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By Robyn Brazeau and Jodi-Anne Brzozowski

Violent victimization in Canada

Introduction1

In 2004, as part of its General Social Survey program, Statistics Canada conducted a survey on victimization. 
This survey collected information on the extent and nature of self-reported criminal victimization, the impact 
and consequences of crime to the victim, reporting to the police and the use of informal and formal services. 
Similar surveys on victimization were conducted in 1999, 1993 and 19882,3. For the 2004 survey, interviews 
were conducted by telephone with about 24,000 people, aged 15 years and older living in the 10 provinces4. 

Violent victimization rates remain stable

According to the General Social Survey (GSS), overall rates of violent victimization, including sexual assault, robbery 
and physical assault, remained stable between 1999 and 2004.  For every 1,000 Canadians aged 15 years and 
over, there were 106 incidents of violent victimization in 2004, similar to the rate recorded in 1999 (111 incidents). 

The survey also found that between 
the two survey periods, there was 
no significant change in rates for 
the individual violent offences. 

Certain groups experience higher 
rates of violent victimization

A number of factors were found to be 
related to higher rates of violent victi-
mization in both 1999 and 2004. For 
example, being young, being single, 
going to school, being unemployed, 
earning a low income, living in an ur-
ban area and engaging in 30 or more 
evening activities a month tended to 
contribute to a person’s increased risk 
of being the target of a violent crime. 

Similar to what was found in 1999, 
women and men continued to 
experience similar overall rates of 
violent victimization in 2004.

1. Adapted from: Gannon, M. and Mihorean, K. 2005 “Criminal victimization in Canada, 2005” Juristat. Catalogue no. 85-002-XPE, Vol. 25, no. 7. Canadian 
Centre for Justice Statistics. Ottawa: Statistics Canada.

2.	 The next victimization survey will be conducted in 2009.
3.	 Due to methodological and conceptual changes between the victimization survey periods, comparisons of violent victimization can only be made 

between the two similar victimization cycles of the GSS.  For additional information, see Gannon and Mihorean, 2005.	
4.	 Data collected in the Northwest Territories, the Yukon and Nunavut as part of a pilot test are not included in this analysis.
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Men’s rates of physical assault and robbery were higher than women’s rates, while women’s rates of sexual assault were 
higher than men’s for both survey periods.

Rates of victimization were higher among various sub-groups. For example, according to GSS data from both survey periods, 
Aboriginal people experienced rates of violent victimization that were three times higher than the non-Aboriginal population. 

In 2004, for the first time, the GSS asked Canadians to identify their sexual orientation. Compared to heterosexuals, 
the odds of experiencing a violent victimization were nearly 2 times greater for gays and lesbians and 4.5 times 
greater for bisexuals.  This remained true even when controlling for other factors such as age, sex, and income.

Most violent incidents do not involve a weapon 

When examining the rates of violent victimization, it is also important to assess the nature and characteristics of these 
offences. 

In 2004, nearly 7 in 10 violent 
incidents did not involve a weapon. 
Among different types of violent 
offences, robberies were most likely 
to involve the use or presence of 
a weapon (45%). In the case of 
sexual assaults, the vast majority 
(91%) did not involve a weapon.
 
There was no significant change 
in the overall presence or use of a 
weapon in violent incidents between 
the two survey periods, however, a 
higher percentage of violent incidents 
resulted in a physical injury to the 
victim.  In 2004, in one-quarter of 
violent incidents, the victim was injured, 
compared to 18% of incidents in 1999.

Police reporting rates remain stable 

Rates of reporting violent incidents to the police remained stable between 1999 and 2004.  In 1999, 31% of violent incidents 
were reported to the police, compared with 33% of incidents in 2004.  This difference was not statistically significant. 

The seriousness of the offence, whether the victim was injured, whether a weapon was present and whether the victim had 
to take time off from their main activity were factors that tended to increase rates of reporting a violent incident to the police.  
For example, in 2004, rates of reporting to the police were 1.5 times higher when the victim was injured (47% versus 28%), 
and more than double for incidents involving weapons compared to those where no weapon was involved (53% versus 25%).

Similar to results from the 1999 survey, the 2004 survey found that violent incidents were most likely to occur in a commercial place or 
public institution (38%), followed by a street or other public place (26%), the victim’s home (19%) or other private residence (10%). 
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use with caution

% of incidents

Note: Excludes incidents of spousal sexual and physical assault.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 2004

31

18

25

  7   7

22

30

22

1999

2004

Chart 2 More violent incidents resulting in injury in 2004



The General Social Survey Matter of Fact
No. 1Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 89-630-X

Coming soon...
Thursdays from June to September 2008, Canada’s General Social Survey will be publishing new installments of Matter of Fact. Watch 
Statistics Canada’s The Daily on Thursdays for information on life satisfaction, retirement, the Internet, time crunch, families and more.

Standards of service to the public

Statistics Canada is committed to serving its clients in a prompt, reliable and courteous manner. To this end, Statistics Canada
has developed standards of service that its employees observe. To obtain a copy of these service standards, please contact
Statistics Canada toll-free at 1-800-263-1136. The service standards are also published on www.statcan.ca under “About us” > “Providing services to 
Canadians.”

Published by authority of the Minister responsible for Statistics Canada
© Minister of Industry, 2008
All rights reserved. The content of this electronic publication may be reproduced, in whole or in part, and by any means, without further permission from 
Statistics Canada, subject to the following conditions: that it be done solely for the purposes of private study, research, criticism, review or newspaper 
summary, and/or for non-commercial purposes; and that Statistics Canada be fully acknowledged as follows: Source (or “Adapted from”, if appropriate): 
Statistics Canada, year of publication, name of product, catalogue number, volume and issue numbers, reference period and page(s). Otherwise, no part 
of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form, by any means—electronic, mechanical or photocopy—or 
for any purposes without prior written permission of Licensing Services, Client Services Division, Statistics Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada K1A 0T6.
________________________________________________________________
Note of appreciation
Canada owes the success of its statistical system to a long standing partnership between Statistics Canada, the citizens of Canada, its businesses, 
governments and other institutions. Accurate and timely statistical information could not be produced without their continued cooperation and goodwill.

How to obtain more information

Specific inquiries about this product and related statistics or services should be directed to: Social and Aboriginal StatisticsDivision, Statistics Canada, 
Ottawa, Ontario, K1A 0T6 by telephone: 613-951-5979) or by e-mail at sasd-dssea@statcan.ca.

Statistics Canada National Contact Centre
Toll-free telephone (Canada and the United States):
Inquiries line 1-800-263-1136
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Violent incidents often linked to the offender’s alcohol or drug use

According to the 2004 GSS, in just over half (52%) of violent incidents, the victim believed that the incident was related to 
the perpetrator’s alcohol or drug use.  This represented an increase from 43% of violent incidents reported to the 1999 GSS.  
Alcohol or drug use by the perpetrator was similar for all three violent offence types, ranging from 48% of sexual assault 
incidents to 55% of physical assaults. 

Victims of violent incidents most likely to turn to friends or neighbours for support 
 
The 2004 GSS found that victims sought assistance from a formal help agency such as a counsellor, a com-
munity or family centre, victim services and crisis centres or help lines in 9% of violent victimizations.

Most victims turned to informal supports to help them cope with their victimization experience (90%).  Victims were most likely 
to turn to a friend or neighbour (74%) or a family member (60%). These findings were similar to those of the 1999 survey.
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