
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

International Criminology (2022) 2:5–18 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43576-022-00049-y

COVID‑19, Violent Crime, and Domestic Violence: An Exploratory 
Analysis

Kim Lersch1  · Timothy C. Hart2

Received: 20 August 2021 / Accepted: 20 February 2022 / Published online: 5 March 2022 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2022

Abstract
As the world continues to struggle with the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been much speculation on the 
impact of the virus on crime rates, especially violent crime and domestic violence. Disruptions in the patterns of daily, 
routine activities of life caused by lockdowns have been linked to changes in opportunities for criminal events, and these 
opportunities may vary based on the type of crime. The purpose of this paper is to examine the rates of violent interpersonal 
crime and domestic violence in the State of Florida, USA from 1/1/2020 to 12/31/2020. Using counties as the unit of analy-
sis, the rates for selected violent crimes was predicted based on the differential impact of the COVID-19 virus, controlling 
for various county-level social vulnerability and health-related factors. Comparisons between violent crime levels in 2019 
and 2020 were also made. Under opportunity theory, it was predicted that the level of domestic violence would increase in 
counties that experienced higher infection rates and deaths from COVID-19. Conversely, it was predicted that interpersonal 
violence would decrease in counties with greater impacts and restrictions due to the COVID-19 virus. The results suggest 
that as the COVID-19 death rate increased, incidents of domestic violence decreased. Altruism was proposed as an alterna-
tive explanation for this atypical finding.
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Introduction

The first case of a new coronavirus, COVID-19, was first 
reported in the United States on 21 January 2020. Three 
months later, there were over 1 million cases in the U.S. 
with more than 57,000 deaths linked to the virus (Hauck 
et al., 2020). Disturbing headlines emerged, linking the pan-
demic to a potential mental health crisis. Experts warned 
of heightened levels of anxiety, depression, and panic as 
unemployment rates skyrocketed and stay-at-home orders 
became more and more restrictive, forcing people into isola-
tion (Killgore et al., 2021; Ojimba et al., 2020).

It has been a century since the world has seen such a 
widespread, deadly pandemic. Many comparisons have been 
drawn to the influenza pandemic in 1918–1919, when at 
least 50 million people died worldwide, including over a half 

a million in the U.S. (Stern et al., 2010). Mask requirements, 
lockdowns, school closures, and curfews were also employed 
to curb the spread of the so-called “Spanish Flu” (Abrams, 
2021; Markel, 2020). Researchers and policy makers stud-
ied the impact of these containment strategies on social and 
economic life, including the occurrence of crime. As noted 
in a working paper by Abrams (2020), an analysis by the 
Chicago Department of Health in 1919 reported nearly a 40 
percent decrease in crime rates in the city of Chicago when 
there was a lockdown. Interestingly, Abrams found a similar 
decline of 35 percent in the first 4 weeks of the COVID-
19 pandemic in Chicago when compared to the rate for the 
previous 5 years.

The purpose of this paper is to explore the levels of inter-
personal violence (as measured by the rates of homicide and 
aggravated assault), and domestic violence during 2020.1 
Using county-level data from the Uniform Crime Reports 
(UCR) and submitted to the Florida Department of Law 
Enforcement, the impact of the COVID-19 virus on reported 
levels of violent crime will be examined. Specifically, do 
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the positivity rates and death rates for COVID-19 have an 
impact on the reported rates of interpersonal violence (IV) 
and domestic violence (DV) when controlling for county-
level demographics?

Literature Review

As the COVID-19 pandemic began to unfold, a number of 
researchers began to study the impact on a range of crimes, 
including street level drug activities (Abrams, 2020; Balmori 
de la Miyar et al., 2021); residential and commercial burgla-
ries (Felson et al., 2020); “porch piracy,” which is the theft 
of delivered packages to homes (Stickle, 2020); domestic 
violence (Piquero, et al., 2021; Viero et al., 2021); shoot-
ings (Kim & Phillips, 2021); and other offenses. When the 
level of criminal activity is viewed in broad strokes, there 
is widespread agreement that crime decreased during the 
pandemic. This is especially true if one focuses on calls for 
service to the police as a measure of crime (Boman IV & 
Gallupe, 2020). However, as one digs deeper into the avail-
able data, the findings suggest that declines may vary based 
on the specific type of crime and the type of data analyzed 
(Ashby, 2020; Stickle & Felson, 2020).

Theoretical Perspectives: Should Crime Increase, 
or Decrease?

In the examination of the impact of COVID-19 on levels of 
crime, many criminologists have focused on choice-based 
theories, which include elements of routine activities, crime 
pattern theory, and opportunity perspectives. Through this 
lens, it would not be surprising to see reductions in certain 
types of crimes, especially during pandemic lockdowns. 
Crime occurs when a motivated offender encounters a suit-
able target that lacks guardianship (Clarke & Felson, 1993; 
Cohen & Felson, 1979; Felson, 1998; Felson et al., 2020). 
The precautionary restrictions on the movement of individu-
als through time and space dramatically altered daily, rou-
tine activities. Daytime residential burglaries and larcenies 
should decrease given that the stay-at-home orders increased 
the level of guardianship not only for the individual home-
owner, but the entire neighborhood (Mohler et al., 2020; 
Stickle, 2020). Similarly, direct contact predatory crimes 
like robbery should also drop given the lack of potential 
targets and motivated offenders on the streets (Hodgkinson 
& Andresen, 2020). Locations that would normally serve as 
attractors for motivated offenders and potential targets, such 
as bars, restaurants, concerts, schools, shopping malls, etc. 
were all shut down, which would again point to an expected 
decrease in crime (Brantingham & Brantingham, 1991, 
2008; Hart et al., 2020).

But what impact would the pandemic have on levels of 
expressive (or affective) crimes, such as domestic violence, 
homicides, and assaults? These crimes tend to be more spon-
taneous, emotional, and impulsive actions that are commit-
ted in anger. In the case of domestic violence, opportunity 
also plays a role as individuals are confined at home for 
extended periods of time. The more time that people spend 
together in a high stress environment leads to increased 
opportunities for arguments and altercations (Nix & Rich-
ards, 2021). One could not escape by going to work, school, 
or out with friends and family; any activity classified as non-
essential was prohibited, including attendance at religious 
services. Increased levels of guardianship may also increase 
the reporting of domestic violence, as neighbors and other 
third parties may hear and/or witness disputes and contact 
law enforcement (Bullinger et al., 2021; Mohler et al., 2020).

