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Introduction

Throughout March-April 2020, the COVID-19 
pandemic has dominated the headlines of every 
newspaper and media outlet. Not only has this crisis 
had a massive impact on the global economy and 
our way of life, but it has also been accompanied 
by an increased threat and incidences of domestic 

violence worldwide. The present brief tracks the media 
coverage of domestic violence during the COVID-19 
crisis from 1 March to 15 April 2020 with an aim 
to creating an awareness about this phenomenon 
induced by the crisis. 
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Key Findings

International media reports on rising domestic 
violence as a result of COVID-19 

Reports from China suggest a significant spike in 
domestic violence in Wuhan following the COVID-19 
outbreak; reported cases tripled in February 
compared to the previous year. In the United States, 
NBC reported that the national domestic violence 
hotline was receiving a greater number of complaints 
against abusers who were using the pandemic as an 
excuse to isolate, manipulate, and control victims. The 
abuse extended to perpetrators “withholding financial 
resources or medical assistance” from the victims as 
well. In Italy, phone calls to hotlines dropped sharply, 
but activists were receiving desperate text messages 
and emails pleading for help. The situation was similar 
in Spain, where the country experienced fatalities 
related to domestic violence during the lockdown. 

UN Secretary General issues a warning against 
increasing cases of domestic violence

In response to the rising prevalence of domestic 
violence, the UN Secretary General on 5 April 2020 
issued an appeal for peace at home—and in homes—
around the world. He stressed that violence is not 
confined to the battlefield, and that “for many women 
and girls, the threat looms largest where they should 
be safest: In their own homes”. He urged governments 
to make the prevention and redress of violence 
against women a key part of their national response 
plans for COVID-19. He outlined action points 
including increasing investment in online services, 
ensuring continued support of judicial systems to 
prosecute abusers, avoiding the release of prisoners 
convicted of violence against women, scaling up 
public awareness campaigns, and declaring shelters 
for violence victims as essential services. 

Lack of visibility of domestic violence in 
national press

The Bangladesh media has not given much coverage 
to the increase in domestic violence during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, with only a few opinion 
pieces warning of the possibility. There has been 
some discussion on the challenges of reporting—
lack of facilities for women to file complaints, 
accessibility of the police, and difficulties faced by 
journalists and outreach workers in reaching out to 
communities. One particular opinion piece reported 
that countrywide lockdowns were accelerating the risk 
of domestic violence. With zero mobility, women and 
children are trapped with their abusers 24/7. The 
Op-ed suggested that women may have added care 
work during the home quarantine period, and if they 

refuse their husbands’ advances out of exhaustion, 
they might run the risk of being sexually abused.  

Manusher Jonno Foundation (MJF) reported more 
than 300 incidences of domestic abuse in Bogura, 
Jamalpur, and Cox’s Bazar. Prothom Alo reported 28 
cases of violence against women from 26 March to 
4 April in Dhaka, for which 37 people have been 
arrested. In Mymensingh, a woman was strangled to 
death by her husband, as she refused his decision to 
get married for the second time. The latest tragedy 
was of a woman who was murdered by her husband, 
who had recorded the incident in a Facebook Live 
video. 

On April 14th the Assistant Inspector General (media) 
of the Police Headquarters reported a spike in the 
number of domestic violence complaints from all over 
the country, and assured that the police would be 
taking necessary measures to address the allegations. 
The police also reported complaints from women 
who were physically assaulted for dowry.

There are challenges in reporting domestic 
violence cases 

The actual number of cases is not being reported 
accurately. Social norms dictate domestic violence to 
be a private matter, and law enforcement authorities 
rarely entertain complaints unless fatal physical 
injuries or dowry claims are made. Hospitals and 
medical professionals are busy with coronavirus 
detection and isolation, and therefore may be unable 
to attend to domestic violence victims. 

