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Abstract

Objective: The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic and associated social distancing
increased stressors related to risk for domestic conflict, but increases in domestic conflict early
in the pandemic have yet to be studied in community samples.
Methods: Increase in domestic conflict (verbal or physical fights) since the beginning of the
pandemic was assessed in 1196 partnered and cohabitating respondents, drawn from a nation-
ally representative sample, in May 2020. Chi-square tests and logistic regression analyses were
used to estimate associations of demographic characteristics and financial worry with domestic
conflict.
Results: An increase in domestic conflict was reported by 10.6% (95% CI: 7.7-13.4) of the sam-
ple. Domestic conflict increase was significantly associated with younger age, lower education,
and financial worry.
Conclusion: Increases in domestic conflict were seen in certain vulnerable groups and in those
who report financial worry. Policies ensuring financial stability, particularly early in the disaster
conditions, could reduce domestic conflict during continued COVID-19 conditions or other
disasters.

Introduction

The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic and subsequent social and physical restrictions
put in place to address this crisis have caused personal and economic stressors and uncertainty
about the future on a national level. One of the main concerns during disaster conditions is that
pressures put on householdsmay increase domestic conflict, including verbal and physical fights
between partners.1 To understand the impact of COVID-19 on domestic conflict, we assessed
reports of increased verbal and physical fights in a nationally representative sample of the U.S.
adult population. In the wake of disaster, rates of domestic conflict often increase in the weeks/
months following the event.1,2 Economic disasters, such as periods of recession, are also related
to increases in domestic violence (e.g., 2007–2009) and have been linked to underlying condi-
tions, like prevalence of economic uncertainty.3

Evidence suggests that risk for domestic conflict is not evenly distributed. Socially vulnerable
populations (e.g., women, low socioeconomic status, people of color, low education level) expe-
rience disproportionate losses and high levels of stress following natural and economic disasters,
and increases in domestic violence.3,4 Such findings suggest that economically vulnerable groups
may be at increased risk for domestic conflict in the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Additionally, a longer duration of disaster condition exposure is positively associated with
the number of domestic assaults.1 The effect of duration of disaster on domestic violence out-
comes would also suggest that certain groups need continued assistance during prolonged dis-
aster conditions and in the months that follow.

Measuring domestic conflict is often challenging, especially in the midst of a disaster, like
COVID-19. In the United States, domestic violence hotlines have reported that calls have been
brief but intense, perhaps due to fewer private moments and opportunities to call for help.5 In
late spring of 2020, just a fewmonths into the COVID-19 pandemic, several major US city police
departments reported a drop in reported domestic violence rates as the prevalence of COVID-19
and stay-at-home orders continued nationwide, whichmay have been due to difficulty in report-
ing problems and getting help during these times.5

While such findings provide specific examples of changes in domestic violence reporting
during COVID-19, the samples are not representative of the American population. Thus,
the use of a nationally representative sample to directly assess nationwide personal reports
of verbal or physical altercations at home during the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic
is invaluable for investigating increases in domestic conflict during this unique crisis.
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Our goal is to directly assess increases in domestic conflict in the
2 months after the onset of the COVID-19 outbreak and stay-at-
home orders in the United States in a nationally representative
sample to identify risk factors that can help target public health
interventions to reduce domestic conflict during crisis condi-
tions. Findings may help shed light on particularly vulnerable
groups that need attention from policy-makers soon after disas-
ter occurs and groups that should be considered when thinking
about the continued consequences of COVID-19, as well as
other potential disasters, in the months to come.

Methods

Sample

A survey related to the impact of COVID-19 was fielded between
May 1 and May 6 in the RAND American Life Panel (ALP). The
ALP is a nationally representative sample of US adults who have
been recruited almost entirely through random digit dialing.
Respondents periodically complete surveys by computer or phone
and are compensated for completed surveys. Respondents lacking
Internet service are provided with an Internet subscription and a
netbook computer to ensure representativeness.6 A total of 2622
panel members were invited to participate in the survey. The sur-
vey was closed after 2052 panel members participated, leading to a
78% participation rate. Using the ALP weighting methodology,6

the sample was weighted to account for non-response and tomatch
the characteristics of the March 2019 Current Population Survey
with respect to age, gender, race/ethnicity, household income,
household size, and education. Characteristics of the sample are
described in an open access report.7

Measures

Domestic conflict questions were asked of respondents who indi-
cated they had a partner (n= 1196). The questions asked whether
the (1) number or (2) intensity of physical or verbal arguments
with their partner increased, decreased, or stayed the same since
the beginning of the COVID-19 outbreak began. Respondents
were also asked whether household income changed or whether
they were worried their household income would be negatively
impacted by COVID-19. Those with a decrease in household
income and those who were very/somewhat worried that their
income would be negatively impacted were considered to have
financial worry.

