 
of close friends and colleagues decreased, while the number of very 
close family members increased in core networks (Kovacs et al. 2021). 
In May 2020, Dávid et al. (n.d.) compared Hungarian data collected 
using the contact diary method with data collected using a similar 
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method in 2015 and found that the number of face-to-face contacts 
per day remained broadly unchanged. However, on the one hand, 
the proportion of those completely isolated doubled (mostly among 
the youngest and the elderly), while on the other hand, the number 
of family contacts increased and the number of contacts with friends 
decreased. 

In a survey (Bíró-Nagy-Szászi 2021) which took stock of the first 
year of the pandemic in Hungary and also looked at relationships, 
70% of respondents reported no change in their social relationships 
during the quarantine periods, 19% reported a strengthening of family 
relationships and 16% reported a strengthening of their relationship 
with their partner, while 8% reported a deterioration in their family 
relationship and 5% reported a deterioration in their relationship with 
their partner. 19% of respondents reported a decline in their friendships, 
while 7% reported strengthening. One of the surprising results of the 
Hungarian Youth Survey 2020 was that, for the first time, the lack of 
friendships and communities was listed in fourth place on the map 
of the most pressing problems of young people, and satisfaction with 
friendships also decreased (Székely 2021).

We intended to find out more about these processes by gathering 
data with a new name generator. 

Methods
The data used in this study were collected as part of a larger study on 
the social impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, organised in 2021 at the 
Institute of Sociology of the Centre for Social Sciences. Researchers 
in the study developed a questionnaire that examined, among other 
things, physical and mental health, housing, labour market conditions 
and social relationships in relation to the pandemic. The survey was 
conducted online between 29 November 2021 and 11 December 
2021, with a sample of 1,000 people (using the NRC market research 



company’s web panel)3. The data analysed in this study were collected 
at the time of the 4th wave (Figure 1), with mask use being made 
mandatory again from 20 November 2021. The purple frame in Figure 
1 indicates the time of data collection.

Figure 1: Waves of the Covid-19 pandemic in Hungary
Source: Ferenci Tamás (Óbudai University), https://research.physcon.uni-obuda.hu/

COVID19MagyarEpi/ v0.59

The target population was the Hungarian adult population aged 
18-65 with internet access (~5.43 million people). Quotas by age, 
gender, type of municipality and educational attainment ensured that 
the sample was a good approximation of the Hungarian population 
along these dimensions. The data were also weighted by age, gender, 
type of settlement, region and educational attainment. 

The block on interpersonal relationships asked respondents about 
the relationships respondents considered most important by asking 
the following question: How many people over the age of 18 are very 
important to you in your life? Respondents could name a total of 10 
such persons, for whom the questionnaire also included additional 

3  TUKEB permission number: IV/8531-1/2021/EKU
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name interpreting questions such as the type of relationship (partner, 
child, parent, other relative, friend, colleague, neighbour, other), the 
sex of the person in the relationship, their age, whether they live in the 
same municipality as the respondent and for how long they have known 
each other. The questionnaire also asked how they predominantly kept 
in touch before and during the Covid-19 outbreak (face-to-face, by 
phone or online), how often they met and how the respondent rated 
their relationship on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being very poor and 10 
being very good. 

The questionnaire then also asked “Was there anyone you would have 
mentioned among the people most important to you before the Covid-
19 outbreak but did not mention now among the people important to 
you?” Two such persons could be named, and respondents were also 
asked about the type of contact, the sex of the contact, their age, and 
whether they lived in the same municipality. In addition, a further 
question asked “Why did your relationship break down?” Respondents 
could choose from the following categories: (1) He died, (2) He moved 
away, (3) We grew apart, (4) We no longer have the time/desire to meet, 
(5) I am disappointed, (6) Other, and so on. 



