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Abstract
This study aims to examine the phenomenon of homicide with victims under 18 years-old in a wide and multiethnic metropoli-
tan area in the north of Italy. We’re dealing with a type of crime that generates a widespread alarm and a common concern.
The data analysis, approached with a multidisciplinary strategy, presented in this paper is based on forensic reports of the Institute
of Legal Medicine of the University of Milan, to provide a detailed framework of the homicides of minors that took place in
the territorial jurisdiction of Milan and Monza Prosecutor’s Office between 1993 and 2017. Quantitative and qualitative analysis
were conducted regarding victims’ socio-demographic characteristics (gender, age, nationality), weapons used, places and modality
of body discovery, murderers, motives of the killing and type of relationship between offenders and victims. Purpose of this
paper is to compare the present set of data with the ones provided by the international literature, as well as make some crimi-
nological observations on this matter with a view to preventing the phenomenon. To this end, some representative case studies
have been added, their characteristics and also the relationships between offender and victim have been discussed.
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Riassunto
Questo studio esamina il fenomeno dell'omicidio con vittime di età inferiore ai 18 anni in una vasta e multietnica area metropolitana
del nord Italia, un tipo di crimine che genera allarme e preoccupazione. L'analisi dei dati, affrontata con una metodologia multidi-
sciplinare, è basata sui verbali autoptici dell'Istituto di Medicina Legale dell'Università di Milano, al fine di fornire un quadro det-
tagliato degli omicidi con vittima minorenne che si sono verificati nella giurisdizione territoriale della Procura di Milano e Monza
tra il 1993 e il 2017. Sono state condotte analisi quantitative e qualitative sulle vittime, quali le caratteristiche socio-demografiche
(genere, età, nazionalità), le armi utilizzate, i luoghi e le modalità di rinvenimento del corpo, le caratteristiche dell’omicida, i motivi
dell'uccisione e il tipo di relazione tra criminale e vittima. Scopo di questo studio è confrontare l'attuale insieme di dati con quelli
forniti dalla letteratura internazionale, nonché porre alcune considerazioni di carattere preventivo. A tal fine, sono stati presentati
anche alcuni casi studio rappresentativi, discutendone le caratteristiche peculiari e le relazioni tra l'autore del reato e la vittima.

Parole chiave: minorenne, omicidio, supporto sociale, patologia psichica, prevenzione
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Introduction
Homicides are always causing bewilderment, but the public
reaction is stronger when the victim is a minor1 (Scardac-
cione, 2011).
The characteristics of the victims, as subjects in need

of care and attentions, and their relationship with the mur-
derers, who often are in the role of caregivers before be-
coming offenders, are factors causing great social concern.
Moreover, homicides committed by peers cause disconcert
as well, because of the possible reasons and the social con-
texts in which they usually take place. Since  enhancing
knowledge of a phenomenon helps to provide the right
strategies to prevent it, we decided to take into account
both offenders’ and victims’ characterisics. Regarding the
victims, we examined the forensic reports, on the other
hand, offenders’ data were collected analyzing Italian most
widespread newspapers. This helped to investigate the re-
lationship between the two.
The data analysis presented in this paper is based on

cases of the Institute of Legal Medicine of the University
of Milan: forensic reports concerning methods of killing
and time and place of recovery of the corpses were exam-
ined. All cases considered involved victims aged between 0
and 17 and took place in the territorial jurisdiction of
Milan and Monza Prosecutor’s Office between 1993 and
2017. 
Concerning the geographical area considered, Milan

and Monza represent two of the most populated districts
in Lombardy region, including a total population of
4.106.356 inhabitants (ISTAT, 2017). In Italy the homicide
rate has been unvaried in the 2000s (0.8 per 100.000 in-
habitants), and drastically decreased from the 90s, reaching
the lowest value in 2014 (ISTAT, 2017). In Lombardy
homicide rate aligns with the national data: 0.7 per 100.000
inhabitants (ISTAT, 2017; ASR, 2018). In Milan the rate is
higher than the average, reaching 1/100.000; on the other
side Monza shows a lower rate: 0,4/100.00 (ISTAT, 2017;
ASR, 2018).
We further considered some criminological aspects,

