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COVID-19 and Violence
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Six months into the COVID-19 crisis, thousands of news stories have been published warning of the
increased risks of violence against women and children (VAW/C). Research from previous health, eco-
nomic, and political crises supports this dynamic, predicting increases in multiple risk factors for di-
verse forms of violence. Yet most press coverage relies on month-to-month statistics from highly vol-
atile single sources from high-income countries like helplines, hospitalizations, and police records.

In this note, we review rigorous studies that have analyzed how COVID-19 and related policies are
impacting rates of VAW/C and highlight more reliable methods, while acknowledging limitations of
underlying data sources. We propose recommendations for how to both broaden and deepen our col-
lective understanding of how COVID-19 is impacting these forms of violence, and what can be done
in response.

HOW SHOULD WE INTERPRET MEDIA REPORTED RATES?

In some countries, reported rates of violence against women have both increased and decreased
during COVID-19, depending on the type of violence and source of reporting. For example, in April in
South Africa, calls to gender-based violence centers were reportedly increasing, while a group work-
ing closely with the National Prosecuting authority, police, and the Department of Social Develop-
ment reported in May that rape and sexual assault cases were down by 50 percent. These conflicting
reports are not unique, but they raise many questions around how to interpret and draw conclusions
from different sources of data.

While it is easy to produce such statistics, it is nearly impossible to identify meaningful changes based
on simple month-to-month reporting from administrative data. This is due to numerous factors, in-
cluding seasonality (i.e., certain events—including crimes—may be more likely to occur during certain
times of the year), general time trends (i.e., VAW/C may be already increasing or decreasing at dif-
ferent rates in different locations), and noisiness of the data (accuracy of administrative data may be
compromised, due to a variety of factors, including incomplete or poor reporting systems). Further,
VAW/C data specifically suffers from widespread underreporting due to stigma, shame, and fear of
retaliation, which may further compound biases in reported data. This makes it difficult, if not im-
possible, to understand underlying trends from month-to-month reports from specific service data.

1 COVID-19 & VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND CHILDREN


https://www.cgdev.org/
https://www.google.com/search?q=%22domestic+violence%22+or+%22violence+against+children%22+AND+%22COVID-19%22&rlz=1C1KGNW_enUS818US818&source=lnms&tbm=nws&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjCx_Lu9-vpAhUWu54KHVlSClsQ_AUoAXoECAsQAw&biw=1557&bih=727
https://www.cgdev.org/blog/gender-lens-covid-19-pandemics-and-violence-against-women-and-children
https://bhekisisa.org/health-news-south-africa/2020-04-14-home-sweet-hell-calls-for-help-surge-from-women-locked-down-with-abusers/
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/gender-based-violence-during-lockdown-looking-for-answers
https://the-sra.org.uk/SRA/Blog/whyyoucantidentifychangesincrimebycomparingthismonthtolastmonth.aspx
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3927971/pdf/kwt295.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3927971/pdf/kwt295.pdf

Thankfully, researchers are working on producing more reliable analysis.

WHAT DOES THE EMERGING EVIDENCE SAY?

A handful of recent papers have begun to account for sources of bias, by moving beyond simple
month-to-month comparisons in reported statistics. In total, we find 17 analyses looking at the re-
lationship between COVID-19 and VAW/C. Methodologies vary, but new evidence broadly falls into
three categories:

1. time series or difference-in-differences analysis of administrative data,
2. surveys of service providers and
3. primary data collection of violence and/or related factors.

While many types of time series modeling exist, the main benefit is the ability to account for time
trends, including things like seasonalities and other patterns over time. Primary data collection also
has many advantages, but cross-sectional data represents only a snap shot in time and thus may not
be able to credibly disentangle whether changes are a due to COVID-19 or are product of previous
conditions. We summarize some of the key findings from these papers, while acknowledging they
have many additional interesting details we are not able to fully explore here.

While aiming to be inclusive, we do not include papers that do not attempt to correct for any biases, or
do not clearly explain their underlying methodology, indicators, or assumptions. We note that many
of the papers we rely upon are still in pre-print and working paper form, and are thus preliminary.
In addition, we primarily find papers on VAW/C inside the home, yet acknowledge that experience
of violence is certainly broader. Finally, VAW/C is not the only type of violence we may be concerned
about during COVID-19, as inter-group and political violence, for example, may also be impacted.
With these caveats, we round up existing studies, highlight limitations, and re-cap what we still do
not know.

