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Abstract 

Introduction: Multiple sclerosis (MS) is a chronic inflammatory and neurodegenerative disease often 

associated with cognitive impairment and psychological distress. MS can negatively impact the family 

functioning (FF) of people with MS (PwMS) and their dyadic relationships. In addition, psychological 

distress, alexithymia and a lack of social support can affect the quality of relationships. The aim of the 

present study was to assess the FF and the quality of dyadic relationships of PwMS and their partners. In 

addition, the relationships between alexithymia, psychological distress (anxiety and depressive 

symptoms), perceived social support, dyadic relationships and FF were investigated. 

Methods: The couples, consisting of PwMS and their respective partners, were recruited from the Italian 

MS centers involved in the project. The following questionnaires were completed via a dedicated online 

platform: (1) the Brief Family Assessment Measure III (FAM-III); (2) the Hospital Anxiety and 

Depression Scale (HADS); (3) the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS); (4) the 

Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20); (5) and the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS). 

Results: The final sample comprised 28 couples (16 women and 12 men with MS and their partners) with 

a mean age of approximately 46 years. The data showed no correlation between the FAM-III scores of 

the MS patients and the partner, while there was a statistically significant correlation between the DAS 

scores (r=.496, p<.007). 

The FAM-III scores of the patients correlated significantly with the DAS (r=-.643, p<.01), MSPSS (r=-

.624, p<.01) and TAS-20 scores (r=.424, p<.025) as well as with the HADS-Depression scores (r=.493, 

p<.008) and MPSS scores (r=-.447, p<.017) of the partners. The partner's FAM-III scores correlated 

significantly with his/her level of anxiety (HADS-Anxiety r=.558, p<.002) and depression scores 

(HADS-Depression r=.844, p<.01), with the TAS-20 (r=.466, p<.012), MSPSS (r=-.562, p<.002) and 

DAS scores (r=-.451, p<.016). 

Discussion: The results of this study show that the couples agree on the quality of the dyadic relationship, 

while there is no correlation in terms of perceived FF. The partners’ psychological distress seems to be a 
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crucial factor influencing both patients' and partners' perceptions of FF, suggesting that special attention 

should be paid to this aspect in clinical practice.   


