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From Murder to 
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the Flow of Homicide 
Cases—A Systematic Review
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Abstract
This systematic review examined the evidence on factors influencing the flow of 
homicide, from suspicious death to imprisonment. Bibliographic databases and thesis 
portals were searched. The total number of hits was 15,986, of which 15,830 were 
irrelevant, 35 did not include a quantitative sample, 26 did not focus on homicide, 18 
did not present flow data, and for seven there was no full text available. The remaining 
70 papers were analyzed. With the exception of one, no study presented a complete 
longitudinal flow. Results indicated that both legal and extralegal characteristics 
influence the likelihood of cases to drop out. Aside from a first mapping of homicide 
case flows, future research should explore false positives and false negatives, to come 
to a first understanding of funnel selectivity in homicide cases.
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Introduction

Background

Homicide serves as a global barometer for criminal justice policy. It has been suggested 
that while one homicide may trigger the most severe punishment, a similar homicide 
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may elicit no sanctions at all (Cooney, 2009). The critical question that arises, then, is 
what explains the variability in homicide case outcome? The pursuit of criminal justice 
involves a large number of individuals making a series of complex decisions. In most 
jurisdictions, this process entails four main steps, and starts with the discovery of a 
suspicious death. Subsequently, the coroner or medical examiner assesses the deceased. 
If the autopsy suggests or confirms foul play, the legal process is set in motion (Step 1) 
(Timmermans, 2007). The case then goes through a series of criminal justice decision-
making stages, also known as the so-called criminal justice funnel model (Charette & 
van Koppen, 2016). These stages include clearance (through arrest or otherwise) (Step 
2), prosecution (Step 3), and sentencing (Step 4) (Baumer et al., 2000). At each of these 
judicial stages, selectivity takes place. Homicide cases may drop out for several legal 
reasons, for example, no clearance when the evidence is insufficient, no prosecution 
when the suspect is dead, or no sentencing when the suspect is not criminally respon-
sible. Although decisions made at each stage of the criminal justice process are restricted 
by substantive and procedural criminal law, it has been argued that a considerable 
amount of discretion remains in the decision-making process and structural inequalities 
(including victim and offender gender, age or ethnicity) that may influence this process 
(Baumer et al., 2000). This selectivity may lead to a population at the end of the crime 
funnel that becomes less representative of the total offender population at the start of 
the funnel (Charette & van Koppen, 2016). Despite its relevance to public health and 
criminal justice policy, to our knowledge, no systematic literature review has been con-
ducted on factors influencing the flow of homicide through the system, from the detec-
tion of a suspicious death to imprisonment (Liem & Eisner, 2020).

In this contribution, we move beyond the empirical vacuum by (a) conducting an 
extensive search for empirical studies written in English by searching in five electronic 
databases, together covering a total of 731 electronic databases from 1976 up to March 
2019; (b) expanding our search to include unpublished graduate theses; and (c) focus-
ing on studies that explicitly describe the flow of homicide cases with empirical data.

Objectives

With this systematic review, we aim to summarize the evidence on factors influencing 
the flow of homicide through the public health and criminal justice systems, from 
suspicious death to imprisonment. In doing so, we seek to synthesize all available 
scientific evidence arising from empirical studies.

Method

The methods used were based on the “PRISMA” guidelines for conducting systematic 
reviews (Moher et al., 2009).

Eligibility Criteria

Studies were included if they met the following criteria: Published in English from the 
beginning of the year 1976 to March 2019; explicitly mentioned homicide cases (either 
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solely or as part of other crimes under study); reported on homicide offenders or cases 
from a defined geographical region over a specified period of time; reported the counts 
of cases or offenders from one or more steps in the public health and/or criminal jus-
tice system; reported on factors influencing the flow of homicide cases through the 
public health and criminal justice system. Studies were excluded if they did not dif-
ferentiate homicide from other (violent) crimes; or did not include a quantitative sam-
ple of homicide cases; or did not present flow data of the selected homicide sample.

Information Sources

We consulted the following independent search engines: The Leiden University 
Library (covering academic works in 726 databases from 1976 to date, including rel-
evant databases relating to various disciplines, such as PubMed, Web of Science, and 
PiCarta), and three theses portals were used: EBSCO Open Dissertations (for U.S. 
dissertations, covering dissertations from 1902 to date), ProQuest Dissertations and 
Theses (for North American dissertations, covering 1637 to date), and EThOS (for 
British dissertations from 1800 to date). Databases were searched from 1976 (used as 
a cut-off point for digitally available material in the University Library) to March 
2019.

Search

To identify all possibly relevant studies and to control for publication bias, we used 
keywords including (homicid* or murder or violent death) and (autopsy or investiga-
tion or clearance or clear* or arrest* or prosecution or prosecut* or sentence or sen-
tenc* or imprison* or imprisonment or prison) and (criminal justice or public health). 
Bibliographies from previously published contributions were also checked.

