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 This article examined the homicide exceptionalism problem, defined as the 
inferential tendency to treat fatal outcome status as evidence that homicide 
possessed an etiologically distinct structure from serious nonfatal violence. 
A critical conceptual review with structured literature synthesis was 
conducted using purposively selected peer-reviewed studies on homicide, 
serious assault, fatal and nonfatal violence, firearm lethality, injury 
severity, victim survival, and trauma care. The review compared what each 
study sought to explain and whether its design retained variation in violent 
occurrence, fatal outcome, or both. The synthesis showed that homicide-
only evidence could describe and explain variation within homicide but 
could not by itself establish that a factor uniquely distinguished lethal from 
serious nonfatal violence. The analysis separated violence generation from 
violence lethalization and treated fatal-outcome conditioning as a limit on 
inferential scope rather than a defect in homicide research. The article 
concluded that etiological distinctiveness should be demonstrated through 
comparative leverage or explicitly narrow claims, not inferred from death 
alone. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Homicide has an unusual status in criminology. Death makes the event socially visible, legally 
consequential, and comparatively resistant to the underreporting that complicates many measures of 
violence. Those advantages help explain why homicide is often treated as the hardest endpoint of serious 
interpersonal violence. They also create a less obvious problem. Once death defines the cases under 
study, it can begin to shape the explanation offered for them. A fatal event may then be read as evidence 
of a distinct kind of violence even when the evidence only shows that a violent encounter ended 
differently. The issue is not whether homicide matters as a category. It is whether fatal outcome, by 
itself, can carry the additional burden of proving a distinct etiology. 

Death is a legitimate boundary for law, mortality statistics, and criminal investigation. It is not 
automatically a boundary between causal processes. A broader lethal-violence framework reaches a 
related point by treating intentional homicide as legally indispensable without equating it with every 
death produced by human force (Kadir, 2026e). Two violent events can differ in outcome because the 
conduct was different, because the weapon was more lethal, because injuries were distributed 
differently, or because one victim reached effective care sooner. Homicide research can accommodate 
all of those possibilities. Trouble begins when the first possibility is assumed from the outcome itself 
and the others are treated as secondary details. 

Comparative research has never settled whether lethal and serious nonlethal violence belong to 
one continuum. Pokorny (1965) asked the question decades ago. Harries (1989) later found considerable 
neighborhood-level correspondence between homicide and assault, while Gelles (1991) warned that a 
severity continuum could conceal meaningful differences within family violence. Event-based studies 
reached a similarly mixed position. Felson and Messner (1996) examined why some injurious attacks 
become lethal, and Weaver et al. (2004) showed that lethal and nonlethal encounters share important 
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situational features without becoming interchangeable. The disagreement persists because continuity 
and difference can appear in the same evidence. 

Recent work makes the problem harder to dismiss. van Breen et al. (2023) found that homicide 
cannot be assumed to function as a stable indicator of nonlethal violence, and their later cross-national 
analysis again showed that the correspondence varies across settings (van Breen et al., 2024). Scott et 
al. (2025) reported substantial overlap between fatal and nonfatal shooting incidents, whereas Eriksson 
et al. (2026) found differences that gave stronger support to a typological account in their Australian 
data. Klein et al. (2025) separated aggressors' lethal intent from firearm lethality in school shootings 
and found that both mattered for fatal outcome. These studies do not point toward a single continuity 
thesis. They show why outcome and mechanism need to be kept apart before claims of distinctiveness 
are made. 

An earlier conceptual paper by Kadir (2026i) separated violence risk from lethality risk at the 
level of individual prediction and proposed a Homicidal Threshold Model to explain why most high-
risk people never kill. The present article addresses a different problem. It does not ask why an 
individual crosses a threshold into homicide. It asks what homicide-only evidence can legitimately 
claim once death has already defined the cases being studied. That difference in inferential target is 
central to the present argument. 

I use the term homicide exceptionalism problem for a narrow inferential error. Fatal violence 
may be genuinely distinctive in some settings, yet the fact of death cannot establish that distinctiveness 
on its own. The article separates violence generation from violence lethalization. Violence generation 
concerns the processes through which serious interpersonal violence occurs or escalates. Violence 
lethalization concerns the processes that make death more or less likely once serious violence has 
occurred. These are different objects of explanation even when the same factor operates across both. 
Firearm use is an obvious case because it can alter how an encounter unfolds and also alter the chance 
that injury becomes fatal. 

