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Resumen  

Este trabajo estudia la conexión entre la legalización del aborto y la violencia doméstica de 

hombres a mujeres para el caso de México. Usando encuestas de victimización sobre 

violencia doméstica, utilizo el hecho de que sólo la Ciudad de México legalizó el aborto en 

2007 para estimar un modelo de diferencias en diferencias con intensidad de tratamiento, 

usando la distancia a la Ciudad de México como intensidad de la exposición al aborto 

legal. Los resultados muestran que, después de la legalización, las mujeres casadas en las 

municipalidades más lejanas a la Ciudad de México reportan violencia doméstica más 

frecuentemente. En particular, un incremento en la distancia de 500km aumenta la 

probabilidad de experimentar violencia doméstica en 1.4 puntos porcentuales 

(aproximadamente 3.6% de la media de la variable dependiente). Los resultados son 

robustos a una variedad de contrastes de robustez y controles por otros eventos que 

podrían confundir el efecto de interés, como la aprobación de leyes de divorcio unilateral, 

leyes que limitan el acceso al aborto, y la presencia de actividades de narcotráfico. 
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that Mexico City is the only district that legalized abortion in 2007 to estimate a difference-

indifference with treatment intensities, taking the distance to Mexico City as a measure of 
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Abstract

This paper studies the connection between abortion legalization and male-to-female domestic
violence for the case of Mexico. Using household surveys on domestic violence, I exploit the fact
that Mexico City is the only district that legalized abortion in 2007 to estimate a difference-in-
difference with treatment intensities, taking the distance to Mexico City as a measure of exposure
to abortion rights. Results show that, after legalization, married women in municipalities fur-
ther away from Mexico City are significantly more likely to experience domestic violence. In
particular, an increase in a standard deviation in distance (about 500km or 310 miles) increases
the probability of experiencing domestic violence by 1.4 percentage points (about 3.6% relative
to the mean of the dependent variable). Results hold in a variety of robustness checks and con-
trolling for other events that could confound the effect, such as the passing of unilateral divorce
laws, laws that limit abortion access, and the presence of drug cartel activity.
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1. Introduction

Decriminalizing abortion constitutes a contentious subject, and one that has been prominently
discussed in recent years. Latin America in particular has been the stage for many polarized debates
in the matter, some of which received extensive media coverage and public attention throughout the
World.1 Despite the salience of the debate, evidence on what the effects of decriminalization would
be is scarce. This paper aims to study whether abortion decriminalization is linked to domestic
violence for the case of Mexico.2

Previous research has found the effects of decriminalizing abortion to be substantial, ranging
from immediate and localized (e.g. fertility) to dynamic and widespread (e.g. crime). An extensive
literature comprising classic research has explored the effects of legalization in the United States
in the historic ruling Roe v. Wade in 1973, finding effects on various indicators such as children
outcomes, fertility, sexually transmitted diseases, and crime (some examples are Gruber et al. 1999;
Donohue and Levitt 2001; Klick and Stratmann 2003; Joyce 1987; Joyce and Grossman 1990).3 For
the case of Romania, Pop-Eleches (2006) studies an abortion ban in 1966, finding a short run increase
in birth rates, while the lifting of that ban in 1989 had the reverse effect, though less pronounced
(Pop-Eleches, 2010). For the case of Spain, González et al. (2018) study the decriminalization in the
1980s and find reductions in fertility and increases in educational attainment in affected cohorts.

The case of developing countries is novel since few have legalized abortion and there has been
extensive debate about and interest in decriminalization, with little evidence of the effects in those
countries. Research in psychology and sociology suggests room for speculation about a connec-
tion between abortion rights and domestic violence. For instance, there is some evidence that a
substantial proportion of women seeking to have an abortion do so to end a relationship (Glander
et al., 1998), while those who cannot get access are more likely to remain in violent relationships
(Roberts et al., 2014). More broadly, there is some evidence that women’s autonomy regarding
fertility decisions in general correlates negatively with domestic violence incidence (Pearson et al.
2017; Aston and Bewley 2009). These findings could suggest that abortion rights have the potential
of reducing domestic violence, presumably by allowing women at risk to exit dangerous relation-
ships (although other mechanisms are plausible, such as empowerment via autonomy in fertility
decisions). Despite this speculative evidence, a connection between abortion rights and domestic
violence has not been explored in the literature. This could potentially be explained by econometric
difficulties of establishing a causal relationship given the fact that variation in abortion rights tends
to happen at the country level (see Mishra et al. 2014), and cross-country comparisons might be

