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Abstract

We investigate the effects of Domestic Violence (DV) laws in Pakistan on violence
against women. Using both survey data and crime reports, and exploiting the staggered
introduction of the laws across different provinces over time, we show that the new laws
had little to no effect on DV or femicides in Punjab and Sindh, while they led to an
increase in both in Balochistan. The effect in Balochistan is driven by ethnic groups
with more conservative attitudes towards DV and divorce. Our findings show that
introduction of laws that conflict with prevailing social norms may risk backfiring.
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1 Introduction

Domestic violence (DV) is the most prevalent form of global gender-based violence and its

prevalence is higher in low-income countries (Devries et al., 2013). DV is not only a funda-

mental violation of human rights, but an important public health problem, affecting both

the victims’ and children’s health (Garcia-Moreno et al., 2005). In recent years, increasing

number of countries have introduced new legislation to help reduce the prevalence of do-

mestic violence. While comprehensive legislation is viewed as fundamental for an effective

response to violence against women (UNWomen, 2012), it is not clear if the adoption of

laws against DV will necessarily reduce the prevalence of DV. Due to low enforcement or

limited awareness, legislation may remain ineffective (Erten and Keskin, 2022). Even if new

legislation succeeds in improving women’s position by offering them greater protection un-

der the law, DV is often held in place by social norms around gender, family privacy, and

patriarchy (Dobash et al., 1979; Yllo and Straus, 1990; Eswaran and Malhotra, 2011). In a

context where divorce is stigmatized, women’s legal empowerment alone may be insufficient

in reducing DV, or worse, it may lead to an increase in its incidence as partners use violence

to retain control over empowered women (Anderson and Genicot, 2015; Heath, 2014). More-

over, if the new laws are in conflict with the prevailing social norms related to DV, they may

backfire (Acemoglu and Jackson, 2017).

Despite the increasing international attention towards the fight against DV and more

generally violence against women (VAW), the evidence base on effectiveness of laws against

DV is still very limited, especially for low-income countries. In this paper, we provide evi-

dence on how the introduction of legislation against DV affected the prevalence of violence

against women in Pakistan. To do so, we exploit variation in timing of new laws against

DV across provinces of Pakistan. Between 2013 and 2021, new provincial level legislation

against domestic violence was ratified gradually across provinces in Pakistan. In particular,

the provinces of Sindh, Balochistan and Punjab adopted new and stricter legislation against
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DV in 2013, 2014 and 2016 respectively, while Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK) did not adopt

any new legislation until 2021. This enables us to estimate a difference-in-differences specifi-

cation, comparing the change in prevalence of violence against women in the three provinces

which passed stricter laws against DV with KPK pre-2021.

We use two sources of information. First, we use data from Pakistan Demographic and

Health Survey (PDHS) which collected information on physical intimate-partner violence

(IPV) as reported by female respondents. PDHS has one wave that collected IPV data

before and one after the laws were introduced in Balochistan, Punjab and Sindh. This

allows us to test if there was a differential change in self-reported physical IPV prevalence

in these three provinces relative to KPK which had not introduced any DV law at the time.

Second, we compile information on annual femicide rates at the district level as reported by

two independent non-governmental organizations.

We find that the DV laws in Balochistan, Punjab and Sindh had different effects across the

three provinces. The introduction of the new laws had no significant effects on prevalence

of self-reported physical IPV in Sindh and Punjab in general, but led to a reduction in

prevalence of very severe forms of physical IPV in these two provinces. The laws in Punjab

also led to lower femicides in the short-term, while they had no significant impact on femicides

in Sindh. On the other hand, we find that the introduction of the DV law in Balochistan

led to a significant increase in both self-reported physical IPV and on femicides.

In order to shed light on the mechanisms behind these effects, we exploit variation in

the prevalent social norms related to DV before the laws were introduced. In particular,

we show that women who belong to certain ethnolinguistic groups had more conservative

attitudes towards the acceptability of DV before the reform and had lower divorce rates.

We find that the backlash effect of the DV laws on reported IPV prevalence in Balochistan

are driven by these ethnic groups. This is in line with the theoretical model in Acemoglu

and Jackson (2017) showing that laws in strong conflict with prevailing social norms may

backfire – when the prevailing social norm is that DV is acceptable and marital dissolution is
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not, increasing the legal consequences of violence may lead to less reporting of violence (by

victims or witnesses) and therefore perpetrators may engage in more violence. We interpret

this as evidence that, in contexts with conservative gender norms, legal reforms that improve

women’s rights should be accompanied by policies that can curtail the potential backlash

this may cause.

Our paper contributes to a growing literature on the effects of legal reforms targeting

gender-based violence on violence against women. A number of studies have studied this

issue in the context of high- or middle-income countries (Iyengar, 2009; Aizer and Dal Bó,

2009; Perova and Reynolds, 2017; Miller and Segal, 2018; Chin and Cunningham, 2019;

Beleche, 2019; Garćıa-Ramos, 2021; Sviatschi and Trako, 2021; Ferraz and Schiavon, 2022;

Corradini and Buccione, 2023), but the evidence from low-income countries is very limited.

Recent studies have evaluated effects of instating legislation against specific types of gender-

based violence such as female genital cutting (Hombrados and Salgado-Chavez, 2022) and

child marriage (Wilson, 2022) or having more female officers in the police force (Amaral

et al., 2021), but there is limited evidence on the effectiveness of laws against domestic

violence in low-income contexts. One exception is Sanin (2021) who studies a legal reform

in Rwanda that criminalized all forms of domestic violence and allowed women to divorce

their husbands unilaterally in case of violence. Sanin (2021) shows that after the law was

introduced in Rwanda, divorce rates increased more and sexual domestic violence rates

increased less in the formerly genocide-intense areas, where women were more likely to be

in violent marriages. Our paper contributes to this literature by providing evidence on the

effects of DV laws in a low-income country and on how the effects of such laws may depend

on the prevailing social norms related to DV, contributions that are unique to this study.

2 Background and domestic violence laws in Pakistan

Intimate partner violence against women in Pakistan has until recently remained outside

the ambit of legal intervention because of the unique cultural stance on this issue which
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is rooted in traditions and social norms (Rabbani et al., 2008). Until recently, the general

public opinion seemed to view domestic violence as a personal family affair that should be

settled in informal ways and not through government intervention (Sattar et al., 2022). With

an alarming rise in the reported cases of DV, particularly in IPV, in the past decade and

a global change in attitudes towards violence against women, the public opinion gradually

shifted and the provinces of Pakistan have responded by adopting legislative measures to

combat and curtail acts of spousal violence.