The majority of papers rely on reported crime or service call data, and analyze primarily domestic
violence and assault measures (only one analyzes child maltreatment).

Is reported VAW/C increasing? Results are mixed. Among 12 studies, three report decreases in VAW/C
measures, three report increases, three report mixed findings, and three report no changes. Among
the 12 studies, only two use primary data (Beland et al. 2020 in Canada and in Bangladesh Rashid et
al. 2020). In addition, only two are in low- and middle-income country settings (LMICs, aforemen-
tioned Bangladesh study and Silverio-Murillo & de la Miyar, 2020 in Mexico). Only one, again from
Bangladesh, uses qualitative data. Two papers go beyond reports of COVID-19 “effects” and explore
the relationships with complementary programming (financial assistance, Beland et al. 2020) or al-
cohol prohibition policies (Silverio-Murillo & de la Miyar, 2020), neither finding evidence of moder-
ating or interaction effects on violence-related measures.
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Group A: Papers that measure impacts of COVID-19 or associated response measures on VAW/C

Authors

Location

Methods

Indicator (s)

Finding

Increases

1 Leslie & Wilson, | 15 cities, Unit- | Police service calls Difference-in-differ- | Domestic violence
2020 ed States ence
2 Mohler et al. Los Angeles & | Police service calls & | Difference-in-differ- | Domestic violence Increases
2020 Indianapolis, reported crime ence
United States
3 | Rashid et al. Dhaka, Bangla- | In-depth interviews Qualitative Domestic violence Increases
2020 desh
4 | Ashby 2020(a) Seven cities, Police service calls ARIMA Domestic violence / | Increases in 3 cites;
United States family disputes decreases in 1 city;
no change in 3
cities
5 | Belandetal Canada Primary data (random | Cross-sectional re- Concern over domes- | Financial stress &
2020 sample of Canada’s gression tic violence® concern in ability to
Labor Force Survey) maintain social ties
correlated with in-
creased concern for
domestic violence
6 | Silverio-Murillo | Mexico City, Domestic violence call | Event study estimator | Domestic violence Increases
& de la Miyar, Mexico center data calls for psychologi-
2020 cal services
Event study estimator | Domestic violence No change
calls
Event study estimator | Domestic violence Decreases
calls for legal ser-
vices
7 | Ashby 2020(b) 16 cities, Unit- | Police recorded crime | SARIMA Serious assault inside [ No change
ed States data the home
g8 | Campedelli et al. | Los Angeles, Public reported crimes | BSTS Intimate partner vio- | No change
2020 United States lence & homicide
9 | Payne & Morgan, | Queensland, Open data on violent | ARIMA Sexual offence, do- No change
2020 Australia crime records mestic violence order
breach rates
10 | Baron et al. 2020 | Florida, US Child hotline allega- Adaptation of bunch- | Child maltreatment Decreases
tions ing estimator
11 | Center for Chicago, Unit- [ Public crime data BSTS Domestic violence Decreases
Criminal Justice | ed States
Research, Policy
and Practice
2020
12 | Manell et al. Sweden Police reported crime | Trend analysis using | Indoor assault Decreases

2020

police algorithm

Table notes: Studies are ordered by direction of impact and alphabetical. ARIMA = auto regressive integrated moving average; BSTS =
Bayesian structural time series; SARIMA = seasonal auto-regressive integrated moving average models
* Exact question asked is “How concerned are you about each of the following impacts of COVID-19?” option: “Violence in the Home.” With
approximately 13% of respondents answering they were very or somewhat concerned.
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PAPERS THAT MEASURE IMPACTS OF COVID-19 OR ASSOCIATED MEASURES
ON VAW/C

1. Using data on police calls for domestic violence services in 15 cities in the United States, Leslie
and Wilson use difference-in-differences methodology to analyze responses to social distancing
relative to the same period in 2019. Results indicate a 10.2 percent increase in domestic violence
calls, driven by households without a prior history of domestic violence. [Leslie & Wilson, 2020
SSRN Working paper]

