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Key Learning Concepts 

¥ A woman is more than twice as likely to be shot and killed by her male 

intimate than killed in any other way by a stranger.  Handguns account for 

most of these gun deaths. 

¥ Focusing solely on the homicide of an intimate partner underestimates the 

full scope of fatal outcomes associated with intimate partner violence.  

¥ Guns can be used to intimidate and coerce, as well as to harm, an 

intimate partner. 

¥ Persons under a restraining order and those convicted of misdemeanor 

domestic violence are prohibited from purchasing and possessing a 

firearm. 

¥ Future considerations in intimate partner violence and firearms include 

personalized weapons, contacting the spouse when application is made to 

purchase a gun, seizing weapons at the scene of domestic violence, how 

to increase the mandated relinquishment of firearms by batterers, and the 

risks and benefits of battered women arming themselves. 

 

Introduction 

Weapons figure prominently in intimate partner violence.  The most 

commonly used weapons are what criminologists call Òpersonal weapons,Ó that is 

hands, fists, and feet.  Although it is possible to inflict substantial injury with 

personal weapons, assaults are made more efficient through the use of external 

weapons.  External objects are used with great frequency in intimate partner 
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violence.  Sometimes the weapon is a gun or knife; it typically is a nearby 

household object that is seized with haste and in rage. 

This chapter will focus on external weapons, primarily firearms, in intimate 

partner violence.  The emphasis on firearms is indicated because they are highly 

lethal and because they are already identified as an intervention point (i.e., some 

limits are placed on the possession of firearms by certain persons).  Data and 

policies from the U.S. will be reviewed, largely because firearms in general and 

handguns in particular are more available to civilians in the U.S. than in most 

other developed countries.  In addition, unless otherwise specified, the focus is 

on intimate partner relationships, that is, on relationships with a current or former 

spouse or a current or former boyfriend or girlfriend.  Grouping married and 

unmarried persons together is indicated because violence against an intimate is 

not limited to legally-recognized relationships. 

 

Epidemiology of Weapon Use in Intimate Partner Violence 

Fatal intimate partner violence 

Fatal intimate partner violence has decreased in recent years.  As shown 

in data from law enforcement agencies across the nation (see Figure 1), the 

decline has not been consistent across population groups.  The homicide of men 

at the hands of an intimate partner has dropped farther and faster than the 

homicide of women.   In the past decade, among 20- to 44-year olds, rates of 

intimate partner homicide have been highest for girlfriends.1   
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Firearms predominate in intimate partner homicides.  Firearms account for 

about half of the intimate partner homicides of men and about three-fifths of the 

intimate partner homicides of women.  (See Figures 2 and 3.)  The proportion of 

intimate partner homicides that are committed with a firearm is about one-fifth 

lower than the proportion of overall homicides that are committed with a firearm.2  

The same pattern holds for homicides committed with a handgun:  about 42.2% 

of intimate partner homicides and 51.7% of all homicides are committed with a 

handgun.   

National data from the 1980s suggested that women were at particular risk 

from an intimate with a firearm.3  Updating these data to 2005, the most recent 

year for which national homicide data are available, indicates that risk is 

particularly high for fatal assaults by intimates with handguns.  As shown in 

Figure 4, women were nearly 2.3 times as likely to be shot and killed by an 

intimate as to be shot, stabbed, strangled, beaten or killed in any other way by a 

stranger.  This finding is driven largely by handguns:  women were nearly 1.7 

times as likely to be killed by a handgun-wielding intimate as to be shot, stabbed, 

strangled, beaten or killed in any other way by a stranger. 

Research documenting that keeping a firearm in the home increases risk 

of homicide in the home has gotten widespread attention.4  Less well known is 

that the study also found that violence in the home is an independent risk factor 

for homicide in the home.  Subsequent research focusing solely on women 

indicates that prior domestic violence and having one or more guns in the home 
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substantially increases the risk of homicide at the hands of a spouse, intimate 

acquaintance or close relative (OR=14.6 and 7.2, respectively).5   

The homicide of an intimate partner is not the only fatal outcome.  Violent 

partners sometimes kill the children, other family members, or friends of their 

partners.  A study of intimate partner homicides in Massachusetts found that 38% 

of the perpetrators killed more than one person.6  In addition, sometimes the 

intimate partner is not the one who is killed at all; another Ð a child, a current 

partner, a family member Ð is killed as a way to punish the intimate partner. 

