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Homicide is a multifaceted crime, and policies oriented to prevention must be
built on solid data and a clear understanding of the various characteristics of
homicide and situations in which it might occur. This paper focuses on one
such situation: homicide incidents that occur in the course of other crime (for
example, during a robbery or a sexual assault).
Of the 4,108 homicide incidents that occurred in Australia between 1989
and 2002, 542 (13 per cent) occurred in the course of another crime. These
incidents differ significantly from “non-crime” homicide incidents.
Over the 13-year period, there has been less than one such homicide per
week, yet the random and criminogenic nature of these homicides requires the
preventive focus to be on violent crime and weapon use.
Homicides caused in the course of another crime are solved in 78 per cent
of cases, whereas other homicides are solved in 89 per cent of cases. Most
homicides that occur in the course of another crime occur during a robbery
(about three-fifths). Whereas two-thirds of homicide victims are men, threequarters of robbery–homicide victims are men. Whereas one-quarter of
homicide victims are aged 45 or older, one-half of victims killed in a robbery
are over the age of 45.
The data presented in this analysis have been compiled to further our
understanding of the complexity of homicide and to assist police in their work.
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H

omicide is arguably the most serious offence that can be
committed against a person. However, on some occasions, the
act of homicide is a “side effect” or unplanned consequence of
another criminal act (Maxfield 1989). Such homicides usually
involve what Polk (1994) refers to as “double victims”; that is, the
victim in the initial crime of robbery or sexual assault becomes the
victim in the homicide as well.
Homicides that occur during the course of other crime are
commonly classified as “instrumental homicides” because the death
of the victim is subsidiary to the primary goal—acquisition of
money, property or control (Miethe & Drass 1999). Interviews
conducted with convicted robbers indicate that a majority were
motivated by instrumental reasons such as getting money or
merchandise, or for purchasing drugs (Feeney 1986; Gabor et al.
1987). Most robbers’ and sex offenders’ initial aim is therefore not to
kill their victims, but rather to steal or commit sexual assault.
Murder becomes incidental in the sense that it accidentally occurs
through the use of excess force—an “eggshell” situation where the
victim is susceptible to injury or where the victim resists, resulting
in the offender over-reacting.
Based on offence report information collected as part of the
National Homicide Monitoring Program (NHMP), an average of
13 per cent of homicide incidents occurring in Australia each year
take place during the commission of another crime (42 out of an
average of 316 incidents per year). This compares to 17 per cent in
the United States in 2001 (Federal Bureau of Investigation 2002),
12 per cent in England and Wales in 2000–01 (Home Office 2002),
and 23 per cent in Canada in 20011 (Dauvergne 2002).
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Despite yearly fluctuations,
the number of homicides
occurring during the course of
other crime in Australia has
remained relatively stable
between 1 July 1989 and 30 June
2002 (Figure 1). Over half of the
homicides that occurred during
the course of another crime,
referred to hereafter as “crime
homicides” occurred during the
course of a robbery (56 per cent).
A further 23 per cent of crime
homicides occurred during the
course of a sexual assault. Eight
per cent occurred during a break
and enter, and less than five per
cent of crime homicides took place
following a kidnapping/abduction.
These figures may underrepresent the true incidence of
crime homicides in Australia. This
is particularly the case for sexual
homicide. Burgess and colleagues
(1986, p. 252) ascribe the following
reasons to this under-reporting of
sexual homicide:
• the victim is officially reported
as a homicide statistic and not as
a rape victim;
• the underlying sexual dynamics
in a seemingly “ordinary”
murder may not be apparent
until the investigation has been
completed; and
• conventional evidence of a crime’s
sexual nature may be absent.
While the trend of crime homicides
in Australia is stable, little is
actually understood about the
nature of crime homicides and how
they differ from other homicides.
In recent years there has been
a dramatic increase in the rate of
robbery in Australia2 (Mouzos &
Carcach 2001). In contrast, the rate
of robbery–homicide has

remained relatively stable over the
same period (see Mouzos 2000,
p. 74), suggesting that the
robbery–homicide trend does not
follow the robbery trend in
Australia. While there appear to
be differences in the incidence
rates of the two types of crime,
few studies in Australia or
elsewhere have examined the
proposition that robbery–homicide
is a by-product of robbery, and
that the only difference between
the two is that robbery–homicide
results in the death of the victim
whereas robbery does not.
One of the few studies that
has addressed this question found
that robbery–homicides are more
similar to other robberies than to
other homicides, offering support
to the contention that robbery–
murder is an intrinsic by-product
of robbery rather than a different
offence altogether (Cook 1987).
This dearth of research leaves
many questions unanswered. For
example, are the offences of
robbery and robbery–homicide
essentially similar behaviours that
differ principally in outcome
rather than in process? Is the
typical robbery–homicide most
appropriately considered a fatal
robbery, or are lethal robberies
quantitatively different from nonlethal robberies?
The aims of the present
research are thus twofold:
1. to undertake a comparative
analysis of the circumstances
and characteristics of crime
homicides and other homicides
in Australia; and
2. to determine whether robbery
homicide is a by-product of
robbery, or whether there is

