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Studies of intimate partner homicide have repeatedly suggested that gun
accessibility increases the risk that a confrontation between intimates will end in the
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build a bridge between literature linking gun access to increased intimate partner
homicide and literature exploring the effect of gun availability on homicide in
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Researchers in the field of intimate partner homicide (e.g. Saltzman, Mercy,
O’Carroll, Resenberg, & Rhodes, 1992; Campbell et al., 2003) have determined that
gun accessibility increases the risk that a confrontation between intimates will end in
homicide. However, researchers in the field of gun accessibility have reached
opposing conclusions about how gun accessibility affects the risk of homicide in the
population overall (e.g., Kleck & McElrath, 1991; Duggan, 2001). In general, gun
access experts pay little attention to evidence developed in the violence against
women / intimate partner homicide field. Likewise, those who research guns’
contribution to violence against women rarely acknowledge the general guns and
crime debate. These research disciplines are conducting parallel lines of study with
minimal communication between each other. The thesis that follows is an attempt to
build a bridge between literature linking gun access to increased intimate partner
homicide and literature exploring the effect of gun availability on homicide in
general.

Research on the influence of firearm availability on homicide is extensive and
inconclusive. In general, researchers have examined the issue as if firearm
availability wielded the same influence across all homicide types. However,
empirical evidence indicates that gun access presents a differential risk of death

depending on the relationship of the persons involved in a given confrontation. For



example, Kleck and McElrath (1991) concluded that gun involvement in threatening
situations between strangers was associated with only a 1.4 percent increase in the
risk of a fatal outcome. By contrast, Saltzman, et al. (1992) concluded that gun
involvement in confrontations between persons well known to each other was
associated with a 12-fold increase in the risk of death.

Many authors interested in understanding intimate partner homicide agree that
a gun kept in a household where domestic violence occurs increases the risk that the
violence will end in homicide (Campbell et al., 2003; Bailey et al., 1997; Block &
Christakos, 1995; Smith, Moracco & Butts, 1998). Even gun rights activists (Kopel,
1992) acknowledge that gun availability effects may be more pronounced in cases of
intimate partner homicide than in other homicide types. But as yet, no study of which
I am aware has undertaken specifically to explore whether there is a differential
impact of firearm access on intimate partner homicide or homicide of women, who
are disproportionately victims of intimate partner homicide. In 2002, the latest year
for which data are available, 1,202 of the 1,590 victims of intimate partner homicide
were women (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2004).

This issue is of theoretical importance because the objective of general theory
in criminology is to convince the academic community that distinctions among
different types of crime are unnecessary and can be counter-productive (Gottfredson
& Hirschi, 1990). General theorists attempt to show that all criminal behavior can be
traced to the same origins. Critics of general theory claim that power dynamics and

the social role expectations for males and females are important influences on crime



and cannot be ignored by theorists (Miller & Burak, 1993). This study will address
one aspect of this dispute, the relationship between firearms and gendered killings.

In this thesis | examine the differential impact of gun availability on homicide
rates for men and women in intimate and non-intimate relationships. First, | review
studies that examine the likelihood of lethal outcomes associated with gun use and
availability. Second, I introduce evidence that suggests that femicides and intimate
partner homicides should be analyzed separately from all homicides. In particular, |
suggest that firearm availability may play an important role in intimate partner
homicides of women. This effect, if it exists, could have been missed by previous
researchers using the overall homicide rate as an outcome variable. Because intimate
partner homicides make up about ten percent of homicides in the U.S., effects unique
to this type of homicide may not have been detected in previous research. Finally, I
provide hypotheses that will test whether gun availability effects are the same across
homicides of men and women and between those within intimate and non-intimate
relationships. State-level average homicide rates across the years 1994 to 1998 are

used for analysis.



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

A great deal of empirical research effort has been devoted to examining the effects of
firearm availability on homicide and other crimes. These studies typically reach one
of two conclusions: (1) gun availability does not affect crime rates (Kates, 1990;
Kates & Polsby, 2000; Kleck, 1990; Kleck & McElrath, 1991), or (2) high gun
availability leads to increased crime, particularly homicide, because compared to
injuries inflicted by other weapons, gun injuries are more likely to cause death

(Zimring & Hawkins, 1997; Duggan, 2001, Kellerman & Reay, 1986).