1 Uruguay in 2012, Peru in 2014, Bolivia, Brazil, and Chile in 2017, Argentina and El Salvador in 2018 are a few
examples. Congressional debates were highly publicized in the media and numerous protests occurred, both in favor
of and against decriminalization. Out of these countries, only Uruguay fully decriminalized abortion (up to 12 weeks)
in 2012. Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, and Chile still limit abortion to some degree.

2 Throughout the document, I will use domestic violence, intimate partner violence (IPV), and domestic abuse
interchangeably.

3 Although the effect of legalizing abortion on reducing crime is well known, there has been extensive debate about
the robustness of the finding and whether the result was driven by omitted factors (Joyce 2004; Joyce 2009a; Joyce
2009b).

4



confounded by idiosyncratic variables that affect both abortion rights and outcomes of interest. In
this regard, the particular institutional context of Mexico allows for a potential way to circumvent
these issues and study the effect of abortion rights on domestic violence, since only one district
legalized abortion: Mexico City. A number of recent papers have explored the effects of legalization
in Mexico on various outcomes. For instance, Clarke et al. (2016a) find that legalization led to
an increase in women’s empowerment in Mexico City, in the sense that women participate more
in household decisions, and Castillo Betancourt (2017) finds improvements in maternal and child
health. Clarke et al. (2016b) find that decriminalization led to a substantial reduction in fertility.

This paper studies the effect of decriminalization of abortion on male to female domestic vio-
lence in Mexico. The identification strategy exploits the fact that only Mexico City decriminalized
abortion (up to 12 weeks) in 2007, while allowing citizens from other states to get the treatment
there. Using survey data, I estimate a difference in differences with treatment intensities strategy,
using the distance from the municipality of residence as a measure of exposure to abortion rights.
Results show that women in municipalities farther away from Mexico City are significantly more
likely to experience domestic abuse. In particular, being 500km (about 310 miles) farther away
increases the probability of experiencing IPV by about 1.4 percentage points (around 3.6% over
the IPV sample mean). The result is robust to an array of alternative specifications that control
for individual variables (such as age, education, working status, and so on) and aggregate variables
(such as GDP and urban area controls).

A number of potential factors could be confounding the effect. For instance, a number of states
passed restrictive abortion laws as a response to decriminalization in Mexico City (Clarke et al.,
2016b). If this happens to correlate with the distance to Mexico City, it could be confounding
the effect. To address this concern, I control for states that passed such laws and find a similar
result. In addition, some states passed unilateral divorce laws, which has been found to reduce
domestic violence (Garcıa-Ramos, 2017). To address the concern as to whether this confounds my
results, I also control for states that passed such laws and find similar results. Another potential
concern is that, since the post-implementation period in the sample is also after the onset of the
2008 financial crisis in the United States, it could be that states more dependent on the United
States’ economy are more economically affected, and that this correlates with domestic violence.
To address this, I present estimates excluding the northern states, which are more dependent on
the United States economy. The magnitude of the correlation is largely unchanged, although it is
no longer statistically significant at conventional levels (this is potentially driven by a reduction
in 20% in the number of municipalities). Another concern is that, since the after-implementation
period in my sample is after the onset of the Mexican War on Drugs, if cartel violence creates
spillovers to domestic violence and municipalities with more cartel conflict happen to be far from
Mexico City, then this could confound the result. To address this, I control for an indicator of
cartel presence at the municipality level, taken from Coscia and Rios (2012), finding similar results.
I also estimate the main regression using straight line distance instead of driving distance, and find
consistent results. Finally, I conduct a false experiment creating a false dummy variable for the
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year before legalization (2006) and find no effect, suggesting that municipalities farther away from
Mexico City did not show an increase in IPV before legalization.

