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Handgun Crime Victims 
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Offenaers armed with handguns committed 
an average of 639,000 violent crimes each 
year between 1979 and 1987. These crim
inals used handguns to kill an average of 
9,200 people each year and to wound 
15,000; they injured approximately 76,000 
victims a year in ways other than by shoot
ing them. 

en 87% of the nonfatal crimes involving 
handguns, the offender did not fire the 
weapon but used it to intimidate - accord
ing to victims' reports gathered through the 
National Crime Survey (NCS), an ongoing 
survey conducted in a nationwide sample 
of households. Victims reported that the 
offender fired the gun but missed in 10% 
of the crimes involving handguns and 
wounded the victim in 2%. 

Other major findings on the role of hand
guns in crime include the following: 

• Young black urban males were the group 
most vulnerable to victimization by an 
offender armed with a handgun. Urban 
black men age 16 to 24 were victimized 
at a rate more than twice as high as the 
rate of urban white men and of urban black 
women of similar ages. 

• Handgun crimes represented 10% of all 
violent crimes and 27% of all violem crimes 
by armed offenders that occurred during 
the period 1979-87. Offenders with hand
guns committed about 7% of all rapes, 
18% of all robberies, and 8% of all assaults 

• 
22% of aggravated assaults) during this 
eriod. Approximataly 4 in every 10 vic

tims of murder or non negligent manslaugh-
ter were killed by offenders with handguns. 
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Each year an estimated 639,000 
residents of the United States face 
an offender armed with a handgun. 
This Bureau of Justice Statistics 
Special Report describes key findings 
from an analysis of handgun crimes 
reported in the National Crima Survey 
for 1979-87. It describes the victims 
of hand-gun crime, how the handgun 
was used during the crime, and the 
nature and extent of handgun crime 
injury. it also provides information 
on handgun offenders, the location 
of handgun crimes, and whether the 
crime was reported to the police. 

BJS thanks the victims of handgun 
crimes for describing their experi
ences to survey interviewers and 
thereby providing the data necessary 
for reports such as this one. 

Joseph M. Bessette 
Acting Director 

• For violent crimes committed with a 
handgun, white offenders were responsible 
for 43% of the rapes, 22% of the robberies, 
and 58% of the aggravated assaults; 
blacks were responsible for 51% of the 
rapes, 67% of the robberies, and 35% 
of the assaults. 

• A higher percentage of crimes by stran
gers involved handguns than did c;imes 
by acquaintances or relatives of victims . 
While 12% of all violent crimes by stran
gers were committed by offenders 

Handguns and crime, 1979-87 

Handgun crimes 
Murder 
Rape 
Robbery 
Assault 

Nonfatal handgun crimes 
Victims Injured 

Shot 
Other injury 

Average 
annual 
number 

638,900 
9,200 

12,100 
210,000 
407,600 

629,700 
91,500 
15,000 
76,400 

Note: Detail may not add to tolal because 
of rounding. 

wielding handguns, 5% of violent crimes by 
acquaintances and 6% of violent crimes by 
relatives were committed with a handgun. 

• Of victims injured but not killed by gun
shot injuries, 28% were treated in emer
gency rooms and released, and 68% were 
hospitalized overnight or longer. About 
21 % of all victims of nonfatal gunshots 
were hospitalized for 3 weeks or more . 

• Victims of handgun robberies were more 
apt than other robbery victims to lose prop
erty in the robbery. Eighty percent of 
handgun robberies were completed versus 
61 % of robberies not involving handguns. 

• Victims of handgun crimes were much 
less likely to take self-protective measures 
such as fighting back, running away, or try
ing 10 dissuade the offender than were vic
tims of other violent crimes. Rfty-five 
percent of handgun crime victims took self
protective measures, compared to 76% of 
victims of violent crimes with no handgun 
present. 



Crimes committed with handguns 
Table 1. Average annual numhar and percent of handgun crlmea,1979-87 

Between 1979 and 1987 an average or 
639,000 violent crimes per year were com
mitted by offenders wielding a handgun 
(table 1). Of these, almost two-thirds were 
assaults and a third were robberies. Rape 
accounted for about 2% of handgun 
crlmas, and murder, about 1%. 

Violent 
Averago 
annual number 

Crimes committed with handGuns 
Average an- Percent of Percentof 

Murder and non negligent manslaughter 
by persons with a handgun are discussed 
separately from the other crimes commit
ted by offenders armed with handguns. 
(See the discussion on page 7.) The NCS 
relies on Interviews with victims and cannot 
report on murder and manslaughter. 

Victims of robbery were more likely than 
victims of rape or assault to be confronted 
by an offender armed with a handgun. 
Eighteen percent of all robberies were 
committed by such offenders, compared 
to 8% of all assaults and 7% of all rapes. 

The NCS counts a handgun present In a 
crime when a victim reports that the of
fender carried a handgun, shot It, or threat
ened with words o~ gestures to use it. Any 
assault In which a handgun Is displayed Is, 
by NCS definition, an aggravated assault. 
Any Injury caused by a gunshot Is, by NCS 
definition, a serious injury. 

crime olvlolent crimes nualnumber 

Total 6,668,OCO 

Murder' 20,600 
Rape 168,200 
Robbery 1,183,300 
Assault" 5,295,900 

Note: Detail may not add to total because 
01 rounding. 

638,900 

9,200 
12,100 

210,000 
407,600 

'Murder Includes non negligent manslaughter. 

Victim characteristics 

Victims of crimes In which a handgun was 
present resembled victims of all violent 
crimes. Members of the groups most 
vulnerable to violent crime- males, 
blacks, persons age 16 to 34, and urban 
residents - were also the most vulnerable 
to handgun crime (table 2). When suscep
tibility to all violent crime and susceptibility 
to handgun crime are compared, males 
and blacks were even more liable than fe
males and whites to be victims of handgun 
crimes. 

