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Kicking off: Is the association between the FIFA world cup and domestic abuse an 

international phenomenon?  

 

Abstract 

This study examines whether increases in incidents of female domestic abuse occur during 

FIFA world cup tournaments, in countries, other than the UK. Columbian medical records 

providing national daily counts, relating to Violence Against Women (VAW) and females 

subject to Intimate Partner Violence (IPV), across two world cup tournaments (2014/2018) 

were analysed. The number of medical examinations rose by 43% (VAW) and 39% (IPV) 

during the 2014 Columbia match days, and 26% (VAW) and 27% (IPV) during the 2018 match 

days, when compared to non-match days (p<.001). The increases were higher on a weekend 

and when winning, rather than losing.  

 

Introduction 

Eradicating domestic abuse is a priority for many governments and focuses the attention of 

numerous academics, law enforcement and victim support groups. Whilst much of the 

research emphasises individual and socio-structural accounts (Robinson, 2010), this study 

looks at how situational factors (specifically the FIFA football world cup tournament), can be 

linked with domestic abuse even when it occurs outside the host nation. To explore this 

question the study initially considers the range of positive and negative outcomes generated 

through the exponential global growth of football. It then focuses on the link between 

domestic abuse and football, which Kirby et al. (2013), have previously shown to be present 

in the UK across three FIFA football world cup tournaments.  It investigates whether the 

same phenomenon can be observed in another country and continent, through examining 
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the number of female medical records for violence in Columbia, across two world cup 

competitions. The study also questions the level of responsibility that football’s governing 

bodies (and financial beneficiaries) have for unintended consequences, even when these 

occur outside the tournament location.   

 

Literature Review 

Beck (1992) postulated that modernisation can create new hazards to the security of 

society. Felson (2002) supports this with Routine Activity Theory, explaining the 

opportunities for crime and disorder emerge from the natural rhythms of everyday life. This 

can be seen with football which, since the 13th Century, has been associated with violence 

(Carnibella et al.,1996), explained through the aggressive competition between teams, 

players and supporters, which generates both winners and losers (Swain, 2000: 103). The 

theory can also explain increases in domestic abuse, when intimate, but acrimonious, 

partners are compelled to spend more time with each other, in the absence of a capable 

guardian. Indeed, the United Nations reported a 20% international increase of domestic 

abuse during the coronavirus lockdown, as victims were required to spend more time with 

their abuser (Mohan, 2020). Domestic abuse is also reported more frequently on weekends 

(Gantz et al. 2006; Vazquez et al. 2005); holidays, and exceptionally hot days (Card & Dahl, 

2011).  

 

This study continues to examine the relationship between domestic abuse and the FIFA 

football world cup tournament. Occurring every four years, for a four-week period between 

June and July, involving 32 teams and 48 games, the competition is the world’s largest 

sporting event and epitomises the global rise of football consumerism. During the 2018 
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tournament it was watched by approximately 3.6 million people, either at home, at 

communal facilities or on digital platforms (FIFA, 2018a). The event leads to both benefits and 

unintended consequences. The most obvious benefit is financial, with the 2014 Brazilian 

tournament said to increase the world economy between $3 to $14 billion (Rossington, 2018). 

However, some of this revenue is associated with betting, of which football is estimated to 

account for 70% of a $100 billion global business (Keogh & Rose, 2013). Further, as this 

business is supported by an aggressive advertising sector, it has been linked to a rise in 

problem gamblers (Alli et al., 2018; Football report, 2019). Unfortunately, other unintended 

consequences associated with the tournament also exist. £500 million ($661 million), was 

thought to be lost in the UK through employees reporting sick after an England quarterfinal 

game, a trend which was thought to be replicated in other nations (Rossington, 2018). A 

further concern is the increase in general violence, which is reported across a variety of 

countries during the tournament period (Quigg et al. 2012; Salazar, 2018). This trend extends 

to domestic abuse, with Kirby et al. (2013) showing a rise of such incidents within the UK, 

across three separate world cup tournaments (2002, 2006, 2010). In fact, the risk of domestic 

abuse rose by 26% following a win or draw, and a 38% increase when the team lost. The 

association between domestic abuse and football has also been established at a local level in 

the UK, when close rivals played high-profile games in Scotland (Williams et al., 2013; Williams 

& Neville 2014). 

