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ABSTRACT

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, many governments around the world have implemented lockdown or mass quar-
antine measures. While the purpose of these measures is to prevent the spread of the virus, they have had important social 
consequences. To determine the effect that pandemic-related isolation and quarantine measures have had on domestic 
violence and child abuse, we analyzed Canadian police calls for service data from 2015 to 2020. Our findings indicate that 
calls for service related to both domestic violence and child abuse have significantly increased during the pandemic. In 
light of these findings, we make recommendations for both government officials responsible for pandemic management 
and policing organizations on how to prevent increases in domestic violence and child abuse during future lockdowns.
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INTRODUCTION

On 30 January 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) 
declared the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) a Public 
Health Emergency of International Concern. Shortly there-
after, on 12 March 2020, the WHO declared COVID-19 a 
pandemic, and it rapidly became the largest global health 
emergency of the twenty-first century. In an attempt to stop the 
spread of the virus by preventing its human-to-human trans-
mission, many governments around the world implemented 
(and still implement at the time of writing) “lockdown” or 
“mass quarantine” measures, which aim to limit the move-
ment of people and prevent face-to-face interactions (Davies 
et al., 2020; Lau et al., 2020). Depending on the national, and 
sometimes local, context, some of these measures include 
work-from-home advisories, compulsory “shelter-in-place” 
orders, the closure of schools and non-essential services, as 
well as restrictions on social gatherings, travel, and border 
crossings (Wilder-Smith & Freedman, 2020). 

While such measures have shown to be effective in 
slowing the spread of the virus, preventing deaths, and 
alleviating stress on the healthcare system (Lau et al., 2020), 
they have other far-reaching consequences. On one hand, 
air quality has improved during the pandemic as a result 
of a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions (Zambrano-

Monserrate et al., 2020), due, in part, to significantly reduced 
air and road traffic in 2020. In particular, road traffic reduced 
by half globally in April 2020, while the number of air travel 
passengers reduced by 63% in April 2020 in comparison with 
April 2019 (United Nations, 2020). On the other hand, previ-
ous studies have shown that mass quarantine measures and 
lockdowns both contribute to low life satisfaction, emotional 
isolation, and fear of infection (Cava et al., 2005; DiGiovanni 
et al., 2004; Reynolds et al., 2008; Zhang et al., 2020). The social 
and economic costs of social and physical distancing and 
lockdowns are particularly brutal for the most vulnerable 
members of society. These individuals are typically engaged 
in employment where they are less likely to be able to work 
from home and experience higher rates of unemployment 
due to the closure of non-essential services (International 
Labour Organization, 2020). Furthermore, some essential 
services for vulnerable populations (e.g., homeless shelters) 
have been forced to close to mitigate the spread of the virus 
(Perri et al., 2020). When focusing on youth, research on the 
effect of quarantine measures and isolation on children 
has shown a higher likelihood of developing acute stress 
disorder, adjustment disorder, and grief, with 30% of quar-
antined or isolated children meeting clinical criteria for post- 
traumatic stress disorder (Sprang & Silman, 2013). Nationwide 
school closures could also negatively impact the health and  
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well-being of children, since evidence suggests that children 
are less physically active, have significantly longer screen 
time, irregular sleep patterns, and less favourable diets when 
not participating in school (Brazendale et al., 2017).

The various societal costs of the pandemic will need to 
be carefully studied over time and across different research 
disciplines to understand its impact on public health, life 
satisfaction, mental health, the psychological as well as 
social development of children, and educational outcomes. 
The role of criminologists will be to study the effect of the 
pandemic on crime rates. Historically, criminologists have 
observed an increase in violence and drug use during times 
of recession and economic crisis (Carpenter, 2017; Dávalos et 
al., 2011; Hollingsworth et al., 2017; Schneider et al., 2016), as 
well as an increase in domestic violence following disasters 
(see, for example, Rahman, 2013, and Gearhart et al., 2018). In 
this light, we hypothesize that the COVID-19 pandemic and 
its associated government-mandated lockdowns have had 
a similar effect on such crime rates. By analyzing Canadian 
data, our article will provide some initial insights into the 
effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on both domestic violence 
and child abuse. The research question we will address is the 
following: What effect do quarantine measures and isolation 
have on the calls for service to police organizations pertain-
ing to domestic violence and child abuse? We make specific 
recommendations for policing organizations that follow from 
our findings.