In particular, four provinces passed laws to provide protection and prevention mechanisms

in relation to domestic violence.1 The provinces of Sindh and Balochistan ratified Domestic

Violence (DV) laws in 2013 and 2014 respectively. Punjab passed a Violence against Women

(VAW) law in 2016 and the province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK) passed a DV law in

2021. All of the new laws prescribed that the aggrieved person2 may submit a complaint

to Court for obtaining a protection, interim residence or monetary order in favour of the

aggrieved person. Violators can be imprisoned or pay fines for ‘breach of a court order’.

Severe offences are also punished according to the code of criminal procedure (i.e., the

Pakistan Penal Code). The acts prescribe also the institution of a protection committee.

The protection officers’ main role is to assist the aggrieved person and to keep official records

of the incident. In Punjab the VAW Act offers some additional prevention and protection

mechanisms such as the establishment of protection centers, shelter homes, a toll free helpline

and a district-level ‘women protection committee’.3

1 Administratively, Pakistan is composed of four provinces along with the Federally Administrative Tribal
Areas (FATA) and the Gilgit Baltistan region. The four provinces enjoy a degree of autonomy and political
power. Appendix Figure B.1 shows a map of Pakistan.

2 According to these laws, the aggrieved person is a woman, child, man or any vulnerable person who is
or has been in a domestic relationship with the accused; for Punjab the aggrieved person refers to a female
who has been subjected to violence by a defendant.

3 Online Appendix A.1 includes more details on how to access the contents of the laws in each province.
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3 Data

We use two different sources of data to estimate the impact of the laws on domestic violence

and femicides.

3.1 Pakistan DHS Surveys

First, we use the 2012-13 and 2017-18 waves of the Pakistan Demographic and Health Survey

(PDHS 2012 and PDHS 2017) that collects information on intimate partner violence. Ever-

married women aged 15-49 are asked to report on violence committed by their current and

former partners. We focus our analysis on women residing in one of the four provinces where

a DV Act was introduced.4 Our main outcomes are related to physical violence committed

by any current and former spouses which occurred in the last 12 months preceding the day

of the survey.5 For prevalence, we define a dichotomous variable equal to one if the female

respondent experienced any type of physical violence in the twelve months preceding the

survey and 0 otherwise. We also look separately at experiences of “less severe” and “severe”

forms of physical violence. The PDHS Surveys also elicit perceptions towards acceptability

of physical violence by asking ever-married women whether a husband is justified in hitting

or beating his wife under a series of six circumstances. We construct an indicator variable

equal to one if the respondent justifies wife beating for any of the six reasons listed and 0

otherwise.6

Table 1 displays descriptive statistics of spousal violence and respondents’ attitudes to-

wards physical violence in PDHS 2012 by province. Overall, 19 percent of the respondents

have been victim of physical IPV in the past 12 months. Balochistan and KPK have the

4 According to the 2017 census, 94% of the country’s population reside in these four provinces. They
constitute 99% and 83% of the sample in PDHS 2012 and 2017 respectively.

5 PDHS 2012 and PDHS 2017 also entail information on emotional violence, while sexual violence was
only included in PDHS 2017 but not in PDHS 2012. As such, we cannot estimate a difference-in-difference
model for sexual violence due to lack of data in PDHS 2012. We focus on physical violence since our crime
data only covers femicides.

6 We provide a detailed description of all items recorded in the DV module of the PDHS survey and a
definition of our indicators in Appendix A.
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highest prevalence rates (32 percent in both), while in Punjab and Sindh the rates are lower

(around 15 percent). In term of severe violence, the rates are much more comparable across

the provinces: 8 percent of respondents have experienced severe violence during the past 12

months in KPK, while the corresponding rates are 7, 5 and 4 percent in Punjab, Sindh and

Balochistan respectively. The final row of Table 1 shows that approximately 45 percent of

women in the sample think that physical violence is justified in at least one of the situations

they were asked about. The provinces with the highest proportion of women that justify

physical violence are KPK (76 percent) and Balochistan (55 percent), followed by Sindh (45

percent) and Punjab (36 percent).

3.2 Crime data

We compiled data from reports by two independent sources. The first source are reports

from the Aurat Foundation.7 The reports include a number of different types of gender

based violence events (e.g. murder, acid attacks, honour killings, kidnapping) compiled from

newspaper reports in English, Urdu and local languages and (where available) police records.

We reviewed all reports covering years 2008-2020 and identified those that reported statistics

at the district level. District-level information was only available in reports between 2008

and 2013. After 2013, the Aurat Foundation reports only entail aggregate figures at the

province or national level.

We complement the Aurat Foundation reports with data we received from the Human

Right Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) 8 . HRCP data cover the years 2015-2020 and include

information on the number of murder victims at district level. These data were also collected

through media tracking of reported cases of violence against women from both local and

national newspapers on a daily basis and then aggregated at the yearly level. A more

detailed description of these two sources is in Appendix A.

We merge the data from Aurat Foundation and HRCP to build a yearly panel dataset

7 Available from https://www.af.org.pk/vaw-reports.php
8 Data available from HRCP (2021).
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across 2008-2020 on the number of femicides at district level. Although the data recorded by

the Aurat Foundation and HRCP include also other forms of physical violence against women

(i.e., acid attacks, kidnappings, shaving, beating) the only form of violence that is reported

in a consistent and comparable way in both data sources at the district level is the number

of femicide victims. Figure B.2 shows the patterns of femicide victims between 2008 to 2020,

normalized by population (in millions) at the province level.9 The Figure shows a slighlty

lower number of femicide victims after 2015 in all provinces, but particularly in KPK. This

is likely caused by differences in methodologies of Aurat reports and the HRCP data. As

we are interested in the differential effects across provinces, as long as the methodologies are

similar in a given year for all provinces, any discrepancy in the recording of events between

the two sources of data should not bias our estimates.