Table2. Average annual rate of handgun crime, by victim characterlsUcs, 1979-87 

Average annual rate olc-rlmes committed 
Victim with han~uns ~r 1,000 \Tcrsons ' 
characteristics Total Rape obbBry Assault" 

Total 3.3 

Sex 
Mala 4.8 
Female 2.0 

Race 
White 2.7 
Black 8.1 
Other 3.0 

Ethnlcity 
Hispanic 5.3 
Non-Hispanic 3.1 

Age 
12-15years 1.8 
16-19 6.8 
20-24 7.6 
25-34 4.6 
35-49 2.4 
50-64 1.6 
650rolder .6 

Place of residence 
Central city 5.9 
Suburbs 2.7 
Nonmelropolitan area 1.7 

Note: Rates may not add to total because 01 round
Ing. Rates do not Include persons k.iIIed by hand
guns during a crime. 
-Less than ,05 crimes per 1,000 persons or too few 
cases to obtain a statistically reliable estimate. 

.1 1.1 2.2 

1.7 3.1 
.1 .6 1.3 

.1 .8 1.9 

.2 3.6 4.3 
1.3 1.7 

.1 1.9 3.3 

.1 1.0 2.0 

.1 .6 1.1 

.2 1.7 4.8 

.1 2.1 5.4 

.1 1.6 2.9 
.9 1.5 
.7 .8 
.4 .2 

.1 2.4 3.4 
.8 1.8 
.3 1.4 

'Rate per 1,000 persons age 12 or oldor In each 
speclfiAd category of the population. 
"All assaults that Involve handguns are considered 
aggravated assaults. 
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violent crime handgun crime 

9.6% 100.0% 

44.4 1.4 
7.2 1.9 

17.7 32.9 
7.7 63.8 

"Assault total Includes both aggravated and simple 
assault By definition offenders in simple assaults 
are unarmed. 

Sex 

Excluding victims of murder, nonnegligent 
manslaughter, or simple assault, males 
were twice as likely as females to be a vic
tim of a violent crime, while they were 2.4 
times more likely than femaies to face a 
criminal who had a handgun (table 3). On 
average oach year, for every 1,000 males 
age 12 or older, there were 4.8 criminal 
victimizations Involving a handgun; for 
every 1,000 females, 2.0 such victimiza
tions. 

Race 

Blacks were three times as likely as White. 
to be victims of a violent crime committed 
with a handgun. Far every 1,000 blacks 
age 12 or older, there were an average 
8.1 victimizations involving handguns each 
year; for every 1,000 whites, 2.7 victimiza
tions; and for every 1,000 persons of other 
races, 3.0. 

Table 3. Average annual rete of violent 
crime (ralX', robbery, and aggravated 
assault) and handgun crime, by sex, 
race, and ethnlclty, 1979-87 

Sex 
Male 
Female 

Race 
White 
Black 
Other 

Ethnlcity 
Hispanic 

Average annual 
rate olvlolentcrlme 
victimizations per 1,000' Pilrcent 

All Involving Involving 
crimes" handGuns handguns 

22.6 4.8 21.1% 
11.5 2.0 17.4 

15.3 2.7 17.7 
28.1 8.1 28.9 
17.8 3.0 16.6 

22.9 5.3 22.9 
Non-Hispanic 16.2 3.1 19.4 

'Rate per 1,000 persons age 12 or older in each 
specified category of the population. 
"Rates do not Include simple assault, murder, 
and nonnegligent manslaughter. 



Blacks were four times as likely as whites 
to be victimized by robbers with handguns 

•
and about twice as likely as whites to be 
assaulted by someone with a handgun. 

Among all the violent crimes committed, of
fenders used handguns In a larger percent
age of crimes against blacks than of those 
against whites. Handgun crimes made up 
about a fourth of all violent crimes commit
ted agalnst black men and about an eighth 
of all such crimes against black women, 
compared to an eleventh and a fifteenth 
of violent crimes committed against white 
men and white women, respectively. 

Rates of handgun victimization for Asians, 
Pacific Islanders, American Indians, or 
Alaska Natives, grouped as "other races," 
were similar to the rates for whites. 

Ethnldty 

Hispanics had higher handgun crime vic
timization rates (5.3 crimes per 1,000) than 
did non-Hispanics (3.1 per 1,000). The 
difference between rates of handgun vic
timization of Hispanics and non-Hispanics 
was essentially the same as the difference 
between overall rates of victimization by 
violent crime for Hispanics and non-

• Hispanics. 

• 

Age group 

Of all age groups, persons age 16 to 24 
were the most vulnerable to handgun 
crime, suffering about 7 such crimes per 
1,000 persons each year. Persons age 25 
to 34 had the next highest vulnerability to 
handgun crime, with an annual average of 
almost 5 such crimes per 1,000. The risk 
of handgun victimization declined for older 

Table 4. Average annual rate 
of handgun crime, by sox, race, 
and age of vIctim, 1979-87 

Average annual rate of crimes commit
ted with hand9uns per 1,000 persons" 

Ageof Male victims Female victims 
victim White Black White Black 

Total 3.8 
12-15years 1.5 
18-19 7.2 
2()'24 9.7 
25-34 5.2 
35-49 2.7 
5()'64 1.6 
650rolder .6 

12.2 
6.4 

24.0 
22.0 
15.0 
7.9 
5.9 
3.7 

1.7 
1.0 
3.4 
3.4 
2.3 
1.3 
1.0 

.3 

4.7 
2.7 
8.1 
8.6 
6.6 
3.3 
2.4 

.8 

"Rate per 1,000 persons age 12 or older in each 
specified category of the population. Rates do not 
include murder and nonnegligent manslaughter 
committed with handguns. 

age groups. Persons older than age 64 
had an average annual rate of less than 
1 handgun crime per 1,000 persons. This 
pattern 01 higher risk for older teens and 
young adults and lower risk with Increasing 
age held true across all race, sex, and 
place-ot-resldence categories. 

Place of (asldence 

City dwellers were the most likely, and 
rural Americans were the least likely, to be 
victimized by an offender with a handgun. 
For every 1,000 residents In central cltles, 
there were annually 5.9 crimes that In
cluded handguns; for every 1,000 subur
banites, 2.7 such crimes; and for residents 
In non metropolitan areas, 1.7. 

