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Introduction
Gun crime is a major concern for communities and police 
agencies. Gun crime affects not only the immediate victims 
and their families, but the community as a whole. Timely 
first responders, advanced medical care — and perhaps 
the poor aim of the shooter — mean saved lives, making 
shootings that were once fatal events now nonfatal 
events. Although there is no central repository or data 
collection system that measures nonfatal shootings, it is 
nevertheless important that law enforcement expand its 
focus to include them. This report is a short primer on gun 
crime and on the pivotal role that the collection of data 
on nonfatal shootings can play as part of a comprehensive 
response to gun crime.

Moving Beyond Homicide 
Gun crime is a costly, widespread, and persistent 
public health issue.1 Research and police practice have 
traditionally focused on homicides, even though homicides 
are rare events and may not be reflective of the broad 
scope of gun crime.2 Data from Indianapolis indicate that 
nonfatal shootings occur almost four times more often than 
gun homicides.3 Specifically, over the past four years, for 
every fatal shooting victim, there are 3.5 nonfatal shooting 
victims. Additionally, for every fatal shooting incident, 
there are 3.4 nonfatal shooting incidents (see figure 1). 
By focusing only on homicide, potentially one-half to two-
thirds of gun crime is omitted from inquiry.

Figure 1 Recorded Criminal Shootings in Indianapolis, IN 2014-20174

Homicide and nonfatal gun crime share many of the same 
characteristics and are often separated by good medicine, 
poor aim, and quick first responders. Survival rates for gun 
injuries have increased over the past decade, and scholars 
argue that advancements in medicine in the 21st century 
can account for some of the recent decline in homicides.5 

Researchers estimate that six out of seven shooting 
victims survive, resulting in over one million shooting 
survivors living in the United States today.6 Our current 
measurement and intervention schemes, which focus 
primarily on homicide incidents, have not caught up with 
medical science.
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A number of structural factors separate nonfatal shootings from homicides. Mandatory reporting laws in 41 states require 
health care facilities or physicians to report gunshot wound injuries to local law enforcement (see figure 2 above).7 However, 
little is known about the estimated 40% of nonfatal shooting victims who do not seek medical attention or report crime to 
police or other authorities.8 Gun crime also increases fear of retaliation, further highlighting that nonfatal shootings should be 
considered alongside homicides.9

Research on Gun Crime
Gun crime is not random and can be linked to people, groups, and places. Research suggests that gun crime can be transmitted 
like an epidemic through peers, social networks, and communities.10 There is evidence from Chicago that gun crime clusters 
within a small population of peers, and that even minimal contact with individuals who are involved with guns increases the 
risk of victimization.11 The constant presence of crime guns in a community, particularly among small peer groups and gangs, 
further increases gun carrying and use. Research suggests that youth are afraid of victimization and carry guns at high rates, 
even when the penalties for gun carrying are known.12

Gun crime clusters geographically in communities. Violence often spills across neighborhood boundaries because of the mobility 
of gun-involved persons and the role of contagion in violence.13 Gun crime also concentrates in poor communities where citizens, 
particularly men of color, can be reluctant to call on police because they do not trust the response (see figure 3).14

Figure 2 Mandatory State Reporting Laws

No Mandatory Reporting
Mandatory Reporting
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Figure 3 Marion County (Indianapolis), IN Shooting Location and Percent in Poverty15 

Overall, collecting data on the people and locations involved in nonfatal shootings — and on the linkages 
between the two — can provide substantial information on potential retaliatory violence and allow for the 

introduction of real-time interventions.

