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“In scho lar ly, sob er  an aly t ic ass essments, includ ing r igorous cr itiques of  NRA-
popu lar ized  pseud osc ien ce, Dav id Hemenway const r uc ts a conv inc ing  cas e 
th at fi rearm av aila bil it y is a cr itic al and proximal cau se of  unpa r all ele d ca r na ge. 
By formulating  such v iolence as a pub lic hea lth  issu e, he propo ses wor kab le 
po lici es an alo gous to on es tha t re du ce d inju r ies  from toba cco, alcoh ol, and 
automobiles.”

— J E R OM E  P.  K A S S I R E R ,  E D I TO R - I N - C H I E F  E M E R I T U S ,  N EW  E N G L A N D  
J O U R NA L  O F  M E D I C I N E ,  A N D  D I S T I N G U I S H E D  P R O F E S S O R , 

T U F T S  U N I V E R S I T Y  S C H O O L  O F  M E D I C I N E

“Much ha s be en  sai d in  re cent yea rs ab ou t th e ‘pu bli c he alt h app roa ch to 
v io len ce,’ bu t it is un cle ar  wheth er many well- inten tione d pe op le us ing  th at 
ph r ase under stand what it means. Hemenway identifi es problems in w idely 
cited  rese arch and prov ides  a cle ar and concise  de scr ipt ion  of  how public  he alth  
ap proa che s can  be  use d to re du ce fi rea rm-re lated  in jur ies  and de at hs . The bo ok , 
which inters pe rse s dis pa ssi on ate cr itiq ue s of  po pu lat ion-b ase d res earch w ith  
news bu llet ins  ab out  indiv idu als , read s q uic kly  and e asil y.”

— S U S A N  B .  S O R E N S O N ,  U C L A  S C H O O L  O F  P U B L I C  H E A LT H

“Dav id Hemenway marsh als solid  empir ical e v idence to weave a forcefu l and  
per sua sive argument for reasonab le pol icies  to minimize the  harm from guns. 
He ca refu lly  const r uct s the  ar gument fo r a re gu lator y st r ucture tha t bo r rows 
from successfu l effo r ts to re duce inju r ies in e ver yday life. Ever y leg islator should 
rea d th is  b oo k.” 

  — J E F F R E Y  F A G A N ,  P R O F E S S O R  O F  L AW  A N D  P U B L I C  H E A LT H , 
C O LUM B I A  U N I V E R S I T Y  

“ The r ate of  gun-rela ted homicid e, su icid e, and accid en tal  in jur y ha s rea che d 
ep idemic prop or tions  in Amer ican so cie t y. Diag no sin g and  t reat ing  th e gun 
v iolen ce epid emic demands the de ve lopment of  pu blic hea lth solu tion s in 
conjun ction w ith  leg isla tive and  law enf orcement st r ate g ies.”

  —K WEISI  M FUME , P RESIDENT  AND  CEO OF  NAACP

“Hemenway’s boo k prov ides  a comprehen sive look  at the epid emic of  fi rea rm 
injur y in the  United  Sta tes. He w r ites tha t th e exp er ien ce of  hig h- income 
na tions  sh ows th at when the re are reas on ab le rest r ict ion s on  guns , gun injur ies  
ne ed  no t be  such a lar ge pu bli c he alt h prob lem. This bo ok  is an  impor tan t 
res ou rce fo r educ at ing  po lit ici an s an d th e pu bli c who are lo ok in g to bu ild  
safe r communities. It is also  an impor tant  reference for members of  the  pub lic 
he al th and medica l communitie s who se e the  resul ts of  fi rearm injur ies  and are 
st r u gg ling  to fi nd  soluti on s to the  gun  wars waged  bo th  in ou r homes and on  
ou r st re et s.”
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Nothing is s o power ful as an

idea whos e t ime has come.

ÐVictor Hugo
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P R E FAC E

When I was growing up in the 1950s , ca rs did not have sea t bel ts, shatt erproof
windows, col lapsible ste er ing columns, or air  bag s. In high school, when
schoolmates of mine died in automobile  acc idents, people said they were 
driving too fas t or too ca rel ess ly.  Perhaps this was no surprise , it was thought,
for , a fte r a ll, they were  teenage rs.

In the late  1960s , I went to work for  Ralph Nader , then at the height of his
engag ement with the automobile  indust ry , and subsequently  I be came the
Washington corre spondent for Consumers Union. One of my ¬rs t tasks was
to interv iew the direc tor  of a new ag encyÐnow cal led the National Highway
Traf¬c Sa fet y Administr ationÐthat was responsible for improving the s afe ty
of motorist s. Bill Haddon, M.D., M.P.H., one of the  pioneers  in the ¬eld of
injury prevention, talked with me for hours about the sci ence of injury pre-
vention and the goals  of his  new bureau. After  working with Nader  and ta lk-
ing to Haddon, I began to re aliz e that my schoolmates would probably stil l be
ali ve if the ca rs in which the y were riding were  more forgiv ing of human error
and bad judgment.

In 1975, after receiving a Ph.D. in economics, I took a job at the public health
school that had trained Haddon. During the 1980s, inspired by both Haddon
and Nader, I created a course that dealt with our scienti¬c knowledge about
injuries and its implications for public policy. Although injuries kill far more
young people than do diseases, there were then only a couple of injury pre-
vention classes in the entire country. Following a mid-1980s Institute of Med-
icine report that highlighted both the size of the U.S. injury problem and the
lack of support for the ¬eld, an injury-control division was established at the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Only then did injury pre-
vention start to become an integral part of public health practice.

Injuries  include sta irway fal ls, drownings,  poisonings , child abuse , sui-
cides , sport s injuri es,  motor vehicle  cra she s, and ¬rearm violence . Of these ,
motor vehicl es and ¬rearms ar e the leading ag ents of injury  death in the



United Sta tes , with vehic les ¬rs t and guns a close second. But while motor
vehic les  are  used by almost ev eryone, eve ry  da y, throughout the country  and
are  crucia l for  our standard of liv ing, the same is not true of ¬rearms. And
while a gre at de al of  injury res ea rch deals  with ca rs and trucks, until  the lat e
1980s only a  minuscule amount of res ea rch was devoted to ¬rea rm injuries .

Things hav e changed in the  past decade.  The publi c hea lth community is
now conducting a subst antia l amount of res ear ch on ¬rearm injuries . This
book seeks  to provide a synopsis  of this growing sci enti¬c lite ra ture, to
descr ibe  the  publi c hea lth approach for reducing this injury problem, and to
off er an overv iew of rea sonable  and fea sible polici es to reduce gun-rela ted
injury and death that  such an approach sugge sts.  

The mission of publi c health is the att ainment for all peoples  of  the highest
possible  lev el of healthÐa sta te of  complete physi cal , mental,  and socia l well-
be ing. Considering that each ye ar tens of thousands of Americans die from
gunshot wounds, the reduction of ¬rearm injuriesÐand the reduction of the
accompanying dre ad and fea r of ¬rea rm violenceÐis cle ar ly within the
purview of publi c heal th.

Publi c health is prohea lth; it is not anti- sta irs , anti±swimming pools, anti-
car s, or  anti-guns. Unfortunatel y, many people who lobby for  uncontrolled
gun acc ess  di chotomize the worldÐinto ªprogunº and ªantigun,º ªusº and
ªthem,º ªgood guysº  and ªbad guys, º ªcr iminalsº  and ªdecent, law-abiding
cit izens.º Dividing people into such ca tegor ies  is anathema to public health,
whose mission is to unite div ers e groups of people and to improve the
healthÐand the conditions that promote hea lthÐfor al l peoples .

