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EPIDEMIOLOGIC CHARACTERISTICS OF PRIMARY HOMICIDES IN THE
UNITED STATES

JANINE JASON,1 MELINDA FLOCK1 AND CARL W. TYLER, JR.1

Jason , J . (CDC, Atlanta , GA 30333), M. Floc k and C. W. Tyler , Jr. Epldemio -
logi c characteristic s of primar y homicide s in th e Unite d States . Am J
Epidemiol 1983;117:419-28.

Homicid e is one of the fiv e leadin g cause s of death for all person s 1-44
years of age. Over half of the homicide s occurrin g in 1979 did not involv e the
perpetratio n of anothe r crime . The author s have define d thes e as primar y
homicide s and sugges t that thes e death s requir e the formulatio n of publi c
healt h and socia l service s preventio n strategies . An epidemiologi c assess -
ment of primar y homicide s In the Unite d States for 1976 throug h 1979 showe d
the following . Sixt y per cent of primar y homicide s were male victim/mal e of-
fende r events ; 40% involve d a femal e as a victi m and/o r as an offender . Three
per cent of primar y homicide s were femal e victim/femal e offende r events ;
97% involve d a male as a victi m and/o r as an offender . Primar y homicide s
involvin g femal e victim s or offender s were mor e frequentl y intrafamllia l than
thos e involvin g males , but rates of Intrafamllla l homicide s by males were
greate r tha n thos e Involvin g females . The preponderanc e of all primar y
homicide s occurre d betwee n acquaintances , but the relationshi p betwee n
victi m and offende r varie d wit h age, sex , and race . The weapon s used varie d
wit h the victim' s and offender' s age, sex , and race , and wit h the relationshi p
betwee n victi m and offender . Based on the describe d patterns , preventio n
measure s shoul d be divide d Into thre e broa d areas : Intrafamllla l violence ,
extrafamilia l violence , and male pattern s of aggression . Key targe t popula -
tion s for the firs t area Includ e females , rura l households , and the very youn g
or very old . A key targe t populatio n for the secon d area is teenag e males .
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420 JASON, FLOCK AND TYLER

tion of another crime (primary homicides)
and those occurring during the perpetra-
tion of another crime (secondary homi-
cides).

We propose that primary homicides are
of public health concern. This suggestion
is made for three reasons. First, national
law enforcement documents have ex-
pressed concern that the high proportion
of homicides by family or acquaintances
of the victims is indicative that "murder
is largely a societal problem beyond the
control of the law enforcement commu-
nity" (14). Second, homicides occurring as
a result of personal disagreements or con-
flicts have been cited as a targeted public
health issue in the Surgeon General's
"Objectives for the Nation" (15). Third,
the foundations for medical and public
health involvement in this problem have
already been laid in the area of family
violence (16-20).

Characterization of the problem has
been an essential step for the formulation of
prevention and intervention measures in
the areas of child abuse (21), spouse abuse
(20), and family violence (17). Feeling that
an epidemiologic characterization of prima-
ry homicide was equally essential for deter-
mining the role of non-law enforcement
agencies in the area of homicide, we an-
alyzed data on primary homicides that
occurred from 1976 through 1979 in the
United States.

MATERIAL S AND METHODS

Law enforcement agencies across the
United States voluntarily contribute case
information on a monthly basis to the
Federal Bureau of Investigation-Uniform
Crime Reporting Program (FBI-UCR) for
eight Crime Index offenses. Details of this
reporting program are provided elsewhere
(13, 14). Murder and nonnegligent man-
slaughter together constitute one of these
eight reportable offenses, a category that
is defined as follows:

The willfu l (nonnegligent) killin g of one
human being by another

The classification of this offense, as in all
other Crime Index offenses, is based solely on
police investigation as opposed to the determi-
nation of a court, medical examiner, coroner,
jury, or other judicial body. Not included in the
count for this offense classification are deaths
caused by negligence, suicide, or accident; jus-
tifiable homicides, which are the killings of
felons by law enforcement officers in the line of
duty or by private citizens; and attempts to
murder or assaults to murder, which are scored
as aggravated assaults (14, p 6)

