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show that the percentage of ho.icides in which victigs and offenders are 

aelllbers of the salle family varies widely froa nation to nation, fro. one 

tillle period to another within-nations, and fros one geographic unit to 

another within nations. These datil are used to test the hypothesis that 

the lower the homicide rate, the higher the percentage of hOlllicides which 

are "ithin-faMily. Alillost all of the eapirical tests, both cr05S-

sectional, and tiRe-series, supported the hypothesis. A theory, called 

the ·primary group lag" theory, is presented to explain these findings. 

This theory holds that priMary groups, and especially the fa.ily, tend 

have characteristics which engender a certain lIIini.al rate of violence on 

the one hand, and to restrict serious violence on the other hand. 

Characteristics of the faillily which engender conflict and violence are 

identified, as are characteristics which tend to restrict the extent and 

severity of the violence. The paper concludes by discus&ing the 

illlplications of the priaary group lag theory for understanding hOMicide, 

for designing research on hOlllicide, and for primary prevention of 

homicide. 

* * * * * f f f * * * * * ~ * * * * * i * * * * * * * * i * * • * * * * * 

Homicides in which both the vlcti. and offender are aeabers of the 

salle family are a large proportion of the total nueber of homicides in all 

societies for which data is available. However, the proportion also 

varies substantially fro. society to society. In the United Stilte~, 

intra-faaily hO~lcides constituted about one quarter of the of the total 

during the period 1966 to 1984 (Straus, 1986). However, In Canada during 
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this period almost half of all hoaicides were intra-fa.ily (Silveraan and Although the theory is derived fro. the distinctiv9 char.cteristics 

Kennedy, forthcoming), and in Denaark the percentage was 67 (Bohannon, of primary groups, the empirical tests of the theory to be reported in 

1960:243). There are also large differences within-nations at different this paper focus on one particular type of pri.ary group the fallily. 

points in history. There are two reasons for this. First, homicide statistics are not 

The first part of this paper develops a theory to explain the large available for other types of priaary groups surh as close knit 

differences between nations and the large differences between historical neighborhoods or sll\all comlllunities, small churches with stable 

periods in the percentage that family homicides are of all hoaicides. The ~e~berships, etc.-2 However, even if data were available for other 

second part of the paper reports the results an eapirical study designed prlmary group, the fa.lly is the proto-typical primary group and therefore 

to investigate that theory. enables the clearest test of the theory. 

A closely related theory is Verkko's "static law· of fellale hoaicide 

THE PRIMARY GROUP LAS THEORY (Verkko, 1951 [1967]; Willbanks, 1981). The difference il that Verkko 

The theory investigated can be called the ·priaary group lag" theory sought to explain differences between men and woeen, rather than 

of Intra-family homiclde. This theory asserts that socio-cultural factors differences based on prImary group relationshIps between victi. and 

which affect the incidence of homicide, such as poverty and inequality offender. Verkko contended that female rates of cri~es agalnst the person 

(Loftin and Hill, 1974; WIllIallls, 1984), urbanization (Baron and straus, tend to be stable over time ~nd from country to country. The priaary 

1987a; Harries, 1980), or cultural norms condoning violence (Baron and group lag theory subsumes Verkko's IaN as a phenollenon which occurs 

Straus, 1987a,bj Wolfgang and Fereccuti, 1967) have less effect On because homICIdes by women are overwhelmingly intra-faMily. In C.nada, 

homicides which occur when victim and offender have a primary group for example, 77.5% of homicides committed by woaen were intra-famIly, 

relationship than on hOMIcides which occur alllong strangers or co~pared to 41.7X of homicides committed by men. In the UnIted States, 

acquaintances who are not members of the saae primary group.-' 68.4 percent of female offenders killed another member of theIr fa.ily, 

Consequently, if socio-historlcal circumstances occur which tend to compared to 27.4 percent of homicides by llIen (Browne dnd Flewelling, 

increase the homicide rate, intrafalllily hoaicide6 are less affected than 1987) • 

homicides involving other relationships and they become a smaller 

proportion of all homicides. Conversely, when societal conditions lIIake PRIHARY GROUP CHARACTERISTICS 

for a reduction in the incidence of homlcide, the falllily rate changes less AND VIOLENCEu 

rapldly and family homicides become a larger proportion of the overall What are the characterIstics of primary groups whIch suggest that 

hoaicide rate. In short, the higher the hOMicide rate, the lower the hoaicide and other violence is relatively less subject to variation 

proportion of intra-family homicides. This negative correl.tion will be according to the soclo-cultural ch~racteri5tlcs of the soclety or 

., ~ called the "prImary group lag" effect • hIstorIcal time perIod than is true for other types of VIctim-offender 
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relationships? To answer this question the family will be used as the 

example of a primary group because, as noted previously, the fa~ily is the 

proto-typical primary group. 

Since the primary group lag theory hinges on the assumption that 

primary groups, and especially the family, tend have characteristics which 

engender a certain minimal level of violence on the one hand, and to 

restrict serious violence on the other hand, the folloNing sections 

attempt to identify some of the faaily characteristici which eight produce 

these floor and a ceiling effects. 

Family Characteristics Which 

Engender Conflict and Violence 

Previous theoretical ~nalyses of intra-family violence (Gelles and 

Straus, 1979; Hotaling and Straus, 1980) noted the irony in the fact that 

certain of the basic structural characteristics of the family engender a 

relatively high level of conflict. Within the space of this article, only 

a few key parts of that analYSIS can be presented. 

