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ABSTRACT

We aimed to discuss the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on the VAW scenario and how it affects
women’s mental health. The short communication from secondary data collected from the official
websites of seven countries in Latin America was performed. The sample was non-probabilistic, for
convenience. The collection took place in January 2021. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the increased
contact of the victim with the aggressor (if he/she is the spouse), deepening of economic disparities,
stressful environment, and loss of social support mechanisms are some of the factors that explain the
possible increase in VAW rates. VAW is a sociological phenomenon whose bases are rooted in historical,
political, religious, and economic conditions. In addition to the biological dimension of the pandemic,
it is necessary to reflect on the long-term impacts of this new social configuration, especially on more
vulnerable groups such as women in underdeveloped countries.

Introduction

After the emergence of a cluster of pneumonia cases, which
were caused by a novel P-coronavirus, SARS-CoV-2, in
Wuhan, China, in December 2019 (Li et al., 2020), the
world scenario has suffered economic, social, and public
health impacts that changed contexts and instigated new
reflections on relevant themes. Due to the high lethality
rate of the disease caused by the virus, COVID-19 (1-3.4%)
(Mizumoto & Chowell, 2020), the greatest and most effective
weapon that society has against this virus is its spread
prevention, including measures like vaccine, masks, social
distancing or even stay-at-home restrictions for entire
regions or countries (Giiner et al., 2020).

The risk of violence against women (VAW) has been
increasing worldwide. Since the beginning of the measures
to control COVID-19, there have been significant differences
between the rates of VAW before and after the quarantine
period around the world, especially in Latin America, where
there has been a high number of cases each year (Marques
et al., 2020). For instance, a 50% rise in domestic abuse
has been seen in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (EBC News, 2020).
Furthermore, in Colombia, according to the Presidential
Counselor for Equity for Women, during the first days of
the national quarantine, there was a 51% increase in domes-
tic VAW cases. In Venezuela, during April in 2020, there
was a 65% increase in femicides compared to April 2019
(International Rescue Committee (IRC), 2020).

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 1 March 2021
Revised 2 September 2021
Accepted 5 September
2021

KEYWORDS

COVID-19;

Gender identity;
Women'’s health;

Mental health;

Violence against women

However, the identification of what may be the possible
amplifiers of the VAW situation in the context of COVID-19
pandemic requires some reflection. Some factors may con-
tribute to the aggravation and persistence of violence situ-
ations. Women are overloaded with housework and care of
children, elderly, and sick family members, which can reduce
their ability to avoid conflict with the aggressor. It also
makes them more vulnerable to psychological violence and
sexual coercion. Moreover, due to the reduction of the vic-
tim’s social contact with friends and family, there are less
possibilities for women to create and/or strengthen a social
support network and to seek help (Marques et al., 2020).
Therefore, we aimed to discuss the impact of the VAW
scenario in the COVID-19 pandemic context and expose
the causes for its increase in seven Latin American countries
(Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Guatemala, Mexico, Paraguay
and Peru) selected for convenience by the authors.
Furthermore, we will present solutions to control this kind
of violence and to support the victims.

Discussion

Domestic violence against Latin American women and
its socioeconomic determinants, and COVID-19

The United Nations defines VAW as ‘any act of
gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result
in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to

CONTACT Jucier Gongalves Junior @ juciergjunior@hotmail.com
© 2021 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group


mailto:juciergjunior@hotmail.com
https://doi.org/10.1080/17457300.2021.1978101
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=﻿10.1080/09500782.2019.1622711&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-7-2
http://www.tandfonline.com

2 e J. GONGALVESJUNIORET AL.

women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbi-
trary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public
or in private life’ (United Nations Human Rights, 2021).
Thus, increases in domestic violence cases may be caused
by pre-existing social and economic problems that are
exacerbated by the stress and tension from disasters, eco-
nomic retraction, displacements, and uncertainties (Kofman
& Garfin, 2020).

