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PATTERNS OF CRIME DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC IN BELGIUM 

INTRODUCTION 

In an effort to contain the spread of COVID-19, Belgian governments have enforced constraints on 

social life such as social distancing, prohibiting social gatherings, school closures, and enforced stay-at-

home orders—colloquially referred to as “the lockdown”. Such public health measures, in particular 

stay-at-home orders, can have unintended adverse consequences for crime (Ashby 2020; Eisner & 

Nivette 2020). Criminologists argue that the public health measures associated with COVID-19 affect 

the causal mechanisms of crime in a variety of ways, such as changes in routine activities, 

(dis)appearance of crime opportunity structures, changes in levels of formal and informal social control, 

and increased stress and anxiety. Therefore, crime scholars anticipated that lockdowns might 

differentially affect crime types, with certain crimes decreasing (e.g., theft and property crime) and 

others increasing (e.g., cybercrime). Indeed, in Belgium, already in the beginning of the lockdown police 

saw crime rates drop by 30% (Nieuwsblad 2020). 

It is particularly argued that the lockdown has created the perfect storm for domestic violence to increase 

(Eisner & Nivette 2020; Vandeviver et al. 2020). Not only are lockdown measures associated with 

elevated violence-inducing emotions and psychological states such as stress and anxiety (Brooks et al. 

2020; Eisner & Nivette 2020) and maladaptive coping strategies (Gillespie et al. 2021), they also confine 

victims and offenders together to their homes and deprive victims from opportunities to escape violent 

households to seek much needed care (Piquero et al. 2021). Early on in the COVID-19 epidemic in 

Belgium, multiple online emergency services delivered evidence of increases in domestic violence (e.g., 

Verplancke & Keygnaert 2020) which was later confirmed by a number of self-report surveys (e.g., 

Schokkenbroek et al. 2021; Keygnaert et al. 2021; Vandeviver et al. 2020). 

In this chapter, we describe the development of the COVID-19 pandemic and its relation with different 

crime patterns in Belgium. Through a thorough description of (1) governmental measures taken to 

contain and decrease the spread of coronavirus and (2) crime statistics from 2020 in light of these 

measures and compared to statistics from previous years, we identify patterns of crime related to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally (3), we pay extra attention to the case of domestic violence during 

the pandemic in Belgium by describing and discussing data from secondary sources as well as from our 

own empirical survey studies. 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC IN BELGIUM 

On January 28, the newly built website www.info-coronavirus.be informed about the new coronavirus 

in Wuhan, China. The travel advice for China was adjusted to discourage non-essential travel but it was 

highlighted that there was no reason for concern.  Five days later, on February 2, nine Belgian citizens 

were repatriated from China. Upon return, one of those travellers soon developed symptoms of COVID-

19 (Info-Coronavirus 2020). 

In the following, we provide a timeline of the development of the COVID-19 pandemic in Belgium for 

the year 2020. This timeline provides an overview of significant dates during this pandemic, significant 

measures that were taken to limit the spread of the new coronavirus, and relaxations of these measures.   

Figure 1 combines these dates with the rates of cases, patients in intensive care, and deaths per day. The 

second peak of new cases is to be interpreted with caution as this curve highly depends on the number 

of tests performed. In the second wave, starting in October 2020, more tests were conducted than in the 

first wave, during March or April 2020. For example, about 11,000 tests were performed daily on 

average in April. In October, the daily average was 56,000 tests (Ritchie et al. 2020). The positivity rate 

of all performed tests in those two months was similar (18% and 16%, respectively). 
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Figure 1. Rates of COVID-19 cases, deaths and patients in intensive care units. Data source: 

ourworldindata.org/coronavirus 

We further put these dates into context with reports from the Belgian institute for health, Sciensano, 

who monitored the acceptance of and compliance with the measures in the Belgian population. 

1. The first case of COVID-19 in Belgium was confirmed on February 4, 2020. It took until 

March 1 for the second case to be confirmed. From that day, confirmed cases would rise 

drastically until, only two weeks later, Belgium reaches one thousand COVID-19 cases 

(Ritchie et al. 2020). 

2. On March 10, the first death related to COVID-19 was confirmed. On the same day, the 

National Security Council convened for the first time and announced that the evolution of the 

spread of the coronavirus will be evaluated on a daily basis and that measures will be taken to 

limit its spread (Info-Coronavirus 2020). During this first meeting, it was decided that large 

events of more than 1000 people would be cancelled until the end of March. Employees were 

asked to work as much as possible from home and schools were advised to cancel school trips 

(D’hoore 2020). 