Statistical Analysis

Chi-square tests were used to assess increases in domestic con-
flict by demographic characteristic and by financial worry. A
logistic regression model controlling for sex, age, race/ethnicity,
education, income, and financial worry was used to investigate
risk of increases in either the number or intensity of domestic
conflict versus no change or decrease. Analyses were conducted
using SAS software (SAS Institute, Inc., Cary, NC). All data
analyses used sampling weights and adjusted for the complex
sample design.

Institutional Review Board Approval

The American Life Panel survey was approved by the RAND
Human Subjects Protection Committee (HSPC). The HSPC is
RAND’s Institutional Review Board to review research involving

human subjects, as required by federal regulations. RAND’s
“Federalwide Assurance for the Protection of Human Subjects”
(FWA00003425, effective through June 22, 2023) serves as our
assurance of compliance with the regulations of 16 federal depart-
ments and agencies.

Results

An increase in either the number or the intensity of domestic con-
flicts since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic was reported
by 10.6% of the sample; 9.0% reported an increase in number, and
7.6% reported an increase in intensity. Table 1 displays the propor-
tion reporting an increase in either number or intensity of domes-
tic conflict by demographic characteristics prior to the pandemic.
In these unadjusted comparisons, increase in domestic conflict is
significantly associated with age and education, but not with gen-
der, race/ethnicity, or income. Increase in domestic conflict is
higher in younger respondents and in those with some high school
education.

Significant associations identified in unadjusted comparisons
were sustained in adjusted regression models with pre-COVID-
19 demographic characteristics as predictors (Table 2, Model 1).
Respondents of ages 20–39 years had 2.58 times higher odds
(95% CI: 1.19-5.6) than respondents of age 60 or over. Compared
with respondents with a high school degree, odds were higher both
in people with lower levels of educational attainment. These asso-
ciations are sustained when financial worry during the pandemic is
included as a predictor (Model 2). Financial worry is associated
with higher odds of increase in domestic conflict (OR= 2.07,
95% CI: 1.09-3.92).

Table 1. Proportion reporting an increase in domestic conflict during the first 2
months of the COVID-19 pandemic

Respondent Characteristics

Increase in Domestic Conflict

% SE X2 P-value

Gender

Female 11.66 1.68 0.52 0.47

Male 9.51 2.34

Age

Ages 20-39 16.9 4.69 6.9 0.03*

Ages 40-59 9.78 1.88

Ages 60 and up 7.3 1.42

Race-Ethnicity

Hispanic 10.77 3.27 4.08 0.25

NH-black 19.21 7.53

NH-other 12.44 4.56

NH-white 9.39 1.64

Income

Less than 35K 14.94 4.19 2.52 0.47

35K-60K 8.83 2.88

60K-99K 8.38 2.21

100Kþ 11.62 2.66

Education

Some high school 22.78 11.39 10.5 0.01*

High school degree 3.96 1.57

Some college 11.87 2.47

Bachelors or higher 13.12 2.55

*p-value <0.05.
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Discussion

Our findings suggest that, during the first 2 months of the COVID-
19 pandemic, about 1 in 10 (10.6%) American adults in relation-
ships experienced an increase in verbal or physical domestic con-
flict. Both younger individuals and individuals with lower levels of
education, in particular, reported a significant increase in domestic
conflict. These findings are in line with past domestic conflict
reports that show that low income, lower education level, and
younger age are all risk factors for intimate partner violence.8 In
periods of economic downturns, younger and lower educated
groups of individuals often report increases in stress following
job loss. One potential reason for this outcome may be the lack
of immediately available resources to support unexpected needs
during times of crisis, which may result in higher stress and more
tumultuous home conditions in the first few weeks to months fol-
lowing onset of a disaster. In the case of the COVID-19 pandemic,
economic and societal changes have forced lifestyle changes for
many. For younger and lower educated groups, there may be lim-
ited options for ways to maintain normal daily life in the short time
period following disaster, and this may contribute to more stress
and subsequent increases in domestic conflict in these households.

With the increase in unemployment rates during COVID-19, it
is not surprising that financial worry is a significant stressor for
many individuals. Past studies have shown that economic uncer-
tainty is related to increases in intimate partner violence during

economic recession, more than household unemployment or
material hardships.2 Our findings support this idea as increases
in domestic conflict were higher in groups with financial stress
than those without during COVID-19. Another recent survey from
April 2020 found that COVID-19 caused financial stress for almost
9 in 10 Americans.9 A reduction of income is not the only type of
financial stressor, but other stressors include uncertainty and stress
around the potential for loss of income, including things like job
security (39%) andmarket volatility (25%).9 Such findings are sim-
ilar to RAND’s larger comprehensive assessment of COVID-19
outcomes that revealed that respondents were somewhat worried
about their finances (39%) due to potential for income reduction
during COVID-19.6 While results from this study report on finan-
cial stressors in the first months of COVID-19, further investiga-
tion of the persistence of financial stressors over time is necessary
to understand whether such stressors continue and how they con-
tribute to or exacerbate rates of domestic conflict.