Results

Figure 2: The distribution of the number of very important relations  (%) 

(N=997)

On average, respondents mentioned 5.5 (95% CI: 5.3-5.8) people 
important to them (Figure 2). Men mentioned 5.1 (95% CI: 4.8-5.5) 
and women 5.9 (95% CI: 5.5-6.3) people. A total of 5,219 people 
important to them were named by the 997 respondents. There is a slight 
predominance of women in the number of persons named (alters), with 
53% of the persons mentioned as important being women. A quarter of 
the “most important others” are persons living in the same household 
as the respondent, and the networks of contacts are geographically 
bound, as more than half of the persons mentioned live in the same 
municipality as the respondent. 

The prominence of family relations in Hungarian society is 
reflected by the fact that more than 80% of the people important to the 
respondents have some form of kinship relation with the respondent: 

14
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11.3% of those mentioned are partners (including spouses), 12% are 
adult children, 16.2% are parents, 14.7% are adult siblings and 26.5% 
are other relatives, which may include both distant family members 
and members of the partner’s family. In comparison, the share of other, 
non-kin relationship types is negligible among the most important 
relationships: friends are the most numerous such group, accounting for 
14.6% of important relationships, colleagues for 2.2% and neighbours 
for 1.4%.

Figure 3: The share of important alters (N=5219) by primary role relation to 

respondent, %

Most of the important contacts are old, very long-standing. Less than 
a year before the survey, i.e. certainly during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
3.5% of the relationships mentioned as important were established. 
A further 2.4% of relationships are 1-2 years old, 7.4% 3-5 years old, 
10.4% 6-10 years old and 18.3% 11-20 years old. However, 58% of the 
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relationships have been in place for more than 20 years. Obviously, we 
know a good number of our relatives from birth or from the birth of 
the relatives mentioned, so, given that the respondents and the persons 
mentioned were at least 18 years old, this figure should not surprise us 
in light of the role relationships (Figure 3).

Figure 4: The share of important alters (N=5219) by the length of the 

relationship with the respondent, %

Looking at the composition of the respondents’ networks, the 
surveyed adults most often consider their partner as important, with 
57% mentioning their partner as one of the most important persons, 
but parents (53.7%), children (32.7%), siblings (47%) and other relatives 
(46.5%) are also among the most frequently mentioned categories. So-
called “chosen” relationships, such as friends (31.9%), or even colleagues 
(9.1%) or neighbours (6.1%)), are on average much less important. 
The most important relationships are the closest family relationships: 
partner, parent, sibling, child; the frequency of mentioning children is 
probably so low because the instrument asked specifically about people 
aged 18 and over. Previous research (Albert et al. 2021) has found 
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that the proportion of friendships among important relationships 
is increasing, but as the current data show, there is still a significant 
gap of around 20% between the frequency of mentioning close family 
relationships (partner, parent, sibling) and that of friends. 

The presence of different types of relationships and the size of the 
networks vary significantly across socio-demographic groups. Women 
are more likely than men to mention their adult children or other 
relatives, but also more likely to mention their partners. The prevalence 
of partners is lowest among the youngest age group, but they mention 
their parents as the most important contact. Although our study has 
no data in this regard, the decrease in the frequency of mentioning 
parents with increasing age may be related to the death of parents. 
The prevalence of children is almost a mirror image of that of parents: 
68.4% of 50-65-year-olds mentioned their children as an important 
relationship. The frequency of mentioning siblings also decreases with 
age. The importance of other relatives starts to increase again at an older 
age after a low point in the mid-30s. The presence of friends declines 
sharply with age, while that of co-workers less steeply.

Looking at the differences in the mention of friends by demographic 
group, while women and men mention the same proportion of friends 
among their important contacts, the proportion decreases with age, in 
line with previous findings, and increases with educational attainment. 
Looking at the differences by type of settlement, the data show that 
people living in Budapest are much more likely to have a friend (44.9%), 
compared to those living in towns (28.5%) and villages (30.3%). In 
terms of labour market status, students (46.5%) and the unemployed 
(41.1%) have the highest proportion of people who mention a friend, 
while retired people (23%) and those on child care benefits  (26.6%) are 
the most isolated along this dimension. 
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Partners

65.2% of respondents are in a relationship. A surprisingly high 
proportion of respondents in a relationship, 19.3%, did not mention 
their partner among the people they care about most.
In terms of the deterioration in respondents’ relationships, we could 
find no trace of  the otherwise documented significant increase in 
relationship violence (Sólyomfi 2021, Szabó - Virág 2022) or in divorce 
filings: an almost negligible proportion, only 1.4%, mentioned their 
partner among the persons important to them before the Covid-19 
pandemic but no longer important at the time of the interview, the 
reason being the death of the partner in two     cases, but in the other 
cases the deterioration or dissolution of the relationship (“we have 
grown apart”, “I am disappointed in him”, “we cannot meet”, “he has 
moved away”). 

