Social Distancing, Stimulus Payments, and Domestic Violence:
Evidence from the U.S. during COVID-19

By BILGE ERTEN, PINAR KESKIN AND SILVIA PRINA*

Starting in early March 2020, coronavirus
disease 2019 (COVID-19) dramatically al-
tered everyday lives, as several countries
implemented strict lockdown or stay-at-
home (SAH) measures. Anecdotal evidence
suggests a considerable increase in cases of
domestic violence (DV) worldwide after the
introduction of such social distancing re-
strictions. While earlier studies generally
document an increase in the reporting of
DV incidents, subsequent studies report ei-
ther no significant changes or some decline
in DV incidents[l| Despite a growing body
of work, limited evidence exists on how
these results can be reconciled.

We help fill this gap by examining the
changes in DV police calls for service in 31
U.S. cities before and after social distancing
restrictions from January to September of
2020 compared to trends for the same pe-
riod in 2019. As Figure [I] illustrates, the
daily number of DV-related service calls to
police departments in the U.S. started to
diverge from its 2019 levels immediately af-
ter March 9, 2020. This change overlaps
with the substantial decline in physical mo-
bility across the country and occurs before
the first mandated SAH orders were issued
on March 19. This suggests that the main
driver was voluntary reduction in mobil-
ity. Moreover, we observe that the diver-
gent trends between 2020 and 2019 seem to
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1Online Appendix B provides an overview of studies
on the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on DV.

close starting in mid-April.

Social isolation in the wake of the
COVID-19 crisis could have negative con-
sequences for DV experienced by women
for many reasons, but three consequences
are the most prominent. First, SAH or-
ders force women to spend more time with
their potential perpetrators and mechan-
ically cause an increase in DV. Second,
tighter financial constraints might increase
DV. For instance, the employment rate
in the U.S. fell by approximately 13 per-
cent between February and April (Forsythe
et all 2020). COVID-19-induced employ-
ment losses may “trap” couples in already-
troubled relationships because exiting such
relationships is more difficult when out-
side options are reducedf] Third, the so-
cial isolation and economic uncertainty as-
sociated with COVID-19 likely act as ad-
ditional stressors and worsen individuals’
mental health (Altindag, Erten and Keskin,
2021]).

Consistent with these potential channels,
our estimates indicate that social distanc-
ing led to a 7 percent increase in DV calls,
and this effect remained significant until
around April 15. This timing coincides with
the distribution of the stimulus payments
as part of the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and
Economic Security (CARES) Act by the
U.S. government’| Interestingly, when we

2An additional complication arises if social restric-
tions decrease the ratio of female to male income. In
fact,|Alon et al.|(2020) show that contrary to prior reces-
sions, female unemployment increased more than male
unemployment during the COVID-19 recession. A de-
cline in women’s economic conditions relative to their
partners might increase the prevalence of DV by de-
creasing female bargaining power in the household.

3The CARES Act was signed into law on March 27,
2020, authorizing $300 billion in direct stimulus pay-
ments via Economic Impact Payments (EIPs) and ad-
ditional unemployment insurance. The first EIPs were
deposited in mid- April, two weeks after the CARES act
was signed.
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FIGURE 1. TRENDS IN DOMESTIC VIOLENCE CALLS AND MOBILITY IN THE U.S.

Note: The figure plots the average number of weekly DV calls across 31 cities by week of year for 2019 and 2020.
The red line shows the average change in time spent outside of residential locations indexed to the period of
January 3 - February 6, 2020 as reported by the Economic Tracker, available at https://tracktherecovery.org/.
The first vertical dashed line falls on the week of March 2, 2020, one week prior to the beginning of social
distancing. The other vertical lines represent the dates for first SAH orders implemented on March 19, for the first
reopening of April 20, and for when 50% of cities in our sample began reopening their economies on May 1, 2020.

link the DV calls to census tract demo-
graphic characteristics, we observe that in
census tracts with a high concentration of
Hispanics and noncitizens, DV calls to po-
lice remain high in 2020 relative to the cor-
responding 2019 rates even after the stim-
ulus payments started. In contrast, we find
no significant increase in DV calls in cen-
sus tracts with a high share of Whites or
Blacks after these cash transfers were deliv-
ered. We also find no significant changes in
DV calls in lower-income or lower-education
census tracts after the stimulus payments.

Our study reconciles some of the mixed
findings in the growing literature on the ef-
fects of the COVID-19 crisis on DV. On
the one hand, studies focusing on the first
months of the lockdowns generally doc-
ument stronger increases in DV report-
ing compared to those that encompass a
longer time period. These differences can
partly be accounted for by the gradual
relaxation of government-imposed restric-
tions over time and the introduction of cer-
tain welfare programs that mitigated some

of the initial earnings losses through cash
transfers. On the other hand, it is possible
that some of the null findings in the short-
to medium-term analyses mask the hetero-
geneity in the effects of the COVID-19 cri-
sis for different subpopulations. Borjas and
Cassidy| (2020) document that the adverse
labor market effects of the crisis have dis-
proportionately affected minorities and im-
migrants. Similarly, most welfare programs
exclude noncitizen immigrants. Most no-
tably, noncitizens were not eligible for the
CARES Act benefits or national unemploy-
ment benefits (Bitler, Hoynes and Whit-
more Schanzenbach, 2020). Our results
support the view that access to safety net
programs can relieve financial stress within
the family and thereby decrease DV inci-
dents following the initial spike.