Victim characteristics 
considered together 

Young black males were victimized by 
offenders with handguns at a rate about 
seven times that ot the population as a 

whole (table 4). The rates for black males, 
regardless of age group, were at least two 
to three times those of white males of simi
lar age, and the rates for black females 
were consistently higher than those for 
white females across all age groups. For 
most age groups the rates for black fe
males were similar to those for white 
males. 

Urban black males age 16 to 24 faced a 
criminal with a handgun relatively more 
often (32 crimes per 1,000 persons) than 
any other group characterized by sex, 
race, age, and place of residence (table 5). 
They were followed by urban black men 
age 25 to 34 and suburban black males 
age 16 to 19 (20 and 19 crimes per 1,000, 
respectively). Young white urban males 
and young black urban females had similar 
handgun crime rates (14 and 13 per 1,000, 
respectively) . 

Table 5. Average annual rate of handgun crIme, 
by sox, race, age, and place of resIdence of vIctim, 1979-87 

Placeof Averaga annual rata ofcrlmas committed 
residence with handauns flir 1 ,000 ~rsons" 
and age Totru Maevlctims Femalevlcilms 
of victim Whlta Black White 

Contral city 
12-15yaars 3.5 7.0 4.0 
16-19 9.8 23.1 14.2 
2()'24 9.4 20.1 14.5 
25-34 5.8 13.9 7.6 
35-49 3.4 7.2 4.3 
SO-64 2.3 6.1 3.2 
650rolder .6 2.6 .9 

Suburbs 
12-15years .8 .9 
16-19 5.0 10.6 6.7 
2().24 5.7 9.1 8.5 
25-34 3.6 6.8 5.3 
35-49 1.7 4.0 2.5 
SO-64 1.3 1.6 
650rolder .6 1.0 

Nonmetropolltan area 
12-15years .7 .9 
16-19 2.6 4.7 3.3 
2()'24 4.9 6.8 6.8 
25-34 2.4 4.5 3.0 
35-49 1.5 2.1 
5()'64 .6 .6 
650rolder 

--Less than 0.5 crimas par 1,000 persons or too faw 
casas to obtain a statistically rellabla astimate. 
'Rata per 1,000 persons age 12 or older In each 

3 

Black White Black 

9.7 3.1 4.2 
33.9 5.7 13.2 
29.7 4.6 12.2 
19.9 4.0 9.2 
11.9 2.5 3.6 
9.1 1.5 3.7 
5.6 .5 

.6 
18.8 3.2 
17.4 3.0 
11.2 1.8 2.9 
4.2 1.0 3.7 

1.0 
.3 

8.1 1.9 
7.8 2.9 
6.2 1.7 

.9 

.6 

specified category of the population. Rates do not In
clude murder and non negligent manslaughter com
mitted with handguns. 
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Weapon use In violent crime 

Of the 6.7 million violent cilmes occurring 
each year, 2.3 million were committed by 
offenders armed with a wea.pon. Handgun 
crimes accounted for 27% of the violent 
crimes committed by armed offenders. 
The "other weapon" category, representing 
a third of violent crimes committed with 
weapons, encompasses a wide variety 
of objects, such as rocks, bottles, clubs, 
pipes, and martial arts weapons. 

Weapon type 

Any weapon 
Handgun 
Other gun 
Knife or sharp object 
Othorweapon 
Type not known 

Average an
nualnumber, 

~~ 

2,341,000 
629,700 
180,100 
625,100 
807,600 
98,500 

~ 

100% 
27 

8 
27 
35 
4 

Note: Weapon types are listed In perceived order of 
seriousness. For crimes In which the of/ander(s) had 
more than one type of weapon, the crime is classified 
by the most serious weapon present Detail may not 
add to total because of rounding. 

Handgun crime characteristics 

Most handgun crimes were characterized 
by a lone offender armed only with a hand
gun (table 6). On aVI~rage, lone offenders 
committed almost three-fifths of the hand
gun crimes in a year. Groups of five or 
more offenders, one or more of them hav
ing a gun, accounted for about 5% of the 
crimes. 

In 9 of 10 har;dgun crimes, the gun was 
the only weapon the offender had. 

A stranger to the victim committed the 
crime in 72% of handgun crimes. Ac
quaintances of the victimn committed 
about 17% of the crimes that had a hand
gun present, and victims' relatives, about 
5%. Crimes committed by strangers were 
more likely to Involve an offender armed 
with a handgun than were crimes commit
ted by people known to or r611ated to the 
victim. Twelve percent of all violent crimes 
by strangers were committed with hand-

Table 6. Characteristics of handgun I:rlmes, 1979-87 

Characteristic 

Total 

Numberofoffenders 
One 
Two 
Thre9 or four 
Flveormore 
Number unknown or unreported 

Typeofweapol 
Hand9un on,y 
Handgun 9."id other gun 
Handgur dnd knife 
Hanti(~"n and other weapon 

Victim-offender relationship 
Relative 
Acquaintance 
Stranger 
Unknown or unreported 
relationship 

Place of occurrence 
At home, in a vacation home, 
hotel, or motel 

Nearhome 
Atabuslne5s 
Inan office 
On the street 
In school 
Other places 

Crimes committed 
with han~uns 

Average an-
nual number 

629,700 

368,100 
131,000 
79,800 
29,900 
20,800 

561,800 
13,400 
35,800 
18,700 

32,100 
107,400 
453,100 

37,000 

80,000 
67,100 

127,300 

263,000 

82,300 

Percent 

100.0% 

58.5% 
20.8 
12.7 
4.8 
3.3 

89.2% 
2.1 
5.7 
3.0 

5.1% 
17.1 
72.0 

5.9 

12.7% 
10.7 
20.2 

1.3 
41.8 

.3 
13.1 

Note: The number of handgun crimes does not 
Includa murder and nonnegligent manslaughter. 

--Too few cases to obtain a statistically reliable 
estimate. 
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guns, compared to 5% committed by ac
quaintances and so;. .. by relatiVeI';. 