Dr Fauzia Moslem, Acting President of Bangladesh 
Mahila Parishad, reported that victims are not being 
able to reach out to law enforcement agencies in this 
time of isolation. The situation is more complicated 
outside the capital, where courts are also closed. 
Hence, women who have filed domestic violence 
cases are not hopeful of receiving justice anytime 
soon.

Fear of infection is also acting as a trigger 
for abuse

Another potential for abuse is the fear of infection. 
Dhaka Tribune reported that a mentally unstable 
woman was thrown out of her house for showing 
COVID-19 symptoms in Patuakhali, but luckily she 
was later provided shelter by the UNO. Although it 
is the only reported case of this kind, the incident is 
significant. 

Limited initiatives to address COVID-19 related 
domestic violence 

There is limited information on the initiatives adapted 
by different organisations. Bangladesh Legal Aid and 
Services Trust (BLAST) arranged radio talk shows and 
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online events on domestic violence and COVID-19 
awareness. The organisation also disseminated a 
helpline number for victims to reach out for legal 
advice and services. Social Action Committee, a 
platform for individual legal and women’s rights and 
development organisations, has urged authorities 
to take emergency measures during the nationwide 
shutdown. MJF has also urged the government to 
mobilise Domestic Violence Prevention Committees 
at all levels of the local government to provide 
legal assistance to victims. UN Women Bangladesh 
is circulating different awareness posts with small 
messages on their Facebook page. 

Across the globe, different initiatives have been 
undertaken to combat and raise awareness 
against domestic violence. In China, the hashtag 
#AntiDomesticViolenceDuringEpidemic has been 
trending in the social media platform Sina Weibo. 
German counselling centres advised neighbours to 
remain vigilant of their surroundings. In the United 
Kingdom, the police have been given special powers 
to evict perpetrators during lockdown, and authorities 
have been asked to waive court fees for protection 
orders. The Spanish government has said that they 
will not fine women if they leave the house for filing 
complaints. In India, the Uttar Pradesh police have 
launched a new helpline for domestic violence victims.

Recommendations 

•	 Government and NGO health outreach 
staff should assist in identifying domestic 
violence incidences and facilitate 
complaints and reporting 

•	 Information on Government and non-
government violence complaints hotlines 
and mechanisms should be promoted 
and made widely available

•	 Police, Ministry of Women and Children’s 
Affairs (MOWCA), and women’s rights 
groups should develop communication 
strategies for reaching out to victims

•	 MOWCA, law enforcement agencies, 
and women’s rights and human rights 
groups should identify best practices 
on providing support to victims of 
domestic violence in times of lockdown, 
and disseminate those among relevant 
stakeholders

Methodology

Our information sources include major national and 
international newspapers and media sources such 
as The Guardian, New York Times, BBC News, Fox 
News, NBC News, Daily Star, New Age, Financial 
Express, The Independent, Prothom Alo, Daily 
Samakal and Colours FM.

Media Sources

International

For some people, social distancing means being 
trapped indoors with an abuser: https://www.
theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/mar/21/
coronavirus-domestic-violence-week-in-patriarchy

Coronavirus: Fears of domestic violence, child 
abuse rise: https://www.dw.com/en/coronavirus-
fears-of-domestic-violence-child-abuse-
rise/a-52847759

UN chief calls for domestic violence ‘ceasefire’ amid 
‘horrifying global surge’: https://news.un.org/en/
story/2020/04/1061052  

Coronavirus isolation raises concerns for domestic 
violence survivors, experts say: https://www.
nbcnews.com/news/us-news/coronavirus-isolation-
raises-concerns-domestic-violence-survivors-
experts-say-n1165316

Lockdowns around the world bring rise in 
domestic violence: https://www.theguardian.com/
society/2020/mar/28/lockdowns-world-rise-
domestic-violence

Fears of domestic violence grip Europe
https://www.thedailystar.net/world/news/fears-
domestic-violence-grip-europe-1887160

