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On a smartphone screen Rob (not his
real name) looked good. Twenty-four

years old, classically handsome, with a job
on Wall Street, he was an attractive pros-
pect on dating apps. Shepherding women
from bar to bedroom was easy. Sex was on
tap. Then in March covid-19 struck New
York City and shut off the mains. 

It is a frustrating time to be single. So-
cial distancing makes meeting in the flesh
hard. Some people are still trying. In social-
ly conservative Bangladesh, where cohabi-
tation is rare, couples rushed to get married
before lockdown started. In Italy lovers
rendezvous in supermarket queues. 

But many more are looking for love on
the internet. Some people are trying to re-
create old formats online. In Lagos profes-
sionals host virtual games nights for the
unattached. In China people dance the
night away at “internet discos”, before
peeling off into message boards to chat pri-
vately. But others are embracing a new
set-up: the virtual date. And the solitude of
lockdown is making them reconsider what

they want from romantic relationships. 
Nearly 240m people use dating apps

and websites. Even before the pandemic
American couples were more likely to meet
each other through online-dating services
than through personal contacts, according
to a study published in 2019 by sociologists
from Stanford University and the Universi-
ty of New Mexico. Such apps are increas-
ingly popular in poor countries, too, espe-
cially where dating is frowned upon. In
Bangladesh and Egypt singletons have
flocked to apps such as Tinder.

Dating apps are designed to push users
off their phones and into bars, a less-than-
ideal model in the middle of a pandemic.
But user numbers for the five most popular
online dating services have held steady this
year, according to App Annie, a market-re-
search firm. And would-be Romeos and Ju-

liets are using them more intensely than
they were before covid-19 struck. In April
the average number of messages sent daily
across Match products, including Ok-
Cupid, PlentyOfFish, Tinder, Hinge and
Match.com, was up by 27% compared with
the last week of February. During the worst
week of China’s epidemic, in late February,
the average user of TanTan, a Chinese app,
spent 30% longer on the app than normal. 

Before the pandemic, online daters
complained about the fickleness of their
peers. Many failed to initiate conversa-
tions with those they were matched with; if
they did, the other party soon disappeared,
according to Dawoon Kang of Coffee Meets
Bagel, an app. The ease with which users
could make connections encouraged them
to treat matches as if they were “replace-
able”, argues Rachel DeAlto, a relationships
expert from Match, one of the first dating
websites. This stoked frustration; last Oc-
tober 45% of American users told Pew that
online dating was a vexing experience. 

But covid-19 has rendered users less
flighty. Between late February and late
March, the average length of a conversation
on Tinder, one of the most popular apps,
surged by 25%. “People are taking the time
to get to know each other more,” says Ms
Kang, who has seen a similar shift on Cof-
fee Meets Bagel. In Bangladesh the daily
video calls Shenaz has with her boyfriend,
whom she met on Tinder five months ago,
last for hours. She was worried they would 
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2 drift apart during lockdown, but knowing
that she cannot meet someone new “has
made me commit to this relationship”
more than she did before. (She is luckier
than some. Saeda Bani of brac, a Bangla-
deshi ngo, says men from poor families are
commandeering the mobile phones of fe-
male relatives, younger ones in particular,
to stop them from spending money on
phone credit or talking to strange men.) 

The pandemic has also made singletons
more willing to show their faces. Before it,
they rarely turned on the webcam. Video-
conferencing was “a business thing”, says
Mike, a 28-year-old Bumble user from
Perth; using it for dating seemed creepy.
Just 6% of American singles said they were
likely to have used video to meet people be-
fore the pandemic, according to a poll of
Match users conducted in mid-April.

But Zoom chats with friends and family
have become routine in the age of covid-19.
Some 70% of American singles surveyed by
Match said they would now use video.
Bumble, which introduced video chat last
July, reported an 84% increase in the num-
ber of video calls between the third and
fourth weeks of March. Hinge, the League
and Match added video last month. Face-
book Dating and Tinder plan to do so, too.

And people are surprisingly willing to
bare their souls on video dates. At home
there are fewer distractions to nudge along
a dull conversation than there would be at a
restaurant enlivened by a bickering couple.
Mike realised that the only way to avoid the
dreaded “awkward pause” during his virtu-
al dates was to “really listen, really react
and go deep into what we’re talking about.”
The result is that “you end up really invest-
ing in each other.” And such dates weed out
those unable to make conversation, points
out Abigail Arunga, a journalist in Nairobi.