We acknowledge that several other im-
portant events occurred around the same
time period and that not all stimulus pay-
ments were received at the same time.
Hence, there could be other factors driv-
ing these patterns, and our study only pro-
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vides some suggestive evidence based on the
concurrent timing of the CARES Act and
national unemployment benefit payments.

I. Data

Our primary source of data is DV calls to
police for service in the U.S. We contacted
more than 200 police departments to ac-
cess open datasets. We added the police
departments reporting to the Police Data
Initiative to the data we obtained. This
data collection effort yielded a sum of 31
police departments from January 2019 to
September 2020. Online Appendix Table
A1l provides a list of police departments in
our dataset, including the observation pe-
riod, the DV parsing terms, and the state-
level dates of SAH orders and reopenings.
These police departments provided data on
individual calls with the geocode or address
information needed to match the calls to
census tracts[]

II. Empirical Strategy

We use a difference-in-difference (DID)
specification to estimate the impact of so-
cial distancing and economic anxiety asso-
ciated with the pandemic. Our model takes
the following form:

Year = B1Mar9toSAH 4
+ BaSAHtoAprl5. 4
(1) + B3 Aprl5toReopening.q
+ ByReopening.q;
+ Ve + it + Gweek T Odow + €car

We consider the impacts of the COVID-
19 pandemic on DV in four time peri-
ods between March 2020 and September
2020. First, Figure [I] shows a drastic de-
cline in time spent away from home be-
ginning March 9. Second, households be-

4Online Appendix Table A2 compares the cities in
our dataset with the rest of the country using census
tract characteristics in 2019. The normalized differences
are below one-quarter for all demographic variables, in-
dicating no systematic differences between two groups.
Similarly, we do not see any systematic differences in
the number of COVID-19 cases reported in our sample
cities versus the remainder of the country from March
to September 2020.
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gan to receive the stimulus payments asso-
ciated with the CARES Act in mid-April.
Third, many states began to relax their
SAH orders after the first wave of COVID-
19 ended. In our model, y.q4¢ is the number
of DV calls to police departments in city
con day d in year t, Mar9toSAH_ .4 is an
indicator that takes value one if the day is
after March 9 and before the SAH order is-
sued for the state where city c is located,
SAHtoAprl5.q, is an indicator for the pe-
riod between the implementation of SAH
orders and April 15, Aprl5toReopening.q:
is an indicator of the period from April 15
to the reopening, Reopening.q; is an indica-
tor for the period after the reopening, v, are
city fixed effects (FE), u, denotes year FE,
Dweer denotes week FE, and §4,, denotes
day-of-week FE. The sample covers the Jan-
uary to September period in both 2019 and
2020. The standard errors are clustered at
the city level.

The inclusion of year FE controls for any
macroeconomic shocks at the national level,
whereas the week FE account for seasonal
trends in DV. City FE control for any time-
invariant heterogeneity across counties and
enable us to examine within-city variation
in DV calls. The cities that took early ac-
tion in implementing more restrictive poli-
cies differ from others that were late in
implementing such policies. However, as
long as the outcome variables follow parallel
trends prior to social distancing, our DID
estimator provides a consistent estimate of
the impact of social isolation on the risk of
experiencing DV.

ITII. Findings

Table [I] presents the DID estimates. Col-
umn (1) presents coefficient estimates for
the complete sample. The estimates indi-
cate that there was, on average, a 7 per-
cent increase in DV calls from March 9 un-
til April 15 and no significant changes in
calls after April 15[} As described earlier,

5This effect size is close to the 9.7 percent increase
estimated by [Leslie and Wilson| (2020) in the five weeks
after social distancing began, although we consider a
larger set of police departments.

6In Online Appendix Table A3, we show that our
results using more conservative standard errors obtained