Study Selection

First, databases were searched from 1976 to March 2019. The vast majority of the hits 
retrieved by the abovementioned keywords could be excluded based on basic informa-
tion about the studies, such as the titles or the journals the studies were published in. 
Second, we included studies that described one or multiple steps in the homicide case 
flow. Studies that reported on other types of death, or other types of crimes, were 
included as long as they specified (the factors influencing) the homicide flow. Third, 
studies had to include an outcome measure. Fourth, we included studies that were 
published as journal articles, books, book chapters, as well as studies that were unpub-
lished, including PhD theses but excluding (BSc or MSc) theses. The results of this 
selection process are reflected in Figure 1.

For seven studies, a full text was not available. In two of those cases, we found 
contact information for the authors, who we subsequently contacted via email (N = 1) 
or Research Gate (N = 1). Even though a follow-up email was sent a week after the 
initial email, none of the original authors responded to our request to receive access to 
their studies.
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A total of 35 studies were excluded because they did not contain a quantitative 
sample of homicide cases. This included studies that used qualitative approaches to 
explain the flow of homicide cases through the system (see, for example, Hawk & 
Dabney, 2014; LePard et al., 2015), (quasi-) experimental studies (see, for example, 
Fahsing, 2016; Schwartzberg, 1977; Wright, 2008) or used surveys, for example, with 
police officers (see, for example, Keel, 2008).

We further excluded 26 studies that did not differentiate homicide from other types 
of crime. In such studies, only aggregated data were presented in which various kinds 
of violent crime were combined, such as rape or robbery data with homicide data. This 
inhibited analyses of the homicide flow specifically.

In the final step in the study selection process, 18 studies were excluded that did not 
present any flow data that could give an indication about the percentage of cases that 
flowed through the different steps in the system and factors that influenced this flow. 
Examples of such studies were studies on best practices in homicide investigations 

Figure 1.  Flow diagram systematic review according to PRISMA guidelines.
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(e.g., Jensen, 2004; Keel, 2008), or studies describing homicide patterns without dis-
cussing patterns at different stages of the criminal justice process (e.g., Broadhurst, 
2002; Messner et al., 2001). When study results from the same author were presented 
both in a PhD thesis, and in (a) peer-reviewed article(s), we included the latter when 
exactly the same findings were reported (same time frame, same study location, same 
sample size), to avoid duplication of results. The table in Appendix reflects the reasons 
for excluding studies from the systematic review.

Data Collection Process

All of the studies that met the inclusion criteria were carefully examined for homicide 
cases or homicide offenders from one or more steps in the public health and/or criminal 
justice system flow. In structuring the review results, we identified four separate steps 
in the homicide flow: (Step 1) classifying a suspicious death as a homicide, (Step 2) 
homicide clearance, (Step 3) homicide prosecution, and (Step 4) homicide sentencing.

Suspicious death was broadly defined as death in suspicious circumstances, mean-
ing out of place and time (Timmermans, 2007). Homicide was defined as an inten-
tional criminal act of violence by one or more human beings resulting in the death of 
one or more other human beings. This definition covers the legal codes of murder, 
voluntary manslaughter, infanticide, and assault leading to death. Excluded from this 
definition are attempted homicides, voluntary euthanasia, terminations of life on 
request, and assisted suicides (Granath et  al., 2011). Homicide clearance includes 
cases cleared by arrest of a suspect, as well as exceptionally cleared cases, where a 
suspect or perpetrator is known to the police but for some reason cannot be (lawfully) 
arrested. Examples include perpetrators who committed suicide or perpetrators who 
left the country and therefore the jurisdiction area (Riedel & Boulahanis, 2007). 
Homicides were regarded as prosecuted if homicide arrests resulted in a decision to 
prosecute (Baumer & Martin, 2013). Finally, we included studies that measured homi-
cide sentencing outcomes, including whether or not a homicide case resulted in a 
conviction, and the type of conviction, including (the length of) custodial sentence 
received by defendants (Baumer & Martin, 2013).

Two researchers extracted the data from published studies, books, book chapters, 
and PhD theses. Doubts about whether or not to include a study were resolved by con-
sensus discussion, with final assignment reflecting the determination of the senior 
author.

Data Items

Studies included in the systematic review were coded for the following key features: 
reference information (title, authors, publication year, etc.), type of publication, lan-
guage of publication, study location, sample size, sample characteristics (gender, age, 
etc.), time frame, step of the system studied, type(s) of outcomes measured, and mea-
surement details. Furthermore, we also included the predictors that were included in 
each study.
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Results

Study Selection

A total of 70 studies that described the flow of homicide cases through the various 
stages from initial recording by public health or criminal justice systems to convic-
tion, as indicated in either the title or the abstract, were included in our systematic 
review.

Tables 1 and 2 provide further information about the 70 studies that were relevant 
for the aims of the systematic review. Most studies examined samples from North 
America (Canada and the United States). Six studies were based on criminal justice 
samples from Europe, and only one from a non-Western country (South Korea). A 
descriptive time-frame-analysis revealed a concentration of publications in the post-
2006 time period (see supplementary material). Eighty-one percent of the studies were 
retrieved from peer-reviewed journals, and 19% included PhD theses. Most studies 
relied on relatively old (pre-2000s) empirical data.