Publi c hea lth is not anti±gun owner. A litt le more than one-third of Amer-
ican households curr ently  conta in working ¬re arms, and the principal fac tor
aff ect ing whether someone becomes a gun owner is not any personal ity  tra it
but simply whether  the  individual was ra ised in a gun-owning household.
Polls  show that the polic ies  sugg est ed in this book re cei ve overwhelming sup-
port from gun owners and non±gun owners  al ike .

The text des cr ibe s the  publi c health approach to injury pre vention. The
eff ect s of ¬rearms on publi c hea lth are  broad and include both intentional
and unintentional shootings,  both sel f-in›ict ed and in›ict ed by others . The
publi c health approach encompass es criminal justic e (which focuses on
homicide and other intentional other-in›ic ted gun use s), mental hea lth
(which focuses  on suicide and some aspect s of  criminal gun use),  and saf ety
(which focuses on unintentional shootings) . My intere st is on the  most
important public health ef fec ts of ¬re arms. Thus, this book does not ex amine
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some of the bene¬ts of shooting, such as the soc ial or rec re ational bene¬ts , or
all  the costs , such as the los s of  hea ring of rec re ational shooter s (Nondahl et
al.  2000; St ewart , Konkle, and Simpson 2001) or  the environmental lead poi-
soning caused by shooting ranges  (Environmental Working Group 2001) .
The book a lso does not examine gun use in wars or by  the poli ce.  

The book presc ribes  some speci¬c polic ies  that should reduce injuri es from
¬rearms. These  polic ies  would do lit tle to aff ect  the  limited saf ety  bene¬ts
deriv ed from ¬re arms but would subst antia lly  reduce the major hea lth and
human problems. It is shameful that tens of thousands of Americans die
needles sly  from guns each ye ar while our gun policy  is dri ven more by
rhetoric  than sc ienti¬c information. 

The book summarizes  the sci enti¬c lite ra ture on the  public health eff ect s of
¬rearm availabil ity  and ¬re arm polic ies . It is important to re cogniz e that no
single  piece  of res ea rch is de¬niti ve.  Only the  cumulativ e effort  of many stud-
ies  leads to incre ased knowledge and understanding of the rea l world. Each
study has limitations;  journal art icl es in medicine and publi c health requir e
tha t authors identify  the main aspects  of the  study tha t limit the  gener ali z-
abilit y and va lidity  of the ¬ndings.  Artic les  in journals  outside of publi c health
do not a lways include such c av eat s. 

A few ar tic les are  di scussed in some depth in appendix A. These art icl es
have typica lly be en sel ect ed for more intensiv e analy sis  be cause (1)  they have
rec eiv ed a lar ge amount of publi cit y, (2)  the authors provide litt le if any dis-
cussion of the  studies’  limitations, and (3)  the limitations ar e so subst antia l
tha t they oft en tend to inval ida te the authors ’ s trong conclusions.

The Harvard Injury Control Research Center, which I direct, is funded in
part by the CDC. One of the stipulations of our CDC grant is that ªnone of the
funds made available for injury prevention and control may be used to advo-
cate or promote gun control.º No CDC money has been used to support any
portion of this book. This book was funded entirely by grants to the author
from two private foundations, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and the
Open Society Institute. Portions of chapter 1 have been updated from my arti-
cle, ªRegulation of Firearms,º New England Journal of Medicine 339 (1998):
843±45; portions of chapter 2 have been updated from my chapter, ªGuns, Pub-
lic Health, and Public Safety,º in Guns and the Constitution, edited by D. Heni-
gan, E. Nicholson, and D. Hemenway (Northampton, MA: Aletheia, 1995);
portions of chapters 2 and 9 have been updated from my article, ªThe Public
Health Approach to Motor Vehicles, Tobacco, and Alcohol, with Applications
to Firearms Policy,º Journal of Public Health Policy 22 (2001): 381±402.
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The book emphasi zes the need for bette r data. Unfortunately , when the
book was completed in the spring of 2003,  dis ag gre ga ted data on ¬rearm
deaths were av ailable  only through 2000. Thus, much of the  dis cussion here
deals  with the decade ending in 2000.

I had many reasons for writing this book. The most important were that
there did not exist a good summary of the ¬rearms literature from a public
health perspective and that many public commentators did not appear to
understand the public health approach. But what propelled me most was a 1995
International Herald Tribune article that had little to do with crime or injury:

Mamaroneck, NY: When the Canada ge ese  were just passing through,
in that lovely  ªVº formation, people her e ac tua lly liked them. This was
obviousl y be for e ªHonk if you hate ge ese º bumper sti cke rs, and way
before v illa ge of¬cia ls decided the bi rds should be shot.

It seems the ge ese  just didn’t know when to lea ve . All of Harbor
Isl and ParkÐthe bea ch, the  docks, the ¬eldsÐbecame satura ted with
their most unwelcome call ing ca rds.

They had just about exhausted the publi c’s  good will and stumped
vil lag e of¬cia ls, who obtained a feder al permit to allow hunte rs a cra ck
at the problem. (Nieves 199 5)

Fortunat ely , be for e the  shooting sta rted, the town tri ed an alt ernati ve
approach. They hired a dog tra ine r with a couple  of  border collie s, who suc-
ces sfully  chased the bi rds away.

For me, the story illustr ated an important pointÐthe immediate  re act ion
to a problem for many people  in the United Sta tes  is to ge t a gun. Yet it turns
out that this response can oft en ex ace rbate  the problem, while  other  act ions
may be f ar more eff ect ive . 

Many people provided help with this book, including Deb Azrae l, Matthew
Roth, Michelle  Schaffer , and Jon Vernick. Phil Cook, Rafe Ezekiel , Jens 
Ludwig, Matt Mille r, Alix Smullin, Sar a Solnick,  Susan Sorenson, and Mary
Vriniotis read the entire  manuscript and made many use ful sugg est ions and
corre ctions. Many thanks to Matt Weiland for making the book more cle ar
and r eadable.

David Hemenway
September 2003
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CH A P T E R 1 G UN S A ND
AM E R I C A N S O C I E T Y

The landmarks of polit ica l, economic and socia l his tory are the moments when

some condition pas sed from the cat egory  of the  giv en into the ca tegor y of the

intole rable.  . . . I be lie ve that the his tor y of public health might well be  written as

a r ecord of succe ssi ve  re -de¬ning of the unacceptabl e.

ÐG. Vickers

On an ave rag e day during the 1990s in the United Sta tes , ¬re arms were used
to kil l more than ninet y people  and to wound about three  hundred more.
Each day guns were  also used in the commission of about three  thousand
crimes. The U.S. rat es of death and injury due to ¬rearms and the rat e of
crimes committed with ¬re arms are  fa r higher than those  of any other indus-
tri aliz ed country , yet  our rat es of crime and nonlethal violence are  not exc ep-
tional. For example, the  U.S. rat es of rape, robbery , nonle thal ass ault, bur-
gla ry , and lar ceny res emble those of  other high-income countri es (Van
Keste ren et al.  2000); howeve r, our homicide rat e is fa r higher  than that of
other high-income nations (Krug, Powell, and Dahlberg  199 8) . This chapter
dis cusse s the  nature and ex tent of the ¬rearms injury  problem in the United
Sta tes  (Hemenway 1995,  199 8a ) and des cr ibe s the pre val ence of  ¬re arms in
contemporar y America.

