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Project Description

Around the world, news outlets have reported increases in domestic violence (DV) as a result of
the COVID-19 pandemic and the attendant restrictions on individual mobility and commercial
activity. There are several reasons to expect that DV would increase for married and cohabiting
couples: additional stress in the household, increased unemployment, increased hours spent
together in close quarters, a decline in access to mitigation services aimed at victims or
perpetrators, and possible increases in alcohol consumption and handgun purchases. However,
victims who wish to report their abuser or seek assistance may also face further barriers to reporting
during the pandemic, which could significantly depress reporting rates. There are also forces that
could reduce DV, such as COVID-19 sickness or mortality in a household or less time spent
together by couples that live apart. The effects of the pandemic on both the true incidence of DV
and the reported incidence are therefore ambiguous.

In the first phase of this proposed project, we will quantitatively examine the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic on reported DV using daily, city-level data on 911 calls and crime incidents
recorded by police. We will study the effects of the spread of COVID-19 itself as well as the effects
of pandemic-related policy. Cities across the country vary with respect to the timing and severity
of disease prevalence as well as the timing and duration of stay-at-home orders, school and
business closings, and limits on gatherings. These policies may have direct and indirect effects on
DV incidence and reporting. Many of the side effects of the pandemic are also known aggravators
for DV, such as negative income shocks, social isolation, and substance abuse. It is likely that the
pandemic will amplify the impact of existing public policies and programs that address these side
effects. We therefore aim to identify, to the extent possible, local policies and contextual factors
that drive variation across cities in the impact of the pandemic on DV reporting. The results can
contribute to improved policy-making in response to the ongoing pandemic and related to DV once
the pandemic ends.

Data on reported DV cases will be hand-collected from individual municipal police
departments in major US cities. Some police departments publish real-time data on 911 calls and
crime incidents. Thus far, we have analyzed data from Los Angeles, Memphis, Chicago, Austin
and Fort Worth. We will expand this list to include other cities that publish data online, as well as
data gathered from police departments via public records requests. For comparison groups, we will
use incident reports to collect data on non-domestic violent crime and property crime. We do not
expect the pandemic to depress reporting rates as much for these other crimes, though it is possible
that fear of infection makes all crimes victims more reluctant to interact with police. Stress could
increase all assaults, but non-domestic assaults may decline if people spend more time at home.
Theft could decrease with less economic activity but increase with worsening economic
conditions. Including these crimes in our analyses will allow us to assess if the effects of the
pandemic on DV are driven by common factors that affect all violent crimes or all types of criminal
activity.



The primary benefit of using police data for this first phase is the availability of real-time
data that will allow us to track the effects of the pandemic despite delays in national and state data
pertaining to DV. Although DV is underreported, more severe cases are more likely to be reported
to police and may provide an informative measure of the prevalence of severe, life-threatening
violence. High frequency data will be particularly important for tracking the dynamics of reporting
over the course of the pandemic. If victims are unable to call for assistance while abusers are at
home, we may expect a decline in reporting during stay-at-home orders that may be followed by
an increase when restrictions are lifted.

Figure 1 shows the trends in crime data from Los Angeles before and after the city
implemented a stay-at-home order on March 19%.
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Figure 1: Crime Reported in LA Before and After Stay-At-Home
This figure displays a 3-day moving average of the daily crime rate recorded by the Los Angeles
Police Department, with linear trends for the periods before and after the city implemented a stay-
at-home order on March 19", Assaults include both aggravated assault and simple assaults.

One concern is the possibility that DV victims are unable to call for assistance during stay-
at-home orders because they are sheltering with their abusers and lack privacy. If that is the case,
then we may expect an increase in reporting in the period immediately following the relaxation of
a stay-at-home order, if levels of violence remain elevated or if victims report earlier incidents
(e.g., as a step to obtaining a protective or restraining order). The data from Memphis, displayed
in Figure 2, show an increase in cases immediately after restrictions were lifted on April 27,
following a steady decline in domestic assaults over the course of the stay-at-home period. These
results persist when removing day-of-week fixed effects.

We will combine the police data with data from a variety of sources describing the severity
of the pandemic, the evolution of local policies, and the timing of changes in individual mobility.
These data include, but are not limited to, COVID-19 diagnoses and deaths, the timing and
characteristics of state and city social distancing mandates, and cell phone and consumer spending
data as proxies for individuals’ mobility and economic activity. Our identification strategy will



exploit variation across cities over the course of 2020 in the timing of disease spread and social
distancing requirements. We will also identify effects by comparing monthly, seasonal, and weekly
variation in 2020 compared to similar variation in 2019 and earlier years.
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Figure 2: Crime Reported in Memphis Before and After Stay-At-Home
This figure displays a 3-day moving average of the daily crime rate recorded by the Memphis Police
Department with linear trend segments for the periods before, during, and after the city’s stay-at-home
order that was implemented from March 24" until April 27", The increase in domestic violence assault
crimes in the days after the stay-at-home order ended persists after removing day of week fixed effects.

Our initial difference-in-difference regression analysis compares 2020 to 2019 data before
and after the implementation of stay-at-home orders in five large cities across the United States.
The estimates provide little evidence of an increase in domestic assault reporting during the first
few weeks of stay-at-home orders compared to the same month and day-of-week in 2019. While
we observe heterogeneity across cities, domestic assault reports to police have declined or
remained level as the pandemic has spread. This suggests that any increase in incidence is being
offset by a decrease in reporting. By contrast, rates of the two other crimes we consider, non-
domestic assaults and property crimes, have declined overall. As a result, DV represents an
increasing share of crime reported to police.

Our immediate plan is to continue to add cities and days to our data set and to extend our
analysis of the effects of pandemic policies and disease spread on reported domestic crime. We
expect to have results of this analysis complete in time to present at a conference next summer.
We may also be able to report results on the effectiveness of non-pandemic local factors at
mitigating the effects of the pandemic on DV. In the long-term, we aim to examine how the
dynamics of the pandemic and associated policies affect DV incidence (including reported and
unreported cases) and the barriers to DV reporting. Over time, as other sources of data become
available for the relevant time period, we plan to compare rates reported to the police to other
measures of violence using data on mortality, on violent deaths, and on victimization.



Use of Funds

The primary use of funds will be to cover the costs of hiring a graduate research assistant who will
be responsible for gathering data over the next several months as the progression of the disease
changes and as distancing measures are increased and decreased, possibly over multiple cycles.
We have already received $7,500 from IZA to support funding for the graduate research assistant.
We are requesting an additional $15,000 to cover the remaining costs of the research assistantship.
We will use the remaining funds to pay for data collection costs, such as copying and FOIA
(freedom of information) fees, as needed, to supplement readily available data that we have already
identified.

Graduate research assistant $15,000
Fees associated with data collection $5.000

Total $20,000
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