Family Structure. Since the family (like other primary groups) is an 

all enco~passing relationship, concerned with "the whole person" there is 

almost nothing which cannot become the focus of a conflict. Moreover, the 

li¥elihood of conflict is enhanced because fa.ilie~ typically include 

people of two generations. Hence the "generation gap" is built into the 

family. Similarly, since there are two genders, the "battle of the sexes' 

IS structured into the very nature of the family. Horeover, these 

conflicts are likely to be exacerbated by the fact that family members 

have an intense emotional involvement with each other. It i Ii not Just 

that parents and children may have different tastes in clothing or music, 

in addition, each is deeply concerned about the taste and appe~rance of 

the other. Moreover, It is expected or permiSSible to openly voice these 

HMb.P,HMIOb,IJune87, Page 5 

concerns because the explicit and implicit norms of governing f~.ily 

relationships give family members the right (or obligation) to try to 

influence the behavior of others in the faaily. 

Inequality. Another iaportant structural characteristic of the family 

is the inherently asymmetric~l power structure in the case of parents and 

children, and de facto asy.aetry in the case of spouse9. (nequality i6 

almost always fe.tile ground for conflict. Coleman and Straus (198b) for 

exa.ple, found that male-dominant marriages have a higher level of 

conflict than equalitarian fa~ilies, even when there is consensus between 

the spouses concerning the legitimacy of aale-doainance. The conflict 

inherent In inequality is especially applicable to the family because of 

the intiaacy of family relationships. The coabination of intiaacy and 

hierarchy, if not Incompatible, is difficult to ~anage. 

Norms Permitting or Requiring Violence. Although there may be a 

particul_rly high level of conflict inherent in the family, it is far frOG 

the only type of group with ~ high level of conflict. AcadeMic 

depart.ents, for exaaple, have soae of these same characteristics, and for 

that reason and other reasons, also tend to have frequent conflicts. Yet 

phYSical assaults of even the .ost elnor type are alaosl non-existent. 

Clearly, conflict alone is not sufficient to explain Violence (Straus, 

1979; Gelles and Straus, 1979). A funda"ental difference between families 

and most other groups which helps explain the high rate of violence in 

fa~ilies is that there are explicit and implicit cultural noras Mhich 

give family members the right to hit.-4 

In the case of parents, there IS almost an obligation to hit if the 

child misbehaves (Carson, 1986). Physical punlshaent is legal In every 

state of the United States. When the wave of child abuse legillation swept 

the states In the late 1960's and early 1970's, legIslatures went out of 

their way to add provisions to declare that the statute did not restrict 
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the right of parents to use physical punishaent. Carson (1986) found that 

parents who fail to do so when a child aisbehaves experience subtle but 

powerful pressures to confora to the nora. They are forced into creating 

an "account" (Scott and Ly.an, 1968) of their behavior which neutralizes 

the deviance (Matza, 1969). 

In the case of spouses, until the early 19th century, the sarriage 

licence was also a hitting licence because the COAmon law gave husbands 

the right to "physically chastise an errant wife" (Calvert, 1974). 

Despite the demise of this COQ.on law principle, the .arriage license 

lives on as a de facto hitting license (Straus, 1976: 1983b). Although 

the assault statutes of every state contain no provision excluding 

assaults between spouses, state after state has found it necessary to pass 

"spouse abuse" legislation which, in effect, say "yes, it is a crieinal 

act to hit one's spouse." It was not until 1977 that the training aanual 

published by the International Association of Chiefs Of Police was changed 

to make the same declaration. However, it re.ained until the late 1980's 

before any sizeable number of police departments actually began acting on 

that premise. Even now, people who do not question the appropriateness of 

arresting someone who punches a store clerk or employee, question the 

appropriateness of arresting a husband who punches a wife.·~ 

The explicit and implicit norms permitting violence in the faaily are 

a key reason why the intra-family assault rate is many times the incidence 

of assaults between unrelated persons (see Straus and Gelles, 1987 for 

rates froa two national surveys). Moreover, not only is there normative 

justification for violence (provided it does not go "too far"), but in 

addition, assailants and potential assailants perceive almost no riSK of 

sanctions (CarBody and WilliaAs, 19871. 

FaMily Socialization In Violence. A third element of the theory is 

concerned with explaining why family norms concerning Violence are 
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different than the norBS for other types of groups. Because of space 

limitations, only one of the several factors accounting for this 

discrepancy can be presented: the modeling which takes place al a re9ult 

of parental use of physical punishment. Physical punishment begins in 

infancy for about one out of four children (Newson, 1963:204; Wauchope and 

Straus, 1987). It reaches a peak of 97 percent at age three and declines 

steadily after that (Straus, 1983a). However, even at age 17, a majority 

of children are still at risk of physical punishaent (Straus, 1971, 

1983a). 

These experiences indicate that the family is tha setting in which 

most persons first experience physical violence, and also the setting 

which establishes the emotional context, Beaning, and uses of violence. 

Physical punishment is used to teach behaviors that are required and to 

extinguish prohibited or dangerous behavior, but it also teaches several 

unintentional lessons. 

The first of these is the association of love with violence. Parents 

are the first and usually the only ones to hit an infant. For Bast 

children this continue throughout childhood. Children therefore learn th.t 

those who love thea the most are also those who hit. Second, since 

physical punishment is almost always used for the child's welfare, it 

establishes the moral rightness of hitting other faaily members. The third 

lesson is that anger or frustration Justifies the Uge of physical force, 

especially against those who are weaker. 

