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Abstract
Research Question Is violent crime victimization among US minority groups higher 
than for White Americans in general, or is there a distinct failure of equal protection 
by race with respect to firearm homicide?
Data This analysis examines per capita rates of violent victimization for Blacks, 
Hispanics, and Whites as reported in recent years in the National Crime Victimiza-
tion Survey (NCVS), as well as the firearms homicide data collected from local and 
state death certificates by the US Center for Disease Control (CDC).
Method The analysis compares the extent of disparity between White and minority 
victimization rates for different kinds of violent crimes. The framework is to calcu-
late the ratio of minority victimization rates to the White rates for the same offense 
categories.
Findings While there are very small differences in victimization rates by race/eth-
nicity for most types of violent crime, and while Whites report higher victimization 
rates than minorities do for some kinds of violent crimes, there is a massive ratio for 
rates of firearms homicides. Black Americans of all ages, for example, suffer fire-
arm homicides at a rate that is 12 times higher per capita than for Whites. Hispanic 
Americans are twice as likely to be victimized by firearm homicide than Whites.
Conclusions Policing strategies often fail to distinguish different types of violence, 
even when discussing racial disparity in policing actions. The evidence of this report 
provides the most direct support for police increasing the precision of their focus 
on crime prevention efforts that can reduce homicide as the most important racial 
disparity in criminal victimization, and, in the US context, firearm homicide in 
particular.
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Introduction

One of the most disturbing but consistent observations in criminology surrounds 
the higher arrest rate for minorities, especially Blacks, for serious offenses, which 
then leads, in part, to disproportionate minority confinement. Scholars have specu-
lated extensively about the reasons for each of these disparities, including differen-
tial offending due to systemic/structural racism and concentrated poverty, as well 
as differential selection/enforcement by the criminal justice system (see review in 
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2023), or some com-
bination thereof (Piquero, 2008). Yet, direct comparisons across race and ethnic 
groups in crime and victimization remain understudied.

This research gap could be due to data limitations associated with a lack of dis-
aggregated data, as noted in a report to President Biden by an inter-agency work-
ing group co-chaired by the author (Criminal Justice Statistics Interagency Work-
ing Group of the Office of Science & Technology Council, 2023). The gap could 
also be due to the coding of various demographic groups in existing data collec-
tions (Piquero et al., 2014). Whatever the cause of the gap, the need for unpacking 
the racial and ethnic variability in crime and victimization is of great importance to 
theory and evidence-based policing.

To shed some light on this issue, this scientific communication examines recent 
trends in violent victimization across race and ethnicity using two different data 
sources. One is the Bureau of Justice Statistics’ National Crime Victimization Sur-
vey (NCVS). The other is the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) National Vital 
Statistics System (NVSS), which contains mortality data that is not contained in 
the NCVS data self-reported victimization data collection. Because the majority 
of homicides in the USA are committed with firearms (Abt, 2019; Cook & Lud-
wig, 2022), this is the type of homicide investigated herein. Data are presented from 
2019 through 2021/2022, a time span selected because it provides information from 
the year prior to, and after, the twindemics of the killing of George Floyd and the 
COVID-19 pandemic/lockdowns, which were met with increases in violence in 
many US cities (Piquero, 2021).

Data

The NCVS provides data on self-reported violent victimization for the follow-
ing crimes: rape/sexual assault, robbery, and assault (both aggravated and simple 
assault). It also provides both a total violent victimization rate as well as a total 
violence rate with simple assault excluded. Because the NCVS is a survey of liv-
ing persons, homicide is not captured in the NCVS. One of the best attributes of 
the NCVS is that it also includes self-identified demographic information for the 
respondent. For present purposes, the focus will be on Blacks, Whites, and Hispan-
ics. This decision was reached because low numbers that exist for other groups such 
as Asian/Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, and others can generate very high 
and incomparable rate calculations and comparisons. Data for the current analysis 
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are drawn from Thompson and Tapp’s (2023) NCVS report on violent victimization 
by race and ethnic origin.

The CDC data were drawn from a mortality report by Kegler et  al. 2023 that 
contained demographic information on firearm homicide rates by race and ethnic-
ity drawn from the CDC Wonder database. To match the demographic information 
contained in the NCVS, the focus will be on firearm homicide mortality for Blacks, 
Whites, and Hispanics and will exclude comparisons for other groups contained in 
the CDC data (e.g., Asian or Pacific Islander; American Indian or Alaska Native) 
due to low numbers as well as undercounts due to misclassification.