such as the perpetrators’ characteristics and possible pres-
ence of mental illness, the motives of the killing and the
nature of the relationship between murderers and victims:
these elements were gathered from the main online re-
search databases and Italian newspapers press reviews, as
medical reports could not always include these kind of in-

formation. This is a commonly used way to do criminolog-
ical researches, since the needs in the forensic fields are dif-
ferent from the criminological ones. In literature, the
methodological limits of this strategy of research are well
highlighted but, talking about homicide, because of the so-
cial reaction this type of crime causes, it’s easier to find a
good amount of newspaper articles and magazines focusing
on the offences. Also, journalists are often well informed
about crimes, victims and offenders, since usually they have
direct contacts with investigators. 
This was made possible thanks to the considerable pub-

lic concern that the murder of a young person usually raises,
with the consequent availability of communications from
the most important press organizations (Bandini, 2004). 
This article will focus about general aspects and age-

linked patterns of victimization, in order to compare the
present set of data with the ones provided by the interna-
tional literature on this issue. 

Methods
A total of 36 cases of minors’ intentional homicides were
identified and then conventionally divided into three
groups, based on the victims’ age: “infants” aged 0-1, “chil-
dren” aged 2-12 and “adolescents” aged 13-17.
Although the study is conducted over an extended time

range, few cases were identified and we therefore cannot
conduct a significant statistical analysis: hence we will focus
mainly on qualitative considerations.
We make Tullio Bandini’s words ours, when he says:

“Qualitative researches and case-studies become both in-
dispensable tools to a proper understanding of a crime’s ori-
gin and dynamics” (Bandini, 2017).
Analyzing Italian most widespread newspapers archives

(“Corriere della Sera” and “La Repubblica”), in their na-
tional and local editions, aspects as the identity of the de-
fendant, the motive of killing and the relationship between
offender and victim were drawn. We also collected infor-
mation on the psychological conditions of the murderers:
present or suspected psychological disorder, relational dif-
ficulties, social disadvantage. We will therefore use the terms
“murderer” and “perpetrator” regardless of the trial result
and the possible criminal responsibility associated to her or
him. 
Through the medical reports we were able to collect

data about victims’ age, nationality, gender, places and
modality of body discovery, methods of killing. We also con-
sidered cases of homicide-suicide. 

1 According to the Italian Civil Code, a minor is a person under the
age of 18.
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Data analysis 
Of the totality of homicides committed between 1993 and
2017 in the considered area, 4,2% involved a minor victim
(36 cases out of 856). The latter are distinguished by gender,
age and nationality (as seen in Tab. 1): most cases involved
a male victim (69%); more than a half of victims were ado-

lescents, aged 13-17 (58%), and mostly 17 year-old (36%).
Younger victims, aged 0-1 and 2-12 represent respectively
the 20% and 22% of cases.
Regarding victims nationality, 56% of them were Italian,

33% from foreign countries (most of them non-European).
In few residual cases it was impossible to recover national-
ity.

Table 1: an overview on the sample.

Socio-
demographic
characteristics 
of victims

Gender
F / M

Age
Infants: 0-1

Children: 2-12
Adolescents: 13-17

Nationality
It

non-It

Weapon
Stabbing-weapon

Firearm
Asphyxia
Traumas
Poisoning
Others

Place of
discovery
Private
Public

% of cases
F = 31%
M = 69%

Inf = 20%
Chil = 22% 
Adol = 58%

It = 56%
Not-It = 33%

Stab-w = 33%
Firearms = 22%
Asphyxia = 17%
Traumas = 14%
Poisoning = 5%
Others = 9%

Private = 55%
Public 45%

In most of cases, death was caused by a stabbing weapon
or by firearms: respectively 33% and 22%. Asphyxial death
represents 17%, followed by contusive traumas with differ-
ent kinds of objects (14%) and poisoning (5%). Death was
caused by burning in one case and by a combined use of
firearm and knife in another case. We also found a case of
neglect. Each cause of death according to the age-range of
victims will be examined.
Concerning the place of body discovery, 55% of the

victim was found in a “private” place, meaning the victim’s
or murderer’s house, their vehicle or other private buildings.
The residual 45% was found in public areas: mainly on the
streets.