T H E  S C O P E  O F  T H E  G UN  P R O B L EM

Perhaps the most appropri ate  international compari sons are  those  be tween
the United Sta tes  and other developed ªfrontie rº countr ies  where  Engli sh is
spoken: Austr ali a, Canada, and New Zealand. These  four nations have
roughly similar per capita  incomes, cultures , and his torie s (including the vio-



lent displacement of indigenous populations). In 1992, the ra tes of propert y
crime and violent crime were comparable acros s these  four countri es (May-
hew and van Dijk 1997) ; with the decline in U.S. cr ime, by the end of the cen-
tur y U.S. crime ra tes  were actually  lower than in these  other countri es (table
1.1 ). What dist inguishe s the United Stat es is its  high r ate  of l ethal violence.  In
199 2 our murder rat e was ¬ve times higher  than the av era ge  of  these  three
other countri es (Krug, Powell, and Dahlberg 199 8) ; in 1999±2000 it was sti ll
about three  times higher (tabl e 1.2 ). In contra st to these  other  nations, most
of our murderer s use guns.  Comparisons with other high-income countri es
make our gun/lethal violence problem look even worse  (Kill ias  1993;  Hemen-
way and Mille r 2000).

Canada, Austr ali a, and New Zealand all  have many guns,  though not
nearl y as many handguns as the United St ate s. The ke y dif fer ence is that these

P R I V A T E G U N S ,  P U B L I C  H E A L T H

TABLE 1.1. Percentage  of People Victimized in 2 00 0 ( from comparable
vic timization surveys)

Se xu al Assault  or
Nation Car The ft Burgl ary Robb er y In cid en t Threa t 11 crimes

Unite d S tat es  0.5  1.8  0.6  1.5  3.4  21 .1
Cana da  1.4  2.3  0.9  2.1  5.3  23 .8
Austr ali a 1.9  3.9  1.2  4.0  6.4  30 .0
New Zealand a 2.7  4.3  0. 7 2.7  5.7  29 .4

17  Indu str ial ize d Nati on s b 1.0 1. 8 0.8  1.7  3.5  21 .3

Sourc e: Data from Van Kest eren et a l. 2 00 0. 
a Data  fo r 1 992
b Austra lia,  Be lgium, Canada , Catalonia  (S pa in) , Denmark , England  and Wales, Fin lan d, Franc e, Jap an,

Netherl ands,  Northe rn  Ire land, Po lan d, P or tug al,  Sc ot land, Sweden, Switze rland , United  St ate s.

TABLE 1.2. Fir ea rm and Nonfir ea rm Homicide in the Frontier Countrie s, Rate s per
10 0,0 00 , 1 99 9–200 0

Fir ea rm Nonfi rea rm Tota l Homicide Househo ld s
Nation Homicid e Rate Homicid e Rate Rate with Guns (%)

United S tat es 4.0  2.2  6.1  41
Canada  0.6  1.2  1.8  26
Austr ali a 0. 4 1.4  1.8  16
New Zealand  

(1 99 7– 98 ) 0.2  1.5  1. 7 20

Sourc e: Homicide da ta from CDC WISQARS (Note : U.S.  Bure au  o f Ju sti ce Sta tist ics  gi ve sli gh tly  lower h omi-
cid e ra tes ); Fe do rowycz (Homicid e in Canada 20 00 ); Mouzos (Homicide  in Austr ali a 19 99– 20 00 ); Injur y Pr e-
venti on  Resea rch  Unit  (New Zealand ). Gun da ta from United  Nations 19 98 .



other countrie s do a much bet ter job of re gulating the ir guns. Their experi -
ence and that of all  high-income nations shows tha t when there  are  rea son-
able re stri ctions on guns, gun injuries  need not be such a lar ge publi c hea lth
problem. Their  exper ience  also shows that it is possible  to liv e in a soc iet y
with many guns ye t one in which rel ati ve ly few crimes ar e committed with
guns.

A nation may be judged by how well it protec ts its children. In te rms of
lethal violence , the United Sta tes  does  ve ry badly . For ex ample, a comparison
of violent deaths of ¬ve-  to fourt een-ye ar-olds in the United Sta tes  and in the
other twenty- fiv e high-income countries  during the  1990s  shows that the
United Sta tes  has much higher  suicide and homicide ra tes , almost entire ly
be cause of the higher gun dea th rat es.  The United Sta tes  has ten times the
¬rearm suicide rat e and the same non¬rearm suicide rat e as these  other coun-
tri es,  and the United Sta tes  has sev enteen times the ¬rea rm homicide rat e and
only a somewhat higher non¬rea rm homicide ra te. Our unintentional
¬rearm death ra te i s nine times higher ( table 1.3 ). 

Of parti cular concern was the ris e in children's violent dea ths in the ea rly
1990s.  For ex ample, be tween 1950 and 1993, the overa ll dea th rat e for  U.S.
children under age  ¬fteen declined substantia lly  (S ingh and Yu 1996)  be cause
of decre ase s in dea ths from both illnes s and unintentional injury. However,

G U N S  A N D  A M E R I C A N  S O C I E T Y

TABLE 1.3. Homicide, Suicide, and Gun Deaths among Five- to Fourteen-Year
Olds, United Sta tes ve rsus Twenty- fiv e Other Nations

Gun Homicid e Nongun Homicid e Total

Homicide
U.S. 1.2 2 0.5 3 1.7 5
Non-U.S. 0.0 7 0.2 3 0.3 0
Ratio 17 :1 2:1 6:1

Gun Suici de Nongun Su ici de To tal
Suicide

U.S. 0.4 9 0.3 5 0.8 4
Non-U.S. 0.0 5 0.3 5 0.4 0
Ratio 10 :1 1:1 2:1

Unintentional Gun Death
U.S. 0.4 6
Non-U.S. 0.0 5
Ratio 9:1

Sourc e: Data from CDC, 1997b .
Note:  The twenty- fiv e oth er na tions  are  the  ric he st coun tri es with a po pu lati on  gr eat er th an  on e milli on . Rate s

are  pe r one  hund red  th ou san d ( ear ly 1 990 s).



during the same period, childhood homicide rat es tripled and suicide rat es
quadrupled; the se increa se s re sulted almost entir ely  from gun violence.  

Though gunshot wounds oft en result  in death, even nonfata l wounds can
be deva sta ting, leading to permanent dis abilit y. Traumatic  bra in injury  and
spinal cord injuries  are  two of the more se rious ¬rea rm-relat ed injuries . For
ex ample, nonfa tal  gunshot injuri es are  cur rently  the second-leading cause  of
spinal cord injury in the United Sta tes ; it is est imated tha t ea ch yea r, more
than two thousand individuals who ar e shot suffer  spinal cord injuries
(DeVivo 1997;  Cook and Ludwig 2000).  Spinal cord injuries  from gunshot
wounds also tend to be quite  ser iousÐgunshot wounds ar e more like ly than
non-violence- re lated traumatic spinal cord injuries  (e. g.,  from fal ls or  motor
vehic le col lis ions)  to lead to parapleg ia and complet e spinal cord injury
(McKinley,  Johns, and Musgrove 1999).  

The psychologic al rav ag es of ¬re arm trauma can be espec iall y long-l ast ing.
For ex ample, compared to other traumatic injuries , gunshot wounds are
more likely  to lead to the dev elopment of postt raumatic  str ess  disorder
(PTSD) in children (Gill 1999). Chronic PTSD following ¬rearm injury is
common: in one study, 80 percent of hospital ized gunshot-wound vic tims
report ed modera te or sev ere  symptoms of postt raumatic  str ess  eight months
aft er the  inc ident (Greenspan and Kellermann 2002); in another study, 58
percent of ¬rearm assault vic tims met the full dia gnost ic cri ter ia for  PTSD-3
thirty -six months aft er the incident (Burnet te 199 8) . Even witnessing ¬rearm
violence  can have ser ious psychologi cal  consequences.  In one study,  high
school students  who witnessed ¬re arms suicides were  at highe r risk than
other demographic all y similar  students  to deve lop psy chopathologyÐ
speci¬cally , anxiet y disorders and PTSD (Brent e t a l. 199 3a) .