3. On March 12, the National Security Council convened again and decided further measures. 

The first Belgian lockdown would start on March 18. The measures included the following:  

a. Everyone was asked to stay as much as possible at home. It was allowed to leave the 

house for essential reasons and sports activities with one other persons or people from 

the same household;  

b. Primary and secondary schools closed, universities were encouraged to develop 

procedures for remote teachings; 

c. Sports and cultural activities were cancelled and prohibited ; 

d. Bars, restaurants and non-essential stores had to close;  

e. Non-essential international travel was forbidden, border controls were implemented. 
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In their first survey, conducted in the first week of April, Sciensano found that participants felt generally 

well informed about COVID-19 and the current measures (Demarest et al. 2020a). However, the 

measures to keep distance, follow hygiene rules, and stay at home were not strictly followed by the 

population. The main reasons for non-compliance were not belonging to a risk group, having to continue 

economic activities and the feeling that a contraction of the virus could simply be avoided by being 

careful or alone. Young people felt less well informed and were less likely to strictly comply with the 

measures.  

4. On April 15, 2454 new cases were confirmed in one day (211/million). This was, at that time, 

the highest number of new confirmed cases in a single day. However, the real number was 

likely much higher due to limited testing. At that time, 4440 people had died (Ritchie et al. 

2020). 

In the third week of April, Sciensano conducted a second survey (Drieskens et al. 2020) to monitor 

acceptance of the measures in the Belgian population. As in the first survey, the population indicated 

that they were sufficiently informed about COVID-19 and the current measures. Compliance with the 

measures decreased slightly compared to the previous report. Especially men, young people and people 

with little confidence in institutions were less likely to strictly comply with the measures.  

5. An ‘exit strategy’ was announced on April 24:  

a. the first phase would start on May 4: Fabric stores could open so that people could 

make their own face masks. Non-urgent consultations with doctors and in hospitals 

would be possible again and outdoor activities would now be allowed with two other 

people (instead of only one other person). The daily number of new cases was down 

to 361 (Ritchie et al. 2020). One week later, all stores could open again under certain 

regulations, such as limited number of clients  (Info-Coronavirus 2020). 

b. May 10: One household could invite up to four other people, given that those did not 

meet others (Info-Coronavirus 2020). New daily cases were rising again at that time 

but decreased soon after (Ritchie et al. 2020). 

c. May 18: Among other relaxations, primary and secondary schools could re-open. All 

large events were cancelled until June 30 (Info-Coronavirus 2020). 

Based on their third survey (Demarest et al. 2020b), Sciensano reported that the Belgian population 

indicated again that they were sufficiently informed about COVID-19 and the measures in place. People 

felt less informed than previously about the relaxation of restrictions and quarantine measures as well 

as travel recommendations. The percentage of people indicating that they did not strictly adhere to the 

measures increased further. Young people, men, and people with a low level of health literacy were 

relatively more likely to indicate that they did not strictly follow the measures.  

6. On June 8, the probably most significant step towards a ‘normal’ public life was taken: Bars, 

cafés and restaurants re-opened. Up to 10 people were allowed to sit together, staff had to 

wear masks (Info-Coronavirus 2020). One could meet up to 10 different people per week. 

Companies could resume their activities, but working from home was still recommended, and 

travelling within Belgium was allowed (HLN 2021). The 7-day average of new cases was 117 

at this time (Ritchie et al. 2020). On June 15, Belgium re-opened its borders (Info-Coronavirus 

2020). 

7. On July 1, the final phase of the exit strategy began: most public spaces could re-open, such as 

wellness centres, cinemas and theatres. Night clubs and large events could not resume their 

activities. The ‘social bubble’ is extended to 15 people per week. Indoor events could take 

place with up to 200 and outdoor events with up to 400 people (Info-Coronavirus 2020). 



5 

 

8. July 25: Over the past two weeks, the rate of new cases had increased again (Info-Coronavirus 

2020). Instead of transitioning into further relaxations, masks were now mandatory in crowded 

public places and for guests of the catering industry. The social bubble was reduced to five 

people and a passenger locator form was introduced for persons who were outside of Belgium 

for more than 48 hours to track their movements and identify high-risk contacts. On July 28, 

the province of Antwerp became a high-risk area and introduced a curfew and other 

restrictions. The measures in the entire country became stricter (HLN 2021). 

