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Forced Coexistence during Lockdown and Intimate Partner Violence 
 

1. Motivation and Objectives 
 
According to the United Nations, women face the greatest danger in their own homes (UNODC, 
2018). As the spread of Covid-19 is taking place, people around the world are being told to stay at 
home for their safety and everyone else’s. But for victims of intimate partner violence being home 
may not be a safe option. Early evidence from most affected countries suggest that intimate partner 
violence could have increased during the current pandemic (World Health Organization, 2020). 
For example, the number of calls to the free-of-charge phone number specifically created to deal 
with issues of gender violence, increased 18 percent in the first fortnight of March, just when the 
lockdown started in Spain.  
 

The aim of is project is to understand the mechanisms through which a pandemic affects 
the incidence and reporting of intimate partner violence. In particular, we seek to isolate the impact 
of forced coexistence (lockdown) from other factors such as economic stress. Despite increasing 
public awareness, intimate partner violence against women is still a global public health problem 
and human rights violation with high economic and social costs1. 35 percent of women around 
the world have experienced some type of intimate partner violence and 38 percent of all murders 
of women globally were committed by their intimate partners2. Understanding the mechanisms 
through which intimate partner violence responds to the current pandemic is key in the design of 
any response addressing violence against women.  
 

A lockdown could either bolster or curtail intimate partner violence and its reporting. On 
one hand, the stress created by forced coexistence may fuel an increase of violence against women, 
further spurred by the economic uncertainty created by the pandemic. On the other hand, it is also 
possible that offenders reduce the level of violence if they perceive that there is a higher probability 
of being caught and their crime reported by other family members or neighbours, who spend more 
time in or next to the offender’s home during lockdown. Regarding the likelihood of reporting, a 
lockdown might inhibit women from coming forward if they, justifiably or not, perceive a lack of 
access to support services in the health, police and justice sector during the lockdown. In that case, 
we would expect covid-19 to result in lower reporting. However, the number of cases reported 
might increase if the level of violence has increased and victims continue to have access to the 
police and specialized courts. In sum, whether the lockdown increases or decreases intimate 
partner violence and its reporting remains an empirical question.  
 
This project will provide empirical evidence on the mechanisms through which a lockdown affects 
domestic violence. We focus on the Spanish lockdown for several reasons. First, Spain is the 
European country with the strictest lockdown restrictions3. Second, the lockdown measures came 
largely by surprise and before the economic effects of the pandemic were felt. This is important 
to isolate the effect of the lockdown from other causes. Third, the lockdown lifts are taking place 
gradually and at different speeds across local areas, which gives rise to useful cross area-cross time 
variation in lockdown intensity4. Finally, in a country where the intimate partner is responsible for 

                                                      
1 The direct costs of intimate partner violence against women alone exceeded an estimated $3.6 trillion (2014 U.S. 
dollars) in the U.S. and 226 billion euros annually in the European Union (Florence et al., 2018; Jourová, 2016)  
2 http://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/publications/violence/9789241564625/en/ 
3 Compared to Italy, the other European country with extreme lockdown measures, Spaniards were not allowed to 
exercise outdoors or for to go a walk during seven weeks. In addition, only one person per household was allowed 
to go out for shopping.   
4 For the purpose of deconfinement in Spain, a local area can be a region (17 regions), a province (Spain has 52 
provinces) or an area defined for health purposes which is smaller than a province. 



Proposal to NBER-Arenas-Arroyo, Esther 

approximately half of all murders of women5, understanding how VAW responds to covid-19 is 
crucial in order to develop any response to mitigate their impact and reduce its long-run effects 
on women and children.  
 

2. Data and Research Design 
 

Data: We will combine two types of data in our analysis: (1) Data on crime reporting and intimate 
partner violence and (2) Covid-19 expansion and lockdown data across Spanish provinces and 
across time. 
 
Data on crime reporting and intimate partner violence: We will gather this data from 3 
different sources: (1) official records on crime reporting, (2) official records on intimate partner 
homicides, and (3) data from an online survey on the prevalence of intimate partner violence 
during the lockdown.  

 
The Spanish Comprehensive Monitoring System in Cases of Gender Violence (VioGen System) 
provides monthly and local information about all the intimate partner violence cases reported to 
the police and intimate partner homicides (IPH)6. The main limitation of this dataset is that only 
crimes reported to the police are included;  it is well-known that domestic violence suffers from 
an  important misreporting problem (Frieze & Browne, 1989; Rhodes et al., 2011).7  Although, 
IPH could address this problem (IPH is unlikely to suffer from misreporting), it only measures 
cases of extreme violence. 8  

 
Ad-hoc survey on the incidence of intimate partner violence and Covid-19 (SIPV-Covid) 
 
To overcome the limitations of the police reports and homicides data, we plan to conduct a 
representative online survey on the prevalence of intimate partner violence during the lockdown. 
Data generated by this survey will allow us to analyse if the observed decrease(increase) in crime 
reporting following the coronavirus outbreak was the result of changes in victims’ reporting or, 
rather, the incidence of intimate partner violence.  
 