4 Estimation

In order to estimate the effect of DV legislation on violence against women, we exploit the

gradual implementation of the laws at the provincial level. Our main data source is the PDHS

which has only two waves with information on IPV: one before any law was introduced in

any province (PDHS 2012) and one after laws were introduced in Balochistan, Punjab and

Sindh but not in KPK (PDHS 2017). Therefore, even though the laws were introduced in a

staggered fashion across the three provinces between 2012 and 2017, we effectively have only

one observation before and one after the laws were introduced. We pool data from PDHS

2012 and 2017 and limit the sample to women residing in one of the four provinces where a

DV Act was introduced. We then estimate:

yidt = α + βAfter lawt +
∑
p

∑
t

γpAfter lawt ∗ Provpi +Xidt + µd + ϵidt (1)

9 District-wise figures were not available for 2014 neither in the Aurat Foundation reports nor in the
HRCP dataset.

7



where yidt is an indicator equal to one if respondent i from district d surveyed at time t

(with t=2012 or 2017) experienced any physical IPV in the last 12 months; Provp are three

indicators equal to 1 if the respondent resides in Balochistan (p=1), Punjab (p=2) or Sindh

(p=3) – the omitted category is KPK where no DV law was passed until 2021; After lawt

is a dummy equal to 1 if the survey period t is after the DV laws passed in Balochistan,

Punjab and Sindh (i.e. 2017) or before any DV law passed (i.e., 2012); Xidt is a vector

of household and individual characteristics (i.e., respondent’s mother tongue, her and her

partner’s years of education; her age, age squared, age at first marriage and household wealth

index); µd are district fixed effects and ϵidt is the error term. In this specification, γp are the

DiD estimators that compare the 2012 to 2017 average change in the outcome between each

province that passed a DV legislation (Balochistan, Sindh, Punjab) and the control province

(KPK). We cluster the standard errors by the respondent’s district of residence to account

for within-district autocorrelation of unobservable shocks (Bertrand et al., 2004).

Using the crime data from the Aurat Foundation and HRCP, we test if femicide rates

differentially vary across districts in provinces that introduced DV laws relative to KPK in

every year before and after the reform (except 2014 which is not covered in either dataset

as mentioned above). For this, we limit the sample to KPK and one of the provinces that

introduced DV legislation prior to 2020 (i.e. either Balochistan, Punjab or Sindh) and

estimate the following event study specification:

ydt = α + βY eart +
∑
t

γtY eart ∗ Treatd + µd + ϵdt (2)

where ydt are defined as the number of femicide victims in district d in year t; Treatd is

an indicator equal to 1 if district d is in a province that introduced a DV law before 2020

(i.e. Balochistan, Punjab or Sindh) and µd are district fixed effects. We cluster the standard

errors by district. We estimate this specification separately for each treated province and

KPK, as opposed to pooling all the four districts together, in order to avoid issues related to

8



staggered difference-in-difference estimation (Goodman-Bacon, 2021). In specification (2),

γt is the difference-in-differences (DiD) estimate between districts of the treated province

(Balochistan, Punjab or Sindh) versus KPK in year t relative to the reference year (the year

before the law was introduced in that province). We estimate this model using both OLS and

a la de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfœuille (2020) in order to assess the estimates’ robustness

with respect to heterogeneous treatment effects.

5 Results

5.1 Effects on self-reported DV prevalence

Table 2 displays the results of estimating specification (1) using the PDHS data. In column

1, the outcome is an indicator equal to one if the respondent reported having experienced

any physical spousal violence during the twelve months preceding the survey. The coefficient

of After lawt shows that prevalence of reported physical IPV in KPK is 6.5 percentage

points (ppt) lower in PDHS 2017 relative to 2012. Relative to this downward trend, we find

a positive differential effect in provinces that introduced a DV law between the two survey

waves. The effects in Punjab and Sindh are small (2 ppt and 2.2 ppt respectively) and

statistically insignificant, while the effect is large and precisely estimated for Balochistan. We

find that reported physical IPV prevalence increased by 10.5 percentage points in Balochistan

relative to KPK in PDHS 2017 relative to 2012. Columns 2 and 3 of Table 2 look at effects

in less severe and severe forms of violence respectively.10 In Punjab and Sindh, we find that

less severe forms of violence increased slightly after the DV laws were introduced (by 1.3 ppt

and 2.5 ppt respectively) but these effects are imprecisely estimated at conventional levels.

On the other hand, more severe forms of physical violence became less prevalent in Punjab

and Sindh after the DV laws. In particular, severe forms of physical IPV were 3.6 ppt less

likely to be prevalent in Punjab relative to KPK in PDHS 2017 relative to 2012, and similarly

10 See Appendix A for a detailed description of how we classify types of physical violence by severity.
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by 5.1 ppt in Sindh. This reduction is consistent with the law being effective at deterring

more severe forms of violence which are punished according to the code of criminal procedure

(see Section 2). On the other hand, prevalence of both severe and less severe physical IPV

increased significantly in Balochistan relative to KPK – less severe physical IPV increased by

9ppt while severe physical IPV increased by 6.1 ppt.11 One potential explanation for why

the introduction of the law in Balochistan had such different effects compared to the other

two provinces is differences in social norms about to DV. As we saw in Table 1, prior to the

laws’ introduction, a higher share of respondents reported that they believed physical DV is

justified in Balochistan compared to Sindh or Punjab. We will return to this in Section 5.3

where we examine mechanisms.

The key identifying assumption behind specification (1) is that IPV prevalence in KPK

and the three provinces that adopted DV laws before 2017 would have had parallel trends

if the DV laws had not been introduced. Given that only one wave of the PDHS survey

that collected information on IPV prior to the laws were adopted in Balochistan, Punjab

and Sindh, we cannot test the validity of the common trend assumption using multiple pre-

treatment observations, as is common in the literature. Instead, we rely on information

on when physical violence was first experienced. Respondents who reported that they ever

experienced physical IPV were asked how long after they got married the first episode of

phsyical IPV took place. We use this information, along with the timing of marriage, to

construct a variable that defines the year in which violence started. Then, we test if the

hazard into physical IPV differentially varies in ‘Treated’ vs ‘Control’ provinces in every

year before and after the DV laws were introduced in each province. In order to perform

this analysis, we reshape the individual level cross-section PDHS datasets into a panel data

11 Our findings are robust to limiting the sample to respondents who never migrated (Appendix Table
B.1) or to respondents who got married before any DV law was introduced in the four provinces (Appendix
Table B.2), suggesting that the effects are not driven by selective migration or by differential selection into
marriage. As another robustness check, we restrict the sample to respondents residing in districts across
the border between Punjab and KPK or Balochistan and KPK in order to improve the comparability of the
treatment and control groups (Naidu, 2012). While the resulting sample is small, findings are qualitatively
similar – no significant effect on phsyical IPV prevalence in Punjab and a positive effect in Balochistan
(Appendix Table B.3).
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using both information on the timing at first marriage and the timing of the onset of violence.