Victims Identified the offenders' race as • 
white or black in an equal percentage 
of violent crimes committed with handguns 
(46%). FiVe percent of all handgun crimes 
In which the victim could identify the of
fender's race were committed by Asian 
or American Indian offenders, and 3% 
Involved offenders of mixed taclal groups. 

The race of offender or offenders varied 
according to the type of crime, as shown 
In the following: 

Race of 
olfender(s) ~ Robbery Assault 

Total 100% 100% 100% 
White 43 22 58 
Black 51 67 35 
Other 6 4 
Mixed 5 2 

Note: Detail may not add to 100% because of rounding, 
Data IncludE) only crimes In which the victim could 
report both race and number of offenderI'. Multipl9 
offenders of dif!llrent races are reported as "mixed." 
--Too few cases to obtain a statistically reliable estimate. 

Offenders in handgun crimes were, on 
average, older than othel' violent offender'.:l. 
Victims reported that In almost 2 of every 3 
handgun crimes the offender, or all offend-. 
ar.:> if there were more than one, was age 
21 or older. This compares with 56% of 
the violent crimes not committed with 
handguns. 

Percailled 
age of offenders 

Total 
All under 12years 
All 12-21 
Some210rolder 
All 21 or older 
Age unknown 

Rape, robbery, and assault 
Handgun No handgun 
~ prasant 

100% 

18 
8 

65 
9 

100% 
1 

33 
5 

56 
6 

--Too few cases to obtain a statistically reliable estimate. 

Almost 42% of the violent crimes with a 
handgun present occurred on the street. 
Another 11 % took plaCE! near a victim's 
home, including the sidewalk or yard. 
About 20% of the crimes, an average 
of over 127,000 every year, happened 
In a commercial establishment. A victim's 
home was the location for almost 13% 
of the crimes that involved a handgun. 

• 



The place of occurrence for handgun 
crimes varied according to the victim's re-

e latlonshlP to the offender (figure 1). About 
two-thirds of handgun crimes committed by 
relatives occurred In the victim's home, 

In almost 9 of every 10 handgun crimes 
between 1979 and 1987, the offender did 
not fire the gun. Instead, In 68% of all 
handgun crimes the gun was used solely 
as an instrument of coercion and threat; 
the presence of the handgun or the of
fender's threat to use It was the orily vio
lence. In 18% of all handgun crimes the 
offender attacked the victim In some way 
other than by firing the gun. 

while half of those committed by persons 
who were strangers to the victim took 
place on the street. Handgun crimes com
mitted by persons known by but not related 
to the victim had the widest variation In 
place of occurrence, being about as likely 
to occur In the victim's home as they were 
to occur on the street or near the victim's 
home. 

InJlIrles resulting 
from handgun crime 

In the 5.7 million victimizations committed 
with a handgun present from 1979 to 1987, 
offenders shot but did not klll about 
135,000 victims (table 7). Offenders fired 
their weapon In 13% of all handgun crimes 
(an annual average of about 79,000). In 
10% of all handgun crimes, the offender 
fired but missed, and In 2%, 15,000 hand
gun crimes annually, the criminal shot the 
victim. (There was also an annual average 
of 9,200 murders and nonnegllgent man
slaughters by offenders with handguns. 

Table 7. AcUons of offenders armed 
with handguns, 1979-67 

Crimes committed 
Action of with han~uns, 1979·87 
armed offender!sl filum r Percent 

Tctal 5,667,400 100.0% 

ShotatvlcUm 713,100 12.6% 

Hit victim 135,400 2.4 
Missed victim" 577,700 10.2 

NongunshoUnjury 28,100 .5 
No physical injury 549,600 9.7 

Old not shoot 
atvlctim 4,954,300 87.4% 

Other attack" 996,000 17.6 
Verbal throat of attack 445,600 7.9 
Weapon present 3,389,200 59.8 
Other threat 30,800 .5 
Unknown action 92,600 1.& 

• 

See the discussion on page 7.) Victims 
did not report whether the offenders who 
missed had tried to hit the victim or 
whether the offenders were missing Inten-

"May Include a few cases in which the offender 
tried to attack the victim In ways other than by 
shooting at him or har. 
""Includes assault with a knife or object, hitting, 
kicking. knocking down, and rapR. 

• 

tionally. 

Place wherevlcUmlzttUon occurred, 
by vlcUm-offender relationship, 
1979-87 

Percant of victimiZations 
by strangers 

Percent of victimizations 
by acquaintances 

65% 65% 

On the street 50% 

40% 40% 

On the street 26% 

At a business 24% In home 22% 

Percent of victimizations 
by relatives 

65% In home 63% 

40% 

20% 20% Other places 21% 20% 
Near home 19% 

Other places 15% 
Near home 11 % 
On street 9% 

o 

Other places 10% 
Near home 9% 
In home 7% 

At a business 12% 

o 

Note: Numbers may not add to 100% because of rounding • 

Figure t 

o At a business 2% 

5 

During the 9-year period, over 800,000 
nonfatal Injuries resulted from crimes In 
which handguns were present - gunshot 
wounds accounting for about 16% of those 
InJuries. 

Number Percont 
Victimizations 
with handguns 5,667,400 100% 

Withoutlnjury" 4,836,100 85 
With Injuries 823,400 15 

Gunshot 135,400 2 
Other serious 
Injuries 138,900 3 

Minor Injuries 549,100 10 

"NCS does not measure psychological trauma 
experienced by victims of violence. 

Of the crimes In which a handgun was 
present and an Injury resulted from some
thing other than a gunshot, nearly 7 out 
of 10 of those Injuries were classified as 
minor - bruises, cuts, swelling, or unspec
Ified conditions that required less than 2 
days In a hospital. 

About two-thirds of the victims who were 
shot required overnight hospital care (table 
8). Those victims not hospitalized wers ei
ther treated and released from emergency 
rooms or obtained treatment elsewhere. 
(Two percent of gunshot victims reported 
receiving no medical care.) Among violent 
crime victims Injured by a gunshot and re
ceiving hospitalization, nearly half stayed 
more than a week, 17% had stays of 8 
to 20 days, while 30% required at ieast 
3 weeks of hospital care. 

