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Abstract 

Amidst the fight over Coronavirus pandemic, the world is also facing the pandemic of domestic violence against women. 
Covid-19 pandemic deepens economic insecurity, financial stress and interpersonal strains coupled with restricted movement and 
indoor stay behaviour, increasing this violence exponentially. Lockdown protocol in COVID-19 across the world has locked up the 
victims of domestic violence to stay at home with their abusers, leaving them with little options to find adequate shelter or even 
solace. The main objectives of the study are to explore to what extent have there been an increase of domestic violence against women 
and the causes behind its increase in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The methodology adopted in this study is content 
analysis based on secondary data, taken from academic journals of various disciplines, government publications, reports, policy 
papers, relevant websites, databases, newspaper articles and newsletters etc. According to UN Women 2021, globally, an estimated 
736 million women (almost one in three) have been subjected to domestic violence. UN Women has referred to the rise in violence 
against women during the Covid-19 pandemic as the ‘Shadow Pandemic’. Reaching out to women facing domestic violence needs to 
be classified as an ‘essential service’ by the government.  
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Introduction 

As the world is trying to cope with the current Corona Virus Disease of 2019 (Covid-19) crisis, many countries took resort to 
'stay at home' order. In order to contain further spread of the virus, complete or partial lockdowns have been imposed in most of the 
countries. Though steps such as self-quarantine, physical distancing are essential to contain the global Covid-19 pandemic, but there 
are some unintended negative consequences. One of them is Domestic Violence (termed as DV) against women. 
 

Pre-existing toxic social norms and gender inequalities, fear, uncertainty, economic and social stress caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, have led to an exponential increase in DV against women. On 24th March 2020, the Prime Minister of India 
announced a nationwide lockdown to contain the spread of the Novel Coronavirus. Soon after this announcement, news about an 
increase of DV in households started trickling in. In response to that news, in early April, an anti-DV video has been speeded by 
various Indian celebrities. Set in a black and white frame, Anushka Sharma, Vidya Balan, Virat Kohli, and a few other Bollywood 
personalities encouraged ‘men to take a stand against’ DV and ‘women to break the silence’ around it. This advertisement aimed to 
educate and to aware the viewers about the rising numbers of DV and to prompt action against perpetrators. 

 
COVID-19 Pandemic and Lock Down  

COVID-19 is an infectious disease caused by a newly discovered coronavirus. On 31st December 2019, the outbreak was first 
reported to the World Health Organization (WHO, 2020a). On 30th January 2020, WHO designated the outbreak of this new 
coronavirus disease, COVID-19, to be a Public Health Emergency of International Concern (WHO, 2020b). On 11th February, 2020, 
WHO announced a name for the new coronavirus disease: COVID-19 (WHO, 2020c). On the 11th of March, 2020, WHO declared 
COVID-19 as a global health threat, a pandemic as by then about 114 countries were affected across the world (WHO, 2020d). Almost 
half of the population of the world has compelled to sustain their lives under lockdown system since the end of March, 2020 (Tosepu 
et al. 2020).  
 
Definition of Domestic Violence 

The term domestic violence is used to refer to intimate partner violence, which this study highlights. 'Domestic Violence' is 
defined in ‘The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, India, 2005’ as “any act of commission or omission or conduct 
resulting in physical, verbal, emotional, sexual and economic abuse (Govt of India, 2005).”  

 
Objectives 
The main objectives of the study are:  

i. to examine the extent of increase DV in the context of Covid-19 pandemic lockdown. 
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ii. to analyze the factor that is responsible for the Promotion of DV during lock down period.  
iii. to evaluate the role of preventive measures in the settlement and rehabilitation of women suffering of continuous DV during 

lock down.  
iv. to mention certain measures and policies as effective and helpful for the victims in the era of COVID-19. 
 
Methodology 

The research methodology adopted for this paper was doctrinal and sources of information are secondary. The study is based 
on content analysis. The relevant material has been collected from secondary sources such as papers in academic journals related to 
human rights, government publications, reports, policy papers, relevant websites, databases, newspaper articles and newsletters etc. 
The study is both descriptive and analytical in nature.  
 