2. Using daily counts of police service calls from January to April in Los Angeles and Indianapolis
in the United States, Mohler and colleagues compare changes in domestic violence pre- and
post-social distancing orders. Findings indicate increases in domestic violence in both cities,
while observing decreases or no changes in crimes committed outside the home (burglary, rob-
bery, assault, vehicle theft, vandalism and traffic stops). [Mohler et al. 2020, Journal of Criminal
Justice]

3. Using 51 in-depth qualitative data collected remotely via telephone from poor female residents
in Dhaka, Bangladesh, Rashid and colleagues found women reported increased poverty-related
stress, anxiety, arguments, breakdown of relationships and domestic violence. [Rashid et al.
2020, SSRN Working paper].

4. Using data from police service calls in seven cities in the United States, Ashby uses auto regres-
sive integrated moving average (ARIMA) models to examine changes in domestic violence and
family disputes from January through mid-May (alongside 17 other crime types). Findings in-
dicate increases in calls for domestic violence and family disputes in three cities (Los Angeles,
New Orleans and Phoenix), decreases in Cincinnati and no change in Baltimore, Seattle and St.
Petersburg [Ashby 2020a SocArXiv pre-print].

5. Using data from an online survey of a random sample of households from Statistics Canada’s
Labour Force Survey (LSF) conducted between March and April, Béland and colleagues conduct-
ed cross-sectional regression modeling and found that reported challenges in meeting financial
obligations or essential needs during COVID-19, and reported concern in maintaining social
networks, were associated with increased family stress and concern for domestic violence. The
study also suggests that financial assistance does not mitigate this relationship. [Beland et al.
2020, IZA Institute of Labor Economics]

6. Using call center data for domestic violence in Mexico City from February to May, Silverio-Mu-
rillo and de la Miyar use an event study design to examine the effects of lockdown and alcohol
consumption (municipalities varied in implementation of alcohol bans). Authors find domestic
violence calls requesting psychological services increased, those requesting legal aid decreased,
and restrictions on alcohol access had no impact on call rates. [Silverio-Murillo & de la Miyar,
2020, Working paper]

7. Using police-recorded open crime data across 16 cities in the United States, Ashby uses seasonal
auto-regressive integrated moving average models (SARIMA). Serious assault inside the home
(a category that would include domestic violence) was above forecasted rates in five cities and
below forecast in three cities-however all within confidence intervals of predictions. [Ashby
2020b, Crime Sci]
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8. Using public data on crime in Los Angeles, United States, from January to March, Campedelli
and colleagues use Bayesian structural time series (BSTS) to examine nine crime trends. Authors
find no significant change in intimate partner violence and homicide (overall crime decreasing,
including robbery, shoplifting, theft and battery). [Campedelli et al. 2020, arXiv pre print]

9. Using violent crime records in Queensland, Australia, for March, and ARIMA models, Payne and
Morgan observe no significant changes in common assault, serious assault, sexual offence, do-
mestic violence order breach rates. [Payne & Morgan, 2020, SocArSiv pre-print]

10. Using child maltreatment allegations in March and April to the Child Abuse Hotline at the coun-
ty-level in Florida, United States, Baron and colleagues use adaptation of the bunching esti-
mator and find reported allegations dropped by 27 percent. Using school district staffing and
spending, authors show observed declines are largely due to school closures. [Baron et al. 2020,
SSRN Working paper]

11. Using public data on crime in Chicago, United States, Loyola University Chicago uses BSTS to ex-
amine crime trends from February through May. Reported incidents of domestic violence have
decreased by 14.3 incidents per day (-16.2 percent decrease), with consistent decreasing trends
in other common reported crimes and overall crime. [Center for Criminal Justice Research, Pol-
icy and Practice 2020, web portal]

12. Using police reported crimes in Sweden over 10 weeks, Manell and colleagues describe trends in
eight crime types compared to trends in 2020 and weekly trends in prior years. Results indicate
decreases in indoor assault, alongside total crime. [Manell et al. 2020, SocArSiv pre-print]

WHAT DO THESE ESTIMATES MEAN?

What can we take from these mixed estimates? In seeking to interpret findings, one key takeaway is
that prevalence estimates from administrative data sources can tell us if reporting is changing, but
may say little about actual underlying prevalence of violence and trends. This gap is because COVID-19
is likely to change both availability of services, as well as likelihood of reporting.