Two questions guide the review. How has homicide scholarship distinguished homicide from 
serious nonfatal interpersonal violence, and what problems arise when fatal status is interpreted as 
evidence of a separate etiology. The purpose is not to argue that homicide is merely aggravated assault 
followed by death. It is to set a stricter inferential rule. Evidence drawn only from homicide can describe 
homicide well, but claims that a factor is uniquely homicidal need comparative leverage or a clearly 
stated limit on what the evidence can show. The argument is therefore about the reach of explanation, 
not about dissolving homicide as a legal or criminological field. 

 
RESEARCH METHODS 

A critical conceptual review was used because the research questions concern the meaning and 
inferential reach of homicide evidence rather than the estimation of a population effect. Conceptual 
reviews are suited to problems in which existing findings need to be reorganized around a sharper 
distinction instead of aggregated statistically (Jaakkola, 2020). The review also follows the broader 
view of literature review as a research method when selection and synthesis are tied to a defined 
analytical problem (Snyder, 2019). 

Evidence came entirely from secondary material. Peer-reviewed studies were selected 
purposively when they addressed homicide and serious assault, fatal and nonfatal violence, injury 
severity, firearm instrumentality, victim survival, or case fatality. Foundational studies were retained 
when they shaped the continuum debate or weapon research. Recent comparative papers updated that 
discussion, while citation tracing located closely related work. The corpus was not treated as exhaustive, 
and no claim is made about the prevalence of any theoretical position across homicide scholarship. 

Sources were compared by asking what each study was actually trying to explain and what 
comparison its design retained. Particular attention was given to whether a finding concerned the 
occurrence of serious violence, fatality after serious violence, or a mechanism that could plausibly affect 
both. The term fatal-outcome conditioning is used here only for the inferential constraint created when 
analysis is restricted to cases in which death occurred. It is not presented as a formal claim about collider 
bias. The synthesis is interpretive, so the discussion does not estimate causal effects or treat reported 
associations as proof that any one mechanism determines homicide. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Homicide and Inferential Scope 

Legal classification gives death a decisive role because criminal responsibility and offense 
grading can turn on the victim's outcome, even though similar homicide labels can encode different 
culpability structures across legal systems (Kadir, 2026b). Causal explanation has a different task. It 
asks what produced the violent event and what produced the eventual harm. Felson and Steadman 
(1983) showed how disputes develop through interaction before violence occurs. Felson and Messner 
(1996) then asked why some injurious attacks become lethal. Their distinction prevents the terminal 
outcome from becoming a summary of everything that happened before it. A homicide can be analyzed 
as a completed legal event while still sharing processes with nonfatal violence. 

Ganpat et al. (2013) reached the boundary by comparing lethal and nonlethal events. Event 
characteristics and actors' behavior mattered to the outcome without requiring the assumption that every 
homicide emerged from a wholly different process. Similar reasoning appears in injury-severity 
research. Apel et al. (2013) examined variation in injury within assaultive violence, keeping the violent 
event and its consequence visible at the same time. Such designs are useful when the question concerns 
what happens after serious violence has begun. 

Some findings do support differentiation. Baglivio and Wolff (2017) identified characteristics 
that distinguished juvenile homicide offending from other serious juvenile violence. DiCataldo and 
Everett (2008) also found differences between juvenile homicide offenders and violent nonhomicide 
offenders. Offender-history research adds further variation. Ganpat et al. (2014) reported that serious 
nonlethal offenders could have more extensive criminal histories than homicide offenders, while Ganpat 
et al. (2017) showed that prior history and immediate situational features jointly mattered for lethal 
outcome. Suonpää et al. (2020) found considerable resemblance in trajectories leading to homicide, 
attempted homicide, and aggravated assault even though some dimensions still differed. None of these 
findings requires a single answer for every form of violence. 

A homicide-only sample cannot resolve that issue by itself. Once every observation ends in 
death, variation in survival is no longer available to the analysis. The study may still answer many 
important questions about motives, victim-offender relationships, offender careers, or differences 
among homicide subtypes. Indonesian studies likewise separate official homicide visibility from 
relational and situational information lost in aggregate categories (Kadir, 2026d, 2026h). What 
homicide-only cases cannot show on their own is whether the same characteristic also appears in 
otherwise comparable serious nonfatal violence. Distinctiveness needs a comparison at the point where 
the proposed distinction is supposed to operate. 