Study Characteristics

All reports were categorized according to their focus on the particular stage(s) in the 
public health or criminal justice systems. It was possible for six reports to be placed in 
various categories, when the reports described multiple stages longitudinally through 
the system. One single study (Berz, 1994) described all four steps in the system, from 
the discovery of a homicide to sentencing. Other studies reporting on multiple steps 
mostly focused on homicide prosecution and sentencing (including sentence length) 
(Baumer & Martin, 2013; Glaeser & Sacerdote, 2003; Grosso et  al., 2010; Miller, 
2015), or homicide clearance and prosecution charges (Petersen, 2017a) and convic-
tions (Baskin & Sommers, 2010).

Preliminary Evaluation of Included Studies

Existing studies have mostly focused on one step in the homicide case flow: Homicide 
clearance (Pastia et al., 2017). To a lesser extent, studies have described and assessed 
factors influencing case loss in later stages of the system, such as homicide prosecu-
tion practices (Farrell & Swigert, 1986) and homicide sentencing (Taylor et al., 2009). 
Furthermore, the included empirical studies were predominantly focused on U.S. data, 
which decreases the overall generalizability of the data to other (non-U.S.) legal 
systems.

Results of Individual Studies

Predictors associated with each step of the homicide flow can roughly be divided into 
homicide case characteristics (number of victims, modus operandi, homicide context), 
offender characteristics (demographics, criminal history), victim characteristics (demo-
graphics, victim provocation), police organization characteristics (investigating office 
experience, investigative capacity), jurisdictional attributes (such as neighborhood 
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disadvantage, homicide rate). We will adhere to this clustering of factors when discuss-
ing the various factors influencing each step of the homicide case flow.

Step 1: Classifying suspicious deaths.  Even though multiple studies discussed the dis-
covery of suspicious death and the subsequent classification of such deaths, three stud-
ies reported on predictors influencing the flow of cases from suspicious death to 
classifying the case as a homicide.

Among these articles, to the best of our knowledge, Sorenson et al. (1997b) were 
the only ones taking a population-based sample of injury deaths—rather than a spe-
cific subtype of homicide—in which the authors examined characteristics of those 
deaths labeled undetermined and compared them with cases in which the death was 
certified as an accident, suicide, or homicide. The classification of death category was 
found not to be random, as deaths of young children were more likely to be classified 
as undetermined, than as homicides. Other significant predictors that were associated 
with a lower likelihood of homicide classification included death by poisoning, fall, or 
submersion, while death by cutting instruments or firearms were more likely to be 
classified as homicides.

Focusing specifically on the classification of child homicide, Sorenson et  al. 
(1997a) found that undetermined deaths of children and child homicides had similar 
distributions of age, race, sex, and place of injury. These findings suggest that a sub-
stantial number of underdetermined deaths may well be undetected homicides, find-
ings mirrored by Overpeck et al. (1999) based on more recent U.S. population-based 
data.

Step 2: Clearance.  Out of the four steps homicide flow, the majority of the homicide 
flow literature focused on homicide clearance. Here, it should be noted that virtually 
all studies excluded disappearances and police’ lethal use of force from their homicide 
samples, and considered homicide-suicides and other exceptionally cleared cases, 

Table 1.  Characteristics of Studies Included in the Systematic Review.

Study Characteristics Number of studies %

Included 71 31
Excluded 156 69
Step of the system studied 71 100
  1. Classifying suspicious death 3 4
  2. Clearance 48 68
  3. Prosecution 5 7
  4. Sentencing 15 21
Type of publication 71 100
  Journal article 58 82
  Book 0 0
  Book chapter 0 0
  PhD dissertation 13 18
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Table 2.  Steps in the Homicide Flow Captured by Articles Included in Review.  

Author(s) Year N Location Time frame Type

Step 1: Classifying suspicious death (three articles)
  Overpeck et al. 1999 2,345 United States 1983–1991 Article
  Sorenson et al. 1997b 62,566 United States 1969–1991 Article
  Sorenson et al. 1997a 1,693 United States 1969–1991 Article
Step 2: Clearance (38 articles; nine theses)
  Adcock 2001 388 United States 1988–1992 Thesis
  Addington 2006 1,958 United States 2001 Article
  Alderden & Lavery 2007 7,470 United States 1991–2002 Article
  Alexander 2012 798 United States 1992–1995 Thesis
  Balemba et al. 2013 350 Canada unspecified Article
  Bänziger & Killias 2014 1,300 Switzerland 1980–2004 Article
  Beaulieu 2011 81 United States 1990–2000 Article
  Beauregard & Martineau 2016 350 Canada 1948–2010 Article
  Borg & Parker 2001 157 United States 1989–1992 Article
  Braga et al. 2019 465 United States 2007–2014 Article
  Davies 2003 1,700 United States 1970–1999 Thesis
  Donohue 1998 1,765 United States 1966–1968 Article
  Granath & Sturup 2018 2,160 Sweden 1990–2013 Article
  Hawk & Dabney 2019 252 United States 2009–2011 Article
  Innes 1999 75 England and 

