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Abstract

Evidence from victim service providers suggests the COVID-19 pandemic led to an increase in family violence. How-
ever, empirical evidence has been limited. This study uses novel survey data to investigate the occurrence of family
violence during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic in the United States. Data come from the second wave of
the Assessing the Social Consequences of COVID-19 study, an online non-probability sample collected in April and May
2020. Family violence is measured using four variables: any violence, physical violence, verbal abuse, and restricted
access. The authors use logistic regression and KHB decomposition to examine the prevalence of family violence dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. We find that sexual minorities, in particular bisexual people, experienced higher rates of
family violence than heterosexual respondents. Women were the only group to report an increase in the frequency of
family violence. Household income loss is associated with the incidence of verbal violence. Our findings demonstrate
the importance of expanding victim services to address the additional barriers victims face within the pandemic context
and beyond, including broad contexts of social isolation and financial precarity experienced by individuals at risk of
family violence.
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Introduction household.! There are some indications that the pandemic

has led to an increase in family violence. In the United

Family and victim services professionals have expressed
concern that stay-at-home orders and social distancing con-
ditions instituted during the COVID-19 pandemic are exac-
erbating family violence (Peterman et al., 2020). We define
family violence as verbal abuse, physical abuse, or restric-
tion of access to a cell phone or the internet, perpetrated by
a member of the household against another member of the
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States, contact volume at the National Domestic Violence
Hotline was 15 percent higher in April 2020 than in April
2019 (National Domestic Violence Hotline [NDVH], 2020).
Both China and Australia have reported higher than average
police reports of intimate partner violence and calls for help
since the start of the pandemic (Lattouf, 2020; Wangqing,
2020). Additionally, a study of women in Spain found a 23
percent increase in intimate partner violence following the
country’s three-month lockdown at the onset of the pan-
demic (Arenas-Arroyo et al., 2021).

Although research on the association between pan-
demics and family violence is scarce, numerous studies

! This paper focuses on violence perpetrated against people over the
age of 18. While family violence includes child abuse, intimate part-
ner violence, elder abuse, and abuse against others in the same house-
hold, our sample is limited to those 18 years of age and older and
cannot draw conclusions about elder abuse due to limited sample size
of 60+.
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indicate family violence increases in crisis settings charac-
terized by duress, social isolation, and financial strain for
long periods of time (Peterman et al., 2020; Wako et al.,
2015). There is emerging evidence lockdowns are asso-
ciated with an increase in psychological intimate partner
violence (Arenas-Arroyo et al., 2021). Previous research
has also established economic and financial strain, which
has accompanied the COVID-19 pandemic, as a predic-
tor of family violence (Anderberg et al., 2016; Fox et al.,
2002; Renzetti, 2009). To support families, it is vital that
we understand how the pandemic has changed the occur-
rence of violence in households. This study uses novel data
from the Assessing the Social Consequences of COVID-19
study (ASCC), to document if and how known risk factors
for family violence and experiences of household income
loss following the onset of the pandemic are associated
with rates of family violence. We motivate our study by
synthesizing current knowledge about risk factors for fam-
ily violence against adults prior to and during the COVID-
19 pandemic and discuss how these may be exacerbated
by the pandemic.

Family Violence in the United States

In 2019, 4.2 per 1,000 people aged 12 or older were victims
of family violence in the United States, and 60 percent of
victims reported intimate partner violence specifically (Mor-
gan & Truman, 2020). Estimates from the National Intimate
Partner and Sexual Violence Survey indicate that a third of
women and men will experience sexual violence, physical
violence, and/or stalking perpetrated by an intimate partner
during their lifetime. Despite similar rates of total victimiza-
tion, 1 in 4 women who report intimate partner violence in
their lifetime also experience an IPV related impact (con-
cern for safety, absence from school or work, injury, etc.)
compared to 1 in 10 men. Women also report higher rates of
severe physical violence, stalking, and sexual violence than
men (Smith et al., 2018).

Sexual and racial minorities, immigrants, disabled per-
sons, and other marginalized populations have higher rates
of victimization and face additional barriers to seeking
safety than other groups (Breiding et al., 2014; McGeough
& Sterzing, 2018; Walters et al., 2013). The lifetime preva-
lence of intimate partner violence is higher for most sexual
minorities with 44 percent of lesbian women, 61 percent
of bisexual women, 26 percent of gay men, and 38 per-
cent of bisexual men expected to experience intimate part-
ner violence in their lifetime compared to 35 percent of
heterosexual women and 29 percent of heterosexual men
(Walters et al., 2013). Lifetime prevalence of intimate part-
ner violence is higher for women of color with 46 percent
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of Native American women, 44 percent of Black women,
and 37 percent of Hispanic women expected to experi-
ence intimate partner violence in their lifetime compared
to 35 percent of white women. Although overall rates of
family violence are lower among immigrants, immigrants
face additional vulnerabilities because of their legal status
and unfamiliarity with U.S. family law (Curry et al., 2018;
Zadnik et al., 2014).