The dir ec t medica l costs  of gunshot wounds were est imated at six  million
dolla rs per day in the 1990s. The mean medica l cost of a gunshot injury is
about sev enteen thousand dolla rs and would be higher exc ept that the  med-
ica l cos ts for  deaths at the  sc ene  ar e low (Cook et al.  1999) . Half of these  cos ts
are  borne dir ect ly by  U.S. taxpayer s; gun injuri es are  the  leading cause  of
uninsured hospital  sta ys in the United Sta tes  (Coben and Ste iner 2003) . The
best est imate  of the cos t of gun violence  in America , der ived from asking
people how much they would pay to reduce  it, is about one hundred bil lion
dolla rs per yea r (Cook and Ludwig 2000).

Fortunat ely , many rea sonable  polici es can reduce this enormous and,
among high-income nations, uniquely  American publi c health problemÐ
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without banning all guns or handguns and without pre venting re sponsible
cit izens from keeping ¬rea rms. 

T H E  F A C T S  A B O U T  G UN  OWN E R S H I P

The United Sta tes ªalmost ce rta inly has more ¬re arms in civ ilian hands than any

other nation in the world.º

ÐGary Kleck

The role of ¬rearms in American history has been shrouded in myth and leg-
end, none greater than the images of revolutionary militiamen with their trusty
ri›es defeating the world's most powerful nation and frontier cowboysÐ
tough, brave, and independentÐ whose remarkable shooting made them
memorable and heroic ¬gures. Yet the key ¬rearm in the Revolution was the
inaccurate one-shot musket, and the regular army won the war. The militia had
very limited success: George Washington considered it to be a ªbroken reedº
(Emory 1904; Peterson 1956; Ropp 1959; Russell 1967; Kennett and Anderson
1975; Higginbotham 1988; Whisker 1997; Gruber 2002; Rakove 2002).

Long the subjec t of twentie th-century heroic myth, the rea list ic image of
the  nineteenth-century cowboy is ªa  hired hand with a borrowed horse , a
mean str eak , and syphil is.º  Cowboys were mostly young, single , itinerant,
irr elig ious, southern-born men who liv ed, worked, and pla yed in male com-
pany. Many were  combat ve ter ans, and almost all  car ried ¬rearms. Youthful
irr esponsibilit y, intoxica tion, and ¬rea rms led to so many murder s and unin-
tentional injuries  at the end of the tra il tha t laws were enact ed to for ce cow-
boys to check  their  guns before they entered towns (Courtwright 1996) . 

For today 's gun enthusia sts , the cit izen-soldie r and the cowboy lawman
remain two archet ypes of  American history (Kohn 2000). But what is not a
myth is that America is currently awash with guns. It is est imated that the re
are  more than two hundred million working ¬rearms in priva te hands in the
United Stat esÐas many guns a s adults . 

The tot al number of ¬rea rms in civ ilian hands has  incre ased rapidly in the
past forty  yea rs . Se venty per cent of all  new guns purchased in America during
the  twentie th century were bought aft er 1960. The type of gun purchased has
also changed. In 1960, only 27 percent of the yea rly  additions to the gunstock
were  handguns; by  1994, that number had doubled to 54 per cent (Blendon,
Young, and Hemenway 1996; Cook and Ludwig 1996; Kleck 1997b).
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While the number of guns has incre ased, the per centa ge of American
households reporting tha t they own guns has dec lined markedly in rec ent
ye ars , from about 48  per cent in 197 3 to closer  to 35 percent today (Blendon,
Young, and Hemenway 1996;  T. W. Smith 2001).  This decline appears  in part
to re sult from the decre asing number of adult s in each household and, since
199 7, from a decline in the proport ion of adult s who personally own ¬rearms
(T. W. Smith 2001). However, current gun owners have been buying addi-
tional ¬re arms; the ave rag e number of ¬re arms owned by gun owners has
be en incre asing in re cent decades . 

Currentl y, one in four adult s owns a gun of some kind, but owners of four
or more guns (about 10 percent of the adult  populat ion) are  in posse ssion of
77 percent of the  tot al U.S. stock of ¬rea rms (Cook and Ludwig 1996) . Many
people, especi all y women, who liv e in households with a gun do not own any
guns. Approximately  40 per cent of adult  males  and 10 per cent of adult
females are  gun owners (Cook and Ludwig 1996;  T. W. Smith 2001) . Even
though we liv e in a land of ¬re arms, the majorit y of males do not own guns,
and only  about one woman out of ten is a  gun owner.

The percenta ge  of households with long guns (ri›es and shotguns) fel l
from 40 per cent in 197 3 to 32 percent in 1994,  but household handgun owner-
ship rose from 20 to 25  percent.  Since the  mid-1990s,  ev en household hand-
gun ownership has  been dec lining (T. W. Smith 2001) . Perhaps 16 percent of
U.S. adults currently own handguns. 

People report owning guns primarily  for hunting, tar ge t shooting, and per-
sonal  prote ction. The re asons for ownership dif fer  for long guns and hand-
guns. Handguns ar e owned primarily  for  protec tion, while  long guns are  used
mainly for  hunting and tar ge t shooting. While all  guns pose  risks  for  injury,
compared to their  preva lence in the gun stock, handguns are  used dispropor-
tionatel y in crimes, homicides , suicides , and gun ac cidents. Thus, some pro-
posed gun polici es focus on handguns ra the r than long guns. 

Gun ownership var ies  ac ros s geographic re gions; it is highest among
households in the South and in the Rocky Mountain reg ion and lowest  in the
Northea st. It is higher  in rur al are as than urban are as ; it is higher among con-
ser va tiv es than among moderate s or  libera ls (Davi s and Smith 1994;  T. W.
Smith 2001). 

One of the most important predictors  of gun ownership is whether one's
parents had a gun in the home. Gun ownership is highest among those over
for ty  ye ars  old and is more pre val ent among those with higher incomes.
While gun owners come from the entir e spect rum of American societ y, 
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people who admit to having been arr est ed for a nontr af¬c off ense ar e more
likely  to own guns (37  per cent ve rsus 24 percent for  those  without an arr est )
(Cook and Ludwig 1996) ; owners of semiautomatic s are  more likely  than
other gun owners to report  that they binge drink (Hemenway and Richard-
son 1997) ; and combat ve ter ans with PTSD appear more likely  than other ve t-
erans to own ¬re arms (and to engag e in such potentia lly  harmful behavior as
aiming guns at family members, pat rolling their  property  with loaded guns,
and kill ing animals in ¬ts of r age ) (Fr eeman, Roca , and Kimbrell 2003) . 

A few fringe groups of gun owners may someday pose politi cal  problems
for the United Sta tes . The milit ia movement made the front pag es aft er the
Oklahoma City bombing in April  199 5 ki lled 170 innocent people.  Armed
paramilit ary  organiz ations, formed as a re sult of antigovernment sentiment,
interpret  the  U.S. Constitution for themselve s. In eff ect , they cla im libert y as
the ir ex clusiv e right,  which sometimes includes  the right to at tack violently
the  objec ts of their  hate.  The ex ist enc e of independent armed milit ias , some-
times ¬ll ed with white  supremacis t rhetoric , could threa ten the peace ful con-
duct of government and public business . These  milit ia of ten identi fy the gov-
ernment its elf as the enemy. By contr ast , the mission of sta te- sponsored
milit ia of  the colonial  period was in par t to subdue armed insurrec tions
ag ainst the st ate  (Halpern and Levin 1996) .

S UMMA R Y

It is oft en cla imed that the  United Sta tes  has a crime problem. We do, but our
crime rat es , as de termined by vic timization surve ys , res emble those of  other
high-income countri es.  It is of ten cla imed that the United Sta tes  has a vio-
lence problem. We do, but our violence rat es res emble those  of other high-
income countrie s. What is out of line is our lethal violence , and most of our
lethal violence i s gun violence (Zimring and Hawkins 1997b). 

