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America is more than four times the global average 
rate for that age group, which may be due to higher 
levels of gang-related homicide in the Americas 
than in other regions (see chapter 2.1). To put this 
into perspective, more than one in seven (15 per 
cent) homicide victims globally is a young male 
between 15 and 29 years of age living in the Amer-
icas (see figure 1.9).

In contrast to the regional average, the 30-44 age 
group in Central America and the Caribbean is at 
a higher risk of homicide than other age groups. 
For example, in El Salvador, Honduras and Jamaica, 
the male homicide rate in the 30-44 age group is 
higher than in the 15-29 age group and while the 
number of victims is greater in the 15-29 male age 
group, the rate indicates that the homicide risk for 
males aged 30-44 is higher (see figure 1.10).10 In 
Honduras, this means that almost 1 in every 280 
males in the 30-44 age group falls victim to inten-
tional homicide every year, compared to 1 in 360 
males aged 15-29. The impact of this dynamic can 
be devastating for security and the economy, as the 
deaths of males in the older of the two age groups 
can have a disproportionate impact on families, the 
working population and perceptions of security.

In Europe, males aged 30-44 and 45-59 have a 
higher risk of falling victim to homicide than their 
younger counterparts (see figure 1.11). This differ-
ence may be explained by the relatively greater 

10 This is due to the population structure of those countries, 
which have a high proportion of youth aged 15-29, meaning 
that the denominator is a larger number for the younger age 
group when calculating rates by age group.
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Fig. 1.8: Global homicide rate, by sex and age group 
(2012 or latest year)

Source: UNODC Homicide Statistics (2013).

In contrast to the regional average, the 30-44 age 

Fig. 1.9: Percentage distribution of homicide victims, by sex and selected age groups 
(2012 or latest year)

Source: UNODC Homicide Statistics (2013).
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importance of interpersonal homicide than homi-
cide related to other criminal activities in Europe 
(see chapter 2.2), as well as other risk factors such 
as alcohol consumption. By contrast, the pattern 
for female homicide victims remains quite stable 
throughout the older age groups in Europe, 
although women aged 30 and above are at a slightly 
higher risk than younger women. The uniformity 
of homicide rates for female victims aged 30 and 
above in Europe may be related to their exposure 
to the risk of intimate partner/family-related hom-
icide, which disproportionately affects women (see 
chapter 2.2).

The pattern of older age groups being more at risk 
of homicide applies to a range of countries in Asia, 
Europe and Oceania (see figure 1.12). For exam-
ple, in selected sample countries with available sex 
and age data, over three quarters of homicide vic-
tims are aged 30 and above, which largely holds for 
both male and female victims. However, within 
sub-regions there are outliers that have signifi-
cantly different homicide age profiles from their 
neighbouring States. For example, over 90 per cent 
of male homicide victims in Hungary are aged 30 
and above, whereas the share in Eastern Europe as 
a whole is 75 per cent.  

At the youngest end of the age spectrum, 36,000 
children under the age of 15 were the victims of 
homicide at the global level in 2012. Equating to 

Fig. 1.10:  Male homicide rate, by age 
group, selected countries, 
Americas (2012 or latest year)

Source: UNODC Homicide Statistics (2013).
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Fig. 1.11: Homicide rates, by sex and age group, Europe 
(2012 or latest year)

Source: UNODC Homicide Statistics (2013).

Fig. 1.12: Percentage distribution of homicide victims, by sex 
and age group, selected countries 
(2012 or latest year)

Source: UNODC Homicide Statistics (2013).
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8.2 per cent of all homicide victims, this coupled 
with the share of victims in the 15-29 age group 
means that more than half of all global homicide 
victims are under 30 years of age.

At the global level, the sex differentials are not as 
pronounced in the youngest age group as they are 
in older age groups. At the regional level, homicide 
rates are fairly similar for boy and girl victims in 
Asia, Europe and Oceania, whereas some dispari-
ties between the sexes are already evident at an 
early age in the Americas, with boys already being 
more at risk than girls (see figure 1.13). 