These indirect lessons beCOMe a fundamental part of the child's 

personality. When the child beCOMes an adult, they are applied to hiS or 

her role as a parent and as a husband or wife. Straus, Gelles, and 

Steinaetz (1980), for exaMple, found that the more phYSical punishment 

experienced as a child, the higher the probability of assaulting 5pOU&eS 

later in life. Many children do not even need to generalize the pattern of 

HN6.P,HH106,IJune87, Page 8 



violent behavior to other faBily relationships because they can directly 

observe role Models of physical violence between husbands and Hives. At 

the societal level, the near universality of physical punish.edt, and the 

millions of children who observe violence between their parents, lays the 

groundwork for the cultural norDS discussed above. 

Soae Other Factors. Three other factors need to be added to this 

volatile Bix of faaily characteristicsl "time at risk,· the involuntary 

nature of faaily membership, and family privacy. Since family members 

spend $ore time with each other than with RoSt other categories of people, 

it should hardly be surprising that they also spend ~ore time fighting 

with each other than with non-family persons. 

widely used methods of managing conflict 

Moreover, one of the Bost 

leaVing -- is for the most 

part not available to parents and children, and is extreMely difficult for 

spouses. Hence, the family can be likened to a pressure cooker without a 

safety valve. Finally, family privacy is highly valued and alMost alwdys 

respected. The negative side of this is that deviant acts, including 

VIolence, can and do go undetected. All types of criDe are partly a 

function of a favorable cost/benefit ratio. In the case of intra-faDily 

violence, the cost term in the equation is near zero (CarMody and 

Williams, 1987), partly because detection is prevented by family privacy. 

In summary, family organization, cultural noras concerning the 

family, and social control processes which operate differently for family 

violence than other violence, co.bine to create an endeaically high level 

of conflict and violence within the family. Most of these eleaents can be 

assumed to also apply to other primary groups, but not to the same extent 

as the family. 

Non-Lethal Violence and Homicide. The final element in the theory 

which the available space permIts se to discuss concerns the link between 

the high rate of non-lethal family violence and the high rate of intra
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family homicide. The most direct connection is that non-lethal violence is 

the im~ediate antecedent of gost intra-fa.ily homicides (Straus, 198b; 

Wolfgang, t958). It is part of a b~havioral sequence which can culminate 

in a death. A study in Kansas city, for exaGple, found th~t the police 

• .•• had responded to disturbance calls at the address of homicide victies 

or suspects at least once in the 2 years before the hOMicide in 90 percent 

of the cases, and five or more times in the 2 years before the ho~lcide in 

50 percent of the cases" (Breedlove et aI, 19771.·· Intra-faaily homicide 

is typically the final episode in a long-standing pattern of violence. 

Family Characteristics 

Which Tend to li.it Homicide 

Before the recent emergence of social moveDents and social science 

research on child abuse and spouse abuse, this section might have been 

though to be an unnecessary academic exercise, and perhaps it still is. 

However, if, as argued in the previous section, violence is endemic to the 

family, it raises the question of whether it is true that the family also 

tends to li.it the extent of violence -- lethal and non-lethal; and if so, 

how that occurs. Viewed in this context, it is just as important to 

identify the aspects of faally organization and culture which limit 

violence as it IS to identify aspects which engender violence. 

Nevertheless, this section is shorter, partly because it cannot draw on ay 

previous empirical research and theory designed to explain intra-family 

violence; and perhaps also because, as a creature of my own culture, I aay 

have more difficulty in perceiving it as problematiC. 

follOWing three factors can be identified. 

In any case, the 

Sad al Bond. The intiaacy, involvement, and attachment which 

character! ze priillary group relationships, and espeCially faally 

relationships, are alQost by defInition, characterIstics which leads to 
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concern for the well-being and the life of other _embers of the family. 

Consequently, although family mesbers engage in frequent conflict and 

violence, these concerns typically limit the sEverity of the violence. 

Even among cases of child abuse which are serious enough to coee to the 

attention of child welfare authorities, a serious injury occurs in less 

than five percent of such cases (Sarbarino, 1986). Si.ilar low injury 

rates characterize wife beating (Selles and straus, 1987). Familyaember& 

may be extremely angry and aay want to cause pain, but they rarely want to 

injure, and even more rarely want to kill.·7 

NormativE Injunctions. Just as their are social norms which grant 

permission to use violence, there are also noras which require and 

encourage love, support, and gentleness. Every society holds parenti 

responsible for the welfare of children. As for spouses, the typical 

~arriage vows contain a pledge to care for an protect the spouse. Since 

these are almost universally shared and supported norms, they are probably 

influential in limiting the extent of violence. 

Economic Cost. The multi-billion dollar life insurance industry is 

but one visible manifestation of the fact that family members have a large 

economic stake in the health and life of others in the faaily. In previous 

times, children were also an important economic asset, and in contemporary 

society they represent a huge monetary investaent. In a society where 

women earn considerably less than men, women are dependent on their 

husbands for their own economic welfare and that of their children. 

Economic dependency is an important factor in accounting for why battered 

women remain in such lIIarriages (Selles, 1976; Kailluss and straus, 1982). 

It seems plausible that it is also one reason why, even under the most 

extreme provocation, battered woaen rarely injure or kill their husbands, 

(Browne, 19871.· .. 
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HYPOTHESES 

Huch of the above theoretical discus5ion can be sUGB.rized in the 

form of the four propositions listed below. The hypotheses to be tested 

HEre deduced from these propositions. 

1. Socio-cultural factors which make for an increa.e in the hoaicide 

rate from one time period to another, or frOB one society to another, 

affect homicides between members of primary groups less than they affect 

homicide between family members. Therefore: 

Ho 1: The lower the overall homicide rate! the higher the 

percentage of homicides Hhich are within the family. 

(The negative correlation identified in Hypothesi! wtIl be 

referred to as the ·primary group lag effect.") 

2. The more a relationship epitomizes primary group ties, the greater 

the primary group lag effect. 