 

Establishing whether events and situations facilitate an increase in crime is important as 

efforts can be made to alter the situation and mitigate the impact. As an example, Rational 

Choice Theory (Cornish & Clarke, 1976) illustrates that crimes can be reduced by affecting 

the balance between risk and reward in the mind of the offender. This can be facilitated by 
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increasing the effort needed to commit the offence, increasing the risk of detection, 

reducing the rewards associated with the offence, removing any excuses surrounding the 

offending and reducing any provocation that motivates the offender. Following the well-

publicised findings by Kirby et al. (2013), numerous UK police agencies and victim groups 

used the research to increase publicity through the ‘not-so-beautiful game’ campaign 

(NCDV, 2018). The campaign gained international attention (Sullivan, 2018) as it aimed to 

increase awareness of the link between football and abuse, demotivate offenders, and 

increase police resources on match days to improve detection and general response. Whilst 

the campaign gained international traction due to its aims, the link between football and 

domestic abuse remains unclear in other countries who compete in the tournament. 

However, as football is a global phenomenon (Giulianotti & Robertson, 2009), it is possible 

that the link between the world cup tournament and domestic abuse extends to other 

countries outside of the UK.  

 

To examine this phenomenon the article scrutinises Columbia, South America. The finding 

that violence occurs far away from stadia on match days has already been established in 

South America. In Costa Rica, during the 2014 world cup tournament, there was an increase 

in general violence, with emergency calls increasing by up to 45%. Similarly, the government 

Health Observatory in Bogotá, Columbia discovered treatment for heart attacks increased 

by 54%, whilst the homicide rate in Cali, Colombia, also rose during football match days 

when compared to non-match days (Sanchez et al., 2013). In fact, this level of general 

violence was highlighted during the 1980s, by Colombian drug clans who took control of 

domestic league soccer teams, eventually leading to the murder of a referee in 1989 and 

the assassination of a defender who was unfortunate to score an own goal in the 1994 
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World Cup (Cardenas, 2013). It is evident that football is part of the national identity in 

Columbia. An estimated 80% of the Columbian population are thought to watch the FIFA 

tournament, which is more than the number of eligible voters who voted in the presidential 

elections (Salazar, 2018). Indeed, whilst three-quarters of offices provided their employees 

with TVs to watch the games, it was reported that workplace absences increased by over 

40% (Salazar, 2018). The academic, Andrés Dávila, explains social norms are relaxed during 

football games by encouraging the drinking of alcohol and tolerance towards shouting and 

swearing (Sanchez et al., 2011). It is also important to note that outside of football, 

Columbia is reported to suffer from high levels of gender inequality and institutionalised 

violence (Rosen & Marklund, 2015), with one of the highest rates of physical IPV in the 

world (Friedemann-Sanchez & Lovaton, 2012). In fact a 2014 poll of Columbian government 

officials found that over half believed domestic abuse should be resolved privately and 11% 

thought that a partner’s abuse should be forgiven if they were drunk (Bradshaw-Smith, 

2015).  

 

This article therefore examines whether the FIFA world cup can be associated with 

increased rates of domestic abuse in Columbia during match days. The previous UK study, as 

well as this Columbian study, simply count the number of individuals who ask for assistance 

during the tournament period.  Whilst the UK study used police reports of domestic abuse 

across a specific region (which can encompass diverse behaviours leading to harassment, 

threats, and injury), this Columbian study uses national data relating to violence requiring 

hospital treatment. Therefore, whilst neither study specifically questions the victim about 

the relationship between the abuse and the tournament, they both serve to monitor 
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whether significant increases in intimate partner aggression occur during the period of the 

world cup tournament. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Study Design 

The methodology was based on a secondary source design, using Columbian national figures 

relating to Violence against Women (VAW), between 11th June – 10th July across the years 

2014 to 2018. The data was provided by the National Institute of Legal Medicine and 

Forensic Sciences (Instituto Nacional de Medicina Legal y Ciencias Forenses) who returned 

daily counts of individuals who received medical examinations for: homicides of women; 

alleged sex crime against women; violence against girls and adolescents; violence against 

older women; violence within a couple against women; and, violence among other relatives 

against women. Further, there have been global efforts for health services to identify 

Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) more accurately, to assist in improving the response and 

reduce the harm (WHO 2013, NICE 2014). As a result, a subset of this dataset (violence 

within a couple against women) was identified as IPV due to the certainty from guidance 

notes that this form of violence against women referred specifically to an intimate 

partnership. This was in contrast to other categories which involved violence from strangers 

and family members. However, as emphasised by Olive (2016), more still needs to be done 

in the identification of IPV, which makes this category of violence more likely to be 

underreported. Being able to use both offence categories (VAW and IPV) assists in 

establishing whether there are any underlying trends associated with the tournament. The 

national data was completely anonymised, with no further information on variables such as 
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the age range or repeat victimisation. All count data was included in the study, imported 

and coded within IBM SPSS v25. 

 

As with previous literature (Kirby et al., 2013), the focus of the study was to analyse the 

relationship of the count data across match days in comparison to non-match days The data 

allowed the analysis of Columbia national team games for the World Cup tournaments 

played in Brazil (2014) and Russia (2018). As no games were drawn, three levels were coded: 

non-match day (0); World Cup match loss (1) and World Cup match win (2). The coding 

covered football matches over the following dates: 

 

2014 World Cup (Brazil). 

14th June 2014: Colombia (3) v Greece (0) - Win 

19th June 2014: Colombia (2) v Ivory Coast (1) - Win 

24th June 2014: Colombia (4) v Japan (1) - Win 

28th June 2014: Colombia (2) v Uruguay (0) - Win 

4th July 2014: Colombia (1) v Brazil (2) - Loss 

 

2018 World Cup (Russia) 

19th June 2018: Colombia (1) v Japan (2) - Loss 

24th June 2018: Colombia (3) v Poland (0) - Win 

28th June 2018: Colombia (1) v Senegal (0) - Win 

3rd July 2018: Colombia (1) (3) v England (1) (4) - Loss 

 

Sample 
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Daily counts were collated for the sample period each year, resulting in a total of 150 days 

of data (30 days for each of the five years). The first sample related to VAW, defined as: 

‘any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, 

sexual, or mental harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, 

coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private 

life.’ (United Nations, 1993; cited in WHO, 2017). 

The incidents ranged between 41 cases (Saturday 30th June 2018) and 707 cases (Sunday 

24th June 2018), with the mean average being 331.00 (SD = 87.74). 

 

The second sample comprised incidents of IPV, defined as: 

‘behaviour by an intimate partner or ex-partner that causes physical, sexual or 

psychological harm, including physical aggression, sexual coercion, psychological 

abuse and controlling behaviours.’ (WHO, 2017). 

 

Because IPV is a subsection of VAW, it was drawn from the VAW sample and again relates 

only to female victims. Incidents ranged between 12 (Saturday 30th June 2018) and 274 

(Sunday 24th June 2018). Overall, the mean average number of medical exams for IPV was 

117.79 (SD = 45.84).  

 

Analysis 

Descriptive statistics were conducted and supplemented by inferential analysis. The data did 

not meet the assumptions for a One-Sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for Poisson 

distribution available in SPSS. This was due to the test requiring continuous data, whereas 

the current dataset concerned discrete count data (Dimitrova et al., 2017). Therefore, the 
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inferential analysis first considered Poisson regression; however, MacDonald and Lattimore 

(2010) explain that criminological data rarely conforms to this distribution and negative 

binomial regressions may be more appropriate. As such, the Poisson modelling was 

followed by modelling using a main effects negative binomial regression with log link. As 

SPSS does not estimate the dispersion parameter by default, Maximum Likelihood 

Estimation (MLE) was specified when modelling with negative binomial regression. All 

modelling concerned the use of three explanatory variables: year (five levels); day of the 

week (seven levels); and, match days (three levels). The categories were organised in 

descending order, meaning the reference category was 2014 for year, Monday for day of 

the week, and non-match day for the match days. The models were compared using the 

Pearson’s goodness of fit, as well as guidance from both the Akaike Information Criteria 

(AIC) and Bayesian Information Criteria (BIC) (Burnham & Anderson, 2004), to determine 

which model fitted best and explained the data.  