Figure 1: Crime homicide and other homicide incidents in Australia

Source: Australian Institute of Criminology, National Homicide Monitoring Program
(NHMP) 1989–2002 [computer file]
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some quantitative difference in
the two types of crime.

Methodology
The comparative analysis
proceeded in two parts. Part I
compared the characteristics of
crime homicides and other
homicides in Australia using
NHMP data. Part II compared the
characteristics of robbery and
robbery–homicide in Australia
based on the limited variables that
were available. This analysis was
extended to include comparisons
of the gender and age of offenders
of armed robbery and armed
robbery–homicide.

Definitions
Robbery is defined as:
the unlawful taking of property,
with intent to permanently
deprive the owner of the
property, from the immediate
possession of a person, or an
organisation, or control, custody
or care of a person accompanied
by the use, and/or threatened
use of immediate force or
violence. (ABS 2002, p. 36)

Where a weapon is used in the
commission of the offence,
robbery is classified as armed;
otherwise it is classified as
unarmed (ABS 2002, p. 37). The
use of personal force (such as
hands and/or feet) is considered to
be unarmed robbery.

Data Sources
There were three main data
sources used for the comparative
analyses. These were:
• National Homicide Monitoring
Program (NHMP)
The NHMP was established in
1990, and annually collects
information on 77 variables for
all homicides coming to the
attention of police services
throughout Australia. Data are
available between 1 July 1989
and 30 June 2002.
• National Armed Robbery
Monitoring Program (NARMP)
Additional offender data on
armed robbery were used from
data collected as part of the
NARMP. This data source has
been derived from police records,
but is limited to the offence of
armed robbery (see Mouzos &
Carcach 2001). Data are available
between 1996 and 1999.
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• Australian Bureau of Statistics
(ABS), Recorded Crime
Australia
The ABS collects limited
statistics on robbery. The
variables include robbery by
type of location, gender of
victims, age group of victims,
type of weapon used, and
clearance status. These data were
available in aggregate format
only, and collection periods also
varied for each variable (see
notes on Table 2).

It is important to note that there
were a number of limitations
associated with the availability
and breadth of data on robbery
and armed robbery. Official
statistics only collect a standard
set of (limited) variables, and the
collection of these variables differs
on a year-to-year basis. For
example, data relating to the
gender of victims of robbery and
armed robbery were only
available from 1995 onwards, and
data on age of victims were
available from 1996 onwards (see
notes at the bottom of Table 2).
Given these limitations, the type
of analysis was restricted to
descriptive statistics, and the chi
square test of association was only
conducted for the crime and other
homicide comparisons.

Part I Findings:
Comparison Between Crime
Homicides and Other Homicides
The comparative analysis of crime
homicides and other homicides in
Australia reveals a number of
noteworthy differences. Compared
to other homicides, Table 1
indicates that crime homicides
were significantly more likely to:
• occur in a location other than a
residential premise (such as a
street/open area or recreational
venue);
• be unsolved at the time of data
collection;
• when offender data were
available, involve a victim who
was older than the offender (the
mean age of crime homicide
victims was 41 years and
offenders was 29 years,
compared to a mean age of 36
years for victims and 34 years for
offenders of other homicides);
• involve a male offender;

Table 1: Comparison between crime and other homicides in Australia
Circumstances and characteristics

Crime homicides Other homicides
(n=542)
(n=3,566)
No.
%
No.
%

Day of the week:
Weekends
Weekdays*
Location of incident:
Residential premise
Other location***
Status of investigation:
Solved
Unsolved***
Gender of victim:
Male victim
Female victim
Gender of offender:(a)
Male offender
Female offender***
Age of victim and offender:
Victim younger than offender
Victim same age as offender
Victim older than offender***
Racial appearance of victim and offender:
Both victim and offender Indigenous
Indigenous offender and non-Indigenous victim
Non-Indigenous offender and Indigenous victim
Both victim and offender non-Indigenous***
Marital status of victim and offender:
Both victim and offender never married
Victim never married and offender ever married
Victim ever married and offender never married
Both victim and offender ever married
Employment status of victim and offender:
Both victim and offender working
Either victim/offender or neither working***
Alleged motive:
Drug or money-related motive
Sexual gratification
Other motive***
No apparent motive/not stated/unknown
Weapon:
Knife or other sharp instrument
Other weapon***
Alcohol consumption:
Both victim and offender drinking
Victim drinking but not offender
Offender drinking but not victim
Neither victim nor offender drinking***
Relationship between victim and offender:
Victim known to offender
Victim not known to offender***