Then, we estimate the event study specification (2) described above where yidt is equal to 1

if the respondent has experienced physical violence in year t or before, and 0 otherwise. In

this specification, γt correspond to the difference-in-differences in hazard into physical IPV

between respondents from province p (where p=Balochistan, Punjab, Sindh) versus KPK

in year t relative to the reference year (the year before the DV law was passed in province

p). We plot the estimates for γt in Figure 1. The Figure shows two important findings.

First, they show evidence of parallel trends in hazard into physical IPV before the DV laws

were introduced in each province. We see that the estimates for γt are small and imprecisely

estimated for all three treated provinces for years prior to the introduction of the DV laws

(i.e. for t < 0). Second, we also find no evidence of a differential change in hazard rates after

the introduction of the laws in all provinces – with the exception of Sindh in Panel (c) where

five years after the DV law was introduced, the hazard rate becomes significantly higher

than in KPK. This suggests that the effects we found in Table 2 are not driven by women in

previously non-violent relationships starting to experience physical IPV – with the exception

of Sindh five years after the DV law was introduced. This implies that the increase in IPV

prevalence we found for Balochistan in Table 2 is driven by previously violent relationships

becoming more violent.12

5.2 Effects on Femicide rates from Crime Reports

In order to assess how the introduction of DV laws in Balochistan, Punjab and Sindh affected

the number of femicide victims in those provinces, we estimate specification (2) using the

crime data from Aurat Foundation and HRCP. Fig 2 displays estimates of γt along with 90%

confidence intervals.13 Estimates in panel (a) show that after the introduction of the DV

12 In Appendix Figure B.4 we display the results of the same event study on hazard into physical IPV using
the de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfœuille (2020) methodology which account for heterogeneous treatment
effects. The results are very similar to those in Figure 1.
13 The results are very similar if we use de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfœuille (2020) methodology, see

Appendix Figure B.5.
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law in Balochistan, femicides rates increased relative to KPK (the control province). The

estimated coefficients before the introduction of the law are all close to zero and imprecisely

estimated, which support the identifying assumption of parallel trends between Balochistan

and KPK. Estimates in Panel (b) show that in Punjab, there was a small decrease in femicide

rates two years after the introduction (in 2018 and 2019), which is consistent with what we

found for severe IPV prevalence using the PDHS data. For Sindh (panel (c)) we do not find

any significant effect on femicide rates. Even though femicide rates capture a very extreme

form of violence against women and may not only be driven by domestic violence, the results

are qualitatively similar to the general pattern we found using PDHS data. This raises

confidence in the validity of our findings. To further assess the validity of our identification

strategy we use the HRCP/Aurat femicide dataset to estimate a Synthetic Difference-in-

Differences (SDID) model following Arkhangelsky et al. (2021). The results in Table B.5 are

consistent with those from Fig 2. 14

5.3 Mechanisms

The results above suggest that the DV laws introduction may have led to a rise in prevalence

of IPV rates in Balochistan as demonstrated by both the self-reported IPV prevalence and

femicide rates in crime reports. On the other hand, results on the effects of the laws in

Punjab and Sindh are mixed. Acemoglu and Jackson (2017) suggest that introduction of

stricter laws against certain actions may have contradictory effects, depending on whether

the laws are aligned with the prevailing social norms. In particular, when the enforcement

of the new law relies on ‘whistleblowing’ (by victims or witnesses), stricter laws conflicting

with social norms may lead potential perpetrators to anticipate reduced whistleblowing.

This suggests that laws contradicting social norms may proof ineffective or even backfire,

exacerbating the actions they were meant to outlaw. Conversely, if the laws are aligned

with the prevailing social norms, then whisteblowers would be more likely to report cases

14 Because the implementation of the SDID estimator requires a balanced panel, we cannot estimate a
similar SDID model using the PDHS data, which is a repeated cross-section.
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when the laws have a stronger stance against the punishable actions and this can deter

law-breaking behaviors. As such, based on Acemoglu and Jackson (2017), we predict that

the effectiveness of introducing stricter DV laws will depend on the prevailing social norms

related to intimate partner violence.

To empirically measure prevailing norms related to IPV in Pakistan, we follow previous

work that has shown that cultural norms depend on long-term, historical factors that vary

across ethnolinguistic groups (e.g. Alesina et al. (2021); Lowes and Nunn (2018)). The PDHS

data provides information on the respondents’ mother tongue. We use this as a proxy for

the ethnolinguistic group that the respondents belong to. We then study two key norms that

are likely to play a key role in driving the effects of the DV laws: attitudes towards physical

IPV and divorce. If the prevailing norm is that IPV is acceptable, individuals are more

likely to view domestic violence as a private family matter and less likely to ‘whistleblow’.

In such groups, when stricter DV laws are introduced, whistleblowing is going to be even

less likely and therefore IPV prevalence may not decrease or may even increase. Similarly, in

groups where spousal separation is less common (and therefore less acceptable), under stricter

DV laws that increase the likelihood that their spouses may be imprisoned (and therefore

separation is more likely) women and their families may be less likely to whistleblow.

Figure B.3 displays attitudes towards physical IPV and divorce/separation rates in PDHS

2012 (i.e. before the DV laws were adopted in Balochistan, Punjab, Sindh or KPK) by

respondents’ mother tongue. The pattern in Figure B.3 shows that IPV is deemed acceptable

by more than 50% of respondents whose mother tongues were Barauhi, Pushto, Balochi and

Sindhi. This rate is significantly higher than in other groups – e.g. among respondents

whose mothers tongue is Punjabi, acceptability of phsyical IPV is lower than 30%. As such,

these four groups seem to have the most conservative attitudes towards physical IPV. Panel

(b) shows that while divorce/separation rates are below 2.5 percent in all groups, the rates

are especially low among Pushto, Balochi and Barauhi women. Based on this pattern, the

three most conservative groups in terms of norms related to IPV and marriage dissolution

13



are Barauhi, Pushto, Balochi, while Sindhi constitute the fourth most conservative in terms

of acceptability of IPV.