Of course, the breakdown of the relationship could have occurred 
even though the former partner is still considered among the most 
important people, as indicated by the fact that in the other categories 
of relationship types, former partner or spouse was mentioned in 
several cases. Those who ranked their partner as the most important 
person to them were largely satisfied with their relationship: before the 
outbreak and during the closures, 66% rated their relationship as a 10 
on a scale of 10, with a further 11% rating it as a 9 or 8. The perceived, 
recall-based quality of the relationship remained unchanged during the 
pandemic in the majority of the above cases (85%), and if we allow for 
a minimal (2 degree) variation, this figure is 98%. The reason for this 
„rosy” diagnosis of the situation is likely to be that a large proportion of 
those in a poor-quality relationship did not even mention their partner 
among the people most important to them.
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Changes in the type, frequency and quality of contacts, compared to the 

period before the COVID 19 outbreak

Contact with the most important individuals was mostly face-to-face 
both before and after the outbreak of Covid 19, although the proportion 
of face-to-face contact decreased significantly during the closures, 
while the proportion of telephone and online contact increased. 

Figure 5. Typical type of contact before March 2020 and during the closures, %

 

In the vast majority of cases (81.5%), the type of contact did not 
change, with the largest proportion of contacts changing from face-to-
face meetings to telephone contact (16%).

Frequency of contact was originally a seven-category variable, from 
which we created a new variable that gave the frequency of contact as 
the number of times a person met their contact per month (before and 
during the pandemic). From this, we could calculate how much the 
number of meetings had changed. The frequency of contact decreased 
by 0.49±0.23 per month at the 95% confidence level for the whole 
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sample. The frequency even increased for those living in the same 
household (0.54±0.53), and the frequency of encounters for those not 
living in the same household decreased slightly more than the average 
(-0.77±0.25). Comparing the two groups, the change in the frequency 
of contact was significantly different (p<0.001). 

The quality of the relationships could be rated by the respondent 
on a 10-point scale both before and during the pandemic. From this, 
two types of indicators were generated to characterise the change in the 
quality of the relationship: one is the difference between the two values 
entered (a number between -10 and 10), and the other is a variable that 
only tells us whether the relationship has deteriorated (-1), not changed 
(0) or improved (1). Figure 11 shows that, overall, the quality of the 
most important relationships has not changed in the vast majority 
of cases (83%), but where it has, it has tended to worsen. The quality 
of the relationship decreased by 0.100±0.027 at the 95% confidence 
level. Wilcoxon’s test for relationship quality showed a significant 
deterioration in relationship quality (p<0.001). It can be seen that there 
is a significant deterioration in the type and frequency of contact and 
in the quality of relationships, but the effect size is small, with the vast 
majority of relationships remaining unchanged.
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Figure 6. Changes in the quality of contacts comparing the periods before 

March 2020 and during the closures, %

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the quality of friendships 
decreased (from 8.48 to 8.27), but some demographic groups showed a 
more pronounced decrease than others: most notably, 30-39 year-olds 
(change: -0.32), those not working due to illness or disability (-0.33), 
housewives (-0.34) and the unemployed (-0.30). The least pronounced 
decrease was seen among 18-23 year-olds (-0.05), those on childcare 
leave (0) and the retired (-0.09). 