3. The "most pri~ary" relationships within the faaily are between 

mother and infant and between husband and wife, followed by other faaily 

relationships. Therefore: 

Ho 2: The ·priaary group lag" effect is greater for spouse and for 

infant homicides than for hOMicides Involving other faMily 

relationships. 

4. HOllllcides between acquaintances III X casual acquaintince 

relationships with relationships between member, of non-family primiry 

groups (see footnute 1). Therefore: 

Ho 3: The primary group lag effect is weak or absent for hOMiCides 

involving acquaintances. 
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METHOD Statistical Analysis 

Data Two methods of testing the hypotheses Hill be usedl plots and 

Nine different data sets Here used to provide 8ultiple tests these correlations. The graphs permit one to inspect the actual data points and 

hypotheses. The data are froa both the United States and Can~da, and to identify non-linear relationships. The correlation analysis has the 

include hoaicide victiMization rates as well as hoaicide offense rates. advantage of su~.arizing the relationships in the fora of coefficients, 

For soae data sets the pri.ary group lag was tested using the percent of and also provides tests of statistical significance. 

the total ~u.ber of hOMicides, and for some it is measured by the percent The dependent variable is the percent of hoaicides which are 

that the family hOMicide rate is of the overall rate. Most of the data is categorized ai involving a primary group relationship, or the percent that 

froM the criminal justice reporting system of the two countries, but a the incidence rate for a particular type of pri.ary hoaicide is of the 

Major section of the paper uses data generated by the health systea. Some total homicide rate. Theses percentages will be correlated with the 

data sets are in the fora of tiae series, and SOMe are crOSA sectional. overall homicide rate. In some cases this will be a time series 

For some of the cross sectional analyses, it is possible to exaaine the correlation or regression in which the units ire specific yeirs, and in 

robustness of the findings across units of analysis (citiei, aetropolitan some cases it will be a cross-sectional analysis in which the units are 

areas, and states). cities, metropolitan areas, or states of the United States. 

The strategy of using diverse data sets is an example of 

-methodological triangulation" (Webb et al., 1981). This strategy is COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 

intended to preclude the possibility that the findings .re a result of OF US STATES, CITIES, AND METROPOLITAN AREAS 

artifacts characterizing a specific data set. The multiple data sets also The data for this analysis consists of rates calculated froa a 

permit repeated tests of the hypotheses under widely varying cultural, computer tape obtained from the Federal Bureau of Investigation. This 

economic, and historical cirCUMstances. Finally, since cross section and tape contains the ·supplemental homicide reports· for the period 1976-84. 

longitudinal analyses can sometimes produce different results, use of both The design of the larger study of homicide in the United States, of which 

types of data allows this to be investigated. this paper is a part, required rates for two tice periods: 1976-79 and 
, 

If all nine data sets Here to be described at this point, it would be 1980-84). Consequently, it was pOSSible to cross-validate the analysiS to 

tiresome and confusing, and some of the information would be forgotten by be reported by replicating it in both time periods. The Methods used to 

the time it is needed to properly evaluate each analysis. To avoid ~hose compute the homicide rates are described in Willi.ls and Flewelling 

problems, each data set will be described at the beginning of the analysis (1986al. 

using that data. The independent variable for these an.lyses is the overall hoaicide 

I' 
rate for each state, aetropolitan area or city. The dependent variable is 

I 
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the percent that the intra-faDily hODicide rate was of the overall 

homicide rate during the period covered by each replication. 

(Table 1 about here) 

The correlations shown in Table 1 are consistent with hypotheses 1 

and 3 (hypothesis 2 was not tested with this data setl. However, the 

relationship is not strong. Since there might be a non-linear 

relationship this was investigated using the test for deviation fro. 

linearity in the SPSS/PC program MEANS. No statistically significant 

deviations a linear relationship were found. The actual relationships are 

shown in Figure 1. 

<Figure 1 about here) 

The horizontal axis in Figure is the overall hoaicide rate, 

expressed in units of one-half a standard deviation below and above the 

Dean. The plot points at the lower right shoN that for both time periods, 

states, metro areas, or cities with a high homicide rate tend to have a 

At the other end of the somewhat lower percentage of family homicides. 

continuuM, the plot points in the upper left of Figure show that in 

social units with a low homicide rate, a soaewhat larger proportion of 

these relatively few homicides occur within the family.~9 

The analyses shown in Table 1 were replicated using gender-specific 

homicide rates, i.e. aale intra-family offenders as a percentage of the 

total male homicide offender rate, male intra-faDily victiMizations as a 

percentage of all aale hoaicide deaths, and the same for females. Host of 

the correlations were near zero. 

In view Qf the relatively low correlations shown in Table 1 and 

Figure I, and the absence of any relationships when they hypotheses were 

tested using gender-specific rates, the analyses reported in this section 

provide, at best, minimal support for the primary group lag theory. 
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HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF INTRA-FAMILY HOMICIDE 

IN CANADA AND THE UNITED STATES 

Although the findings reported in the previous section are consistent 

with the primary group lag theory, they are a relatively crude test of the 

theory because intra-family homicides were aggregated into a single 

category. The analysis 

test. It uses data which 

reported in this section provides a more focused 

disaggregates faaily homicide into categorie& 

that represent different degrees of primary group bonding. In addition, 

the analysis is longitudinal, and can therefore help to determine if the 

findings just reported are a function of a methodological artifact 

connected with a cross-sectional analy§is. 

Canadian And American Patterns 

Before turning to the time ieries analysis, it is pertinent to note 

that the difference between the Canadian and the United State9 pattern of 

homicide is consistent with Hypothesis 1, which holds that the lower the 

incidence of hoaicide, the greater the percentage which are within-family. 