While we have good estimates of family violence before
the COVID-19 pandemic, estimates of how family violence
has changed following the onset of the pandemic are lack-
ing. Between March 16 and May 16, 2020, the National
Domestic Violence Hotline (2020) saw a 9 percent increase
in contacts to the hotline compared to the prior year. Most
contacts to the hotline describe experiencing emotional and
verbal abuse, followed by financial and economic abuse.
Importantly, 10 percent of contacts to the hotline cited
abuse specific to the COVID-19 pandemic (NDVH, 2020).
Some survivors have reported being prevented from con-
tacting their family and friends to notify them of a positive
test. Others described their partner providing false informa-
tion regarding quarantine protocols (NDVH, 2020; Usher
et al., 2020). Although there is some anecdotal evidence of
increasing family violence in the United States following
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, national level survey
data is lacking.

Family Violence During a Pandemic

Previous research has documented increases in family vio-
lence following natural disasters (Gearhart et al., 2018;
Rezaeian, 2013) and economic crises (Brooks-Gunn et al.,
2013; Culley & Sanders, 2010; Renzetti, 2009; Schneider
et al., 2016). Social isolation, including limited contact
with family and friends or others outside the household,
is also a risk factor (Lanier & Maume, 2009; Stark, 2007).
This suggests that extreme social isolation from pandemic
stay-at-home orders (Usher et al., 2020), and the result-
ing economic recession (Prime et al., 2020) should lead
to an increase in family violence (Peterman et al., 2020;
Zhang, 2020).

The Family Stress Model suggests that both perceived
and actual economic hardship increase stress related to
meeting basic family needs and financial obligations,
which may lead to emotional distress and the perpetra-
tion of family violence (Conger et al., 1990, 2000). In a
test of the Family Stress Model, Fox and colleagues (Fox
et al., 2002) found that actual economic conditions within
a family are an important predictor of intimate partner
violence, after controlling for experiences of previous vio-
lence. They also found that when one or both partners have
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a negative perception of their own financial well-being,
there is a higher risk of violence within the relationship
(Fox et al., 2002). In a study using data from the Fragile
Families and Child Well-Being Study, Lucero et al. (2016)
found that familial economic instability was associated
with experiencing intimate partner violence, mediated by
parental stress.

Economic recessions also contribute to perceived and
actual financial strain and family stress. Previous research
has shown increased family violence is associated with
periods of macrolevel economic strain, regardless of actual
financial hardship within the family (Brooks-Gunn et al.,
2013; Culley & Sanders, 2010; Renzetti, 2009; Schneider
et al., 2016). Following the onset of the 2008 recession,
calls to domestic violence organizations increased (Renzetti,
2009). In a study of intimate partner violence during the
2008 recession, Schneider et al. (2016) show an increase in
men’s controlling and verbally abusive behavior toward their
spouse or partner is directly tied to economic uncertainty,
even after controlling for individual hardship. Interestingly,
they did not find an increase in physical abuse (Schneider
et al., 2016). Similarly, a study of women in Spain during the
early months of the COVID-19 pandemic found an associa-
tion between the pandemic and an increase in psychological
violence, even after controlling for economic loss (Arenas-
Arroyo et al., 2021).

The COVID-19 pandemic has increased actual and per-
ceived economic strain, increasing family stress, though
this varies by family demographics and work arrange-
ments. Although about 30 percent of the American
workforce was able to work from home before the pan-
demic, this was concentrated among more educated pre-
dominantly white workers. Only 16 percent of Hispanic
workers and 20 percent of Black workers could telework,
increasing their risk of job loss or exposure to COVID-
19 (Gould & Shierholz, 2020). Furthermore, women are
disproportionately concentrated in low-wage service or
health jobs. During the pandemic, workers in these types
of jobs lost their jobs at high rates and for remaining
workers required on-site work (Bateman & Ross, 2020).
Mothers who remained employed reduced job hours or
voluntarily left jobs due to the lack of childcare following
pandemic-related closures of care facilities. This loss of
hours was particularly high for women of color, without
a college degree, and living in low-income households
(Modestino, 2020). Research has also shown LGBTQ
identified workers are more likely than heterosexual
workers to be employed industries highly affected by
COVID-19, increasing risk of abuse (Whittington et al.,
2020). People who identify as LGBTQ may also have to
live with or spend additional time with people who are
causing them harm during the pandemic, rely on abusive
persons for financial assistance, and be unable to access

needed services, further compounding their risk (Dixon,
2020; Fish et al. 2021; Salerno et al., 2021). Finally, loss
of income is an additional barrier to seeking safety and
relief from abuse (Renzetti, 2009).