This paper aims to contribute to two distinct branches of the literature. On one hand, it
contributes to the literature that explores the determinants of male-to-female domestic violence
(e.g., Aizer 2010, Cardinale Lagomarsino and Rossi 2017, Bloch and Rao 2002, Card and Dahl
2011, Alesina et al. 2016, Garcıa-Ramos 2017). Much of this literature has found that the outside
option of women plays a crucial role in experiencing domestic violence, while autonomy regarding
fertility decisions has also been pointed out as a relevant factor (Pearson et al. 2017, Aston and
Bewley 2009). On the other hand, the paper contributes to the growing literature of the effects
of abortion decriminalization, with emphasis on developing countries (e.g. Clarke et al. 2016b,
Clarke et al. 2016a, Antón et al. 2018). This literature has found abortion legalization to have
several effects, such as empowerment of women, reductions in fertility, and reductions in unwanted
pregnancies. In this regard, my paper attempts to contribute to another effect of decriminalizing
abortion, which probably connects the most to the increase in women’s empowerment documented
by Clarke et al. (2016b).

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 describes the institutional context in
Mexico. Section 3 describes the data and econometric strategy. Section 4 presents the results.
Section 5 concludes.

2. Institutional context in Mexico

The case of Mexico is of particular interest since abortion was decriminalized only in one ad-
ministrative area: Mexico City. Decriminalization was enacted in in April 2007 for up to the first
12 weeks of pregnancy, with no specific reason needed. All other states still limit abortion to some
degree (e.g. only in cases in which the mother’s health is in danger). However, this does not imply
that people outside of Mexico City are unable to access legal abortion there: they can travel to
Mexico City and get the treatment. This suggests a measure of exposure: people further away from
Mexico City are less likely to have access to legal abortion. This intuition is backed up by data
from Ministry of Health of Mexico City: in the April 2007 to April 2017 period, most abortions
came from Mexico City and neighboring states, as shown in Panel a of Figure 1.4 In addition, a
recent paper found suggestive evidence that the effects of decriminalization on fertility have spread
to the Greater Mexico City metropolitan area (Gutiérrez Vázquez and Parrado, 2016).

The differential access implied by proximity to Mexico City can be exploited in a difference-in-
differences with treatment intensities strategy, taking the distance to Mexico City as a measure of
exposure to abortion rights. Although panel a in Figure 1 provides support for this idea, a potential
concern is that the number of abortions close to Mexico City is larger simply because states close
to Mexico City have higher population while states farther away are less populated. Panel b of

4 According to the Ministry of Health, about 70% of abortions came from Mexico City, while 30% came from
outside the city. Most abortions from outside the city came from neighboring states, with particular importance of
Estado de Mexico.
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Figure 1 shows the population by state, indicating that states far away from Mexico City have high
populations as well (2015 estimates), and some states close to Mexico City that have relatively high
number of abortions have relatively lower populations, suggesting that distance is indeed playing a
role in access to abortion.

Figure 1: Number of abortions and population by state

(a) Number of abortions by state

Mexico City

(44696,125276]
(1038,44696]
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[10,22]

(b) Population (2015 estimate)
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[711235,1181050]

3. Data and econometric strategy

The data consists of self-reports of domestic violence incidents by women in Mexico. The Na-
tional Survey on Household Relations Dynamics (ENDIREH) by the National Institute of Statistics
and Geography (INEGI) collected information about domestic violence in four rounds: 2003, 2006,
2011, and 2016. The question format underwent a significant change in 2016, so I only use the
first three rounds of surveys. The 2006 and 2011 surveys were designed to be representative at
the national and the state level, whereas the 2003 survey was only representative in 11 states, so I
constrain the 2006 and 2011 samples to municipalities that were in the sample in the 2003 sample.
Finally, the 2003 survey only collected data on married women, while the 2006 and 2011 surveys
were extended to single and cohabiting women. Thus, I constrain the 2006 and 2011 samples to
married women.

