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No Shots Fired
Examining the Impact and Trauma Linked  
to the Threat of Gunfire Within the U.S. 

By Eugenio Weigend Vargas and Rukmani Bhatia October 20, 2020

Acts of gun violence that cause death and injuries rightfully dominate the narrative 
about gun violence in the United States, where more than 300 people are shot each 
day.1 But not all acts of gun violence involve pulling a trigger. Often, perpetrators of 
crimes brandish firearms to intimidate and subdue victims, forcing them to comply 
out of fear of bodily harm. In 2014, police investigated a series of armed robberies in 
Milwaukee, where armed men drove up to victims on the street and demanded they 
hand over anything valuable.2 In 2015, a man was arrested on charges of attempting to 
rob a convenience store in Jacksonville Beach, Florida, pointing a firearm at the teller 
while demanding money from the register.3 That same year in Scotts Valley, California, 
a man was arrested after brandishing a pistol and pointing it directly at his neighbors.4

In many such incidents, the firearm is drawn during a conflict, which escalates the con-
flict and substantially increases the dangerous nature of the interaction. As of July 2020, 
a woman in Orion Township, Michigan, is facing felony assault charges after allegedly 
pointing her firearm at a woman and her daughter in a Chipotle parking lot, escalating 
an argument that began after one party bumped into the other.5 That same month in St. 
Louis, a couple was charged with standing outside their home and pointing a handgun 
and an assault rifle at Black Lives Matter demonstrators who were walking down the 
street.6 On October 6, 2020, a grand jury issued indictments against the couple.7 

All these acts are forms of gun violence. While survivors of these crimes are left 
with no visible wounds, they often suffer from emotional distress and psychological 
trauma.8 It is vital that incidents such as these be considered in efforts to address the 
epidemic of gun violence that plagues the United States.

According to data from the FBI, from 2009 through 2018, close to 160,000 assaults and 
127,000 robberies were perpetrated with a gun annually.9 While these figures are an 
undercount,10 they indicate that these types of crimes occur with staggering frequency. 
However, these numbers do not tell the full story of the impacts that gun crime vic-
timization has on individuals and communities. This issue brief explores data from the 
National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) to gain a more complete understanding 
of the scope and impact of the use of guns to threaten victims without shots being fired, 
focusing on two specific violent crimes: robbery and aggravated assaults.11 
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Looking closely at these data, the Center for American Progress identified two notable 
aspects of nonfatal crimes in the United States from 2009 through 2018: 

• Threats of gun violence during robberies or aggravated assaults occur with 
alarming frequency and disproportionately affect men, communities of color,  
and young people.

• The use of a gun during a crime exacerbates victims’ emotional trauma. 

Threats of gun violence occur with alarming frequency during 
robberies and aggravated assaults—and have disproportionate effects

According to CAP’s analysis, from 2009 through 2018, more than 3.6 million nonfatal 
violent crimes were perpetrated with a gun in the United States, affecting more than 
4 million people.14 Sixty-five percent of these people were victims of an aggravated 
assault, and close to 35 percent were victims of a robbery. This means that in addition 
to the 103 victims killed and the 210 victims injured with a gun every day, at least 
another 1,100 victims are threatened with a gun during a violent crime. (see Figure 1)

The National Crime Victimization Survey
The NCVS is a project of the U.S. Department of Justice that collects annual data on 
nonfatal crime victimization related to violent crimes against individuals and property 
crimes. These data come from a representative sample of around 240,000 interviews.12 
Information compiled in these interviews includes demographic characteristics of victims 
as well as crime characteristics such as types of weapons used. They also capture data on 
the impacts victims faced and assemble information on crimes regardless of whether they 
were reported to the police.13