Fatal-outcome conditioning names that limited problem of inference. It does not mean that 
homicide-only research is defective, nor does it convert every homicide study into a selection-bias 
argument. The point is narrower. When death has already been fixed by design, the evidence should not 
be asked to prove that death arose from a uniquely homicidal mechanism unless some other source of 
comparison is available. A descriptive boundary and a causal boundary are not the same thing. 
Continuity, Difference, and the Wrong Binary 

Evidence on the continuum question remains mixed because the underlying comparisons differ. 
Harries (1989) found strong spatial congruence between homicide and assault across Dallas 
neighborhoods. Gelles (1991) reached a more cautious conclusion in family violence and argued that 
distinct forms of violence can disappear inside a single severity scale. These studies are often placed on 
opposite sides of a continuum debate, yet they do not examine the same mechanism or level of analysis. 
One concerns aggregate spatial correspondence. The other concerns behavioral differentiation within 
family violence. Treating them as direct competitors makes the debate look cleaner than the evidence 
really is. 

The proxy literature shows the same difficulty from another direction. van Breen et al. (2023) 
reviewed whether homicide can stand in for nonlethal crime and concluded that the assumption cannot 
be made automatically. Their later analysis found that relationships between homicide and other violent 
crime vary across countries and over time (van Breen et al., 2024). Homicide may still be useful where 
nonfatal data are weak, but its value as an indicator is an empirical question rather than a property of 
the measure itself. 

Direct incident comparisons are more informative at the fatality boundary. Hipple and Magee 
(2017) found differences between nonfatal shootings and gun homicides in victim characteristics and 
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motive. Scott et al. (2025) found many similarities as well as several differences when fatal and nonfatal 
shootings were compared in NIBRS. Eriksson et al. (2026) added attempted murder as an intermediate 
category and reported patterns that more often favored a typological interpretation. Read together, the 
studies do not show that fatal and nonfatal violence are the same. They show that the degree of similarity 
depends on what is compared, which variables are retained, and how close the nonfatal comparison 
comes to the lethal event. 

The usual continuum versus typology binary therefore asks too much of one distinction. Serious 
violence can share generating mechanisms and still differ at the point where injury becomes death. The 
reverse is also possible. Events with the same fatal outcome may arise from different motives, 
relationships, or situational paths. A better question is whether the proposed mechanism explains entry 
into serious violence, the probability of death after serious violence, or some part of both processes. 
Cross-national work makes the same distinction at an ecological level (Kadir, 2026c). That formulation 
allows continuity and difference to coexist without turning either into a default theory. 

Weapon research makes the advantage of that formulation clear. Zimring (1972) argued that 
firearm caliber can affect death independently of the reasons that brought an assault about. Phillips and 
Maume (2007) later showed that firearms can also contribute to escalation, although the relationship 
changes when situation-specific intent is considered. Klein et al. (2025) went further by measuring 
lethal intent and firearm lethality in the same study of injurious school shootings. Both were related to 
fatal outcomes. Non-firearm patterns also resist a gun-centered account (Kadir, 2026a). Fatality need 
not be interpreted as a simple behavioral readout of murderous purpose. 
Violence Generation and Violence Lethalization 

Violence generation and violence lethalization provide a modest way to keep those processes 
separate. The first term refers to the production or escalation of a serious interpersonal violent event. 
The second refers to the conditions that make death more or less likely once that event exists. Neither 
term identifies a closed set of causes. An offender's intent can affect both stages. A weapon can alter 
both. The distinction is useful because it identifies two questions that are often compressed into a single 
homicide outcome. 

Firearm instrumentality is especially revealing because it crosses the proposed boundary. Libby 
and Corzine (2007) found that firearm type was associated with lethal outcomes after contextual factors 
were considered. Braga and Cook (2018) reported higher case fatality in criminal shootings involving 
larger-caliber firearms. Braga et al. (2021) reviewed a broader body of work and concluded that guns 
can make violent situations more lethal. Altheimer et al. (2019) also showed that victim and situational 
features affect the lethality of urban gun violence. None of this removes offender agency. It shows that 
the final outcome is produced through an interaction between conduct, instrumentality, injury, and 
circumstance rather than by intent alone. 