9. On September 1, the measures were relaxed again. The school year started with the only 

measure being mandatory masks for students older than 12 and teachers (HLN 2021). The 

number of new daily cases started rising again soon after (Info-Coronavirus 2020). Six weeks 

later, the measures were further tightened: Only three contacts outside one’s household, 

indoors and outdoors, were allowed. Bars had to close at 11PM and could only allow four 

people at one table. Working from home office was strongly recommended again (Info-

Coronavirus 2020). 

At the end of September, the Belgian population still felt sufficiently informed about COVID 19 

measures (Braekman et al. 2020). However, the percentage of people indicating that they were 

sufficiently aware of current government measures had again decreased. Compliance with the measures 

regarding hygiene and distancing decreased further. In comparison with the third survey, more people 

indicated not to stay at home in case of illness. On the other hand, more people strictly used face masks 

in places where the distance of 1.5 metres could not be respected. Young people and men were again 

less likely to strictly adhere to the measures (Braekman et al. 2020). 

10. On October 19, bars and restaurants had to close fully for at least four weeks. A curfew from 

midnight until 5AM was introduced and alcoholic beverages could not be sold after 8PM. 

Only one close contact was allowed (Info-Coronavirus 2020).  

11. On November 2, working from home was mandatory when the activities allowed for it. Indoor 

activities (e.g., sauna and cinemas) were cancelled and cultural places, except for libraries, had 

to close again. Non-essential stores could only remain open for pick-ups and delivery. Non-

medical services with close contact (e.g., hair salons) closed. All educational institutes 

switched to maximum online lessons (Info-Coronavirus 2020). 

12. On December 1, non-essential stores re-opened for a limited number of customers and under 

strict hygiene requirements (Info-Coronavirus 2020). 

In the last survey of 2020 (Berete et al. 2020), conducted in the second week of December, more people 

felt adequately informed about current government measures than in June and September. More people 

than in September indicated that they strictly followed the measures. The least observed measure was 

to limit close contacts to one person. The measure with the highest rate of compliance was the use of 

face masks where required. Again, young people and men were relatively more likely to indicate that 

they did not strictly comply with the measures.    

All in all, it can be concluded that the acceptance of and compliance with the measures to limit the 

spread of the coronavirus decreased over time. However, it increased again in the period from October 

to December 2020, but especially the restrictions of close contacts were less accepted (Berete et al. 

2020). The measures limiting the amount of people one was allowed to meet with or visit were probably 

the ones that led most to confusion and discussion in the public debate (e.g., Grommen 2020). Based on 

the overview of measures taken by the government, it becomes clear that these changed fairly often. The 

so-called social bubble was reduced to one or extended to up to 15 people based on the current rates of 

new cases. This rule mostly applied to contacts over one week which could then change in the next week 
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(HLN 2021). That this rule was difficult to follow and to control may have led to less acceptance and 

compliance.  

Unlike in other European countries, there were few major protests against the coronavirus measures in 

Belgium. In September 2020, 4000 people came together in Brussels, under compliance with the 

measures in place, to protest for better pay and conditions in the health care sector (HLN 2020b). Several 

smaller ‘silent protests’ were held to protest for better financial support of those working in the cultural 

sector (e.g., De Morgen 2020). 

PATTERNS OF CRIME DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC IN BELGIUM 

As governmental (lockdown) measures have drastically impacted people’s daily lives and routines, it 

can be expected that this impact can also be observed with regard to crime rates. Indeed, already two 

weeks after the first lockdown measures were instated in March 2020, the Belgian police observed an 

overall drop in crime rates of approximately 30% (HLN 2020a). Based on crime statistics from 2015 to 

2020 from the Federal Police (2020), the monthly crime rates of 2020 compared to those of 2015-2019 

are presented for a broad variation of crime types in Figure 2. Due to data availability, the analyses of 

crime rates for 2020 are limited to the period January to September 2020.     