FIGURE 1

Types and scope of daily gun violence 
in the United States

Sources: Brady: United Against Gun Violence, “The Facts That Make Us Act,” available at https://www.bradyunited.org/key-statistics (last accessed 
October 2020); Center for American Progress analysis of the National Crime Victimization Survey, 2009-2018, on �le with author. The numbers for 
gun deaths are based on data from 2013 through 2018. Gun injuries are based on data from 2014 through 2016. Gun-related robberies and 
aggravated assaults are based on data from 2009 through 2018.
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The impact of these crimes is not felt equally in all communities. Like gun deaths, the 
burden of gun-related robberies and aggravated assaults falls disproportionately on 
communities of color, men, and young people. (see Figure 2) Observing victims across 
race and ethnicity, Black Americans faced the highest rate, with 209 crime victimiza-
tions per every 100,000 people from 2009 through 2018. Hispanics followed with a 
rate of 129 crime victimizations per every 100,000 people, while white Americans had 
a rate of only 91 crime victimizations per every 100,000 people.15 Within the United 
States, then, Black and Hispanic communities are disproportionately affected by this 
form of gun violence.16 Often these events are affected not just by the prevalence of 
firearm violence but also by social and economic issues—such as generational poverty, 
lack of gainful employment, reduced educational opportunities, and a breakdown of 
police-community relationships—that threaten the safety of residents.17 

When compared with women, men are more likely to be victims of gun-related 
threats during robberies and assaults. From 2010 to 2018, women had a rate of 86 
crime victimizations per every 100,000 people, while men had a rate of 143 per every 
100,000 people—66 percent higher.18 However, women are more likely to be victims 
of gun-related threats from individuals they know well. An analysis of gun-related rob-
beries and assaults involving a single perpetrator indicated that women were victims of 
intimate partners in 41 percent of the cases considered. In contrast, this was the case 
for roughly 9 percent for men.19 

FIGURE 2

The burden of gun-related threats during robberies and aggravated assaults  
falls disproportionately on communities of color, men, and young people

Rate of gun-involved crimes per 100,000 people by subgroup, 2009–2018 

Sources: Center for American Progress analysis of the National Crime Victimization Survey, 2009–2018, on �le with author. Rates of gun-involved 
crimes were obtained using population data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, "Fatal Injury Reports, National, Regional, and 
State, 1981–2018," available at https://webappa.cdc.gov/sasweb/ncipc/mortrate.html (last accessed October 2020).
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Finally, gun-related threats during robberies and assaults primarily affect young people 
under the age of 30. The 2010–2018 rate of crime victimizations for individuals ages 
12 to 30 was 217 per every 100,000 people. In contrast, the rate for individuals over 
the age of 30 was 99 per every 100,000 people. In other words, young people are more 
than twice as likely to face a threat of gun-related violence during robberies or aggra-
vated assaults. When considering all these subgroups together, young Black men have 
a rate of 470 crime victimizations per every 100,0000 people, a rate more than four 
times higher than the overall national rate.20

Guns exacerbate the emotional trauma of crime victims

Policymakers and leaders need to recognize the psychological and emotional toll of 
violent encounters in which the perpetrator threatens lethal force with a gun.

In 2002, Robin Arzon was with friends at a local bar when a gunman entered and 
threatened to kill everyone present.21 He then seized Robin and used her as a shield 
to protect himself from the police outside the bar. The gunman was disarmed by a bar 
patron who jumped on him while he was distracted. The trauma of this event took a 
toll on Robin; she began running and training for marathons to cope with the experi-
ence, noting “I ran through pain and, honestly, I ran through fear. It was in the run 
that I found my strengthen again.” 

The use of firearms by perpetrators significantly affects the outcomes of violent crimes. 
Previous research has shown that victims are more likely to comply with the perpetra-
tor’s demands during a robbery if offenders are armed with guns, as the lethal threat is 
greater.22 The likelihood of robbery victims dying is three times higher when perpetra-
tors use a gun than when they use sharp objects as weapons.23 

In 2006, Samantha Messersmith was walking with her roommate to a friend’s apart-
ment to celebrate the new year.24 They were approached by three men; one pulled 
out a firearm and demanded Samantha’s roommate give them her purse. They then 
demanded Samantha turn over her purse; when she replied that she did not have one, 
the armed man grabbed her and inserted the firearm into her mouth, before stepping 
away and leaving with the other men. Samantha drove to her parents’ house that 
night; her life changed following the incident. Her roommate and she ended their 
friendship after that night. She wrote about the experience, noting, “I was at a place 
in my life where I had to separate myself from the reality of that night. I only went 
back to that apartment complex one time: to gather my stuff.” 