Lost important contacts

17.5% of respondents had lost at least one relationship by December 
2021 that was considered very important before March 2020. This rate 
is 20.1% among women (95% CI: 16.6%–23.65%), and 14,7% (95% CI: 
11.5%–17.8%) among men. Women are therefore 1.5 times more likely 
(95% CI: 1.1-2.4) to have lost an important relationship compared to 
men. Using cross-tabulation analysis and logistic regression by age, 
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education, type of settlement, number of household members and 
sense of loneliness, no similar associations were found.

Figure 7. Reasons for losing important relationships (N=251), %

Respondents reported a total of 251 relationships that would have 
been their most important before the epidemic but were no longer so 
at the time of the survey. As mentioned in the introduction, the most 
frequent reason is that there was no longer time/effort to maintain the 
relationship (28.7% of the relationships concerned). The second most 
frequently mentioned reason is emotional detachment (22.3%), which 
can also be a cause and a consequence of the lack of or infrequent 
encounters. As there are very few cases, these are rather indicative, but 
there is also an increased involvement of friendships among broken 
relations, especially among women, young people and people with 
secondary education. Friendly relationships are more vulnerable than 
family relationships, with friends being the most frequently mentioned 
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(5.9%) among the relationships lost during the Covid-19 epidemic, 
followed by parents (3.7%) and other relatives (3.1%)

Figure 8. Lost important relationships by role relation (N=251), %

When looking specifically at the reasons for the termination of 
friendships (N=93), we see that there is a higher proportion of relationships 
that ended because the parties no longer had the time/opportunity to meet 
(38,7%). This result indicates the changing importance of friendships, i.e. 
friendships seem to be less compatible with the changed lifestyle due to 
the pandemic situation.

     Women were more likely than men to have lost a friend during the 
pandemic period (7,2% of women and 4,7% of men have lost a friend), 
which is particularly interesting since they have a higher proportion of 
having only a single friend in their network of very important others. 
In addition, research prior to the Covid-19 pandemic (Albert et al. 
2020) reported a narrowing of the difference in the number of friends 
between men and women, i.e. while men traditionally had more 
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friends, this difference was no longer significant in the 2018 data. In 
contrast, the present results point in the direction that the Covid-19 
pandemic has reinstated the gender gap in this regard, with a higher 
proportion of women having lost friends. This is in line with some 
Hungarian research (e.g. Fodor et al., 2021, Geambașu et al., 2020) and 
a growing number of international studies (e.g. Czymara et al., 2021, 
Reichelt et al., 2021, Hipp - Bünning, 2021) on this topic, namely, that 
women were in many respects more severely affected by the pandemic 
than men. For this reason, many fear a reversal of the progress made 
towards gender equality in recent decades (EIGE, 2021).

By age, the youngest age group is most affected by the loss of a friend. 
While 4-6% of the other age groups cited a friendly relationship broken 
at the time of the epidemic, 16.4% of 18-23-year-olds did so. This is also 
linked to differences in labour market status, as the results show that 
24% of those in school reported a break-up of a friendship, compared 
to 3-5% of those in paid work and other inactive groups. These results 
highlight the vulnerability of young people and specifically young people 
who are students. Among the youngest age group, there are those who 
finished their secondary education during the virus and started their 
university studies (or continued their studies in other forms). In their 
case, new studies often started only online or, if they started semesters 
in face-to-face education, their schooling often ended up online. In 
other words, the young people concerned were less (or not at all) able 
to take advantage of the opportunities to get to know each other in 
their new training environment, and any new contacts they may have 
made or had during their previous secondary education could be more 
easily lost, as they no longer shared the same institutional environment 
(and new contacts were not built). A further possible explanation for 
the difference between young people studying and working is that 
distance learning is more isolating than working remotely (an online 
class is different from an online work meeting, where you may be freer 
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to talk to others). These findings also support the importance of the 
contexts and the length/strength of the relationship mentioned in 
the introduction to the study.