Measuring Nonfatal Shootings
Criminal nonfatal shootings are difficult to count.16 There is no agreed-upon national definition of a nonfatal shooting, nor 
is there a single data source that provides reliable and accurate data on nonfatal shootings. The two most commonly used 
official crime data sources, the Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) and National Incident-Based Reporting Systems (NIBRS), do not 
define a nonfatal shooting as a crime in and of itself. In both systems, they are considered aggravated assaults.17 Further, most 
police records management systems don’t allow for an easy extraction of nonfatal shooting incidents. All of these factors 
make it difficult for police departments and researchers to accurately capture nonfatal gun crime. Comparisons between cities 
or agencies simply are not done because of these measurement challenges. Therefore, agencies should be deliberate when 
defining a criminal nonfatal shooting and make every attempt to be consistent when counting and collecting information about 
the people, places, and circumstances surrounding nonfatal shootings. 

Defining what constitutes a nonfatal shooting incident is, consequently, a critical exercise for agencies to undertake. 

The following suggested definition has three primary components: 

•	 Criminal intent
•	 A weapon with a powder discharge
•	 A penetrating wound

Legend

•	 Shooting Location (2014-2015)
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At a minimum, the incident should meet the FBI’s UCR/
NIBRS definition of an aggravated assault. The FBI defines 
an aggravated assault “as an unlawful attack by one 
person upon another for the purpose of inflicting severe or 
aggravated bodily injury.”18

Criminal intent is an essential characteristic because these 
are the incidents that police agencies are most concerned 
about and where they dedicate resources. Nonfatal 
shooting incidents that are not “unlawful,” like self-
inflicted and accidental shootings, should not be included. 

The type of weapon causing the bodily injury is also 
significant. A good starting point is to use federal 
criminal code definition as a guide for the definition 

of a firearm.19 

Finally, the type of wound inflicted is a critical criterion. 
The wound should be a penetrating wound caused by the 
intentional firing of a weapon with a powder discharge. 
Shrapnel wounds such as those due to broken glass or 
wood splinters would be excluded. 

Currently there is no best way to define a nonfatal shooting 
event. While the decision to include some incidents may 
be clear, other types of cases should be discussed when 
crafting a definition and data collection strategy. For 
example, officer-involved shootings are of great concern 
to local police agencies. Departments are encouraged 
to review the criteria for a nonfatal shooting (criminal 
intent, weapon type, and injury) when categorizing events, 
separate from the situational characteristics of the incident. 
Another type of case to think through is graze wounds. 
These are lesser wounds but still caused by the firearm 
projectile (i.e., not shrapnel). Consistency is of utmost 
importance. Consider collaborating with a research partner 
or crime analyst early on to help with measurement, data 
collection, and analysis. Table 1 suggests scenarios that 
agencies should exclude when creating their definition. 

Table 1: Excluded Nonfatal Shooting Scenarios 

Scenario Reason not included

Self-defense It is not unlawful to shoot someone in self-
defense (missing unlawfulness)

Self-inflicted Incident is not an “attack by one person upon 
another” (missing two-person requirement)

Accidental Incident lacks “the purpose of inflicting severe 
or aggravated bodily injury” (missing intent)

Shrapnel Does not meet the definition of a wound 
inflicted by a firearm

Not a firearm Weapon does not have a powder discharge

Next Steps
Data on nonfatal shootings can be translated into effective 
public policy. Building data capacity is an essential first 
step. Agencies such as the Philadelphia and Rochester 
Police Departments collect data on shooting victims 
and share them in an open format through the Police 
Foundation’s Police Data Initiative. Recent emerging 
work suggests that Crime Gun Intelligence Centers 
(CGICs) can be an effective model for comprehensive 
data collection and coordinated action on gun crimes.20 

Finally, evidence-based practices such as the Milwaukee 
Homicide Review21 can help multiple agencies review gun 
crime and take actionable steps to reduce gun crime. The 
ability to respond operationally in real time to information 
collected from nonfatal shootings will better serve both 
the community and the agency.

https://www.opendataphilly.org/dataset/shooting-victims
http://data-rpdny.opendata.arcgis.com/datasets/rochester-shooting-victims
http://data-rpdny.opendata.arcgis.com/datasets/rochester-shooting-victims
https://www.policedatainitiative.org/
http://crimegunintelcenters.org
http://crimegunintelcenters.org
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