While there is little evidence of how large these biases may be, findings by Baron et al. 2020 in Florida
demonstrate that identification of violence against children by teachers and other school personnel de-
creases when schools are closed. A recent similar analysis (not COVID-19 related) by Fitzpatrick and col-
leagues using a 14-year period shows that in the United States, showed that child maltreatment reports
decrease as much as 65 percent when children are not in school. The same may be true for adult women
who are not able to report in close quarters with perpetrators, or due to lost income and lockdown orders,
are losing bargaining power within the home and access to their support networks outside the home.

Irrespective of COVID-19, we know from prior research that the gap between reported figures and
actual underlying violence levels is large—due to the sensitive nature of VAW/C and associated risks
that come with reporting. For example, in a study of population-level data from 24 LMICs, we found
that on average, among women who disclosed experiencing physical and/or sexual violence from a
partner or other individual, a small fraction (only 7 percent) reported to any formal source combined.
Examining these formal sources individually, rates of formal reporting were even smaller: police (4
percent), social services (3 percent) or health facilities (1.5 percent). This implies that estimates from
data from administrative sources could underestimate the total prevalence of violence ranging from
11- to 128-fold, depending on the region and type of reporting. Thus, it is easy to see how small chang-
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es in propensity to report could drive variation in administrative data. These dynamics are difficult to
tease apart and present challenges that future studies will need to grapple with.

ANALYSIS OF SERVICE PROVISION AND PUBLIC ATTITUDES AROUND VAW/C

Five other reports or papers speak to service providers’ experience, including their ability to provide
support and public attitudes around VAW/C in light of COVID-19. They suggest a cause for optimism,
showing increased attention to VAW/C has increased public support for investment in support ser-
vices for survivors. However, amidst concerns of rising levels and complexity of VAW/C , they also shed
light on the stark reality of providers’ limited ability to support increasing needs of survivors, due to
social distancing constraints and strained institutional resources. Four surveys come from HICs, all
collecting primary data, and one represents cross country data from LMICs.

Group B: Surveys of service providers’ perceptions and public attitudes towards VAW/C

Authors Location Sample size  Key findings
1 Latsch et al. Switzerland Social service and 169 45 percent reported restric-
2020 child protection pro- tions in provision of child
viders protection—clear need for

innovative solutions to case
assessment/services as well
as pandemic pre-planning.

7 | Pfitzer et al. Victoria,Aus- | Violence against wom- | 166 Increasing frequency (59
2020 tralia en and related sector percent), severity (50 per-
practitioners cent) of violence against

women and complexity (86
percent) of needs—chal-
lenges in service provision
and increased funding

needs.
3 | Silbleyetal. New Zealand- | Matched sample of ~2,000 Higher support for invest-
2020 ers adults completing the ment in domestic violence
New Zealand Attitudes initiatives post-lockdown.
and Values Study
4 | UN Trust Fund Cross-country | Qualitative inquiry 122 Increases in levels of vio-
to End Violence | LMICs with current grantees lence against women and
Against Women, (CSOs and WROs) girls from multiple co-oc-
2020 curring risk factors — with

need for urgent financial
investment and support to
respond and adapt to the

crisis.
5 | Women’s Safety | New South Violence related front | 80 65 percent identified
NSW, 2020 Wales, Aus- line workers and ser- insufficiet service availabil-
tralia vice providers ity, 49 percent identified

escalating violence, 36
percent identified women
reporting violence specific
to COVID-19 stressors and
triggers.

Table notes: CSO = Civil society organizations; WRO = Women'’s rights organization
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PAPERS SURVEYING SERVICE PROVIDERS AND PUBLIC ATTITUDES TOWARDS
VAW/C

1. Using a stratified random sample of 169 social service and child protection providers in Swit-
zerland from mid-March to mid-April, Litsch and colleagues find that almost half (45 percent)
reported restrictions in provision of child protection services. Challenges relate to the assess-
ments of child maltreatment, lack of ability to carry out home visits and discontinuation or re-
duction of support services—with a call for innovative solutions and better pre-pandemic plan-
ning. [Latsch et al. 2020, Zurich University Working Paper]