A related body of research (e.g. Campbell et al., 2003) shows that gun access
IS an important determinant of outcomes in violent situations involving female
victims. However, these studies focus exclusively on gendered homicide issues, and
do not attempt to relate their conclusions to the larger arena of guns and violence
research. Evidence which suggests guns pose a unique threat to women encourages a
research strategy that analyzes female victims as a distinct group, as opposed to
analyzing weapons effects for homicides of both genders simultaneously. Because
females comprise less than a quarter of all homicide victims (Bureau of Justice
Statistics, 2004), risk factors unique to them may be overlooked if they are not
considered separately from men. In the next section | examine evidence used to

support the positions that gun availability does not affect crime rates, that gun



availability increases homicide rates and that women are particularly vulnerable to

gun availability effects.

More Guns or Fewer Guns, Same Crime

The straightforward perspective in support of the position that firearm
availability does not affect rates of violent crime was offered by Kates (1990, p. 187),
who stated: “[D]eterminants of the relative amount of violence in nations are
sociocultural and institutional. The effects of such basic determinants cannot be
offset by any gun control strategy, no matter how well crafted and rigorous.” He
argued that a person who wanted to commit a crime with a gun but could not obtain

one would choose another weapon to accomplish the same goal.

In addition to this principled viewpoint on gun access and crime, one plain
fact strengthens the belief that widespread gun availability is not the primary
antecedent of high homicide rates in the US. During the period 1973 to 1997 the
stock of handguns in the U.S. increased each year. Homicide rates, on the other hand,
rose and fell during this period, in a seemingly unrelated pattern (Kates & Polsby,
2000). If gun availability was the primary determinant of homicide rates, one would

expect that homicide rates would have risen in tandem with the firearm stock.

The fact that gun availability rates are not directly correlated with homicide
rates is not proof that easy firearm access does not contribute to elevated homicide
rates. It is possible that convenient access to firearms has aggravated homicide rates
over time while other social and economic forces were the primary antecedents of

fluctuations in homicide rates overall. If changes in homicide rates are determined



primarily by social and economic conditions, the magnitude of those changes may be
related to gun availability. Although gun availability itself may not cause an increase
or decrease in homicide, it could augment the homicidal consequences of social and

economic hardships.

Kleck and Patterson (1993) sought to determine the effects of gun ownership
and gun control laws on violent crime. The average rates of suicide, homicide,
aggravated assault, robbery, rape and fatal gun accidents in 170 large U.S. cities
between 1979 and 1981 (Kleck & Patterson) were the dependent variables. The extent
of legal gun control measures in place in each city and multiple measures of gun
prevalence along with an assortment of control variables were independent variables.
The results of this study indicated that gun control laws did not affect gun prevalence
rates and that gun prevalence rates did not affect violence rates, with the possible
exception of suicide. However, the evidence also indicated that some gun control
measures did affect crimes rates. Specifically, laws that required gun licensing and

purchase permits were significantly related to a decrease in homicide rates.

In another widely cited work, Kleck and McElrath (1991) concluded that gun
use in a conflict between strangers increased the risk of victim death by only 1.4
percent. In general, they argued, aggressors arm themselves with guns for one of
three reasons: to obtain money, sexual gratification, or to terrorize and dominate a
victim. An offender need only brandish a gun in such situations in order to achieve
these goals. Furthermore, many offenders who use firearms do not want to kill their

victims. Because a gunshot wound is likely to cause death, offenders with firearms



are in what Kleck and McElrath described as a “kill or do not attack at all” situation

(1991, p. 673), and often chose not to attack rather than risk victim death.

Kleck & McElrath (1991) analyzed assaults reported in the National Crime
Survey from 1979-1987 and the 1982 Supplemental Homicide Report. Specifically,
they examined the effect of the aggressor’s weapon (gun, knife, or other weapon) on
the chance a victim was attacked, injured, or died in a threatening situation. They
found that when guns were involved, the probability of victim attack and injury
decreased. If an injury was inflicted by a gun, death was more likely to result than if
the injury was caused by some other weapon. The authors concluded that the
increased risk of death when a gun is present is almost zero, due in large part to the

attack inhibiting influence of guns.