Wales
1991–1997 Thesis

  Jarvis & Regoeczi 2009 3,374 United States 1996–2002 Article
  Jiao 2007 21,744 United States 1965–1995 Article
  Keppel 1992 1,309 United States 1981–1986 Thesis
  Krauss 2014 161,000 United States 1998–2001 

and 
2006–2009

Thesis

  Liem et al. 2019 2,228 Finland, the 
Netherlands, 
Sweden, and 
Switzerland

2009–2014 Article

  Litwin 2002 23,817 United States 1969–1991 Article
  Litwin 2004 2,224 United States 1989–1991 Article
  Litwin & Xu 2007 23,184 United States 1966–1995 Article
  Lundman & Myers 2012 816 United States 1984–1992 Article
  Mancik & Parker 2019 6,160 United States 1976–2015 Article
  Mancik et al. 2018 unspecified United States 1996–2000 Article
  Ousey & Lee 2010 409 United States 1980–2000 Article
  Pastia et al. 2017 11,297 Canada 1991–2011 Article
  Petersen 2017a 8,150 United States 1991–1994 Article

(continued)
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Author(s) Year N Location Time frame Type

  Petersen 2017b 8,150 United States 1991–1994 Article
  Puckett & Lundman 2003 802 United States 1984–1992 Article
  Quinet & Nunn 2014 829 United States 2004–2011 Article
  Regoeczi et al. 2000 313,399 United States 

and Canada
1976–1983 Article

  Regoeczi et al. 2008 5,680 United States 1996–2002 Article
  Regoeczi & Jarvis 2013 495 United States 1998–2002 Article
  Riedel & Boulahanis 2007 1,152 United States 1988–1995 Article
  Roberts 2015 7,927 United States 2005–2009 Article
  Roberts 2007 1,579 United States 2002 Article
  Roberts & Lyons 2009 2,798 United States 2000–2005 Article
  Roberts & Lyons 2011 9,929 United States 2000–2007 Article
  Roycroft 2009 288 United States 1988–1992 Thesis
  Schroeder 2007 593 United States 1996–2003 Thesis
  Schroeder & White 2009 593 United States 1996–2003 Article
  Sturup et al. 2015 264 Sweden 2007–2009 Article
  Taylor et al. 2009 508 United States 1980s–2002 Article
  Trussler 2010 11,348 Canada 1991–2006 Thesis
  Xu 2008 23,817 United States 1966–1995 Article
Step 3: Prosecution (three articles; two theses)
  Berz 1994 257 United States 1977–1987 Thesis
  Baumer & Martin 2013 2,508 United States 1988 Article
  Cerulli 2004 122 United States 1996 Thesis
  Glaeser & Sacerdote 2003 1,772 United States 1988 Article
  Martin 2014 672 United States 1994–1995 Article
  Myers 1997 135 United States 1989–1990 Thesis
Step 4: Sentencing (13 articles; two theses)
  Auerhahn 2007a 1,137 United States 1995–2000 Article
  Auerhahn 2007b 1,137 United States 1995–2000 Article
  Auerhahn 2012 717 United States 1995–2000 Article
  Auerhahn et al. 2017 636 United States 1995–2000 Article
  Baumer & Martin 2013 1,656 United States 1988 Article
  Cerulli 2004 209 United States 1996 Thesis
  Curry 2010 298 United States 1991 Article
  Glaeser & Sacerdote 2003 1,772 United States 1988 Article
  Gross & Mauro 1984 unspecified United States 1976–1980 Article
  Johnson et al. 2010 1,328 The 

Netherlands
1993–2004 Article

  Kim et al. 2018 368 South Korea 1986–2013 Article
  Martin 2006 692 United States 1990–1995 Article
  Miller 2015 1,198 United States 2005–2009 Thesis

Table 2.  (continued)

(continued)
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Author(s) Year N Location Time frame Type

  Petersen 2017a 9,137 United States 1990–1994 Article
  Richards et al. 2016 675 United States 1977–2009 Article
Multiple Steps (four articles; two theses)
  Baskin & Sommers 2010 400 United States 2003 Article
  Berz 1994 257 United States 1977–1987 Thesis
  Baumer & Martin 2013 2,508 United States 1988 Article
  Glaeser & Sacerdote 2003 1,772 United States 1988 Article
  Grosso et al. 2010 104 United States 1984–2005 Article
  Miller 2015 1,198 United States 2005–2009 Thesis
  Petersen 2017a 9,137 United States 1990–1994 Article

Table 2.  (continued)