200
342

36.9
63.1

1,145
2,421

32.1
67.9

264
278

48.7
51.3

2,175
1,391

61.0
39.0

424
118

78.2
21.8

3,185
381

89.3
10.7

326
216

60.2
39.9

2,295
1,265

64.4
34.5

399
24

93.2
5.6

2,756
412

86.3
12.9

142
18
381

26.2
3.3
70.3

1,529
185
1,847

42.9
5.2
51.8

17
39
4
482

3.1
7.2
0.7
88.9

466
95
68
2,937

13.1
2.7
1.9
82.4

129
95
155
162

23.8
17.6
28.7
29.9

838
484
567
1,672

23.5
13.6
15.9
47.0

31
511

5.7
94.3

354
3,212

9.9
90.1

125
30
46
341

23.1
5.5
8.5
62.9

262
8
2,414
881

7.4
0.2
67.7
24.7

138
404

25.5
74.5

1,225
2,341

34.4
65.7

67
39
62
374

12.4
7.2
11.4
69.0

1,016
231
285
2,034

28.5
6.5
8.0
57.0

183
359

33.8
66.2

2,768
798

77.6
22.4

(a) Where an offender had been identified.
Chi-square test of significance: ***p<0.001
**p<0.01
*p<0.05
Source: Australian Institute of Criminology, National Homicide Monitoring Program (NHMP)
1989–2002 [computer file].

• involve a victim and offender
who were non-Indigenous;
• involve either an unemployed
victim, an unemployed offender
or both unemployed;
• result from an unknown motive
or, where it was known, the
motive was related to drugs and/
or money or sexual gratification;
• involve a weapon other than a
knife or other sharp instrument
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(firearm, assaultive force, blunt
instrument);
• involve a victim and offender
who had not been drinking prior
to the incident; and
• involve a victim and offender who
were not known to each other.

There were no signficant differences
found between crime homicides
and other homicides in terms of
the gender of the victims (males
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were more likely than females to
be victimised in both cases) and
the marital status of the victim
and offender (both victim and
offender were most likely to have
been married at some time for
both crime types). In sum, these
findings suggest that there are
certain incident, victim and
offender characteristics that are
more common to crime homicides
than other homicides. The
implication of these findings in
terms of prevention is discussed
further below.

Part II Findings:
Robbery and Robbery–Homicide
in Australia
The contrast between robbery and
robbery–homicide in Australia is
striking (Table 2). Robberies were
more likely to be committed in a
community setting (52 per cent) or
retail setting (30 per cent),
whereas robbery–homicides were
more likely to be committed in a
residential location (55 per cent).
Of those robbery–homicides
committed in a residential location,
the motive (where it was known)
was usually related to getting
money (61 per cent) or drugs (16 per
cent) and committed by either
strangers (54 per cent) or friends/
acquaintances (32 per cent). This
suggests that there are possibly
two types of robbery–homicide
occurring in residential premises:
• those that are stranger invasiontype offences where the homicide
is an unintentional side effect of
the housebreaking; and
• robbery–homicides where the
victims and offenders are known
to each other and the homicide
results from a possible “drug
rip-off” or some other
confrontation in relation to money.
Table 2 indicates that a
disproportionate number of
robbery–homicide victims (when
compared to robbery victims)
were aged 45 years or older
(48 per cent versus 21 per cent)
and were male (74 per cent versus
65 per cent). Cook (1987) noted
similar differences in his analysis
of robbery–murder and robbery in
the United States. He found that
robbery–murder victims were
considerably older than either

robbery victims or non-felony
homicide victims, and that the
percentage of robbery–murder
victims who were male was
higher than the corresponding
percentages of either robbery victims
or non-felony homicide victims.
The current study reveals a
number of other important
differences between the two types
of crime. The majority of robberies
in Australia were unarmed (59 per
cent), while only a quarter of
robbery–homicides were

committed by an unarmed
offender. Firearms were used in a
higher proportion of robbery–
homicides (23 per cent) than in
robberies (9 per cent). The
comparative analysis also
revealed differences in clearance
rates for robbery and robbery–
homicide in Australia, with
robberies having a lower
clearance rate (20 per cent) than
robbery–homicides (76 per cent).
The present research replicates
the results of Zimring and Zuehl