Over the  past for ty ye ars , the  incre ase  in urbaniza tion and the decline in
hunting, combined with the fac t tha t fewer adult s liv e in ea ch household,
have resulted in a decre as ing percentage  of  households with ¬rearms. At the
individual lev el,  about 25  per cent of adults  currentl y own guns. On av era ge ,
the se individuals own more ¬re arms than in the past,  and the guns are
inc rea singly  likely  to be handguns. Compared to other high-income nations,
Americans own more guns, par ticularl y handguns. And, as  we sha ll see , these
guns are  re adi ly ava ilable to v irtuall y anyone who wants one.
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CH A P T E R 2 T H E P U B L I C
H E A LT H A P P ROACH

Assaultiv e injuries have be en subje cted to litt le pr evention oriented res ea rch.

Typic ally  they have be en reg arded as a crime problem rather than as a hea lth

problem and blame and punishment of the perpetr ators have be en emphasi zed

rather than measures to reduce the f requency and se ve rity  of  such injuries .

ÐInstitute of Medicine, 198 5

During most of the twenti eth century, gun ass aults were se en almost exc lu-
siv ely  as a criminal justi ce problem, gun suicides  as a mental hea lth problem,
and unintentional gunshot wounds as  a saf ety  issue. Since the mid-1980s , it
has be come incre asingly recogniz ed tha t the  most promising approach to
reduce ¬rearm injury is to emphasize  prevention, focus on the community ,
use a broad ar ray  of polic ies , and bring tog ether  diver se  inter est  groups. This
approach is proactiv e rather than rea cti ve , is pra gmatic rather than doctr i-
naire , and has  a distinguished his tor y of  succe ss in addre ssing problems that
aff ect  the publi c's  healthÐit is what I ref er to throughout this book as the
publi c health approach. This chapter  descr ibe s the  publi c health approach to
reducing the ¬rea rm injury problem in the United Sta tes  and the history and
sci enti¬c ba sis of injury  prevention and control as a public health ¬eld
(Hemenway 1995) . The chapter  also contra sts  the  public  health approach with
the gun advoca tes ' dichotomous view of a world inhabited sol ely  by  ªgood
guysº  and ªbad guysº and explains why the publi c health perspec tiv e leads  to
more eff ect ive  polic y pres cr ipt ions. 

WHA T  P U B L I C  H E A L T H  M E A N S  I N  P R A C T I C E

The proacti ve,  community-oriented approach of publi c health can be con-
tra sted to the oft en rea cti ve , individual focus of therapeutic medicine and tra -



dit ional criminal justic e. Medicine's principal focus is on curing the individ-
ual patient, one person at a time. Medica l ca re providers acros s the country
tre at gunshot vic tims and the ir familie s on a daily  ba sis,  usually  in humane
and often heroic ways , but they do so one pati ent a t a time.

Similar ly,  the  law enforcement and criminal justic e sy stems se ek to appre-
hend and punish those committing crimes, one perpetr ator at a time.
Although det err enc e is an important goal of the criminal justic e and tort sys -
tems and pre vention is inc rea singly  seen as a polic e function, most of the
act ivi ty sti ll takes  place  aft er  the fa ct. By contras t, the goal of  publi c health is
neither to determine fault  nor to punish perpetra tor s. Inste ad, publi c health
focuse s direc tly  on pre ventionÐeliminating the problem before something
bad happens. 

The sci enti¬c core of public hea lth is epidemiology,  which identi¬es the
risk fa ctors,  trends, and causes  of  health problems. But sound sci ence is the
sta rting point, not the end point, of the public  health approach. Rally ing
politi ca l and socia l support around solutions is the way publi c health has
achiev ed many of it s goal s. 

Perhaps the most important publi c health advance of the ninet eenth cen-
tur y was the ªgr ea t sanita ry awakeningº (Winslow 1923) , which identi¬ed
¬lth as  both a cause  of  dis ea se and a vehicl e of  transmission. Sanita tion
changed the  way socie ty thought about health. Illness  came to be seen as  an
indica tor  not of poor moral  and spiritual condit ions but of poor environ-
mental conditions. Public hea lth interv entions began to emphasize  the  need
to change the environment as  well  as individual behavior .

Early  effort s to combat tuberculosis,  for  ex ample, suc ceeded primarily
be cause they address ed poor sanit ation and over crowding in urban neigh-
borhoods ra ther than because  of  individual medica l tre atments (Haines
199 7).  The knowledge that socia l and environmental conditions could cause
dis ea se and the identi¬cat ion of soc ieta l act ions that could dramatic ally
reduce outbreaks meant that health could no longer  be  considered solel y an
individual r esponsibil ity . Public  health c ame into its  own.

In the United Sta tes , gun violence is a modern-day publi c health epidemic.
Preventing gun violence requires  not only individual (e. g.,  pa rental ) account-
abilit y but also collec tiv e responsibility . Generat ing support  for col lec tiv e
effort s to r educe gun violence is  a current chall enge for public  health. 

Although most of the improvement in the  health of the American people
(e. g.,  a ris e in life  expect ancy  from forty -se ven ye ars  in 1900 to sev enty- six
ye ars  in 1990) has been ac complished through publi c health measure s ra ther
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than direc t medical advances (Evans, Barer , and Marmor 1994), bene¬cia rie s
oft en do not recogniz e tha t they have be en helped. This is one rea son why
publi c health, to succe ed, must ra lly politi ca l and social  support for  collec tive
as well as indiv idual  re sponsibil ity . While the medica l and criminal justic e
communitie s deal with identi¬able people in identi¬able ways , the  bene¬ts  of
publi c hea lth inte rv entions usually  involv e only sta tis tica l live s. For example,
a woman with appendici tis knows she is sick and is gra te ful to the medical
providers who tre at her. A vic tim of violence ga ins some sat isf act ion when the
individual perpe tra tor  is brought to justic e. But the consumer who does  not
ge t poisoned because  unsaf e products are  kept off  the  market does  not even
know that her life has been saved as a result  of  the  effort s of the public health
community . 

Publi c health solutions, which rely  on governmental  and priva te sec tor
act ions,  oft en meet with organized opposit ion. The ªsanitar y ide aºÐbuilding
a dra inage  network to remove sewage and wasteÐwas quite  controve rsi al in
the ninete enth century. In the twentie th century,  campaigns to reduce publi c
health burdens, such as those caused by tobacco or exc ess ive  alcohol use, ril ed
powerful economic intere sts . For example, smokers  res ented att empts to
rai se tobacco tax es  or  to impose sta tutory limits on smoking in ele vator s, air -
planes , and other  publi c place s, and the tobac co indust ry ¬erce ly fought such
measures .

Efforts to r educe the hea vy U.S. injury tol l have  al so met opposi tion, espe-
cia lly  from product  manufac turer s. But the  public health community  re cog -
niz es that advocac y, ba sed on sound sc ienti¬c ev idence, is es sential  for  secur-
ing ga ins in socia l justi ce as well a s hea lth, well -being, and the quali ty of life .

T H E  S C I E N T I F I C  B A S I S  O F  I N J U R Y  C ON T RO L

Often the bes t solutions to injury problems are passi ve ones. William Haddon Jr. ,

MD, a founder of modern injury control res ear ch, urged public health profes -

sionals to focus on changing the product,  rather than focusing ex clusiv ely  on

changing individual behav ior .

ÐT. A. Karlson and S.  W. Hargart en

More than half of all Americans who die befor e the ag e of forty die from
injuries  rather than disea se . Injuries  ac count for  more lost ye ars  of  productiv e
life  befor e the ag e of  six ty-¬ve than heart  disea se,  cance r, and stroke com-
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bined. Not surprisingly, injury pre vention is a publi c health priority in the
United Stat es.  