As can be seen in the figure, crime rates for most types of crime dropped within the first weeks of the 

pandemic lockdown. More specifically, crime rates decreased considerably during the pandemic 

lockdown compared to average crime rates from the same period in previous years (2015-2019) and 

compared to absolute crime rates from 2019 for the following crime types: burglary (-37% compared to 

average 2015-2019, -26% compared to 2019), violence in public spaces (-18% compared to average 

2015-2019, -17% compared to 2019), vehicle theft (-29% compared to average 2015-2019, -22% 

compared to 2019) and theft (-31% compared to average 2015-2019, -30% compared to 2019). For 

domestic violence, reported crime rates during the pandemic lockdown were relatively similar compared 

to previous years (-2.7% compared to average 2015-2019, -3.7% compared to 2019). It should be noted 

that police statistics on domestic violence, however, only reflect a small part of its occurrence due to 

substantial victim underreporting. Given that most crime rates for the months January and February 

2020 were relatively similar to crime rates of previous years for the same period, the impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown measures on reported crime rates is tangible.  

For most crime types, an increase can be observed once lockdown measures were relaxed later on in 

June 2020. These increased crime rates in the summer of 2020 do not closely resemble the (average) 

crime rates of previous years, however, with the exception of rates of domestic violence. The number 

of reported domestic violence incidents in August 2020 actually exceeded that of any other month in the 

past five years. We discuss domestic violence in detail in the third part of this chapter. 
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Figure 2. Crime statistics in Belgium from 2015 to September 2020. 

Compared to the crime types just described, two crime types that are presented in Figure 2 follow a 

different crime pattern, namely, cybercrime – specifically phishing, and drug-related crime. Firstly, quite 

possibly, the restricted opportunities for physical crimes may have resulted in a displacement of criminal 

activity from the physical to the online environment (Buil-Gil et al. 2021). Indeed, while offline and 

face-to-face types of crime decreased during the pandemic, cybercrime took a giant leap. As can be seen 

in Figure 2, this was particularly the case for phishing (+766% compared to average 2015-2019, +270% 

compared to 2019), a type of online scam where criminals send fraudulent online messages, often 

impersonating a legitimate organization, with the purpose of cheating people out of their money 

(Lastdrager 2014). In addition to these official police statistics, the Centre for Cybersecurity in Belgium 

(CCB) received 2.8 million reports of cybercrime , 1.0 million more than a year before in 2019 (Van 
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Hoorenbeek & Verberckmoes 2020). Whereas the displacement of crime from physical to online 

environments is already a testament to criminals’ flexibility and willingness to adapt to societal 

developments, this is further demonstrated by the nature of their phishing attacks. According to the CCB, 

cybercriminals aptly responded to the COVID-19 pandemic by spreading phishing attacks with 

pandemic-related content, such as fake sales of mouth masks and vaccine offers (Van Hoorenbeek & 

Verberckmoes 2020). People consumed large amounts of media during the lockdown to stay up to date 

about COVID-19 pandemic developments (Casero-Ripollés 2020) or to seek entertainment by means of 

a coping mechanism (Cauberghe et al. 2021). Because of this, both the number of suitable victims as 

well as the likelihood for internet users to be victimized increased.  

Secondly, drug-related crime statistics as presented in Figure 2 specifically concern offenses related to 

the production and import/export of synthetic drugs and cannabis. As can be seen in the figure, the 

amount of drug-related offenses during the pandemic lockdown strongly fluctuates from month to 

month. Overall, drug-related offenses strongly decreased during the pandemic lockdown (-44% 

compared to average 2015-2019, -48% compared to 2019). However, when we look at the two types of 

drugs separately, different patterns emerge. Whereas the production and distribution of synthetic drugs 

severely decreased in 2020 (-41% compared to average 2015-2019, -52% compared to 2019), this is to 

a much lesser extent the case for cannabis (-20% compared to average 2015-2019, -17% compared to 

2019). Notably, crime rates for cannabis production and distribution were in fact higher in the month 

May in 2020 compared to May 2019 (+29%). A possible explanation for these differences in production 

and distribution rates of cannabis and synthetic drugs can be found in people’s drug consumption 

behaviours. Indeed, in a cause-effect fashion, similar fluctuations were found in patterns of drug use 

during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown in Belgium. In a large-scale survey study conducted by 

Sciensano (2021), it was found that the consumption of marihuana and ecstasy (strongly) increased 

during the first lockdown in Belgium, whereas the consumption of powdered cocaine and amphetamines 

strongly decreased compared to the period before. It is possible that the consumption of most synthetic 

drugs strongly decreased during the pandemic lockdown due to nightlife being shut down. At the same 

time, people spend more time at home and may have felt a stronger need to relax and alleviate anxiety 

during the stressful time of the pandemic lockdown, increasing cannabis consumption.  