 

The analysis found that the negative binomial (MLE) models provided a better fit of both 

datasets than Poisson regression. The first negative binomial model related to Violence 

Against Women and consisted of three explanatory variables. This yielded a statistically 

significantly model that was a better fit of the data than the intercept only (null) model, 

G2(12) = 137.885, p <.001 (see Table 1). The second negative binomial regression examined 

Intimate Partner Violence and used the same three explanatory variables as the first model. 

This also provided a significantly better fit of the data than the intercept only (null) model, 

G2(12) = 207.995, p <.001 (see Table 2).  
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RESULTS 

Does domestic abuse increase on Columbia World Cup match days? 

The analysis found, when controlling for year and day of the week using negative binomial 

regression, match days were associated with an increased number of medical exams for 

VAW when compared to non-match days (match wins p < .001 and match losses p < .001). 

For VAW, the match day average was M = 462.20 (SD = 78.11) medical examinations during 

the 2014 tournament and was M = 409.50 (SD = 209.68) medical examinations during the 

2018 tournament, when compared to non-match days (M = 324.12, SD = 78.98). This 

equated to a 43% rise in medical exams for VAW during the 2014 tournament, and a 26% 

rise in the 2018 tournament. The smaller rise of VAW exams in 2018 was an interesting 

finding and could be due to the fact that medical exams for VAW had been steadily 

decreasing since 2014, although not statistically significant (p > .05). However, overall 2018 

data did show a statistically significant decrease in VAW exams when compared directly 

with 2014 (p < .001). 

 

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 

 

The IPV data, showed a similar trend. The negative binomial regression showed a 

statistically significant greater number of violent crime examination cases during match days 

when compared to non-match days (match wins p < .001 and match losses p < .001). The 

descriptive statistical analysis illustrated that the average number of medical examinations 

was M = 160.00 (SD = 29.21) during 2014 Columbian match days and was M = 146.75 (SD = 

86.58) during 2018 match days, when compared with non-match days (M = 115.48, SD = 
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44.26). This meant a 39% rise in IPV medical examinations for the 2014 match games and a 

27% rise for 2018 tournament match days when compared with non-match days.   

 

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE 

 

Does winning or losing make a difference?  

The descriptive analysis showed the average number of examinations for VAW were greater 

following a match day win (M = 457.33, SD = 168.10) than a match day loss (M = 401.67, SD 

= 86.57). When analysed through the negative binomial regression this equated to a 48% 

increase following a win (p <.001) and a 39% increase following a match day loss (p < .001). 

This was consistent with the prevalence of IPV exams following a match day win (M = 

168.50, SD = 65.51) compared to a match day loss (M = 125.33, SD = 23.54). The IPV 

regression model illustrated how match day wins resulted in a 48% increase in medical 

examinations (p < .001) and a 46% increase following match day losses (p < .001), when 

both were compared to non-match days. In fact, the greatest increase in both VAW and IPV 

exams was on Sunday 24th June 2018, where Colombia beat Poland (3-0). 

 

Does domestic abuse increase on the weekend? 

There were also more requests for VAW and IPV medical treatment when Columbia played 

World Cup matches on the weekend than on weekdays (see Table 3). Across the 2014 and 

2018 tournaments, there were three matches hosted on Tuesday, two on Thursday, a single 

match on Friday, two on Saturday, and a single match on Sunday. The analysis found that 

both VAW and IPV increased over the days of Saturday, Sunday and Monday in comparison 
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to the rest of the week. The peak for both datasets was Sunday, with a 37% increase in VAW 

exams (p < .001) and a 54% increase in IPV exams (p < .001) when compared to Monday.  

 

DISCUSSION  

Domestic abuse is a pervasive problem across the world and consumes considerable effort 

from government, victim support groups and law enforcement agencies. These efforts 

normally concentrate on the individuals associated with the abuse, rather than the 

situations that facilitate them. However, if the situational dynamics which lead to peak 

periods of domestic abuse can be identified, more targeted interventions can be designed 

to reduce the problem, as has been described earlier. 

 

In the UK a clear link has been made between domestic abuse and football, involving both 

domestic teams and the FIFA world cup tournament. Kirby et al. (2013) specifically found 

the UK experienced increased level of domestic abuse on England match days, across three 

separate FIFA world cup tournaments. This occurred even when the England team won or 

drew but increased further when the team lost, especially at a weekend and was highest 

when the team exited the tournament.  