- Infants (0-1 y-o)
Victims of this age represent 20% of all cases, more than

a half were females (57%).
Asphyxia and stabbing are the cause of death in 64% of

cases, neglect and starving in 22%. In the latter cases, both
parents were charged with homicide. 
Only 28% of infants were found in a non-private con-

text, such as streets or countryside; all the others were found
in their own home.
In 85% the homicide is attributable to the mother.

Among these, only one was a homicide - (attempted) sui-
cide, committed by a mother who tried to drown herself
together with the baby.
All victims were Italian.

- Children (2-8 y-o)
Children victims represent 22% of all cases, equally dis-

tributed between males and females. Asphyxia was the most
common cause of death (39%), followed by stabbing (25%);
firearm, poisoning by carbon monoxide and complex death
(combination of firearm and knife) represent 12%. 
The place of discovery was mainly the victim’s or au-

thor’s house (75%). As seen for infants, most homicides of
children were committed by a parent, but more often by
fathers (50%) than by mothers (25%). In very few cases the
murderer was an acquaintance and just one victim was
killed by a stranger, who was actually aiming at someone
else.
All victims were Italian.

- Adolescents (13-17 y-o)
This range of age includes more than a half of the sam-

ple (58%), with a prevalence of 17 y-o (60%). 85% of ado-
lescents victims were male. Again, knife is the most
common weapon used, as it represent 39% of cases. The use
of firearm is the second cause of death, emerging in 31%.
In 14% victims deceased for different kinds of traumas, like
the fall from a height or being beaten to death. Burning,
strangulation and poisoning represent 5%.
The most frequent place of discovery was a public area:

72% were found on the streets or near a bar; 28% were
found in a vehicle or in a private house. 
Regarding adolescents murderers, characteristics are

heterogeneous, also considering that a non-negligible por-
tion of perpetrators remained unknown to justice (28%):
homicide was perpetrated by a friend or acquaintance in
33%, often originating from quarrels, fights or gang con-
flicts. 
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In few cases the homicide was attributed to a relative
or a stranger (14%). In all cases involving female victims,
the crime was always attributed to the partner.
42% of adolescents victims were Italian, meaning 9 cases

out of 21. Of the 12 cases remaining, 2 came from Mo-
rocco, 1 from Philippines, 1 from Ecuador, 1 from
Bangladesh, 1 from Romania, 1 from India, 1 from Egypt,
1 from Albania and 1 from China; nationality of 2 victims
remained unknown.

Results 
Data presented align with the international literature on
the matter. 
Regarding gender prevalence, the statistical analysis

published by Unicef in 2014 (United Nations Children’s
Fund, 2014) shows that, all over the world, males are gen-
erally at higher risk of murder than females, with a consid-
erable increase of homicide rate in adolescence (Terranova,
Zen & Maguolo, 2018). 
The trend noticed in our area is consistent with Unicef

data, similarly to the trends described by Terranova and col-
leagues in 2018 (Terranova, Zen & Maguolo, 2018) con-
cerning the full Italian territory, and by Mathews (Mathews,
Abrahams & Jewkes, 2013) referring to South Africa: the
number of homicides is similar for male and female as in-
fants (0-1 y-o), and seems to change with age. 
In Mathews sample, as in our area, a higher number of

male victims was found amongst adolescents (13-17 y-o):
considering the range 13-17 y-o, the number of homicides
for males was considerably larger. Again, Abrahams (Abra-
hams, Mathews & Martin, 2016) confirm this pattern re-
garding adolescents in an urban setting.
Depending on the age-group analyzed, different pre-

dominant methods of killing were found. 
Infants (0-1 y-o) and children (2-12 y-o) presented sim-

ilar patterns: asphyxial death seems to be the leading cause
in both categories. Our findings are consistent with Brown
(Brown, Batalis & McClain, 2018), where asphyxia results
being the leading cause of traumatic deaths under the age
of 6.
Similar findings concerning infants were reported in