Additionally, while we observed a displacement from physical to online environments in theft crimes, 

it was found that the online purchase of drugs did not significantly increase during the lockdown, with 

most respondents citing regular dealers as the most important provider during the pandemic (Sciensano 

2021). Interestingly, a strong increase was found in the amount of people that grew their own marihuana 

within the first six months of the COVID-19 pandemic, possibly to become less dependent on the market 

for personal drug use. 

Non-Compliance with COVID-19 Measures 

Another type of offense that is of particular interest during the pandemic concerns the non-compliance 

with governmental COVID-19 measures, which was punishable by law according to article 187 of the 

Act of 15 May 2007 concerning civil security. Violations of COVID-19 measures varied in nature and 

severity. Examples are not wearing a mask in an area in which this is mandatory, gathering in large 

groups or organizing illegal parties, violating the midnight curfew, or non-compliance with health 

regulations on an organizational level. Police records on such offenses may paint an additional picture 

of whether or not people were inclined to adhere to COVID-19 measures in Belgium. From January to 

September 2020, Belgian police officers recorded a total of 130.612 violations, which were categorized 

as violations in opposition to public health. Unsurprisingly, this number is tremendously higher than the 

817 acts in defiance of public health recorded in 2019. Violations of COVID-19 measures by an 

individual person could be sanctioned with a fine ranging from €209,- to €4000,- and/or imprisonment 
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from 8 days to 3 months, depending on the nature and severity of the violation. For organizations, 

possible sanctions vary more greatly, as violations may also concern violations of general safety 

obligations and employee well-being regulations. It should be considered, however, that violation of 

measures may have been the result of confusion or lack of knowledge about which measures were in 

effect at a given moment due to vast changes herein.   

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

In addition to the general overview of crime levels in Belgium in 2020, we particularly focus on the case 

of domestic violence during the COVID-19 pandemic. Domestic violence concerns violent and abusive 

behaviours that take place within the domestic sphere. Within the criminal justice system in Belgium, a 

distinction is made between types of physical, sexual, psychological, and economic domestic violence, 

and victims are categorized as partner, child, or other family member. Figure 3 provides an overview of 

all domestic violence incidents in 2020 that were reported to the police compared to 2015-2019 with 

partners, children, and other family members as victims.  

Whereas many types of criminal behaviours (strongly) decreased due to the COVID-19 pandemic and 

the governmental lockdown measures, no strong decreases were observed with regard to domestic 

violence. With the exception of the first months of the pandemic lockdown, crime statistics from the 

Belgian criminal justice system suggest that, for the most part of 2020, the number of people reporting 

domestic violence to the police remained relatively similar compared to a year before (-3.7%). As almost 

all of the other types of crime decreased in 2020 and already displayed such a decreasing trend over the 

past five years, the finding that this is not the case for domestic violence incidences is in itself a 

worrisome observation. 

 

Figure 3. Domestic violence rates in Belgium from 2015 to September 2020. 

Police statistics on domestic violence generally reflect only a small part of the problem. Most cases of 

domestic violence are not reported, and studies consistently show that prevalence rates of domestic 
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violence acquired from self-report surveys are much higher compared to reported cases in criminal 

justice systems (e.g., Gracia 2004). This “iceberg” of domestic violence prevalence is particularly 

important to acknowledge when considering domestic violence incidences in the context of the COVID-

19 pandemic. Lockdown measures urging people to stay inside and to practice ‘social distancing’ may 

have increased domestic violence prevalence and severity due to increased (social) isolation and 

stressors. Indeed, several studies have found evidence for the impact of pandemic-related lockdown 

measures and stressors on domestic violence frequency and severity (e.g., Lyons & Brewer 2021; 

Cannon et al. 2021). At the same time, the COVID-19 pandemic and governmental lockdown measures 

created additional barriers for victims of domestic violence to seek help, such as concerns about 

retaliations by their partner or parent, lack of social support due to the social isolation, and safety 

concerns about coronavirus infection (e.g., Boxall et al. 2020). Due to this tangible impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, several scholars have described domestic violence during the coronacrisis as “a 

pandemic within a pandemic” (e.g., Evans et al. 2020). Yet, in Belgium during the lockdown, police 

extensively controlled for non-necessary displacements so seeking for help without having to denounce 

it to the police became difficult (Keygnaert et al. 2021).  

