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What to Know
and Where to Go

1 The FBI's 2021 estimated The homicide rate in the United States increased sharply
hational crime statistics were in 2020, probably' increased at a slower pace in 2021,
highly uncertain, because nearly
40% of local police agencies did and appears to be decreasing in 2022. The vast majority
not submit any data. For more o ] ]
information about the problems of these homicides were committed with a gun. Gun
with this data and with crime .« . . . . .
data from police departments in homicide Is a serious problem that journalists are
general, see our report on the uniquely positioned to impact. The United States is the
ISSue:

and has the

. But even in the U.S., gun homicide remains

relatively rare compared to other types of crime and

violence. Because

- the news media has a lot of influence over

now people understand gun homicide.

Much of the news coverage about the recent rise in gun

homicide has focused on , ~and other

aspects of the , either as sources in the

stories or as solutions to the problem. This outsize focus

on the legal system obscures what the evidence tells us
about the well-established causes of gun homicide and
many of the effective solutions that communities across
the country have implemented to reduce it. Whether it’s a
daily, feature, or investigative story, there are important
pieces of context that journalists can provide to help their

audience better understand the rise in gun homicide,
what caused it, and what can be done to address it.
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https://www.smallarmssurvey.org/sites/default/files/resources/SAS-BP-Civilian-Firearms-Numbers.pdf
https://www.healthdata.org/acting-data/gun-violence-united-states-outlier
https://www.healthdata.org/acting-data/gun-violence-united-states-outlier
https://www.surveyusa.com/client/PollReport.aspx?g=4a9eed40-c8b0-419c-ae82-71e1dbd19ca0&c=254
https://www.surveyusa.com/client/PollReport.aspx?g=4a9eed40-c8b0-419c-ae82-71e1dbd19ca0&c=254
https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2022/07/11/montgomery-county-gun-violence-double/
https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/news/2022/05/26/manhattan-sees-increase-in-weapons-possession-arraignments
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2022/07/covid-court-closings-violent-crime-wave/670559/
https://justjournalism.org/media/download/cjj-fbi-crime-stats-2022.pdf
https://justjournalism.org/media/download/cjj-fbi-crime-stats-2022.pdf

The Latest Trends, Where to Go for More,
and Questions to Consider

2 The words "homicide" and A data deep lee.

"murder” are used
interchangeably in this

document. What can the latest data tell us about...

3 For additional analysis of this

. L e ...the homicide rate?
divergence, see this piece:

o According to data published by the FBI, the United States’ homicide
rate increased by 27.4% in 2020 to 6.5 murders? per 100,000 residents.
The FBI estimates that the homicide rate rose another 3.5% in 2021,
but the agency expressed less confidence than usual in its estimate
because so many police departments did not submit any data to the
FBI in 2021. Data from dozens of U.S. cities shows that the number of
murders has declined by roughly 5% thus far in 2022. [Sources: (D),

]

e ...the gun homicide rate?

e According to data published by the CDC, the United States’ gun
homicide rate increased by 34.6% in 2020 and by 8.3% in 2021. These
increases are larger than the increases in the overall homicide rate
because a larger share of homicides were committed with a gun. In
2020, 79% of homicides were committed with a gun (already an
increase over recent years) and that share rose to 81% in 2021, the
highest percentage in more than 50 years. [Sources: ()]

e ...how these rates compare to the past?

e The 2020 homicide rate was roughly two-thirds the 1991 rate of 9.8
murders per 100,000 residents. [Sources: [FBI]

U.S. Homicide Rate by Year

10.0

8.0
6.0

4.0

2.0

0.0
1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

e ....how homicide trends compare to other crimes?

e The homicide rate increased in 2020 while the reported rate of most
other crimes tracked by the police, including rape, robbery, burglary,
and larceny, decreased. Those directional trends mostly held during
2021. This divergence, especially of such a large magnitude, is very
uncommon?. [Sources: FB| (2)]
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https://crime-data-explorer.fr.cloud.gov/pages/explorer/crime/crime-trend
https://crime-data-explorer.app.cloud.gov/pages/explorer/crime/nibrs-estimation
https://datastudio.google.com/u/0/reporting/133bc335-b4e9-41f4-890d-3adb7de5a141/page/QX9NC
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/mm7119e1.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/mm7140a4.htm
https://crime-data-explorer.fr.cloud.gov/pages/explorer/crime/crime-trend
https://crime-data-explorer.fr.cloud.gov/pages/explorer/crime/crime-trend
https://crime-data-explorer.app.cloud.gov/pages/explorer/crime/nibrs-estimation
https://johnkroman.substack.com/p/the-spike-in-homicide-in-2020?s=r

4 For more on the homicide
increase in rural parts of the
United States, see this piece:

Rural America Reels From Violent

Crime. ‘People Lost Their Ever-

Lovin’ Minds.]