 

Due to the globalised nature of football it is possible that this relationship is an international 

phenomenon. Giulianotti and Robertson (2009) explain that football is currently in its 

‘millennial’ phase, having risen in popularity and profitability. This transformation means 

people watch, celebrate (and mourn) the world’s most popular game, in venues far away 

from the stadiums they are played. Indeed, the 2018 FIFA world cup was said to be watched 

by over half of the world’s population, either at home, outside the home in leisure facilities 
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or on digital platforms. To establish whether this relationship is replicated in another 

continent and country this study used national records from Columbia. This provided counts 

as to the number of females requiring medical assistance between 2014 and 2018, which 

covered the World Cup tournaments which were hosted in Brazil (2014) and Russia (2018). 

There are obvious limitations of the data. As with the UK study the victims were not asked 

to comment upon the relevance of the tournament in relation to the abuse they suffered.  

 

The Columbian data showed similar, although not identical trends to the UK. In contrast to 

the UK study the Columbian research included analysis of all gender-based violence 

requiring hospital treatment against women (VAW), which included all types of perpetrator. 

The core finding of this study illustrated that both VAW and IPV medical examinations rose 

significantly following a Columbian World Cup game. Further, this increase was at its highest 

during a weekend game (Saturday to Monday), with Sunday showing the highest rise. 

However, it should be highlighted that the UK study used police incident data, which is likely 

to be more accurate in recording the time of the assault. This is in contrast to the Columbian 

medical exam data which is more likely to involve a slight time delay, as victims make 

decisions and arrangements about visiting a medical centre.  

 

Whilst both the UK and this Columbian study show all national team match days are 

associated with an increase in domestic abuse and violence, perhaps the biggest anomaly 

was that Columbia showed a higher incidence following a win, rather than a loss. A clear 

understanding of why this is the case is not possible from the available data, although it is 

possible that further situational dynamics come into play. Whilst one may expect Columbian 

potential offenders to be in celebratory mood following a win, a closer inspection of media 



 14 

reporting explained the team was “under pressure” following losses in the opening matches 

and the “tension was palpable” (FIFA, 2018b). Further, a significant win may also be 

associated with increased alcohol consumption, however further qualitative research is 

needed to provide a more robust explanation.  

 

Indeed, whilst it was not the purpose of this study to establish the reasons for the increase 

in the phenomenon a number of points are worthy of comment. This paper accepts that, in 

general, domestic abuse relates to a pattern of repeat behaviour rather than a single event, 

linked to a football game. Rather, the article argues that the tournament serves as a trigger 

to facilitate the likelihood of abusive acts to occur as it brings together a number of factors 

generally associated with domestic abuse. Williams and Neville (2014: 242) argue 

hegemonic masculinity, sports (which introduces competitive tension) and alcohol are the 

“holy trinity” in explaining the association between sports and domestic abuse. Similarly, 

Kirby et al. (2013) spoke about the tournament generating a perfect storm of factors. These 

include the conflict occurring between partners regarding TV programme scheduling, as well 

as the tournament being played in summer months and warmer temperatures, all of which 

are aligned with general or domestic violence incidents.  

 

In conclusion, the study shows the phenomenon is not isolated to one country in Europe but 

can also be observed in Columbia, South America. It therefore suggests the link between 

domestic abuse and the FIFA world cup tournament is international and extends via the 

media to locations far outside the host country. The identification of this link also generates 

two further considerations. The first is to more accurately understand the factors that 

trigger intimate partner aggression during the tournament, as once these are known 
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interventions can be put in place to negate them. For example, during the 2018 World Cup, 

England’s National Centre for Domestic Violence released posters depicting a woman with 

blood running down and across her face in the shape of St. George’s Cross, with the caption, 

“If England get beaten, so will she”, in an effort to reduce public acceptance and remove 

excuses. Similarly, in 2015, Costa Rica’s National Institute for Women worked with 

broadcasters to create an additional scoreboard when playing Haiti during a World Cup 

qualifying match. This  displayed the number of domestic abuse calls the country’s police 

received in real time, with the game ending Costa Rica, 1, Haiti, 0, and Violence Against 