In this study, we provide new knowledge on how the
pandemic has affected the experience of family violence
for U.S. adults. Based on prior work and social services
data collected during the pandemic, we anticipate that fam-
ily violence will have increased during the pandemic, that
increases will be larger for women, racial minorities, and
sexual minorities. Women and sexual minority identified
workers are least likely to be able to telework and at greater
risk of job loss, factors that should increase family stress and
risk of family violence. We also anticipate that increases will
be limited to or more pronounced for verbal and emotional
violence compared with physical violence. The results of
our study inform the larger literature on risk factors for fam-
ily violence, specifically experiences of social isolation and
economic strain.

Methods and Data

The data are from the multi-wave Assessing the Social
Consequences of COVID-19 (ASCC) study. ASCC is
part of a larger project designed to collect informa-
tion on social behaviors, attitudes, health, and time use
before, during, and after the COVID-19 pandemic in
the United States. This paper uses data from the sec-
ond wave of data collection, obtained between April 7
to May 15, 2020. Questions regarding family violence
were not included in the first wave of the study. The
analytic sample includes 2,891 respondents who pro-
vided complete data on all variables used in this analy-
sis.? Respondents were recruited online using Prolific
and MTurk and lived in all regions of the United States.
Respondents were paid $2.50 for completing the survey
portion of the study and an additional $4.50 for complet-
ing a time diary.

Prolific and MTurk are crowdsourcing platforms used
by scholars, among others, to recruit participants for online
studies. Crowdsourcing platforms reduce the cost of con-
ducting large sample surveys across a large geographic
area, increasing research efficiency (Goodman & Paolacci,
2017). We limit the effects of self-selection by providing
only a basic description of the nature of the study to par-
ticipants and documenting sample demographics (Hauser
et al., 2019). Both platforms have been found to produce
high quality data using traditional metrics such as satisficing

2 Specification checks using multiple imputation does not produce
substantively different results to those presented.
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Table 1 Family violence survey questions

Physical abuse
something sexually that you didn't want to do?

Verbal abuse

Restricted access
accounts?

Change

During the past seven days, has someone who lives with you slapped, punched, hit, kicked, pushed, or forced you to do

During the past seven days, has someone who lives with you threatened you or called you fat, ugly, or a hurtful name?

During the past seven days, has someone who lives with you demanded access to your cell phone, email, or social media

Has this increased, decreased or stayed about the same since the novel coronavirus/COVID-19?

and attention checks,’ participant naivety, and the sample’s
ability to reproduce well-documented effects in prior studies
(Peer et al., 2017). We ensure high data quality by requiring
positive reputations® (Peer et al., 2014) and by following
procedures for excluding VPS users® (Winter et al., 2019).
The ASCC was approved by the University of Maryland
Institutional Review Board (IRBNetID: 1,589,068).

Dependent Variables

There are five dependent variables in this analysis: physi-
cal violence, verbal abuse, restricted access, any family
violence, and change in family violence. Participants in
the ASCC who stated they did not live alone were asked
if they had experienced three types of family violence in
the preceding seven days: physical abuse, verbal abuse,
and restriction of access to communication devices (see
Table 1). These items are a sub-set of items in the Intimate
Partner Violence — Gay and Bisexual Men scale (IPV-
GBM). The IPV-GBM scale was adapted from a general
populations scale (Revised Conflict Tactics Scale) and
consists of five factors made up of 23 items (Stephenson
& Finneran, 2013). Because the ASCC survey covered a
wide variety of topics and was long, to reduce respond-
ent burden, we condensed three of the IPV-GBM factors
(physical and sexual IPV, emotional IPV, and monitoring
behaviors) into one question each. We removed gender and
sexual identity specific language for broader applicability,
but kept the same factors (excluding HIV), to capture the
experiences of sexual minorities and gay men in particular.

3 Attention check questions (ACQs) are used to flag respondents who
are not paying attention to the survey. These may be trick questions or
questions with very specific instructions about how to answer. ACQ’s
have been shown to increase data quality by allowing the removal of
inattentive respondents (Peer, Vosgerau, and Acquisti 2014).