The surveys contain detailed questions on women’s reports of 29 domestic violence incidents.5

The interviews were conducted in private by professional interviewers, and the women surveyed were
guaranteed confidentiality, reducing concerns of under-reporting (Ellsberg et al., 2001). I use these to
construct indicators of a woman having experienced IPV in the last 12 months in any of the following
categories: economic, physical, psychological, and sexual IPV. This is consistent with how previous
studies have classified IPV incidents (see Stevenson and Wolfers 2006; La Mattina 2017). With
these indicators, I construct a summary indicator equal to one if the respondent has experienced
any type of domestic violence in the last 12 months, which is my main outcome of interest. Along
domestic violence items, the surveys contain a rich set of demographic characteristics, which I use as

5 In 2006 and 2011 an additional item was added. I restrict the sample to the original 29 indicators to ensure
comparability.
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control variables. In particular, I control for age, education, working status, urban/rural location,
and state Gross Domestic Product (GDP).

Data on the driving distance from each municipality to Mexico City was coded from Google
Maps, and is measured in kilometers. The distance of municipalities within Mexico City was
coded to zero. Two states are excluded from the sample: Baja California and Baja California
Sur. Baja California was excluded because Google Maps did not return a driving distance between
municipalities there and Mexico City. Baja California Sur was excluded because the driving distance
included a ferry that takes a much longer time than driving, potentially making the distance not
comparable to actual driving distance assigned to other states. Finally, data on GDP by state was
collected from the INEGI, and is measured in millions of 2008 Mexican Pesos. Table 1 presents
summary statistics.

Table 1. Summary statistics

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VARIABLES mean sd min max
Age 43.7904 14.0047 14.0000 104.0000
Primary education 0.3237 0.4679 0.0000 1.0000
Secondary education 0.4338 0.4956 0.0000 1.0000
Tertiary education 0.1687 0.3745 0.0000 1.0000
Urban 0.7716 0.4198 0.0000 1.0000
Works 0.4686 0.4990 0.0000 1.0000
Driving distance (in km) 728.2760 506.6965 0.0000 2,515.67
IPV 0.3956 0.4890 0.0000 1.0000
GDP 14381.35 11385.47 1311.591 52703.56

The model to estimate is a standard difference-in-differences with treatment intensities, using
the distance to Mexico City as a measure of exposure to abortion rights. Thus, the equation to
estimate is given by:

IPVimt = αm + βPostt ×Distancem +X ′imtδ + µt + εimt (1)

where IPVimt is an indicator for having experienced domestic violence in the last 12 months, αm is
a municipality fixed effect, µt is a time fixed effect, Ximt is a vector of controls, Postt is a dummy
variable equal to 1 after decriminalization and zero otherwise (capturing the time variability), and
Distancem is the driving distance from municipality m to Mexico City (capturing the cross-section
variability). The parameter of interest is β, which captures the differential evolution of domestic
violence in municipalities further away from Mexico City (which are less exposed to accessing legal
abortion). To address potential correlation across error terms within the same municipality, I cluster
standard errors at the municipality level.6

6 Results are robust to clustering standard errors at the state level. Given the low number of states (30), I also
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4. Results

Table 2 reports estimates for several specifications of equation (1). Column 1 reports Ordinary
Least Squares (OLS) estimates including no controls, only regressing the IPV indicator on the
interaction between the standardized driving distance to Mexico City with the dummy variable for
after implementation. The estimated coefficient is positive and statistically significant at the 5%
level. Specifically, after legalization, an increase in one standard deviation in the distance to Mexico
City (about 500 km or 310 miles) increases the probability of experiencing domestic violence in 1.46
percentage points.

