
COVID-19 Movement Restrictions and Domestic Violence:

Evidence from the U.S.

Bilge Erten∗ Pinar Keskin† and Silvia Prina‡

May 11, 2020

Motivation and research question: Intimate partner violence is widely recognized as a major social
problem associated with poor health and economic outcomes for women and their children. In the United
States, where 1 out of 4 women experience domestic abuse, the lifetime economic costs of intimate partner
violence amount to $3.6 trillion, with $1.3 trillion attributed to productivity losses (Peterson et al. 2018).
Recent anecdotal evidence suggests that there has been a considerable increase in cases of domestic violence
in several countries after the introduction of movement restrictions to slow the spread of COVID-19 (New
York Times, April 6 2020). In April 2020, the United Nations Population Fund speculated that for every
3 months the lockdown continues, an additional 15 million additional cases of gender-based violence are
expected (UNFPA 2020). However, no research has rigorously estimated the causal impacts of such policies.

We aim to fill this gap by quantifying the effects of mandated movement restrictions at the county and
state level due to COVID-19, as well as of compliance with those restrictions, on domestic violence. Social
isolation can generate adverse consequences for domestic violence experienced by women for several reasons.
First, stay-at-home orders force women to spend more time with their potential perpetrators and cause an
increase in intimate partner violence mechanically. Second, social isolation and economic uncertainty associ-
ated with COVID-19 is likely to act as an additional stressor and worsen individuals’ mental health. Third,
since women are predominantly employed in contact-intensive service sectors, they have experienced greater
losses in employment and income. The decline in the ratio of female to male income reduces bargaining power
of women in the household. We will try to tease out these differential channels using baseline heterogeneity
in various socioeconomic measures among U.S. counties.

Findings from this study will contribute to better understand the costs associated with movement restric-
tions, which go beyond the financial losses caused by the economic shutdown. If more women and children’s
lives are in danger and the victims suffer from long-term psychological problems, these consequences call for
additional policy interventions to accompany COVID-19 related lockdown policies.

Data: Our analysis uses several sources of data at the state and county level over time. First, we have
compiled a detailed dataset of movement restrictions implemented. These movement restrictions allow us to
test the differential effects of imposing these policies earlier and more strictly in some places compared to
others. Second, we use two types of data to document the effects of local movement restrictions on individu-
als’ mobility: the Social Distancing Scoreboard data from UNACAST and the “time outside home” variable
from the Opportunity Insights economic tracker (Chetty et al. 2020)1. These variables measure population
compliance with movement restriction policies. Third, we use Google Trends Data to examine the impact
of movement restrictions on Google searches related to experiencing domestic violence and seeking help in
response to it, such as “domestic violence hotline”. Fourth, we use data from police calls related to domestic
violence. In particular, taking advantage of the Police Data Initiative2 we are in the process of extracting
the total number of calls related to domestic violence and the share to total calls received by each police
department. Fifth, we use data on labor market indicators from the Opportunity Insights economic tracker
to examine the effects of social distancing policies on employment and income of men and women. This
allows us to examine the labor market channel, and in particular, to test whether we observe larger effects
on domestic violence in places where women were disproportionately lost their jobs or experienced declines
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in their income relative to men. Sixth, in order to capture the effects on mental health, we use Google Trends
data focusing on searches related to stress, anxiety and mental disorders, including somatic indicators (e.g.
sleep disorders).

Our research study avoids collecting survey data for several reasons. First, we want to avoid putting poten-
tial victims in danger by contacting them. Even in phone interviews, the male partner–now in much closer
proximity due to confinement–could hear or get suspicious about his female partner’s doing. This upset trig-
ger alone could lead to a violent outburst. Second, since survey data is self-reported, there is considerable
underreporting of both the incidence and severity of violence (Aguero et al. 2020).

To check whether the Google trends data capture the extent of the domestic violence problem, we ran
several validity tests. Figure 1(a) depicts the daily Google Trend searches for the keyword “domestic violence
hotline” alongside a 14 days simple moving average (red line): there is a steep increase in searches from the
second week of March to the beginning of April. This increase is sustained throughout the entire month of
April. Furthermore, these results are corroborated by a Chow-test to detect structural breaks (Figure 1(b)).
We conducted the test daily from February 15th to April 15th. For several dates between the last week of
February and the third week of April, we reject the hypothesis of structural stability. Similar results are
produced for domestic violence police calls (Figures 1(c) and 1(d)).

Methodology: The response to the spread of COVID-19 in the United States varied by county, with
some introducing movement restrictions much earlier and relatively stricter than others. We take advantage
of this variation across space and time to study the impact of social isolation on the risk of experiencing
domestic violence. Our empirical strategy follows a difference-in-difference approach as we compare county-
level outcomes related to domestic violence before and after the implementation of movement restriction
measures. The identifying assumption is that counties followed parallel trends in the outcomes of interest
prior to the implementation of these policies. We use the following specification:

yct = α+ βrestrictionsct + µt + γc + δct+ εct (1)

where yct denotes outcomes that proxy for the risk of experiencing domestic violence (e.g. Google trends
searches for domestic violence hotline) measured in county c at time period t and restrictionsct is an index of
the severity of movement restrictions implemented in county c at time period t. We also includes time period
fixed effects µt to control for any macroeconomic shocks at the national level that coincide with movement
restrictions: county fixed effects γc to account for changes in time trends specific to each county over time;
and county-specific linear trends δct to control for any time-invariant heterogeneity across counties. The
main parameter of interest is the coefficient on movement restrictions, with a positive coefficient implying
that an increase in social isolation is associated with an increase in the probability of the outcome tested.