Suicide is another outcome.  About 40% of the homicides of intimate 

partners is immediately followed by the suicide of the perpetrator.7  And, in a 

topic that has received scant attention, suicide is the choice of some battered 

women.5,8,9  Firearms are the primary weapon of choice in each of these lethal 

acts. 

In war, the unintended harm to civilians as a side effect of war is labeled 

Òcollateral damageÓ and, if fatal, included in the body count of total lives lost.  The 

murder of members of the victimÕs family, her friends, her current partner, or her 

co-workers can be viewed as collateral damage in that they are not the primary 

target.  Given that Òcollateral damageÓ in fatal intimate homicides Ð that is, 

fatalities that are Òside effectsÓ of the intimate partner violence itself Ð is not 

included in the official counts of the problem, the full scope of intimate partner 

homicide has yet to be realized.  In terms of the present chapter, it is important to 

note that regardless of whether it is a homicide of an intimate partner or her 
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family or friends or whether it is a suicide by a perpetrator or victim, the most 

common weapon used is a firearm. 

 

Nonfatal intimate partner violence 

In the 1970s and 1980s, family sociologists studied assault and 

aggression toward spouses and children in two national community-based 

surveys.10  They concluded that women and men were equally likely to engage in 

assaultive behaviors in intimate relationships and that women sometimes were 

more likely to engage in certain behaviors.  Practitioners, by contrast, typically 

focus on injury outcomes.  Given general size and strength differentials, physical 

damage will be more likely to result when a man hits a woman with a closed fist 

than vice versa.  Recent national research confirms clinical experience Ð women 

are more likely than men to incur injury as a result of intimate partner violence.11 

Weapon-related findings, however, have received less attention from 

researchers, advocates, and practitioners.  Family sociologists found that about 2 

in 1,000 U.S. women and men reported that they had used a knife or gun against 

an intimate partner.10  Recent research on intimate partner violence indicates that 

women are more likely than men to be threatened with a knife (2.8% vs. 1.6%) or 

gun (3.5% vs. 0.4%) and to have a knife or gun used against them (0.9% vs. 

0.8% for knife and 0.7% vs. 0.1% for gun).11  Thus, the use of knives and guns is 

relatively rare in intimate partner violence,a yet troubling to realize that 16 in 

                                                 
a Straus and Gelles10 and Tjaden and colleagues11 used a question that asked 
about knives and guns, so estimates of gun use alone can not be obtained. 



 7 

every 1,000 U.S. women have been threatened with a gun and 7 in 1,000 have 

had a gun used against them by an intimate partner. 

Men are more likely than women to be shot, but women are more likely 

than men to be shot by an intimate partner.  National hospital discharge data 

indicate that men are eight times more likely than women to be treated for a 

gunshot wound.12  These same national hospital discharge data indicate that 

women are 3.6 time more likely than men to be shot by a current or former 

spouse than by a stranger.13 

The emergency department is the main health care delivery setting that 

has focused on identifying intimate partner violence.  It also is the location where 

practitioners are beginning to assess firearm ownership and access in the 

context of intimate partner violence.  Relatively little research has been published 

on the topic to date.  In a South Carolina ED in which over half of the female 

patients had ever experienced intimate partner violence, when demographic 

characteristics were taken into account, whether there was a firearm in the 

household was not associated with intimate partner violence.14  These findings 

were replicated in a multistate survey.15  Recent findings from a multi-site study 

indicate, however, that the assailantÕs access to a firearm and him threatening 

her with it increases the risk of her being killed by him.16  The researchers also 

found that, compared to other methods, the risk of homicide was higher for 

women when the male intimate used a gun. 
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The most common calls for assistance from law enforcement are domestic 

violence calls.  About two-thirds of these calls involve weapons.17b  Although 

domestic violence calls were widely believed to be the most dangerous calls for 

police, armed robberies in progress are the most dangerous for officers.18  When 

an officer is killed at the scene of a family quarrel, it almost always is with a 

gun.19 

Surveys of victims and perpetrators of intimate partner violence document 

the widespread presence of and use of firearms.  In a statewide survey of 

residents of battered womenÕs shelters, 36.7% of the women reported that there 

was a gun in the home during their most recent relationship.20  This compares to 

15.7% of women in the general population of that same state who report that 

there is a gun in the home.21  When there was a gun in the home, nearly two 

thirds of the women reported that her partner used it to scare, threaten or harm 

her.20  When the gun was used in the relationship, it was used to threaten to 

shoot/kill her (71.4%) or to actually shoot at her (5.1%) as well as to threaten to 

kill himself (4.1%) or the children (3.1%).   