Studies of domestic violence (DV) have reported mixed 
results, although the consensus of studies suggest that 
calls for service increased, but arrests and official reports 
remained stable or declined. DV includes incidents of vio-
lence against intimate partners, children, or other household 
members. Anecdotally, under-reporting of DV may be a seri-
ous issue, especially due to the stay-at-home orders. School 
personnel, such as teachers and principals, are mandated 
reporters of suspected cases of child abuse. Because of the 
school closures, it is difficult to say how many cases of DV 
went undetected during the months of isolation. Similarly, 
incidents of DV may go unreported if the victim chooses not 
to summon the police for assistance, or reach out to social 
service institutions for assistance during this unprecedented 
time (Kaukinen, 2020).

Piquero and colleagues (Piquero et  al., 2020, 2021a, 
2021b; Reingle Gonzalez et al., 2020) have written a series 
of articles exploring impact of COVID-19 on domestic vio-
lence, finding an increase in incidents across several geo-
graphic areas at least in the first few weeks after the lock-
downs were initiated. Similarly, Nix and Richards (2021) 
found increases in calls to the police for domestic violence 
in five of the six jurisdictions studied. In a study of the City 
of Chicago, Bullinger et al., 2021 reported that while domes-
tic violence calls for service increased, officer reports and 
arrests for DV declined. The researchers argued that the 
decline in arrests may be linked to several factors, including 
a COVID-19 outbreak in the Cook County Jail and fewer 
on-site investigations by law enforcement personnel of alle-
gations due to social distancing.

Opportunity and Violent Crimes During COVID‑19

Opportunity theory would predict that for certain types of 
violent crime, such as assault, rape, and robbery, reduced 
levels of interpersonal interaction should lead to a reduc-
tion in opportunities for crimes to occur (Abrams, 2020). 
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Assaults in one UK police force area declined from the pre-
dicted level by 36 percent; the authors concluded that the 
reduction in assaults was linked to the drop in outdoor activi-
ties at retail, recreation, and entertainment venues (Halford 
et al., 2020). In an analysis of 25 of the largest cities in the 
U.S., Abrams (2020) found substantial decreases in the level 
of reported violent crime, especially for robbery, aggravated 
assault, and simple assault. Similarly, in a study of crime 
rates in 31 cities that controlled for seasonal variations, it 
was reported that violent crimes tended to decrease in the 
first months following the implementation of stay-at-home 
orders. As restrictions were lifted, violent crime peaked dur-
ing the summer and fall months. The authors argue that this 
finding lends support to routine activities/opportunity the-
ory, as violent crime increased with greater levels of mobil-
ity of potential victims and offenders through time and space 
(Lopez & Rosenfeld, 2021).

Results of other studies have been mixed. In an examina-
tion of the impact of the virus on a number of different crime 
types in Vancouver, Canada, there was no significant change 
in the level of violent crime during the first months of the 
lockdowns (Hodgkinson & Andresen, 2020). Other studies 
have an found increase in aggravated assaults, but no change 
in murders or shootings (Abrams, 2020). Similarly mixed 
impacts were found in Los Angeles, where incidents of bat-
tery decreased, but no changes were found in the rates of 
aggravated assault and homicide (Campedelli et al., 2020). 
In Buffalo, NY, USA, increases in the number of non-fatal 
and gang-related shootings were found, as well as a tempo-
rary increase in the number of fatal shootings (Kim & Phil-
lips, 2021). Finally, while no empirical data were provided, 
researchers cautioned against the possibility of an increase 
in murder-suicides given several factors, such as increases in 
sales for guns and alcohol coupled with high levels of stress 
and loneliness during the months of containment (Joiner 
et al., 2020).

Purpose of the Present Study

Previous research on the relationship between the pandemic 
and crime tends to make the assumption that the impact of 
COVID-19 was consistent across the areas of study. Com-
parisons have been made between crime rates before and 
after March, 2020 with little or no consideration that the 
impacts of COVID-19 may vary based on the positivity 
rate and death rate at the local level. In the state of Florida, 
areas with more cases and deaths from COVID-19 tended 
to impose more stringent restrictions and mandate greater 
enforcement than locations with fewer cases. For example, 
Miami-Dade county reported the highest number of COVID-
19 cases (298,873) and deaths (4,188) in 2020. During this 
time frame, the county extended the local state of emergency 
declaration initially made on March 12, 2020 a total of 34 

times, and issued nearly 60 additional emergency orders, 
guides, and amended policies. And this did not include any 
additional restrictions imposed by municipalities, such as 
the City of Miami. Conversely, there were 10 counties that 
issued 2 or fewer extensions and/or emergency orders. The 
restrictions varied greatly based on the severity of the pan-
demic in local jurisdictions (Institute for County Govern-
ment, 2020).

This study adds to the growing body of literature on the 
relationship between COVID-19 and crime by consider-
ing the local COVID-19 impact on rates of interpersonal 
violence and domestic violence. Following opportunity 
theory, it is expected that rates of domestic violence would 
increase in areas with greater COVID-19 impact. Higher 
infection rates would lead to extensions of stay-at-home 
orders, thereby increasing the time that family members 
must remain in lockdown. Conversely, it is anticipated that 
rates of interpersonal violence would decrease in counties 
with significantly higher COVID-19 impacts. As infection 
rates increase, additional restrictions on mobility would limit 
opportunities for interpersonal violence as bars, restaurants, 
and other entertainment venues would be closed for longer 
periods of time.

Method

Overview of the State of Florida, U.S.

The state of Florida is in the southeastern U.S., covering 
a total area of 65,758 square miles. On April 1, 2020, the 
state’s population was estimated at over 21 million residents, 
making it the third most populous state behind California 
and Texas. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2019), 
77.3 percent of residents are white, 16.9 percent are Black, 
and 26.4 percent identify as Hispanic or Latino. The median 
household income was estimated to be $55,660 (based on 
2015–2019 data). Under normal conditions, the state can 
anticipate nearly an additional 1 million residents during the 
winter months, when “snowbirds” from Canada, northern 
states, and other areas travel to enjoy Florida’s mild winter 
climate (Erisman, 2021). This influx of residents did not 
occur in 2020, as non-essential travel was banned.

Known internationally for its beaches, the state’s econ-
omy is highly dependent upon tourism, more so than any 
other state in the U.S. Many workers in Florida are employed 
in the Accommodation and Food Services industry. As of 
February 2020, it was estimated that 1.3 million people were 
employed in jobs related to tourism, or 14.2 percent of the 
state’s working population (Walton, 2019). Even in the best 
of times, hospitality workers have the lowest average annual 
wages. The hospitality industry was particularly hard-hit 
during the pandemic, as stay at home orders were initiated 
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and businesses were forced to close. According to Florida’s 
Office of Economic and Demographic Research, the change 
in the unemployment rate was “breathtaking:” in the span of 
just a few months, the unemployment rate sharply increased 
from nearly a 50 year low to a 50 year high (Florida Legis-
lature Office of Economic & Demographic Research, 2020).