* Survey platforms like Prolific and MTurk allows researchers to
reject or accept a respondents survey response. A respondent’s “rep-
utation” reflects the percentage of surveys that have been accepted.
Researchers can set a minimum qualification (i.e., 95% of previous
submissions were approved) for respondents to be eligible to partici-
pate in their survey (Peer, Vosgerau, and Acquisti 2014).

3 VPS users are online survey respondents who hide their location
using a Virtual Private Server (VPS) or Virtual Private Network
(VPN) (Winter et al., 2019).
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Any violence is a binary variable to indicate if a respondent
answered yes to at least one of the family violence meas-
ures. We also asked respondents if the level of violence
they experienced in the previous 7 days had decreased,
stayed the same, or increased compared to prior to onset
of the COVID-19 pandemic (March 1, 2020). Change is
a binary variable that indicates the level of family vio-
lence increased. Respondents who said family violence had
decreased or stayed the same were grouped together due to
the small number of people who reported family violence
decreased (n=18 out of 2,891 respondents).

Independent Variables

To understand the impact of the COVID-19 linked eco-
nomic recession on family violence in the United States,
respondents reported how their household income changed
following the onset of the pandemic. Income change is
a binary dummy variable to indicate if the respondent’s
household income decreased following the onset of the
pandemic. Due to the small number of people who reported
their income increased who also experienced any family
violence (n=23), respondents whose income increased and
whose income stayed the same have been grouped together.
We include household income as a control. We code into a
three-category variable based on yearly household income:
less than $35,000 a year, $35,000 to 75,000, and $75,000
or more.

We asked participants to report both sex at birth and
their gender identity. Because the number of participants
who reported a different sex at birth from their current
gender identity was small, we chose to use gender identity
to portray each respondent’s current identification more
accurately. Men are coded as 0 (n=1,217) and women are
coded as 1 (n=1,674) Respondents who stated their gen-
der as “other” were removed from the sample due to small
sample sizes (n=36). Sexual identity is a three-category
variable that includes bisexual (n=309), heterosexual
(n=2,401), and combines lesbian/gay (n = 105) and other
sexual identity (n=76) into one group to maximize sample
size. We do not include race and ethnicity as focal vari-
ables in this analysis because variation in family violence
across racial-ethnic groups was not statistically signifi-
cantly different.
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Control Variables

We include several control variables that have been identi-
fied in the literature as being related to family violence (Smith
et al., 2018). Race/ethnicity is a mutually exclusive five-
category variable which includes white (n=1,916), Latinx
(n=191), Black (n=191), Asian (n=324), and other (n=269).
The “other” category includes individuals who identified their
race as American Indian or Alaska Native, Middle Eastern or
North African, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, some
other race, and those who selected multiple categories. We
collapse these groups into one heterogeneous group because
of low sample size. Age is a continuous variable ranging from
age 18 to 80.

We did not ask respondents to disclose who specifically
perpetrated violence against them; however, we did ask who
else lived in the household which we used to construct a
mutually exclusive categorical variable of household compo-
sition with the following categories: partner only (n="760),
partner and children (n=657), partner and other (n=200),
parents and/or siblings (n=2847), and other (n=427). The
other category captures respondents who live in homes with
friends, roommates, or a combination of the other categories.

Analysis Strategy

We begin by exploring experiences with different types
and changes in the level of family violence during the
COVID-19 pandemic by income change, gender, and
sexual identity. Second, to assess whether household
income loss mediates the relationship between gender,
sexual identity, and experiences with family violence,
we employ the KHB decomposition method (Breen
et al., 2013). We present models regressing gender,
sexual identity, and our control variables on each type
of family violence, with and without income change.
Finally, we examine how each type and changes in level
of family violence vary by gender and sexuality by pre-
senting predicted probabilities from the full logistic
regression models. All models were estimated using
robust standard errors and the analysis was conducted
using Stata 15.

Findings

Table 2 presents sample characteristics by gender.
Respondents lived with at least one other person at the time
of the survey and were over the age of 18 (see Table 1).
Men were 42.1 percent of the sample (n=1,217) and
women were 57.9 percent (n=1,674) of the sample. Most
of the sample identified as heterosexual (83.1 percent),
white (66.3 percent), and had a household income greater
than $75,000 a year (41.9 percent). Living arrangements