Table6. Medical care given victims 
of nonfatal handgun crimes, 1979-67 

Gunshotlnjurles 
Care outside hospital 
Emergency room care 
Hospital care overnight 
or longer 

1·2 days 
3·7 
8·20 
210rmore 

Victims shotdurlngcrlmes 
committed with handguns 

Number Percent 

135,400 100.0% 
4.5% 

37,200 27.5% 

92,100 68.0% 
21,700 16.0 
21,300 15.7 
15,400 11.4 
28,100 20.8 

Unknown numb9r gf days 4.1 

-Too few cases to obtain a statistically reliable 
estimate. 
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Comparing crimes where offenders 
had handguns to other violent crimes 

Relatively fewer handgun crime victims 
were Injured than were victims of violent 
crime In which handguns wars absent 
(15% of handgun crime Victims versus 
31% of other violent crime Victims) (lable 
9). When they were Injured. however. vic
tims of crimes commlttsd by offenders car
rying handguns were more likely to suffer 
serious injury than were victims of violent 
crimes without the presence of handguns. 
One In three Injured handgun crime victims 
was Injured seriously. compared to 1 In 6 
victims Injured In other violent crimes. 
Handgun crime vIctims were also more 
likely than other violent crime victims to 
require hospitalization. 

Victims of handgun robberies were more 
apt than other robbery victims to lose prop
Elrty In the robbery. Eighty percent of 
handgun robberies were completed, com
pared to 61 % of robberies committed by 
offenders who had other weapons or who 
were unarmed. 

Victims of handgun crimes were much less 
likely to take self-protective measures such 
as fighting back, running away, or trying to 
dlssuads the offender than were victims of 
other violent crimes. If they did take 
self-protective measures. they were less 
likely to fight back than other violent crime 

Handgun crlmo trends, 1979·87 

Number of victimizations 
per 1,000 persons age 12 oroldGr 

40 

30 

20 

10 

o 
1979 

FIgure 2 

1981 1983 1985 1987 

.. , 

Table 9. Crimes of violence Involving handguns, 
compared to crimes of violence without handguns, 
by aelacted characterlstica, 1979-87 

Crimes of violence 
Characteristic Involving : No handguns 
of crimes handguns present 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 

Injuries from crime 
No phyolcallnjury 85.3% 68.5% 
Injury" 14.5 31.1 

Serious Injury 4.5 4.9 
Injury from rape .3 .4 
Minor Injury 9.7 25.8 

Extentoflnjury unknown .1 .4 

Outcome 01 robberies 
Completed 79.9% 61.2% 
Attempted 20.1 38.6 

Victims' measures of self-protection 
No sell-protective measure taken 44.6% 23.9% 
Self-protective measures 54.9 75.6 

Active sell-defense"" 13.4 25.9 
PasSive self-defense- 41.5 49.7 

Amount or kind of self-protection unknown .5 .8 

Reporting to police 
Crime was reported 88.80/0 48.0% 
Crime was unreported 30.1 52.7 
Repor~ng unknown 1.1 1.3 

'For definitions of serious and minor Injury see 
Me/hodology, page 8. Aggregatlng Injuries as serloll" 
or minor must be someWhat arbitrary. Long-term 
health problems could result from minor as well as 
serious Injury. 

"Includes fighting back and using a weapon. 
-Includes running away and trying to dissuade 
the offender. 

victims. Fifty-five percent of all handgun 
crIme vIctims reported that they took 
self-protective measures during the crime. 
compared with 76% of other violent crime 
victims. A fourth of the handgun crime 
'ilctlms who defended themselves actively 
fought back - using or brandishing a 
weapon or trying physical force-com
pelred to a, third of the victims of other 
v(olent crimes. 

reveal whether the offender Intended from • 
the beginning to Inju!"e the victim, was 
responding to the vlct!m's actions. or was 
responding to other factors. 

Victim Injury and self-defense and offender 
action appear to be Interrelated. Offenders 
with handguns are more menacing than 
other offenders, able to coerce victims Into 
complying without using other violence, 
and therefore a lower rate of Injury results. 
When the handgun Is used, however. the 
consequences of physical attack are often 
much more serIous for the victim than 
when other or no weapons are used. 

Because the data do not record the se
quellce of threat or attack and Injury, It Is 
not possible to determine whether victims 
who were Injured sustained their InJunas 
before. during. or after they took any 
self-defensive action. Nor can the NCS 
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Calling the police 

Victims of handgun crimes were more 
likely than other violent crime victims to 
raport the crime to the police. The higher 
likelihood of reporting a crime that Involved 
a handgun existed whether an injury had 
occurred or not. Sixty-nine percent of 
handgun crimes were reported to law en
forcement authorities, compared to 46% 
for all other violent crimes. 

Trends 

The annual rates of criminal victimization 
for all violent offenses and for the com
bined offenses of rape, robbery, and ago 
gravated assault declined from 1979 to 
1987 (figure 2). The average of rates of 
violent crime In which a handgun was 
present, from 1983 to 1987, was also sig
nificantly lower than the average of rates 
from 1979 to 1982. • 
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Handgun murder and nonnegllgent 
manslaughter 

About 9,200 persons were victims of 
handgun murders and non negligent 
manslaughter each year from 1979 
to 1987, representing 44% of all homi
cides.· The majority of handgun 
murders occurred In the course of argu
ments or when no other crime was 
being committed. Of all handgun mur
dars for which the offenders' motives 
were known, a fourth resulted during 
commission of another crime, most 
often robbery. About haif were commit
ted primarily In arguments or fights. 

Circumstances of handgun murders 
In which off6nders had known motives, 
1986 

Adjusted 
number Percent 

Total 7,128 100% 

Murder committed 
during another felony 1,746 25% 

Rape 22 
Robbery 929 13 
Burglary 79 1 
Larceny 22 
Sex offense 13 
Drug offense 566 8 
Other felony 113 2 

Murder committed 
during suspected felony 155 2% 

Murder committed 
during argument 3,624 51% 

Romantic triangle 233 3 
Property or money 252 4 
Other arguments 3,139 44 

Miscellaneous 
circumstances 1,603 23% 

NOlte: In 1986 there wore 1,926 murders for which 
the motive was unknown. Detail may not add to total 
because ofrounding. 
--Less than 0.5%. 