In assessing the conclusions of this study it is very important to note that cases
of violence between persons known to each other were intentionally excluded from
analysis. Intimate partners are in a unique position to illicit strong emotional
responses from one another and they were not examined in Kleck and McElrath’s
study. The idea that such crimes are more sensitive to weapon availability effects is
supported by a study which used similar methodology, but studied only violence
among intimates as opposed to strangers (Saltzman et al., 1992). This study will be

examined in detail in a subsequent section.

Some authors have even found evidence to support the conclusion that
increased gun accessibility reduces homicide. In a highly influential study of gun

accessibility and crime Lott and Mustard (1997) used county-level data from 1977



through 1992 to examine the relationship between crime rates and permissive
concealed-carry laws. The laws in question are known as “shall issue” laws. They
mandate that any person, who applies for a permit to carry a concealed firearm, shall
be issued one without discretion.! Prior to the passage of such laws, many urban
jurisdictions refused to issue concealed-carry permits to persons who could not
demonstrate a special need to carry a concealed weapon. Such laws were passed in

10 states during the study period and were in effect in 8 others prior to 1977.

Lott and Mustard concluded that shall issue laws had a dramatic crime-
suppressing effect. They reported that homicides fell by 7.65 percent in counties that
introduced shall issue statutes, while rapes and aggravated assaults declined by 5 and
7 percent, respectively. An increase in crimes of stealth such as auto theft was
coincident with the decline in violent crimes. The authors suggest that these results
show that criminals are less willing to confront victims if they fear the victim might
be carrying a weapon and therefore turn their criminal agenda towards activities
where the probability of a face-to-face encounter with a victim is very low. This
study leads to the conclusion that increased gun access leads to decreased crime;
however, Lott and Mustard’s findings have been largely discredited (National

Research Council, 2004).

! unless the applicant has a criminal record or significant mental illness



More Guns, More Homicide

Cook and Ludwig (2003), in summarizing research on gun availability and
crime, wrote that many studies have contributed to “the belief that while guns do not
contribute much to the overall volume of crime, they do make it more lethal” (p.13).
I turn now to studies which report heightened homicide rates in the presence of

heightened gun ownership.

An important analysis by Duggan (2001) showed a link between increases in
gun ownership and increasing homicide rates. Evidence from this research also
indicated that gun ownership was related to rates of other crimes, but to a much lesser
extent than homicide. Duggan noted that unreliable estimates of gun ownership by
locality nationwide are an impediment to conclusive research on gun availability and
crime. To overcome this drawback, he proposed that gun ownership at both the state
and county level can be measured using the proxy of subscriptions to Guns & Ammo

magazine.

He claimed that the Guns & Ammo subscription rate is a valid proxy for gun
ownership because it is highly correlated with other gun ownership indicators. Guns
& Ammo subscriptions are more common in areas that have relatively more gun
shows, where there are relatively more gun suicides and accidental gun deaths, where
NRA membership is higher, and where the demographic make-up of the population is
typical of gun owners (e.g. white males in rural areas). Duggan also found that the
Guns & Ammo subscription rate was directly related to the rate of gun ownership (as

determined by the General Social Survey, which asks respondents if they own a gun).



Using the gun ownership proxy and data on homicide provided by the
National Center for Health Statistics, Duggan found that a 10 percent increase in state
gun ownership is associated with a 2 percent increase in homicide. Because the
proxy measure allowed him to look at changes over time, Duggan was able to
determine that the increase in gun ownership was followed the next year by increased
homicide, refuting the alternative hypothesis that the observed relationship was due to
increased homicide motivating individuals to purchase guns. Duggan also examined
the relationship between gun ownership and robbery, assault, rape, burglary, larceny
and auto theft. He found that most of those relationships were not statically

significant, with the exceptions of small effects for larceny and rape.