Table 2: Comparison between robbery and robbery–homicide in Australia
Circumstances and characteristics
Location:(c)
Residential
Community
Retail
Other and unspecified
Gender of victims:(a)
Males
Females
Organisations
Not stated
Age of victims:(b)
0–14
15–19
20–24
25–34
35–44
45+
Weapon involvement: (c)
Unarmed
Armed—firearm
Armed—other weapon
Weapon not further defined
Clearance status: (d)
Solved
Unsolved

Robbery
No.
%

Robbery–
homicide
No.
%

(n=177,979)
13,255
7.5
92,309 51.9
53,910 30.3
18,505 10.4
(n=145,331)
75,774 65.1
40,655 34.9
30,988
NA
2,903
NA
(n=102,473)
6,221
6.2
22,703 22.6
16,379 16.3
19,894 19.8
13,938 13.9
21,325 21.2
(n=177,091)
104,043 58.8
15,959
9.0
50,530 28.5
6,561
3.7
(n=117,509)
24,011 20.4
93,463 79.5

(n=340)
188 55.3
96 28.2
39 11.5
17
5.0
(n=340)
250 73.5
90 26.5
NA
NA
NA
NA
(n=336)
2
0.9
20
5.9
25
7.4
61 17.9
65 19.1
163 47.9
(n=331)
82 24.8
76 23.0
161 48.6
12
3.6
(n=340)
258 75.9
82 24.1

Armed
robbery
No.
%
Gender of offenders:
Males
Females
Age of offenders:
0–14
15–19
20–24
25–34
35–44
45+

(n=753)
643 85.4
110 14.6
(n=753)
42
5.6
253 33.6
202 26.8
203 27.0
45
6.0
8
1.1

Armed robbery–
homicide
No.
%
(n=198)
185 93.4
13
6.6
(n=193)
10
5.2
44 22.8
46 23.8
53 27.5
31 16.1
9
4.7

(a) Data available from 1995–2001
(b) Data available from 1996–2001
(c) Data available from 1993–2001
(d) Data available from 1997–2001
(e) Excludes homicides committed with physical force (hands and/or feet)
Sources: Robbery—Australian Institute of Criminology, adapted from Australian Bureau of
Statistics, Recorded Crime Australia (several years)
Armed robbery—Australian Institute of Criminology, National Armed Robbery
Monitoring Program 1996–1999 [computer file]
Homicide—Australian Institute of Criminology, National Homicide Monitoring
Program 1989–2001 [computer file]
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(1986) who examined victim
injury and death in urban robbery
in Chicago, and found that a
higher proportion of robbery–
homicides (compared to
robberies) occurred in a
residential location, involved the
use of a firearm, and were solved.
Following the examination of
robbery and robbery–homicide in
Australia, the additional offender
variables derived from the
NARMP, such as gender and age,
were used to compare armed
robbery and armed robbery–
homicide. The results indicate
that, again, males dominate both
non-lethal and lethal armed
robbery offences (Table 2). There
were, however, differences based
on the age of the offenders. While
most offenders of armed
robbery—lethal and non-lethal—
were aged between 15 and 34
years, the highest proportion of
armed robbery offenders (nonlethal) were aged between 15 and
19 years (34 per cent). However,
the highest proportion of armed
robbery–homicide offenders were
aged 25 to 34 years (28 per cent),
suggesting that offenders of
armed robberies that result in the
death of a victim tended to be
older than those offenders in cases
where the victim was not killed.
The findings from the
comparative analyses suggest that:
• crime homicides are different
from other homicides; and
• robbery and robbery–homicide
are different and while they can be
seen as “endpoints in a continuum
representing severity of injury”
(Felson & Messner 1996, p. 536),
other factors were found to
differentiate between them.
There are a number of competing
factors that could account for the
differences observed between
robbery–homicide and robbery.
The fact that robbery–homicides
were more likely to involve
victims aged 45 years or older (of
which 44 per cent were aged 65
years or older), is in line with
research on the victimisation of
older persons that suggests older
people may be targeted because
they are perceived to offer little
resistance to offenders. Due to
their increased vulnerability as a
function of age—declining