To comprehensively illustrate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on domestic violence in Belgium, 

we consulted additional sources, such as victim helplines and data from our own empirical research, in 

addition to police statistics. 

Domestic Violence in Belgium During the Pandemic Lockdown 

Already in April 2020, within weeks after the start of the lockdown, the 1712 helpline, a helpline aimed 

to provide support to victims of violence and abuse, reported that the number of calls had more than 

doubled compared to the same period a year before (Hulplijn 1712 2020). In total, 952 calls were made 

concerning a total of 1269 (potential) victims, most calls concerned child abuse and partner violence. 

For partner violence alone, the number of calls (331) in April 2020 had tripled compared to the monthly 

average of 2019 (Hulplijn 1712 2020). In addition to reports from the 1712 helpline, numbers from the 

Ch@tline sexual violence (Verplancke & Keygnaert 2020) further indicate the impact of the COVID-

19 pandemic and the lockdown measures. Between March 2020 and May 2021, an average of 152 calls 

per month were made to this helpline dedicated to support victims of sexual violence. In comparison, 

an average of 85 calls per month were made between September 2019 and February 2020. Thus, during 

the pandemic, the number of calls increased by 79%.  

These numbers from Helpline 1712 and Ch@tline sexual violence illustrate that domestic violence was 

a prevalent problem during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. To further increase our understanding of 

the impact of the pandemic and lockdown measures on domestic violence in Belgium, we conducted 

two independent but complementary large-scale survey studies (Hardyns et al. 2020). In both studies, 

the survey was administered online and distributed through various online channels such as social media 

accounts and departmental websites. Study 1 (n = 2889; Ponnet et al. 2020) was conducted from April 

3rd to April 17th, 2020, approximately three weeks after the first lockdown measures were instated. 

Study 2 (n = 4047; Keygnaert et al. 2020) was conducted from April 13th to April 27th, 2020. 

Study 1: Verbal partner violence 

Study 1 specifically focused on verbal violence between romantic partners. In total, 1491 of the 

respondents (76.3% women) of study 1 lived together with their partner during the lockdown. We asked 

respondents to report on how often they had experienced verbal and physical altercations with their 

partner during the lockdown. Of the 1491 people, 36 (1.7%) had experienced physical partner violence 

rarely to very often during the pandemic lockdown (Schokkenbroek et al. 2020). Five of these people 

were men and 31 were women. Our results showed that men and women did not significantly differ in 
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how frequently they experienced physical violence with their partner, nor did people from different age 

groups.  

Verbal altercations were much more common during the pandemic lockdown. In total, 1096 (73.5%) 

people reported that they had rarely to very often experienced verbal aggression with their partner during 

the lockdown (Schokkenbroek et al., 2021). We additionally examined which groups of people in 

particular experienced verbal partner violence. Our findings showed that women, younger people (aged 

18-35 years), students, people whose partner was long-term unemployed or (temporarily) unemployed 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic, parents of children younger than 18 years, people without the ability 

to seclude themselves from other members of the household, and people with less social contacts with 

whom they could share personal stuff experienced more verbal partner violence during the COVID-19 

pandemic.  

In addition to this, we examined if feelings of stress about the COVID-19 pandemic and about potential 

coronavirus infection were related to people’s verbal partner violence experiences. We found that higher 

levels of stress about the pandemic itself and lower levels of stress about potential coronavirus infection 

were related to more partner violence experiences during the pandemic lockdown (Schokkenbroek et al. 

2021). Whereas one would expect that feelings of stress and fear place strain on people’s relationships 

and may result in conflicts between partners, it is surprising that the opposite was found to be the case 

for fear of coronavirus infection. A possible explanation could be that an apparent more careless 

perspective on the pandemic and potential coronavirus infection by one of the partners may in fact be 

the subject of couples' conflicts, but for now this we can only speculate on this. 

Study 2: Psychological, physical, and sexual domestic violence 

Whereas study 1 particularly focused on verbal violence between partners, study 2 examined people’s 

experiences of psychological, physical, and sexual domestic violence during the pandemic lockdown. 