In order to assess the heterogeneity of the effects of the DV laws with respect to social

norms, we estimate a version of specification (1) where we include an indicator for whether

the respondent’s mother tongue is one of the top-3 or top-4 most conservative ones (i.e.

top-3 being Barauhi, Pushto, Balochi and top-4 also including Sindhi) and its interactions

with the relevant variables.15 Table 3 reports the results. In all three treated provinces,

we find a larger increase in self-reported IPV prevalence among women belonging to more

conservative ethnolinguistic groups after the laws were introduced compared to women from

other, less conservative ethnic groups. The triple interaction terms are positive although only

precisely estimated in column (1) for Sindh and Balochistan, and in column (2) for Sindh.

The bottom panel of the Table reports p-values associated with the difference-in-differences

estimates for women from more conservative groups in the three treated provinces. We find

that the effect of the introduction of the DV laws is significant for women belonging to the

more conservative groups in Balochistan, whether we consider the top-3 or the top-4 most

conservative ethnic groups. However, given the low precision of the estimates, we interpret

these as suggestive evidence. These effects suggest that the increase in self-reported IPV

rate we found in Balochistan is mainly driven by respondents who belong to groups with

more conservative attitudes towards IPV and marital dissolution. This is in line with the

predictions of Acemoglu and Jackson (2017). These results could also be driven by a backlash

effect (Schmidt and Sherman, 1993; Amaral et al., 2023) whereby spouses of women from

more conservative communities react negatively to laws granting women more legal rights,

seeking to uphold their traditional dominance within the household.

15 In particular, we estimate yidt = α+βAfter lawt+ δCNi+σAfter lawt ∗CNi+
∑

p

∑
t γ

pAfter lawt ∗
Provpi +

∑
p

∑
t θ

pAfter lawt ∗ Provpi Xidt ∗ CNi + µd + ϵidt where CNi is an indicator equal to 1 if the
respondent’s mother tongue is Barauhi, Pushto, Balochi (in odd-numbered columns of Table 3) or Barauhi,
Pushto, Balochi, Sindhi (in even-numbered columns of Table 3) and yidt, After lawt, Xidt, µd are the same
as in specification (1) above. In this specification, γp corresponds to the difference-in-difference estimate for
respondents belonging to the less conservative groups while γp + θp gives the estimate for respondents from
more conservative ones.
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A potential concern is about the enforcement of the laws. After all, in many societies,

there are laws banning the practice of harmful norms (such as female genital cutting, child

marriage, dowry) which are not enforced (Gulesci et al., 2023). It is therefore possible that

the DV laws introduced in Pakistan may have also not been properly enforced. In the

absence of data on the degree of enforcement of the DV laws, we cannot completely address

this concern. However, if the laws were not enforced at all we would not find any impact of

the laws. To the extent the enforcement of the laws were limited, we interpret our findings

as a lower bound of the their effect.

Similar to enforcement, another factor that is likely to drive the effectiveness of the DV

laws is individuals’ awareness of the laws. To the extent that women are not aware of their

legal rights, they may not be able to take advantage of the law.16 In order to shed light on

this, we use information on the pre-reform frequency of media use as a proxy for awareness

about the laws at the district level. We hypothesize that in districts with higher levels of

media use before the legal reforms, awareness about the DV laws post-reform is likely to be

greater.17 Table B.4 reports the results. We do not discern a differential effect of the DV

laws’ introduction in Sindh and Punjab between districts with above-median media use and

those with below-median use. On the other hand, we find a larger increase in self-reported

IPV prevalence following the introduction of the law, among women residing in Balochistan

and in districts with a higher pre-reform media use. This suggests a stronger backlash effect

in districts of Balochistan with higher awareness, possibly due to conservative husbands

feeling more pressure from the new laws.18

Finally, the introduction of the new DV laws may have also led to increased reporting

16 Erten and Keskin (2022) show that higher education increased women’s legal awareness of their rights
in Turkey but this did not translate into significant changes in incidence of domestic violence.
17 In particular, we estimate a version of the triple difference-in-difference specification in footnote 15 , but

instead of CNi we use HMi where HMi is a dummy variable equal to 1 if the district level average media
use (i.e., reading newspaper, watching TV, listening to radio) pre-reform was above the province median
level.
18 Blumenstock et al. (2022) found a similar effect, noting that liberalization of Western media in Pakistan

and the subsequent introduction of liberal Western cultural norms led to a religious backlash, boosting
support for conservative institutions.
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of IPV. In provinces where DV laws are introduced, women may find it easier to admit to

having experienced IPV and report it to the authorities (Amaral et al., 2023). However,

given the self-reported nature of PDHS data, ruling out this channel is challenging. Yet,

the findings in Table (3) cannot solely be explained by changes in reporting. One would

need to assume that such reporting effects would likely be more relevant for women from

ethnolinguistic groups with more conservative attitudes towards IPV or marital dissolution.

Moreover, we expect that the results on femicide rates are less likely to be affected by a

rise in reporting. Still, we cannot entirely dismiss the role of increased reporting in, at least

partially, affecting our findings. Future research disentangling the role of reporting in the

effects of DV laws on IPV would be very valuable.

6 Conclusion

We provide new evidence on how the introduction of new laws against domestic violence can

affect violence against women in a context with very conservative social norms. Exploiting

the gradual introduction of DV laws across the provinces of Pakistan during the past decade,

we find that the introduction of DV laws had mixed results. In Punjab and Sindh provinces,

they had no significant effect on IPV prevalence overall, but they reduced the prevalence

of very severe forms of IPV and brought down the number of femicides in Punjab. On the

other hand, in Balochistan, they led to a significant rise in physical IPV and femicides. This

negative effect in Balochistan is especially strong for women belonging to traditionally more

conservative ethnolinguistic groups. Our findings provide cautionary evidence on the impact

of introducing legal measures that are in strong conflict with prevailing social norms. A

key implication of our findings is reforms that are aimed to legally empower women should

be accompanied by policies that can curtail the potential backlash that this may cause,

especially when social norms are biased against this objective. Our findings also highlight

the need for further research that can identify the causal mechanisms through which laws

can affect violence against women.
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Aizer, A. and Dal Bó, P. (2009). Love, hate and murder: Commitment devices in violent

relationships. Journal of Public Economics, 93(3):412–428.

