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Introduction IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction

Violence is a leading cause of death and disability for all 
Americans, but it is a particular threat to American Indians and 
Alaskan Natives (Native Americans).* Previous reports have 
shown that from 1979–1987, the age-adjusted homicide and 
suicide rates for Native Americans living on or near reservations 
were at or above the 90th percentile rates for all Americans.1 

From 1990–1992, homicide and suicide combined ranked as the 
fourth leading cause of death for Native Americans, exceeded 
only by heart disease, cancer, and unintentional injuries. For 
more than half of the 14-year study period (1979–1992), the 
annual number of suicides among Native Americans exceeded 
homicides, with most of the excess occurring since 1984. 

The Native American population for 1995 is projected at 
approximately 2.27 million.2 Nearly half (1.37 million3) live in the 
geographic areas in which the Indian Health Service (IHS) has 
responsibilities (i.e., “on or near ” federally recognized reserva-
tions) and are thus eligible for IHS services. For administrative 
purposes, IHS has grouped these areas, which comprise 571 
counties in 34 states, into 12 regions, or area offices:4 Aberdeen 
Area, Alaska Area, Albuquerque Area, Bemidji Area, Billings 
Area, California Area, Nashville Area, Navajo Area, Oklahoma 
Area, Phoenix Area, Portland Area, and Tucson Area (Figure 1). 
Each of these areas represents a unique combination of traditions 
and culture. There are also vast differences in government 
structure, economic level, population size, rurality, and the 
degree of acculturation. 

Violence is a 
leading cause of 
death for all 
Americans, but 
it is a particular 
threat to Native 
Americans. 

*Throughout this report, the term “Native Americans” is used to indicate American
 Indians and Alaskan Natives together. “American Indians” is used to refer only to
 residents of the contiguous United States, and “Alaskan Natives,” to refer only to
 those residing in Alaska. 



2  Introduction 

This surveillance summary looks at the problem of homicide 
and suicide among Native Americans in the IHS regions from 
1979–1992. It is the first CDC surveillance report to focus on 
Native Americans. Its purpose is to provide background infor-
mation for public health practitioners and policy makers to aid 
them in addressing violence in this vulnerable population. 
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Data Sources Data SourcesData SourcesData SourcesData Sources

The data on homicide and suicide were drawn from three sources: 

● detailed mortality tapes prepared by CDC ’s National Center 
for Health Statistics (NCHS) and based on data from state 
death certificates 

● these same NCHS mortality data, which IHS has categorized 
by area offices 

● data (homicide only) compiled from the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation’s Supplementary Homicide Report (FBI-SHR) 

The data derived from these sources are as follows: 

PPPPPopulation andopulation andopulation andopulation andopulation and
SourceSourceSourceSourceSource  TTTTType of Dataype of Dataype of Dataype of Dataype of Data  YYYYYear Encompassedear Encompassedear Encompassedear Encompassedear Encompassed

IHS  Mortality rates—all IHS service areas
 Native Americans  1979–1992 

NCHS  Mortality data—all Entire United States
 other races  1979–1992 

NCHS  YPLL-65*; 10 leading All Native Americans
 causes of death  1990–1992 

FBI-SHR  Homicide—type of All Native Americans
 firearm, relationship  1988–1991
 of victim and perpetrator 

Data for this 
study are from 
the Centers for 
Disease Control 
and Prevention, 
the Indian Health 
Service, and the 
Federal Bureau 
of Investigation. 

*Years of potential life lost before age 65 (see page 7 for description). 



4  Data Sources 

NCHS Mortality DataNCHS Mortality DataNCHS Mortality DataNCHS Mortality DataNCHS Mortality Data

Information on NCHS mortality tapes is provided by the 50 
states and the District of Columbia and includes all persons 
reported as Native Americans. The data include age, race, sex, 
geographic information, and cause of death, coded according to 
the International Classification of Diseases, Ninth Revision, Clinical 
Modification.5 Homicides were identified using cause-of-death 
codes E960–E978,* and suicides, using codes E950–E959. 

IHS Mortality DataIHS Mortality DataIHS Mortality DataIHS Mortality DataIHS Mortality Data

Each year, NCHS provides IHS with a multiple-cause-of-death 
mortality tape of all U.S. decedents. IHS categorizes these data 
by IHS area offices to create its own mortality data set. The IHS 
mortality data include those Native Americans who resided 
within an IHS area at the time of death and who were eligible for 
IHS services.4 

IHS mortality data represent the largely rural, reservation-based 
Native American population more closely than do NCHS data, 
which include all Native Americans residing in the United States. 
The IHS mortality data for 1979–1992 contained 74% of the 
homicides and 80% of the suicides reflected in the NCHS data 
for Native Americans. In this report, all homicide and suicide 
rates for Native Americans are from IHS mortality data. 

FBI-FBI-FBI-FBI-FBI-SHR Homicide DataSHR Homicide DataSHR Homicide DataSHR Homicide DataSHR Homicide Data

The FBI-SHR compiles homicide data that have been submitted 
voluntarily by county, city, and state agencies; the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs; and Native American tribal law enforcement 
agencies throughout the United States. In 1988, approximately 
98% of the U.S. population was covered by this reporting 
system.6 In this data set, homicide is defined as murder and 
nonnegligent manslaughter (the willful killing of one human 
being by another), including justifiable homicides by private 
citizens (killing of someone who is in the act of committing a 
felony) and killing of a suspected felon by a law enforcement 
officer in the line of duty.6 

*Specific codes are “homicide and injury purposely inflicted by other persons”
 (E960–E969) and “legal interventions” (E970–E978), which include legal 
executions and death from injury inflicted by law enforcement agents in the
 course of duty. Death resulting from legal interventions accounted for 2.1% of
 homicides involving Native Americans. 









8  Results: Homicide 

RaceRaceRaceRaceRace- and Sex- and Sex- and Sex- and Sex- and Sex-----Specific Homicide RatesSpecific Homicide RatesSpecific Homicide RatesSpecific Homicide RatesSpecific Homicide Rates

During the study period, 1,759 Native American males and 
565 females were victims of homicide (Table 1). Throughout this 
period, homicide rates in the United States were highest for 
black males, followed by Native American males and then black 
females (Figure 3). Homicide rates for white males and Native 
American females were comparable and were higher than rates 
for white females. Homicide rates for Native Americans declined 
for both males and females during the earlier years of the study 
period, then remained stable for males and relatively stable for 
females. Homicide rates for Native Americans from 1979–1992 
were three times the rates for whites, but only half the rates for 
blacks. During the last half of the period, when the rates for 
Native Americans had stabilized, those for blacks increased. 

AgeAgeAgeAgeAge- and Sex- and Sex- and Sex- and Sex- and Sex-----Specific Homicide RatesSpecific Homicide RatesSpecific Homicide RatesSpecific Homicide RatesSpecific Homicide Rates

For Native Americans, homicide is most common among young 
adults (Figure 4). During 1979–1992, the median age of Native 
American homicide victims was 28 years. Males aged 15–44 
accounted for 60% of all homicides of Native Americans. The 

Homicide is the 
third leading 
cause of years 
of potential life 
lost before age 65 
for Native 
Americans. 

Native American 
males had the 
second highest 
homicide rates 
during the study 
period. 




















