separately. In terms of factors influencing homicide clearance, with two exceptions 
(Lundman & Myers, 2012; Puckett & Lundman, 2003), firearms were found to be 
associated with a lower likelihood of clearance (Alderden & Lavery, 2007; Braga 
et al., 2019; Granath & Sturup, 2018; Litwin, 2002, 2004; Litwin & Xu, 2007; Mancik 
& Parker, 2019; Ousey & Lee, 2010; Petersen, 2017a, 2017b; Regoeczi et al., 2000, 
2008; Roberts, 2015; Roberts & Lyons, 2011; Sturup et al., 2015; Trussler, 2010; Xu, 
2008). Homicides committed with knives, however, were with two exceptions 
(Adcock, 2001; Roycroft, 2009) associated with higher levels of clearance (Adding-
ton, 2006; Lundman & Myers, 2012; Pastia et al., 2017; Puckett & Lundman, 2003; 
Roberts, 2007, Roberts & Lyons, 2009; Schroeder, 2007; Schroeder & White, 2009; 
Trussler, 2010). Furthermore, other methods such as blunt force (Pastia et al., 2017; 
Trussler, 2010) or hands-on methods such as strangulation were found to be positively 
associated with clearance (Balemba et  al., 2014; Trussler, 2010). Also, homicides 
committed at home had a higher likelihood of clearance (Addington, 2006; Alderden 
& Lavery, 2007; Bänziger & Killias, 2014; Braga et al., 2019; Litwin, 2002, 2004; 
Litwin & Xu, 2007; Petersen, 2017b; Riedel & Boulahanis, 2007; Trussler, 2010). 
While some studies found homicides committed in public, including public roads such 
as in vehicles, less likely to be cleared (Bänziger & Killias, 2014; Granath & Sturup, 
2018; Jiao, 2007; Petersen, 2017b; Regoeczi et  al., 2008; Sturup et  al., 2015; Xu, 
2008), other studies reported the opposite (Litwin & Xu, 2007; Petersen, 2017a; Rie-
del & Boulahanis, 2007). Cases committed in rural areas—rather than in urban areas—
were positively associated with clearance (Pastia et  al., 2017; Trussler 2010). 
Homicides that took place in the nighttime were less likely to be cleared (Alderden & 
Lavery, 2007; Donohue, 1998; Hawk, 2015; Roberts, 2015).

In terms of homicide context, homicides involving multiple victims (Addington, 
2006; Petersen, 2017b) and domestic homicides were associated with higher clearance 
(Baskin & Sommers, 2010; Litwin & Xu, 2007; Puckett & Lundman, 2003; Riedel & 
Boulahanis, 2007; Roberts, 2007). Some studies report drug- or gang-related homi-
cides to be associated with lower clearance level (Alderden & Lavery, 2007;  Alexander, 



230	 Homicide Studies 24(3)

2012; Braga et  al., 2019; Litwin, 2002, 2004; Pastia et  al., 2017; Petersen, 2017b; 
Puckett & Lundman, 2003; Trussler, 2010; Xu, 2008), whereas other studies report 
higher clearance rates among this subtype (Adcock, 2001; Jiao, 2007; Litwin & Xu, 
2007; Mancik & Parker, 2019; Ousey & Lee, 2010; Roberts, 2007; Roberts & Lyons, 
2011; Roycroft, 2009). Similarly, mixed findings are reported in terms of homicides 
committed together with other felonies, with some studies finding a positive (Adcock, 
2001; Litwin & Xu, 2007; Mancik & Parker, 2019; Ousey & Lee, 2010; Puckett & 
Lundman, 2003; Roberts, 2007, 2015; Roberts & Lyons, 2011; Roycroft, 2009) and 
others a negative relationship (Litwin, 2002, 2004; Petersen, 2017b; Regoeczi et al., 
2000, 2008; Schroeder, 2007; Xu, 2008) with clearance. Two studies reported on a 
positive relationship between rape-related homicides and clearance (Balemba et al., 
2014; Beauregard & Martineau, 2016), while one study found the contrary (Alderden 
& Lavery, 2007).

Findings regarding victim race differ, with some studies finding homicides with 
Black victims to be associated with lower clearance rates (Baskin & Sommers, 2010; 
Litwin & Xu, 2007; Xu, 2008), while others report the opposite (Regoeczi et al., 2000; 
Roberts & Lyons, 2011). Homicides involving Latino (Alderden & Lavery, 2007; 
Litwin, 2002, 2004; Litwin & Xu, 2007; Petersen, 2017a, 2017b; Xu, 2008) or Asian 
victims (Petersen, 2017b) were associated with a lower likelihood of clearance. Some 
studies found homicides with female victims to be more likely to be cleared (Alderden 
& Lavery, 2007; Braga et al., 2019; Mancik & Parker, 2019; Petersen, 2017a, 2017b; 
Regoeczi et al., 2000, 2008; Roberts, 2007), while others reported the opposite (Jiao, 
2007; Litwin, 2002; Litwin & Xu, 2007; Roberts & Lyons, 2009, 2011). Findings are 
mixed when it comes to victim age, with some studies finding homicides involving 
older victims more likely to be cleared (Braga et al., 2019; Hawk, 2015), while others 
report the opposite (Jiao, 2007; Liem et al., 2019; Litwin, 2002, 2004; Pastia et al., 
2017; Petersen, 2017b; Regoeczi et al., 2000, 2008; Roberts, 2007). Homicides involv-
ing child victims are generally associated with a higher likelihood of clearance 
(Addington, 2006; Alderden & Lavery, 2007; Braga et al., 2019; Hawk & Dabney, 
2019; Litwin & Xu, 2007; Lundman & Myers, 2012; Mancik & Parker, 2019; Pastia 
et al., 2017; Puckett & Lundman, 2003; Regoeczi et al., 2000, 2008; Roberts, 2007; 
Roberts & Lyons, 2009, 2011; Trussler, 2010). Noteworthy is a Swiss study on homi-
cide clearance by Bänziger and Killias (2014), finding that homicides involving 
homosexual (slightly older) victims were associated with lower clearance rates. 
Related to this observation is Beauregard and Martineau’s (2016) finding of sex 
worker homicides being less likely to be cleared. Studies further show that homicides 
involving married victims are more likely to be cleared compared with unmarried 
victims (Bänziger & Killias, 2014; Pastia et al., 2017). Finally, with one exception 
(Regoeczi & Jarvis, 2013), homicides involving victims with a criminal record are 
found to be associated with lower clearance rates (Alderden & Lavery, 2007; Braga 
et al., 2019; Granath & Sturup, 2018; Jiao, 2007; Schroeder, 2007; Schroeder & White, 
2009; Sturup et al., 2015).