Over 96 per cent of homicide reports are
accompanied by supplementary data con-
cerning details about the victim, offender,
and event (Supplementary Homicide Re-
port). We assume that these supplemen-
tary data are representative of all of-
fenses. Identification of primary homi-
cides is based upon FBI-UCR information
concerning the circumstances associated
with the homicide (13, 14). The term
"primary homicide" refers to those ho-
micides identified as definitely not occur-
ring during the perpetration of another
criminal act (13).

Ninety-eight per cent of all primary
homicide incidents had only one victim.
The offender was identified in 93 per cent
of all primary homicide incidents; 93 per
cent of these primary homicide incidents
with an identifiable offender had only one
offender. In incidents involving more
than one victim and/or offender, only the
first-specified offender and the first-
specified victim are used in analyses of
weapon usage, relationships, and cir-
cumstances. Multiple victims or offenders
are not listed or specified in any prede-
termined order for any given incident,
(FBI-UCR, personal communication,
1981). When racial comparisons are
made, they wil l be made for only the two
predominant categories, i.e., white and
black. These two categories include 98 per
cent of all victims and 91 per cent of all
offenders.

Incidence figures are given in regard to
the victims or to the offenders; they will ,
therefore, be noted as victim-specific or
offender-specific. Numerators for national
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incidence figures presented here were cal-
culated as follows: (Number of all primary
homicide victims or offenders with the de-
scribed characteristics) x 1.04. The factor
1.04 is based on the FBI-UCR estimate
that 96 per cent of all homicides are rep-
resented by supplementary data. Inci-
dence figures for Standard Metropolitan
Statistical Areas (SMSA), non-SMSAs,
and regions are based on data from tables
1 and 3 in reference 14. SMS As can be
only broadly defined as urban areas;
non-SMSAs as rural areas. Population es-
timates were obtained from the US
Bureau of the Census. All rates are given
per 100,000 population with the described
characteristics.

RESULTS

Victims

Between 1976 and 1979, 63 per cent of
all homicide victims died from assaults
not related to another crime. Racial and
sexual proportions did not change in this
time period. Sex- and race-specific rates
for 1979 are given in table 1A. The 1979
rate for black males was 7.3 times that for
white males; the rate for black females
was 5.8 times that for white females. For
the entire time period, the rate for male
victims was 3.5 times that for female vic-
tims.

Figure 1 gives victim- and age-specific
incidence rates for primary homicide. The
mean and median ages of the victims de-
clined slightly between 1976 and 1979
from 33.5 years to 32.8 years and from 31
years to 30 years, respectively. The over-
all mean and median ages of the victims
were 33.1 years and 30 years, respec-
tively. These ages varied inversely with
the closeness of the relationship between
victim and offender: The mean and me-
dian ages of the victims were 36.3 years
and 34 years, respectively, when the
homicide was intrafamilial; 33.0 years
and 29 years, respectively, when it oc-
curred between acquaintances; and 31.4
years and 28 years, respectively, when it

TABLE 1

Primary homicide rates* United States, 1979

Race
Sex

Male Female

A. Victim-specific rates, by sex and race of the victim^
White 5 4 1.6

(n = 6242)
Black 39.2 9 3

(n = 5851)
Victim N 9408 2685

B. Offender-specific rates, by sex and race of the
offendert

White 5.6 0.9
(ra = 5820)

Black 40.3 9 5
in = 5994)

Offender N 9747 2067

* Rate is calculated as (1 04 x number of victims
or offenders listed on the Supplementary Homicide
Report)/(US population) It is expressed as the rate
per 100,000 persons.

t Excludes 282 victims of races other than white
or black or of unknown race or sex.