With respect to administrative boundaries, the state of 
Florida is divided into 67 counties that vary greatly in popu-
lation density, culture, and history. There are five counties 
(Miami-Dade, Broward, Palm Beach, Hillsborough and 
Orange) that have populations greater than 1 million resi-
dents. The most populated county (Miami-Dade) has nearly 
2.7 million residents; conversely, Liberty County is home to 
just over 8,000 residents. While some areas in Florida con-
tain major urban areas (i.e., Miami, Orlando, Tampa, Jack-
sonville, etc.) other areas have far fewer residents. Accord-
ing to the Florida Department of Health (n.d.), there are 30 
counties in Florida that are defined as rural, which is defined 
as a county that has a population density of less than 100 
persons per square mile.2

The Spread of COVID‑19 in the State of Florida, USA

Florida’s Governor Ron DeSantis3 reported the first two 
cases of the coronavirus on March 1, 2020. Within just a 
few days, the first deaths were reported. A state of emer-
gency was declared on March 9th, 2020. While local gov-
ernments in larger urban areas (e.g., Tampa and Miami) 
immediately began to impose various restrictions on the size 
of social gatherings and business hours of operation, a state-
wide order to shut down all bars and nightclubs was issued 
on March 17, 2020. On this date, there were 261 cases of 
COVID-19 in Florida. Three days later, Governor DeSantis 
closed all restaurants for indoor dining; only take-out and 
delivery options were available. By April 1st, there were 
over 5,000 cases and 60 deaths in the state, prompting the 
Governor to issue a state-wide stay at home order (Sunder-
land, 2020). Florida was one of the last states in the U.S. to 
impose state-wide restrictions (Speck, 2020).

The stay-at-home order mandated that “all persons in 
Florida shall limit their movements and personal interac-
tions outside of their home to only those necessary to obtain 
or provide essential services or conduct essential activities 
(State of Florida, 2020).” Schools and universities shifted to 
fully on-line learning, and employers scrambled to find ways 
for workers to continue their efforts at home. Any business 
not classified as essential was forced to close, such as hair 
and nail salons, fitness centers, bars, movie theaters, theme 
parks, many retailers, etc. Nursing homes and hospitals 
were closed to visitors and elective surgeries were canceled. 
Unemployment rates soared; more than one million Florida 
residents had filed for unemployment benefits by April 23rd 
(Sunderland, 2020).

While Florida was one of the last states to impose state-
wide restrictions, it was also one of the first states to begin 
the process of reopening. Phase One began in early May, 
2020 with the opening of Florida’s state park system; 
allowing elective surgeries to be performed; and permitting 
restaurants to operate at 25% capacity for indoor seating 
(WFLA Staff, 2020). Phase 2 started a month later, allow-
ing for restaurants to increase indoor seating to 50%. Sev-
eral other businesses were allowed to re-open with various 
restrictions, including bars, movie theaters, concert venues, 
and other entertainment businesses, tattoo shops, massage 
parlors, etc. The launch of Phase 2 continued even though 
the number of COVID-19 cases continued to rise. Finally, 
Phase 3 was issued on September 25th, 2020, which allowed 
restaurants and other businesses to operate at full capac-
ity. The Governor’s order also limited the ability of local 
governments to curtail activities. For example, some cit-
ies and counties had mandated more stringent restrictions 
on businesses and citizens than the State because of their 
higher, localized infection rates. This order banned local 
governments from issuing their own guidelines, although 
some businesses and counties defied the Governor’s order 
and continued with stricter mandates (Lisciandrello, 2020; 
Winchester, 2021).

Data and Measures

Dependent Variables

Four dependent variables were used in the current study: 
the rate of interpersonal violent crime; the rate of domestic 
violence; and the percent change in the rates of interpersonal 
violence and domestic violence from 2019 to 2020.

Interpersonal violent crime is defined in this study as the 
total number of aggravated assaults,4 and homicides for each 

2 http:// www. flori dahea lth. gov/ progr ams- and- servi ces/ commu nity- 
health/ rural- healt h/_ docum ents/ rual- count ies- 2000- 2010. pdf.
3 In the USA, a governor is the highest-ranking official in a state and 
essentially serves as the chief executive officer. Governors are granted 
a great deal of power, especially during times of emergency. A gov-
ernor may issue executive orders, which are legal mandates that are 
made without going through a lengthy approval process. Governors 
have a great deal of discretion in issuing an executive order. With 
respect to COVID-19, some governors issued very conservative 
orders restricting the behavior of citizens, while others (including 
Florida) adopted more liberal mandates. For more information on the 
powers of governors, please see https:// www. nga. org/ gover nors/ pow-
ers- and- autho rity/.

4 FLDE includes aggravated stalking in the annual aggravated assault 
data they publish by county.

http://www.floridahealth.gov/programs-and-services/community-health/rural-health/_documents/rual-counties-2000-2010.pdf
http://www.floridahealth.gov/programs-and-services/community-health/rural-health/_documents/rual-counties-2000-2010.pdf
https://www.nga.org/governors/powers-and-authority/
https://www.nga.org/governors/powers-and-authority/
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of the 67 counties in Florida. The statewide county report 
containing this information was downloaded from the Fed-
eral Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) Annual Uniform Crime 
Reports data archive maintained by the Florida Department 
of Law Enforcement (FDLE).5 Each year annual crime rates 
are released for a specific set of crimes in the U.S. The FDLE 
collects data from each law enforcement agency within the 
state of Florida and reports this information to the FBI in 
accordance with uniform reporting standards established by 
the US Department of Justice.6

The interpersonal violent crime total for each county was 
converted to a rate (per 100,000 population) based on the 
county’s 2020 estimated population. The rate for homicide 
and aggravated assault was skewed; thus, a log transfor-
mation was performed for regression models that follow. 
Table 1 contains descriptive statistics for the Florida coun-
ties analyzed in the current study and shows that the average 
(transformed) crime rate for interpersonal violence was 5.54 
incidents per 100,000 population (SD = 0.50).

In addition to the number of crimes recorded by police, 
FDLE also reports the percent change in the crime rates 
from one year to the next. The percent change in the rate for 
the aggravated assaults and homicides from 2019 to 2020 
was included as a separate dependent variable in the models 
that follow. On average, the rate of interpersonal violence 
increased by about 16% in Florida counties from 2019 to 
2020 (SD = 0.64), according to the FDLE.