The US homicide rate for the period 196b-1984 was approximately 8.5 per 

100,000, whereas the Canadian rate for the period 1961 to 1983 was about 2 

per 100,000 popu!ation.*lo During this period, about 25I of US homicides 

were intra-family, coapared to about 4bZ of Canadian homicides. Thus, the 

incidence of homicide in Canada about a fifth of the US incidence rate, 

but the percentage of homicides in Canada which occurred within the family 

was almost double the US percentage. 

Canadian Trends 

Data. The data in this section are the overall homicide victieization 

rate for Canada for the years 19b1 though 1983, and the percent that each 

of the following i5 of the total number murders for those years: spouses 
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and lovers, other family relationships, friends and acquaintances, and 

strangers. The data are fro. Figures 1 and 2 of Silverman and Kennedy 

(1987 Forthco.ing).··· 

The correlations of the overall hoajcide rate ~ith each of these 

percentages are: spouse/lover X -.69, other fa.ily relationship. = -.58, 

friends and acquaintances = .67, and stranger = .37. The first of these 

correlations shows that as the Canadian ho.icide rate climbed frOM 1961 to 

1983, the percentage of hoaicides involving spouses or lovers decreased, 

just as was predicted by Hypotheses 1. The sEcond correlation shows a 

siailar, but slightly weaker tendency the percent of homicides involving 

other family relationships to decline over this S~Me period, as predicted 

by Hypothesis 2. Finally, third correlation is positive and non-

significant, which is exactly what is specified in hypothesis 3. 

(Figure 2 about here) 

Figure 2 plots the spouse/lover percentage of homicides for these 

years and the overall homicide rate (aultiplied by ten to be able to plot 

it on the sa~e scale as the spouse/lover percentage). The inverse 

relationship aeasured by the correlation of -.67 is evident. In addition, 

Figure 2 lets us see where the deviation fro. a perfect negative 

correlation occurs. The Aost 

relationship is for the years 1981 

evident 

to 1983. 

deviation fro. a negative 

During this period both the 

overall rate and the spouse/lover percentage increased. 

US Trends 

Data. The data in thiS section are froa the annual FBI public~tion 

Crise In the United States for 18 years between 1966 and 1984. The 

percentages of intra-fasily hORi ci de are froa tables entitled 

·CircuMstances by Relationships,· but with the following adjustaents. 
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An initial plot of these data revealed a iargs decrease in the 

percent intra-family homicides in 1977 and thereafter. The drop was so 

precipitous and so constant thereafter that it raised the possibility of a 

change in the aethod of coaputing these statistics. Exaaination of the 

tables froa 1977 on revealed that the decline occurred because, beginning 

in 1977, the distribution was percentaged with the "no infar.ation" 

category included as a type of relationship. The percentages fro. 1977 to 

1984 were therefore recoaputed to aake the figures for all years 

co~parable. In addition, 1976 data was not used because the published 

data did not permit a transforaation to aake the percentages consistent 

with other years. 

Hypothesis Tests. Hypothesi s predicts a negative correlation 

between the homicide rate and the percentage of intra-faaily hoaicides. 

The correlation for the years 1966 to 1984, using all intra-fasily 

ho~icides, irrespective of the type of faai)y relationship, is -.59. The 

relationship is plotted in Figure 3. For the year5 up through 1975 there 

is an alaost perfect inverse relation. Thereafter the picture is less 

clear. From 1976 to 1980, 

upward liIovelllent (after 

percentage declined (as 

However, as the overall 

when the overall hoaicide rate resumed an 

years), the intra-faaily declining for two 

predicted by 

hOllicide rate 

the primary group lag theory). 

decreased fros 1980 to 1984, the 

predicted increase in the intra-fa~ily percentaged did not occur. 

(Figure 3 about here) 

Hypothesis 2 predicts a stronger negative relition5hlp for the closer 

family relationships. ThiS hypothesis Has supported since the 

correlation for spouse homicides is -.62; for parent-child hoaicides (many 

of which involve adult children) is -.57, and for other fasily 

relationships the correlation is .12. 
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HISTORICAL AND COHPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF 

INFANT HOMICIDE IN THE UNliED STATES 

There are several rea.ons for including a separ~te analysis of infant 

hOllicides. First, as indicated in the introduction, the parent-infant 

relationship is believed to be particularly cloie and ill-encompassing, 

i.e. the Most prillary of all social bonds. If this is correct, analysis 

of infant hoaicides provides the lost crucial test of the priaary group 

lag theory. A second reason for the infant hoaiclde analysis 15 that the 

data were generated froa a different dati source -- the sedical rather 

than the crialnal justice syste •• 'This peraits ~ distinctive test of the 

theory, independent of the peculiarities of the police reporting sYitell. 

Finally, the tiae series part of this analysis covers a soaewhat broader 

range of years than was possible with the Unifora Crime Reports data. 

This helps rule out the possibility that the findings are attenuated by a 

limited time span or are an artifact of a specific limited tlee span. 

Data 

The infant ho.icide data are froe the innual Vital Statistics Of tne 

United States. The time series dat~ is froa Voluee 2, Part A, Table 1-9 

for the years 1960 to 1980. The rates for each state were coeputed fros 

the nuaber of hoaicides given in part B, Table 7-6 for the years 1975-

80.-12 

Trends Fro~ 1960 To 1980 

<Figure 4 about here) 

.L 'Yi'" .t, 
The line marked with ~pg!es in Figure 4 shows the notoriously 

large increases in the US hoaicide rate during the 1960's and 1970's. The 

line marked with saall boxes plots the alMost equally drallatic decrease in 

the percentage that the infant homicide rate is of the overall rate. The 
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correlation of the overall homicide rate with the infant homicide rate is 

-.94. The regression coefficient indicates that for each increase of one 

per thousand in the overall hORicide, there was an avarage decrease of 9.7 

in the percent that the infant hOBicide rate is of the overall rate. 

