
Public perception generally associates 
firearms with interpersonal violence 
rather than suicide. In Europe and 

North America, however, firearm suicides 
outnumber firearm homicides. US data for 
2011 shows that 60 per cent of firearm-related 
deaths were caused by ‘intentional discharge 
in self-harm’, i.e. suicide (Alvazzi del Frate, 
2012, p. 84). Firearm suicide ranked first 
among the injury-related causes of death for 
males, comprising more than 39 per cent of 
cases (CDC, 2014). 

The Small Arms Survey yearbooks have 
dealt with the issue of firearm suicide on 
several occasions, starting in 2001 with the 
‘Effects’ chapter of its first issue (Muggah, 
2001), then in various chapters dealing with 
the impact of firearm use (Alvazzi del Frate, 
2012; Florquin and Wille, 2004; Shaw, 2013; 
Small Arms Survey, 2007). Further analysis, 
especially focusing on gender aspects,  
derives from the Global Burden of Armed  
Violence (Alvazzi del Frate, 2011). This  
Research Note summarizes key research  
issues related to the topic and includes data 
from the Small Arms Survey Multisource  
Database on Armed Violence (Small Arms 
Survey, 2014). 

Firearm suicides in North America account 
for more than half of the global total (52 per 
cent; see Figure 1), while 15 per cent occur in 
Western Europe, 14 per cent in South America, 
and 19 per cent in the rest of the world. Firearm 
suicide is a major health problem in Western 
cultures and an emerging issue in low-income 
countries (Florquin and Wille, 2004, p. 177; 
Small Arms Survey, 2014). 

Firearm suicides 
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More guns, more firearm suicides
While many factors can contribute to suicide 
patterns, opportunity, the availability of techni-
cal means, and their social acceptability appear 
to be the most important (Ajdacic-Gross et al., 
2008, p. 726). Firearms are lethal instruments 
requiring relatively little expert knowledge to 
operate them, so they may be the instrument 
of choice to those acting on impulse who are 
seeking a certain and rapid death. For this 
reason, easy access to a gun in the home is 
significantly associated with a higher risk of 
firearm suicide (Dahlberg, Ikeda, and Kresnow, 
2004, p. 933). 

While there is no firm evidence of a gen-
eral connection between the availability of 
firearms and homicides, the correlation holds 
between access to guns and suicide by firearm 
(Florquin and Wille, 2004, p. 187; Muggah, 2001, 
p. 203; Shaw, 2013, p. 27). Furthermore, a risk 
factor is associated with the possession of guns 
for professional reasons (Shaw, 2013, p. 32).

Stricter access to guns would reduce oppor-
tunities for firearm suicides, in particular 
when the suicide is impulsive. This has been 
observed, for example, in Australia, where a 
marked decrease in firearm-related deaths, 
including homicides, suicides, unintentional 
shootings, and justifiable homicides, occurred 
parallel to a reduction in private gun owner-
ship between 1996 and 2002 (Florquin and Wille, 
2004, p. 184). 

Gender aspects
According to a 2004 study, men account for fewer 
than 65 per cent of overall suicide victims, but 
close to 90 per cent of firearm suicide victims 
(Florquin and Wille, 2004, p. 179). More recently, 
2004–12 statistics indicate that the proportion 
of male suicide victims increased to 78 per cent, 
with an even more skewed prevalence (96 per 
cent) in terms of firearm suicides (Small Arms 
Survey, 2014). Suicidal women tend to resort to 
other means, such as poisoning or drowning, 
as documented by a study for WHO (Ajdacic-
Gross et al., 2008, p. 728). Because substances 
take time to be effective, people using drugs 
or poison to commit suicide are often rescued, 
thus resulting in only a 2–3 per cent chance of 
such suicide attempts being fatal (Boehlert, 
2013; Drexler, 2013). On the other hand, suicide R
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Figure 1 Distribution of firearm suicides by world  
regions (latest year available)

 North America (52%)  Western Europe (15%) 

 South America (14%)  Rest of the world (19%) 

Source: Small Arms Survey (2014)



attempts with a gun are usually fatal 
(Drexler, 2013; Florquin and Wille, 
2004, p. 187). 

Evidence suggests that women 
use firearms more rarely than men, 
but firearms play a predominant role 
in murder–suicide cases when the per-
petrator kills the partner or even other 
family members and children and 
subsequently commits suicide. Men 
are primarily the perpetrators of such 
crimes (Liem and Oberwittler, 2012; 
Shaw, 2013, p. 17). 

Conclusion
Suicide is a serious consequence of fire-
arm proliferation, an aspect of armed 
violence, and a major health issue in 
some regions of the world. Males are 
more likely to use a firearm to commit 
suicide than females. Making the  
access to firearms more difficult may 
result in impulsive attempts to commit 
suicide being less frequently lethal. 

Further research at the Small Arms 
Survey will focus on increasing the 
availability and quality of data from 
all regions of the world and exploring 
the connections among firearm sui-
cide, the availability of firearms, and 
gun control legislation. 
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For more information about non-conflict 
armed violence, please visit: <http://www.
smallarmssurvey.org/?non-conflict-deaths>
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About the  
Small Arms Survey
The Small Arms Survey serves as the 
principal international source of public 
information on all aspects of small arms 
and armed violence, and as a resource 
centre for governments, policy-makers, 
researchers, and activists. The Small Arms 
Survey, a project of the Graduate Institute 
of International and Development Studies, 
Geneva, hosts the Geneva Declaration 
Secretariat. For more information, please 
visit: www.smallarmssurvey.org

About the Geneva  
Declaration on Armed 
Violence and Development
This Research Note was published in sup-
port of the Geneva Declaration on Armed 
Violence and Development, a high-level 
diplomatic initiative signed by more than 
100 states, designed to support states and 
civil society to achieve measurable reduc-
tions in the global burden of armed violence 
by 2015 and beyond. For more information, 
please visit: www.genevadeclaration.org
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