Homicide trends

The overall trend in the global homicide rate may 
be a decreasing one, but it is actually an amalgam 
of very diverse, sometimes even opposing, regional 
and sub-regional trends. For example, trend analy-
sis of the last five years shows the stability of hom-
icide rates in much of Asia and Oceania, as well as 
in all of the sub-regions of Europe, with the excep-
tion of Eastern Europe, which has experienced a 
consistent decrease (see figure 1.14). On the other 
hand, homicide levels have increased in Eastern 
and Northern Africa, while the decrease in homi-
cide levels in Southern Africa has also suffered a 
recent setback. In other sub-regions with relatively 
high homicide levels, the homicide rate appears to 
have stabilized in the Caribbean, albeit at a high 
level; in South America it has fluctuated; and the 
increasing trend in homicide in Central America 
has come to a halt. 

Africa

Data for trend analysis in Africa are only available 
for a handful of countries and for a relatively short 
period of time (since 2004). The limited data 
available for Northern Africa point to a recent 
sharp increase in homicide in the sub-region, 
which is a new and alarming trend largely associ-
ated with increased social and political instability, 
and should be closely monitored. Increases in 
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Fig. 1.13: Homicide rates of males and females aged 0-14, by 

region (2012 or latest year)

Source: UNODC Homicide Statistics (2013).

Homicide trends

Fig. 1.14:  Homicide rates, by sub-region (2008-2012)

Source: UNODC Homicide Statistics (2013).

Note: Number of countries is denoted in brackets. Homicide trends are not available for any country in Central or Western Africa.
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homicide rates have also been observed in Eastern 
Africa, with Kenya and Uganda both showing 
increases since 2004. Southern Africa has one of 
the highest homicide rates in the world, but the 
homicide rate in South Africa decreased steadily 
between 1995 and 2011 by more than 50 per cent 
(from 64.9 to 30.0 per 100,000 population), 
though it experienced a slight increase back to 31 
per 100,000 population in 2012 (see figure 1.15). 
Time series data is only available for a shorter 
period in other countries, but Lesotho and 
Namibia have sustained elevated rates of homicide.

Americas

The overall regional increase in homicide in the 
Americas over the past few years has occurred 
despite diverging trends in the region’s four sub-
regions. With the exception of a spike in 2001 
caused by the terrorist attacks of September 11, 
Northern America has experienced a continuous 
decline in homicide rates that has accelerated in 
the last five years. South America now has the 
same homicide rate as in 1995, which is the result 
of very different trends at the country level. For 
example, Colombia’s homicide rate has been 
decreasing since 1996 but remains at a very high 
level, while the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela is 
the only country in South America that has had a 
consistently increasing homicide rate since 1995. 
Other countries in the region have quite stable 
homicide rates, but at different levels: Brazil’s 
homicide rate is quite stable and high, while  hom-
icide rates in Argentina, Chile and Uruguay are 
stable and lower, which gives them homicide pro-
files closer to those of European countries. 

Central America experienced a declining homicide 
rate from 1995 to 2004, followed by a marked 
increase from 2007, often related to drug traffick-
ing and high levels of organized crime-related vio-
lence, which has resulted in one of the highest 
sub-regional homicide rates in the world (26.5 per 
100,000 population). Over the last 12 years, the 
Caribbean has experienced an increase in its hom-
icide rate, whose fluctuations are also linked to 
changes in drug trafficking patterns and gang vio-
lence. Much of the high rate in these sub-regions 
can be attributed to very high rates of homicide 
in the “Northern Triangle” (El Salvador, Guate-
mala and Honduras), as well as in Jamaica.11 In 
terms of addressing the escalating levels of violence 
in Central America and the Caribbean, recent 

11 See UNODC (2013b). World Drug Report; and UNODC 
(2011). Global Study on Homicide.

Fig. 1.15: Homicide rates, by sub-region, selected countries, 
Africa (2004-2012)

Source: UNODC Homicide Statistics (2013).
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developments include the decline in El Salvador’s 
homicide rate by 40 per cent since 2012, following 
a gang truce in that country (see chapter 2.1).12 

Furthermore, Jamaica’s homicide rate has also 
decreased by 35 per cent since 2009, which may be 
attributable to a significant drop in crime-related 
homicides.13