It is noteworthy that among the seven studied countries
(Table 1), there was a significant increase in VAW, especially
in Argentina (145%), Peru (101%), Mexico (97%), and
Colombia (94%). According to BBC data, three of these
countries were among the most affected economies in Latin
America during the COVID-19 pandemic. These countries
and their economic growth indexes are Peru (-12.8%),
Argentina (-10.9%), and Mexico (-9%), respectively. It is
known that the interruption of livelihoods (Kofman &
Garfin, 2020) and the decrease in the ability to meet the
family’s financial needs, caused by COVID-19, reduce access
to basic needs and services, causing stress and fear (Haq
et al., 2020) in the aggressors (potentializing the chances
of violent acts) and victims (worsening psychological suf-
fering). Besides, the aggressors, mostly represented by inti-
mate partners, can restrict access to money, health services
or resources, such as soap and medicine, which become an
aggravator for the COVID-19 transmission (Roesch
et al., 2020).

The smaller increase in VAW was seen in Brazil (11%)
and Guatemala (5%). Some peculiarities of these two coun-
tries’ situation may contribute to this small variation: (I)
absence of well-structured policies to promote women’s
health and combat VAW before and during the COVID-19
pandemic (BRASIL, 2021; Haq et al.,, 2020; Roesch et al.,
2020, Vieira et al., 2020); (II) relatively new discussion in
these two countries of the topic among the population in
general (Guimaraes & Pedroza, 2015); (III) Greater vulner-
ability (social and economic) of the most affected groups
(Afrodescendent and young women). These three elements
amplified by the status of the COVID-19 can lead to
under-reporting.

Afrodescendent and young women in Brazil are the ones
that suffer the most violence according to the Dossier of
the Brazilian Ministry of Economy prepared in 2020.
Barufaldi et al., (2017) ratified this information when ana-
lyzing reports of VAW rates (between 2011-2015) and mor-
tality rates in women victims of aggression (between
2011-2016) in Brazil. The authors point out that

afrodescendent and young women in Brazil depend more
financially on their families (due to aggressions, absences/
delays for work are greater). In addition, the authors show
that the risk of death in women who report their aggressors
is twice as high as in the general population (Barufaldi
et al,, 2017). In Guatemala, according United Nations (UN)
Women (2021) 4,000 girls 10-14years of age give birth
every year. The authors also report that Guatemala is among
the countries with the highest poverty index in Latin
America, high levels of social inequality (Gini index of 0.57)
and presents highest rate of violent deaths among women
(9.7 in 100,000) (UN Women, 2021).

According to BBC data, in the ‘Interactive map showing
the restriction measures adopted by Latin American coun-
tries in the COVID-19 pandemic, the countries that took
the earliest and more restrictive measures to curb the spread
of viral transmission were Peru, Argentina, Paraguay, and
Colombia. Brazil is among the countries whose measures
are less restrictive, and surveillance is less performed.
However, according to Table 1 data, three of the four coun-
tries with the strictest measures had an increase greater
than 90% in VAW cases (Argentina — 145%, Peru — 98%,
and Colombia — 93%), in which Brazil presents one of the
lowest indexes (11%). Mexico’s indices may not have been
as high as the analysis time (one month) is shorter com-
pared to other countries.

Literature data highlight that the social isolation caused
by the current pandemic has amplified women’s pre-existing
vulnerabilities, since staying at home has become a trigger
for domestic violence, especially in women that were already
in abusive relationships. In China, police records of VAW
tripled during the pandemic. In Italy, France and Spain an
increase in the occurrence of VAW was also observed after
the implementation of mandatory quarantine (Vieira et al.,
2020). This situation reduces women’s autonomy, especially
in patriarchal houses, creating a distressing paradox for
victims: staying at home at the risk of intensifying domestic
violence or leaving and being more likely to be exposed to
the virus (Haq et al.,, 2020; Roesch et al., 2020).

However, it is noteworthy that this discussion does not
intend to criticize social isolation and its benefits, which
have been exhaustively proven in the medical literature, as
a tool to combat the COVID-19 spread, but to raise hypoth-
eses about phenomena concurrent with the pandemic and
that deserve to be brought to the international discussion
on public health, such as VAW (Haq et al., 2020; Roesch
et al.,, 2020; Vieira et al., 2020).

Table 1. Trends in domestic and gender violence in seven Latin America countries before and after the new coronavirus outbreak.