4 PAPERS AND PROCEEDINGS MONTH X

e . . . s Qz
this timing also coincides with the distribu- = g2 F oz 2 =
. . . . [¢] o
tion of stimulus payments associated with £ £l oo % = T g
. . wn =+
the CARES Act. This evidence suggests == = £g £ @ ; ©
N7 =+ =+
that such payments may have reduced DV- Iralgs ¢ < g ¢
related police calls by alleviating economic Pl g S = z
. . . [¢]
anxiety. Our results are consistent with ESEIE® g8
. = 2 =3
Chetty et al. (2020), who find that stim- S48 &
o+
ulus payments sharply increased household 5 2%
. . 2 2 o & L~ —~ w0
spending and nearly restored it to the con- =L R|lc@2025220909 & g
i ; SEglnr233832388E £
sumption levels prior to COVID-19. 2 £ CEIESE8e83 7T =
3
Table[I]also reports whether the effects of 520
. . . 2} =+
social distancing on DV calls vary by race, o gh g 2
o . .. . B~ —~ —~ —~ o o
ethnicity, and citizenship status. We use EoslloxSsSo809 58
. . . . 5 5w el 2 o090 00 0o 9ohv @
the distribution of these demographic char- e £ =i Eo%g SSREEGE&T § 3
acteristics at the census tract level and com- 3 o E N o
. - o]
pare census tracts above the 75" percentile ¥ < = g
. . wn
and below the 25" percentile for the shares E o = | =y n
. . . oy @ = 1 1 =
of Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and nonciti- o’ 5|2 822222223’ ¢ -
. . . Q o R CR=E=] == = RN =
zens in the population. The DID estimates g§c¢e “ReREISOZ N é & z
. . 2] = X
in columns (4), (6), and (8) show evidence 526 8 ° 3
of a significant increase in DV calls from i%g w5 e
Z Q =
March 9 to the SAH orders for census tracts BT & 2B LB LD B BF @
. . o, ot XD D | ~a 2
where the shares of Blacks, Hispanics, and 5 % $SZ22S8288EEw’ £
oy . . = LEXx—E2 L —
noncitizens in the population are above the TS| © 2% o
. [ —
75" percentile. In contrast, column (2) es- 55 %
. . 1. . .. o =
timates indicate no evidence of a significant el c;? all . % @ z
increase in predominantly white areas. S e cScococooalmt 2 Z
. . Uwg%wooooowoovww
Moreover, estimates in columns (6) and Seg|ltgSTEEEmES Y 9
. . 102] o
(8) of Table 1] show that the increase in DV g5 2 o S
calls from the SAH orders to April 15 for 5o s w a
. . . . j=3 =
areas with high concentrations of Hispan- SWa| o g = £
: iy : : FeTllongoooooooo_ %2 &
ics and noncitizens does not disappear in B N EE R O <
: RS = &
the aftermath of April 15. In contrast, es- 2L F|ITREISNENI N g 3 =
. . . . 2] =
timates in columns (7) and (9) indicate no g g 3 o g
evidence of a significant change in DV calls S5 & 2
. . . o = wn
for areas with low shares of Hispanic and g3 g w 5
oy . . el —~ —~ — —~ = 0
noncitizen population from April 15 to re- ELFloc8S0o85859o ¢ g E
ing [l s EINGL 2882838388 FF ©
opening :é%“g@@@%b%dm ﬁ%
= 5 =R
o5 =.
o+ e}
by the wild cluster bootstrap method are very similar. § = o
7Online Appendix Table A4 shows that these results z e 5 %)
I . . B 3 =
are robust for estimating a fully interacted model in . B o
which we interact year, week, and day-of-week FE with § =9 - TS cD0Do g
city FE. F2ellSS5555255a=%4
s . . . TERIERESSoREER O RE S
Online Appendix Table A5 explores heterogeneity < (.m“g e SERS oSO ET 8
by income, education and baseline DV-related calls be- 8o 8 g =X
+
fore the pandemic. We find no evidence of significant TT E a £
differences by average income level and education. In- b »@ %
terestingly, although the increase in DV calls for areas o: g S 2
with high baseline DV calls prior to the pandemic are ;e ég P % o
T . ; i o d oo oLt oo =
slightly higher before .ApI'll 15, the effects disappear for : g 2 S 2228 g P OZ %
both groups after April 15. = A = SSER=EEE8~ IN
9Using an event-study specification, Online Ap- ] S K= = = o%
pendix Figure A1l shows no evidence of significant pre- 2 c;»
trends in DV calls from January until the first week of '




VOL. XX NO. XXX

IV. Discussion

Our results are important for the future
policy discussion, as they highlight the im-
portance of improved access to social safety
net programs in combating domestic vio-
lence. It is a well-documented fact that
noncitizens and undocumented immigrants
suffered a double burden during the pan-
demic: not only did they disproportion-
ately suffer from employment losses, but
also, they could not obtain access to several
social safety programs. [Bitler, Hoynes and
Whitmore Schanzenbach| (2020) report that
undocumented immigrants did not receive
unemployment benefits, and |[East, Hoynes
and Watson| (2020) note that noncitizens
are ineligible for unemployment insurance
as well as almost all benefits, including
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram (SNAP) and stimulus payments under
the CARES Act (i.e., EIPs and additional
unemployment insurance). Moreover, the
take-up of social safety programs has been
relatively low among Hispanics, particu-
larly in places where immigration enforce-
ment programs have been strongly enforced
(Alsan and Yang, 2018). East, Hoynes and
Watson| (2020) also note that food insecu-
rity among Hispanics increased more than
among Whites after the pandemic. Thus, it
is not surprising that the government pro-
grams introduced around mid-April did not
lead to significant declines in DV calls for
areas with high concentrations of Hispan-
ics and noncitizens given that these groups
could not take advantage of most of the fi-
nancial relief programs.
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