And batterers themselves acknowledge their use of firearms against their 

intimate partners.  In a review of the records of 8,529 men enrolled in 

Massachusetts-based batterersÕ intervention programs, 7% reported owning a 

gun during the previous three years.22  Nearly 12% of these gun-owning batterers 

report that they had used the gun to scare or threaten their intimate partner, and 

                                                 
b To my knowledge, estimates are not available for domestic violence calls that 
involve firearms. 
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4.3% reported that they had shot the gun during an argument with their partner.  

Far fewer had used a knife against their partner. 

In sum, firearms are used to intimidate, coerce, injure and kill intimate 

partners.   

 

Intervention Points 

This section of the chapter focuses on policies designed to keep firearms 

out of the hands of persons deemed to be a risk to their intimate partner.  

Persons convicted of aggravated assault, which is a felony, are prohibited from 

purchasing or possessing a firearm.  The prohibition applies regardless of the 

relationship of the assailant to the victim.  Federal legislation in the 1990s added 

two categories of persons to the list of prohibited purchasers and possessors Ð 

those under a domestic violence order of protection and those convicted of 

misdemeanor domestic violence. 

 

Orders of protection 

With the Violence Against Women Act of 1994, the U.S. Congress 

amended the Gun Control Act to prohibit firearm purchase and possession by a 

person who is subject to domestic violence protection order (Title 18 U.S.C. ¤ 

922(g)(8) and (d)(8)).  The federal restriction applies to orders of protection in 

which the alleged abuser was given notice and the opportunity to appear at a 

hearing.  To be consistent with federal laws, states needed to pass similar 

legislation.  Moreover, how the information was to be collected and reported was 
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left to individual states.  Some states already had similar restrictions in place, but 

many did not. 

Orders of protection, also known as restraining orders or stay-away 

orders, are a legal intervention in which one person is deemed to be a threat to 

another and ordered to stay a specified distance from the person to be protected.  

All 50 states have stay-away orders, but the criteria for obtaining them, the length 

of time for which they are issued, and other conditions vary.  The orders can be 

issued through criminal courts or through civil procedures, the latter of which 

typically are victim initiated. 

Each year, more than one million people in the United States obtain 

restraining orders for intimate partner assault, rape or stalking.11  About one in 

five women who experience these forms of violence seek and are granted a 

restraining order.  Given that different types of restraining orders are issued for 

varying lengths of time, many more restraining orders are in effect than are 

issued during one year.  For example, on any given day in California, nearly a 

quarter of a million restraining orders are in effect Ð about the same number of 

restraining orders as there are marriages recorded in one year.23  Thus, each 

year, persons under a restraining order are the single largest class of persons 

who are added to the roll of those prohibited from purchasing and possessing a 

firearm. 

The National Instant Criminal Background Check System (NICS), 

however, often does not identify and prevent such individuals from purchasing a 

firearm.24  More than a decade after the legislation was enacted, the system 
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remains compromised because many states do not provide information about 

domestic violence restraining orders to NICS.24,25  Intimate partner homicide 

rates of women are 7% lower in states that do (vs. do not) have restraining order 

and firearms laws in place.25   

Even in states where firearm prohibitions related to restraining orders 

have been in place before the federal law was changed, problems remain.  For 

example, a recent review in California identified multiple problem practices 

including the observations that some courts are not issuing restraining orders 

although required by law to do so, some jurisdictions are not entering restraining 

orders into the database against which applications to purchase firearms are 

checked, and some judges cross out the firearms prohibitions language on the 

restraining order form or use another form thinking that it will not be entered into 

the data base.26  Obviously, state legislation must be enacted and procedures 

established and followed for the federal law to have its intended effect. 

Moreover, restraining orders must be and must be perceived as an 

available option for those who are being abused.  Recent research suggests that 

only about one in ten women who are killed by an intimate partner had ever been 

under the protection of a restraining order.27   

 

Domestic violence misdemeanors 

In 1996, the U.S. Congress amended the Gun Control Act with what is 

widely known as the Lautenberg Amendment (Title 18 U.S.C. ¤ 922(g)(9) and 

(d)(9)).  The amendment prohibited firearm purchase and possession by persons 
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who are convicted of a domestic violence misdemeanor.  Persons convicted of 

felony assault on an intimate partner were already barred from purchasing or 

possessing a firearm.  This action was hailed by advocates who testified that 

assaults on intimate partners often are tried as misdemeanors.   

