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his paper is divided into three sections. The first section describes

the nature and extent of homicides between family members, includ-
ing some information on trends since 1966. The second section describes
the extent of nonlethal violence within the family and its connection to homi-
cide. The final section views intrafamily violence from a public health per-
spective, and discusses the implications for primary prevention.

Intrafamily Homicide in the United States

The public image of homicide tends to focus on the type of wanton kill-
ing featured by the press and television—someone shot in the course of a
robbery or a sadistic killer who attacks a stranger with no apparent motive.
In fact, such killings are only a relatively small proportion of homicides.
In about 80% of the cases, the victims and assailants were known to each
other before the murder, and in a substantial proportion of the cases they
are members of the same family. For the United States in 1984, 24 % of all
murder victims were related to their assailant. T This percentage has fluctu-
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mittee on Public Health of the New York Academy of Medicine October 3 and 4, 1985, and made pos-
sible by a gencrous grant from the Htleson Foundation.
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The Family Violence Research Program has been funded by grants from a number of agencies. Work
on this paper was undertaken with the aid of grant number 85-U-CX-0030 from the National Institute
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This figure was derived from data given in Crime in the United Siates, 1984.12 It differs from the
figures given there {in the table headed **Circumstances by Relationship, 1984"") because of a differ-
ence in the methad of treating the 25.8% of homicides in which the relationship between victisn and
assailant was not known. This difference became apparent when the 1966 to 1984 intrafamily homicide
percentages were plotted. The percentage dropped sharply in 1977, and remained at that lower level
since then. The decline was due to a change by the UCR in the method of computing the percentages.
For purposes of this paper, the percentages from 1977 on were recomputed using the same method as
before 1977. The resulting figures show no importam change beiween 1966 and 1984 in the percent-
age of homicides involving members of the same family as victim and offender,

Vol.62, No.5, June 1986 Buli. N.Y. Acad. Med.



DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 447

ated within a relatively narrow range (from 22.4 to 28.8%) since the FBI
first started reporting data on intrafamily homicide in 1962, even though

the total number of homicides has changed drastically in this period.
Overall intrafumily homicide rates. Although the intrafamily homicide per-

centage is an interesting and important statistic, there are at least three other
statistics which need to be considered: the homicide rate, the number of
deaths and the relative distribution of homicides among various family rela-
tionships such as wives killed by husbands, children killed by parents, etc.
None of these other statistics are reported in the annual Uniform Crime
Reports. However, it was possible to use Uniform Crime Reports to estimate
these statistics, and the results are described and interpreted below.
These calculations produce an estimate of 4,408 intrafamily homicides in
the United States in 1984. These 4,408 cases produce an intrafamily homi-
cide rate of 1.86 per 100,000 population. Although this is a much lower rate
than that for murders of unrelated persons (6.04 in 1984), it is high by com-
parison with other countries. In fact, just the family fraction of the United
States intrafamily homicide rate is greater than the rate for all homicides
which occurred in many countries with a low homicide rate. Denmark, for-
example, had a rate of 0.64 per 100,000 in 1969, England and Wales had

a combined murder and manslaughter rate of 0.93 in 1972 and Germany a

rate of 1.26 in 1972}

Specific family relationships. Intrafamily homicide covers a great many
different types of relationships, and it is important to know if these differ
from each other. For example, is the rate of children killed by parents higher
than of parents killed by children? Table I allows us to compare the num-
ber of deaths and the homicide rate for several different family relationships
for 1984.

Spouse murders. The first row of Table 1 shows that more than two thou-
sand murders of a spouse occurred in 1984, and that spouse-murders were
almost half (48%) of the intrafamily homicides which occurred in 1984, mak-
ing them the most frequent type of intrafamily victim-offender relationship.