For centuries , human injuries  were reg arded either  as  random or unavoid-
able events  (ª acc identsº  and ªa cts  of  Godº) or  as  the result  of  human ev il or
car ele ssnes s. From this perspec tiv e, the  main str at egi es for prevention were
praye r and human improvement (Institute of Medicine 1999),  the  lat ter  of ten
taking the form of moral  education and punishment.

With indust ria liz ation in the ninete enth century and with the publi c health
movement, environmental risk fac tor s for  injury bec ame more dis ce rnible .
Although res ear ch into industr ial and home sa fet y grew over the next hun-
dred ye ars , sys tematic sc ienti¬c inquiry  was rar e, and ameliora tiv e effor ts
were  episodic  and unconnect ed. The situation changed dramatica lly in the
1960s and ea rly  1970s , spurred by a burst  of federa l regulatory  act ion (e. g., the
est ablishment of feder al ag encie s to promote tra f¬c saf ety , consumer product
saf ety , environmental prote ction, and occupational saf ety ) and the  emer-
gence  of injury sc ience  as a dis tinct interdis ciplinary  ¬eld of res ea rch within
the domain of public health ( Institute  of Medicine 1999 ).

An ea rly  pioneer in the injury  ¬eld, Hugh DeHaven, survi ved an airplane
cra sh during World War I. His exper ience led him to study survi vor s of fal ls
from great  hei ghts.  He concluded tha t the human body was les s fra gil e than
had genera lly  be en supposed, tha t the structural environment (such as  the
softness  of the ground) oft en determined the ex tent of injury, and tha t the
environment could be modi¬ed (DeHaven 1942) . 

Willi am Haddon, a public hea lth phys ician and ¬rst dire ctor of the federal
National  Highway Traf¬c Sa fety  Administr ation, was a pioneer  in est ablish-
ing approaches to underst anding and address ing injury . In the lat e 1960s and
ear ly 19 70s  he deve loped two conceptual frameworks to help physi cians,
res ea rchers , and policymaker s determine how best to prevent or ameliora te
injury. The ¬rst, the ªHaddon Matrix, º emphasi zes  three temporal  phase s in
rel ation to the injury ev ent: (1)  the pre event or pre injury phase ; (2)  the event
or injury  phase , when energ y is transf err ed to the  individual, re sulting in an
injury if the energ y transfer  ex ceeds the body' s toler ance to absorb it;  and (3)
the  poste vent or postinjury phase , during which at tempts can be made to
res tore homeostas is,  repair  the damage,  and minimize its soc ial importance
(Haddon 1972) . These  temporal  phase s are  then combined with the tradi-
tional publi c hea lth ca tegor iza tion of risk fac tors (host , ag ent, phys ica l, and
socia l environment) to c rea te a  twelv e- cel l matrix.  
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A second framework lis ts ten methods of preventing and ameliora ting
injuries  (Haddon 1970). Table  2.1  bri e›y descr ibe s the ten cat egori es,  broken
down into the three  temporal  phase s, and provides a few examples of inter -
ventions to reduce ¬re arm fat ali tie s in the  appropria te cat egori es.  A key
insight in both frameworks is that it may not be productiv e to sea rch for  a pri-
mary cause of injury. Most injuries  result  from a combination of many fac -
tor s, and there  are  many opportunities  to inter vene to prevent injuri es.  An
exclusiv e focus on the behavior of the  individual  product use r means that
many bene¬cial polic ies  will be missed. 

The reduction in motor vehic le injuries  over  the past for ty yea rs can be
seen as a publi c health succ ess  story.  Between 19 20 and 1960, automotive  pol-
icy  in the United Sta tes  was dominated ¬nancia lly  and organiz ationall y by  the
automobile industr y. The manufac turer s succe ssfully  promoted the vi ew that
the y were re sponsible  agents  while  drive rs were irr esponsible and unskilled.
As historian C. A. MacLennan concluded, ªFrom 1920 through the 1950s , the
tra f¬c saf ety  est ablishment perpe tuated the  be lief  that drive rs were  responsi-
ble  for ac cidents. . . . Drivers  were suspect,  while the actions of engineer s and
automakers were unquest ioned. [The proposed remedies]  dea lt with elimi-
nating drive r fault . Federal  polic y re›ect ed twin goals : punish the  car ele ss 
dr ive r, and instill  good driving habit s in the gener al populationº (19 88,  237 ).
But sci enti¬c cr ash re sea rch undertaken by engineer s and physi cians in the
1940s and 1950s slowly began to change this  perc eption (MacLennan 1988) .

DeHaven organized res ea rch on cra sh dynamics at  the Cornell Aeronauti-
cal  Laborator y. Funded by Libert y Mutual Insurance , the Cornell  lab bec ame
the only cente r to ca rry  out res ea rch on automobile cra she s and to col lec t
acc ident data continuously  ov er s ev era l ye ar s. 

A phys ician, Colonel John Stapp, sta rted a second cra sh res ea rch opera tion
at the Unive rsit y of California at Los Angeles  with funding from the U.S. Air
Force . That work survi ved only a few yea rs; it has be en sugg est ed that auto
manufac turer s in›uenced Congre ss to cut off  funding for  Stapp's automobile
work (Eastman 198 1).  Most manufac tur ers  wanted saf ety  effort s to focus on
the drive r, not on the c ar . 

Detroit pla sti c surgeon Claire  Str aith direc tly  lobbied automobile  exe cu-
tiv es for  speci¬c sa fety  fe ature s such as  se at be lts  and padded dashboards. He
had some succe ss  during the  lat e 1940s with smaller companies  such as
Kaise r-Fraz er  and the Tucker Corporat ion.

Phys ician Fle tcher Woodward's  studie s in the 1940s of automobile vic tims
rev eal ed the  predominance of ce rta in types  of injuries  tha t were  dir ec tly  asso-
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TABLE 2.1. Examples of Options to Reduce Firea rm Injuries (divided into
Haddon’s ten control str ategie s)

Primary Preventi on (pr ein jur y or pr eev ent ph ase )
1. Pr event the ini tia l cre ati on of th e haz ard

a. Requ ire ba ck gro und ch eck s be for e gun pu rch as e
b. Pro hib it manufac tur e of ce rta in typ es of fir ea rms (e. g., pla sti c fire arms)

2. Reduce th e amount of the ha zar d cr eat ed
a. Encou rag e po lice to us e less -le th al weap on s
b. Pro hib it manufac tur e of sp eci fic ty pes of ammunit ion

3. Pr event the rel eas e of a ha zar d tha t alr ead y exi sts
a. Sto re fir earms in lo cke d bo xes
b. Ban fire arms from bars
c. Inc ar cer ate fir earm offende rs

Se condary Prevent ion (in ju ry or event ph ase )
4. Modify th e rat e of rel eas e or sp ati al dis tri bu tion of th e ha zar d

a. Requ ire re gis tra tion of fir earms
b. Improve gun tra cin g th rou gh be tte r fire arm lab eling

5. Se pa rat e, in time or sp ace , the ha zar d from persons to be pr ote cte d
a. Requ ire waitin g pe rio ds for fire arm purch ase s
b. Ins tal l weap on s de tec tor s in some sta diums, high sch oo ls
c. Arr est ba tte rer s; con fisc ate the ir fire arms

6. In ter po se a bar rie r be tween th e ha zar d and pe rson to be pr ote cte d
a. Pro vid e bu lle tpr oo f ves ts for po lic e
b. Offer bu lle tpr oo f ba rri ers fo r conv en ien ce sto re cle rks , tax i dri ver s

7. Modify cont act sur fac es and struc tu res to re du ce injur y
a. Redes ign bu llet s to reduce in jur y sev er ity
b. Redes ign fire arms to reduc e ra te of fir e, muzzle ve loc ity