CONTEXT

Domestic Violence and Child Abuse 
A number of scholars have historically examined the impact 
of pandemics, disasters, and other major crises on domestic 
violence. For example, Decker et al. (2013) examined how 
the HIV pandemic influenced the abuse of women, whereas 
Wilson et al. (1998), Gearhart et al. (2018), and Parkinson 
(2019) examined the increase of domestic violence following 
disasters. Several scholars have commented on the effect of 
social isolation during the COVID-19 pandemic on domestic 
violence around the world (van Gelder et al., 2020). In particu-
lar, there has been a 40%–50% increase in domestic violence 
in Brazil (Graham-Harrison et al., 2020); there was a 20%–30% 
increase in calls to domestic violence helplines in Cyprus and 
Spain in the several days following implementation of their 
government-mandated isolation measures; there has been a 
surge in calls to the National Domestic Violence Hotline in the 
United States since the beginning of the pandemic (Thomas, 
2020); and there was a 25% increase in calls related to domes-
tic violence in the United Kingdom within just one week of 
implementation of their lockdown measures (BBC, 2020). 
Scholars have additionally begun examining contextual dif-
ferences in the rise of domestic violence. For example, Boserup 
et al. (2020) demonstrated significant differences in domestic 
violence increases between different states in the United 
States, with a range between 10% and 27% in March 2020 in 
comparison with March 2019. Just recently, a meta-analysis by 
Piquero et al. (2021) found that, across the 18 included studies, 
officially reported domestic violence increased by an aver-
age of 7.9% during the COVID-19 pandemic internationally, 
with a slightly higher average (8.1%) increase across studies 
performed in the United States.

In contrast to research on the effect of pandemics or other 
disasters on domestic violence, there has been comparatively 
less empirical research examining the relation between such 
events and child abuse. However, it is well established that 
stress can cause cognitive, emotional, and physical fatigue, 
all of which can strain relationships between children and 
their parents (Deater-Deckard, 2004). The consequences of 
this often include harsher parenting (Beckerman et al., 2014) 
and child abuse (Rodriguez-Jenkins & Marcenko, 2014). Stress 
is, therefore, an important factor to consider when examining 
the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. Lockdowns, 
the closure of schools and non-essential services, physical 
distancing measures, and the indefinite loss of employment 
have resulted in many individuals and families experiencing 
stressful economic situations as well as heightened mental 
health concerns (e.g., Marazziti et al., 2020; Brown et al., 2020).

Research Location
COVID-19 was first detected in Alberta, Canada, in January 
2020 and was traced to out-of-country travel. By 5 March 
2020, the province was experiencing exponential growth in 
transmission of the virus, and by 15 March 2020, all schools 
across the province were closed. On 16 March 2020, Edmonton, 
Alberta, where our research takes place, closed all city-run 
facilities (e.g., libraries, gyms, and hockey arenas), cancelled 
all international flights to and from the city, and allowed only 
essential services to remain open. Edmonton is the capital of 
Alberta and the most populous northern city in the world, 
with close to one million residents within city limits and 
approximately 400,000 additional residents in neighboring 
communities. The city has a police service (Edmonton Police 
Service (EPS)) with approximately 2,500 members, 1,800 of 
whom are sworn police officers. In the initial phases of the 
lockdown (i.e., following 15 March 2020), the EPS experienced 
a decrease in the frequency of calls for service. This decrease 
could largely be explained by the fact that many individu-
als were working from home, resulting in a decrease in the 
frequency of residential break and enters and fewer traffic 
accidents. Shortly after 15 March 2020, however, commercial 
break and enters began to increase (with non-essential ser-
vices being closed, the reporting of such break and enters 
was delayed). The other types of crime for which the EPS 
received increased calls for service include domestic violence 
and child abuse. 

METHODS

We entered into a research agreement with the EPS, and they 
provided us with Edmonton calls-for-service data for two 
types of crime, domestic violence and child abuse, between 
the years 2015 and 2020. The dataset contained only calls for 
service that resulted in a charge in one of the two described 
categories. In other words, calls for service that did not result 
in a charge, or resulted in a charge for a different type of 
crime, were not included in the dataset. Using these data, we 
tabulated the number of occurrences of domestic violence and 
child abuse in each yearly quarter from the beginning of 2015 
to the end of 2020. We also calculated the average number 
of occurrences for 2015 through 2019, and, for each type of 
crime, the percent change in occurrences from the 2015–2019 
average to 2020 for each quarter.
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RESULTS

In Figure 1, the total number of domestic violence (Figure 1A) 
and child abuse (Figure 1B) occurrences are shown from the 
beginning of 2015 to the end of 2020. A visual inspection sug-
gests that the number of domestic violence and child abuse 
occurrences were both greater in 2020 than in the previous 
years shown.

In Table I, the average number of domestic violence and 
child abuse occurrences between 2015 and 2019 are shown 
for each yearly quarter. The number of occurrences in 2020, as 
well as the percent change from the 2015–2019 average to this 
year, are also shown. For both types of crime and all yearly 
quarters, there was a significant increase in occurrences from 
2015–2019 to 2020 (e.g., there was a 54% increase in child abuse 
in 2020 compared with 2015–2019 for the third yearly quarter). 
These results confirm the visual inspection of Figure 1.

DISCUSSION

The potential long-term consequences of COVID-19 on public 
health are currently not well understood. However, while a 
focus on the impact of the disease on public health is impor-
tant, attention must also be paid to the wider societal costs 
of the pandemic and its associated lockdowns. Our findings 
draw attention to the consequences on two types of crime 
during a state-ordered lockdown: domestic violence and child 

abuse. Calls for service for both types of crime have signifi-
cantly increased during the pandemic. These findings have 
implications for future lockdowns and, in particular, raise 
the question of how policing organizations can potentially 
address anticipated lockdown-related issues before they arise. 
In light of our findings, we make recommendations for both 
government officials responsible for pandemic management 
and policing organizations:

■■ As our findings indicate, domestic violence and child 
abuse both increase during lockdowns. With this 
knowledge, policing organizations should be prepared 
to pivot during times of lockdown, moving resources 
to their units responsible for domestic violence and 
child abuse. 