The FDLE also provides data on domestic violence in 
a separate report.7 Data collection on domestic violence 
falls under Florida Statue 943.1702. For an incident to be 
reported to FDLE as a domestic violence offense, by defini-
tion, it must involve one family or household member against 
another family or household member. According to the stat-
ute, “A family or household member means spouses, former 
spouses, parents, children, siblings, other family members, 
cohabitants, and persons who are parents of a child in com-
mon regardless of whether they have been married. With the 
exception of persons who have a child in common, the fam-
ily or household members must be currently residing or have 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics 
for Florida counties (N = 67)

Crime rates based on 100,000 per population. COVID-19 positivity and death rates are expressed as trans-
formed (natural log) of simple percentages. Changes in the rates of interpersonal violence and domestic 
violence are based on percent changes in rates from 2019 to 2020

Measures Min Max M SD

Dependent variables
 Interpersonal violent crime rate (Log) 4.25 6.93 5.54 0.50
 Interpersonal violent crime rate (Pct. change) − 0.94 2.98 0.16 0.64
 Domestic violence rate 103.53 1242.24 524.76 241.31
 Domestic violence rate (Pct. change) − 0.55 0.85 − 0.01 0.19

Independent variables
 COVID-19 positivity rate (Log) 8.09 9.70 8.71 0.32
 COVID-19 death rate (Log) 3.52 6.04 4.62 0.47

Control variables
 Social vulnerability Index (SVI)
  Theme 1 (socioeconomic status) 0.11 3.90 1.99 1.02
  Theme 2 (household composition and disability) 0.55 2.88 1.98 0.45
  Theme 3 (minority status and language) 0.09 2.00 0.99 0.54
  Theme 4 (household type and transportation) 0.24 3.67 1.97 0.86

 Health rankings (z-scores)
  Length of life − 0.92 1.50 − 0.01 0.46
  Quality of life − 0.87 0.89 0.00 0.39
  Heath behaviors − 0.42 0.40 0.00 0.21
  Critical care − 0.36 0.29 0.00 0.13
  Social and economic factors − 0.56 0.58 0.00 0.25
  Physical environment − 0.09 0.09 0.00 0.04
  Urban or rural (1 = Urban) 0 1 0.55 0.50

5 http:// www. fdle. state. fl. us/ FSAC/ CJAB- Home/ Unifo rm- Crime- 
Report/ Data- Archi ves.
6 https:// ucr. fbi. gov/ addit ional- ucr- publi catio ns/ ucr_ handb ook. pdf.

7 http:// www. fdle. state. fl. us/ FSAC/ CJAB- Home/ Unifo rm- Crime- 
Report/ Data- Archi ves/ UCR- Domes tic- Viole nce.

http://www.fdle.state.fl.us/FSAC/CJAB-Home/Uniform-Crime-Report/Data-Archives
http://www.fdle.state.fl.us/FSAC/CJAB-Home/Uniform-Crime-Report/Data-Archives
https://ucr.fbi.gov/additional-ucr-publications/ucr_handbook.pdf
http://www.fdle.state.fl.us/FSAC/CJAB-Home/Uniform-Crime-Report/Data-Archives/UCR-Domestic-Violence
http://www.fdle.state.fl.us/FSAC/CJAB-Home/Uniform-Crime-Report/Data-Archives/UCR-Domestic-Violence
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in the past resided together in the same single dwelling unit” 
(Florida Department of Law Enforcement, 2017, p. 55).

An offense may be counted in both the summary crimes 
and in the domestic violence report. That is, a homicide may 
be included as an offense in the county-wide totals for vio-
lent crime and counted separately in the DV report if the 
homicide involved family members. For this analysis the 
total DV offenses for each county were summed and a rate 
was calculated based on the FDLE’s population estimates. 
Domestic violence offenses included the following: murder; 
manslaughter; rape; fondling; aggravated assault; aggravated 
stalking; simple assault; threat, intimidation, and stalking. 
The change in the rate for DV offenses from 2019 to 2020 
was included as a separate dependent variable. For the 67 
counties analyzed, the average rate of domestic violence was 
about 525 incidents per 100,000 persons. On average, the 
domestic violence crime rate decreased in Florida from 2019 
to 2020, by about 1%.

Independent Variables

Two independent variables were used in the current study: 
the COVID-19 positivity rate and the COVID-19 death 
rate. The total number of COVID-19 cases for each Flor-
ida county that were recorded from January 2020 through 
December 2020 were downloaded from the University 
of South Florida (USF) Libraries, Digital Heritage and 
Humanities Collections Florida COVID-19 hub.8 These data 
were exported from the Florida Department of Health and 
archived by USF.

The COVID-19 positivity rate was based on the total 
positive COVID-19 cases reported in each county. This 
total included Florida residents in Florida, Florida residents 
outside Florida, and non-Florida residents in Florida. The 
COVID-19 death rate was based on the cumulative number 
of Florida residents with confirmed COVID-19 that died 
within calendar year 2020. Both the COVID-19 cases and 
death rate are expressed as percentages and were calculated 
based on the 2020 county population estimates provided by 
the FDLE crime data.

As both the COVID-19 positivity rate and the death 
rate were skewed, a log transformation was applied for 
the regression models that follow. Table 1 shows that in 
calendar year 2020, the COVID-19 positivity rate (trans-
formed) ranged across all Florida counties from 8.09 to 9.70 
(M = 8.71, SD = 0.32). The COVID-19 death rate (trans-
formed) ranged from 3.52 to 6.04 (M = 4.62, SD = 0.47).