In order for this provision to be effective, states must provide detailed 

information on domestic violence misdmeanants to the federal NICS database 

used in background checks on gun buyers.  Because there is not a consistent 

definition of domestic violence across the states, in May 2001, NICS was 

modified to include a ÒflagÓ to indicate that a record was related to domestic 

violence.  More than two years later, only 19 states participated in the flagging 

system.28 

Despite the problems in implementing the federal laws prohibiting persons 

with a domestic violence restraining order or with a domestic violence 

misdemeanor conviction, the laws may be having an impact.  In 2005, the most 

recent year for which data are available, about 15% of the persons applying to 

purchase a firearm from a federally-licensed firearm dealer were denied the 

ability to do so on the basis of a domestic violence misdemeanor conviction or a 

domestic violence restraining order.29 

 

Future Considerations 

Personalized weapons 

Personalized firearms, currently in the prototype stage of development, 

are engineered so that only an authorized user can fire the gun.  Hailed as a way 
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to reduce a wide range of ills Ð shootings of law enforcement officers by a 

suspect who is able to wrest away the officerÕs service weapon, adolescent 

suicide (in fact, suicide by anyone other than the authorized user), and residential 

burglaries (cash and guns are the usual items targeted) Ð an unintended 

consequence may be the heightened threat value of personalized weapons in 

intimate relationships.   

If a batterer has a personalized firearm, he could more thoroughly 

intimidate and coerce his partner Ð even if she was able to access the weapon, it 

would be useless in her hands.  A recent survey of residents of battered womenÕs 

shelters indicates that most would be against the introduction of such weapons.20  

It is possible, however, that personalized weapons, which would be more 

expensive than conventional non-personalized guns, would reduce the number of 

homes with guns and, by extension, reduce the risk of intimate partner homicide.  

Given that it is not possible to fully predict their impact, it would be wise if 

discussions about personalized weapons would include considerations of their 

implications in intimate partner violence. 

 

Spousal query upon application to purchase a firearm 

In some locales, intimate partners are taken into account when a gun is 

purchased.  For example, in New Jersey, when someone wants to purchase a 

handgun, the opinion of the spouse or partner (as well as others) is sought and 

taken into account in the decision whether to issue a purchase permit. 
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  Three fourths of battered women residing in shelters thought it would be 

good to require that the spouse or partner be contacted when a gun is 

purchased.20  Regardless of their perspective on the advisability of such a policy, 

nearly all (91.8% of 417 women surveyed) said that if their opinion were sought 

in such a circumstance, they would say that it would not be a good idea for their 

partner to get a gun. 

 

Seizing weapons at the scene of domestic violence 

Some states allow or require law enforcement officers to seize firearms at 

the scene of a domestic violence incident.30  The circumstances surrounding 

such allowed seizures vary, for example, when the gun is in plain sight or when 

the victim and suspect agree to a voluntary search of the premises.  The limits 

placed on firearm seizures at the scene of a domestic violence incident generally 

are more restrictive than those placed on firearm seizures at the scenes of a drug 

bust, where weapons are confiscated and held as evidence regardless of 

whether they were used in the incident. 

 

Relinquishment of firearms by batterers 

Federal law prohibits the purchase and possession of a firearm by a 

batterer who is under a restraining order or convicted of misdemeanor domestic 

violence.  Prohibiting purchase is relatively easy if restraining orders are entered 

into an electronic database and if potential purchasers are checked against the 

database.  Prohibiting possession of a firearm by a batterer is far more difficult.   
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Persons subject to a restraining order can be ordered to relinquish their 

firearm(s) within a specified time period (e.g., 24 hours, 48 hours).  Written proof 

is to be provided that the guns have been sold, transferred to another person, or 

turned in to a law enforcement agency.  In reality, firearm relinquishment rarely 

occurs, in no small part, due to the lack of adequate administrative records.  

Substantial bureaucratic procedures go into effect when a vehicle is sold or 

transferred; the buyer and seller complete paperwork that includes the unique 

vehicle identification number and is forwarded to the responsible agency in the 

state in which the transaction occurred.  The states that do maintain gun 

purchase records could determine that the individual purchased a gun a one 

point but not provide accurate current information about the firearm.  This is 

largely because procedures by which to track the sale and transfer of firearms 

among individuals are not as clearly specified, not as closely monitored as sales 

by dealers, largely not enforced, or some combination of the aforementioned.  