Duggan’s research findings are in accord with a position advocated by
Zimring and Hawkins (1997). The two authors posited that the influence of gun
availability is not strongly connected to the level of general crime in the U.S., but it is
connected to the occurrence of homicide. Unlike Kleck and McElrath (1991),
Zimring and Hawkins claim that many criminals who use guns are willing to risk
killing their victims. When attacks do occur, Zimring and Hawkins believe that
offenders who attack with guns are not necessarily more intent on Kkilling their victims
than offenders who attack with other weapons. If an offender is ambivalent about the
welfare of the victim and attacks only to complete the task of securing the victim’s
property, the victim is much more likely to die if that attack was carried out with a
gun as opposed to some other weapon. Therefore, increasing the chances that

offenders will attack with guns is likely to increase the fatality of attacks.
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Seminal research on weapons effects without controls for victim-offender
relationship found a 5-fold increase in the chance of death if the victim’s wounds
were inflicted with a gun (Zimring, 1968). The sample for this research was criminal
homicides and serious, non-fatal assaults that occurred in Chicago from 1965 to 1967.
This study was unique in that Zimring measured the assailant’s intent to kill by
evaluating the number and location of wounds inflicted. Multiple wounds and
wounds to more serious areas of the body such as the head, neck and torso were
considered evidence of earnest intent to kill. He found no evidence to suggest the gun
attacks were more likely to be executed in earnest than attacks committed with knives
or other weapons. Zimring observed that a large majority of homicides occurred
during arguments. He proposed that altercations which turn deadly are “situations
where the intention is more apt to be ambiguous rather than single-minded” (1968, p.
723).

Another of the more noteworthy works that adds substantiation to the
conclusion that gun access is associated with an increased risk of homicide found that
guns kept in the home were 4.6 times more likely to be used in a criminal homicide
than for self-defense (Kellerman & Reay, 1986). In examining all 743 firearm-related
deaths that occurred in King County, Washington from 1978 through 1983, the
authors found that more than half of these deaths occurred in the residence where the
weapon was kept. They discovered that a gun kept in the home was far more likely to
be used against a resident than an intruder. Because over 80 percent of the residence

homicides studied resulted from arguments, Kellerman and Reay (1986) proposed
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that firearms in homes where domestic violence is periodic may pose an increased

risk of death to both partners.

The Special Case of Female Murder Victims

Femicides are different than other types of homicide in four important ways.
First, women and men are typically killed in different places. Women are more likely
to be killed in a home than anywhere else; standing in sharp contrast to men who are
most likely to be killed on the street (Rosenfeld, 1997). Second, women and men are
killed by different types of people. Women are most likely to be killed by an intimate
partner or close family member; whereas men are most likely to be killed by strangers
or acquaintances (World Health Organization, 2002; Rosenfeld, 1997). According to
the Supplemental Homicide Report for the years 1977 to 1998, in cases where the
victim and assailant’s relationship was known, 50.3 percent of murdered women
between the ages of 18 and 40 were Killed by a current or former intimate partner.
During the same period only 7.2 percent of 18 to 40-year-old male homicide victims
were killed by intimate relations. Third, women and men are killed under different
circumstances. Compared to men, women are more frequently killed in the context of
a continuing abusive relationship (World Health Organization, 2002; Smith, et al.,
1998). Finally, guns play a different role in homicides of men and women. Guns
kept in the home have been repeatedly identified as a risk factor for homicide of
women but not of men (Campbell et al, 2003; Smith et al., 1998). Furthermore, when
a murder does occur in the home, women are more likely to be killed with a gun than

are men (Bailey et al., 1997).
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Research suggests that the most deadly homicide situation for a woman is
leaving a controlling partner, especially if she is leaving to join a new partner
(Campbell et al., 2003; Kellerman & Mercy, 1992). A male batterer may try to
prevent a girlfriend or wife from leaving by using whatever means available. If a gun
is available, he may choose it, providing the means with which to exert the ultimate
control with minimal effort. As Saltzman et al. (1992) suggest, “intimate and family
assaults are often the impulsive result of violent arguments rather than premeditated
acts. For such [family and intimate assaults] access to lethal weapons may be an
important determinant in the incident’s outcome.” (p. 3043). The proportion of
intimate partner homicides carried out with the earnest intent to kill is unknown.
However, previous research indicates that when assaults are committed with guns,
death is a more likely outcome than when other weapons are employed (Zimring &

Hawkins, 1997; Kleck & McElrath, 1992).