Table 2 Sample statistics by gender

All Men Women
(n=2,891) (n=1,217) (n=1,674)
% | M(SD) % | M(SD) % | M(SD)
Income loss 43.38 41.99 44.38
Sexual Identity
Lesbian/Gay/Other  6.26 5.18 7.05
Bisexual 10.69 5.51 14.46
Heterosexual 83.05 89.32 78.49
Race/Ethnicity
White 66.27 64.59 67.5
Latinx 6.61 6.90 6.39
Black 6.361 6.00 7.05
Asian 11.21 13.56 9.5
Other 9.30 8.96 9.56
HH income
Lower than 35 k 24.70 21.94 26.7
35k—75k 3341 32.87 33.81
75 k or higher 41.89 45.19 39.49
Lives with
Partner only 26.29 23.58 28.26
Partner and children 22.73 20.87 24.07
Partner and other 6.92 6.90 6.93
Parents and/or 29.30 35.83 24.55
siblings
Other 14.77 12.82 16.19
Age 32.56 (11.25) 31.32(10.26) 33.46 (11.85)

Table 3 Bivariate associations of income change, gender, and sexual-
ity with type of family violence experienced (n=2,891)

Any  Physical Verbal Access

All 7.09 1.83 560 235
Income change
Stayed the same or increased  5.26 1.53 4.28 1.89

Decreased 949 223 7.34 2.96
Gender

Men 740 2.46 5.01 3.86

Women 6.87 1.37 6.03 1.25
Sexuality identity

Lesbian/Gay/Other 10.50 4.97 9.94 4.42

Bisexual 12.61 291 9.39 4.85

Heterosexual 6.12 1.46 4.79 1.87

were varied, with 26.3 percent of respondents reported liv-
ing with only a partner, 22.7 percent reporting they lived
with a partner and children, and 29.3 percent reporting
they lived with their parents and/or siblings. Slightly less
than half of respondents reported their income decreased
(43.4 percent).
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Table 4 Bivariate associations of income change, gender, and sexual-
ity with increased family violence (n=202)

Increased

All 46.04
Income change

Stayed the same or increased 36.90

Decreased 52.54
Gender

Men 37.50

Women 52.63
Sexual identity

Lesbian/Gay/Other 42.11

Bisexual 51.28

Heterosexual 45.14

Prevalence of Family Violence During the COVID-19
Pandemic

Table 3 presents descriptive statistics by type of violence
experienced by our variables of interest: income loss, gen-
der, and sexuality. Respondents whose household income
decreased, and sexual minorities reported higher rates of
violence than other groups. Overall, 7.1 percent of the sam-
ple experienced any family violence in the preceding 7 days.
Verbal abuse (5.6 percent) was the most common type of
family violence experienced by respondents, followed by

restricted access (2.4 percent), and physical violence (1.8
percent). These rates are higher than the estimated preva-
lence in 2019 (Morgan & Truman, 2020). Surprisingly, men
reported higher rates of any family violence than women, 7.4
percent, and 6.9 percent respectively, though the difference
is not significant. Sexual minorities reported higher rates of
violence than heterosexual people across all types of vio-
lence. Relative to 6.1 percent of heterosexual respondents,
12.6 percent of bisexual people and 10.5 percent of lesbian/
gay/other people reported experiencing any family violence.
Table 4 presents descriptive statistics of people in the sam-
ple who said yes to at least one of the three family violence
measures (n=202). Overall, 46.0 percent of respondents
reported the level of violence they experienced increased.
Individuals who reported their income had decreased expe-
rienced larger increases. Over half of women and bisexual
participants reported an increase in family violence.

Family Stress During the COVID-19 Pandemic

The first step of the mediation analysis (see Appendix 1)
shows income loss may be a mediator for the differences
between bisexual people experiencing family violence and
other groups. Bisexual people had higher odds of experi-
encing household income loss than heterosexual and gay/
lesbian/other people. Household income loss is also associ-
ated with experiencing any family violence and verbal abuse.

Table 5 Odds Ratios from multivariate logistic regressions of experiences of family violence during the COVID-19 pandemic (n=2,725)

Any violence Physical Verbal Restricted access
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Income Loss 1.68%* 1.38 1.61%%* 1.33
Women (Ref: Men) 0.88 0.88 0.49%* 0.49% 1.23 1.24 0.25%%#% 0.25%**
Sexual Identity (Ref: heterosexual)

Lesbian/Gay/Other 1.57 1.57 3.88%* 3.87%* 1.83* 1.83% 2.92% 2.90*

Bisexual 1.95%%* 1.90** 2.10 2.06 1.74%* 1.70%* 3.55%** 347k
Race/Ethnicity (Ref: white)

Latinx 1.36 1.28 0.83 0.81 1.35 1.28 1.61 1.56

Black 1.07 1.06 1.30 1.31 0.83 0.83 1.65 1.65

Asian 0.89 0.87 1.17 1.16 0.81 0.80 1.39 1.37

Other 1.42 1.39 1.63 1.62 1.28 1.25 0.97 0.96
HH income (Ref: 75 k or higher)