2. Using data from a mixed-method survey of 166 practitioners over April to May in Victoria, Aus-
trailia, Pfitzner and colleagues report concern that COVID-19 is increasing frequency and se-
verity of violence against women, alongside complexity of women’s needs. In addition, findings
indicate multiple challenges in providing support, undertaking risk assessments and carrying
out safety planning—with resource and funding implications. [Pfitzer et al. 2020, Montash Uni-
versity Report]

3. Using a matched sample of New Zealanders before and during the first 18 days of lockdown,
Silbley and colleagues examine attitudes supporting investment in domestic violence initiatives
and find higher support post-lockdown. [Silbley et al. 2020, PsyArXiv pre-prints]

4. Using a qualitative survey of 10 open-ended questions, answered by 122 grantees (civil society
organizations and women’s rights organizations), the UN Trust Fund to End Violence Against
Women finds reported increases in levels of violence against women and girls, from multiple
co-occurring risk factors. Organizations report minimal resources to respond and call for urgent
financial investment and support to respond and adapt to the crisis. [UN Trust Fund to End Vio-
lence Against Women, 2020, technical report]

5. Using data from 80 front line workers and service providers in New South Wales, Australia, Fos-
ter and Fletcher of Women’s Safety NSW, 65 percent identified insufficient service availability,
49 percent identified escalating violence, 36 percent identified women reporting violence spe-
cific to COVID-19 stressors and triggers, and 16 percent identified violence occurring for the first
time. [Women'’s Safety NSW, 2020, technical report]

WHAT DO WE STILL NEED TO KNOW?

There are still many gaps in our knowledge about how COVID-19 is changing dynamics around VAW/C.
So far, initial studies only measure short-term effects, primarily from administrative data sources. In
addition, they focus on violence against women inside the home, with few studies examining violence
against children, or violence outside the home. Further, fewer studies have focused on promising
mitigation efforts. This shortcoming is likely due in part to the time frames, and the real challenges
(both ethically and methodologically) in collecting new data on violence from women and/or from
children directly during lockdowns. These efforts require honest conversations of if risks outweigh
the benefits and must include full disclosure of ethical protocol by researchers, and efforts to en-
sure both harm mitigation. In addition, the added value of data collection should be scrutinized in
relation to the actionability of results. For example, studies which simply collect cross-sectional data
during lock-down may be unable to provide credible evidence of whether dynamics are changing due
to COVID-19 or due to pre-existing patterns.
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Promising prevention strategies can be inferred to some extent from pathways of impacts and the
current knowledge around what works. For example, more than one study reviewed here suggests
that continued interaction with social networks is important for accessing formal services for sup-
port. Thus, interventions which strengthen social networks without directly targeting risk factors for
violence may still mitigate violence. Similarly, the evidence reviewed underscores how economic in-
security may increase risk of violence. Therefore, economic strengthening interventions addressing
income or employment gaps induced by COVID-19 may be critical to reducing violence risk. Never-
theless, there are still gaps in our understanding of what works within pandemic settings, and more
evidence is needed. The research agenda around political support, policy and financing aimed at
preventing VAW/C and supporting survivors is also an area ripe for inquiry.

Notably, only three of the studies we review (fewer than 20 percent) use data from LMICs (Mexico,
Bangladesh, and LMIC among service providers). This may be in part due to our search strategies,
which excluded studies in non-English or Spanish languages. However, it also reflects a higher avail-
ability of public or open access data in HICs to study this topic. In addition, scholars in the HIC set-
tings may have greater access to or be better positioned to respond to call for proposals for new fund-
ing and data collection efforts. For example, among eight studies recently awarded small grants to
study violence and COVID-19 by the National Bureau of Economic Research, half were United States-
based studies. This skewed geographic distribution must change over time. A promising example for
progress lies with the Innovations for Poverty Action RECOVR hub, focused on LMIC setting research,
which includes several studies focused on violence (e.g. Peru and Colombia).

We look forward to a fertile period of learning and focus on prevention of VAW/C going forward, cat-
alyzed by the increased attention the issue has attracted in light of COVID-19. Policy relevant and
actionable research in times of uncertainty can play a crucial role in understanding how to protect
vulnerable populations from violence.
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