'The second and third rows of Table I show that many more wives were
killed by husbands than husbands killed by wives—roughly one third to two
thirds, as shown by the figures in parenthesis on the second column. The
fact that wives kill husbands at only one third the rate that husbands kill wives
is consistent with the lower level of violence by women in all spheres of life.
At the same time, the fact that women commit 38 % of the spouse murders,
compared to only 14% of the nonfamily homicides, and only 13% of the
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TABLE 1. NUMBER AND RATE OF HOMICIDE BY
RELATIONSHIP OF VICTIM TO OFFENDER, 1984*

. Rate per
Assailant Victim Number Percentt 100,000 pop.3
Spouse Spouse 2116%* 48.0 0.89
Husband Wife 1310 (62.0) 0.55
Wife Husband 806 (38.0) 0.34
Parent Daughter or son 730+* 16.6 0.31
Parent Daughter 327 (45.0) 0.14
Parent Son 403 (55.0) G.17
Child Parent' 504+ 11.4 0.21
Child Mother 202 (40.0) 0.09
Child Father 302 (60.0) 0.13
Child Sibling: 403** 9.1 0.17
Child Brother 327 81.0) 0.14
Child Sister 76 (19.0) 0.03
Other family relationships 655 14.9 0.28

*Computed from dala from Federal Bureau of Investigation. 12

**+These numbers are the sum of the two which follow. |

+The first percentage in each set of three is the percent of all intrafamily homicides. The figures in
parentheses are the percent of the number marked with an ** in the column giving the number of
homicides.

$Rather than computing rates per 100,000 total population, it would be preferable to compute rates
which are specific to each category of family member. This could be done for spouses, since the num-
ber of married couples is known. Therefore, instead of dividing by the 1984 population to obtain a rate
of 0.89 per 100,000 population, it would be possible to divide by 53,831,000—the number of married
couples in the population. This produces a homicide rate of 3.93 per 100,000 couples. The difficulty
is that for a rate such as this to be meaningful, it needs (> be compared with other population-specific
rates. That could answer questions such as how does the rate per 100K spouses compare with the rate
per 100K parents, or with the rate for nonfamily homicides. Unfortunately, with the exception of the
rate for spousal homicides, none of the other more specific rates can be computed because relevant
denominators are not available. For example, as noted in the text, the UCR data on fathers and mothers
is got restricted to parenis of minor children. Consequently, the more specific denominator would be
everyone with a parent alive at the beginning of the year. But that statistic is not available,

aggravated assaults, shows that within the family women are much more vio-
lent than they are outside the family. The violence of women within the fam-
ily (as contrasted to their relative nonviolence outside the family) will also
be shown later in this paper for assaults which do not end in death. A previ-
ous paper? analyzes the reasons why women are much more violent within
the family. Time available only permits me to say that one reason is self-
defense or retaliation: women are rarely assaulted outside the family, whereas
this is a common occurrence within the family.

Child nurders. The term ‘“‘child,”” as used in this paper, refers to a fam-
ily relationship, not an age group, because Uniform Crime Reports data com-
bines homicides of minor children and adult children. To remind readers of
this, “‘child’’ will be put in quotation marks from time to time.
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Murder of a son or daughter by a parent was the second most frequent
type of intrafamily homicide. The 730 murders of sons and daughters which
occurred in 1984 were 16.6% of the intrafamily murders that year.

The figures in parenthesis in the second column of Table I show that there
was no important difference in the proportion of male and female “‘children’’
killed. However, an important question that cannot be answered with pub-
lished data is whether there are important differences between fathers and
mothers. On the one hand, women have the overwhelming (often the ex-
clusive) responsibility for child care. The combination of the stress involved
in this responsibility and the greater ‘‘time at risk’’ probably accounts for
the higher rates of child abuse by mothers than fathers. On the other hand,
many of the ‘‘children’’ killed were adults and the greater child care respon-
sibilities of women do not place them at greater risk of killing adult chil-
dren. Moreover, since male rates of every type of violence are much higher
than rates for women, more of these ‘‘children’” might have been killed by
fathers than mothers. A study of 51 fatal child abuse cases in Georgia?® is
consistent with this because it found a much higher rate of fatal child abuse
committed by fathers.