Alesina, A., Brioschi, B., and La Ferrara, E. (2021). Violence against women: A cross-

cultural analysis for africa. Economica, 88(349):70–104.

Amaral, S., Bhalotra, S., and Prakash, N. (2021). Gender, Crime and Punishment: The

effects of Women Police Stations in India. Working paper.

Amaral, S., Dahl, G. B., Endl-Geyer, V., Hener, T., and Rainer, H. (2023). Deterrence or

Backlash? Arrests and the Dynamics of Domestic Violence. ZA Discussion Paper No.

15856.

Anderson, S. and Genicot, G. (2015). Suicide and Property Rights in India. Journal of

Development Economics, 114:64–78.

Arkhangelsky, D., Athey, S., Hirshberg, D. A., Imbens, G. W., and Wager, S. (2021). Syn-

thetic difference-in-differences. American Economic Review, 111(12):4088–4118.

Beleche, T. (2019). Domestic Violence Laws and Suicide in Mexico. Review of Economics

of the Household, 17(1):229–248.

Bertrand, M., Duflo, E., and Mullainathan, S. (2004). How Much Should We Trust

Differences-In-Differences Estimates? Quarterly Journal of Economics, 119(1):249–275.

Blumenstock, J., Dube, O., and Hussain, K. (2022). Can secular media create religious

backlash? evidence from pakistan’s media liberalization.

17



Chin, Y.-M. and Cunningham, S. (2019). Revisiting the Effect of Warrantless Domestic

Violence Arrest Laws on Intimate Partner Homicides. Journal of Public Economics,

179:104072.

Corradini, V. and Buccione, G. (2023). Unilateral divorce rights, domestic violence and

women’s agency: Evidence from the egyptian khul reform. Journal of Development Eco-

nomics, 160:102947.

de Chaisemartin, C. and D’Haultfœuille, X. (2020). Two-way fixed effects estimators with

heterogeneous treatment effects. American Economic Review, 110(9):2964–96.
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Figure 1: Event Study on Start of Physical Violence - hazard model

(a) Balochistan
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(b) Punjab
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(c) Sindh
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Notes: The figures show the estimates for γt in specification (2) where yidt is equal to 1 if respondent i has experienced physical violence in year t or
before, and 0 otherwise, along with 90% confidence intervals. The estimates correspond to the difference-in-differences in hazard into physical IPV
between respondents from Balochistan (in Panel a), Punjab (Panel b), Sindh (Panel c) versus KPK in year t relative to the reference year (the year
before the DV law was passed in that province).
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Figure 2: Event Study on Femicides

(a) Balochistan
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(b) Punjab
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(c) Sindh
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Notes: The figures show the estimates for γt in specification (2) where yidt is the number of femicide victims in district i in year t, along with 90%
confidence intervals. The estimates correspond to the difference-in-differences in femicides between districts in Balochistan (in Panel a), Punjab (Panel
b), Sindh (Panel c) versus KPK in year t relative to the reference year (the year before the DV law was passed in that province).
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Table 1: Summary statistics (PDHS 2012)

Punjab Sindh Balochistan KPK Total

Victim of physical violence in past 12 months 0.154 0.153 0.315 0.318 0.185

(0.361) (0.361) (0.465) (0.466) (0.388)

Victim of severe physical violence (past 12 monhts) 0.0696 0.0540 0.0410 0.0789 0.0660

(0.255) (0.226) (0.198) (0.270) (0.248)

Victim of less severe physical violence (past 12 months) 0.151 0.147 0.315 0.315 0.181

(0.358) (0.355) (0.465) (0.465) (0.385)

Thinks physical DV is justified 0.360 0.445 0.550 0.762 0.446

(0.480) (0.497) (0.498) (0.426) (0.497)

Notes: The table displays the mean and (in parentheses) standard deviation for prevalence and attitudes towards physical

IPV in the PDHS 2012. In columns 1-4, the sample is limited to the provinces of Punjab, Sindh, Balochistan and KPK

respectively, while column 5 includes observations from all four provinces.
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Table 2: Physical violence past 12 months

(1) (2) (3)

Physical
Physical

(less severe)
Physical
(severe)

After law -0.065*** -0.064** 0.019
(0.025) (0.025) (0.017)

Punjab * After law 0.020 0.013 -0.036*
(0.030) (0.030) (0.022)

Sindh * After law 0.022 0.025 -0.051**
(0.031) (0.030) (0.020)

Balochistan * After law 0.105** 0.090** 0.061**
(0.045) (0.044) (0.026)

Obs. 5531 5532 5529

Notes: The Table shows the results of estimating specification (1). The
outcome variables are dummy variables equal to one if the respondent
reported that she experienced any physical IPV (column 1), less severe
form of physical IPV (column 2) or severe form of physical IPV (column
3) during the twelve months preceding the survey. The sample consists
of respondents to the IPV module of PDHS 2012 and 2017 from the
provinces of Balochistan, Sindh, Punjab and KPK (control province).
All regressions control for respondent’s mother tongue fixed effects,
her and her partner’s years of education, respondent’s age and age
squared, respondent’s age at first marriage, household wealth index,
and district fixed effects. The standard errors are clustered at the
district level.
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Table 3: Effects on Physical IPV – Heterogeneity w.r.t. social norms

(1) (2)
Top-3 ethnicities Top-4 ethnicities

Punjab * After law -0.069 -0.070
(0.048) (0.048)

Sindh * After law -0.072 -0.073
(0.049) (0.052)

Balochistan * After law -0.013 0.068
(0.078) (0.111)

Punjab * After law * Conservative norms 0.069 0.104
(0.130) (0.124)

Sindh* After law * Conservative norms 0.154* 0.129*
(0.081) (0.066)

Balochistan * After law * Conservative norms 0.159* 0.063
(0.094) (0.120)

Obs. 5531 5531

Total effects (p-value):