5 For a more detailed description
of these data sets and the
differences between them, see:

The Nation’s Two Measures

of Homicide

6 The FBI recently began issuing
preliminary quarterly crime
reports on a much more timely
basis, typically within weeks of
the end of each quarter.
However, these reports do not
provide aggregate, national-level
estimates unless more than 60%
of police agencies report their
data in that quarter. If the 60%
threshold isn’t met, the data is
presented only at the agency

level. That threshold was not met
in any quarter of 2021 or 2022 to

date.

Where did homicide increase?

e Gun homicide rose sharply in large cities, small/medium metropolitan areas,

and rural areas® in 2020. [Sources: \CDC]

Gun Homicide Rate by Urbanization Level, 2019-2020
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e Homicide increased in traditionally “red” and “blue” cities and states and in

cities that increased and decreased their police
Third Way, USA Today]

York Times

——
-

e Counties with the highest poverty levels, alread

levels of gun homicide, saw the largest increases in 2020. [Sources: \CDC]

budgets. [Sources: [The New

y experiencing the highest

e |In many cities, the rise in gun homicide was heavily concentrated in a small

number of neighborhoods that were already experiencing the highest rates of
gun violence. Those neighborhoods have several things in common: high

rates of poverty, low rates of public and private

investment, and a history of

discriminatory housing policies. [Sources: [The Brookings Institution]]

What communities experienced the largest increases in gun homicide?

e In 2020, the gun homicide victimization rate rose most sharply among Black

females (who experienced a 47.2% increase), B

ack males (who experienced

a 38.2% increase), and American Indian or Alaskan Native males (who

experienced a 34.2% increase). [Sources: \CDCZ

How does homicide rank as a leading cause of death in the U.S.?

e Homicide does not rank in the top 10 leading causes of death for the overall
U.S. population. In 2021, the top 10 leading causes of death were, in order:
heart disease, cancer, COVID-19, unintentional injuries (which include drug

overdoses, falls, and car crashes, among other things), stroke, chronic low
respiratory disease, Alzheimer’s disease, diabetes, chronic liver disease and

cirrhosis, and kidney disease. [Sources: \CDC]

e For Black males between the ages of 15 and 34, homicide is the leading

cause of death. [Sources: \CDC]

Where can I find reliable and up-to-date data

on gun homicide?

Two federal agencies-the FBI and the CDC>-publish nationwide data on
homicide, and gun homicide more specifically, each year. That data typically

lags® by at least nine months, such that 2020 data

came out in September 2021,

etc.... Several non-governmental organizations have stepped in to fill this lag in

reporting. Their data is typically sourced from large cities whose police

departments publish crime statistics more frequently and usually does not

include the type of weapon used in each offense, |

imiting the analysis to

homicides as a whole. Below are links to several sources for data on homicide

and gun homicide.

P3


https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/28/upshot/murders-2020-election-debate.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/28/upshot/murders-2020-election-debate.html
https://www.thirdway.org/report/the-red-state-murder-problem
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/factcheck/2022/01/28/fact-check-police-funding-not-linked-homicide-spikes-experts-say/9054639002/
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/mm7119e1.htm
https://www.brookings.edu/2022/04/21/mapping-gun-violence-a-closer-look-at-the-intersection-between-place-and-gun-homicides-in-four-cities/
https://stacks.cdc.gov/view/cdc/116520
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/pdfs/mm7117e1-H.pdf
https://wisqars.cdc.gov/fatal-leading
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/mm7119e1.htm
https://www.wsj.com/articles/violent-crime-rural-america-homicides-pandemic-increase-11654864251
https://www.wsj.com/articles/violent-crime-rural-america-homicides-pandemic-increase-11654864251
https://www.wsj.com/articles/violent-crime-rural-america-homicides-pandemic-increase-11654864251
https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/ntmh.pdf
https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/ntmh.pdf

Government data sources:

e FBI and the

(1985-2020).

e For 2021 estimates, see the FBIl's

e CDC

e For 2021 estimates, see the CDC's

e To conduct more detailed analysis, see the CDC's

and

(1981-2020).

e ACDC of its own 2020 data.

e Analyses of 2020 CDC data from
and

e The Pew Research Center’s

Other data sources:

e AH Datalytics’

e The Gun Violence Archive’s

of 2020 CDC (and some FBI) data.

homicide data compiled from 99 cities.