(Figure 5 about here) 

Figure 5 shows the results of replicating this analysis separately 

for aales and females, and for whites and ainority racial groups. Three 

of the four 

However, the 

plots are alaost id~~~1 to those shown in Figure 4. 

results in the lower I~-chart of Figure 5 for minority 

racial groups are soaewhat different. The Bain difference is that the 

increase in the overall hoaici~e rate fro~ 1960 to 1980 was less than that 

for other groups, and so was the decrease in the percent that the infant 

homicide rate is of the overall homicide rate. One poss!ble reason why the 

priaary group lag effect is less for einorities than for whites in that 

the effect was attenuated because the homicide rate for .inority races ~as 

already extre.ely high at the start of the two decade period. In 1960 the 

homicide rate for minority victims was 22 per 100,000, which is ten times 

the rate for whites that year.- 13 

State-Io-State Comparison~ 

The dependent variable in this section of the paper is the percent 

that the infant homiCide rate was of the overall hoaicide rate for each of 

the 50 states for th~ period 1975-BO (see footnote 12 for an explanation 

of how the state rates were computed). The independent variable is the 

overall hOBicide rate for each state. The correlation between these two 

variables is -.60. 

(Figure 6 about here) 

These results are graphed in Figure 6. The horizontal axis is the 

overall ho.icide rate, grouped in intervall of one-half a standard 
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deviation below and above the sean. The plot point at the lONer right of 

Figure b show; that in states with a high hOMicide rate 11.5 or Gore 

standard deviations above the aean), the hoaicide victi.izatlon rate for 

infants is nnly about a third of the overall hoaicide rate. At the other 

end of the continUUM, the two plot points in the upper left of Figure 6 

show that states with a ION hOMicide rate (.5 or sore standard deviations 

below the sean of the states) the hoaicid~ rate for infants tended to be 

higher than the overall homicide rate. This doe6 not sean that a large 

nusber of infants are killed in state with a low overall hOMicide rate. It 

means that, in states where hOMicide is relatively rare, infant hoaicide 

is a large piece of the saall pie.-' 4 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

This paper presents data which shows that the percent of hoaicide& in 

which the victim and offender are MeMbers of the same faaily differs 

greatly fro. one society to another, and froa one historical period to 

another. The first part of this paper develops an explanation of these 

differences called the priaary group lag theory of intra-faMily hoalcide. 

The theory can be sumMari zed in the fora of five interrelated 

propositions. 

1. Faaily hoaicides are less subject to variation growing out of 

socio-cul tural factors such as poverty and social 

disorganization than are hOMicides involving strangers. 

2. The relative stability of intra-faMily hOBicide aeans that when 

socio-historical forces tend to drive up the hOMicide rate, 

intrafaaily hOlllicides are affected less than hOMicides involving 

other relationships. Similarly, when societal conditions aake 

for a reduction in the incidence of homicide, the faaily rate 

changes less rapidly. 
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3. As a result of the relative stability of intra-faaily homicide 

co.pared to other vic ti M-oH ender 

hoaicides becoQe a saaller proportion 

relationship5, family 

of the total when the 

homicide rate increases, and a larger proportion of the total 

when the overall hOMicide rate decreases. 

4. Family hoaicides are relatively stable because certain 

characteristics of the faaily create a "floor" and a 'ceiling" 

effect. These characteristics tend to be characteristic of all 

primary grJUps, and are epitoaized in the faaily. 

5. The faaily characteristics which create the floor and ceiling 

effects include a high level of conflict growing out of the 

organizational strurture of the faaily, constraints against 

resolving these conflicts by leaving, and iaplicit cultural 

nor~s ~hich tolerate a certain level intra-family violence, sose 

of which becoftes lethal. 

Three hypotheses Here derived froa these propositiong and tested 

uSlng nine different data sets: 

Ho 1: The lower the overall hoaicide rate,the higher the 

percentage of hOMicides which are within the faaily. 

Ho 2: The ·primary group lag" effect identified in HypotheSIS 1 is 

greater for spouse hOMicides and infant hOMicides than for 

homicides involving other faaily relation5hips. 

Ho 3: The primary group lag effect is weak or absent for homicides 

involving acquaintances. 

All but one of the eapirical tests supported the hypotheses. The 

consistency of the findings is re~arkable given the diversity of the data 

and the fact that it covers both tille-series and cross-sectional analy&i~, 

and that the cross-sectional analyses are replicated for four different 
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types of units: cities, aetropolitan areas, and states of the United 

States, and nations (Canada and the United 6tates).-18 

However, there are grounds for caution. First, we have not been able 

to foraulate a plausible explanation for the finding that hypothesi& 1 and 

2 were not supported when gender-specific homicide rates were used in the 

cross-sectional analysis of US data. Second, it is important to note that 

the theory was not tested directly in the sense that no variable directly 

measuring one of the pres used priMary group characteristic, of the family 

was included in the empirical analysis. Consequently, although the 

hypothesis derived frOM the theory were strongly supported, and this 

increases confidence in the validity of the theory, it remains for future 

research to provide a more direct test of the theory. 

Theoretical Contributions 

The primary group lag theory is not intended as a coapreheniive 

theory of primary group hoaicide. Rather it was developed to explain one 

specific aspect of homicide: society-to-society differences In the 

percentage of intra-family homicide. The theory seeMS to accomplish that 

limited objective remarkably well. 