X Excludes 1263 offenders of races other than
white or black or of unknown race or sex

occurred between strangers. This pattern
was true for either sex and for whites and
blacks.

Offenders

Between 1976 and 1979, 75 per cent of
all homicide offenders were involved in
primary incidents. As with victims, racial
and sexual proportions were stable over
the four-year period. Sex- and race-
specific rates for 1979 are given in table
IB. The rate for black male offenders was
7.2 times that for white males; the rate for
black female offenders was 10.6 times
that for white females. For the entire time
period, the rate of homicide by male of-
fenders was 4.6 times that by female of-
fenders.

Figure 2 gives offender- and age-
specific incidence rates for primary
homicide. The mean age of the offenders
was 32.4 years; the median age was 29
years. As with victims, the mean and me-
dian ages of the offenders were greatest
when the involved parties were family

 at R
eprints D

esk on O
ctober 7, 2015

http://aje.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://aje.oxfordjournals.org/


422 JASON, FLOCK AND TYLER

45 5 0 5 5 60 66 TO 76 SO 85 90

VICTIM'S AGE IN YEARS

FIGURE 1. Victim-specific primary homicide rates, by age of victim, United States, 1979. Rates are calcu-
lated as (number of victims reported x 1 04V(US population) Primary homicides are defined as those not
occurring during the perpetration of another crime. .TV = 12,241; this excludes 134 victims of unknown age

members (mean 35.7 years; median 32
years); followed by when they were ac-
quaintances (mean 32.6 years; median 28
years); and when they were strangers
(mean 30.1 years; median 26 years). This
pattern was true for both sexes and for
whites and blacks.

Victiml offender
General. The victim was of the same

race as the offender in 94 per cent of pri-

mary homicide incidents in which the
race of both victim and offender was
known. Both the victim and offender were
male in the majority of incidents (table 2).
Female offender/male victim incidents
were proportionately more common in
blacks than in whites.

Relationship between victim and of-
fender. The distribution of identified
victim/offender relationships did not
change over this time period, but the pro-

10 IB 20 25 30 36 40 45 60 55

OFFENDER'S AGE IN YEAHS

70 75 SO 85 90

FIGURE 2. Offender-specific primary homicide rates, by age of offender, United States, 1979. Rates are
calculated as (number of offenders reported x 1.04)/(US population). Primary homicides are defined as those
not occurring during the perpetration of another crime. N = 11,909; this excludes 1168 offenders of un-
known age.
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HOMICIDE AS A PUBLIC HEALTH ISSUE 423

TABL E 2

Per cent distribution for first-specified offender's
sex and first-specified victim's* sex, by race of the

first-specified victim, primary homicides,
United States, 1976-1979

Male/male
Female/female
Female/male
Male/female

Total %
Incident Nt

White

62.4
23

12 2
23 1

100 0
20,025

Black

59 1
3.2

20 2
17 5

100.0
21,437

* In incidents involving multiple victims or
offenders, these are not listed m any predetermined
order (FBI-UCR, personal communication, 1981).

t Excludes 3990 incidents in which the race of the
first-specified victim was unknown or other than
black or white or in which the victim or offender
was of unknown sex.

portion of unidentified offenders in-
creased. Over the entire period, in 12.5
per cent of SMSA and 4 per cent of non-
SMSA homicide incidents an offender was
not ascertained. When the offender could
be determined, 29 per cent of SMSA and

36 per cent of non-SMSA homicides were
intrafamilial; 59 per cent and 56 per cent,
respectively, involved acquaintances; and
12 per cent and 8 per cent involved stran-
gers.