, which does not have a gun hoimcide

category but does have information on specific types of gun homicide like

mass murders, killings by police officers, and murder/suicide incidents.

e The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime’s on international

homicide rates.

e The Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation’s

e The Philadelphia Center for Gun Violence Reporting’s

on leading causes of death across nations, including homicide.

- Important considerations when reporting on gun homicide data:

7 Crime rates are typically
calculated as the number of
reported incidents per 100,000
residents of the geographic area
in question.

o Rates’ are better metrics than gross numbers for tracking trends over time. .

Because the total population of the-United States is increasing, growth in the

rate of homicides is a more meaningful indicator than growth in the number-

of homicides.

o Percentages may be misleading in the context of homicide. Murder remains

the rarest majo el tracked by police, and the murder rate, prior.to 2020,

was near-its lowest point in decades. Both of these factors make numerical -

increases appear large in percentage form. This is especially true in rural

areas and even small cities where homicides number in the tens, not hundreds

each year. For example, stating that the number of homicides increased from

10 to 12 may make more sense than saying the number of homicides

Increased by 20%.
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https://crime-data-explorer.fr.cloud.gov/pages/explorer/crime/crime-trend
https://crime-data-explorer.app.cloud.gov/pages/explorer/crime/crime-trend
https://crime-data-explorer.app.cloud.gov/pages/explorer/crime/shr
https://crime-data-explorer.app.cloud.gov/pages/explorer/crime/nibrs-estimation
https://wisqars.cdc.gov/fatal-reports
https://wisqars.cdc.gov/fatal-leading
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/mm7140a4.htm
https://wonder.cdc.gov/ucd-icd10.html
https://wonder.cdc.gov/ucd-icd10.html
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/mm7119e1.htm
https://publichealth.jhu.edu/sites/default/files/2022-05/2020-gun-deaths-in-the-us-4-28-2022-b.pdf
https://publichealth.jhu.edu/sites/default/files/2022-05/2020-gun-deaths-in-the-us-4-28-2022-b.pdf
https://efsgv.org/wp-content/uploads/Overview-of-U.S.-Gun-Deaths_-2020.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/02/03/what-the-data-says-about-gun-deaths-in-the-u-s/
https://datastudio.google.com/u/0/reporting/133bc335-b4e9-41f4-890d-3adb7de5a141/page/QX9NC
https://www.gunviolencearchive.org/
https://dataunodc.un.org/victims-intentional-homicide-table
https://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-results/
https://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-results/
https://www.pcgvr.org/data-calatog/

What Causes It and What Are the Most
Effective Ways to Reduce It

When gun violence increases, public officials often

and suggest punitive responses, like

I

- and . Journalists are
unigquely positioned to contextualize these statements with evidence on what

does and doesn’t cause violence and what does and doesn’t work to reduce it.

What drives gun homicide and other types
of serious violence?

Modern research on gun homicide has homed in on a number of societal factors—
specifically, income inequality and residential segregation-that drive gun
homicide and other types of violent crime. Researchers have found that
inequality and segregation disrupt social cohesion and trust, foreclose
opportunities for social mobility, and limit access to high-quality education and
housing, all of which contribute to higher rates of violence. Access to guns, at
both the individual and societal levels, is also associated with higher rates of
homicide. See below for research demonstrating the link between gun homicide
and each of these factors.

e Income inequality: [/ /21 /3 14y /5 J6l

e Residential segregation along racial and economic lines: /D/ /D/ /D/ /D/ /D/

e Accessto guns: /[l/ /2 /13 /4l

What works to reduce gun homicide and other
types of serious violence?