Table 2. Main results
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Distance × Post 0.0146** 0.0145** 0.0140** 0.0156** 0.0143* 1.064** 1.063**
(0.00682) (0.00681) (0.00689) (0.00725) (0.00727) (0.0306) (0.0328)

Model LPM LPM LPM LPM LPM Logit Logit
Individual controls No Yes No No Yes No Yes
Urban area control No No Yes No Yes No Yes
State GDP control No No No Yes Yes No Yes
Municipalities 497 497 497 497 497 497 497
Observations 184,779 184,525 184,779 184,779 184,525 184,779 184,525

Notes: Standard errors clustered at the municipality level reported in parentheses. The dependent variable is
a dummy variable equal to 1 if the respondent reports having experienced any type of domestic violence in the
last 12 months. Distance is the driving distance from the respondent’s municipality to Mexico City (measured
in kilometers) and is normalized to have mean zero and standard deviation of 1. Post is a dummy variable equal
to one after abortion legalization in Mexico City. Individual controls are age, age squared, indicators for having
completed primary school, high school, and any tertiary education, and a dummy variable for working. Urban
area control is a dummy variable equal to one if the respondent resides in an urban area (or an urban comple-
ment area). State GDP control is the natural logarithm of the GDP at the state level in the survey year. LPM
stands for Linear Probability Model. Logistic regression model reports odds ratios. All regressions include mu-
nicipality fixed effects and year fixed effects. *** Significant at the 1% level, ** Significant at the 5% level, *
Significant at the 10% level

Column 2 adds individual controls: age (and age squared), a dummy variable for working
status, and dummy variables for schooling level (primary, secondary, and tertiary or more). The
estimated coefficient remains almost unchanged and statistically significant at the 5% level. Column
3 augments the baseline specification by including a dummy variable for urban area, with similar
results. Column 4 reports the estimate while controlling for the state GDP, to control for how
correlation between distance to Mexico City and variations in GDP can confound the effect, and
I find similar results. Column 5 reports the estimate while including all previous controls, the
coefficient is similar to previous estimates and significant at the 10% level (p=0.0503). Columns 6
and 7 report odds ratios from a logistic regression, with no controls and with all previous controls,

perform the Wild Bootstrap that imposes the null (Cameron et al., 2008), and results remain significant. All results
not shown are available upon request.
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respectively. Estimates show that an increase in one standard deviation in the driving distance to
Mexico City after decriminalization increases the odds of experiencing any sort of IPV by 6.3%.

The main result shows that, after legalization, women municipalities further away from Mexico
City (and therefore less exposed to legal abortion) are more likely to report having experienced
domestic violence in the last 12 months. To assess the robustness of the result, I now propose a
variety of robustness checks, additional controls, and false experiments in Table 3. First, if the
effect is actually driven by abortion legalization, we would expect to see no effect in older women,
since abortion is less relevant for them. Column 1 presents estimates for the subgroup of women
older than 55, showing a non-statistically significant estimate, consistent with this mechanism.7

Given the difference-in-differences with treatment intensity strategy, a potential concern is that
results could be driven just by the zero distance of Mexico City to itself. To address this concern,
Column 2 estimates equation 1 while excluding Mexico City from the sample, showing a similar
estimate to the one previously obtained, suggesting that results are not merely driven by Mexico
City. Column 3 uses straight line distance as an alternative measure of distance, finding a similar
result, although the coefficient is smaller and statistically significant at the 10% level.

Table 3. Robustness checks and further results
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Distance × Post 0.0124 0.0154** − 0.0146** 0.0160** 0.0139 0.0140* −
(0.00962) (0.00757) − (0.00723) (0.00763) (0.00984) (0.00727) −

Line Distance × Post − − 0.0122* − − − − −
− − (0.00686) − − − − −

False interaction − − − − − − − 0.0108
− − − − − − − (0.00849)

Municipalities 496 483 497 497 497 397 497 497
Observations 37,452 178,672 184,766 184,525 184,525 147,333 184,766 89,641