Latin American

countries Hotlines Comparison period 2019 2020 Percentage (%)
Argentina Linea 137 e 144 Jan-Oct 36.678 90.022 145%
Brazil Ligue 180 Jan-Jul 52.952 58.827 1%
Colombia Linea 155 Mar-Nov 13.337 25.868 94%
Guatemala Linea 1572 Jan-Dec 2657 2787 5%
Mexico Linea Mujeres April 875 1.724 97%
Paraguay Linea 137 Jan-Dec 8.374 11.029 32%
Peru Linea 100 Jan-Nov 108.331 218.218 101%

Source: Governments of Latin American Countries (Annex 1 - List of Sources).
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Repercussions of domestic violence on the mental
health of women victims of violence

VAW situations cause several negative results on the victims’
physical and mental health, including increased substance
use, risky sexual behaviors, higher risk of chronic diseases,
depression, post-traumatic stress, and excessive social media
use (Almeida et al., 2020). The latter is a characteristic of
anxiety disorders and depression that are used as a refuge
against the violence suffered (Sediri et al., 2020;
Wolitzky-Taylor & Schiffman, 2019).

During the pandemic, social isolation precipitates feelings
of anger, fear, anxiety, panic, loneliness, boredom, and guilt
for not being in contact with loved ones. A survey con-
ducted from April to May 2020 with Tunisian women
assessed the impact of social isolation on domestic violence
and on these women’s health. VAW increased from 4.4 to
14.8%, with all respondents reporting having suffered psy-
chological violence, followed by economic (41%) and phys-
ical (10%) violence, which was associated, during isolation,
with more cases of depression, anxiety, and stress (Sediri
et al., 2020).

Before the social distancing variable, the impact of men-
tal illnesses on the female population was associated with
emotional vulnerability and hormonal changes during the
premenstrual, pre and postpartum, and menopause periods,
as well as with gender inequalities, which strengthen labor
overload and VAW. This reality is much more significant
in underdeveloped countries (Souza et al., 2020).

According to literature data, other factors that explain
the increased incidence of mental disorders in women
during the pandemic are being a young adult, living in
regions with high rates of cases and mortality from
COVID-19, history of anxiety and depression, medication
use, reduced or absent physical activity and leisure, and
unemployment (Souza et al., 2020). Based on the ‘Work
Panorama of Latin America and the Caribbean 2019
(Panorama do Trabalho da América Latina e do Caribe
2019), the unemployment rate in these countries was around
8.1% before the pandemic. As for women, the increase in
participation in the labor market, although expressive
(50.2%) compared to the last analysis, is still 20 points
below that of men. The countries presented in Table 1,
whose economic downturn was the greatest, were also the
ones with the highest increase in VAW cases. According to
the report produced in October 2020 by the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) the GDP (Gross Domestic Product)
growth rate in 2020 for Argentina (-11.8%), Peru (-13.9%),
Mexico (-9.0%) and Colombia (-8.2%) was negative
(International Monetary Fund, 2021).

In addition, women with previous psychiatric disorders
may have their pathologies decompensated and amplified
by the pandemic situation and exposure to violence
(Chatterjee et al., 2002). Thus, with the increase in domestic
violence rates during social isolation, women’s physical and
mental health demands greater attention from health teams
and violence prevention networks (Roesch et al., 2020).
Health professionals must be vigilant to recognize domestic
violence signs and provide the necessary care for victims,

with psychological monitoring programs being virtual tools
that may be used to follow-up victims, minimizing the
psychological damage caused by violence (Almeida et al.,
2020; Chatterjee et al., 2002).

Conclusion

VAW is a sociological phenomenon whose bases are rooted
in historical, political, religious, and economic conditions.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the increased contact of
the victim with the aggressor (if he/she is the spouse),
withdrawal from the victim’s relatives/support networks,
deepening of economic disparities, stressful environment,
and loss of social support mechanisms are some of the
factors that explain the possible increase in VAW rates.

Finally, it is important to highlight the limitations in this
paper: (I) absence of easily accessible data from other coun-
tries in Latin America, which, therefore, have not been
shown in Table 1; (II) under-reporting of cases - only those
women/family members who used the hotline to report
VAW were counted. These biases are inherent in the sec-
ondary nature of the data.
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