Another theoretical contribution is that the priaary group lag theory 

integrates Verkko's ·static law of feaale hoaicide,· into a more 

COMprehensive theory. The relative stability of feaale hODiclde rates 

seeas to be a specific case of the prieary group lag theory. Finally, the 

close fit of the eapirical data to the hypotheses serves also supports the 

more general theory of intra-faaily violence (Hotaling and Straus, 1980; 

Gelles and Straus, 1979) which was the basis for identifying the 

characte~istics of the family which sake for a high level of conflict and 

violence. 
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Implications For Homicide Research 

The findings have implications for other research on h08icidR. One 

of these is illustrated by a previous paper on infant hoaicide (StraUB, 

1987) • That study tested Models involving 22 independent variables--

variables which, in co.bination, explain aleost all the state-to-state 

variance in adult hoeicide rates. However, not a single one of these 

variables was Significantly related to infant h08icide. Thus, theori es 

which explain adult homicide are powerless in the case of this particular 

aspect of intra-family homicide. The findings of that study and the 

present study indicate the need for a distinctive theoretical ~nd 

empirical approach if we are to explain intra-family hoaicide. 

This study also supports the those who hold that progress in research 

on homicide is more likely to occur if the practice of using a single 

overall h08icide rate is avoided (Parker and Smith, 1979, Seith and 

Parker, 1980; Williaas and Flewelling, 1986b). Rates that are specific to 

different social groups such as faMily role-speCIfic rates, rice-specific 

rates, gender-specific rates, and context-specific rates seee to be aore 

likely to yield new inSights about the etiology of h08icide. At a 

minlmu8, the results of this study suggest that it is iaportant to 

disaggregate the overall hOMicide rate, at least into the three broad 

categories of family, acquaintance and stranger because, i single overall 

rate is likely to attenuate relationships which Bight be cl ear if 

disaggregated rates were used. 

Another 8ethodological point suggested by this study is the 

possibility that soae of the discrepancy between studies of homIcide occur 

because of differences in the percentage of intra-faaily hOMiCIdes 1n the 

geographic and historical source of the data used in those studies. If 

50, it again points to the importance of disaggregating th~ overall rate 

to produce more specific rates. 

HH6.P,HMI06,IJune87, Page 14 



Policy Implications. 

The findings of this study do not Dean that societal chiracteristics 

such as poverty, urbanization, violent subcultural group norms, and social 

disorganization have no effect on intra-family homiCide; only that these 

characteristics have less effect on faaily than on non-primary group 

hOllicides. Therefore, efforts to reduce the level of intra-faaily 

homicide cannot ignore thesE aore general structural caules of homicide. 

On the other hand, the results of this study, and the experience of 

countries such as Denmark, suggest that even in a society which has 

succeEded in reducing the effect of these factors, and in virtually 

eliminating homicide, the relatively few reaaining cases will tend to be 

within-family. Thus, reduction of intra-family violence also needs to be 

based on relledial actions which focus on the distinctive characteristics 

of the faaily which tend to engender violence within the faaily (including 

lethal violence) even in socio-cultural contexts which are otherwise 

relatively non-violent.-·· 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. The terainology used in this paper is slightly different than that 
used by Parker and Seith (1979) and Saith and Parker (1980). They include 
all acquaintances in the ·priaary hoaicide" category, whereat in this 
article 'priMary group· is used to refer to relationships characterized by 
"intimate fact-to-face association an cooperation." (Cooley 19091 23). 
Interaction of lIembers of primary groups is based on extensive knowledge 
of the other person and mutual identification with the group. Obviously, 
many of the acquaintances whose murder was classified as .primary 
hOllicide" by Parker and Seith did not involve a primary group 
relationship. 

2. Both the US and the Canadian time series statistic! used in this 
paper differentiate familial relationships froa those involving other 
acquaintances and froa strangers. But within the "acquaintance" category, 
We do not know whether the victim and offender are Meabers of any other 
type of primary group. 

3. The tera ·violence" is used in such widely varying ways that, 
except in cases of homicide, it is essential for anyone ~riting on this 
topic to inform readers of the w.y in which the term is being used. For 
purposes of this paper, ·violence" is used to refer to physical Violence, 
defined as an act carried out with the intention of causing physical pain 
or injury to another person. Obviously, siMply stating the definition 
does not address the difficult conceptual issues surrounding attempts to 
define and lIeasure violence. These issues are covered in other papers! 
especially Gelles and Straus, 1979, which analyzes the concept of violence 
and related concepts; and Straus (1979), which is concerned with 
measurement of VIolence. 

4. The necessity of discussing nora, concerned with violence within a 
few paragraphs imposes language which suggests a monolithic noraative 
structure. In fact, there are multiple, and often contradictory norMS. 
See Gelles and Straus, 1979 for an explication. 

5. I do not mean to imply that there are no grounds for concern 
about "crimlnalization" of Intra-faaily activities. Indeed, the 
re,ationship between the state and the family 15 fraught with 
contradictions and dilem.as. On the one hand, the state has an interest in 
avoiding interference in faMily ;atters, and at the sage tise it has an 
interest in intervening to uphold noraative standards. See Straus and 
Lincoln (1985) for a discussion of these issues. 

6. A less direct but also important connection is what I have 
elsewhere termed ·cultural spillover" but which a psychologist might 
Identify as ·generalization of effect" or mass behavior researchers might 
identify as a "contagion effect.· See Baron, Straus, and Jaffee, (1987) 
for an explication of this theory, and its application to an empirical 
study of rape in the United States. 
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7. The public, of course, has the opposite impression because their 
knowledge of child abuse and wife beating is based on cases which are 
sufficiently outrageous to be featured in the press and on television. 
The typical case, however, is a child or a wife who is treated as no child 
or spouse should be treated, but who nevertheless does not require medical 
attention. 