Parent murders. Just over 500 parents were murdered by a son or daughter
{(who could be either a minor or an adult) in 1984, and this was 11.4% of
the intrafamily homicides. As in the case of murders of children, the Uni-
form Crime Reports do not indicate the sex of the ‘““child’’ who carried out
the murder. We only know that fathers are somewhat more likely to be killed
by a child than mothers. However, for the reasons just given, we suspect
that sons committed many more of these homicides than daughters.

Sibling murders. About 400 persons were murdered by a sibling in 1984.
In sharp contrast to children murdered by parents —who were about equally
divided between sons and daughters—those killed by a sibling were over-
whelmingly males (81%). Again, the sex of the murderer is not available
from published data, but because of their generally higher rates for all types
of violence, we suspect that those who killed a sibling were most often males.

Other intrafamily homicides. All other family relationships together ac-
count for 655 (or 15% of intrafamily) homicides. Our data do not provide

information on subdivisions within this category of intrafamily homicide.

TrENDS IN THE NUMBER AND RATE OF INTRAFAMILY HOMICIDE

Trend in deaths and death rate. Perhaps the most fundamental statistic of
alf is the number of peopie who die at the hands of other family members.
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Figure la shows the trend in intrafamily homicide since 1966. There was
an almost continual increase from 1966 through 1980. However, after reach-
ing a peak of 5,778 deaths in 1980, there has been an almost equally con-
sistent decrease over the past four years. My estimate for 1984 is that about
4,408 peopie were killed by another member of their own family. Although
this represents a substantial and important reduction from the peak figure,
it still constitutes a large number of presumably avoidable deaths. The in-
crease to 1980 and subsequent decline shown in Figure la for the absolute
number of homicide deaths is also shown in Figure b for the homicide rate.

It is not possible to include in this paper an adequate analysis of the fac-
tors that may account for the increase in family homicides during the 1960s
and 70s and the decrease since about 1980.* All that can be said at this point
is that the decrease in intrafamily homicides 1s part of a broader trend. Ac-
tually, in a certain sense, it is leading the trend. The overall homicide rate
in the United States has declined from a rate of 10.2 per 100,000 in 1980
to a rate of 7.9 per 100,000 in 1984—a 22.5% decrease since 1980. The
rate for nonfamily homicides decreased from 7.6 to 6.0 per 100,000—a
20.4% decrease. The decrease in the family homicide rate was greater than

either of these-—a 26.6% reduction.
Whatever the reasons, the decrease in family homicides since 1980 is an

important development. The decrease has continued each year since 1980,
it applies to the homicide rate as well as to the absolute number of deaths
and the decrease in both the number and the rate is substantial. A change
of this magnitude needs to be understood, and this is the main objective of .
research 1 am now conducting.

*However, the following list at least identifies some of the factors: 1) An increasing proportion of
youth in the population during the 1960s and 1970s and a decrease in this youthful population bulge
since then. However, age is only part of the explanation, and perhaps only a small part, as shown by
the fact that even when age-standardized mortality rates are computed!! there were large increases during
this period. 2) Continued poverty among the black population, the sector of the population with the highest
homicide rates. 3) High unemployment, known to be strongly associated with homicide3. 4) Racial dis-
crimination and extreinely high unemployment rates among young black males, which produces an ex-
plosive combination of economic frustration and boredom. 5} A heightened sense of relative depriva-
tion on the pan of the Jow income population, especially the low income black population, resulting in
feelings of frustration and anger on the pan of those who previously accepted their iot. 6) Weakened
legitimacy of the established sociat order. For a variety of reasons, the public fost confidence in estab-
lished social institutions, ranging from the family to the presidency. 7) The rise in one-parent families
and, especially in the black population, a vast increase in the proportion of children raised by unmar-
ried 1eenage mothers. 8) A wremendous increase in gun ownership, which greatly increases morality
from the type of interpersounal disputes which characierize about 80% of homicides. 9) A legitimation
of violence stemming from many sources, including: the Viet Nam war,!.!® the urban protest riots, as-
sassinations and the bombardment of detailed porirayals of violence in movies and television. !2