Police organization characteristics, such as workload per investigator, were found 
to be negatively associated with clearance outcomes (Borg & Parker, 2001; Hawk, 
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2015; Mancik & Parker, 2019; Roberts, 2015). Evidence found to positively influence 
the likelihood of clearance includes the number of evidence types (Hawk, 2015, Hawk 
& Dabney, 2019) and the presence of witnesses (Baskin & Sommers, 2010; Regoeczi 
& Jarvis, 2013; Sturup et al., 2015).

In terms of jurisdictional characteristics, home ownership (Borg & Parker, 2001; 
Litwin, 2002, 2004; Mancik & Parker, 2019) and community average educational 
level (Borg & Parker, 2001; Hawk, 2015) are positively associated with clearance. 
There are no conclusive results when it comes to other community characteristics such 
as area population, homicide rates, inequality or neighborhood racial composition, and 
their relationship with clearance rates—with some studies reporting positive and oth-
ers negative effects on the likelihood of homicide clearance (Beaulieu, 2011; Borg & 
Parker, 2001; Litwin, 2002; Litwin & Xu, 2007; Mancik et al., 2018; Mancik & Parker, 
2019; Ousey & Lee, 2010; Petersen, 2017b; Puckett & Lundman, 2003; Trussler, 
2010; Xu, 2008).

Step 3: Prosecution.  Empirical studies reporting on factors influencing the prosecution 
of homicide offenders mostly stem from the 1980s and 1990s, and have almost exclu-
sively focused on U.S. data. On the case level, factors associated with a higher likeli-
hood of homicide prosecution include the presence of multiple victims, quick arrest, 
and the crime taking place within the home (Baumer & Martin, 2013). Berz (1994), as 
one of the only scholars who followed homicide cases through multiple steps of the 
criminal justice system, found that self-defense and (naturally) homicide-suicide were 
associated with a decreased likelihood of prosecution. Furthermore, police prescribing 
a specific homicide charge was found to increase the likelihood of prosecution for that 
exact same charge, as the prosecution rarely deviated from the police’s suggestion 
(Cerulli, 2004). Conversely, plea bargaining was associated with a lower likelihood of 
prosecution (Myers, 1997). White offenders, offenders with a prior criminal record 
(Berz, 1994), and male offenders are more likely to be prosecuted for homicide (Bau-
mer & Martin, 2013), while older age and being known as a drug dealer were found to 
be associated with a lower likelihood of prosecution (Baumer & Martin, 2013). In 
terms of victim characteristics, victim provocation, or the victim being Latino, 
decreased the likelihood of homicide prosecution (Baumer & Martin, 2013), whilst 
cases involving a White male victim increased the issuance of a charge (Baskin & 
Sommers, 2010). An intimate or familial relationship between victim and perpetrator 
decreases the likelihood to be prosecuted for aggravated murder (Martin, 2014), but 
increased the likelihood to be prosecuted for involuntary manslaughter (Cerulli, 2004). 
Furthermore, in terms of jurisdictional characteristics, political conservatism was 
associated with a lower likelihood of prosecution, while social capital, operationalized 
as social trust and cohesion within society, increased the likelihood of prosecution 
(Baumer & Martin, 2013).

Step 4: Sentencing.  Similar to studies describing other steps in the flow, the vast 
majority of empirical studies have been conducted in the United States. In terms of 
case characteristics, similar to findings in the prosecution stage, homicides involving 
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multiple victims increased both the likelihood of being convicted versus being acquit-
ted (Baskin & Sommers, 2010; Baumer & Martin, 2013) and the likelihood for 
harsher sentences (Baumer & Martin, 2013; Gross & Mauro, 1984; Johnson et al., 
2010; Petersen, 2017a). Furthermore, case characteristics associated with harsher 
sentences included homicides taking place in a public (Baumer & Martin, 2013; 
Johnson et al., 2010) or rural (Gross & Mauro, 1984) area.

Other case characteristics involve legal factors that increased the likelihood for 
higher sentences, such as charge severity, aggravating circumstances (Auerhahn, 
2007), disposition seriousness (Curry, 2010), and the case being treated in jury trial 
(Auerhahn et al., 2017). Miller’s (2015) study mirrored these conclusions, finding that 
cases received a lesser charge in the disposition phase compared with the initial charge, 
for example, due to plea bargaining. Homicide offenders committing a homicide in the 
context of gang rivalry or business rivalry were less likely to be adjudicated guilty 
(Martin, 2006), while homicides motivated by financial gain (Kim et al., 2018), or in 
the context of a sexual crime (Johnson et al., 2010; Richards et al., 2016), a robbery 
(Gross & Mauro, 1984; Johnson et al., 2010), or a sexual triangle (Kim et al., 2018), 
were associated with harsher sentences.