Women, 31. The scoreboard seems to have had a positive effect as during Costa Rica’s next 

qualifying match, there was almost a 33% reduction in calls reporting IPV. The second point 

inquires who should pay for any future research and interventions in this matter. An 

ongoing debate in the UK is whether football clubs should pay more in relation to the crime 

and disorder that emanates from football matches, extending beyond the stadium for the 

period the game is played (Kurland et al., 2010; 2014; 2018). For example, the Metropolitan 

Police Service (UK) estimates spending £6.7 million on policing matches in 2016/17, with 

only 5.1% of this budget being met by the football club (Stott et al., 2019). This study shows 

football generates a much wider global impact than the venue in which it is played, and the 

game is governed both nationally and internationally by a variety of organisations. What 

level of responsibility governing bodies should have in relation to designing, co-ordinating 

and funding interventions to reduce this unintended harm is currently unanswered. As the 

game is overwhelmingly overseen by men, this may be interpreted, by some, as the reason 

why female victimology has not been emphasised sufficiently. 
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TABLES  

Table 1: Negative Binomial Regression of medical exams for VAW. 

    95% Confidence Interval 
Variable and 
Level 

Wald Chi 
Square 

p value Exp. (β) Lower Upper 

Year      
2014   1.000   
2015 .095 .758 .987 .906 1.075 
2016 .533 .466 .969 .889 1.055 
2017 1.771 .183 .944 .866 1.028 
2018 14.169 <.001 .852*** .783 .926 

Day of the 
Week 

     

Monday   1.000   
Tuesday 6.033 .014 .883* .799 .975 
Wednesday 5.941 .015 .885* .803 .976 
Thursday 17.613 <.001 .811*** .736 .895 
Friday 25.444 <.001 .775*** .702 .856 
Saturday 2.948 .086 .917 .830 1.012 
Sunday 41.399 <.001 1.371*** 1.245 1.509 

Match Day       
Non-Match Day   1.000   
Match Win 15.448 <.001 1.475*** 1.215 1.791 
Match Loss 21.536 <.001 1.394*** 1.212 1.604 

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 
 
 
 
 
Table 2: Negative Binomial Regression of medical exams for IPV. 

    95% Confidence Interval 
Variable and 
Level 

Wald Chi 
Square 

p value Exp. (β) Lower Upper 

Year      
2014   1.000   
2015 .874 .350 .956 .870 1.051 
2016 .117 .732 1.017 .925 1.117 
2017 1.095 .295 .951 .866 1.045 
2018 17.021 <.001 .823*** .750 .930 

Day of the 
Week 

     

Monday   1.000   
Tuesday 25.360 <.001 .754*** .676 .842 
Wednesday 33.709 <.001 .725*** .651 .808 
Thursday 56.175 <.001 .660*** .592 .736 
Friday 70.513 <.001 .623*** .558 .696 
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Saturday 3.630 .057 .901 .809 1.003 
Sunday 67.181 <.001 1.536*** 1.386 1.702 

Match Day       
Non-Match Day   1.000   
Match Win 13.013 <.001 1.482*** 1.197 1.836 
Match Loss 24.384 <.001 1.464*** 1.258 1.703 

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 
 
 
 
 
Table 3: Mean average number of medical exams for VAW and IPV across each day of the 
week. 

Day of 
the 
Week 

Total VAW 
M (SD) 

WC Match VAW  
M (SD) 

Total IPV 
M (SD) 

WC Match IPV 
M (SD) 

Mon 337.32 (27.36) - 127.91 (22.81) - 
Tues 314.10 (29.00) 352.33 (31.34) 102.33 (14.49) 117.00 (14.00) 
Wed 301.38 (35.51) - 93.76 (13.24) - 
Thurs 285.91 (49.27) 342.00 (171.12) 89.14 (20.13) 126.00 (57.98) 
Fri 271.43 (64.53) 495 (-) 82.81 (20.88) 148 (-) 
Sat 327.00 (96.83) 503 (82.02) 122.57 (36.87) 181 (31.11) 
Sun 474.86 (89.23) 707 (-) 202.86 (35.86) 274 (-) 

 
 

 

 

 

 