Because the NCS does not collect infor
mation on murder, these data come 
from the Federal Bureau of Investiga
tion's Uniform Crime Reports (UCR), 
compiled from reports of law enforce
ment agencies. Supplemental reports 
submitted by law enforcement authori
ties described about 93% of the victims 
of murder in 1986. Ratios were applied 
to the available data to estimate the 
number of murders by type of weapon. 
In 1986 an estimated 9,054 murders 

iJii1IiIs discussion a mention of murder includes 
nonnegligent manslaughter and excludes Justifiable 
or accidental homicide. 

t 

were committed with handguns, repre
senting 44% of all murders. Four out 
of five handgun murder victims were 
male. About half the victims were black. 
Persons age 20 to 34 made up 55% of 
all handgun murder victims. 

Handgun' murders, 1986 

Number Rate per 
of victims 100.000' 

Total 9,(154 3.8 

Sex 
Male 7,352 6.3 
Female 1,702 1.4 

Race 
White 4,442 2.2 
Black 4,429 15.1 
Other 183 2.5 

Age 
0-11 years 86 .2 
12-15 128 .g 
16-19 728 4.9 
20-24 1,763 B.6 
25-34 3,254 7,6 
35-49 2,053 4.6 
50-64 732 2.2 
65 or older 310 1.1 

'The rates are expressed for 100,000 persons 
rather than for the 1,000 used In the rest of this report 
to avoid expressions with mUltiple decimal places. 

Adjusted rates show that handgun mur
der rates, like nonfatal harldgun crimes, 
were highest for males, for blacks, and 
for persons age 20 to 24. 

In 1986, 15 of every 100,000 blacks died 
In a murder Involving a handgun
about 6 times the 2.2 handgun murder 
victims per 100,000 whites. This differ
ence between the races in murdei rates 
exceeds the difference between the 
rates for nonfatal handgun crimes: 
810 black victims per 100,000 blacks
about 3 times the 270 white victims per 
100,000 whites. 

In comparisons of rates for the sexes, 
6.3 per 100,000 males and 1.4 per 
100,000 females died in a handgun mur
der. For every 100,000 persons of each 
sex, in nonfatal handgun crimes there 
were 480 male victims and 200 female 
victims. The handgun murder rate for 
males was 4.5 times that for females; 
the victimization rate for males In a 
nonfatal handgun crime was 2.6 times 
that for 1emales. 
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While persons age 20 to 24 had the 
highest rates of fatal and nonfatal hand
gun crime of any age group, handgun 
murders were relatively more prevalent 
In older victim age categories than were 
nonfatal handgun crimes. Persons age 
25 to 34 had a slightly lower handgun 
murder rate than persons' age 20 to 24, 
and persons age 16 to 19 had a much 
lower handgun murder rate than those 
age 20 to 24. This pattern reverses the 
order for nonfatal handgun victimization 
rates. The rate for teenagers was only 
slightly lower than lor persons age 20 to 
24, and the rate for those age 25 to 34 
was significantly lower. 

When the age and race of murder vic
tims killed by handguns are examined 
together, blacks age 20 to 34 had rates 
that were about 9 times the rate of the 
population as a whole, regar~less 01 age 
(see appendix table on page 8). By con
trast, whites and persons of other races 
age 20 to 34 had rates that were Just 
slightly higher than the overall rate. 

For all age groups except the youngest, 
black males had handgun murder victim
ization rates that were from 7 to 10 
times that of white males of similar ages. 
For all the sex-race-age categories, the 
highest rates of handgun murder were 
for black males age 20 to 24 - 61 vic
tims per 100,000 persons - and black 
males age 25 to 34 - 57 per 100,000. 
The handgun murder rate for black fe
males age 20 to 34 was higher ihan that 
for white males of any age group. 

Source: The murder and nonnegllgent 
manslaughter counts for 1986 were cal
culated from the Uniform Crime Reports, 
Supplementary Homicide Report for 
1986. This data set is available from 
the National Archive of Criminal Justice 
Data, P.O. Box 1248, University of 
Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI48106 
(1-313-763-5010). Estimates of the resi
dent population were used to calculate 
rates per 100,000 and were obtained 
from the U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
Current Population Reports, Series 
P-25, No. 1022, United States Popula
tion Estimates by Age, Sex, and Race, 
1980-198Z The author adjusted the 
homicide counts for missing data and 
calculated the homicide rates. 
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Appendix Lable. Number of murders with handguns per 100,000 persons, 
by race, sex, and age of victim, 1986 

Numberofhandgun murders per 100,000 persons 
Ageof Total 
victim White Black Oiher 

Total 2.2 15.1 2.5 
0-11 years .2 .4 .4 
12-15 .6 2.8 .4 
16-19 2.4 19.3 1.6 
20-24 4.6 33.9 4.9 
25-34 4.1 32.1 4.6 
35-49 2.9 18.2 3.3 
50-64 1.5 8.6 2.3 
650rolder .7 4.9 .2 

N~t9: Rates have been adjusted for missing data. 

Methodology 

The data for this report for all crimes ex
cept homicide were obtained from the NCS 
for 1979 to 1987. Data for murder and 
nonnegllgent manslaughter were drawn 
from the UCR. In the NCS an average 
sample of 114,000 Individuals age 12 or 
older In 52,000 households were Inter
viewed twice a year about all crimes that 
they had experienced during the previous 
6 months, Including any not reported to 
police. 

The crimes measured In this report are 
those In which the victim reported that 
the offender used a handgun to threaten, 
to shoot at, or to shoot the victim. To 
threaten Includes displaying the gun, wav
ing or pointing it, and referring to it verbally. 

Definitions of some terms that are used 
In this report are as follows: 

Serious Injury -Injuries (1) thaI Involve 
gunshot or knife wounds, Internal injuries, 
broken bones, loss of consciousness, loss 
of teeth or (2) that are of an undetermined 
nature and required 2 or more days of hos
pitalization. 