Extent of Domestic Violence during Lockdown 

During health emergencies, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, DV against women tends to increase. A new report by the 
United Nations (UN) Women reveals that the COVID-19 crisis has intensified gender inequality and gender discrimination around the 
world. In titled as “The First 100 Days of the Covid-19 Outbreak in Asia and the Pacific: A Gender Lens”, the report confirms 
disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on women and girls. The report observes that lockdowns and quarantine measures placed by 
many countries mean that millions of women are confined with their abusers, with limited options for seeking help and support (UN 
Women, 2020a). Taking note of the surge in the number of cases, UN Secretary General expressed serious concerns stating that “Over 
the past weeks, as the economic and social pressures and fear have grown, we have seen a horrifying surge in domestic violence. 
Many women under lockdown for COVID-19 face violence where they should be safest: in their own homes.” He appealed “for peace 
in homes around the world” (UN Women, 2020b). 
 
Global Context 

Currently, the world is reeling under the COVID-19 pandemic. UNFPA and its partners Institutions in the USA and Australia 
predicted 20 per cent increase in DV during an average three-month lockdown in all 193 UN member states (Calamitous, 2020). 

 
In France, reports of DV have increased by 30 per cent since the lock down on March 17. In Argentina, emergency calls for 

DV cases have increased by 20 per cent since the lock down on March 20. In Cyprus and Singapore, help lines have registered on 
increase in calls of 30 per cent and 33 per cent respectively (UN Women, 2020a). In South Africa, authorities said there were nearly 
90,000 reports of violence against women in the first week of this lockdown (Chandra, 2020). 

 

A recent survey conducted by a local human rights organization, the Manusher Jonno Foundation (MJF), in 27 out of 64 
districts in Bangladesh, 4,249 women were found to had been subjected to domestic violence in April, 2020. Of these victims, 1,672 
women were facing violence for the first time in their lives. The women, who faced first time DV, blamed the lockdown for their 
situation (MJF, 2020a). The MJF interviewed about 53,340 women and children for the study in May, 2020. The data showed that 
2,085 women were physically abused, 4947 mentally abused, 404 sexually abused, and some 3,589 faced financial constraints 
imposed by their husbands (MJF, 2020b).  

 
Since the pandemic, as per the UN report, Lebanon and Malaysia have seen the number of calls to help lines double, 

compared with the same month last year; in China they have tripled; and in Australia, where the government has promised some $91 
million to address the problem as part of its COVID-19 response plan; Google reports a 75 per cent increase in online searches for 
help with domestic violence. The report further states that in the last 12 months, 243 million women and girls (aged 15-49) across the 
world have been subjected to sexual or physical violence by their intimate partners and this can rise up during pandemic (U N 
Women, 2020b).  
 
Indian Context 

In new research by Ravindran and Shah (2020), the violence against women in India has been ranked as the world’s most 
dangerous country for women. 

 
The National Commission for Women (NCW), which receives complaints of DV from across the country, recorded a more 

than twofold rise in gender-based violence during the initial lockdown period. As per the statistics released by the NCW in early April 
2020, there has been 100 per cent increase in complaints related to violence against women after the nationwide lockdown was 
imposed in March, 2020 (Chandra, 2020). Another report by the NCW registered an increase of at least 2.5 times in DV complaints 
since the nationwide lockdown, according to official data. Between March 25 and May 31, the NCW received 1,477 complaints of 
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DV. Nearly 727 of these complaints were received on its Whatsapp helpline (+917217735372) set up in April to ensure women, who 
could not access emails or send complaints by post, could receive help. The total complaints during the 68-day period were 1.5times, 
the 607 of complaints have been received between March and May last year (Press Trust India, 2020a).  

 

It is important to note here that from March 23 to March 31, 2020, the State of Uttar Pradesh, with the highest number of 
complaints of DV has been recorded, 90 cases in this period, as compared to 36 cases which were recorded during this same time 
period, prior to the lockdown (Scroll Staff, 2020). 
 