Control Variables

The Social Vulnerability Index (SVI) produced by the Center 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the Agency 
for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR) is 
one of the three control variables used in the current study. 
According to the CDC, the SVI is intended to assist respond-
ers and public health officials in the identification of com-
munities that will most likely need additional support before, 
during, and after a hazardous event, including disease out-
breaks. SVI data are updated every 2 years and may be down-
loaded for each census tract in the U.S. or for each county.9

The SVI is constructed from 15 variables obtained from 
the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey 
(ACS), 2014–2018 (5-year) data file.10 These variables 
were grouped into four different Themes according to CDC/
ATSDR guidelines (CDC/ATSDR, 2018) as follows. Theme 
1, an indicator of socioeconomic status, includes the per-
centage of residents below the poverty level; percent unem-
ployed; income; and percent with no high school diploma.11 
Theme 2, an indicator of household composition and dis-
ability, includes the percent of the population aged 65 or 
older; percent aged 17 or younger; percentage older than 
age 5 with a disability; and the percentage of single-parent 
households.12 Theme 3 measures minority status and lan-
guage and includes the percentage of minority residents, 
and the percentage that speak English “less than well.”13 
Finally, Theme 4 measures housing type and transportation, 
which includes the percentage of mobile homes, crowding, 
no vehicle, and group quarters.14

9 https:// www. atsdr. cdc. gov/ place andhe alth/ svi/ data_ docum entat ion_ 
downl oad. html.
10 The most recent data available are for 2018.
11 The four indicators used to create Theme 1 demonstrate strong 
internal consistency (a = .880).
12 The reliability of Theme 2 indicators could not be assessed with 
Cronbach’s alpha because the average correlation among them is 
negative, and reverse coding problematic measures was not possible. 
Specifically, the percentile rank of counties based on the population 
of residents under 17 is one of the Theme 2 variables. It is negatively 
correlated with the percentile rank of counties based on the popula-
tion of residents over 65, but positively correlated with the percentile 
rank of counties based on the population of single-parent households. 
If the percentile-rank measure of a county’s population under 17 was 
reverse coded, it becomes a measure of those over 16 living in each 
county. This would be problematic because the measure would now 
include those not considered vulnerable (i.e., those between 17 and 
64 years of age); it would also include those already captured in the 
“over 65” vulnerability measure.
13 Since Theme 3 is comprised of two measures, the strength of 
their correlation was examined and falls within the acceptable range 
(r = .391, p = .001) recommended by Hemphill (2003).
14 The four indicators used to create Theme 4 demonstrated moder-
ate-to-strong internal consistency (a = .686).8 https:// COVID 19- usfli brary. hub. arcgis. com/.

https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/placeandhealth/svi/data_documentation_download.html
https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/placeandhealth/svi/data_documentation_download.html
https://COVID19-usflibrary.hub.arcgis.com/
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Each of the four SVI Themes described previously are 
summative measures. To obtain their scores, the 15 vul-
nerability indicators were calculated for each county as a 
simple percentage (e.g., the percent of county residence 
living below the poverty level). Next, the percentile rank 
was derived from these percentages for each county. Finally, 
the percentile ranks for all indicators within a Theme were 
summed to create the Theme’s score. For a more detailed 
discussion of these data, please see the Agency for Toxic 
Substances and Disease Registry (2020). Descriptive sta-
tistics for all four vulnerability Themes used in the current 
study are presented in Table 1.15

County-level health ranking data were also included in 
the analysis as a second set of control variables. These data 
were obtained from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 
and the University of Wisconsin Population Health Institute, 
which provides data for nearly every county in the U.S. on 
several critical indicators of overall health. The indices are 
based on a variety of sources, including the Behavioral Risk 
Factor Surveillance System, the USDA Food Environment 
Atlas, The Florida Department of Education, and the Envi-
ronmental Public Health Tracking Network.16

Data for each of the six health indicators used in the cur-
rent study are also presented in Table 1. They are based on 
summary Z-scores for every county in Florida and include 
length of life; quality of life; health behaviors; clinical care; 
socio/economic factors; and physical environment. The 2020 
Florida Data file was used for the analysis that follows.17 The 
six health indicators used in the current study demonstrated 
strong internal consistency (a = 0.809).18

In addition to the SVI and Health Ranking control vari-
ables, the Florida Department of Health classifies counties 
as either urban or rural based on population density. This 
classification scheme was used as a third control variable 
in the analysis that follows. Thirty of Florida’s 67 counties 
(45%) were classified as “rural” based on a density of less 
than 100 persons per square mile. This control variable was 
coded 1 for urban and 0 for rural.

Analytical Plan

To explore the research questions, first Pearson’s Product-
Moment correlation coefficients will be examined for signifi-
cant relationships. Second, regression models will be exam-
ined using ArcMap 10.8. As the data are based on spatial 
units (i.e., Florida counties), the spatial dependence for each 
model will be assessed. Ordinary least squares will be run, 
and standard diagnostics will be used to indicate whether a 
spatial model (e.g., spatial error, spatial log, or geographi-
cally weighted regression) is needed to improve the model.

Given both the exploratory nature of the present study 
and the small sample size (n-67 counties), a more robust 
p-value was used in the interpretation of results. The p-value 
thresholds used conform to common practices in both cur-
rent governmental publications in our discipline and with 
recent recommendations by the American Statistical Asso-
ciation (ASA). For example, technical reports like Criminal 
Victimization, 2000, which is published by the Bureau of 
Justice Statistics (Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS), 2021), 
state that “[F]indings described in this report as increases or 
decreases passed a test at either (emphasis added) the 0.05 
level (95% confidence level) or 0.10 level (90% confidence 
level of significance”(p. 14). Furthermore, in a recent arti-
cle published in Nature (Amrhein et al., 2019), the authors 
called for a stop to the use of p-values in the conventional 
dichotomous way: an effect is present if p < 0.05 and it is 
absent if p > 0.05. Finally, the ASA encourages authors 
to avoid the conventional use of using only the p < 0.05 
approach to identifying “statistical significance” (Wasser-
stein & Lazar, 2016).

Results

Bi‑Variate Correlations

Bi-variate correlations were examined to associations 
between the dependent variables, predictor variables, and 
controls. As shown in correlation matrix contained in 
Table 2, a significant positive correlation exists between 
the rate of interpersonal violent crime and the COVID-19 
positivity rate (r = 0.27; p < 0.05). However, no significant 
correlations were found between the COVID-19 positivity 
rate and the change in the rate of interpersonal violent crime 
from 2019 to 2020, the domestic violence rate, or the change 
in the domestic violence rate from 2019 to 2020.

Furthermore, while no significant correlations were found 
between the COVID-19 death rate and changes in either the 
rate of interpersonal violent crime or the domestic violence 
rate, the county level COVID-19 death rate was weakly 
correlated with the rate of domestic violence (r = − 0.23, 

15 Online Appendix  1 provides a correlation matrix showing the 
bivariate associations between measures of vulnerability, by each of 
the four Themes.
16 Detailed information about each health indicator, including the 
measures used to construct them, the data collection source in which 
each measure was obtained, the year of the data collection pro-
gram, and weight given to each measure are provided in is available 
at https:// www. count yheal thran kings. org/ sites/ defau lt/ files/ media/ 
docum ent/ CHR20 20_ FL_ v2. pdf.
17 https:// www. count yheal thran kings. org/ app/ flori da/ 2021/ downl 
oads.
18 Online Appendix  2 provides a correlation matrix showing the 
bivariate associations between the six county indicators of health.

https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/sites/default/files/media/document/CHR2020_FL_v2.pdf
https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/sites/default/files/media/document/CHR2020_FL_v2.pdf
https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/florida/2021/downloads
https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/florida/2021/downloads
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p < 0.10). This finding was interesting given the direction 
of the relationship. The COVID-19 death rate was nega-
tively correlated with acts of domestic violence, meaning 
that as the death rate increased, the rate of domestic violence 
decreased.