The last Survey on Violence Against Women in Spain was conducted in 2019. We propose to 
apply a similar questionnaire as in that last survey. The SIPV-Covid will be representative of all 
adult women living with a partner in Spain (older than 16). Following the previous literature on 
this subject, we will gather data on two main measures of non-extreme intimate partner violence, 
which then will be used as the dependent variables in our empirical analysis. The first is a measure 
of self-reported abuse and will be based on the interviewee's perception of having been victim of 
abuse from her intimate partner. The second measure is called “technical abuse”, since it is based 
on a series of questions referred to behaviours or situations which are considered by experts as 
strong indicators of mistreatment. We will use the set of questions related to the same behaviours 
or situations as in the last Survey on Violence Against Women in Spain. In the survey, we will 

                                                      
5 51,9 percent of all murders of women were committed by their partner, 
http://estadisticasviolenciagenero.igualdad.mpr.gob.es/ 
6 This data allows us to identify the relationship between the victim and the offender (whether the victim was a 
current or former spouse of the offender), whether the victim reported the case to the police and the country of 
origin of the victim and offender. 
7 Only a share of intimate partner violence victims seek help in emergency room departments (Frieze et al. 1989).  
Using U.S. data over a four-year period, Rhodes et al. (2011) documents that less than 80 percent of female victims of 
intimate partner violence visit emergency departments, and 72 percent are not identified as victims of abuse. 
8 We will also gather monthly data on the number of emergency calls to the free-of-charge phone number for domestic 
violence issues. However, this data has an important limitation since it contains calls about child custody issues and 
domestic violence.  

http://estadisticasviolenciagenero.igualdad.mpr.gob.es/
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explicitly ask whether any of those situations has occurred in the past 12 months and whether the 
periodicity and intensity of that situation or behaviour has been affected by the lockdown. The 
data will be collected in June 2020. We will make the survey public available for research purposes 
at the end of the project (May 31,2021). 
 
Covid-19 and lockdown data: We plan to combine the information provided by the Google 
Mobility Reports with Goggle Trends data documenting the use of Google Maps across the 
different provinces and time in Spain. We will combine this information with other indicators or 
proxies of the intensity of the lockdown, such as differences across provinces and time in the rules 
that govern the process of unlock, and NO2 and other pollutants emissions data.    
 
Research Design :  To identify the effects of the lockdown on intimate partner violence, we will 
rely on difference in difference and event study approaches. We will exploit the temporal and 
geographic variation across provinces in the exposure to the mandatory lockdown and the gradual 
reopening.  Our outcomes of interest will include, but not be limited to: (a) crime reported, (b) 
intimate partner homicide rates and (c) non-extreme intimate partner violence. A first assumption 
for the validity of our estimates is that while not random, the intensity of the lockdown should not 
be driven by area-specific characteristics correlated to ongoing changes in intimate partner 
violence. We will test whether that is the case by examining if the prevalence of specific changes 
on intimate partner violence prior to the adoption of the mandatory lockdown were significant 
determinants of the timing of mandatory lockdown exposure.  Second, key to the validity of a 
difference-in-differences approach is the assumption of parallel trends in the dependent variable 
across treated vs. control provinces. To assess the validity of this assumption, we will check for 
pre-existing diverging trends, as well as for any anticipation effects, using an event-study 
framework. Since this study will use a panel difference-in-difference design, we will incorporate 
the robustness checks recently suggested in the literature; for instance, the Goodman-Bacon test 
for contexts where treatment timing and intensity varies across treated units (Goodman-Bacon, 
2019).  

Finally, in all our analyses we will control for socio-economic variables that may be 
correlated with the expansion of the pandemic and the lockdown effects. For this purpose, we will 
collect data on the effects of the pandemic on the economy and labour markets of the different 
Spanish provinces and across time.     
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Budget Request from NBER 
 

Principal Investigator: Esther Arenas-Arroyo 
      Project Title: Forced Coexistence during Lockdown and Intimate Partner Violence 

Project Date Start: 1st June 2020 
Project Date End: 31st May 2020 
 

The project will take 12 months to complete. We will work on the survey on the first two months 
and work on the data, preliminary analyses and initial manuscript drafts during the following 8 
months. Final refinements and manuscripts drafts will be submitted during the last 2 months. We 
expect to produce at least one publication in top economics journals and to publicize our findings 
through academic associations and institutions we are members of.  

 
The estimated cost will be of $18,652.37. The budget reflect the cost associated with the 

necessity of conducting a survey that allows us to measure the prevalence of intimate partner 
violence during the lockdown. We plan to conduct a representative survey of 5,000 online 
interviews. The survey would be conducted by 40db.  
 

 

Budget Categories   Exchange Rate Total Request from 
NBER 

Survey Firm     
Data Collection Firm (40Db) 5,000 

interviews 
17,200 € $1,081 $18,652.37 

     

Total Request from NBER     $18,652.37 

     
 

 

                                                      
1 8th of  May 2020 Official Exchange Rate 

https://40db.es/
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http://www.staradvertiser.com/2018/06/25/breaking-news/migrant-kids-could-end-up-in-already-strained-foster-system/
https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/outdated-immigration-laws-increase-violence-toward-women/
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