Lower than 35 k 1.44 1.33 1.16 1.09 1.06 0.98 1.45 1.36

35k—75k 1.34 1.24 0.67 0.63 1.14 1.06 1.09 1.03
Lives with

Partner and children 1.53 1.51 2.54 2.51 1.47 1.46 2.89* 2.85%

Partner and other 2.74%* 2.54%#% 4.82%%* 4,59 4.00%** 377 5.60%%%* 5.35%#%

Parents and/or siblings 2.13%* 2.08** 1.83 1.81 3.13%%* 3.08%** 1.57 1.54

Other 1.42 1.38 0.90 0.88 1.71 1.67 1.47 1.44

Age 0.99 0.99 0.98 0.98 1.00 1.00 0.98 0.98
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Fig. 1 Predicted probability
of experiencing any family
violence by gender and sexual
identity

Probability

Lesbian, Gay, Other

Heterosexual

Bisexual

I Men [ Women

Note: Predicted probabilities from Model 2. Subscripts show the group differs from
indicated groups at p <0.5. HM=heterosexual men, HW=heterosexual women,
BM-=bisexual men, BW=bisexual women.

Therefore, we use the KHB decomposition to test for this
possibility. However, the KHB decomposition shows that
household income loss is not a significant mediator.

Table 5 presents the results of logistic regression models
testing the association between household income loss and
family violence net of control variables. Our results sug-
gest the COVID-19 pandemic and concurrent economic
recession is associated with experiencing family violence,
particularly verbal abuse. Household income loss is associ-
ated with experiencing any family violence and verbal abuse

LOW, BW,
HM, HW

Fig.2 Predicted probability of 08
experiencing physical violence ’
by gender and sexual identity

.06

Probability
o
Iy
1

.02+

Lesbian, Gay, Other

but is not associated with experiencing physical violence or
restricted access.

Gender, Sexual Identity, and Family Violence

Figure 1 presents the predicted probability of experiencing
any family violence by gender and sexual identity. Sexual
minorities are more likely to experience all types of fam-
ily violence than heterosexual people. Bisexual men and
women had a higher probability of experiencing family

Bisexual Heterosexual

IS Men [ Women
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Fig. 3 Predicted probability of
experiencing verbal abuse by |
gender and sexual identity A
.08 1
=
3 06+
©
Qo
<
o
.04
.02
Lesbian, Gay, Other
Fig.4 Predicted probability of
experiencing restricted access
by gender and sexual identity
1
=
3
<
o
<
a .05

Lesbian, Gay, Other

violence than heterosexual men and women. Figures 2, 3,
and 4 show predicted probability of experiencing physical
violence, verbal abuse, and restricted access by gender and
sexual identity. Gay and other men have the highest prob-
ability of experiencing physical violence (7.5 percent). This
is significantly higher than the probability of experiencing
physical violence among all women and heterosexual men.
Heterosexual women have the lowest probability of expe-
riencing physical violence (1.0 percent), though this does
not significantly differ from bisexual women (2.4 percent).

Women have a higher probability of experiencing verbal
abuse than men. Except for heterosexual women, all groups have
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Bisexual Heterosexual

I Men [ Women

LOW, BW,

Bisexual Heterosexual

I Men [ Women

a higher probability of experiencing verbal abuse than hetero-
sexual men (Fig. 3). Lesbian, other (10.6 percent), and bisexual
women (9.8 percent) are significantly more likely to experience
verbal abuse than heterosexual women (5.2 percent). All groups
are more likely to experience restricted access than heterosexual
women (Fig. 4). Bisexual men have the highest predicted prob-
ability of experiencing restricted access (11.2 percent) followed
by Gay and Other men (8.7 percent). Our results suggest that
sexual minorities are particularly vulnerable to experiencing
family violence during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Figure 5 presents the predicted probability of experi-
encing an increase in family violence after adjusting for
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Fig.5 Predicted probability 6
of experiencing an increase in '
family violence by gender and
sexual identity
GOM
4
=
o LOW
I}
o)
o
o
2

Lesbian, Gay, Other

household income loss, gender, and sexual identity (see
Appendix 2). Household income loss is associated with an
increase in the odds of increased family violence (p <0.05).
Within sexual identity groups, women have a higher prob-
ability of reporting an increase in family violence than men.
Our results indicate that while sexual minority groups have
a higher prevalence of family violence during the pandemic,
women have experienced an increase in the level of family
violence.