Where Can Domestic Violence Victims Turn During 
Covid-19? https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/23/
opinion/covid-domestic-violence.html

Bangladesh 

Domestic violence during the time of corona
https://www.thedailystar.net/opinion/human-
rights/news/domestic-violence-during-the-time-
corona-1888192 

Domestic violence on the rise: MJF
https://www.thedailystar.net/city/news/domestic-
violence-the-rise-mjf-1891246

e‡Üi g‡a¨ XvKvq bvixi c«wZ mwnsmZvq 28 gvgjv: 
https://www.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/

https://today.thefinancialexpress.com.bd/metro-news/rights-group-expresses-concern-over-violence-against-women-1586108463
https://www.thedailystar.net/city/news/domestic-violence-the-rise-mjf-1891246
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/23/opinion/covid-domestic-violence.html
https://www.dw.com/en/coronavirus-fears-of-domestic-violence-child-abuse-rise/a-52847759
https://www.dw.com/en/coronavirus-fears-of-domestic-violence-child-abuse-rise/a-52847759
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/mar/28/lockdowns-world-rise-domestic-violence
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Rapid Research Response to COVID-19

Brac Institute of Governance and Development (BIGD), Brac University is a globally-recognized centre of 
excellence in rigorous research on policy and development interventions, with the aim of bringing together academics 
and practitioners to raise critical questions on development, providing lessons on good practices, and advocating for 
pro-poor policies.

The Institute of Development Studies (IDS) is a global research and learning organisation for equitable and 
sustainable change, based at the University of Sussex. 

Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) is a part of UK Research and Innovation (UKRI), UK’s largest 
organisation for funding independent, high quality research on economic and social issues. 

Rapid Research Response to COVID-19 aims to generate rapid and actionable research-based insights to policy 
and program actors, on the socioeconomic impact the COVID-19 pandemic on our lives, focusing on the poor and 
vulnerable population of Bangladesh. 

article/1648818/e‡Üi-g‡a¨-XvKvq-bvixi-c«wZ-
mwnsmZvq-28-gvgjv

M’singh woman strangled to death by husband: 
police: https://www.thedailystar.net/city/news/
msingh-woman-strangled-death-husband-
police-1888726

Man kills wife on Facebook Live: https://www.
dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/nation/2020/04/15/
man-surrenders-after-hacking-wife-dead-live-on-
facebook

Domestic violence on the rise during shutdown: 
Police: https://www.thedailystar.net/country/news/
domestic-violence-the-rise-during-shutdown-
police-1893004

jKWvD‡bI cvwievwiK mwnsmZvi f~Z: https://www.
samakal.com/chaturango/article/200418752/
jKWvD‡bI cvwievwiK mwnsmZvi f~Z 

Rights group expresses concern over violence 
against women: https://today.thefinancialexpress.
com.bd/metro-news/rights-group-expresses-
concern-over-violence-against-women-1586108463

R¡i _vKvq ‡ei K‡i w`‡jb ¯^Rbiv, Avk«q w`‡jb BDGbI
https://bangla.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/ 
2020/03/30/21686/R¡i _vKvq ‡ei K‡i w`‡jb ¯^Rbiv, 
Avk«q w`‡jb BDGbI? fbclid=IwAR1 p0ltHQuTAEHa-
XCQydJpme_1oYRuq5nZ0lFiumiPPOqQuCbNz5Iw
DS_A 

AvBb I Avgiv mn‡hvwMZvq evmU| AvR‡Ki welqt K‡ivbv 
cwiw¯’wZ I cvwievwiK mwnsmZv: https://www.facebook.
com/watch/live/?v=208827533735583&ref=wat
ch_permalink

https://bigd.bracu.ac.bd/
https://www.ids.ac.uk/
https://esrc.ukri.org/
https://bigd.bracu.ac.bd/all-projects/rapid-research-response-to-covid19/about/