Notes: Standard errors clustered at the municipality level reported in parentheses. The dependent variable is a dummy variable
equal to 1 if the respondent reports having experienced any type of domestic violence in the last 12 months. Distance is the
driving distance from the respondent’s municipality to Mexico City (measured in kilometers) and is normalized to have mean
zero and standard deviation of 1. Line distance is the straight line distance connecting Mexico City and the respondent’s mu-
nicipality, also normalized to have mean zero and standard deviation of 1. Post is a dummy variable equal to one after abortion
legalization in Mexico City. False interaction is an interaction term between the driving distance and a dummy variable for the
year 2006. Column 1 constrains the sample to women over 55 years of age. Column 2 excludes municipalities within Mexico
City. Column 4 controls for states that passed restrictive abortion laws in the sample period. Column 5 controls for states that
passed unilateral divorce laws. Column 6 excludes states that border the United States. Column 7 adds an indicator of cartel
activity in the municipality from Coscia and Rios (2012). Column 8 constrains the sample to pre-legalization periods (2003 and
2006). All regressions control for age, age squared, indicators for having completed primary school, high school, and any ter-
tiary education, a dummy variable for working status, urban area, and State GDP control. All regressions include municipality
fixed effects and year fixed effects. *** Significant at the 1% level, ** Significant at the 5% level, * Significant at the 10% level

A potential concern is that a number of states passed restrictive abortion laws as a response to
7 It is worth noting, however, that the estimated coefficient is not zero and is somewhat close to the original

estimate, casting some doubts about the mechanism. However, if the effect on domestic violence is driven by em-
powerment in general, then it could be that even older expierence mild reductions in domestic violence if they gain
empowerment through abortion legalization.
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decriminalization in Mexico City (Clarke et al., 2016b). If this happens to correlate with distance,
then it could confound the results. Column 4 addresses this concern by including a dummy variable
for states that passed restrictive abortion laws, and the estimated coefficient remains unchanged.8

Another potential concern is that a number of states have passed unilateral divorce laws, which
have been found to have an effect on domestic violence (Garcıa-Ramos, 2017). In Column 5 I report
the estimated coefficient while including a dummy variable for the state passing a unilateral divorce
law (Mexico City and Hidalgo), finding a similar result to previous estimates.

Another potential concern is that results could be driven by the 2008 financial crisis in the
United States, affecting mostly the northern states which are more dependent on the United States
economy. Column 6 estimates equation 1 while excluding the northern states. The coefficient is
no longer statistically significant at conventional levels (p=0.16), but its magnitude remains largely
unchanged. The loss of significance could potentially be driven by the loss of 100 municipalities (over
20% of the sample). Another concern is that, given that the after implementation period is after the
onset of the Mexican War on Drugs, if municipalities with more cartel conflict happen to be far from
Mexico City and cartel violence creates spillovers to domestic violence then this could confound the
results. To address this concern, Column 7 adds an indicator of cartel activity in the municipality,
taken from Coscia and Rios (2012), showing a similar result.9 Finally, to argue that results are
driven by abortion legalization, Column 8 reports estimates of a false experiment: I restrict the
sample to the pre-legalization years and construct a false interaction as if decriminalization had
happened in 2006. The estimated coefficient is small and not statistically significant, suggesting
that there was not a break in trends before the intervention.

5. Conclusion

This paper explores the connection between abortion legalization and male-to-female domestic
violence in the case of Mexico. Given that only Mexico City legalized abortion, and that anyone can
travel to Mexico City to get the treatment there, I estimate a difference in difference with treatment
intensities, using the driving distance to Mexico City as a measure of exposure. Results show that,
after legalization, women in municipalities further away from Mexico City are more likely to report
having experienced domestic violence in the last 12 months. In particular, an increase in 500km
(about 310 miles) in the driving distance implies an increase in the probability of experiencing
domestic violence of around 1.4 percentage points. The result is robust to alternative specifications
and to controlling for confounding factors, such as state GDP, the passing of restrictive abortion
laws, the passing of unilateral divorce laws, and cartel activity at the municipality level.

8 This is consistent with Clarke et al. (2016a), who find that abortion legalization in Mexico City had a substantial
effect on fertility and empowerment, while restrictive abortion laws in other states had little to no effect.

9 Coscia and Rios (2012) construct a yearly indicator of cartel activity for each municipality since the 90s, using
an algorithm to scrape news sources and specialized blogs. Since the last period in their sample is 2010, I impute for
2011 the cartel presence of 2010.
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