We complement these estimates with an event-study design that uses the leads and lags of local move-
ment restrictions to study changes in the outcome variable prior to and following the policy changes. This
specification allows us to test the common trends assumption focusing on the placebo treatment leads. In
particular, we estimate the following specification:

yc,t = α+
∑

−9
i=−1(βirestrictionsc,t+i)+β0restrictionsc,t=0+

∑
5
i=1(βirestrictionsc,t+i)+µt+γc+εc,t (2)

Using the shelter-in-place policy changes implemented at the state level, we provide preliminary evidence
in Figure 2 using event-study estimates of movement restrictions on social movement (using the average dis-
tance traveled from UNACAST) and domestic violence hotline searches (using Google trends). We observe
a sharp decline in social movement in the days following the implementation of shelter-in-place policies,
whereas the searches for domestic violence hotline increase in the weeks following the same restrictions.

In the upcoming months, we plan to keep collecting, updating and expanding our datasets, to polish these
preliminary analyses, and to study the underlying reasons for why social distancing policies generated the
observed effects on the risk of domestic violence. We also aim to expand our investigation to evaluate the
changes in child abuse. Finally, our study will try to pin point the causal channels underlying the effects of
movement restrictions on various forms of domestic abuse and violence.
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Figure 1: Structural Break Test

(a) Google Trends Relative Searches for Domestic
Violence Hotline and moving average. (b) Chow Test (p-value) for dates Feb 15th - Apr 15th

(c) Domestic Violence related Police Calls and moving
average. (d) Chow Test (p-value) for dates Feb 15th - Apr 15th

Figure 2: Event-Study Results

(a) Changes in Social Movement (UNACAST data) (b) Google Trends Searches for Domestic Violence Hotline
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Budget

We request $19,968 to pay for two graduate research assistants (RAs) for three months and one under-
graduate research assistant for 100 hours. All research assistants will be involved in the collection, updating,
and expanding of datasets on mandated restrictions at the county and state level and domestic violence
(Google trends and police phone calls). Particularly, regarding police phone calls data, the RAs will access
data from individual police departments belonging to the Police Data Initiative and then will expand on
non-affiliated police departments across the country. In addition, the graduate research assistants will be
in charge of cleaning, formatting, and merging the data. They will also help the researchers with the data
analysis.

The hourly cost of one graduate RA, including fringe benefits, is of $37.85. The total cost of two grad-
uate RAs for 20 hours a week for 3 months is $18,168. The hourly cost of one undergraduate RA is $18.
The total cost of 100 undergraduate RA hours is $1,800.

Item Quantity Length Total (including fringe benefits)
Graduate RAs 2 3 months $18,168
Undergraduate RA 1 100 hours $1,800
TOTAL $19,968
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2018-19 BBVA, Center for Financial Education and Capability                $10,000  
2017-20 Digital Credit Observatory (DCO), Center for Effective Global Action (CEGA)               $260,318 
2017-20 Digital Credit Observatory (DCO), Center for Effective Global Action (CEGA)               $76,130 
2014-26 Grand Challenges Explorations grant, Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation              $100,000 
2014-16 University of Michigan, Office of Research (UMOR), 2014-2016               $10,000 
2014-16 Institute for Money, Technology, and Financial Inclusion (IMTFI)               $20,000 
2013-14 Population Studies Center, University of Michigan – Small Grant               $10,000 
2013-14 Inter-American Development Bank - Domestic Savings in Latin America and the Caribbean         $60,000 
2013-14 Institute for Money, Technology, and Financial Inclusion (IMTFI)                $20,000 
2013-14 Northwestern University - Equality Development and Globalization Studies (EDGS)              $24,959 
2012-15 Citi Foundation & Innovation for Poverty Action (IPA) - Financial Capability Research Fund       $150,000 
2012-15 Ford Foundation, International Development Research Center (IDRC), Proyecto Capital, Fundación Capital 

                        $150,000 
2011-12 Innovation for Poverty Action (IPA) and Yale University - Microsavings and Payments Innovation Initiative  
             $26,180 
2009-10 Russell Sage Behavioral Economics Small Grant      $5,000 