Evidence from research conducted by Saltzman et al. (1992) showed lethality
effects of firearms that were much more pronounced than those reported by Kleck
and McElrath. Saltzman and colleagues studied weapons effects in cases of assault
between intimate partners or family members. The study examined police records of
all reported family and intimate assault in 1984 in Atlanta, Georgia. The sample
consisted of 142 non-fatal incidents and 23 homicides, with weighted estimates for

non-fatal injury categories used in analysis to compensate for unreported assaults.

Consistent with the findings of Kleck and McElrath (1991), this study
indicated a tendency for firearm involvement to decrease the risk of injury. But, more

intriguingly, Saltzman et al. (1992) found that the risk of fatality was 12 times greater
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in those incidents where the perpetrator was armed with a gun as opposed to another
weapon or no weapon. The authors discuss this finding in terms of homicidal intent.
They contend that a substantial proportion of intimate killers do not have homicidal
intent and that many such killings arise from anger in spontaneous quarrels and
involve no planning on the killer’s part.

Further evidence from research on homicide of women in the home bolsters
the distinction between intimate and non-intimate killings (Bailey et al., 1997). Using
a matched-pairs design, risk factors for homicide of women in the home were
computed for 398 homicides which occurred in 3 metropolitan counties between 1987
and 1992. Comparison subjects were recruited from the same neighborhoods where
the homicide victims lived and were matched based on age, sex and race.

Two distinct groups of homicide victims emerged in the analysis: those who
were killed by an intimate or first-degree relative (spouse, sibling, parent or child)
and those who were Killed by strangers, acquaintances, or more distant relatives. The
risk factors that were identified for intimate or family homicide were illicit drug use
by household member, previous domestic violence, and having one or more guns in
the home. The risk factors for stranger/acquaintance/other homicide were living
alone and victim criminality. Since a gun kept in the home was associated with
intimate partner, but not stranger perpetrated femicide, Bailey et al.’s (1997) research
suggests that gun access in the home exacerbates violence between intimates but does

not have the same influence on violence between non-intimates.

Other researchers of intimate violence have pointed out connections between

homicide, firearms and alcohol. Smith et al. (1998), after examining the intimate
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partner homicides that occurred in South Carolina in 1989, identified gun availability
and alcohol as “critical correlates” of intimate partner homicide (p. 414). More
corroboration for the view that alcohol unites with guns kept in the home to produce
dangerous conditions for women was provided by a study of intimate partner
homicides in Chicago (Block & Christakos, 1995). Examining homicides that
occurred over a 29 year period, the authors found that a majority of women were
killed in a residence, many were killed with a firearm and many incidents were
alcohol related. They concluded, “an effective prevention strategy for intimate
homicide of women (but not for men or gay couples) would be to reduce the

availability of firearms in the home, especially handguns” (p.15).

Ownership of a handgun may be related to violence-propensity variables not
included in some of the studies previously mentioned. These latent variables could be
responsible for the homicide-gun link uncovered in the research already discussed. A
study by Campbell et al. (2003) provided the means with which to isolate the effects
of gun access from a wide range of individual and relationship characteristics that
may also contribute to the probability of a femicide. The study was designed to
identify risk factors for femicide in abusive relationships. Subjects of this research
were 220 female victims of intimate partner homicide and 356 female victims of
intimate assault. Proxy informants for the murdered women provided details about
the deceased’s relationship with her killer. Even when accounting for many
relationship and individual characteristics, abusers with access to guns were shown to

be 5.38 times more likely to kill their partners than abusers without access to guns.
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The authors examined many possible variables that could contribute to the
risk of homicide, they were: demographic characteristics of the abuser; victim and
abuser employment status and educational attainment; general risk factors for
homicide (e.g. substance abuse, condition of mental health, gun access, previous
arrests); relationship status (e.g. married, separated, cohabitating, victim and abuser
had a biological child in the home); level of attempted control over the victim and
verbal aggression by the abuser; previous threats or stalking behavior by the abuser;

and severity of physical abuse before the worst instance of abuse or actual homicide.