Punjab 0.999 0.764
Sindh 0.195 0.160
Balochistan 0.005 0.008

Notes: The Table shows the results of estimating specification in footnote (15 ). The outcome
variable is a dummy variable equal to one if the respondent reported that she experienced any
physical IPV during the twelve months preceding the survey. The sample consists of respondents
to the IPV module of PDHS 2012 and 2017 from the provinces of Balochistan, Sindh, Punjab and
KPK (control province). In column (1) “Conservative norms” is a dummy variable equal to 1 if
the respondent’s mother tongue is Barauhi, Pushto, Balochi; in column (2) “Conservative norms”
also includes respondents whose mother tongue is Sindhi. The bottom panel of the table displays
p-values from testing if the sum of the double and triple interaction term is equal to 0 for the three
treated provinces. All regressions control for respondent’s mother tongue fixed effects, her and her
partner’s years of education, respondent’s age and age squared, respondent’s age at first marriage,
household wealth index, and district fixed effects. The standard errors are clustered at the district
level.
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A Appendix

A.1 Domestic Violence Legislation in Pakistan

We list below the four laws that are examined in this paper along with the links to the

relevant documentation:

(a) The Sindh Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Act, 2013. Access to the

law can be found here;

(b) The Balochistan Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Act, 2014. Access to

the law can be found here;

(c) The Punjab Protection of Women Against Violence Act, 2016. Access to the law can

be found here;

(d) The Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Act, 2021.

Access to the law can be found here;

A.2 Domestic violence and Attitudes towards violence - PDHS

Domestic violence indicators. In the 2012-13 PDHS, information was obtained from

ever-married women age 15-49 on violence committed by their current and former spouses

and by others. Since international research shows that intimate partner violence is one of

the most common forms of violence against women, spousal violence was measured in more

detail than violence committed by other perpetrators.

Specifically, spousal physical violence by the husband for currently married women and

the most recent husband for formerly married women was measured by asking all ever-

married women the following set of questions. Does (did) your (last) husband ever: (a) Push

you, shake you, or throw something at you? (b) Slap you? (c) Punch you with his fist or

with something that could hurt you? (d) Kick you, drag you, or beat you up? (e) Try to
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strangle you or burn you on purpose? (f) Threaten or attack you with a knife, gun, or any

other weapon? (g) Twist you arm or pull your hair?

For every question the respondent answered “yes” to, she was asked about the frequency

of the act in the 12 months preceding the survey. If a respondent has experienced one or

more of items (a) to (g) in the last 12 months, we classify her as having experienced physical

violence. This is the measure we use in this study. If the respondent has experienced

situations in (c)-(f) we classify her as having experienced ”severe” physical violence, while

(a), (b) or (g) are coded as ”less severe” physical violence.

Attitudes towards wife beating. Respondents are asked the following question: “In

your opinion, is a man justified in hitting or beating his wife in the following situations?”.

Respondents should reply by agreeing or not with the following six statements: (i) if she

burns the food, (ii) if she argues with him, (iii) if she goes out without telling him, (iv) if

she neglects the children, (v) if she refuses to have sexual intercourse with him, (vi) and if

she neglects her in-laws. We build a binary indicator equal to 1 if a woman answers yes to

any of these statements and 0 otherwise.

A.3 Crime data from Aurat Foundation and HRCP reports

Aurat Foundation reports. The data from the Aurat Foundation has been collected

from different sources with the primary one being daily newspapers in Urdu and English

languages published in all four provinces and Islamabad in addition to Sindhi, Hindko

and Punjabi language newspapers published in some urban centres of the four provinces.

Another source are shelter homes, Citizens’ Action Committees (CACs) of Aurat Foun-

dation present in the majority of districts, medico-legal offices and police departments.

To avoid duplication, the record was scrutinized strictly. The reports are available from

https://www.af.org.pk/vaw-reports.php.

HRCP data . The data compiled by the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan are
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based on information collected through media tracking. HRCP’s research team collected

data and information by daily tracking of the national and provincial newspapers both in

English and Urdu. The selection criteria of newspapers were based on being the most famous,

accessible and most-read newspaper. The selected English medium newspapers included: i)

the Nation; ii) the Dawn; iii) the News. The Urdu medium newspapers included i) the Daily

Jang; ii) the Daily Duniya; iii) the Daily Express.
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B Appendix: Figures and Tables

Figure B.1: Map of Pakistan
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Figure B.2: Femicide victims across provinces and years
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Notes: The figures show the number of femicide victims as reported by Aurat Foundation reports and Human
Rights Commission of Pakistan data at the district×year level, aggregated to province×year level. The data
is aggregated to province level and normalized by the population of the district in that year, imputed from
census data, multiplied by 1,000,000. Data for 2014 is missing due to lack of information on femicide rates
at the district level in both data sources.
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Figure B.3: Attitudes towards IPV and Divorce rates, by Ethnicity

(a) IPV Acceptability
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(b) Divorce/Separation Rates
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Notes: In Panel (a), the figure shows the fraction of respondents in PDHS 2012 who reported that they
find pshyical IPV acceptable in at least 1 situation, by respondents’ mother tongue. In Panel (b), the figure
shows the fraction of respondents in PDHS 2012 who are separated or divorced from their spouses at the
time of the survey, by respondents’ mother tongue.
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Figure B.4: Event Study on Start of Physical Violence, using de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfoeuille (2020, AER)
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(b) Punjab
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(c) Sindh
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Notes: The figures show the estimates for γt in specification (2) where yidt is equal to 1 if respondent i has experienced physical violence in year t
or before, and 0 otherwise, along with 90% confidence intervals. The model is estimated using the “did multiplegt” on Stata command developed by
de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfœuille (2020). The estimates correspond to the difference-in-differences in hazard into physical IPV between respondents
from Balochistan (in Panel a), Punjab (Panel b), Sindh (Panel c) versus KPK in year t relative to the reference year (the year before the DV law was
passed in that province).
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Figure B.5: Event Study on Femicides, a la de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfœuille (2020)

(a) Balochistan
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(b) Punjab
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(c) Sindh
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Notes: The figures show the estimates for γt in specification (2) where yidt is the number of femicide victims in district i in year t, along with 90%
confidence intervals. The model is estimated using the “did multiplegt” on Stata command developed by de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfœuille (2020).
The estimates correspond to the difference-in-differences in femicides between districts in Balochistan (in Panel a), Punjab (Panel b), Sindh (Panel
c) versus KPK in year t relative to the reference year (the year before the DV law was passed in that province).
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Table B.1: Dropping non-migrants