8. Str en gth en th e res ist an ce of per sons who might be injure d
a. Pro vid e tra in ing and counsel ing fo r pe rsons with rep ea ted vic timiza tions
b. Tra in peo ple in nonle tha l means of sel f-d efens e
c. Promote nonle th al measur es for self -d efens e, home secur ity

Tertia ry Pre vention (p os tin jur y or po ste vent ph ase )
9. Rapi dly det ec t and limit th e damage

a. Improve emerg enc y medica l and law enfor cement re sponse
b. Pro vid e air trans po rt fo r vic tims in ru ral are as
c. Assur e pr ompt inc arc era tion of fire arm off ende rs

10 . Ini tia te immediate and lon g- term rep ara tive ac tions
a. Improve ph ys ica l reh ab ilit ati on
b. Improve coun sel ing fo r vic tims of vio len ce
c. Assur e acc ess ibi lity of workp lac es and oth er are as to tho se dis ab led by fir earms

Sourc e: Adapted from Kelle rmann et al. 19 91 .



cia ted with speci¬c fea tures of vehic le design. He argued that it was time to
shift the emphasi s of saf ety  effor ts from the drive r to the vehic le its elf . He
unsucce ssfully advocat ed coopera tion between enginee ring and medicine in
reducing injuries , as had occurred for airplane sa fet y during World War II
(Eastman 1981 ). 

Willi am Harper , a phys ician who ser ved as an automobile -ac cident con-
sultant to insurance  companies  and polic e departments,  concluded, in 19 52,
aft er ¬ft een ye ars  of work and the  study of three  thousand acc idents  that too
much emphasis was being pla ced on drive r error  and not enough on ways to
make the vehic le and the  highways more survi vable:  ªWe have  spent too
damn much time worry ing about the  cause  of acc idents . It's  time we sta rted
worry ing about the cause  of injuri es. º Harper re commended the  instal lat ion
of se at bel ts,  the padding of the dashboard, and the removal of knobs that
in›ict ed sev ere  ey e and fac ial injuries during coll isions (Eastman 1981 , 4 19) . 

As a result of  the work of phys icians such as  Str aith, Woodward, Stapp, and
Harper, the American Medica l Associa tion (AMA) passed a re solution in 195 3
recommending that auto manufac tur ers  ªconsider  equipping all automobiles
with saf ety  be lts, º and the AMA and the American Colle ge  of  Surg eons est ab-
lished subcommitte es on automobile s afe ty (Ea stman 1981,  42 1).

One of the spe ake rs  at  the 1954 American Colleg e of Surgeons meeting was
Dr. Horac e Campbell. He pointed out that 38 ,000 people  ea ch yea r were
kil led in automobile acc idents, and 1. 5 million were injured. 

These deaths, for  the most part,  oc cur be cause  the motorca r manufac-
tur er makes no provision whatsoeve r for  the control of  the  oc cupants
when they must decel era te rapidly . What happens to the  motorca r rider
under conditions of rapid decel era tion is left  entir ely  to chance. (East -
man 198 1, 4 21)

Campbell argued tha t phys icians should lead the  public in the demand for
and use of sa fet y belt s and sa fer  automobile desi gn.

Phys icians who studied automotive injury knew that the sources  of
injuryÐthe ste ering column, windshield, dashboard, and passenge r com-
partmentsÐcould be modi¬ed through obvious technica l improvements,
such as collapsible  ste ering columns, padded inter ior s, shatt erproof wind-
shields, crush-re sis tant passenger compartments, and anchored sea t be lts.
Phys icians found it appal ling that manufacture rs did so litt le to pre vent the
lar ge  numbers of deaths and injurie s. 
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One of many steps in the long struggle for automotive saf ety was Dr. C.
Hunter Shelden's comprehensive  195 5 Journal of the American Medical Associ-
ation ar ticl e, which sta ted that no aspect  of  the automobile inter ior  was
designed from a sa fety  standpoint and that proper  motor vehicle  design could
prevent 75 per cent of fat ali ties . He pointed out that if an epidemic dis eas e
cla imed thirty -ei ght thousand liv es in one ye ar and the medica l profe ssion
did nothing to halt it, the re would be a congre ssional invest iga tion, and he
concluded, ªPossibly that is the only solution to the problem of auto deathsº
(Eastman 1981 , 4 24 ).

Shelden dis cussed automobile  sa fety  with Senator Paul Douglas  (D-Ill .),
on whom Shelden had opera ted, and Campbell, the personal phys ician to
Mamie Eis enhower's  family, lobbied for  att ention to the problem. Shelden's
effort s paid off : Douglas  cosponsored a U.S. Senat e resolution cal ling for  a
comprehensiv e study of highway saf ety  by  the Department of Commerce.
Furthermore, in December 195 5, the AMA passed a re solution urging the
president ªto request leg isla tion from Congres s authoriz ing the  appointment
of a national body to approve and regula te standards of automobile con-
structionº (Eastman 1981,  424).  At 19 56 congres sional committe e hearings,
physi cians were among the  most important witness es.  The hearings high-
lighted, for  both Congres s and the  genera l publi c, eff ect ive  solutions to the
highway tra f¬c sa fet y problem.

In his be st- sel ling 196 5 book, Unsafe at Any Speed, lawyer Ralph Nader
popular ized the concept of  oc cupant protec tion, or ªc rashworthiness, º that
physi cians and engineer s had been descr ibing in profe ssional journals in the
1950s . He also ar gued for  the re gulation of the industry :

A gr eat  problem of contemporar y life  is how to control the power of
economic inter est s which ignore the harmful effe cts  of  their appli ed sci -
ence and technology.  The automobile tra gedy is one of the  most ser ious
of these  man-made ass aults on the human body. The his tor y of that
tra gedy rev ea ls many obsta cle s which must be overcome in the  taming
of any  mechanic al or  biologica l haz ard which is a by-product of indus-
try  or  commerce. (ix ) 

Further congres sional hear ings in the mid-1960s led to the landmark
Motor Vehic le Act of 1966,  which cre ated a federa l ag ency to ensure the saf ety
of highways and automobiles . The ¬rst administr ator of  the new agency was
Haddon, the physi cian and public hea lth exper t. During his  tenure, the sy s-
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tematic surve illance sys tem (data sys tem) on motor vehic le injuri es was
sta rted and many federa l sa fety  standards were mandated, reducing the like-
lihood of collis ion and markedly improving motorist s' surviv al in c ra shes.

Other phys icians have  also par ticipa ted act ive ly in the struggle  for automo-
tiv e saf ety . The work of Robert Sanders , a Tenness ee  health of¬cer  and pedi-
atr ici an, led to the  passa ge  of the ¬rs t mandatory  child saf ety  sea t law in 19 78.
Within eight yea rs, all  ¬ft y sta tes  pas sed such leg isla tion, and child saf ety  sea t
use ros e to more than 80 percent. Children not in re str aint devic es  hav e be en
shown to be ele ven times more likely  to die  in a cra sh than those  who are
res tra ined (Kalb›eisch and Riva ra 1989) .

The ke y to reducing motor vehicle  injuries  in the second half of the twen-
tie th century was a change in approach. Rather than focusing on educating
drive rs,  injury -control exper ts re cogniz ed that there  were be tte r ways to
reduce the  like lihood of col lis ionÐimproving the  vehicle  and the highway
environment. It is, aft er all , oft en ea sie r to change the behavior of  a few cor-
porat e ex ecutiv es at one point in time than tha t of  two hundred million
drive rs on a daily  ba sis . 

Bette r braking and the third brake light on the  ba ck of ca rs are  two of the
many ways in which the automobile  has be en improved to reduce  collis ions.
Divided highways , limited-acc es s roads, and bette r lighting and signage  are  a
few of the ways in which highways have be en made saf er.  Methods were also
sought to reduce the  chance of  ser ious injury once col lisions occurr ed. People
make mistake s, and sometimes they behave reckle ssl y and inappropriate ly.
But when they do, should they or  other s die ? The goal was to build a sy stem
that not only made it les s likely  for  people to make error s but also was more
forgiv ing when e rrors were made or people behaved i lleg all y or improperl y.