Other studies tested the relevance of offenders’ characteristics on sentencing. To 
control for legally relevant factors, such as offense seriousness, many of the included 
studies applied multivariate analyses (e.g., Auerhahn et al., 2017; Baumer & Martin, 
2013; Curry, 2010; Glaeser & Sacerdote, 2003). Habitual offenders (Curry, 2010), 
offenders who had spent time in prison (Johnson et al., 2010), or offenders who had a 
prior criminal record (Baumer & Martin, 2013; Curry, 2010; Glaeser & Sacerdote, 
2003) were associated with a higher likelihood for a homicide conviction and a longer 
sentence (Baumer & Martin, 2013; Curry, 2010; Glaeser & Sacerdote, 2003; Kim et al., 
2018; Richards et al., 2016). Being male increased the likelihood for a more severe 
sentence (Auerhahn et  al., 2017; Baumer & Martin, 2013; Curry, 2010; Glaeser & 
Sacerdote, 2003). While Gross and Mauro (1984) reported Black offenders to be more 
likely to be sentenced to death, other studies did not find an effect of offender race on 
sentence severity (Baumer & Martin, 2013; Curry, 2010; Glaeser & Sacerdote, 2003). 
Similarly, while some authors reported Hispanic offenders to be more likely to receive 
harsher sentences (Auerhahn et  al., 2017), others (Petersen, 2017a) found the 
opposite.

Physical provocation by the victim was associated with a lower likelihood of con-
viction and lower sentence length (Baumer & Martin, 2013). White and female vic-
tims increased the likelihood of being convicted of first-degree murder (Glaeser & 
Sacerdote, 2003). Homicides involving female (Baumer & Martin, 2013; Curry, 2010; 
Glaeser & Sacerdote, 2003; Gross & Mauro, 1984; Johnson et  al., 2010), older 
(Baumer & Martin, 2013; Johnson et al., 2010; Petersen, 2017a), and White (Gross & 
Mauro, 1984) victims were further associated with harsher sentences. Black-on-White 
homicides were further associated with harsher sentences (Martin, 2006), as were 
homicides involving strangers (Gross & Mauro, 1984; Petersen, 2017a). However, 
homicides with unemployed victims or victims working as prostitutes were associated 
with more lenient sentencing outcomes (Glaeser & Sacerdote, 2003). Homicides of 



Liem et al.	 233

children, parents (Johnson et al., 2010), or friends (Martin, 2006) was further associ-
ated with more lenient sentences. Multiple criminal charges were associated with 
higher sentences (Johnson et al., 2010; Martin, 2006; Petersen, 2017a), as were mul-
tiple murder charges (Johnson et al., 2010).

In terms of jurisdictional attributes, fundamentalism and support for capital punish-
ment increased the likelihood of a jury conviction versus being acquitted (Baumer & 
Martin, 2013), whereas neighborhood residential instability appears to have a negative 
influence on the likelihood of a suspect being convicted (Regoeczi & Jarvis, 2013). 
Other jurisdiction characteristics that were negatively related to the likelihood of being 
incarcerated were—for White offenders—neighborhood concentrated disadvantage and 
neighborhood average high school completion, while political conservatism increased 
the likelihood of being sentenced for a homicide (Miller, 2015). For Black offenders, 
jurisdictional characteristics negatively associated with the likelihood of incarceration 
include neighborhood housing instability, while Gini1 was found to be positively related 
to the likelihood of being incarcerated for a homicide (Miller, 2015).

Discussion

Summary of Evidence

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first systematic review of existing research on 
the homicide flow through the system. One of our initial aims of this systematic review 
was to report on the factors explaining variability in homicide case outcome. However, 
with the exception of one (Berz, 1994), none of the studies reported on the entire 
homicide flow through the system, following cases longitudinally. One of the reasons 
for such a research vacuum may lie in different disciplinary lenses that are associated 
with different stages in the flow: With coroner data on suspicious death being collected 
and studied in the area of public health, that may not neatly correspond to data systems 
employed by criminal justice agencies. The fact that so few scholars examined multi-
ple steps in the criminal justice funnel hints at fragmented systems: as data from 
police, prosecutor, and judicial systems do not easily match and merge, tracking cases 
throughout the funnel is easier said than done.

Results further show that empirical studies mostly used North American data, and to 
a lesser extent European data, with one exception no studies covering non-Western 
countries. Studies mostly focused on regional or local samples, with few studies relying 
on national data. Rather than mapping the entire homicide flow, prior work has zoomed 
in on one step in the case flow: Homicide clearance. To a lesser extent, studies have 
reported on factors influencing homicide prosecution practices and homicide sentenc-
ing. Each of these studies typically assesses one cluster of factors, for example, the 
influence of individual (victim or perpetrator) characteristics, jurisdiction characteris-
tics, or police characteristics. Generally, such quantitative studies on have followed one 
of the two paths. First, individual-level studies have examined the influence of case and 
victim characteristics on case outcome. Second, aggregate-level studies examine the 
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effect of city or neighborhood characteristics on clearance rates. Research combining 
these levels in a multilevel study, however, is extremely scarce (Maguire et al., 2010).