Relationships varied significantly with
the race and sex of the victim and of-
fender; sex was the more dramatic fac-
tor (table 3). White females were involved
mainly in intrafamilial homicides; black
females, in situations involving family or
acquaintances; all males, in situations
involving acquaintances. However, both
victim-specific and offender-specific fa-
milial homicide rates for males (1.8 for
victims; 1.9 for offenders) were greater
than those for females (1.2 for victims; 1.0
for offenders). Homicides involving stran-
gers were proportionately more common
among males. Blacks were involved in a
smaller proportion of homicides relating
to family and strangers and a higher pro-
portion of homicides involving acquain-
tances than were whites. Specified relation-
ships between victim and offender also

TABLE 3

Per cent distribution of the relationship between the first-specified victim and the first-specified offender,
by race and sex of the victim and between the first-specified offender and the first-specified victim, by race

and sex of the offender,* primary homicides, United States, 1976—1979

Relationship

Family
Acquaintance
Stranger
Unidentified

Total %t
Incident N

Family
Acquaintance
Stranger
Unidentified

Total per centt
Incident N

White male

21
49
15
15

100
16,591

27
52
13
7

100
16,502

White female Black male

57
32

4
6

100
5354

66
29

3
2

100
2900

First-specified victim
20
62

9
9

100
17,942

First-specified offender
19
65
10
5

100
17,009

Black female

43
47

3
6

100
4619

49
46

3
2

100
4998

Totatt

27
52
10
11

100
44,506

29
55
10
5

100
41,409

* Information given is only for first-specified victim and first-specified offender in each incident. In in-
cidents involving multiple victims or offenders, these are not listed in any predetermined order (FBI-UCR,
personal communication, 1981).

t Totals exclude 946 or 4043 incidents involving victims or offenders of other races, unknown race, or un-
known sex.

t Total per cent may not equal sum because of rounding
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424 JASON, FLOCK AND TYLER

varied with the offender's and victim's
age. At all ages, the majority of homi-
cides involved family or acquaintances;
however, family involvement was least
common, and involvement with strangers
was most common, when the victim or
offender was a teenager (figures 3 and 4).

Weapons used. Weapons used varied
with the age of the victim and the of-
fender; however, after age nine years for
the victim and for almost all ages for of-
fender, the majority of homicides involved
firearms. Weapons used also varied with
race and with the sex of the victim and
offender (table 4). Overall differences in
distribution between blacks and whites
were slight; sex was a more dramatic fac-
tor. Male offenders used a higher propor-
tion of guns and a smaller proportion of
knives than did female offenders, except

when the victim was a white male. Ap-
proximately one third of black female of-
fenders used knives; this proportion was
much higher than that for any other of-
fender group, was present at all ages for
offender, and was not affected by the sex
of the victim. Although female offenders
used knives as frequently for male as for
female victims (26 per cent and 28 per
cent, respectively), they used guns almost
twice as often for male victims as for
female victims (65 per cent and 36 per
cent, respectively). Male offenders used
guns and knives only slightly more fre-
quently for male compared with female
victims (68 per cent vs. 64 per cent, re-
spectively, for guns; 20 per cent vs. 14 per
cent, respectively, for knives). When the
victim was a female, male offenders used
a higher proportion of guns and a smaller

Pin t . V/ir-ti m n J = AK f11Q

100

V ~

AGE OF THE FIRST-SPECIFIED VICTIM

FIGURE 3 Victim-specific per cent distributions of age of first-specified victim by relationship between
first-specified victim and first-specified offender. Primary homicides, United States, 1976—1979. Primary
homicides are defined as those not occurring during the perpetration of another crime. In incidents involving
multiple victims or offenders, these are not specified in any predetermined order (FBI-UCR, personal com-
munication, 1981). N = 45,019, this excludes 433 first-specified victims of unknown age
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AGE OF FIRST-SPECIFIED OFFENDER
FIGURE 4. Offender-specific per cent distributions of age of first-specified offender by relationship between

first-specified offender and first-specified victim. Primary homicides, United States, 1976-1979. Primary
homicides are defined as those not occurring during the perpetration of another crime In incidents involving
multiple victims or offenders, these are not specified in any predetermined order (FBI-UCR, personal com-
munication, 1981). N = 41,552, this excludes 3900 first-specified offenders of unknown age.