Discussion

This study contributes to the growing body of evidence that
the COVID-19 pandemic has led to an increase in family
violence. The COVID-19 pandemic increased economic
strain and family stress through job loss, decreased hours,
and shifts to telework. Parents had to negotiate closed schools
and childcare centers, with mothers often reducing hours or
leaving their jobs (Bateman & Ross, 2020). Findings from
our study support the Family Stress Model (Conger et al.,
1990). Respondents whose household income decreased fol-
lowing the onset of the pandemic were nearly twice as likely
to experience an increase in the frequency of family violence,
even after controlling for gender and sexual identity. This
suggests that in households where family violence occurred
pre-COVID-19, deteriorating economic conditions increased
family stress, leading to greater family violence.
Respondents whose household income decreased follow-
ing the onset of the pandemic were also more likely to experi-
ence verbal abuse than respondents whose household income
did not decrease. This finding aligns with other research from

BM
HM

HW

Bisexual Heterosexual

N Men

Women

the COVID-19 pandemic in Spain, which found an increase
in the number of women experiencing psychological abuse
(Arenas-Arroyo et al., 2021). Additionally, research on family
violence during the Great Recession indicated an increase in
verbal abuse, but not physical violence following increased
economic hardship (Schneider et al., 2016). It is possible that
in homes where family violence is not a regular occurrence,
increased family stress is leading to greater verbal abuse, but
not physical or other types of abuse.

Although our study captures the effects of income loss
on family violence overall, it also points to the particular
vulnerability of young adults. The pandemic has intensi-
fied the decades-long trend of increasing economic precarity
among young adults who haven’t been able to build the same
financial independence as their parents, leaving them more
vulnerable to economic stress (Kalleberg & Vallas, 2018;
Ruggles, 2015). Young adults have experienced job loss and
wage reductions at higher rates than other groups, increas-
ing their likelihood of moving in with parents, and exposing
them to potential abuse (Fry et al., 2020). Other COVID-19
related research has found that women and mothers are dis-
proportionately responsible for adjusting their schedules and
limiting paid employment to account for childcare responsi-
bilities (Calarco et al., 2021). For some couples, this has led
to greater conflict during the pandemic, particularly among
couples with small children (Calarco et al., 2020). Our study
may be capturing some of this dynamic as respondents who
lived with their parents and/or siblings had higher odds of
experiencing family violence than partner only households.

Our study supports previous research suggesting people
who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, or another sexual identity
have higher rates of family violence than people who identify
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as heterosexual (McGeough & Sterzing, 2018; Tillery et al.,
2018; Walters et al., 2013). In our study, 33.3 percent of bisexual
respondents and 42.0 percent of lesbian, gay, and other sexuality
respondents reported living with parents and/or siblings com-
pared to 28 percent of heterosexual respondents. This suggests
that our study is capturing abuse perpetrated by parents against
adult children. Additionally, 50.7 percent of bisexual respondents
and 45.0 percent of lesbian, gay, and other sexuality respondents
reported a decrease in household income compared to 42.7 heter-
osexual respondents. The mediation analysis suggests household
income loss slightly mediates the relationship between gender,
sexual identity, and experiences with any family violence and
verbal abuse during the COVID-19 pandemic. We did not find
any statistically significant differences in experiences of family
violence between white people and racial minorities, though
more research focused on these vulnerable populations is needed.

Our findings have important implications for how victim ser-
vices and related organizations can support victims and survivors
of family violence following the onset of a pandemic and/or eco-
nomic recession. Organizations should consider maintaining and/
or further developing alternative modes of support for people
experiencing violence in their homes, including but not limited to
online and text hotlines. As a result of social distancing regulations,
many smaller organizations had to adapt service provision to an
online platform. National services, such as the National Domestic
Violence Hotline, already provided online support options. These
services should continue to be an option beyond the duration of
the pandemic to increase accessibility. Given findings of increased
verbal abuse, robust employee training and client resources related
to verbal abuse that is adaptable to a variety of economic crises,
such as a global pandemic is also needed. Victim service provid-
ers should also be equipped to help victims and survivors navigate
unemployment applications and emergent government financial
aid resources as new options are made available.

Our findings also demonstrate the importance of workplaces
and victim services organizations ensuring their policies are
knowledgeable, inclusive, and supportive of sexual minorities.
Advocates, legal and judiciary professionals, and healthcare
workers should regularly attend LGBTQ related sensitivity
training. The Violence Against Women Reauthorization Act
(VAWA) of 2021, recently passed by the House, included a new
non-discrimination provision to prohibit discrimination against
victims of rape, sexual assault, or domestic violence related to
both gender and sexual identity. Victim services programs are
also guaranteed eligibility for grant funding regardless of the gen-
der and sexual identity of the survivors they serve (H.R., 1620).

