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Violence Against Women and Gun Violence:  
A Lethal Intersection 

 
Overview: 1 in 4 women in the U.S. experiences severe physical violence by an 
intimate partner in her lifetime. Guns, when allowed into the wrong hands, play a lethal 
role in turning domestic violence into murder. In domestic homicides, a gun is the 
weapon most commonly used. Access to firearms increases the risk of intimate partner 
homicide upwards of five times more than in instances where there are no weapons.1  

• Women in the U.S. are 11 times more likely to be killed by a gun than are women 
in other high-income countries2;  

• From 2001 through 2012, 6,410 women were murdered in the U.S. by an 
intimate partner using a gun—more than the total number of U.S. troops killed in 
action during the entirety of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars combined3; 

• According to the FBI, in 2011 alone, 1,127 women were murdered by intimate 
partners and more than 605,000 women were assaulted by their partners; 

• Of all women killed by intimate partners between 2001 through 2012, 55 percent 
were killed with guns.4 

 
Current Law: Congress passed the historic Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) into 
law in 1994, for the first time prohibiting individuals subject to domestic violence 
restraining orders from accessing firearms. Since 1996, individuals convicted of 
domestic violence misdemeanors have been prohibited from owning or possessing 
firearms. Known as the Lautenberg Amendment, the 1996 legislation received strong 
bipartisan support and easily passed the Senate by a vote of 97-2.  
 
Federal law defines a “misdemeanor crime of domestic violence” as an offense that is a 
federal, state, or tribal law misdemeanor and has the use or attempted use of physical 
force or threatened use of a deadly weapon as an element. In addition, offenders must:  

• Be a current or former spouse, parent, or guardian of the victim; 
• Share a child in common with the victim; 
• Be a current or former cohabitant with the victim as a spouse, parent, or 

guardian; or 
• Be similarly situated to a spouse, parent, or guardian of the victim. 

 
Federal prohibition on gun possession by abusers does not include individuals 
convicted of misdemeanor-level stalking crimes, nor abusers in non-cohabitating dating 
relationships.  
 
Stalking: There is a strong connection between stalking and future escalating violence 
against women. One study of female murder victims in 10 cities found that 76 percent of 
women murdered by a current or former intimate partner experienced stalking in the 
year preceding the murder.5 This behavior is especially present in the intimate partner 
context. Additionally, the majority of individuals charged with a crime of domestic 
violence often enter into a plea agreement, many times resulting in a reduction of the 
charge to a lesser crime, including stalking, harassment, or sexual assault. Current  
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federal domestic violence prohibition does not include individuals convicted of 
misdemeanor stalking crimes even when the conviction arises in an intimate partner 
context. 
 

• 1 in 6 women has experienced stalking victimization during her lifetime6; 
• 6.6 million people are stalked annually in the United States7;  
• 66% of female stalking victims were stalked by a current or former intimate 

partner8;  
• According to the Stalking Resource Center, 81 percent of women stalked by a 

current or former intimate partner are also physically assaulted by that partner 
and 31 percent are also sexually assaulted by that partner; 

• One study of female murder victims in 10 cities found that 76 percent of women 
murdered and 85 percent who survived a murder attempt by a current or former 
intimate partner experienced stalking in the year preceding the murder.9 

 
Dating Violence: Violence among intimate partners in the dating context has continued 
to rise in the past two decades. With more women unmarried in non-cohabitating dating 
relationships, updates to federal law are needed to provide protections to women 
vulnerable to gun violence. Dating partners are not within the federal prohibitions unless 
the partners are or were cohabitating as spouses or have a child in common. This 
exclusion leaves a significant number of abusers free to access firearms since violence 
among intimate partners in a dating context has steadily increased. 

• More nonfatal violence against women was committed by a current or former 
boyfriend than by a current or former spouse—39 percent versus 25 percent; 10 

• 48.6 percent of all intimate partner homicides were committed by a dating 
partner.11 

 
Solutions: Congress must pass legislation to update our laws and ensure that 
dangerous individuals who threaten women, families and our communities are not able 
to access firearms. Congress must act quickly to:  

• Expand federal firearms prohibitions to include convicted stalkers and dating 
partners who commit abuse;   

• Restrict individuals subject to temporary restraining orders from owning or 
possessing firearms; 

• Expand the federal background check system so that abusers are unable to 
access firearms;   

• Improve domestic violence records submission to the NICS database.  
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