The analysis revealed that the following variables significantly increased the
risk of homicide (in order from highest risk to lowest): (1) abuser had access to a gun,
(2) abuser was highly controlling and the couple had separated after living together,
(3) the abuser was unemployed and not seeking a job, (4) abuser was not highly
controlling and the couple had separated after living together, (5) the abuser had
previously threatened the victim with a weapon, (6) the abuser had previously
threatened to Kill the victim, (7) the victim had a child by a previous partner in the
home, and (8) abuser was highly controlling and the couple were currently living
together. Protective qualities against femicide also materialized in this analysis.
Chances of femicide decreased if the abuser had been previously arrested for
domestic violence or the couple never lived together.

Two cross-national studies (Killias, van Kesteren & Rindlisbacher, 2001;
Leenaars & Lester, 2001) identified gun access effects on homicide of women but not
men. Neither of these studies was looking specifically for information on gendered

homicide. The findings about women and guns were addressed as side notes in both
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works. Although intimate partner homicide was not examined in either of the two
following studies, it is safe to assume that a large number of murdered women are
murdered by current or former intimate partners. A report released by the World
Health Organization (2002) stated that between 40-70percent of women murdered in
countries from which data were available were killed by husbands or boyfriends.

In an analysis of gun ownership, violent crime and suicide in 21 nations,
Killias, van Kesteren and Rindlisbacher (2001) found insignificant correlations across
nations between firearm availability and total homicide or homicide with guns. The
authors used data collected by the United Nations International Crime and Justice
Research Institute (UNICRI) to measure gun availability. UNICRI conducts a
household crime victimization survey called the International Crime Victimization
Survey (ICVS) that includes questions about household gun ownership. The ICVS is
similar to the National Crime Victimization Survey in the U.S., but is conducted with
a much smaller sample of citizens. Although the Killias et al. (2001) study was not
designed to look specifically for gender differences in homicide victimization, its
results are pertinent to the topic at hand when looked at in more detail.

Killias et al. (2001) found that guns played a different role in male homicide
than in female homicide. Guns kept in the home appeared to put women at a much
greater risk of homicide than men. The correlation between gun ownership and
homicide with a gun was found to be large and significant for female victims (r = .61,
p<.005), while small and insignificant for male victims (r = .21). The authors explain
this finding with situational factors. Relying on known conditions surrounding many

femicides (i.e. offender is a former or current partner and the homicide arises from a
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domestic dispute), the authors suggested that the relationship detected between gun
ownership and homicide of women could be attributable to the coincidence of the
locations of the conflict and the gun.

Leenaars and Lester’s 2001 study of the impact of gun control in Canada
support Killias et al.’s findings from the same year. Leenaars and Lester examined
homicide data from 1969 to 1985 and found that after the passage of restrictive
handgun legislation in Canada, firearm homicide rates for women decreased with no
accompanying increase in homicide by other means (2001). The authors found no
evidence of a similar decrease for male homicide victims.

Research on gun access and intimate partner homicide focuses heavily on
women’s risk of death from an armed male partner. Possible reasons for the stronger
emphasis on females as victims as opposed to offenders in intimate homicide
literature include women’s low rate of violent offending in general (according to the
Bureau of Justice Statistics, women comprised only 14 percent of violent offenders)
and the higher rate of intimate homicide of females than males. Previous research has
given no distinct indication that males are more vulnerable to intimate homicide when
a gun is accessible. Female intimates appear to be at increased risk of intimate
homicide due to firearm availability while males do not.

To summarize, prior research shows no consistent indication that gun
availability is a substantial contributor to homicide rates overall. However,
researchers of femicide and intimate partner homicide have shown that gun
availability is a major contributor to these types of murder, but they have not

addressed a comparison of intimate partner homicide to other types of homicide. |
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am aware of no study to date that has specifically examined the differential impact of

gun access on homicides of men and women or intimate versus stranger homicide.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS

The analysis that follows attempts to determine if access to firearms is more closely
related to the murder of women compared to men or intimate partner homicides
compared to other homicides. | use state-level data to conduct this analysis, because

the independent variable of interest, gun availability, is available at the state level.

Hypotheses

The above discussion leads t