Case-fatality research expresses the same idea without requiring a theory of homicide 
exceptionalism. Cook et al. (2017) examined firearm assaults by asking whether the lethality of gunshot 
injuries changed over time. The outcome was death among a broader set of gunshot injuries, not 
homicide treated as a self-contained behavioral type. Apel et al. (2013) used injury severity in assaultive 
incidents for a related reason. Designs of this kind retain information that disappears when the sample 
is limited to completed homicides. They can still be imperfect, but they make clear which part of the 
process the analysis is trying to explain. 

Picture 1 summarizes the argument without turning it into a causal model. Social, relational, 
and situational conditions may lead to no serious violence or to a serious violent event. Once violence 
occurs, the outcome can remain nonfatal or become fatal. Some mechanisms act mainly before the 
event, some matter around injury and survival, and others cross both parts of the process. The figure 
does not assume independent or neatly ordered stages. It keeps the occurrence of serious violence 
separate from the production of death. 
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Figure 1 Two-Stage Architecture of Lethal Violence 

Medical and trauma research makes the survival side difficult to ignore. Doerner and Speir 
(1986) linked medical resources to criminally induced lethality, and Doerner (1988) refined the analysis 
with improved measures. Giacopassi et al. (1992) found additional evidence that emergency medical 
care can suppress homicide mortality. Harris et al. (2002) argued that changes in medicine and support 
services altered the probability that criminal assaults ended in death over several decades. More recent 
work has continued to connect trauma care and access to survival. Griffin et al. (2014) examined the 
temporal distribution of homicide mortality after trauma care, while Summers and Rogers (2020) linked 
access to emergency medical care with violent assault lethality. Oliver et al. (2017) also showed why 
prehospital conditions matter in traumatic death. 

Survival creates a useful counterfactual for criminological explanation. Imagine two attacks 
with closely similar conduct and comparable injury production. One victim survives after rapid 
treatment and the other dies before definitive care can be provided. The cases will be classified 
differently because outcome matters. Yet a theory of the antecedent violent conduct should not 
automatically change merely because survival differed. The question is not whether law should ignore 
death. It plainly should not. The question is whether the criminological explanation of the violence 
would have changed if the victim had survived. When the answer is no, fatal status cannot do all of the 
etiological work assigned to it. 
What Homicide-Only Evidence Can Claim 

Claims about homicide should therefore be matched to the comparison retained by the design. 
Table 1 sets out that inferential reach. Homicide-only research is strong for description within homicide 
and for comparison among homicide subtypes. It becomes less decisive when the claim concerns what 
makes homicide different from serious nonfatal violence. Fatal and nonfatal event comparisons preserve 
that contrast directly. Injury-severity and case-fatality studies approach the same boundary by keeping 
variation in outcome visible. No design is universally superior. The relevant issue is whether the design 
contains the variation needed for the claim being made. 

Table 1 Inferential Reach of Common Homicide Research Designs 
Evidence base What the design retains Claim it can support Claim needing more 

leverage 
Homicide-only cases Variation within completed 

homicide 
Description and explanation 
of variation among homicides 

That a factor uniquely 
distinguishes homicide from 
serious nonfatal violence 

Homicide subtype 
comparison 

Differences across homicide 
forms 

Heterogeneity within lethal 
violence 

Whether the same distinction 
also appears in nonfatal 
serious violence 

Fatal and nonfatal event 
comparison 

Variation at the survival 
boundary 

Whether characteristics differ 
across fatal and nonfatal 
serious violence 

Strong causal claims without 
further design support 

Injury severity or case-
fatality study 

Variation in harm or death 
after violence 

Factors associated with 
severity or fatality 
conditional on violence 

Why serious violence 
occurred in the first place 

Studies of homicide risk illustrate why this distinction matters. Loeber et al. (2005) identified 
predictors of violence and homicide among young men, and DeLisi et al. (2018) developed a circumplex 
intended to organize heterogeneity among homicide offenders. These are legitimate projects because 
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homicide can be studied as an important outcome in its own right. The inferential step becomes harder 
only when a factor associated with homicide is described as uniquely homicidal without evidence from 
a relevant nonfatal comparison. A variable may predict homicide because it predicts serious violence 
strongly, because it increases lethality after violence occurs, or because it contributes to both. Those 
possibilities cannot always be separated inside a homicide-only sample. 