Thus, when told to relinquish a firearm, a person under a restraining order could 

falsely say ÒI donÕt have oneÓ and there often would not be a way to ascertain 

otherwise aside from having law enforcement conduct a search of the individual 

and his residence.  Precluding a substantial infusion of resources into law 

enforcement across the country for the express purpose of conducting searches 

for firearms of these two classes of persons, individuals under a domestic 

violence restraining order or convicted of misdemeanor domestic violence are not 

likely to relinquish their firearms. 
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Another part of the problem with the firearm possession prohibition is that 

law enforcement agencies are, at best, ambivalent about implementing the law.  

Agencies are, perhaps understandably, not eager to deal with substantial 

numbers of gun-carrying individuals who were very recently ordered to give up 

their guns because they harmed or threatened to harm someone.  In addition, 

limited storage space presents a problem.  Lockers used to store crime scene 

evidence are sometimes in short supply and priority is given to their use for this 

purpose.  The storage problem likely is some combination of real and perceived:  

if law enforcement agencies can establish procedures by which to store 

impounded vehicles, they likely can figure out how to store firearms that are 

relinquished by batterers. 

 

Risks and benefits of battered women arming themselves 

Advocates for battered women have been largely silent on the questions 

of whether a battered woman should arm herself.  There is, to my knowledge, no 

research reporting the proportion of battered women who arm themselves or 

estimating the risks that are incurred and the benefits that are accrued by such 

action. 

The available evidence, from research based on the general population, 

indicates that women who purchase a gun to protect themselves may unwittingly 

place themselves at higher risk of homicide and suicide.  A sophisticated study 

comparing mortality among those who did and did not purchase a gun found a 

particularly strong effect among women.31  In the first year following handgun 
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purchase, suicide attributed to firearms accounted for 51.2% of the deaths of all 

21- to 44-year old women.  The risk of homicide by a firearm also was elevated 

among women.  The elevated risk of homicide and suicide following handgun 

purchase by women was maintained during the entire six-year follow-up period. 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Firearms pose a particular risk in intimate partner violence.  Knowledge 

about the use of firearms in intimate partner violence is limited largely to 

fatalities.  Recent research on emergency department visits expands our 

understanding to include some of the nonfatal physical assaults.  A more 

thorough understanding of the use of firearms in intimate partner violence may 

help elucidate intervention points.  Specifically, more research is needed about 

the use of firearms to threaten and coerce an intimate partner and the mental 

health outcomes of such experiences.  Given that psychological intimidation is a 

substantial component of battering and the relatively common use of guns for this 

purpose, at least as reported by residents of battered womenÕs shelters, health 

care professionals would be wise to ask about and to take into account gun 

threats and gun use when treating a woman injured by a partner. 

Although firearm injury inflicted by another often is considered an urban 

problem, the importance of guns in intimate partner violence should not be 

overlooked in rural areas, where gun ownership is high and guns often are easily 

at hand.  Firearm-related deaths are highest for women in states where guns are 
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more prevalent, a finding that remains even when poverty and urbanization are 

taken into account.32 

Well-intended laws to keep guns out of the hands of batterers lack 

adequate implementation; more resources and increased political will are needed 

before federal policies can fulfill their intended effects.  Advocates are 

increasingly focusing on how to reduce batterersÕ access to firearms (see, for 

example, the 2003 report Disarming Domestic Violence Abusers issued by the 

Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence28 and the 2005 report The Impact of 

Guns on Women’s Lives published by Amnesty International, the International 

Action Network on Small Arms [IANSA] and Oxfam International33).  Support from 

various quarters, including medical personnel, may help policy makers 

understand the importance of fully implementing existing laws. 

 
 
 
 
Implications for Policy, Practice and Research 

Policy 
¥ Well-intended laws to keep guns out of the hands of batterers lack 

adequate implementation. 

¥ More resources and increased political will are needed before federal 

policies can fulfill their intended effects. 

Practice 

¥ Health care professionals would be wise to ask about and to take into 

account gun threats and gun use when treating a woman injured by a 

partner. 



 19 

Research 

¥ Whether gun ownership or keeping a gun in the home is associated with 

intimate partner violence, the costs and benefits of battered women 

arming themselves, and other key considerations regarding intimate 

partner violence and weapons merit investigation. 
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