When we examine the probability of losing a friend in a logistic 
regression model, we see that the differences between women and 
men and between age groups are significant even when controlling 
for other variables (Table 1). That is, women were more likely than 
men, 18-23-year-olds were more likely than those aged 30 and over 
have lost a friend during the pandemic. The higher rate of loss of 
friends among women may be explained by the multiplication 
of their responsibilities in terms of caring for others during the 
pandemic period and the associated reduction in women’s free 
time. This explanation is also supported by the interaction effects 
shown in Table 2, which shows a significant difference between the 
two sexes only for 30-39-year-olds, with the highest proportion 
of young children, and 50-65-year-olds with older children who 
moved home temporarily during the epidemic, and who often had 
to care for elderly parents.. 

In the second model, we included labour market status instead of 
age group (the two cannot be tested simultaneously due to the low 
number of cases and the correlation between the two variables). The 
regression results confirm that those in education were significantly 
more likely to have lost a friend compared to all other groups (those 
in paid work, the unemployed, retired or other inactive status). 
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 Model 1   Model 2  

   AME p ci95  AME p ci95

Sex (ref. males)      

Women 0.04 0.03 0.00,0.07   0.04 0.01 0.01,0.07

Age group (ref. 18-23)      

24-29  -0.08 0.13 -0.19,0.03   
30-39  -0.11 0.03 -0.21,-0.01   
40-49  -0.10 0.06 -0.20,0.00   
50-65  -0.10 0.06 -0.20,0.00   

Educational level (ref. primary)      

secondary 0.03 0.08 -0.00,0.07 0.03 0.13 -0.01,0.07
tertiary  0.01 0.47 -0.02,0.05 0.01 0.58 -0.03,0.05

Settlement type (ref. Budapest)      

city  -0.05 0.08 -0.10,0.01 -0.05 0.06 -0.10,0.00
village  -0.04 0.18 -0.10,0.02 -0.04 0.16 -0.09,0.02

Labour market status

(ref. In education)      

In gainful employment    -0.19 0.02 -0.34,-0.03
Unemployed     -0.18 0.03 -0.34,-0.02
Retired      -0.20 0.01 -0.36,-0.05
Other inactive     -0.20 0.01 -0.36,-0.04

N    996   996  
Pseudo R2   0.05   0.07  

Dependent variable: Did you have a friend whom you would have mentioned before the out-

break of the Covid-19 pandemic but now you do not mention him/her? (0=no N=929; 1=yes 

N=67). AME= average marginal effects, ci95=95% confidence intervals. 

Table 1: Binary logistic regression models - Probability of losing a friend 

during the Covid-19 epidemic
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Model 3  

     b p ci95

Sex (ref. males)   

Women    0.03 0.03 0.00,0.07

Age group (ref. 18-23)   

24-29    -0.09 0.11 -0.20,0.02
30-39    -0.11 0.03 -0.21,-0.01
40-49    -0.10 0.06 -0.20,0.00
50-65    -0.10 0.06 -0.20,0.00
 
Educational level (ref. primary)   

secondary   0.03 0.11 -0.01,0.07
tertiary    0.01 0.47 -0.02,0.05

Settlement type (ref. Budapest)   

city    -0.05 0.08 -0.10,0.01
village    -0.04 0.16 -0.10,0.02
 
Sex – age interaction   

women # 18-23   0.10 0.30 -0.09,0.30
women # 24-29   -0.02 0.70 -0.11,0.07
women # 30-39   0.07 0.00 0.02,0.11
women # 40-49   -0.04 0.25 -0.10,0.03
women # 50-65   0.06 0.01 0.01,0.11
N      996  
Pseudo R2  0.08

Dependent variable: Did you have a friend whom you would have mentioned before the out-

break of the Covid-19 pandemic among your closest relations but now you do not mention 

him/her? (0=no N=929; 1=yes N=67), AME= average marginal effects, ci95=95% confidence 
intervals. 