COVID‑19 and Interpersonal Violence

The first research question explored in this analysis focused 
on the relationship between COVID-19 positivity rates and 
the rate of interpersonal violence, controlling for social 
vulnerability and county health characteristics, as well as 
urbanicity. Results are presented in Table 3 and show that the 

Table 2  Correlation matrix showing bivariate associations between 
focal variables

Italics = p < .10; Bold = p < .05; Bold and italics = p < .01

IPV (log) IPV (change) DV DV (change)

COVID-19 (pos.) 0.27 0.15 − 0.07 − 0.01
COVID-19 (death) 0.00 − 0.04 − 0.23 − 0.20
SVI theme 1 0.29 0.13 0.18 − 0.02
SVI theme 2 0.03 − 0.13 0.13 − 0.14
SVI theme 3 0.15 0.06 − 0.03 − 0.03
SVI theme 4 0.34 0.14 0.14 0.07
Length 0.27 0.04 0.18 − 0.15
Quality 0.40 0.18 0.24 − 0.15
Health 0.25 0.02 0.23 − 0.03
Care 0.16 0.08 0.06 − 0.01
Socioeconomics 0.33 0.19 0.29 − 0.02
Environment 0.04 0.25 − 0.01 − 0.12
Urban -0.25 − 0.18 − 0.04 − 0.01

Table 3  Summary of ordinary 
least squares (OLS) regression 
for variables predicting the 
rate of interpersonal violence 
(Model 1) and the change in 
the interpersonal violence rate 
from 2019 to 2020 (Model 2) in 
Florida counties

Significance levels based on one-tailed tests: Italics = p < .10; Bold = p < .05; Bold and italics = p < .01

Predicting interpersonal violence

Model 1 Model 2

Measures B SE t B SE t

Independent variables
 COVID-19 positivity rate (Log) 0.64 0.34 1.88 0.17 0.18 0.95
 COVID-19 death rate (Log) − 0.32 0.15 − 2.04 − 0.28 0.10 − 2.76

Control variables
 Social vulnerability index (SVI)
  Theme 1 (socioeconomic status) − 0.14 0.13 − 1.11 0.16 0.08 1.92
  Theme 2 (household composition and disability) − 0.23 0.19 − 1.20 0.13 0.13 0.96
  Theme 3 (minority status and language) 0.36 0.16 2.23 0.12 0.10 1.15
  Theme 4 (household type and transportation) − 0.08 0.16 − 0.53

 County health (ranked z-scores)
  Length of life 0.46 0.22 2.10 0.24 0.15 1.54
  Quality of life 0.47 0.27 1.75 − 0.41 0.19 − 2.19
  Critical care − 1.04 0.85 − 1.23 − 1.09 0.54 − 2.00
  Socioeconomics 0.50 0.41 1.21 0.14 0.25 0.54
  Physical environment − 0.04 1.47 − 0.02 − 0.85 0.94 − 0.90

 Urban or rural (1 = Urban) − 0.22 0.22 − 0.97 − 0.10 0.14 − 0.72
Intercept 2.10 2.60 0.81 − 0.88 1.53 − 0.58
F-statistic 2.83 1.79
R2 0.39 0.30
R2 Adj 0.25 0.13
Jarque–Bera 4.04 9.40
Koenker (BP) 15.42 6.54
Moran’s I (Z) 0.44 − 1.38
N 67 59
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overall model (Model 1)19 was significant (F(12, 54) = 2.83, 
p < 0.001), explaining about 25% of the variation in the rate 
of interpersonal violence at the county level. Furthermore, 
based on the Jarque–Bera test and the Koenker statistic, 
results indicate that the relationship between the variables 
did not vary significantly across the study area. A queen’s 
case contiguity spatial weights matrix was used to provide 
diagnostic statistics that can explore for spatial effects in the 
model (Chainey, 2021) and the resulting Moran’s I value 
was not significant (z = 0.44, p = 0.660). Therefore, a spatial 
regression model was not necessary.

Based on Model 1, the COVID-19 death rate was sig-
nificant predictor of the rate of interpersonal violent crime 
(t(66) = − 2.04, p = 0.046) and the COVID-19 positivity rate 
was significant at the 90% confidence level (t(66) = 1.88, 
p = 0.066). Although the death rate was negatively associ-
ated with the rate of interpersonal violence, the positivity 
rate was related to the dependent variable in the hypoth-
esized direction.

Results from Model 1 also show that some of the control 
variables are significant predictors of the interpersonal vio-
lent crime rate, including both the Theme 3 vulnerability 
(i.e., minority status and language; [t(66) = 2.23, p = 0.030]) 
and the length of life measure (t(66) = 2.10, p = 0.041). It 
is also significantly related to the quality of life measure 
(t(66) = 1.77, p = 0.089) at the 90% confidence level. In other 
words, the interpersonal violent crime rate increases at the 
county level when the value of each of these predictors also 
increases.

COVID‑19 and the Change in Interpersonal Violence, 
2019–20

The second research question explored in this analysis 
focused on predicting the change in the rates of interper-
sonal violence from 2019 to 2020. Results are presented in 
Model 220 and show the data are not a significant fit (F(12, 
54) = 1.11, p = 0.372). Despite the overall model not fit-
ting the data, the COVID-19 death rate was still inversely 
related to the change in the rate of interpersonal violence 
(t(58) = − 2.78, p = 0.004). In addition, the one of the social 

vulnerability measures (i.e., Theme 1) was positivity associ-
ated with the change in interpersonal violence (t(58) = 1.92, 
p = 0.031). Several of the county health measures were also 
significantly related to the change in interpersonal violence 
from 2019 to 2020. Results of the Moran’s I found no spa-
tial pattern in the distribution of the residuals (z = − 1.38, 
p = 0.084). Therefore, a spatial regression model was not 
necessary.

COVID‑19 and Domestic Violence

The third research question explored in this analysis was 
whether the impact of COVID-19 was related to domes-
tic violence. Specifically, is the COVID-19 positivity and 
COVID-19 death rates predictors of domestic violence, after 
controlling for community-level factors? OLS models were 
used to address these questions and results are presented in 
Table 4.