This list is not meant to be exhaustive, and the empiric evidence on which it is based is not adequate.
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Fig. la. Estimated number of intrafamily homicides, 1966-1984.
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Fig. 1b. Estimated rate of intrafamily homicide, 1966-1984

TRENDS IN THE DISTRIBUTION AND RATE OF INTRAFAMILY HOMICIDE

Murder of spouses. We have seen that in 1984 murder of a spouse was
by far the largest category of intrafamily homicide. Presumably, this
represents typical situations. To see if that is the case, the percentage of

j
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spouse murders was plotted in Figure 2a. This shows that spousal murders
hovered around half of all intrafamily homicides during this 19-year period,
but with a tendency for the percentage to have decreased.*

Percentages such as those in Figure 2a can be misleading because they
ignore, as they are intended to, changes in the absolute number and rate. **
Figure 2b therefore presents the trend in the spouse homicide rare from 1966
to 1984, which shows that the spousal part of the intrafamily homicide rate
follows a pattern very similar to the trend for the overall intrafamily homi-
cide rate (shown earlier in Figure 1h).

Other family relationships. Was there an equally large decrease in the
homicide rate for other victim-offender relationships within the family? Since
the overall decline in rates begins with 1980, we examined the plots for the
five-year period from 1980 through 1984 for such a trend. Rather than burden
the paper with additional plots, the information can be summarized by means’
of time series correlations. For example, the decrease in spousal homicides
since 1980 shown in Figure 2b can be expressed as a correlation between
year and spousal homicide rate of -0.94. Similar sharp declines occurred for
murders of a brother or sister by a sibling (-0.79) and for “‘other family rela-
tionships™* homicides (-0.96). However, during this five-year period of dra-
matic decrease in most categories of intrafamily homicide, there was no de-

crease in murders of “‘children’ by parcints or in murders of parcats by
“‘children’’ (as shown by their respective correlation with year of 0.02

*A more pronounced decrease would have been evident if Figure 2a included data for carlier years. !0
(Table 3.2) For 1963, the earliest year in the Curtis series, 31% of homicides were intrafamily.

The decline in the percent of intrafamify homicides probably reflects a tendency for the rate of intra-
family homicide to be more stable over time than the nonfamily homicide rate. Thus, as the fotal homicide
rate increased during the period from 1963 to 1980, the intrafamily proportion declined, even though
there was no absolute decline.

This same principle probably helps to account for many of the large differences between cities in the
intrafamily homicide proportion and for the differences between nations. Wolfgang’s pioneer study in
Philadelphial? found that 24.7% of the homicides occurring between 1948 and 1952 were intrafamily,
which is not far from the national figure, just as the overall homicide rate for Philadelphia was not far
from the national average during those years. On the other hand, in Miami, which has an extremely
high homicide rate (32.7 per 100,000 in 1980}, the intrafamily homicide percentage was only 6.7% in
1980. Finally, Denmark provides an example at the other extreme. The Danish homicide rate is extrerely
low, but an amazingly Jarge proportion of those few homicides, 57 %, occur within the family.'0 (Ta-
ble 3.3)

**Percentages such as those in Figure 2 can also be misleading for other reasons. One is the diffi-
culty in establishing the marital status of victims and offenders, particularly in low income black neigh-
borhoods where nonmarital cohabitation is frequent. Since the homicide rate is also high in such areas,
this can have an important effect on the statistics. With the data avatfable at that time, Wolfgang3’ con-
cluded that the problem was *'almost ipsurmountable. . .[and made] no attempl to analyze
rates. . .acconding to marital status.”* Since the addition of the **Supplemental Homicide Report™ to the
Uniform Crime Reports system, this probiem has probably lessened. However, even with the use of
that report, there may have been changes in the method or care with which police record family reia-
tionships. Consequently, it is important to keep in mind the possibility that these changes in police prac-
tices, rather than real changes in the incidence of spousal homicide, could produce the trends shown
in Figure 2.
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der of spouses, for murders of siblings and for *‘other ‘family relationship’’
murders. However, murders of *‘children’’ (which includes both minor and
adult children) by parents and of parents by *‘children’’ remain at their 1980
peak.







