Table 2: Binary logistic regression models - Probability of losing a friend 

during the Covid-19 epidemic – with interaction effects (sex and age)
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Discussion
In our exploratory analysis, we used the name generator of important 
contacts to present the state of the close egocentric contact networks of 
the working-age, internet-using, Hungarian adult population at the end 
of 2021. 4.6% of respondents were completely isolated, with respondents 
naming an average of 5.5 people important to them. The dominance 
of close family ties is very strong and indicates the traditional nature 
of the relationship structure. However, most of these relationships 
are very close indeed, both in terms of the quality of the relationship 
and the length of time it has lasted. Contact with key ties was mostly 
face-to-face both before and after the Covid-19 outbreak, although 
the proportion of face-to-face contacts decreased significantly during 
the closures, while the proportion of telephone and online contacts 
increased. People living in the same household were more likely to 
be in contact during the closures than before, while people living in 
a different household were less likely to be in contact than before. The 
quality of key contacts remained overwhelmingly unchanged, scoring 
very highly, but where they changed, they tended to deteriorate. It 
is possible, however, that the method used, especially when used for 
retrospective data collection, does not give a realistic picture. A higher-
than-expected proportion of people who used to have face-to-face 
contact switched to telephone contact and a lower proportion to online 
messaging. 

There was also an increased deterioration in the quality and 
frequency of contacts that were previously personal but which were 
maintained in other ways as a result of the epidemic. Women were 
more likely than men to have lost a relationship that was important 
to them, probably not unrelated to the increased burden of caring and 
other responsibilities. Although our study focuses on mapping the 
closest relationships, even in this narrowest range of relationships, the 
importance of the reduction in opportunities  for contact is highlighted, 
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as this and the closely related distancing are two of the main causes 
of relationship breakdown, i.e. social isolation should and could be 
combated by creating and supporting opportunities for contact. At 
the time of writing this paper, the Covid-19 pandemic is still not over, 
and it is important to continue to monitor its effects, including its 
consequences on the formation of networks of relationships and their 
evolution over time.

Several types of friendships have been distinguished since antiquity 
(see Albert - Dávid 2007 for details). For the purposes of our study, 
since the questionnaire was designed to capture the most important 
human relationships for the respondent, we have not listed the looser 
friendships, but rather the close, „real/true” (meaningful) ones, i.e. we 
describe changes in this emotionally closer field. It cannot be ruled 
out that trends observed in this narrower circle of friends are more 
pronounced in the looser, more distant circle of friends, which may be 
even more problematic in terms of social integration.

Overall, it can be concluded that the pandemic period has led to a 
weakening of friendships and, in some cases, to their disintegration. On 
the one hand, the loss of a friend was more pronounced among young 
people (and specifically among those aged 18-23 and, in this context, 
students), women (and specifically among women aged 30-39 and 50-
65). Young people generally have more friends than older age groups, 
so the greater likelihood of losing a friend may be explained by the 
fact that they also named looser ties among their friends, which (due 
to their lower degree of closeness) are more affected by the epidemic 
situation.

Women were also more likely than men to have lost contact with 
a friend during the pandemic, a finding that may be related to the 
multiplication of caregiving tasks during the Covid-19 epidemic 
(Fodor et al., 2021, Geambașu et al., 2020) and thus the marginalisation 
of friendships. This hypothesis is supported by the results of the 
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questionnaire survey, which showed significant differences between 
the two sexes for the 30-39 and 50-65 age groups. While for womenin 
their 30s, the care and education of children who are already in nursery, 
kindergarten or school at home may have caused an increase in burden 
and a decrease in leisure time; the same may have been the case for 
those aged 50-65 who had to care for older children (moving home from 
college or renting) or elderly parents. The higher rate of loss of friends 
among women also points towards a reversal of the gender gap in the 
number of friends. While men have traditionally had more friends than 
women, the gap has disappeared in recent years (Albert et al. 2020). 
However, the Covid epidemic appears to have broken this trend, which 
should be a key area of future research. Overall, the quantitative results 
of the study showed that friendships were the most vulnerable of the 
important personal relationships during the epidemic. 

A limitation of our study is that our sample is representative only of 
the population with internet access. In a sample representing the whole 
population, there may be greater differences in the data regarding 
the decline in face-to-face contact. In addition, the over-65s are not 
included in the present study, who are also less likely to use the inter-
net, although previous research suggests that they, along with young 
people, are also considered to be at high risk of the negative impact of 
the epidemic and of losing friends.
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