Political and media discourse about gun homicide often focuses on policing,
prosecution, and incarceration as the default responses to violence. These
systems continue to receive the bulk of the country’s public safety investments,
but the evidence on their efficacy at reducing violent crime is weak. Many

studies find that these systems have , hoj, or impacts on public

safety. Studies that do show an effect rarely account for the harms caused by
these systems or compare their efficacy with programs that don’t rely
exclusively on punishment. Future work from The Center for Just Journalism will
delve into the research on policing, prosecution, and incarceration in more detalil,
but this issue brief is focused on highlighting research on the promising violence
reduction strategies that generate far less news coverage. The reports below
compile much of this research into easily searchable reference documents.

e The

reviewed and summarized the research on a wide range

of community violence reduction strategies. They looked at dozens of
policies across eight major categories:

e Improving the physical environment (e.g. cleaning up and adding

greenery to vacant lots, preventing foreclosures and extended home
vacancies, reducing childrens’ exposure to lead, etc.)
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https://nypost.com/2020/01/24/nypd-commissioner-dermot-shea-blames-bail-reform-for-2020-crime-spike/
https://www.cnn.com/2022/07/21/politics/biden-safer-america-plan-reduce-gun-crime/index.html
https://pix11.com/news/local-news/new-jersey/new-jersey-rolling-back-bail-reform-for-certain-gun-crimes/
https://pix11.com/news/local-news/new-jersey/new-jersey-rolling-back-bail-reform-for-certain-gun-crimes/
https://www.texastribune.org/2022/09/28/texas-dan-patrick-guns/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/2523129_Inequality_And_Violent_Crime
https://injuryprevention.bmj.com/content/25/Suppl_1/i25
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/9683374/
https://academic.oup.com/eurpub/article/21/2/241/498070
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1002978
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/dec/08/income-inequality-murder-homicide-rates
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0020138320305490
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5391325/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2667193X21000442?via%3Dihub
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/crim41&div=32&id=&page=
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0027968420301127
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1359178903000442
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/17070975/
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/10.2105/AJPH.2013.301409
https://www.rand.org/research/gun-policy/analysis/essays/firearm-prevalence-violent-crime.html
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/do-prisons-make-us-safer/
https://capebretonspectator.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/2016_-_YongJei_Lee_et._al.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/restud/article-abstract/88/2/883/5856753?redirectedFrom=fulltext&login=false
https://academicworks.cuny.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1370&context=jj_pubs
https://academicworks.cuny.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1370&context=jj_pubs

e Strengthening anti-violence social norms and peer relationships
(e.g. violence interruption programs, hospital-based intervention
programs with recent gunshot victims, etc.)

e Engaging and supporting youth (e.g. summer jobs programs, raising
the minimum school dropout age, etc.)

e Reducing substance abuse (e.g. increasing access to substance
abuse treatment, expanding medical marijuana laws, etc.)

e Mitigating financial stress (e.g. housing voucher programs,
immediate financial assistance to people who lose their jobs, etc.)

e Reducing the harmful effects of the justice process (e.g. declining
to prosecute misdemeanors, diverting people accused of felonies
from prosecution, reducing the use of prisons for children, etc.)

e Confronting the gun problem (e.g. removing “stand your ground”
laws, regulation and oversight of gun sellers, etc.)

e Arecent Brookings report| compiled evidence on violence reduction

programs, including strategies involving public health and prevention,
economic opportunity and housing security, youth development and
education, built environment and community spaces, and institutional
transformation.

e TheCenter for American Progress published a report with a wealth

of information on community-based violence intervention programs, like
Advance Peace, Cure Violence, and Ceasefire.

e Plus a few additional studies that do not appear in any of the reviews above

demonstrating the ability of home repairs in high-poverty neighborhoods

-

treatment for lead exposure, Medicaid expansion| |ocal non-profits

-
-

and [social spending to reduce violence.

The Experts

Hanna Love is a research associate at the Brookings Institution, where she has conducted research

on the concentration of gun homicide at the neighborhood level and reviewed research on solutions to gun violence.

Dr. Jessica Simes) is Assistant Professor of Sociology at Boston University where she conducts research on mass

incarceration and health outcomes. She has recently analyzed the connection between Medicaid expansion and

criminal punishment.

Dr. Joseph Richardson, Jr. is the Joel and Kim Feller Endowed Professor of African-American Studies and

Anthropology at the University of Maryland. He is the Principal Investigator for the UMB Center for Injury Prevention
and Policy and the Violence Intervention Program, a hospital-based violence intervention program at the University

of Maryland R Adams Cowley Shock Trauma Center and has conducted research on a range of issues, particularly
the impact of gun violence on young, Black men.

Dr. Mary Bernstein is Professor of Sociology at the University of Connecticut. She co-organized a conference

on the “Correlates, Causes, and Solutions for Firearm Violence in America” and has written on differing responses

to community gun violence and mass shootings.