Asia

The homicide rate in Asia has been steadily 
decreasing since 1995, with significant decreases in 
the continent’s various sub-regions. Central Asian 
countries have seen their homicide rates decline, 
from comparably higher levels, by one to two 
thirds in the past decade, but an isolated peak 
occurred in 2010, which coincided with a period 
of civil unrest in Kyrgystan. In Eastern Asia, the 
sub-region with the lowest homicide rates in the 
world, Japan and Hong Kong, China have consist-
ently had rates below 1 per 100,000 population. 
Southern and South-Eastern Asia have also seen an 
overall decrease in homicidal violence in countries 
where data are available. The sub-regional rate for 
South-Eastern Asia peaked in 2003 due to an 
increase in Thailand associated with the fight 
against drug trafficking,14 while the decreasing 
trend in the Philippines has also helped drive the 
decrease in the sub-region’s homicide rate. In 
Southern Asia, the stability of the homicide rate in 
the most populous country, India, masks increases 
in the rates of other countries in the region, nota-
bly Afghanistan and Pakistan.

Europe

Homicide levels in Europe have decreased or 
remained stable at low rates in many countries over 
the time period in question, with the exception of 
the 1997 spike in Albania during a period of civil 
unrest. Significant developments are most notable 
in the decline in Eastern Europe’s homicide rate, 
driven largely by the rate’s decline in the Russian 
Federation since 2001. The improvement in socio-
economic conditions in many Eastern European 
countries is likely to have contributed to the con-
tinual decrease in homicide rates in the sub-region. 
This phenomenon can also be seen in Northern 
Europe, where the Baltic countries have experi-
enced a 50 per cent decline in their homicide rates 
in the past decade. Homicide rates in other coun-
tries in Europe have remained low and steady, and  

12 Government of El Salvador (2013). 

13 UNODC Homicide Statistics (2013).

14 Mutebi, A.M. (2004), in Asian Survey 44(1).

Fig. 1.16: Homicide rates, by sub-region (1995-2012)

Source: UNODC Homicide Statistics (2013). Lines represent population-weighted average 
homicide rate.

developments include the decline in El Salvador’s 

Americas

Asia

Europe

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

Ra
te

 p
er

 1
00

,0
00

 p
op

ul
ati

on

Caribbean (15 countries/territories)
Central America (8 countries)

Northern America  (4 countries/territories)

South America (10 countries)

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

Ra
te

 p
er

 1
00

,0
00

 p
op

ul
ati

on

Western Asia (10 countries)

Central Asia (4 countries)

Eastern Asia (6 countries/territories)

South-Eastern Asia (5 countries)

Southern Asia (3 countries)

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

Ra
te

 p
er

 1
00

,0
00

 p
op

ul
ati

on

Eastern Europe (10 countries)
Northern Europe (10 countries)
Southern Europe (10 countries)
Western Europe (8 countries)

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

Ra
te

 p
er

 1
00

,0
00

 p
op

ul
at

io
n

Western Asia (10 countries)
Central Asia (4 countries)
Eastern Asia (6 countries/territories)
South-Eastern Asia (5 countries)
Southern Asia (3 countries)

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

Ra
te

 p
er

 1
00

,0
00

 p
op

ul
at

io
n

Eastern Europe (10 countries)
Northern Europe (10 countries)
Southern Europe (10 countries)
Western Europe (8 countries)



35

THE BIG PICTURE

the sub-regions of Western and Southern Europe 
have very low rates of homicide, of around 1 per 
100,000 population.

Long-term homicide trends

An additional perspective can be gained by situat-
ing levels of homicide within a historical context. 
The analysis of long-term homicide trends is also 
useful for identifying patterns which, irrespective 
of fluctuations in the short-to-mid-term, may 
point to the different drivers of violence in differ-
ent countries. 

Although not indicative of global trends, available 
data for a selected number of countries provide 
important insights into homicide levels since 1955 
(see figure 1.17). On average, in five countries in 
the Americas with available data,15 homicide rates 
have been consistently and significantly higher 
than those recorded in European countries. Today, 
countries in the Americas with homicide rates 
significantly higher than the global average are 
revisiting the region’s previous experience of lethal 
violence, whereas the countries in Europe with 
available data have long-term homicide levels in 
line with those in the few countries in Asia/Oce-
ania for which trend data are available.