Many police agencies and national organizations recognize that victims of violent 
crimes experience vulnerability, anger, anxiety, low self-esteem, and preoccupation.25 
However, there is a dearth of research on the distinctions between victims of gun-
related crimes and victims of nongun-related crimes. An important reason for this lack 
of research is that data are limited; another is that researchers as well as advocates often 
rely on anecdotes and testimonies to explain the effects of a gun being used in a crime. 
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In 2008, however, questions around distress levels were added to the NCVS. As a result, 
researchers found that victims of gun-related crimes were more likely to report higher 
distress levels than victims of nongun-related crimes and that victims of crimes involv-
ing firearms were more likely to report having problems at work or school and with 
friends or family members.26 

In April 2020, a 55-year-old Uber driver was held at gunpoint by his passenger.27 
The passenger ordered the driver to go to a nearby ATM. The armed man then 
demanded the driver withdraw money from his account, a demand to which the 
driver complied. The driver was then told to return to the vehicle and continue driving 
with the armed man inside. The incident ended after the driver saw a police vehicle 
near an intersection and drove near it, stopping his car behind the vehicle. The armed 
man fled the vehicle on foot, evading arrest.

As part of the additional questions on the NCVS, some crime victims are now asked 
about emotions they experienced after a violent crime, including feelings of insecurity, 
anxiety, anger, violation, mistrust, vulnerability, and sadness or depression.28 Overall, 
a large percent of crime victims asked about these feelings report experiencing them, 
regardless of whether a weapon was used in the crime. However, nearly all these 
feelings were reported more frequently when perpetrators used a gun to threaten the 
victim.29 (see Figure 3)

FIGURE 3

Victims of gun-involved crimes are more likely to experience 
negative emotional impacts after victimization

Percentage of victims who reported su�ering an emotional problem 
one month or more after the crime occurred, 2009–2018

Source: Center for American Progress analysis of the National Crime Victimization Survey, 2009-2018, on �le with author.
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For example, 77 percent of victims of robberies or aggravated assaults in which a gun 
was used but not fired against any victim reported feeling unsafe, a percentage that is 
14 points higher than that of victims threatened with other weapons or by unarmed 
offenders during robberies or aggravated assaults. Similarly, 77 percent of victims of 
such robberies and aggravated assaults reported feeling anxious or worried, 9 percent-
age points higher than victims of nongun-related crimes. While further academic 
studies that control for factors such as the place of crime or number of offenders are 
necessary, the NCVS data suggest that the presence of a gun can exacerbate traumatic 
feelings related to crime victimization. 

Conclusion

Gun violence within the United States alters thousands of lives. Every day, more 
than 300 people are shot, 103 of them fatally.30 Another 1,100 people, however, 
survive a confrontation involving a gun without the firearm being shot. These are all 
forms of violence that need to be addressed in order to ensure communities are safe 
and able to thrive.

Overall, in addressing the challenges of gun violence, it is particularly important to 
incorporate the issue of nonfatal gun crimes that leave no physical scars. The trauma 
that survivors of this kind of gun violence feel also requires support and intervention. 
While efforts to support families of those killed by a gun as well as those injured by 
a gun are fundamental, it is also important to provide support for those victims who, 
while not shot, were still put at a serious risk when confronted with a gun. Given the 
success of community-based programs in addressing the disproportionate impact 
of gun homicides within specific communities, federal, state, and local governments 
should further source and resource these programs so that the programs can expand 
their efforts to contribute to an overall reduction in nonfatal gun-related crimes. The 
frequency and impact of nonlethal gun-related crimes in this country are further 
reminders of the need for stronger federal and state gun laws.

Eugenio Weigend Vargas is the associate director of Gun Violence Prevention at the Center 
for American Progress. Rukmani Bhatia is the senior policy analyst for Gun Violence 
Prevention at the Center. 

The authors would like to thank Allison Jordan and Fritz Schemel for their contributions to 
this issue brief. 
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 29 Center for American Progress analysis of the NCVS. These 
figures are based on victims who were asked about their 
feelings a month or more after the crime. It is important to 
note that not all victims were asked these questions. For 
this specific analysis, we are using unweighted data. 

 30 Brady, “The Facts that Make Us Act.”