Porter and Gavin review (Porter & Gavin, 2010): the Au-
thors showed how suffocation and drowning are very fre-
quent methods of killing infants worldwide (Devakumar &
Osrin, 2016).
Concerning adolescents data, we found almost the same

number of death involving the use of a knife (38%) and a
firearm (34%). Finkelhor and Ormrod (Finkelhor & Orm-
rod, 2001) found consistent findings about the killing of
adolescents in USA. Looking closer at firearm homicide
cases, we can see that all the victims older than 13 y-o were
male. This data is consistent with the statistics described in
Fowler study (Fowler, Dahlberg & Haileyesus, 2017): ac-
cording to the Authors, in the last seventeen years, males
are disproportionately involved in firearm death, accounting
for 82% of all minors firearm deaths. The number of firearm
homicides was nearly 10 times higher among 13-17 than

among 0-12 year-olds: similarly, in our area 13-17 y-o pres-
ent a 6 times higher gunshot deaths compared to 0-12 y-o.
Moreover, still consistently with Fowler, ethnic minority
males represent a high percentage of firearm victims in
Milan-Monza area, as we found 42% of non-Italian victims.
With regards to the offenders, considering the complete

sample, in 72% of cases the perpetrator is a person known
by the victim: in most cases is a relative (44%). Moreover,
amongst relatives, almost all homicides were committed by
a parent (94%; 42% of the total cases), equally distributed
between mothers and fathers. 
In only one case the crime was charged to both, as the

baby died for neglect and starvation. In 12% of cases the
victim was killed by a stranger. Cases of homicide-suicide
represent 14% of the sample.
Perpetrators characteristics and motives of the crime

vary according to the age of the victims. 
In international literature (Dawson, 2015; Fujiwara, Bar-

ber & Schaechter, 2009), particular patterns of victimization
are noticed when the offender is a parent of the victim,
concerning for instance: victim’s age, method of killing, psy-
chological or intoxication state of the perpetrator (Terra-
nova, Zen & Maguolo, 2018). 
In our sample, in fact, mothers were identified or sus-

pected as the perpetrators in nearly a half (46%) of the
homicides of infants (0-1 y-o) and children (2-12 y-o). Our
findings align with the international literature, that further-
more showed how mothers’ risk of perpetration was asso-
ciated with economic stress, unemployment, younger age,
social isolation, lack of social support (Friedman & Resnick,
2007; Friedman, Horwitz & Resnick, 2005; Adinkrah,
2000). 
Consistently with these and other recent publications

on possible motives for filicide (Abrahams, Mathews &
Martin, 2016; Putkonen, Amon & Weizmann-Henelius,
2016; Karakasi, Markopoulou & Tentes, 2017), we can con-
sider unwanted pregnancy, lack of social support, marital or
relationship conflict the main reasons why parents kill their
baby in our area sample, especially referring to the infants
(0-1 y-o) age range. Moreover, pregnancy negation and/or
conscious concealment of it (Karakasi, Markopoulou &
Tentes, 2017) frequently occurred before the killing of the
newborn by the mother.
In Devakumar and Osrin global review (Devakumar &

Osrin, 2016), “altruistic” motives and “spousal revenge” can
be found among the leading causative factors of filicide: “al-
truistic filicide” meaning any situation where parents kill
their child “out of love”, in order to prevent any other suf-
fering. This situation can range from a kind of euthanasia
to an extended suicide in which a parent refuses to leave
the child behind his or her suicidal gesture. In our sample,
consistently with other studies (Merzagora, Travaini & Bat-
tistini, 2011), the suicide (or attempted suicide) was almost
simultaneous to the homicide. Suicide following the killing
of a child was not very common in our sample: 14% of the
perpetrators committed suicide, mainly the father, guided
by reasons close to the latter description of “altruistic homi-
cide”. Similar data were found by Abrahams (Abrahams,
Mathews & Martin, 2016) in the South African sample. 
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“Spousal revenge” filicide, instead, occurs when one parent
kills the favored child, or all the children, as a punishment
against the partner (Abrahams, Mathews & Martin, 2016):
20% of filicides occurred in our area seem to be ascribable
to this kind of motive.
According to Putkonen (Putkonen, Amon & Weiz-

mann-Henelius, 2016), four latent classes of homicidal par-
ents could be empirically derived: “homicidal-suicidal
fathers”, “violent impulsive parents”, “single sober parents”
and “prosocial psychotic parents” (Tanaka, Berger &
Valença, 2017). The first class seems to describe at least a
portion of our sample: almost all homicide-suicide cases
were committed by fathers.
The predominance of male perpetrators is higher in