Limitations and Future Research

Taking stock of the status quo of studies assessing the flow of homicides through the 
system has raised more questions than it has answered. First, by default, only those 
cases that have become known as to the authorities as suspicious deaths could enter the 
homicide funnel. This implies that long-term and/or suspicious disappearances are 
excluded from the first step. Simply put, if no body has been recovered, no case enters 
the system. When a person is missing, even if a homicide is expected, the absence of 
a body poses unique challenges not only for investigators (Reale & Beauregard, 2019), 
but also in terms of the first step in homicide classification. Such suspicious disappear-
ances may constitute a considerable dark number, potentially clustered around vulner-
able populations such as sex workers, homeless people (Quinet, 2007), and gang 
members whose homicides go unreported. Conversely, there could be cases of lethal 
violence that were initially classified as homicide, but effectively were something else. 
Identifying the scope and nature of such false positives and negatives constitutes a 
great avenue for future research.

One step down the funnel, limitations include selection bias based on official homi-
cide definitions. These typically exclude police lethal use of force, resisting police 
arrest (Willis, 2015), and (even though not encountered in our study) deaths in the 
context of civil war. Excluding such cases from homicide definitions blur the boundar-
ies between officially recorded homicides, and lethal violence that show all character-
istics of homicidal violence, yet are not classified as such.

Altogether, results point to a scarcity in research mapping the flow of homicides 
through the system. Therefore, probabilities of clearance given detection, and prob-
abilities of sentencing given prosecution, and so forth could not be answered. 
Moreover, the vast majority of studies included in this review rely on U.S. data and, 
as a consequence, the results largely speak to a U.S. context rather than a global con-
text. Taken together, with this empirical void in mind, future research should attempt 
to investigate the entire flow of cases through public health and criminal justice sys-
tems. In addition to describing the funnel and assessing the probability of cases to 
flow through the system or to leave the system, other avenues of research worth 
exploring include capture-recapture models, to estimate the effects of funnel selectiv-
ity (Charette & van Koppen, 2016).2 In addition, to the best of our knowledge, so far 
no study has incorporated a homicide seriousness measure akin to Sellin and 
Wolfgang’s (1964) early crime classifications, measuring the seriousness of the vio-
lent acts in an objective manner. To capture and control for type, severity, and brutal-
ity of the lethally violent acts, as well as aggravating and mitigating circumstances, 
future empirical work in this field should make use of a Homicide Severity Index. In 
line with Sellin and Wolfgang’s (1964) thinking, this index could build on the recently 
developed Cambridge Harm Index (CHI) (Sherman et al., 2016), in which each homi-
cide should be classified, relative to other homicides, based on severity, 
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wrongfulness, and culpability. Such an Index will allow for consistent comparisons 
across individual homicide cases, perpetrators, and victims of differing Index values. 
Moreover, more research from other countries than the United States could poten-
tially provide more comparable insights into differences between various legal sys-
tems and extra-judicial factors influencing the flow of homicide cases through the 
system.

Conclusion

Who the victim is, and the context in which they die, influences the way in which 
homicide cases flow through the system. So do extralegal aspects such as perpetrator 
characteristics, case characteristics, and police organization and jurisdictional charac-
teristics. Taken together, although we still have a limited understanding of the mecha-
nisms involved at different stages, this review indicates that different kinds of people 
and events run different risks of being punished.
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Appendix.  Reasons for Exclusion From the Systematic Review.

Description of exclusion criteria

  1. Literature takes medical approach to explain determination of death
  2. Literature does not include a quantitative sample of homicide cases
  3. Literature does not distinguish homicide cases from other types of crimes
  4. �Literature does not indicate the flow of homicide cases through the steps of the legal 

system
  5. Literature contains a conceptual analysis of various steps of the legal system
  6. Literature contains only observational data from small number of cases
  7. Literature is based on (quasi-/semi-)experimental research
  8. Literature contains qualitative research, based on interviews
  9. �Literature does not indicate factors that influence flow through various steps of the legal 

system
10. �Literature results is based on surveys distributed amongst actors in the legal system, not 

homicide cases
11. Literature contains only a literature review of existing studies
12. Literature focuses on causes of homicides
13. Literature focuses on homicide rates in general
14. Literature focuses on offender criminal history
15. Literature takes a historical approach in explaining medieval homicide rates
16. Literature discusses only best police practices for clearance of homicides without sample
17. Literature only contains a discourse analysis of police records
18. Literature only contains a narrative analysis of court documents
19. Literature is based on research on overturning of sentences, not initial sentencing
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Notes

1.	 The Gini coefficient indicates the degree of inequality regarding income distribution.
2.	 The capture-recapture method has been shown to be a good way to estimate the size of 

partly hidden populations, such as offender populations. Originating from the field of ecol-
ogy, the essence of the method is that, at different points in time, a portion of an animal 
population is being captured. Each animal captured at least once has its own capture his-
tory, indicating how often the animal was captured. Prior criminological works applying 
this method have shown that capture-recapture estimations of arrest populations are very 
close to figures derived from surveys and field observations.
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