Minor injury-Injuries (1) that Involve 
bruises, black eyes, cuts, scratches, swell
Ing or (2) that are of an undetermined 
nature and required less than 2 days 
of hospitalization. 

Some research suggests that the NCS 
may undercount the number of persons 
nonfatally injured by handguns. In a 1985 
study of gunshot victimizations, Philip Cook 
calculated a gunshot death-to-injury rate 
from NCS data and UCR criminal homicide 
data, for 1973 to 1979. * The rate was the 

·PhilipJ. Cook, "The case of the missing victims: Gun
shot woundlngs In the National Crime Survey" Journal 
of Quanlitaliv9 Criminology (1985) 1:91-102. 

Male Victims Female victims 
White Black White Black 

3.5 27.2 1.0 4.2 
.2 .4 .2 .4 
.7 4.8 .5 .8 

3.8 33.3 1.0 5.2 
7.4 61.3 1.8 8.4 
6.7 57.3 1.5 9.7 
4.5 34.4 1.4 4.8 
2.3 16.7 .8 2.0 
1.0 10.0 .5 1.5 

Source: Uniform Crime Reports, 1986. 

number of UCR gun homicides divided 
by the sum of the NCS estimate of nonfatal 
gunshot victimizations and the UCR gun 
homicides. He compared this rate to simi
lar rates constructed from small··area 
police data and to national data on the 
num-ber of police officers assaulted or 
killed. 

Cook found that the NCS-UCR death-to
Injury rate indicated that 35% of all persons 
shot during a crime died from the attack; 
other studies cited by Cook Indicated that 
about 15% of all gunshot victims died. 
(NCS and UCR data for this report produce 
a rate of 38% for handguns. Cook's calcu
lations Included ail types of guns.) 

Because Cook thought It unlikely that all 
the other studies were incorrect, he CO\1-

cluded that the NCS underestimates non
fatal gunshot !.ryjurles. He presented two 
possible causes for the undercount: (1) 
Persons shot by relatives or while engaged 
In criminal activity may not report such 
injuries to NCS Interviewers; (2) persons 
most likely to be victims of serious violent 
crime - young males and persons not liv
Ing In established households - are prob
ably underrepresented in the NCS sample 
and therefore are never Interviewed. 

It could be argued that a rate of gunshot 
injuries to deaths based on police Injuries 
and deaths would be lower than such a 
ratio based on the general population be
cause police officers are better prepared 
than civilians to defend themselves. Police 
officers' actions may divert the offenders' 
aim, and police officers are more likely 
than others to be wearing protective cloth
Ing that would help te prevent fatal Injury. 
Because police officers are often accom
panied and have communication and 
emergency procedures, when they are 
shot, they are likely to receive quicker 
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medical attention than other victims of 
gunshots. At present, however, there are 
no data that address these Issues of self
defense and treatment. 

Even If Cook's conclusions and conjec
tures are correct, the NCS, while failing to 
count everyone Injured by handguns, does 
accurately estimate the number of gunshot 
Injuries among people living In stable 
household settings. It thus enables most 
Americans to judge the degree to which 
they are vulnerable to gunshot InJu~. 

Reliability of comparisons 

• 

All comparisons presented In this report 
were tested to determine If the differences 
were statistically significant. Most c(lmpar
Isons passed a hypothesis test at the ,05 
level of statistical significance (or the "95% 
confidence level"), meaning that the estl
matad difference between comparisons 
was greater than twice the standard error 
of this difference. Statements quallfled by 
the phrase "somewhat" or "some evidence" 
were significant at the 90% level. 

The data tables note when estimates are 
based on 10 or fewer sample cases. It Is 
not possible to compute standard errors 
accurately for such estimates. Therefore, • 
it Is Inadvisable to compare estimates 
based upon 10 or feVier sample cases 
to other small estimates. 

More information on NCS sample design 
and estimation procedures can be obtained 
from appendix III of Criminal Victimization 

B.JS Special Reports are written 
principally by BJS staff. Michael R. 
Rand wrote this report. Thomas Hes
ter edited It. Carolyn Levine provided 
statistical review. Marilyn Marbrook, 
publications unit chief, administered 
production, assisted by Yvonne Bos
ton, Tina Dorsey, and Jayne Pugh. 
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Drugs & Crime Data 
Drugs & Crime 
Data Center & 
Clearinghouse 

~ N~w and Useful Tool 
galnst Drugs and C . rIme 

U.S. Department or Justice 
Omce o( Justice ProgramS 
Bureau o[ Justice SUltist\cs 

State Drug Resources: 
A National Directory 

State Policy Offices 
State Criminal Justice Offices 
State Health Offices 
State Education Offices 

Federal Information Centers 
and Clearinghouses 

Other Federal Sources 
FBI Drug Demand Reduction Coordinators 

U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration 
Drug Demand Reduction Coordinators 

National Association of State Alcohol 
and Drug Abuse Directors (NASADAD) 

National Prevention Network 

Treatment Alternatives to Street Crime 

(rASC) Programs 
Drug Abuse Resistance Education (DARE) 
Regional Training O~nters 
Regional Centers fot' Drug-Free Schools 

and Communities 
e .- 1~BOO.666.3332 
.. 

. .' . rim' . . .' e Data Center & CI ari . . ~ .A re ort~~ifo -800-666-3332 



Now you can receive BJS press releases 
and other current data from the NCJRS • 
Electronic Bulletin Board! 

The Electronic Bulletin Board 
provides quick and easy 
access to new information
USfj your personal computer 
and modem, set at 8-N-1 
(rates 300 to 2400 baud), 
and call 301-738-8895, 
24 hours a day. 

Once online, you will be able 
to review current news and 
announcements from BJS 
and its Justice Statistics 
Clearinghouse, including 
new publication listings 
and conference calendars. 