cases of murder-suicide than for homicide in general, and
not only with regards to filicide followed by suicide, but
considering the general phenomenon of homicide-suicide
(Merzagora, Travaini & Battistini, 2011).
There are also cases of the so called “spousal revenge”

filicide that could realistically be considered part of the vi-
olent impulsive crime, together with cases of homicides de-
rived from unmanageable anger on behalf of one parent.
These findings are consistent with USA data described in
Friedman and Friedman’s review (Friedman & Friedman,
2010): in the USA, most young children who are homicide
victims are killed by a parent. Almost two thirds (59%) of
the victims up to 5 y-o were killed by their parents or step-
parents. Of the other 41%, most were killed by male ac-
quaintances. Consistently, considering the victims up to 5
y-o (12 out of 36 victims) from the Milan-Monza area, the
majority were killed by their parents. Actually, the percent-
age found in the present study is higher, as 83% of the vic-
tims aged 5 y-o or less were killed by their parents, equally
distributed between mothers and fathers.  
However, in contrast with our data, according to USA

statistics suicide occurs frequently in cases of both maternal
and paternal filicide (Friedman & Friedman, 2010): suicide
rate seems to be higher in USA than in our area: 16% to
29% of American mothers and 40% to 60% of American
fathers commit suicide in conjunction with filicide.
Different patterns can be drawn for the adolescents (13-

17 y-o) group: 33% of homicides was attributed to a person
equal in age, only 14% to a relative of the victim. Accord-
ingly to recent studies, the percentage of homicide victims
murdered by other youths is much larger for teenagers than
for younger victims (Finkelhor & Ormrod, 2001; Fowler,
Dahlberg & Haileyesus, 2017), Moreover, in this age range
the number of foreign-born victims observed was higher
than the Italian ones. These findings are consistent with the
data presented in Aebi, Linde (Aebi & Linde, 2010) and in
Agnew (Agnew, 2009): in both studies mentioned, factors
as low socio-economic status and/or frequent involvement
in gang activities were outlined as aspects related to the
higher possibility of committing a crime.   
In the US firearm homicides of adolescents were often

a consequence of other crimes, gang-related and often with
drug involvement (Fowler, Dahlberg & Haileyesus, 2017). 
This pattern can as well be found in our sampled area,

where adolescents firearm homicides were often related to

other crimes, such as drugs or gang conflicts. If we consider
all adolescent victims, regardless of the weapon used, per-
centage of homicides related to other crimes or gang con-
flict reaches 24% of cases.

Discussion
From the analysis of our data emerges a picture of homici-
dal behaviors which have the common denominator of
having minors as victims, but which, from a criminological
analysis standpoint are born and develop in different con-
texts. This entails the need for differentiated prevention
strategies that suit different contexts.
Regarding the cases of victims up to the first year of

age, we agree with the prevailing literature that highlights
the need for supportive interventions for the maternal fig-
ure and the family context in terms of early recognition of
a discomfort. Signs that are, at times, prodromal to actions
of homicidal nature (de’ Micheli, Merzagora, Clerici &
Marchesi, 2013; Brown, Tyson & Arias, 2018).
With respect to the age range between 2 and 8 years, a

peculiar fact emerges in our sample; in half of the cases the
offender is the father. In literature there are more studies
focused on the mother being the offender and, only sec-
ondarily, on the father.
Significant to this regard is the case of E.P. aged 44, of

Italian nationality who killed his 6-year-old son by suffo-
cation with a pillow.  The element that he had covered the
corpse with about 80 images of Hindu matrix is interesting.
It should be noted that the offender was known by the psy-
chiatric services of the area since he had attempted suicide
months before the homicidal event. On that same occasion,
while threatening the nursing staff with a broken bottle, he
shouted that he would kill his own son. After the gesture
he tried to take his own life first by ingesting sleeping pills,
but once he woke up, he tried to hang himself, cut his veins
and electrocute himself with an electric wire. During an
interrogation at the hospital with the Prosecutor, the of-
fender justified his act saying he did not want his son to
suffer the disagreements within the family any longer. In
other words, an altruistic motivation. This is not uncommon
and, for example, in harmony with what was written by
Declerq on the subject (Declercq, Meganck & Audenaert,
2017).
It is clear how, in this case, the pathological trait has