For each type of violence, we asked respondents (n = 4047, 75.0% women) to remember their most 

impactful experience and to indicate who perpetrated the violence (e.g., parent, sibling, (ex)partner). 

Also, a distinction was made between direct experiences of violence (i.e., the respondent was victimized) 

versus indirect experiences of violence (i.e., a member of the respondent’s household was victimized). 

In total, 1 in every 5 respondents indicated to have been victim of some form of violence during the 

pandemic lockdown (Vandeviver et al. 2020). 

For psychological violence (i.e., insulting and intimidating behaviours), we found that, overall, 1 in 4 of 

respondents had experienced this directly or indirectly during the pandemic lockdown. In total, 793 

people (19.6%) indicated that they had directly experienced psychological violence (Vandeviver et al. 

2020). When we examine prevalence rates for men and women separately, we find that approximately 

1 in every 5 women (21.0%) and 1 in every 7 men (14.9%) experienced psychological violence. In half 

of these cases (51.4%), the perpetrator was an (ex)partner of the victim. Additionally, 575 respondents 

(14.2%) indicated that someone they lived with (e.g., children, (ex)partner) experienced psychological 

violence during the pandemic lockdown. In 34% of these cases, psychological violence was perpetrated 

by the respondent themselves. 

We defined physical violence as the act of physically hurting another person, for example, by kicking, 

hitting, or biting them. Overall, 2.5% of respondents (n = 99, 82 of whom were women) indicated they 

were victim of physical violence during the pandemic lockdown (Vandeviver et al. 2020). In most of 

these cases, physical violence was perpetrated by an (ex)partner (45.2% of cases) or by the respondent’s 

(step)child (29.8% of cases). Additionally, 2.9% of people indicated that someone in their household 

experienced physical violence. Particularly, respondents most often reported that (step)children were 

victimized (60% of cases), and that indirect physical violence was most often perpetrated by the 
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respondent themselves (31% of cases), (another) child in the household (29% of cases), or by an 

(ex)partner of the respondent (19%). 

Lastly, we examined people’s (in)direct experiences with sexual violence during the pandemic 

lockdown. Specifically, we assessed non-physical sexual violence (e.g., forcing someone to show their 

intimate body parts in an offline or online setting), sexual violence with physical contact (e.g., unwanted 

kissing or unwanted stroking intimate body parts), and rape (i.e., (trying to) have sex with someone 

against their will). We found that 98 respondents (2.4%) experienced sexual violence during the 

pandemic lockdown (Keygnaert et al. 2021). In 72% of these cases, sexual violence was perpetrated by 

an (ex)partner. For indirect experiences of sexual violence, we found that 0.7% of respondents reported 

victimization of someone in their household. Specifically, (ex)partners (50% of cases) and (step)children 

(23%) were mentioned as victims of sexual violence most often. In more than half of these indirect cases 

(53.9%), sexual violence was perpetrated by someone outside of the household.  

Help-seeking and reporting 

Not only did we examine people’s domestic violence experiences during the pandemic lockdown in 

Belgium in study 2, we additionally asked victims about their help seeking behaviours. Most victims of 

domestic violence informed someone within their own personal network about their experience 

(Vandeviver et al. 2020). For psychological and physical violence, 1 in 3 victims did not inform anyone 

from their personal environment about their experience. For sexual violence, 1 in 2 victims (48.8%) kept 

their experience quiet from people in their personal environment. With regard to seeking professional 

care, we found that 22.8% of victims reported their experience to professional (online, by phone, or 

face-to-face) services aimed at helping victims of violence, and that only 4.4% of all victims reported 

their experience to the police. Of all types of violence, victims of physical violence most often sought 

professional care from services (38.8%) and police (10.6%). When asked about their reasons not to seek 

help for their victimization experiences, most victims (over 80%) indicated they felt their experience 

was not serious enough or they did not contact authorities to protect themselves. Whereas COVID-19 

related containment measures were only mentioned by 2.5% of victims as a reason not to report their 

experience to the police, the willingness to report to the police was strikingly limited. 

In the national safety monitor in 2018 (Federal Police 2018), much higher percentages of people (up to 

approximately 50%) indicated that they were willing to report their victimization experience. It is 

possible that the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown measures may have created more indirect rather 

than direct barriers to seek help, which are not explicitly reflected by the measures of our study. For 

example, many victims indicated that they did not report their experiences because of fear of retaliation 

by the perpetrator. As lockdown measures have isolated perpetrators and victims together, fear of 

retaliation as a reason not to report may have (strongly) increased compared to before the lockdown. 