In the period under examination, individual coun-
tries followed different trajectories. In the Ameri-

15 The five countries are Chile, Colombia, Mexico, the United 
States of America and the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela.

Fig. 1.17: Homicide rates, selected regions (1955-2012, three-year moving average)

Source: UNODC Homicide Statistics (2013) and WHO Mortality Database.
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cas, for example, Colombia’s long history of violent 
political conflicts and struggles with organized 
criminal groups tended to coincide with periods of 
high homicide rates, especially in the 1950s and 
1990s. But those rates have seen a sharp downward 
turn in the last decade, largely due to increases in 
stability and prosperity, as well as the decline in the 
threat from armed criminal and revolutionary 
groups. On the other hand, the sudden increase in 
Mexico’s homicide rate since 2007 has come after 
a steadily declining trend, from comparably high 
levels in the mid-1950s. 

The long-term experience of many of the countries 
in the Americas included here, though very differ-
ent in levels, trends and timing, still indicates that 
they have rarely recorded homicide rates lower 
than 10 per 100,000. But one country in the 
Americas with a different story to tell is Chile, 
which has never recorded a homicide rate above 5 
per 100,000 population since 1955 and, while the 
country experienced some peaks in homicide in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s, its homicide rate 
has never reached levels recorded elsewhere in the 
region (see figure 1.18).

The period of stability that most European coun-
tries entered after the mid-1950s is reflected in 
stable and low homicide rates (see figure 1.19), 
which have usually remained at a very low level 
(below 2 per 100,000). Some notable exceptions 
exist, both in terms of peaks recorded by individ-
ual countries (France: Algerian war around 1960; 
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Italy: years of terrorism and Mafia-related violence 
in the early 1980s and early 1990s) as well as in the 
overall trends of individual countries such as Fin-
land and Hungary, two countries that have had 
parallel homicide trends but for two periods of 
major political change that affected Hungary (the 
civil revolution in 1956 and the regime transition 
in the early 1990s).
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The few countries/territories in Asia and Oceania 
for which long-term data are available have been 
characterised by very stable social and economic 
situations, which are reflected in low homicide 
levels, although there have been some fluctuations 
in the case of Hong Kong, China and New Zea-
land, mostly due to low numbers of homicide 
victims and small population sizes (see figure 1.20).

Fig. 1.18: Homicide rate, selected countries, the Americas (1955-2012, three-year moving 
average)

Source: UNODC Homicide Statistics (2013) and WHO Mortality Database.

Fig. 1.19: Homicide rate, selected countries, Europe (1955-2012, three-year moving
average)

Source: UNODC Homicide Statistics (2013) and WHO Mortality Database.
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With no notable fluctuations, the homicide rate in 
Japan has decreased steadily since 1955 to reach 
one of the lowest levels in the world. The country’s 
homicide rate is associated with a stable and pros-
perous society with low inequality and high levels 
of development. Young Japanese males now 
commit only a tenth of the homicides committed 
by their predecessors in 1955, and the age and sex 
distribution of victims tend to be uniform across 
age groups.16 This has been attributed by some 
researchers to, amongst other factors, extremely 
low levels of gun ownership (1 in 175 households),17 
a greater chance of detection (according to police 
data, 98 per cent of homicide cases are solved),18 
the rejection of violence after the Second World 
War, the growth of affluence without the accom-
panying concentrations of poverty common in 
many highly developed countries, and the stigma 
of arrest for any crime in Japanese society.19 

16 Dai, M. (2013), in Handbook of Asian Criminology. P. 18.

17 Johnson, D.T. (2006), in Social Science Japan Journal 9.

18 This data includes attempted homicides. Ministry of Justice, 
Research and Training Institute, Japan (2011). 

19 Park, W.K. (2006). Trends in crime rates in postwar Japan: a 
structural perspective. 

Fig. 1.20: Homicide rate, selected countries, Asia and Oceania (1955-2012, three-year 
moving average)

Source: UNODC Homicide Statistics (2013) and WHO Mortality Database.
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