physical strength and agility,
prospects for post-injury recovery
and chances of survival after an
attack—older persons may be
viewed as “soft targets” or “easy
marks”. As a result, older persons
would be far more likely to be
fatally wounded when robbed
(Fox & Levin 1991; Maxfield 1989).
While firearms were one of
the least commonly used weapons
in both robbery and robbery–
homicide, the higher use of
firearms in robbery–homicide
may increase the risk of lethal
injury. Zimring (1991) refers to
this as the “instrumentality
effect”. According to this
explanation, the likelihood of
serious injury or death increases
with the lethality of the weapon.
Hence, when weapons such as
firearms are used, there is a
greater likelihood that the victim
will be killed than when other
weapons or physical force are
used (see also Allen 1986; Cook
1980, 1985, 1987, 1990; Felson &
Messner 1996; Skogan 1978). This
would explain why the greater
use of firearms in a robbery–
homicide contributes to a higher
proportion of deaths than in a
robbery.
Differences in clearance status
could also be explained in terms
of the priority of the police
investigation and the seriousness
of the offence. The investigation of
a robbery–homicide by police will
be accorded much higher priority
than the investigation of a
robbery, mainly because of the
nature and seriousness of the
homicide component. In terms of
severity of response, the criminal
justice system may also respond
to the robbery–homicide on the
same level as other homicides
(being the most serious offence),
and non-fatal robberies on a less
serious level.
Another factor that cannot be
discounted is that the death of the
victim during a robbery or some
other crime may result from
differential motivational patterns
of the offender. Cook (1987) views
the death in these cases as a byproduct of the robbery. Some
robbery–homicides may be
“accidents” that occur because the
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victim offers resistance to the
offender and the offender
impulsively reacts with deadly
force. Other robbery–homicides
result from the offenders’
deliberate plan to rob and kill the
victim (involving the acquisition
of an appropriate weapon). For
some robbery–homicides the
robbery may be incidental to the
homicide, occurring after the
victim is killed. The offenders’
motivation is paramount to
understanding and responding to
this type of violence.

Concluding Comments
It is important to highlight and
alleviate public concern about the
level of risk of robbery–homicide.
The overall risk of death due to
robbery in Australia is low. In
2001, the risk of death was
calculated at 0.98 per 1,000
robberies (see Maltz 1976 for a
discussion of the statistical formula
employed). In other words, for
every 1,000 robberies there will be
about one death. The risk is even
lower for sexual homicide.
While the risk of robbery–
homicide is low, the findings in
the present study suggest a
number of avenues for policy
formulation and crime prevention.
From a crime deterrence
perspective, the threat of legal
sanction has been proposed as an
effective response to instrumental
crimes. Recently, the judicial
system has also imposed higher
penalties for armed robberies
committed with certain weapons.
For example, the Court of
Criminal Appeal in Western
Australia recognised that:
use of…a syringe in the course
of an armed robbery should,
normally attract a sentence of at
least one year’s imprisonment
above that which would
otherwise have been imposed
for the robbery in question.
(Miles v The Queen [1997] 17
WAR 578 at 523–524 per White J)3

Measures aimed at improving a
person’s life skills (such as job
training, family counselling and
educational enhancement) have
been advocated as preventative
actions to abate the conditions
that motivate instrumental crimes.
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Prevention also needs to focus on
the underlying factors that
motivate the offender to commit
the crime. The factors that
motivate a robbery offender (to
acquire money and/or to purchase
drugs) will differ from those that
motivate a sexual offender (such
as power, control or degradation).
To summarise, this research has
found that homicides occurring in
furtherance of other criminal
activity are quantitatively different
from non-crime homicides. In
addition, the results suggest that
robbery–homicides are different
from robberies that do not result
in the death of the victim. A
number of factors associated with
the vulnerability of the victims
targeted, weapon instrumentality
and the priority of the investigative
process and seriousness of the
offence may account for these
differences. These findings further
confirm the notion that there is
not one type of homicide in
Australia, and that the prevention
of homicide must therefore be
multifaceted and far-reaching.
As promising as these findings
may seem, further research in this
area is still necessary, especially
multivariate analyses examining
the factors that increase the
probability that a robbery will
result in death. Such analysis
should include additional
variables, such as the involvement
of alcohol and/or illicit drugs, and
the employment status of both
victims and offenders. This could
also be extended to include an
analysis comparing robbery,
robbery with injury, robbery with
serious injury and robbery–
homicide to further explore the
proposition that robbery–homicide
is a by-product of robbery.
Qualitative analysis of known
cases of robbery–homicide would
also assist in gaining a greater
understanding of what the
“trigger” might be that escalates a
robbery to a homicide.

Notes
1
2

Excludes homicides that originated
during an assault.
In 2001, the robbery rate was 137
per 100,000 persons, compared to a
rate of 72 in 1993.

3

See also Pratt v The Queen [2000]
WASCA 110 (5 May 2000) and R v
Roy [2001] VSCA 61 (2 May 2001).
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