CONCLUSION 

Overall, lockdown measures due to the COVID-19 pandemic had a tangible, but differential impact on 

crime levels in Belgium. Rates of many crime types in the physical environment dramatically decreased 

shortly after lockdown measures were instated in March 2020. Conversely, cybercrime rates made a 

giant leap during the lockdown, possibly due to the displacement of crime from physical to online 

settings, and due to people’s increased vulnerability to fall victim to (pandemic-related) phishing attacks. 

With regard to drug-related offenses, we observed mixed effects and saw synthetic drug production 

decreasing while marihuana production increased considerably. Also, over a hundred thousand 

violations of governmental measures against the COVID-19 pandemic were reported in the first nine 

months of 2020 in Belgium.  
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There are several likely explanations for these changes in crime rates. As the lockdown measures have 

drastically affected people’s daily lives and their routine activities by confining them to their own homes, 

this also affected people’s vulnerability to become victim of a crime. As people spend much less time 

in public spaces during the pandemic lockdown, physical crimes such as theft and assault occurred much 

less often in 2020. Consequently, as offenders of physical crimes had less opportunities to conduct such 

criminal activities, it is possible that some offenders displaced their activities to the online setting, for 

example by taking part in phishing practices. Considering the fact that people spend much more time 

online during the pandemic lockdown compared to before (Vandendriessche et al. 2021), increasing 

their vulnerability of becoming victims of cybercrime, it is perhaps unsurprising that cybercrime was 

thriving during the pandemic lockdown. Furthermore, it should be considered that not only the routines 

of criminals and potential victims have changed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, but also those of 

Belgian law enforcement. The large amount of registered violations of COVID-19 measures reflects that 

police officers have spent a considerable amount of their time and effort focusing on such offenses, 

decreasing their capacity to focus on other types of crime (Vantomme 2020). This may for a small part 

further explain the general decrease in crime rates in Belgium.  

When we examine the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the lockdown measures specifically for 

domestic violence, we find that federal police statistics only reveal a limited part of the picture. Rather, 

victim helplines and survey data indicate much higher prevalence rates of domestic violence during the 

pandemic lockdown in Belgium. Particularly, the prevalence rates of domestic violence found in our 

own survey studies are remarkably high. Previous survey research among a representative sample in 

Belgium found that approximately 50% of the adult population had experienced psychological 

(including verbal), physical, and/or sexual violence throughout their lifetime (Pieters et al. 2010). For 

sexual violence, we found in a recent study among a representative sample of Belgian adults’ lifetime 

prevalence rates of approximately 65% (Schapansky et al. 2021). Given the relatively short time period 

in which data were collected during the first month of the pandemic lockdown, the presented prevalence 

rates for the various types of domestic violence can be considered relatively high. People who were 

victim of domestic violence might have felt more inclined to take part in our surveys, resulting in an 

overrepresentation of victims within our samples. However, for reasons mentioned above, such as the 

increase in calls to victim support services, it can be assumed that domestic violence increased during 

the pandemic lockdown. As both surveys were primarily distributed through online channels, other 

groups of people are underrepresented in our samples, such as people without access to online 

information due to lower financial resources.  

Despite several study limitations, the findings of the presented studies in addition to reports from 

Helpline 1712 illustrate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and governmental lockdown measures 

on domestic violence in Belgium in 2020. Fortunately, in response to this, new initiatives for domestic 

violence prevention and intervention efforts also followed shortly after lockdown measures were 

instated. For example, in Belgium and several other countries across the world, the codeword “Mask-

19” was instated (Verberckmoes 2020). By mentioning this codeword when placing an order at the 

pharmacy, victims of domestic violence could discretely signal their need for help. Alerted pharmacists 

would then alert the appropriate authorities so that help could be provided. Other initiatives such as the 

implementation of a low-threshold and discreet online chatline for victims of sexual violence (Chat na 

seksueel geweld 2020) and the creation of campaigns aimed at raising domestic violence awareness and 

increasing visibility of services that provide help during the pandemic (Hulplijn 1712 2020) show that 

not only crime, but also (societal) responses to crime quickly adapted to the context of the COVID-19 

pandemic in Belgium. 
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