played a role in the criminogenesis. The question arises as
to why the mother of the child, former partner of the of-
fender, entrusted the care of their child to a father with ob-
vious signs of serious psychological distress.
Another case that seems to be of interest and raises the

issue of family hardship and the role of social services is that
of M.B., a citizen of Egyptian origin who killed his 8-year-
old son with a gunshot and subsequently stabbed his body
several times with a knife: these downward blows will cause
the child’s death. All of this took place during a protected
interview at a counseling center because a conflictual sep-
aration from the wife and son’s mother was taking place.
For this reason, the meetings were taking place in a pro-
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tected situation. After the gesture, the offender takes his own
life. Interesting, from a criminological point of view, is the
double mode of injury and the use of the bladed weapon
that involves greater proximity and determination of con-
duct. Following this incident an investigation was opened
against the social workers for not having supervised the
meeting with due attention.
Regarding the homicides committed by fathers, another

reason found in literature for this type of murder is that of
“spousal revenge”, present in our sample in 20% of the cases
(Carruthers, 2016).
Regarding adolescent victims, it is appropriate to make

some considerations: some cases fall within the typology of
family hardship for which the considerations mentioned
above apply. 
In other cases, the offender is himself an adolescent. In-

teresting are the data on how these homicides have been
committed in a public place and in the proximity of venues
where alcohol was administered, that is in contexts of con-
viviality where also the use of alcohol and drugs cannot be
excluded. In literature the relationship between adolescent
fragility, consumption of psychoactive substances and pos-
sible commission of crimes is well highlighted as a risk fac-
tor (Di Nunno, Lamboni, Boninfante, Pino & Greco, 2015;
Rocca, Verde, Fossa & Gatti, 2015; Caccavale, 2015).
A figure that is also confirmed in our research. Particu-

larly in homicides in the context of arguments between
peers, there is also a positivity of the victims for alcohol or
drugs.
In terms of prevention, it is important to emphasize the

need for an educational approach towards the physical and
behavioral risks associated with consuming substances, to
prevent the subculture of consumption and the lack of
knowledge on the effects from resulting in a dangerous
combination. We believe in a prevention that starts precisely
from the awareness of the effects of what is consumed, as it
happens in a context seemingly far away like doping in
sports (Merzagora, Romano, Verzelletti & Travaini, 2015;
Merzagora & Travaini, 2014).
There is only one case of adolescent couple homicide

in our sample. The offender R.G., of sixteen years of age,
stabs a female peer with a small knife he had in his pencil
case severing her jugular. It all happens in the schoolyard
in front of the other classmates. The motivation of the ges-
ture is to be found in the victim’s intention to end their re-
lationship. It is important to underline that the minor,
subjected to a psychiatric evaluation, has been declared in-
capable with a diagnosis of total mental defect (a serious
personality disorder called narcissistic-schizoid).

Conclusion
In the presented analysis several types of juvenile’s homi-
cides have been discussed and specific patterns of homicidal
behaviors emerged. 
Minors’ homicide is a very wide and heterogeneous

phenomenon: when concerning very young victims, the
murder is often committed within a caregiving relationship

that is somehow negatively influenced by social and/or psy-
chopathological factors affecting the caregiver. This pattern
was observed in our sample as well as in the pre-existing
international literature.
On the other hand, cases involving adolescents can

more often be linked to subcultural contexts: in a critical
age, but also to psychopathological reasons. When the peer
group usually represents an important source of support
and a significant relationship for the youth, the subcultural
background can lead to a criminal behavior against coeta-
neous.  
Our data concerning adolescents (13-17 y-o), consis-

tently with the international literature, outline how com-
monly the perpetrator is still someone related and very
close in age to the victim. Various reasons of conflict seem
to originate from the kind of relationship existing between
them, such as relational problems, gang rivalry or drugs traf-
ficking. 
Aware of the statistic limitations of the present study, we

can however point out a good consistency and a general
coherence between our findings and the international lit-
erature.
We therefore hope that this survey will help in widen-

ing the knowledge of the phenomenon, in identifying risk
factors that could affect the most fragile subjects, as mentally
ill mothers or male adolescents, in order to promote new
ways of preventing this type of crime.
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