These shifts reveal a desire for compan-
ionship, argues Ms DeAlto. They also high-
light the unease felt by some with the rush
of romance pre-covid. Merav Gur, a psy-
chologist in Manhattan, says that before
the pandemic her millennial patients felt
pressure to have casual sex. The more anx-
ious shunned dating altogether. More con-
fident millennials like Rob, the banker,
threw themselves headlong into hook-up
culture but it left them dissatisfied. 

Isolation has improved their emotional
lives, says Ms Gur. Those who felt hurt by
the casualness of dating apps say the peo-
ple they are meeting now are kinder and
more responsive than before the pandem-
ic. App users surveyed in March by the Kin-
sey Institute at the University of Indiana
“were more likely to say that they found
other users to be friendlier than usual,
more willing to have video chats, and more
willing to have deep conversations” than
before the pandemic, says Justin Leh-
miller, one of the study’s authors.

Where lockdowns lift, the old ways are

returning. In Beijing, which is slowly re-
opening, parks are filling up with strolling
couples and restaurants are busy serving
tables for two. In Iran, which has allowed
cars back on the streets, a teacher says that
he has registered as a driver on one of the
country’s ride-hailing apps, hoping to meet
women. But Ms DeAlto predicts that until
people need no longer worry about co-
vid-19, most singletons will be wary of
close contact with potential mates. Almost
all OkCupid users, polled since March, say
they plan to continue using video. The vir-
tual date may outlast the pandemic. 7

Even before covid-19 began to spread,
domestic abusers often tried to isolate

their victims so as to exert physical and
psychological control over them. Lock-
downs have magnified their ability to do
that. Those at risk—be they partners, chil-
dren or parents—can no longer escape,
even briefly, to school or work. To help
them, policymakers, social workers and
campaigners are having to innovate. 

The pandemic has probably made do-
mestic violence worse, but proving it is
hard. Some rich countries are reporting
more calls for help, says Claudia Garcia-
Moreno, who leads the World Health Orga-
nisation’s (who) efforts against violence

against women. In France reports to police
of domestic violence rose by at least 30% in
the first week of the lockdown imposed in
mid-March. Other places are noting steep
declines. Reports of domestic violence in
New York City in April dropped by 35%
compared with the same month last year.
Overall crime, by comparison, fell by 29%
over the same period. 

Even in normal times domestic vio-
lence is underreported. The un estimates
that less than 40% of women who are phys-
ically abused at home seek any kind of
help. In lockdown victims may be scared to
call the police or a helpline if their tormen-
tor can overhear them. Victims may stay in
their homes for fear of infection. Those
who have lost their jobs may find it even
more difficult to leave. The pandemic is
making it harder to get help to the vulner-
able—social workers fear infection, too. 

Domestic-abuse hotlines say that grow-
ing numbers of callers refer to covid-19—
and the related economic fallout. Katie
Ray-Jones, head of America’s national hot-
line, says the lockdown is prompting some
already abusive men to become more so;
some of those who were verbally abusive
before are becoming physically violent.
Others are lying to their victims about lock-
down rules, telling them that they are not
allowed to leave the house under any cir-
cumstances, for instance.

Lockdowns are forcing those who help
to be more innovative. Technology has long
been useful. Refuge, a British charity, has
an online-chat tool that shows survivors
how to set up strict privacy features on
their mobile phones. Many shelters and
hotlines already have a button on their
website that takes those looking for help to
Google’s home-page and floods their
search history with unremarkable sites in
case their abuser walks into the room.

Online tools are especially useful now.
A Dutch helpline is seeing increased num-
bers of children asking for advice on com-
munity forums and using their online chat
tool to talk to experts. And the pandemic is
prompting fresh thinking. Courts in New
York state have started issuing orders of
protection virtually. If the scheme remains
in place after the pandemic, it would re-
move the obstacle of having to go physi-
cally to a court to gain legal protection from
an abuser. Staff at the Sexual Assault and
Violence Intervention Programme at
Mount Sinai Hospital in New York are now
doing Zoom therapy sessions. 

Where internet access is limited and le-
gal protections are weaker technology may
be less help. In Latin America mobile-data
charges are unaffordable for many, so the
who is trying to spread information about
the help available through adverts on tele-
vision and radio. Domestic abuse will out-
live the pandemic. With luck, so will new
tools to combat it. 7

The pandemic is probably making
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