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Summary of Findings 
 

 Anecdotal reports and a handful of research papers suggest that the siblings of homicide victims experience lasting 
effects on their health and well-being. However, small sample sizes and other weaknesses in methodology have so far 
made it difficult to establish this connection. Our study sought to advance the understanding of homicide’s effects on 
siblings of the victims by answering the question: Are siblings of homicide victims distinguishable from a comparison 
group on measurable aspects of general health and well-being? We surveyed 67 siblings of homicide victims and 80 
individuals who had not gone through such an event. Similar occupation types and levels of income, education, general 
health perception, and self-worth were found. However, the homicide group reported significantly higher levels of 
subjective distress and school/work absences in the previous three months due to feeling unwell, and significantly less 
social support and life satisfaction. 
 Participants were Canadian or American. The average age of participants in the homicide group at the time of their 
sibling’s death was 20.4 years (with an age range of 6–40). The average age at the time of the survey was 34.9 (range 9–
63). The group’s gender distribution was 76.1% female and 23.9% male. The comparison group was selected to ensure 
equivalent age and gender distributions except that participants had to be at least 13. 
 We found no significant differences between the groups for income, education level, or occupation. In the homicide 
group, 33% reported “employment difficulties,” versus 13% in the comparison group. Twenty percent in the homicide 
group were unemployed or chose not to work, versus none in the comparison group, and 14.9% in the homicide group 
were homemakers, versus 1.4% in the comparison group. Absenteeism from school or work was also higher in the 
homicide group. However, the meaning of our findings is unclear. For example, differences in employment rates and 
homemaker status may indicate a choice to place greater value on family and relationships. Future studies are needed to 
separate out the impact of homicide on the educations and occupations of siblings of homicide victims. 
 Differences became apparent when subjective well-being was assessed. Most studies on homicidal loss concentrate 
on psychopathology. While this is important, such a focus limits understanding by not providing a broad and more 
balanced perspective. Since subjective well-being is known to influence current and future health, assessing how it is 
affected by homicide loss is just as important. Subjective well-being is experienced as a positive and affirming state of 
being; it is reflected in the capacity to feel, think, and act in ways that enhance a person’s ability to realize their self-
potential, to enjoy life, and to deal with the inevitable and the terrible of life. 
 The key components of well-being that our survey addressed are subjective distress, social support, satisfaction with 
life, and self-worth. The homicide group reported significantly greater levels of subjective distress, associated with 
avoidance of others, intrusive thoughts, and hyperarousal (for example, anxiety, trouble concentrating, difficulty 
sleeping, irritability, feeling constantly vigilant). These individuals also reported less social support than the comparison 
group and lower satisfaction with life. However, both groups reported good self-worth, which is a novel and encouraging 
finding. 
 When asked about growing up after their sibling’s death, the homicide group reported significantly lower levels of 
happiness and significantly higher levels of feeling different than the comparison group. Self-assessed happiness growing 
up is one determinant of well-being, so this finding might help to explain the higher level of subjective distress and lower 
life satisfaction we found in siblings of homicide victims. 
 Some of the homicide group’s subjective distress might have been tempered by the fact that 72% reported having a 
lot of current social support, although their average level of current social support was still lower than the comparison 
group’s. When answering the surveys, participants had the opportunity to provide information clarifying or explaining 
their responses. These contributions showed that siblings of homicide victims in our study continued to feel alone and 
different, and to experience relationship difficulties, insensitive responses, and social stigma many years after their loss. 
 Further studies are encouraged to examine the net effect of homicide on the health and well-being of siblings of 
homicide victims, particularly how self-assessed happiness growing up after the homicide death of a sibling is associated 
with health and well-being over the longer term. 