■■ Our data shed light on the unintended consequences 
of school closures, especially pertaining to children in 
elementary school (i.e., kindergarten to sixth grade). In 
addition to its educational role, school often serves as a 
safe place for children, sometimes the only safe place they 
have. With this in mind, the closure of schools may have 
two detrimental effects on child abuse: (1) children lose 
their safe space and access to adults they may be able to 
trust (including a school resource officer that they may 
have a trusting relationship with); and (2) perpetrators in 
the home have continued access to their victims, while 
also not needing to fear that the children in their care will 
report their victimization to teachers, school social work-
ers, school resource officers, school friends, or friends’ 
parents. To prevent child abuse, school closures should 
therefore always be a last resort. If schools must close, 
we recommend that schools and teachers develop best 
practices to identify students who are at an increased risk 
of child abuse during school closure and develop pro-
tocols for how to routinely check in with such students 
and their families. This could potentially be realized in 
collaboration with school resource officers. 

■■ More broadly, the empirical evidence of significant 
increases in both domestic violence and child abuse 
further highlights the need for trauma awareness for 
first responders, in general, and police officers, specifi-
cally (Jones 2020). The longitudinal impact of domestic 
violence and child abuse as they relate to Adverse Child-
hood Experiences (ACEs) is well documented (Merrick et 
al., 2017; Messina & Grella, 2016; Finkelhor et al., 2015). 
Consequently, trauma awareness and trauma-informed 
programming, as well as educating police officers and 
justice workers about the impact of domestic violence 
and childhood abuse, are critical. Such training is par-
ticularly important during disasters and pandemics, 
as police officers must respond to increased calls for 
service for crimes related to domestic violence and 
child abuse.

■■ During economic downturns, funds for prevention of, 
and social intervention in, social issues are often reduced. 
Since the economy of Alberta has been devastated by the 
pandemic, we are therefore concerned that programs to 
prevent domestic violence and child abuse will be among 
those that receive less funding. Given the long-term 
impact of domestic violence and child abuse, we urge 
the government to reconsider such potential funding 

FIGURE 1  Domestic violence (A) and child abuse (B) occurrences in 
Edmonton, AB, CA between the years 2015 and 2020. Shown are the 
total number of occurrences in the first (Q1), second (Q2), third (Q3), and 
fourth (Q4) yearly quarters from the beginning of 2015 to the end of 2020.

TABLE 1	 Average number of domestic violence and child abuse occur-
rences in Edmonton, AB, CA between the years 2015 and 2019 as well 
as the percent change in occurrences from the 2015–2019 average 
to 2020.

Domestic Violence Child Abuse

Quarter 2015-2019 
Average

2020 Change 2015-2019 
Average

2020 Change

1 1,111 1,325 19% 87 105 20%

2 1,324 1,511 14% 86 107 25%

3 1,286 1,559 21% 82 126 54%

4 1,190 1,472 24% 80 91 13% 
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cuts. Without the described programs, the police will 
likely deal with an increase in cases related to domestic 
violence and child abuse.

■■ There needs to be increased media attention on domestic 
violence and child abuse, especially during times of state-
mandated lockdowns, when regular safe spaces may not 
be available for victims. Victims need to know who they 
can call and reach out to when being victimized, and the 
public needs to understand warning signs that may urge 
them to call the police. This could be accomplished via 
media campaigns involving police officials.

■■ In many jurisdictions, victim-centered services closed 
their operations, preventing victims of domestic violence 
or child abuse from physically meeting with victim 
service workers. Future research should investigate 
whether this has affected the use of these services. If the 
use of such services has decreased, police organizations 
need to determine how to safely administer physical 
programming during future lockdowns. 

■■ There is promising research on how focused deterrence 
can reduce domestic violence (Sechrist & Weil, 2018). 
Policing organizations could benefit from investigating 
evidence-based practices on focused deterrence and 
consulting with experts on how focused deterrence could 
be implemented during future lockdowns.

While our data show an increase in calls for service 
in Edmonton for both domestic violence and child abuse 
during the pandemic, further research is needed to deter-
mine whether our results apply to other populations. Since 
Edmonton is a blue-collar city in a province that is predom-
inately dependent on the petroleum industry—which has 
experienced a downward trend during the pandemic—it 
is possible that our findings are influenced by the fact that 
many Albertan families have experienced elevated stress 
during the pandemic caused by severe economic struggles. 
As discussed, previous research has shown that stress plays 
an important factor in relationships and well-being and could 
be an indirect cause of the observed increase in domestic 
violence and child abuse. It is possible that calls for service 
related to domestic violence and child abuse did not increase 
to the same extent in areas that were not negatively affected 
economically to the same extent as Alberta.

Our findings raise awareness of the societal costs of 
government-initiated lockdowns and pandemic manage-
ment while also providing recommendations for police 
organizations. 
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