Needs Rethinking 
In the run-up to the announcement of the nationwide lockdown across the globe, the efforts have intensified in recent months 

to fight two pandemics: the COVID-19 pandemic that threatens lives and the economic pandemic that threatens the livelihoods of 
millions of workers. Much less attention has been paid to a third pandemic that is going unaddressed, the increasing DV against 
women. UN Women has referred to the rise in violence against women during the Covid-19 pandemic and is accompanying lockdown 
as the “Shadow Pandemic” (UN Women, 2020c). 

 
In protecting women from DV, lack of awareness and support with under-reporting of cases has always been the major 

obstacles even before the pandemic. Being trapped in a closet space with violent or manipulative individuals lead to increased rates of 
violence and intensity of threats, physical, sexual, and psychological abuse, humiliation, intimidation, and controlling behaviour.  

 
Increasing rate of DV resulting from Covid-19 is an indirect driver of economic and social crisis. It affects mother-child 

relationships, and child socialization. The result of DV can create separations and divorces where the government resources will be 
employed, placing another strain on the economy. The adverse effects of DV on physical and mental health may range from 
depression, risky sexual behaviour, and substance abuse to more long-term challenges like chronic diseases. So, the countries face 
losing women productive workforce who can contribute to the economy, but are remaining far away by the effects of DV. 

 
Keeping in view the seriousness of the crisis, the United Nations has called for urgent action to combat the worldwide surge 

in DV. “I urge all governments to put women’s safety first as they respond to the pandemic,” Secretary General Antonio Guterres has 
twitted on April 5. He has asked all governments to make the prevention and redress of violence against women as a key part of their 
national response plans for coronavirus crises (UN Women, 2020c).  
 

Findings 
Findings of this article are based on available literature research conducted by different organizations and individual activists.  

The declaration of the nationwide lockdown, which has left many facing job losses, uncertainty over salaries, forced isolation and 
stressed households, has resulted in a steep rise in violence against women. NCW chief, Rekha Sharma says the main reason for the 
rise of DV is that men, confined to home, are taking out their frustration on women, while refusing to help out in domestic work (Roy, 
2020). 
 

In a recent survey by Manusher Jonno Foundation (MJF), ‘The women, who faced domestic violence for the first time, blame 
the lockdown for their situation. They say that their husbands are becoming increasingly frustrated at home due to a lack of social 
interaction,’ Arpita Das, a coordinator of the MJF, told DW (Deutsche Welle is German public state-owned international broadcaster). 
‘Men are angry about losing their jobs due to the COVID-19 lockdown. Some are venting their frustration by torturing their wives,’ 
she added. ‘Tensions are growing within families. Men are not working, they can't go out to meet their friends,’ reported at DW, also 
added that the household work for women has also increased during the lockdown. ‘The coronavirus lockdown has increased financial 
pressure on these families. Husbands may express their frustration by humiliating their wives,’ Arpita Das, a human rights activist, 
told DW (Islam, 2020). The scarcity of social activities and financial pressures are increasing rifts within families. 

 
Rise in DV is also being attributed to household work related disparity. There are the absence of external domestic help and 

the people thrown into close quarter increases workload and cabin fever ensues, adding fuel to the ongoing friction between the couple 
and the results in increased chances of DV (EPW Engage, 2020). Women are likely to carry a greater social burden and greater 
responsibility for childcare during the COVID-19 pandemic. Women, in particular, are struggling to juggle multiple social roles and 
responsibilities - supporting children with schoolwork, household services and care, and parenting - leading to emotional exhaustion. 
These issues have brought about increased risks of conflict among household members. Moreover, the gender stereotypes and harmful 
masculinities under COVID-19 circumstances and increased household care work for women coupled with financial insecurity and 
unemployment also increase mental stress for women confined within the domestic walls (Rukmini, 2020). The pandemic outbreak 
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resulted in lockdowns and stay-at-home orders likely increased women's social isolation, and made it much harder to (temporarily) 
escape them from violent partners (Usher et. al, 2020). 

 

Women as victims of DV usually try to go to their parents’ or friends’ homes on temporary basis. The emergency lockdown 
situation has led to instances where individuals face violence for having stepped out of their houses, have discouraged many women 
from leaving their homes and by extension, their abusers. In addition, there have been accounts where women have complained 
against their abusers and the police have in turn told them that nothing can be done due to the lockdown (Bose, 2020). While women 
may have knowledge of help lines or organizations that could assist them in facing violence, the Coronavirus lockdown has created 
ambiguities and doubt among those experiencing violence that they would not be able to access these facilities when they really need 
it (Harsh, 2020).  