Findings

Starting with self-reported victimization from the NCVS data, Fig.  1 shows that 
the total violent victimization rate ratios for the Black to White, Black-to-Hispanic, 
and Hispanic-to-White comparisons hover around 1:1, indicative of very few imbal-
ances. It was only in 2021 that the Black to White (1.11) and Black to Hispanic 
(1.13) ratios were slightly greater than 1.0.

Next, Fig. 2 disaggregates the NCVS total victimization rate by crime type for 
the 2017–2021 time period and shows that for the majority of violent victimizations, 
the ratios between the race/ethnic groups once again hover around 1.0 or are slightly 
below 1.0. The one notable exception is for robbery, where the Black-to-White 
(1.75) and Hispanic-to-White (1.56) ratios are greater than 1.0, suggesting the rather 
low rate of robbery victimization among Whites.

Fig. 1  Race/ethnicity ratios for total violent victimization rate, 2019–2021 (obtained by taking the ratio 
of the violent victimization rate between each two-group comparison)
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Finally, the CDC firearm homicide data (Kegler et al., 2023) are displayed in 
Fig. 3. The results could not be more different than those from the NCVS data. 
Here, the Black-to-White ratios are always above 12.0 across 4 years. The Black-
to-Hispanic ratios are near 6.0 for that time span reflecting that firearm homicides 
are experienced to a much greater extent among Blacks. This is exacerbated by 
the fact that the White firearm homicide annual rate ranges between 1.6 and 2.1 
during the 2019–2022 time period.

Fig. 2  Race/ethnicity ratios for violent victimization rates by type of crime and victim race/hispanic 
origin, 2017–2021 (obtained by taking the ratio of the violent victimization rate for each crime type 
between each two-group comparison)

Fig. 3  Ratio of firearm homicide annual rate, 2019–2022 (obtained by taking the ratio of the firearm 
homicide annual rate between each two-group comparison)
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Conclusion

Violence has long been a serious problem in the USA. But firearm homicide is 
an epidemic. This study has shown that the epidemic afflicts certain demographic 
groups at alarming levels, with glaring disparities. More specifically, the current 
study showed that while violent victimization rates do not differ much across 
race and ethnicity, there are dramatic differences surrounding firearm homicides. 
Rates for Blacks compared to both Whites and Hispanics are exceptionally higher, 
a finding also observed in England and Wales using White-Black data (Kumar 
et al., 2020). In short, substantial racial inequality in the risks of being murdered 
by a firearm in the USA is staggering for Blacks. When this finding is coupled 
with recent work comparing the risk of firearm-related death and injury among 
males in certain cities having risks exceeding those of war for certain persons in 
certain areas (del Pozo et al., 2022), it is a stark reminder that firearm homicides 
are much more common in certain demographic groups.

The current US presidential administration has created the first-ever Office of 
Gun Violence Prevention whose task is to deal with this problem. As we await 
the work this office provides, it will need even more evidence on the kinds of 
approaches that can help prevent violent crime—and especially gun violence. In 
this regard, the evidence is clear that a mixture of policing and non-policing strat-
egies is necessary (Council on Criminal Justice, 2022; John Jay College Research 
Advisory Group on Preventing and Reducing Community Violence, 2020). Sup-
porting these efforts in a balanced way to communities and persons dispropor-
tionately affected by gun violence is critical to ensuring legitimacy in both polic-
ing and government services. And aside from the need for more research and 
policy-relevant work on firearm violence (IOM, 2013), there is also a pressing 
need to improve the country’s data infrastructure regarding firearm violence (Bar-
ber et al., 2022; Roman, 2020).

Investing in both persons and places is a smart policy (Piquero, 2019; Sharkey, 
2018; Webster, 2022) and has long-term benefits, as Cohen and Piquero (2009) 
showed for the savings of diverting a high-risk youth from a life of crime equal-
ling several million dollars. Yet, addressing the sources of firearm, often retalia-
tory-based violence (Anderson, 1999; Hogan & Tuggle, 2021), and implement-
ing efforts to curb it do not happen as quickly as updating one’s phone software. 
It involves short-, medium-, and long-term efforts. After all, there is probably a 
15-year-old youth somewhere in the USA who has a gun in their hand, and they 
may use it tonight to retaliate against someone due to an online beef or territorial 
dispute. Then, there is a 10-year who sees this sort of behavior in the street and 
thinks about how they would deal with such a situation in a few years’ time. And 
then there is a 5-year-old who in 10 years may be in the position the 15-year-old 
teen is in today. The costs of not putting this front and center of government and 
criminal justice leaders cannot be overstated.
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