For more information 
about the Bulletin 
Board, call 
1-800-732-3277. 
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Call toll·free 800·732·3277 (local 301· 
251·5500) to order BJS reports, to be 
added to one of the BJS mailing 
lists, or to speak to a reference 
specialist In statistics at the Justice 
Statfstlcs Clearinghouse, National 
Criminal Justice Reference Service, 
Box 6000, Rockville, MD 20850. 

BJS maintains the following mailing 
lists: 
• Law enforcement reports (new) 
• Drugs and crime data (new) 
• .Justlce spending & employment 
• White-collar crime 
• National Crime Survey (annual) 
• Corrections (annual) 
• Courts (annual) 
• Privacy and security of criminal 

history Informailon and 
Information policy 

• Federal statistics (annual) 
• BJS bulletins and special reports 

(approximately twice a month) 
• Sourcebook of Criminal Justice 

Statistics (annual) 
Single copies of reports are free; use 
NCJ number to order. Postage and 
handling are charged for bulk orders 
of single reports. For single copies of 
mUltiple titles, up to 10 titles are free; 
11-40 titles $10; more than 40, $20; 
libraries cali for special rates. 

Public-use tapes of BJS data sets 
and other criminal justice data are 
available from the National Archive of 
Criminal Justice Data (formerly 
CJAIN), P.O. Box 1248, Ann Arbor, MI 
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Foderal criminal case processing, 198().87, 

NCJ-120069, 5190 
Compondlum 01 Federal Justice statlstlc8 

1984, NCJ-112816, 9189 
The Federal ciVil Justice system (BJS 

bullelln), NCJ·104769, 8/87 

Foderal offensos and offenders 

BJS spacIal reports: 
Immigration offenses, NCJ-124546, BI90 
Federal criminal cases, 198().87, 

NCJ·118311,7/39 
Drug law ~tolators, 198().86, NOJ 111783, 

6168 
Pretrial reloaso and detention: 

The Ball Reform Act 01 1984, 
NCJ·l09929, 2168 

White-collar crime NOJ-l06876, 9187 
Pretrial release and misconduct, 

NCJ·96132, 1/85 

BJS bulletins: 
Bank robbery, NOJ·94463, 8/84 
Federal drug law vlo\ators, NOJ-92692, 2184 

General 
BJS bulletins and special reports: 

Criminal cases In five states, 1983-86, 
NOJ·118798,9/89 

International crime rates, NCJ·ll0776 5168 
Tracking offenders, 1984, NOJ-1096S6, 1188 
IUS telephone contacts '87, NOJ-l02909, 

12185 
Tracking offenders: White-collar crime, 

NOJ·102867, 11186 
Police employment and expendltura, 

NCJ-l00117,2/86 

1990 directory 01 automatod criminal justice 
Inlormation systems, Vol. 1, Corrections; 2, 
Courts; 3, Law enforcement; 4, Probation 
and parole; 5, Prosecution; NCJ-l22226-30, 
!i/9O 

BJS dall. report, '988, NOJ·116262, 5189 
BJS annual report, fiscal 1988, NOJ-115749, 

4189 
Sourcebook of criminal Justice statlstlc£, 

1987, NOJ·111612, 9168 
Report fo the Netlon on crime and Justice: 

Second edition, NOJ-l05506, 6168 
Technical appendix, NCJ.112011, 8/68 

Criminal justice microcomputer guide and 
software catalog. NOJ-112178, 8/68 

Proceedings of tho third worflshop on law 
and Justice statistics, NOJ-ll2230, 7/68 

Publications 01 BJS, 1971-114, 10lBB 
Topical blbllogrnphy, TB030012, $17.50 
Mlcrollche library, PR030012, $203.00 

National survey 01 crime soverlty, NOJ-96017, 
10185 

See order form 
on last page 
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o Please put me on the mailing list for

O Law enforcement reports-national 
data on State and local police and 
sheriffs' departments: operations, 
equipment, personnel, salaries, 
spending policies, programs 

o Federal statistlcs-data describing 
Federal case processing, from inves
tigation through prosecution, 
adjudication, and corrections 

o Drugs and crime data-sentencing 
and time served by drug offenders, 
drug use at time of crime by jail 
inmates and State prisoners, and 
other quality data on drugs, crime, 
and law enforcement 

o BJS bulletins and special reports
timely reports of the most current 
Justice data 

o White-collar crime-data on the 
processing of Federal white-collar 
crime cases 

o Privacy and security of criminal 
history Information and Information 
policy-new legislation; maintaining 
and releasing intelligence and inves
tigative records; data quality 
issues 

o Justice expenditure and employment 
reports-annual spending and 
staffing by FederallState/local 
governments and by function 
(police, courts, etc.) 

o Prosecution and adjudication In 
State courts-case processing from 
prosecution through court disposi
tion, State felony laws, felony 
sentencing, criminal defense 

To be added to any BJS mailing list, copy 
or cut out this page, fill It In and mall It to: 

o If your mailing label below is correct, 
check here and do not fill in 
your name and ~ddress. 

Name: 

Title: 

Organization: 

Street or box: 

City, State, Zip: 

Daytime phone number: ( 

Justice Statistics Clearinghouse/NCJRS 
U.S. Department of Justice 
Box 6000 
Rockville, MD 20850 

Interest in criminal justice (or organization and title if you put home address above): 

U.S. Department of Justice 

Office of Justice Programs 

Bureau of Justice Statistics 

Washington, D.C. 20531 

Special 
Report 

Official Business 

Penalty for Private Use $300 

o Corrections reports-results of sample 
surveys and censuses of jails, prisons, • 
parol6, probation, and other corrections 
data 

o National Crime Survey reports-the 
only regular national survey of 
crime victims 

o Sourcebook of Criminal Justice 
Statistics (annual)-broad-based 
dat~ irom 150 + sources (400 + tables, 
10 + iiyures, subject index, 
annotated bibliography, addresses 
of sources) 

o Send me a form to sign up for NIJ 
Reports (free 6 times a year), which 
abstracts both private and 
government criminal justice 
publications and lists upcoming 
conferences and training sessions 
in the field. 

You will receive an 
annual renewal card. 
If you do not return it, 
we must drop you from 
the mailing list. 
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