(1) (2) (3)

Physical
Physical

(less severe)
Physical
(severe)

After law -0.080*** -0.081*** 0.018
(0.030) (0.030) (0.021)

punjab * After law 0.017 0.013 -0.043
(0.035) (0.035) (0.027)

sindh * After law 0.042 0.048 -0.047**
(0.035) (0.034) (0.024)

balochistan * After law 0.122** 0.110** 0.062**
(0.049) (0.048) (0.029)

Obs. 4554 4555 4551

Notes: The Table shows the results of estimating specification (1).
The outcome variables are dummy variables equal to one if the re-
spondent reported that she experienced any physical IPV (column 1),
less severe form of physical IPV (column 2) or severe form of phys-
ical IPV (column 3) during the twelve months preceding the survey.
The sample consists of respondents to the IPV module of PDHS 2012
and 2017 from the provinces of Balochistan, Sindh, Punjab and KPK
(control province). The sample used in this model excludes house-
holds where at least one member migrated. All regressions control for
respondent’s mother tongue fixed effects, her and her partner’s years
of education, respondent’s age and age squared, respondent’s age at
first marriage, household wealth index, and district fixed effects. The
standard errors are clustered at the district level.
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Table B.2: Dropping women married after 2013

(1) (2) (3)

Physical
Physical

(less severe)
Physical
(severe)

After law -0.062** -0.060** 0.021
(0.027) (0.026) (0.019)

punjab * After law 0.022 0.015 -0.036
(0.032) (0.032) (0.024)

sindh * After law 0.024 0.028 -0.051**
(0.033) (0.032) (0.023)

balochistan * After law 0.129*** 0.112** 0.074**
(0.049) (0.048) (0.029)

Obs. 5035 5036 5033

Notes: The Table shows the results of estimating specification (1).
The outcome variables are dummy variables equal to one if the re-
spondent reported that she experienced any physical IPV (column 1),
less severe form of physical IPV (column 2) or severe form of physi-
cal IPV (column 3) during the twelve months preceding the survey.
The sample consists of respondents to the IPV module of PDHS
2012 and 2017 from the provinces of Balochistan, Sindh, Punjab and
KPK (control province). The sample used in this model includes only
respondents that married before 2013. All regressions control for re-
spondent’s mother tongue fixed effects, her and her partner’s years
of education, respondent’s age and age squared, respondent’s age at
first marriage, household wealth index, and district fixed effects. The
standard errors are clustered at the district level.

35



Table B.3: Using only the districts bordering KPK

(1) (2) (3)

Physical
Physical

(less severe)
Physical
(severe)

Panel A: Border Punjab - KPK
After law 0.019 0.019 0.020

(0.041) (0.041) (0.025)
punjab * After law -0.005 -0.005 -0.032

(0.060) (0.060) (0.043)

Obs. 691 691 691

(1) (2) (3)

Physical
Physical

(less severe)
Physical
(severe)

Panel B: Border Balochistan - KPK
After law -0.051 -0.051 -0.065

(0.155) (0.155) (0.088)
balochistan * After law 0.364** 0.364** 0.278***

(0.142) (0.142) (0.081)

Obs. 124 124 124

Notes: The Table shows the results of estimating specification (1). The outcome variables
are dummy variables equal to one if the respondent reported that she experienced any
physical IPV (column 1), less severe form of physical IPV (column 2) or severe form of
physical IPV (column 3) during the twelve months preceding the survey. The sample in
Panel A consists of respondents to the IPV module of PDHS 2012 and 2017 from the
provinces of Punjab and KPK (control province). It includes only districts on the border
between Punjab and KPK. The sample in Panel B consists of respondents to the IPV
module of PDHS 2012 and 2017 from the provinces of Balochistan and KPK (control
province). It includes only districts on the border between Balochistan and KPK. All
regressions control for respondent’s mother tongue fixed effects, her and her partner’s
years of education, respondent’s age and age squared, respondent’s age at first marriage,
household wealth index, and district fixed effects. The standard errors are clustered at the
district level.
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Table B.4: Effects on Physical IPV – Heterogeneity w.r.t. media use at district level

(1)
Physical

Punjab * After law 0.027
(0.042)

Sindh * After law -0.031
(0.052)

Balochistan * After law -0.003
(0.072)

Punjab * After law * High Media -0.015
(0.059)

Sindh * After law * High Media 0.079
(0.065)

Balochistan * After law * High Media 0.188**
(0.096)

Obs. 5503

Total effects (p-value):

Punjab 0.770
Sindh 0.212
Balochistan 0.002

Notes: The Table shows the results of estimating spec-
ification in footnote (15 ). The outcome variable is a
dummy variable equal to one if the respondent reported
that she experienced any physical IPV during the twelve
months preceding the survey. “High Media” is a dummy
variable equal to 1 if the reported proportion of district
level media use (i.e., reading newspaper, watching TV,
listening to radio) is above the province median level).
The bottom panel of the table displays p-values from
testing if the sum of the double and triple interaction
term is equal to 0 for the three treated provinces. All
regressions control for respondent’s mother tongue fixed
effects, her and her partner’s years of education, respon-
dent’s age and age squared, respondent’s age at first mar-
riage, household wealth index, and district fixed effects.
The standard errors are clustered at the district level.
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Table B.5: Synthetic Difference-in-Differences

(1) (2) (3)
Sindh Balochistan Punjab

Sindh * After law -0.772
(2.459)

Balochistan * After law 8.061***
(2.161)

Punjab * After law -1.534
(1.007)

Obs. 552 612 696

Notes: The Table shows estimates of synthetic difference-in-
differences (SDID) model following (Arkhangelsky et al., 2021),
using data from the HRCP/ Aurat femicide dataset. In order to
obtain a balanced panel in the HRCP/Aurat femicide dataset, we
drop districts with missing years in order to have a balanced panel
at district × year level. The outcome variables is the number of
femicide victims in a given district i in year t. The estimates
correspond to the SDID in femicides between districts in Sindh
(column 1), Balochistan (column 2), Punjab (column 3) versus
KPK. Each column displays the Average Treatment Effect on the
Treated (ATT) obtained from the estimation of the SDID model.
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