TABLE 4

Per cent distribution of weapons used, by race and sex of the first-specified victim and sex of the
first-specified offender, primary homicide incidents, United States, 1976-1979*

Weapon

Guns
Cutting instruments
Other*

Tota l*
Incident N

White
MOt

66
20
14

100
12,506

male

FOt

75
13
12

100
2442

White
MO

64
12
24

100
4625

female
FO

33
17
50

100
452

Victim
Black

MO

73
19
8

100
12,668

male
FO

60
34

6

100
4328

Black
MO

66
16
18

100
3748

female
FO

40
36
24

100
693

* Excludes 3990 incidents in which the sex of the first-specified victim was unknown, or the race of the
first-specified victim was unknown or other than white or black, or the sex of the first-specified offender was
unknown. In incidents with more than one victim and/or offender, these are not specified in any predeter-
mined order (FBI-UCR, personal communication, 1981)

t Male offender (MO); female offender (FO).
t The category "other" includes blunt objects, bodily part, poison, arson, narcotics or drugs, strangulation,

asphyxiation, and the FBI-UCR category "other."
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proportion of knives than did female of-
fenders (64 per cent vs. 36 per cent, re-
spectively, for guns; 14 per cent vs. 28 per
cent, respectively for knives). When the
victim was a male, this pattern was true
for blacks, but not for whites.

Weapons used also varied with the re-
lationship between the victim and of-
fender. Blacks consistently used a rela-
tively high proportion of knives in homi-
cides involving acquaintances and of guns
in homicides involving strangers; this was
independent of the victim's sex. White
male offenders used a relatively high pro-
portion of guns in homicides involving
family and of knives in homicides involv-
ing strangers; this was independent of the
victim's sex.

Associated circumstances. Four per cent
of incidents were reported to involve a
lover's triangle. This was proportionately
most common when victim and offender
were acquaintances and when they were
30-34 years of age. Gang fights were in-
volved in 1 per cent of incidents and for
these, peak victim and offender ages were
15-19 years. Fights over money or prop-
erty were noted in 5 per cent of cases.
They were proportionately a more com-
mon circumstance among acquaintances
than among other relationship categories
and were proportionately more common
for victims 70-79 years or 55—59 years of
age and offenders 75—79 years of age
than for other age groups. Lastly, the
general category of "arguments" was re-
corded in 55 per cent of cases. This was
most common for intrafamilial homicides
and at ages 35-39 years for victims and
ages 45-49 years for offenders. Categories
that were seldom recorded included "child
killed by babysitter," "brawl due to the
influence of alcohol," "brawl due to the
influence of narcotics," and "other."

DISCUSSION

Homicide as a cause of death has ex-
cited the interest of social scientists, crim-
inologists, and psychologists. Public

health and preventive medicine spe-
cialists and epidemiologists have more re-
cently become attuned to the problems of
homicide and violence and to the possible
contributions that can be made toward
their resolution (10, 22, 23). It has been
noted that a first step in this process
should be the application of basic epide-
miologic techniques to these cases of mor-
bidity and mortality (10, 22). We agree
that epidemiologic techniques can assist
in the production of sound data for the
direction of causal and prevention models.
We furthermore suggest that primary
homicides, i.e., those not occurring during
the perpetration of another crime, are
particularly relevant to public health
planning, and we have thus examined
them epidemiologically.

Characteristics of primary homicides in
the United States were quite stable be-
tween 1976 and 1979. Four findings are
worthy of emphasis. First, primary homi-
cides were overwhelmingly intraracial
and involved male victims and/or offen-
ders. White females are at relatively low
risk compared with all other groups. Sec-
ond, the relationships between victims
and offenders varied with their race and
sex. For females compared with males
and whites compared with blacks, a
greater proportion of homicides involved
family members and a smaller proportion
involved acquaintances. Third, peak inci-
dence for victims and offenders was in
the most work-productive years of life.
Fourth, firearms were the predominant
weapon used in primary homicides; how-
ever, patterns of weapon usage varied
strikingly with the races and sexes of vic-
tims and offenders.