Dr. Michael Poulson is a resident physician and research fellow in general surgery at Boston University School

of Medicine and Boston Medical Center. In addition to serving as a trauma surgeon, he has conducted research

on the impact of residential segregation and the physical environment on gun violence.

Dr. Shani Buggs| is Assistant Professor with the University of California, Davis’ Violence Prevention Research Program,

where her research is focused on community-based violence reductions programs and access to firearms.
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https://www.brookings.edu/essay/a-new-community-safety-blueprint-how-the-federal-government-can-address-violence-and-harm-through-a-public-health-approach/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/frequently-asked-questions-about-community-based-violence-intervention-programs/
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2782142
https://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/app.20160056
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/hec.3977#:~:text=Our%20findings%20indicate%20that%20the,by%202.9%25%20in%20expansion%20states.&text=Two%20recent%20papers%20also%20study,Wen%20et%20al.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0003122417736289
https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/7/10/e016379
https://www.brookings.edu/author/hanna-love/
mailto:hlove@brookings.edu
https://www.jessicasimes.org/about
mailto:simes@bu.edu
https://aasd.umd.edu/facultyprofile/richardson-jr./joseph
mailto:jrichar5@umd.edu
https://sociology.uconn.edu/person/mary-bernstein/
mailto:mary.bernstein@uconn.edu
https://www.bu.edu/antiracism-center/profile/michael-poulson/
mailto:michael.poulson@bmc.org
https://health.ucdavis.edu/vprp/ourteam/index.html
mailto:sabuggs@ucdavis.edu

for Reporting

Daily, local news stories about gun homicide are enormously important, given

their frequency and . While journalists working on these

stories may not have the lead time or resources of investigative reporters, there
are still steps that daily beat reporters and editors can take to ground their
stories in the best available data and research on gun homicide.

Recommendations for editors:

e Audit the balance of stories in your beat dedicated to homicide versus other
forms of serious harm and common causes of death.

e Build in regular moments for stories focused on trend analysis, new
community-based responses to gun violence, and other big-picture
questions.

. to focus more on trends than individual

crimes, along with several other changes to the way they approach
public safety coverage, across the dozens of daily newspapers they
own.

e Avoid assigning stories about arrests, given the large share of

Recommendations for reporters:

e Make a list of facts and statistics that only need periodic updating that can be
inserted into common story frames, like:

e How gun homicide rates in your community have changed over time.

« Where gun homicide ranks as a leading cause of death in your
community.

e How gun homicide rates in your community compare to other parts of
the state, other states, and/or other countries.

e A list of factors that cause gun violence and solutions that are proven
to reduce it.

e When public officials make claims about the causes of gun violence and
propose policy responses, cite evidence showing whether or not their claims
and policy proposals are backed up by research.

e Follow case outcomes, including when charges are dropped, cases are

dismissed, or individuals are acquitted at trial.

Resources for identifying and connecting with local violence intervention
workers:

e The Health Alliance for Violence Intervention maintains a

of hospital-based violence prevention programs.

e The National Offices of Violence Prevention Network is a

of local government agencies working to reduce violence.

e The Brookings Institution is the community-based violence

prevention programs that state and local governments are funding with
American Rescue Plan dollars allocated for that purpose.

e The Community Justice Action Fund the violence prevention

programs, services, and policies in the 50 U.S. cities with the highest rates of
gun violence.

e One Million Experiments maintains a of community-based projects

focused on transforming harm.

e The offers a range of

resources for journalists covering gun violence, including a credible
messenger reporting project that “empowers people impacted by gun
violence to report on root causes, lived experience and possible solutions
from the community perspective.”
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http://fbaum.unc.edu/teaching/articles/Gilliam_Iyengar_AJPS_2000.pdf
https://www.poynter.org/reporting-editing/2021/gannett-launches-a-network-wide-push-to-rework-its-crime-coverage/
https://www.criminaljustice.ny.gov/crimnet/ojsa/dispos/index.htm
https://measuresforjustice.org/portal/AL?c=3
https://measuresforjustice.org/portal/OR?c=2
https://measuresforjustice.org/portal/AZ?c=2
https://www.thehavi.org/directory-by-name
https://ovpnetwork.org/
https://www.brookings.edu/essay/addressing-the-root-causes-of-gun-violence-with-american-rescue-plan-funds-lessons-from-state-and-local-governments/
https://www.endcommunityviolence.com/report/
https://millionexperiments.com/search?category=transforming-harm
https://www.pcgvr.org/