 
Some states of India in May lifted the prohibition on alcohol, leading to serpentine queues outside liquor shops, has restricted 

alcohol sales and warned that the combination of heavy drinking and quarantine could create a “domestic abuse time bomb” 
(Srivastava, R. & Harrisberg, 2020). Due to lack of access to purchasing alcohol, men in particular who are facing withdrawal 
symptoms are more likely to vent their frustration in the home (Bose, 2020b).  

 

Reasons behind increasing of Domestic Violence during Lockdown 
During the pandemic the reasons behind of DV is multifaceted, precipitated through multiple and interdependent causes.  

 Anxiety due to physical confinement, economic disruption, slowed down businesses, possible unemployment, times of fear and 
uncertainty, scarcity of basic provisions and limited social support around the pandemic increase the DV.  

 As distancing measures people are encouraged to stay at home, the risk of intimate partner violence is likely to increase. The 
violence is dramatically increased, as family members spend more time in close contact, cope with additional stress and 
potential economic or job losses.  

 Women have less contact with the maternal family and with other social peers like friends, external family members, 
neighbours, and co-workers who can provide support and protection from violence.  

 Women are to bear the brunt of increased care work during this pandemic. All the members are staying at home due to closing 
down the institutions, organizations where members are remained attached before pandemic in their day-to-day necessary 
activities.  

 The disruption of livelihoods and lack of ability to earn a living, including for women (many of whom are informal wage 
workers) decrease the access to basic needs and services, increase the stress on families with the potential to exacerbate 
conflicts and violence. As resources become scarcer, women are at greater risk for experiencing economic abuse. Women as 
subordinated and vulnerable class are the victims of this violence. 

 Men are at home and take out frustration on women, refuse to participate in domestic work. 
 Working women, whose livelihoods have been affected by this pandemic crisis, are also now be in financial distress which is 

one of the barriers in removing themselves from violent household.  
 Women are largely engaged in informal work and other vulnerable forms of employment (e.g., self-employment in small 

subsistence businesses, domestic work), now the pandemic crisis leaves them out of formal social protection measures. 
 In this COVID-19 lock down, undoubtedly liquor has played an important role in the rise of domestic violence. Mandatory 

stay-at-home rules, economic uncertainty, and anxiety caused by the pandemic have led to an increase in liquor addiction. In 
addition, work from home in this pandemic situation was driven more by compulsion than by choice. A mindset as working 
from home has been a difficult adjustment for many and a component which surely adds the stress among them during this 
lockdown. As the man demanding his alcohol consumption, the liquor outlets are closed. In both above scenarios, DV is 
increasing. 
 

Barriers to reporting against Domestic Violence in Lockdown 
Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, Executive Director of UN Women aptly pointed out that, at a time where domestic violence goes under-
reported, with less than 40 per cent of women who experience violence seeking help, this pandemic is making reporting even harder, 
because of “limitations on women’s and girls’ access to phones and help lines and disrupted public services like police, justice and 
social services (U N Women, 2020b).” Reporting of DV face certain barriers due to  

 Physical distancing with ‘stay-at-home’ order:  The lockdown incapacitated women by preventing them from moving to safer 
places in cases of facing violence.  

 Unavailability of means of communication:  People locked in with their abusers, may not be able to get access to a mobile 
phone, nor the space and time to call for help. The Whatsapp number launched by the NCW had a limited reach as only  43 per 
cent of women in India own mobile phones compared to almost 80 per cent of Indian males, according to a study conducted in 
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2018 by LIRNEasia (Learning Initiatives on Reforms for Network Economies Asia)  and fewer have an internet connection, 
making this platform inaccessible to majority of women in the country (Mehrotra, 2021). 

 Reduced physical contact with the parental family: Parental family is usually the first point of contact for the victim as the safe 
shelter. Now they can't go to their parental homes for fear of infecting the virus. 