Results in Table 4 (Model 3) show that the overall model 
predicting domestic violence was not significant (F(12, 
54) = 1.47, p = 0.167). Despite the overall model not fitting 
the data, the COVID-19 death rate was still a significant 
predictor of the domestic violence rate (t(66) = − 2.69, 
p = 0.005). Neither the COVID-19 positivity rate nor the 
other control variables were significantly related to the 
domestic violence rate. The Koenker statistic was significant 
at the 90% confidence level, indicating that the relationships 
modeled were not consistent, either due to non-stationary 
or heteroskedasticity. A queen’s case contiguity spatial 
weights matrix was used to provide diagnostic statistics that 
can explore for spatial effects in the model (Chainey, 2021). 
However, the resulting Moran’s I value was not significant 
(z = 1.33, p = 0.201).

COVID‑19 and the Change in Domestic Violence, 
2019–20

Finally, the change in the rate of domestic violence was mod-
elled and the results are presented in Table 4 (Model 4). The 
overall reduced model was not significant (F(12, 54) = 0.94, 
p = 0.520)21 and none of the predictors were significantly 
associated with the outcome variable. Furthermore, the 
Koenker statistic was no longer significant, indicating that 
the relationship between the variables no longer varied 
significantly across the study area. The resulting Moran’s 
I value was not significant (z = − 0.05, p = 0.480), however, 
indicating a spatial regression model was not necessary.

21 The rate of change in domestic violence was identified as an out-
lier for three counties. Those counties were removed from the analy-
sis using listwise deletion.

19 The variance inflation factor (VIF) score for the healthy behaviors 
measure exceeded 7.5 in all four models presented below, suggesting 
a problem with multicollinearity. In response, all four models are esti-
mated with this measure of county health excluded.
20 In addition to removing the healthy behavior measure (see Foot-
note 16), the Theme 4 vulnerability measure was removed because 
of multicollinearity (VIF = 8.53). Furthermore, the rate of change in 
interpersonal violence was identified as an outlier for eight counties. 
Those counties were removed from the analysis using listwise dele-
tion.



14 International Criminology (2022) 2:5–18

1 3

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to explore potential relation-
ships between the COVID-19 positivity rates and death rates 
on violent interpersonal crimes and domestic violence when 
controlling for several demographic variables in the state 
of Florida. Following the tenets of opportunity theory, it 
was hypothesized that in areas with greater impacts from 
COVID-19, levels of domestic violence would increase. 
Conversely, in areas with lower impacts from the COVID-19 
pandemic, levels of interpersonal violence would increase. 
The results suggested that the local impacts of COVID-19 
on violent behavior were an important variable to con-
sider, although this relationship was more complex than 
anticipated.

In the models predicting interpersonal violence, both the 
log of the positivity rate and the log of the death rate were 
found to be significant predictors, along with several county 
control variables. Interestingly, the direction of these meas-
ures of COVID-19 impact were not consistent. The death 

rate measure was inversely related to the rate of IPV as well 
as the change in IPV from 2019–2020. This finding was 
consistent with opportunity theory; in areas where the virus 
was more severe the IPV rate declined, suggesting that local 
residents were avoiding locations that would typically be 
crime generators. However, the COVID infection rate was 
positively associated with the rate of IPV. That is, in coun-
ties with higher numbers of COVID cases, levels of IPV 
increased. This result may suggest that citizens may have 
modified their behaviors based on their perception of the 
severity of the COVID impact. Higher local death rates may 
have encouraged motivated offenders and potential targets to 
curtail their activities, while higher positivity rates may not 
have been viewed with the same level of trepidation and fear.

With respect to domestic violence, a significant, nega-
tive relationship was found between the log of the COVID 
death rate and the rate of domestic violence. The log of the 
COVID-19 positivity rate, while not a significant predictor, 
was also found to be negative. This implies that as the sever-
ity of the COVID-19 pandemic increased, levels of domestic 

Table 4  Summary of ordinary least squares (OLS) regression for variables predicting the rate of domestic violence (Model 3) and the changes in 
the domestic violence rate from 2019 to 2020 (Model 4) in Florida counties

Significance levels based on one-tailed tests: Italics = p < .10; Bold = p < .05; Bold and italics = p < .01

Predicting domestic violence

Model 3 Model 4

Measures B SE t B SE t

Independent variables
 COVID-19 positivity rate (Log) − 56.08 181.91 − 0.31 3.71 10.06 0.37
 COVID-19 death rate (Log) − 222.44 82.57 − 2.69 − 5.83 4.59 − 1.27

Control variables
 Social vulnerability index (SVI)
  Theme 1 (socioeconomic status) 49.36 68.06 0.73 4.43 3.84 1.15
  Theme 2 (household composition and disability) − 3.30 101.55 − 0.03 0.82 5.75 0.14
  Theme 3 (minority status and language) − 21.13 85.99 − 0.25 1.52 5.19 0.29
  Theme 4 (household type and transportation) 28.43 86.40 0.33 1.20 5.07 0.24

 County health (ranked z-scores)
  Length of life 60.44 117.78 0.51 − 6.44 6.41 − 1.00
  Quality of life 49.33 143.15 0.35 − 9.08 8.16 − 1.11
  Critical care − 175.26 452.27 − 0.39 − 28.98 26.13 − 1.11
  Socioeconomics 226.65 221.05 1.03 6.08 12.53 0.49
  Physical environment − 350.60 785.39 − 0.45 8.49 44.35 0.19
  Urban or rural (1 = Urban) 88.13 119.10 0.74 − 4.03 6.94 − 0.58

Intercept 1866.96 1390.29 1.34 − 18.27 77.59 − 0.24
F-statistic 1.47 0.94
R2 0.25 0.18
R2 Adj 0.08 − 0.01
Jarque–Bera 0.43 1.38
Koenker (BP) 20.02 9.53
Moran’s I (Z) 1.33 − 0.05
N 67 64
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violence decreased. This finding is counter to routine activi-
ties / opportunity theory. In counties with greater impacts 
of the virus and greater restrictions on mobility, domestic 
violence levels did not increase, even though the opportunity 
level increased.

Opportunity or Altruism?

Opportunity theory is not the only explanation for changes 
in criminal behavior during emergencies, natural disasters, 
or other exceptional events. Altruism theories suggest that 
crime rates may decline or remain relatively stable in the 
face of uncertainty. Rather than victimizing each other, peo-
ple may be more likely to act altruistically; this has also been 
referred to as the ‘pulling together’ phenomenon (Deisen-
hammer & Kemmler, 2021; Hodgkinson & Andresen, 2020; 
John et al., 2020).