Limitations and Future Directions
This study provides an important glimpse into how the prev-

alence of family violence has been impacted by the economic
and social pressure caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and
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underscores the importance of further research in this area.
There are several limitations.

First, this study is based on a non-representative sample of
the United States which limits our ability to make generalized
claims, particularly about disparate impacts by race, income,
and age. We were surprised the association between women and
experiencing family violence was not significant, given the large
literature documenting higher rates of family violence among
women (Hardesty & Ogolsky, 2020; Smith et al., 2018). This
is likely, at least in part, the result of using a broad definition of
family violence that does not measure specific acts or the sever-
ity of violent incidents. In their meta-review of the literature
regarding intimate partner violence against men, Nowinski and
Bowen (2012) suggest that methodologies that rely on less com-
plex measures of family violence, such as the measures used in
this study, mask the higher prevalence of family violence perpe-
trated by men against women, but it also may be capturing fam-
ily violence among men who identify as LGBTQ. This suggests
that our findings for men may largely pertain to gay, bisexual,
and other sexual identity men, rather than heterosexual men due
to significant interactions. Studies that use incident level details,
injury items, and more explicit instructions regarding exclud-
ing joking or horseplay demonstrate a higher prevalence of
family violence amongst women (Hardesty & Ogolsky, 2020).
Future research on family violence during major health crises
and national disasters should employ more nuanced measures of
family violence while also capturing how families are navigating
contextual factors unique to each event.

Second, respondents were asked to retrospectively com-
pare their experiences with violence before the pandemic
with experiences of violence in the preceding 7 days which
hinders our ability to establish causality. Our measures of
family violence may capture random, acute, or chronic acts
of family violence, but we are unable to categorize these
experiences based on our measures. Furthermore, data for
this study were obtained during April and May 2020, rela-
tively early in the still ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. As the
pandemic has continued, economic conditions and social
distancing restrictions have also evolved, creating variation
in family stressors. It is likely that levels of family violence
have fluctuated throughout the pandemic, first in response
to new stressors caused by pandemic onset when our study
took place (i.e. sudden unemployment, social distancing,
etc.) and then adjusting to new and prolonged stressors as
the pandemic increased in length (i.e. long term unemploy-
ment, illness, etc.). Future work that utilizes a longitudinal
or quasi-experimental design will help us understand both
the short- and long-term effects of pandemics and economic
recessions on the incidence of family violence.

Third, we cannot ascertain who in each household per-
petrated violence against respondents. Our measures of vio-
lence asked respondents if any person in the household had
perpetrated each type of violence against them but did not ask
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them to identify the perpetrator. The barriers survivors face
to accessing resources and support vary depending on if the
perpetrator is a different sex or same sex intimate partner, a
parent, or a roommate. More research is needed to determine
how perpetration of family violence during the COVID-19
pandemic varies among intimate partners, parents, and other

Appendix 1

Tables 6, 7, and 8

Table 6 Independent variables regressed onto mediator

Income loss (M)

‘Women 1.07 (0.92, 1.24)

Sexual Identity

Lesbian/Gay/Other 1.15 (0.85, 1.56)
Bisexual 1.37*
(1.07, 1.74)

Table 7 Odds ratios mediator regressed onto dependent variables

Any violence Physical Verbal Restricted
access
(DV) (DV) (DV) (DV)
Income loss  1.89%%** 1.47 1.77%* 1.58
(1.42,2.52) (0.85,2.54) (1.29,2.44) (0.97,2.55)

household members, particularly for children and older adults
who are particularly vulnerable to abuse and have access to
even fewer resources. Despite these limitations, our study
provides additional evidence to support practitioner con-
cerns of increasing family violence during the COVID-19
pandemic and the associated economic recession.

Table 8 Decomposition of

Any violence Physical Verbal Restricted access
total effect of gender and
sexual identity on experiencing Coefficient z Coefficient z Coefficient z Coefficient z
family violence via income loss
(n=2,725) Coefficients
Total effect 0.64++* 432 0.38 136 0.57#%* 3.50 045 1.80
Direct effect 0.62%** 427 0.37 1.31 0.55%%* 336 045 1.81
Indirect effect 0.01 0.71 0.01 0.62 0.02 1.92  0.00 -0.08
Relative Measures
Mediation percentage 2.22% - 3.44% - 3.83 - 0.00 -

@ Springer
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Appendix 2

Table 9

Table 9 Models showing odds of experiencing an increase in family
violence (n=202)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Income loss 1.89* 1.97* 1.99*
Women (Ref: Men) 1.92% 1.94*
Sexuality (Ref: heterosexual)
Lesbian/Gay/Other 0.73
Bisexual 1.16
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