Criminal-history studies are instructive because they resist a simple exceptionalist story. Ganpat 
et al. (2014) found that the criminal histories of serious nonlethal offenders could be more extensive 
than those of homicide offenders. Suonpää et al. (2018) linked social disadvantage and criminal history 
to the severity of violent offending rather than assuming a separate homicidal career. Their later 
trajectory analysis again found substantial overlap across homicide, attempted homicide, and 
aggravated assault (Suonpää et al., 2020). These findings do not prove continuity. They show why a 
fatal outcome is an insufficient substitute for comparison when the claim concerns offender 
distinctiveness. 

Three recurring problems remain after the literature is read in this way. Fatal-outcome 
conditioning limits what can be learned about differences in survival when survival has already been 
removed from the sample. Outcome-defined distinctiveness appears when a legal or administrative 
endpoint is treated as though it were itself a behavioral type. The survivor counterfactual exposes cases 
in which broadly similar antecedent violence can receive different outcome classifications because later 
conditions change survival. Contagion research shows the same problem because clustering is not 
transmission (Kadir, 2026g). Table 2 states the corresponding corrections in deliberately narrow terms. 
None requires homicide scholars to abandon specialized datasets or theories. 

Table 2 Inferential Problems and Narrow Corrections 
Problem What is observed Main inferential risk Safer correction 

Fatal-outcome conditioning Only cases ending in death Within-homicide patterns are 
treated as proof of lethal 
distinctiveness 

Narrow the claim or retain a 
serious nonfatal comparison 

Outcome-defined 
distinctiveness 

A legal or administrative 
category based on death 

Fatal status is treated as 
evidence of a separate 
behavioral mechanism 

Separate the occurrence of 
violence from the production 
of death 

Survivor counterfactual Similar antecedent violence 
can end differently 

Later survival conditions are 
mistaken for differences in 
the earlier violent process 

Ask whether the explanation 
would change if the victim 
had survived 

Research design can improve without becoming heavy. A study explaining patterns within 
homicide can remain homicide-only. A study that claims a mechanism separates lethal from nonlethal 
violence needs a comparison that preserves that boundary. Near-lethal events, attempted homicide, 
serious assault, and fatal versus nonfatal shootings can provide such leverage when definitions are 
defensible. Where those data are unavailable, conceptual restraint is still possible. Authors can state that 
a finding explains variation among homicides or is associated with homicide without extending the 
conclusion to a uniquely homicidal etiology. 

The framework also changes how prevention is interpreted, although the present review cannot 
estimate policy effects. Reducing homicide can involve reducing the generation of serious violence. It 
can also involve reducing the chance that serious violence produces death. Pre-lethal policy work makes 
a similar prevention distinction (Kadir, 2026f). Weapon lethality, access to emergency care, trauma-
system performance, and injury response belong to the second question when the evidence supports 
them. The conceptual gain is that a fall in homicide should not automatically be read as equivalent to a 
fall in serious violence, just as persistent violence does not imply that mortality is fixed. 

Several limits remain. The purposive literature base cannot show how common homicide 
exceptionalism is across the entire field, and the review does not rank competing mechanisms. Violence 
generation and lethalization may also unfold recursively within an encounter. Intent can change as an 
event develops, and treatment or weapon effects can be correlated with the circumstances that produced 
the attack. The framework is not designed to solve those empirical identification problems. It provides 
a narrower discipline for interpretation. Fatal status can be central to the outcome being studied without 
being allowed to establish causal distinctiveness by definition. 

 
CONCLUSION 

Homicide deserves specialized study because death changes the legal and social meaning of 
violence. The reviewed literature does not support the automatic inference that fatal status identifies a 
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separate etiology. Comparative studies show both overlap and difference between lethal and serious 
nonlethal violence. Weapon and survival research adds another reason for caution because death can 
vary with conditions that do not simply restate the offender's propensity for violence. Homicide 
exceptionalism becomes a problem only when those distinctions are skipped and the outcome is asked 
to prove the theory built around it. 

A more defensible approach begins with the object of explanation. Research may ask why 
serious violence occurs, why serious violence becomes fatal, or how the same mechanism contributes 
to both. Homicide-only evidence remains valuable when the claim stays within the information that 
such data retain. Stronger claims about etiological distinctiveness require stronger comparative 
leverage. The proposed distinction between violence generation and violence lethalization is therefore 
not another threshold model and does not claim that homicide is merely the end point of assault. It is a 
rule of inferential restraint. Whether homicide is genuinely exceptional should be demonstrated in the 
mechanism and comparison, not inherited from the fact that the victim died. 
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