 Unavailability of the formal support: Some traditional forms of support are now unavailable to DV victims due to the 
lockdown. Due to pandemic, the machinery under the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act had not been 
identified as an essential service during the lockdown. Hence, the protection officers were not able to visit households of 
victims; NGOs were not able to have physical interactions with them and the police force being at the frontline in their effort to 
tackle COVID-19 were overstretched to help victims effectively.  
 

Steps taken to combat Domestic Violence against women 
Governments have already put the safety of women foremost while responding to the pandemic. The increase in the number 

of cases during the lockdown forced the French Government to proclaim that they will open pop-up counselling centres and pay for 
hotel rooms for victims. In Italy, the government has introduced an app that is working for domestic violence sufferers to seek help 
without making any phone calls. The government is also considering an offer to allocate 4 million euros for shelters for women 
victims. In Malaysia, the government has implemented the hotline to provide proper assistance to the victims of DV. In Greece, govt. 
officials confirmed that there are upsurging campaigns to provide women with the help, they need to deal with problems that 
transpired from the issue of confinement. In New Zealand, motels are offering their vacant rooms as shelters for the citizens who need 
to leave unsafe houses without the violation of social distancing parameters. In Argentina, pharmacies have been declared safe spaces 
for victims of abuse to report. Similarly, in France, where grocery stores are housing pop-up-services and 20,000 hotel room nights 
have been made available to those women who cannot go home. The Spanish government has told women that they are exempt from 
the lockdown if they need to leave the home because of abuse. Both Canada and Australia have integrated funding for violence against 
women as part of their national plans to counter the damaging fall-out from COVID-19 (UN News, 2020). 
 

52 help lines are working across India to help women experiencing DV which are run by police, women welfare departments 
and non-governmental organizations. Some have been operational for a long time while others have been set up temporarily for 
helping women during the lockdown (Press Trust of India, 2020b). The High Court of Jammu and Kashmir stands out in their suo 
moto cognizance of DV cases during the lockdown to treat all cases of domestic abuse as urgent and has issued directives of call-in 
services, awareness campaigns and provision of dedicated sources of funding to address violence against women and girls as part of 
their COVID-19 response. In addition, there has been a designation of safe spaces like grocery stores and pharmacies where 
individuals can report DV, without alerting their perpetrators. Empty hostels and education institutes have also been designated as 
shelters for women who feel unable to leave their homes where they may be experiencing violence and abuse (The Leaflet, 2020).  
 
Conclusion 

There are no questions on lockdown and self-quarantine in tackling the covid-19. But the insensitivity and irony behind the 
government’s appeal is to ‘Stay Home, Stay Safe’.  It fails to acknowledge that ‘staying safe’ and ‘staying home’ is not synonymous 
for victimised women. The active measures towards surveillance and management of DV needs to be an indispensable part of fight 
against COVID-19.  
 
Way Forward  

Governments and policy makers must include essential services to address DV against women in the context of social 
distancing measures. National news channels, radio channels, and different social media platforms can sensitize the public against 
DV against women, publicise resources and services available, and encourage the equitable sharing of domestic tasks at home. 

 
Civil society organizations need to include services for women subjected to violence in their COVID-19 response plans and 

gather data on reported cases of violence against women. They have to work to enable access to medical assistance, legal aid, 
counselling and 24×7 shelter needs.  

 
Community members must be sensitised towards the increased risks of DV against women during this pandemic and the need 

to keep in touch and support women subjected to violence. Bystanders and neighbours should be encouraged to intervene if they 
suspect abuse, using tactics such as the banging on the door or ringing the bell. They should also be provided the benefit of anonymity 
if they take the initiative to report a case.  Administration and law enforcement agencies have to recognize the gravity of the problem 
and to reach women as distress as an essential service. There is also the adequate arrangement of safe places where the victim can be 
shifted. In rural areas, frontline health workers need to be the first point of contact for abused women where the panchayats and 
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women's self-help groups have to work jointly to provide safety and security to women. There is the need of regular check-ups in slum 
areas on DV issues. An urgent need to circulate the numbers of Protection Officers, as per their area of jurisdiction, through social 
media, television broadcast, newspaper, etc. Nodal Officers have to be appointed to attend distress calls by victims by setting up area-
wise hotline numbers, to be made functional 24/7. 
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