Media coverage of the global pandemic was nearly 
impossible to escape. Daily infection and death totals were 
pushed out to cell phones and social media. The COVID-19 
pandemic was the lead story for news outlets around the 
world. It has been argued that this constant barrage of public 
health messages may have unintended consequences, includ-
ing increased anxiety, depression, and fear (Garfin et al., 
2020; Sloan et al., 2021; Tsamakis et al., 2021). Fear of an 
unknown, deadly virus can have a strong impact on behavior, 
in the same manner that fear of crime can lead to modifica-
tions in how one lives one’s life. Fear and other emotions can 
have a dramatic influence on the decision making process, 
for both the motivated offender and a potential target (Bar-
num & Solomon, 2019; Sloan et al., 2021).

In a national survey conducted in the early stages of the 
pandemic, Sloan and colleagues (2021) explored the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on levels of personal fear (fear 
for ones self) and altruistic fear (fear for others). Interest-
ingly, feelings of altruistic fear were strongest for family 
members; altruistic feelings declined for those outside of the 
immediate circle of family and friends. Additionally, men 
tend to express greater levels of atruistic fear for their spouse 
or significant other. It may be that fear of the COVID-19 
virus led to greater feelings of altruism among members 
of the immediate family, resulting in the decline in rates of 
domestic violence. While heightened levels of COVID-19 
would lead to greater opportunities for domestic violence, 
the fear brought on by the virus may have led to a culture of 
altruism and protection rather than one of violence.

Limitations of the Study

Criminologists have long struggled to find a reliable, valid 
measure of crime (Hart et al., 2020). This is especially true 
in these turbulent times associated with the pandemic. As 
discussed by Bowman IV & Gallupe (2020), media outlets 

tend to focus on large cities, and to date there have been no 
nationally representative self-report studies conducted on 
the relationship between criminal activities and the lock-
downs. Furthermore, researchers are powerless to speed up 
data reporting such as the National Incident Based Reporting 
System or modify the timeline in which the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation releases their official statistics (Boman IV 
& Gallupe, 2020). For example, in the present study the 
annual totals of violent crimes by county were used. A more 
refined data source that was updated on a bi-weekly basis 
with greater detail on the specifics of the incident would 
have been more informative, but those data do not exist. We 
do the best we can with the available information and care-
fully consider the limitations of our conclusions.

The results of this study were based on official data 
reported by law enforcement agencies across the state. 
As these are crimes known to the police, it is impossible 
to know what the ‘true’ level of violence was during this 
12-month period. This is especially true with respect to 
domestic violence. Acts of domestic violence tend to be 
underreported, especially among minorities, immigrants, the 
LGBTQ community, and residents of public housing for fear 
of being evicted (Addington & Lauritsen, 2021). In the state 
of Florida, the arrest of the aggressor in incidents of domes-
tic violence is the preferred action, although the responding 
officer still has some discretion in the matter (Florida Senate, 
2020). Regardless of whether an officer makes an arrest, 
a report of a domestic violence incident is mandatory for 
data collection purposes. If an officer decided not to make 
an arrest, this decision must be justified in the report. This 
report is then reviewed by the officer’s supervisor.

It would not be surprising if incidents of domestic and 
interpersonal violence would not result in an arrest during 
a pandemic. Local jails were releasing inmates to prevent 
the spread of COVID-19 among the incarcerated popula-
tion (BallotPedia.org, 2020). Households were already under 
financial strain, and officers may have been less likely to 
remove a possible financial contributor from the home. One 
of the true weaknesses of relying on official statistics is that 
one is unable to discern whether any increase or decrease 
in the level of reported violence reflects the behavior of 
the police or the behavior of citizens. Furthermore, given 
the strain on first responders during this turbulent time, an 
officer may choose to not file a report of domestic violence. 
Calls for service for DV may have been false positives, as 
neighbors (who were also confined to their homes) may 
have called the police due to loud arguments and not actual 
cases of DV. This is consistent with opportunity theory, as 
guardianship increased during confinement periods. It may 
be that the early call to the police averted an escalation of 
disagreement to violence.

The reader is also cautioned that this study used macro-
level units of analysis to examine individual-level behavior. 
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That is, rates of DV and IPV based on annual reports at the 
county level were used to explore increases and decreases 
in violent crimes between individuals. This can result in an 
ecological fallacy, where behaviors of individuals are pre-
dicted based on the county in which one resides. As dis-
cussed by Walker, an easy remedy to avoid the ecological 
fallacy is to only collect data at the individual level. Describ-
ing this approach as ‘short-sighted,’ he goes on to argue 
that it is sometimes necessary to rely on macro-level data in 
order to build on our knowledge in the discipline (Walker, 
2021). The purpose of this study was to explore for gen-
eral trends in behavior and not to conduct a causal analysis. 
Future researchers may wish to dig deeper into this phenom-
enon to see if stronger conclusions can be made based on 
datal collected at the individual level.

Future Research Directions

This study utilized official reports from a single state in the 
US. As described earlier, Florida was atypical with respect 
to the restrictions and mandates placed on people and busi-
nesses, adopting relatively few constraints. It would be of 
interest to see if similar results were found in other states 
that were more restrictive in their response to COVID-19.

It would also be of interest to replicate this study using 
smaller time increments. The results of the present study 
were based on annual rates, which missed any subtle 
increases or decreases in the crime rates as the COVID-19 
rates changed over time. For example, the level of crime may 
have initially decreased when the pandemic began. Given 
the source of this data, the granular changes that may have 
occurred over time may be lost.

The findings of this study suggest that as the impact of 
the COVID-19 virus increased, levels of domestic violence 
decreased. Further, in counties with higher numbers of 
COVID cases, levels of IPV increased. These results suggest 
that it is important to consider the local impact of the virus 
on levels of violent crime. Future research should include 
measures of the severity of the pandemic at the local level. 
Additionally, alternative theories, such as altruism, should 
be considered. Routine activities / opportunity theories cer-
tainly have merit, but when one considers that the impact of 
the virus is not consistent across study areas other explana-
tions may be warranted.

Conclusion

The overall effects of COVID-19 are still unfolding. As of 
this writing, the state of Florida has reported over 62,000 
deaths and nearly 4 million cases of COVID-19 (Florida 
Department of Health, 2021). The Omicron variant has 
taken center stage, while the country still wrestles with the 

impacts of the Delta variant. The reader is cautioned that the 
virus is far from over, and long-term studies may change the 
way we think about crime and opportunity. In fact, this time 
is being described as the largest criminological experiment 
in history (Stickle & Felson, 2020).

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplemen-
tary material available at https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s43576- 022- 00049-y.
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