
 
 

 
 

MEDIA STATEMENT 

Are guns effective for self-defence? 
  
27 August 2019: Given the high levels of violent crime in South Africa, many of us have been 
victims of crime or know someone who has been a victim. People living in South Africa are 
scared: A recent StatsSA Victims of Crime Survey found that people fear being attacked in 
their homes and neighbourhoods, with one-third of households surveyed not going to open 
spaces or parks for fear of crime, and just less than a quarter preventing children from 
playing outside for the same reason.1  
 
With 56 murders a day, of whom 23 are shot and killed,2 people are looking for ways to 
protect themselves, their families and their possessions.  
 
Is getting a gun the best solution to ensure our safety?  
 
South African research undertaken in two Johannesburg police precincts shows you are four 
times more likely to be shot at if you use your gun in self-defence.3 International research 
from Philadelphia in the USA not only supports this finding, but shows that you are 4 to 5 
times more likely to be shot (not just shot at) if you have a gun in your possession when 
attacked, compared to someone who was not carrying a firearm at the time.4  
 
Furthermore, international research shows that guns are very rarely used in self-defence 
against a criminal attack.5 The most recent comprehensive research from the USA, which 
used national FBI and crime survey data, shows that guns that have been bought for 
protection are 32 times more likely to criminally murder others than to kill in self-defence.6  
 
Rather than being effective for self-defence, there is substantial international evidence 
showing that having a gun for self-defence puts you and your family at risk for death and 
injury.7 A gun in the home is more likely to be used to commit murder, suicide or to 
threaten and intimidate someone known to the shooter e.g. a family member including a 
spouse, a friend or acquaintance, than to successfully protect against an intruder. This 
includes intimate-femicide (the killing of a female intimate partner by a male), femicide-
suicide (where the male perpetrator kills himself after killing his female intimate partner) 
and family murder-suicide, as well as accidental injury and death. 
 
Research in South Africa confirms global data which shows that more women are killed by 
an intimate partner than a stranger.8 As of 2018, eight women are murdered a day, an 
estimated three of whom are shot and killed.9 This is a 50% increase from 2009, when two 
women were shot and killed a day.10 NOTE: See graphic below for a profile of 21 women 
who have been shot and killed in 2019, symbolising the 21 women shot and killed each week 
in South Africa (3 a day), also available online at www.gfsa.org.za/take-
action/resources/send/3-media-releases/108-women-s-month-profile-of-21-women-shot-
and-killed-a-week-in-sa).  
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A further risk is that guns bought for self-defence end up arming criminals. Guns are highly 
prized items and are targeted by criminals who cannot acquire guns legally: Civilians in 
South Africa reported the loss or theft of 8,867 guns in 2017/18, which is an average of 24 
guns every day (the police lost an average of 1 gun a day in this time).11 Between 2004/05 
and 2014/15, 95% of civilian gun losses were reported to the police as ‘stolen’.12 
 
While we don’t know how these guns were stolen (e.g. from a safe, from a car, from a 
person), the 1999 study conducted in two Johannesburg police precincts showed that you 
are 4 times more likely to have your gun stolen from you than to use it in self-defence when 
under attack.13  
 
Says Claire Taylor, a researcher at Gun Free South Africa, “People in South Africa are scared, 
and are looking for ways to protect themselves. There is a widespread belief that buying a 
gun for self-defence will help protect you and your family from criminals.  
 
This is a myth. The evidence overwhelmingly shows that guns are rarely used for self-
defence; and when a gun is used in self-defence it increases the risk of being shot at, and 
thus shot, 4 to 5 times. And, most importantly, it is 4 times more likely to be stolen than to 
be used for self-defence, so arming criminals.  
 
A gun in the home is also more likely to be used to commit murder, suicide or to threaten 
and intimidate someone known to the shooter e.g. an intimate partner, than to successfully 
protect against an intruder Finally, guns bought for self-defence arm criminals: almost 70% 
of guns reported as lost or stolen in South Africa between 2000 and 2014 (the years for 
which breakdowns are available) were lost by, or stolen from, civilian gun owners.”14  
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