Additional findings from the RAND survey have revealed that
COVID-19 has affected low-income households in much different
ways than middle- or high-income households. The former study
reports that individuals in low-income households may resort to
selling possessions, borrowing money, or not being able to meet
expenses if they have major income changes during COVID-19.6

While the Federal Pandemic Unemployment Compensation
has been instrumental in helping lower income households meet
immediate financial needs, this limited financial support may

Table 2. Associations of demographic characteristics and financial worry with increase in domestic conflict during the first 2 months of the COVID-19 pandemic

Respondent Characteristics

Model 1 Model 2

Odds Ratio 95% CI Odds Ratio 95% CI

Gender

Female 1.26 (0.67, 2.34) 1.37 (0.79, 2.38)

Male Reference Reference

Age

Ages 20-39 2.58 (1.19, 5.60) 2.4 (1.01, 5.73)

Ages 40-59 1.38 (0.76, 2.47) 1.22 (0.66, 2.26)

Age 60 or over Reference Reference

Race-Ethnicity

Hispanic 1.16 (0.54, 2.51) 0.71 (0.27, 1.83)

NH-black 2.29 (0.82, 6.40) 2.76 (1.07, 7.11)

NH-other 1.37 (0.55, 3.39) 0.77 (0.27, 2.18)

NH-white Reference Reference

Income

Less than 35K 1.34 (0.59, 3.04) 1.27 (0.48, 3.37)

35K-60K 0.74 (0.31, 1.75) 0.87 (0.39, 1.93)

60K-99K 0.7 (0.32, 1.49) 0.79 (0.40, 1.56)

100K or more Reference Reference

Education

Some high school 7.16 (1.58, 32.37) 5.62 (1.14, 27.62)

High school degree Reference Reference

Some college 3.27 (1.28, 8.33) 2.96 (1.15, 7.57)

Bachelors or higher 3.67 (1.46, 9.22) 3.28 (1.29, 8.31)

Finances Reference Reference

Financial worry 2.07 (1.09, 3.92)

No financial worry Reference

Note: Model 1 and Model 2 are logistic regressions of increase in domestic conflict on the listed predictors. Model 2 adds financial worry (vs no financial worry) as a predictor to the list of
predictors in Model 1.
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not be enough to reduce financial stress on a large scale or in a per-
sistent way. European countries have offered business loans for
those harmed by COVID-19 restrictions and shutdowns,
Canada has provided monthly assistance to citizens who have lost
income due to the pandemic, and the Netherlands pledged to
replace up to 90% of lost wages, due to the pandemic, for eligible
companies. The point-in-time assistance programs that the United
States are using are large and widespread and do not target those
groups whomay bemore at risk/more in need of aid because of risk
of income loss during COVID-19.More research should be done to
understand long-term effects of US assistance approaches com-
pared with other countries’ approaches and what are the best next
steps to support individuals who are experiencing continued
uncertainty surrounding the ability to pay for household items
or the backlog of financial issues that accumulate over the course
of a disaster.

The nationwide stay-at-home-orders and physical distancing
mandates associated with COVID-19 have also amplified feelings
of concern. COVID-19 has generated a constant fear of illness,
uncertainty surrounding safe places to go, concern over availability
of food/resources, and questions regarding how long COVID-19
and social distancing restrictions will last. Additional findings from
our group have revealed that COVID-19 has negatively impacted
mental health outcomes on a national level.7 Because of high levels
of financial stress that higher risk groups are experiencing, such
groups may not have the funds to seek mental health assistance,
despite the heightened need for it in the wake of increasing mental
health issues. Government programs that increase availability of
counseling or provide financial assistance for mental health ser-
vices during the COVID-19 pandemic and additional crises may
be one way to help prevent increases in domestic conflict in higher
risk groups. Because longer durations of disaster conditions are
associated with increases in domestic assaults,1 the fact that our
study shows increases in financial worry and domestic conflict
early on in the outbreak of COVID-19 may suggest continued
stress in the months after the COVID-19 onset and may amplify
increases in domestic conflict over time. Thus, finding ways to pro-
vide/enhance a variety of resources for vulnerable populations who
may be at higher risk for domestic conflict, early on after a disaster
strikes, may be helpful in preventing domestic conflict increases
following disasters.

Conclusion

Findings from this study may offer support for policy-makers
pushing for continued programs that provide direct support to

high-risk groups. Such changes could help mitigate increases in
domestic conflict that may increase as additional COVID-19-
related or other disaster conditions occur.
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