Many suggestions for further research
can be made on the basis of these data.
The most obvious questions include the
following: First, to what extent do racial
variations described here actually repre-
sent socioeconomic differences between
those races? Racial differences in socio-
economic status are striking, and ecologic
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correlations suggest that poverty may be
a more significant factor than race in re-
gard to violence (12, 22, 24). This issue
cannot be addressed using this data set,
but it is an important one (6, 12, 25). Sec-
ond, why do the patterns of weapon usage
vary with race and sex? Some explana-
tions come readily to mind. These varia-
tions might reflect differences in weapon
possession, location of the assault inci-
dent, immediate availability of weapon,
lethality of intent, skill with a given
weapon, strength differences between vic-
tim and offender, or cultural predisposi-
tion to certain forms of assault. These
possibilities can be only superficially
explored with our data. For instance,
homicides of male victims by female of-
fenders took place with guns more fre-
quently than those of female victims by
female offenders. This may have been be-
cause an assault upon a male with this
weapon was more likely to succeed than
one with another weapon, given the
strength differential between victim and
offender. If so, one might expect a smaller
difference between firearm usage in non-
fatal assaults by females of males than by
females of females. Strength differential
might also explain a male's more frequent
use of firearms and knives with a male
than with a female victim. The propor-
tionately high use of knives by black
females is less simple to explain on the
basis of strength differential between vic-
tim and offender. Black females could
possess fewer firearms than other groups
or could be involved in more home occur-
rences, where knives may be readily
available. This difference could also have
some cultural basis (26). A third question
raised by our findings concerns the racial
and sexual patterns seen in the relation-
ships between victims and offenders.
These may reflect different types of fam-
ily and extended family structures (26,
27) as well as differing perceptions of ac-
ceptable limits to intrafamilial and ac-
quaintance interactions and violence

(16-20, 27, 28). Both these possibilities
merit further investigation.

Prevention of primary homicide re-
quires a variety of measures. The first
broad area in need of prevention is intra-
familial violence. Law enforcement agen-
cies are increasingly aware of a need for
trained "domestic quarrel teams" and
"family crisis intervention units" (29).
Secondary prevention also includes crisis
centers and shelters for battered wives.
These techniques might be better directed
if the precipitating events for intrafamil-
ial homicide were better defined in na-
tional law enforcement data. Primary
prevention techniques might include par-
enting education on child discipline and
development, school health education on
family interactions, stress reduction
through neighborhood support systems,
and family counseling or therapy. The
role of the television medium in these
techniques has yet to be fully explored,
especially in light of the recent advent of
cable systems. The FBI-UCR data suggest
that while males are a key target popula-
tion for all types of primary homicide,
females, rural households, and the very
young or very old would especially profit
from programs to decrease intrafamilial
violence.

The second broad area in need of pre-
ventive measures is one that public
health has not yet addressed, i.e., non-
crime-associated violence between ac-
quaintances or strangers. Measures might
include school- and employment-located
education on 1) how to diffuse aggressive
or stressful situations effectively and
avoid physical conflict, and 2) what situa-
tions are associated with heightened risk,
e.g., arguments with acquaintances over
money or property or altercations with
strangers. They might also include legis-
lation and education to prevent weapon,
alcohol, and drug misuse. Males are a key
target population for this broad area of
prevention.

Finally, although it may appear trite or
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insurmountable, prevention measures
must include the alteration of male/male
interaction patterns in this country. Ag-
gression and violence appear to be an in-
grained element of the behavior of males
in our society. Unless this is changed,
primary violence and homicide can be ex-
pected to continue at a high level.
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