8. Economic factors eight also provide part of the reason why intra
family homicide is frequent aAong people living in poverty. Specifically, 
the e~uno.ic value of the husband is li~ited, and in many cases negative. 
The huge incidence of murder of black ~en by their wives (Plass and 
Straus, 1987) eight have more than a coincidental relationship to the 
fact that the income of so .any uf these men is ainiaal and undependable. 

9. The left side of the axis stops with the -1.0 to -1.5 category 
because there were no states more than 1.5 standard deviation below the 
mean, and the right side stops with the 2.0 to 2.5 category because no 
state had a homicide rate more than 2.5 standard deviations above the 
mean. The correlations in Table 1 were coeputed using the ungrouped rates, 
not the z score categories shown in Flgure 1. 

10. The discrepancy between the years for Canada and the US occurs 
because FBI did not begin publishing statistics on intra-family homicide 
until 1966. 

11. Although the data are those shown in Figures and 2 of 
Silveraan and Kennedy, r am indebted to those authors for providing the 
data in tabular fora because this avoids the risk of error which occurs 
when it is necessary to interpolate from a presentation type graph. 

12. There are no published homicide mortality rates by age for the 
states of the United States. Consequently, the state-by-state rates were 
computed from the number of homicide deaths reported in the vital 
statistics Table 7-6, for 1975 through 1980. The deaths were summed for 
these six years and divided by the 1980 popUlation age under 1, and 1-4, 
as given in the 1980 census. The sum of the six years was used because 
this produces a aore reliable estimate of the rate, which would otherwise 
be subject to year-to-year fluctuations typical of rare events, especially 
for the low popUlation states. Nole that the mean of these state-by-state 
rates will differ from the published rates for the US for the following 
reasons: II) The mean of the states disregards the fact states vary 
tremendously in population size. (2) The 1980 population of the 
appropriate age was used as the denominator to compute the rates, even 
though the homicides' in the numerator are for 1975 through 1980. Since 
the population has been Increasing, this mean5 that the state-by-state 
rates reported in this paper are slightly under2stimated. However, this 
IS probably not an important problem because the purpose of the state-by
state rates in this paper is to compare states, and because approximately 
the same degree of underestimation occurs in the various states. 

13. It is hard to determine that difference fros Figure 5 because the 
vertical scales in Figures 4 and 5 were adjusted so as to be able to plot 
the overall ho~icide rate and the percent scores within the same graph. 
SpeCifically, the overall rate was multiplied by 10 for Figure 4, the 
male homicide rate In the upper right of Figure 5 was multiplied by 5, the 
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feMale rate in the upper left was ~ultiplied by 50, the white rate in 
lower left was multiplied by 25, and the minority rate In the lower right 
of Figure 5 was multiplied by 2. 

14. The left side of the axis stops with the -1.0 to -1.5 category 
because there were no states more than one standard deviation below the 
mean, and the right side stops with the 1.5 to 2.0 category because no 
state had a homicide rate more than 1.5 standard deviations above the 
mean. The correlation given in the previous paragraph was computed using 
the ungrouped rates, not the z score categories shown in Figure 4. 

15. Recalculation of the data from Smith and Parker (1980) provides 
additional support for hypothesis 3. Their list of state data was used to 
compute the percent of "primary homicides." The correlation of this 
variable with the overall homicide rate was found to be .15, which is 
almost Identical to the correlation given in Table 1 for acquaintance 
homicide (.16). See also footnote 1. 

16. A number of these steps are described in my chapter on "A 
Sociological Perspective on the Prevention and Treatment of Wife-Beating" 
in Straus and Hotaling (1980). 
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Tabla 1. Correl~tipn of Total Homicide Rate with Parcen~ 
th~t thw Intra-Family Homicide Rate is of the Total 
Homicide Rate, 1976-79 and 1980-84. 

==_==:==a=====================================-_______ m_aa_ 

Pli!riod Type of Homicide 

Correlation of Total Rat. 
with ~ Intra-Family Egrl 

Cities SHSA'S st.tes 
-----------------------------------------------------------
1980-84 Int ...... -Family -.34** -.31** -.3:ii** 

Acquainttillnce .04 -.01 -.23 
StrilUlQIItr" .21 .21 .45*'" 

1976-79 Intra-FaAllily -.27* -.07 -.33* ... 

Acquaintance .13 .12 .46~ut 
Strangl!llr .11 -.07 -.09 

---------------------------------------------

Figure 1. 

FaMil~ I. b~ Homicide Rate? USA? 1980-84 
38 

36 

34 

32 

30 
~ • 

28 

r 
26 A 

n 24 
I 
l 22 
Y 

20 

18 

16 

14 
3.0 3.5 4.0 4.5 5.0 5.5 6.0 6.5 7.0 7.5 8.0 8.5 9.0 

OVERALL HCMICIDE RATE 

Sf EN 



Figure 2. 

CANADA1A~ HO~ICIDE RAIE & SPOUSE/'7 1961-83 
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Figure 3. 

HOMicide Rate and FaMi ly I. of HOMicide USA 
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· Figure 4. 
Percent that Infants are of All Hcmicide Victims by Overally Hc:micide Rate 
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FlOUt 5. 
Percilint Th.at Inhnt. are of All Hoeled, VlctU5 by OverAll Hocicldll RAh. 
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Figure 6. 
PErcent '!bat Infant Hcmicide Rate is Of Overall Rate,l 50 States, 1975-80 
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