 
Internal grants 
2016-17 Weatherhead School of Management, Case Western Reserve University   $5,000 
2014-16 Weatherhead School of Management, Case Western Reserve University    $10,000 
2014-15 Weatherhead School of Management, Case Western Reserve University    $5,000 
2013-14 Weatherhead School of Management, Case Western Reserve University    $2,500 
2010-11 Weatherhead School of Management, Case Western Reserve University - Thematic Area grant $7,700 
2008-10 Weatherhead School of Management, Case Western Reserve University - Thematic Area grant $16,900 
2007-08 NSF-Advance grant, Case Western Reserve University     $11,636 
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HONORS AND AWARDS 
2015 Undergraduate Teaching Award Nomination, Weatherhead School of Management  
2015 Teaching Award, Wolstein Society  
2014 Undergraduate Teaching Award Nomination, Weatherhead School of Management  
2011 Carl F. Wittke Award for Excellence in Undergraduate Teaching Nomination, Case Western Reserve 

University 
2011 Banamex Economic Prize for the paper “The Effect of Social Programs and Exposure to Professionals on the 

Educational Aspirations of the Poor,” with Carlos Chiapa and José Luis Garrido 
2011 Victor Urquídi, Economic Prize for the paper “The Effect of Social Programs and Exposure to Professionals 

on the Educational Aspirations of the Poor,” with Carlos Chiapa and José Luis Garrido 
 
TEACHING 
Development Economics, Northeastern University, Fall 2018, Fall 2019. 
Economics of Developing Countries, Case Western Reserve University, Fall 2007-Fall 2014, Fall 2016. 
Intermediate Microeconomics, Case Western Reserve University, Fall 2008, Fall 2009, Fall 2016. 
Principles of Microeconomics, Case Western Reserve University, Fall 2007-Fall 2014, Spring 2016, Fall 2016. 
 
SEMINARS AND CONFERENCES (last 10 years) 
2020:  AEA Meetings, San Diego. 
2019:  Northeastern University, Essen Health Conference, NEUDC (Northwestern University). 
2018:  Trinity College, Financial Inclusion and Resilience conference (IFPRI). 
2017:  Third Annual Researcher Gathering on Financial Inclusion and Social Protection (Northwestern University), 

NEUDC (Tufts University), Inter-American Development Bank, University of Southern California, 
American University, Inter-American Development Bank, International Food and Policy Research Institute, 
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, Tulane University, Northeastern University. 

2016:  Ohio State University, University of Zurich, Field Days: Experiments Outside the Lab (WZB Berlin Social 
Science Center, Berlin), Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation. 

2015:  Public Affairs Discussion Lunch (Case Western Reserve University), CIDE (Mexico City), NBER Summer 
Institute – Behavioral Economics, Nutrition and Health. 

2014:  AEA Meetings (Philadelphia), International Food Policy Research Institute, Inter-American Development 
Bank, University of Pittsburgh, 11th MIEDC (Minnesota), University of Southern California, LACEA and 
LAMES (Sao Paulo, Brazil). 

2013:  Yale University, Oberlin College, 10th MIEDC (University of Wisconsin-Madison), World Bank, Banco de 
México, Mexican Ministry of Development, SEDESOL, EALE (Turin, Italy), NEUDC (Harvard University). 

2012:  AEA Meetings (Chicago), Michigan University, Pacific Conference for Development Economics (UC-
Davis), ITAM, UC-Santa Cruz, Paris School of Economics, 9th MIEDC (Minnesota), Banco de México, 
Innovation for Poverty Action Impact and Policy Conference (Bangkok), EALE (Bonn, Germany), NEUDC 
(Dartmouth College). 

2011:  AEA Meetings (Denver), Fifth Annual Research Conference on Population, Reproductive Health and 
Economic Development (Marseille, France), Pacific Conference for Development Economics (UC-
Berkeley), UC-Davis, World Bank Conference on New Ideas in Business Growth, Akron University, 8th 
MIEDC, (University of Wisconsin-Madison), Royal Economic Society Annual Conference, 3rd IZA 
Workshop on Child Labor in Developing Countries (Mexico City), University of Milan-Bicocca, El Colegio 
de México, Center for European Research in Microfinance (Brussels), NEUDC (Yale University), 
Tecnológico de Monterrey (Mexico City), Oberlin College. 

2010:  NBER – Children and Education Spring Meeting (Boston), Kent State University, Annual Bank Conference 
in Development Economics (Stockholm, Sweden), Mexican Chapter of the LACEA-Network on Inequality 
and Poverty (El Colegio de México, Mexico City, Mexico) NEUDC (MIT), LACEA (Medellín, Colombia). 

 
REFEREEING ACTIVITY 
American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, American Economic Review, American Economic Review – 
Insights, B.E. Journal of Economic Analysis and Policy, BMJ – Open, Demography, Development Policy Review, 
Economic Development and Cultural Change, Economics of Education Review, Economic Journal, Economics 
Letters, Health Economics, Journal of African Economies, Journal of Banking and Finance, Journal of Development 
Economics, Journal of the European Economic Association, Journal of Health Economics, Journal of International 
Economics, Journal of Public Economic Theory, Management Science, PLOS Medicine, PLOS One, Quarterly 
Journal of Economics, Review of Economics and Statistics, Review of Economic Studies, World Bank Economic 
Review, World Development. 
Grant reviewer: 3ie, BASIS –USAID, NSF, IZA, DFID, ESRC, the Swiss National Foundation, and the World Bank. 