Probably the most important tra f¬c  sa fety  advances ove r the past forty
ye ars  involv ed making the motor vehic le saf er for  human occupants  (Cran-
dall et al. 1986) . For example, we now hav e ste ering wheel s that collapse on
impact rather than spear  the drive r, air  bags tha t cushion occupants in head-
on collis ions, windshields that do not sha tte r and rip ca r occupants' fac es,
sea t bel ts that prevent occupants  from ›ying around the ca r's interior,  and
ga s tanks that do not rupture and explode.

The roads on which we drive  ar e also much sa fer . For ex ample, many
human-cr eat ed roadside  haza rds have be en removed or modi¬ed: te lephone
poles  have be en removed from the sides of  highways, and signs often bre ak
away on impact. Final ly,  advances in emergency medical  ser vic es  have
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reduced the dis abilit ies caused by cra shes. Helicopter s now rac e the ser iously
injured to trauma center s to r ec eiv e immediate medical att ention.

No one bel iev es  tha t today' s drive rs ar e more car eful than those  of the
1950sÐindeed, many people  be lie ve that road rag e has incre ased along with
tra f¬c. Yet the  number of motor vehic le fat ali tie s pe r mile dri ven has been
reduced by more than 80 percent. The United Sta tes  has one of the lowest
rat es of death per vehic le mile in the  world. The ke y was re framing the policy
quest ion from the fat alis tic  ªHow can you change  human nature?º  to the rea l-
ist ic ªWhat ar e the most cost- eff ect ive  ways to reduce injury?º  (Hemenway
199 5).

The improvements in motor vehic le saf ety  in the United St ate s have be en
deemed a ªtwentie th century public health achie vementº by  the Cente rs  for
Disea se  Control and Pre vention (CDC 1999a ). The National Highway Traf¬c
Sa fet y Administra tion's  cre ation of an ex cel lent surve illance (i.e ., da ta)  sys -
tem has enabled us to determine the key  fac tors tha t change the tra f¬c fat alit y
rat e, which polici es work, and which do not (P. F. Walle r 2002) . Area s for
continued improvement of cours e ex ist , pa rti cularl y the are a of  reducing
injuries  to pedestr ians, teens, and e lde rly  drive rs.

The struggle  for motor vehic le saf ety  has many les sons for  the ¬rearms
¬eld. One is tha t the  industr y of ten tri es to pla ce the entire  blame on individ-
ual use rs. The automobile  industr y from the 19 20s to the 1960s used the gun
lobby mantra , arguing in eff ect  that ªmotor vehicl es don't kil l peopleÐ
people kil l people .º And like gun advoc ate s today  (Foste r 2000), motor vehi-
cle  manufacturer s ar gued ex clusiv ely  for  be tte r education of automobile  use rs
and increa sed punishment of automobile  misusers . Public health pract ition-
ers  know that the effor t to ¬nd fault and place  blame is oft en counte rproduc-
tiv e, tha t the most e ffe cti ve approach to s afe ty is a multifa cet ed one,  and that
the  most cos t-e ffe cti ve  interv entions are  of ten those  that improve the product
and the environment. 

A se cond les son for ¬re arms saf ety  is the important role played by physi -
cians in reducing the toll  of motor vehic le injurie s. Like  motor v ehicl e sa fet y,
¬rearm safet y should be a concern for physi cians and publi c health of¬cia ls.
It is also important to rea liz e that the work of a single  individual  (for ex am-
ple, Sanders 's work concerning child saf ety  sea ts)  can make an enormous dif -
fer ence.  Note too that few people have  eve r heard of Sanders  or  other publi c
health s cienti sts . 

Phys icians who study the cir cumstances  of gun injuriesÐsuch as young
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children ¬nding improperl y stored ¬rea rms and shooting themselve s or other
people or  adoles cents shooting ea ch other  when they bel iev e guns to be
unloadedÐknow that there  are  readily  av ail abl e technologi ca l solutions, such
as childproof ¬rea rms, smart guns, and magaz ine saf eti es.  In the ¬rearms
¬eld, numerous publi c health physi cians and ac ademicsÐincluding St eve
Teret , Arthur Kelle rmann, Garen Wintemute, and Ste ve  Hargar tenÐadvo-
cat e for saf er  guns and a  ¬rearms injury survei llance sy stem. 

A third les son is tha t publi c health succe ss in the motor vehicle  ar ea has
lar ge ly re sulted from the ava ilabilit y of good data,  which permits good sc i-
ence,  combined with the exi stence of a regulatory  authorit y with some power
over the  industr y. As with ¬re arms, the product is const antly  changing, and
continual overs ight i s nece ssa ry to protec t the publi c heal th.

The multifaceted yet simple and straightforward scienti¬c approach that has
been applied by injury control experts to auto safety and many other areas is
beginning to be applied to reducing ¬rearm violence. Recognition of the enor-
mous health consequences of violence led the public health community in the
1980s to consider violence a public health problem (National Committee 1989).
In 1985 the surgeon general conducted a workshop on violence and public
health, signaling public health's entry into what had largely been the sole domain
of criminal justice (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 1986).

In 1992,  Surgeon Genera l Antonia  Novel lo wrote a stir ring editoria l tha t
appeared in the  Journal of the American Medical Association. She dec lar ed,
ªViolence in the  United Sta te s is a public  health emergency . . . . Just as we
health profe ssionals  have done for other  hea lth problems, we hav e a cle ar
duty to take a leade rship role in the  antiv iol ence movementº (Novello,
Shosky, and Froehlke  1992,  3007).  The editoria l was a cal l for  act ionÐpublic
health ac tion. Novel lo urg ed physi cians to ªes tablish coa litions with par ents,
educators,  law enforcement personnel,  soc ial  ser vic e workers,  cle rgy , com-
munity leaders,  government of¬cia ls, and other  health ca re profes sionalsº  to
ª¬ght this plagueº ( 3007).  In the public  health t radit ion, she exhort ed,

We must off er a strong sense  of  community. . . . We must encourag e
recognition of the importance of  each individual and tea ch the politi cs
of inclusion not ex clusion. We must offer  hope and tak e the nece ssa ry
steps  to make that hope a rea lity . As health profe ss ionals , the  prev en-
tion of violence  by  using publi c health methods in our communities  is
as much our r esponsibili ty a s is  the t rea tment of it s vi ctims. (3007)
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Given that a majority of both suicides and homicides in the United Sta tes
are  ¬rea rm deaths, it was a small step to re frame the issue of gun violence  as a
publi c health problem. Editoria ls in leading medica l journals  urg ed phys i-
cians to tak e act ion. The New England Journal of Medicine ask ed and then
answered the quest ion, ªWhat c an phys icians do?º

They can look on gun-rel ated dea ths not only as a soc ial  problem but
also as a medical problem. They should acknowledge that the epidemic
of injurie s and deaths from ¬rea rms consumes their  time and expertis e
. . . and drains resourc es from other cri tic al health needs. . . . They
should speak  out and be counted as they did in the  campaign ag ainst
cig ar ett es. (Kass ire r 199 1, 1649)

Doctors have incre asingl y heard the  message . A national surve y of
internist s and surgeons found that most were no longer  comfortable in a pas-
siv e, pe ripher al rol e. The overwhelming majority  ag ree  that gun violence is a
major publi c health problem and tha t va rious ac tions, inc luding leg isl ation,
regula tion, and dir ec t clinic ian involvement, should be taken to help bre ak
the  cy cle  of  gun violence (Cass el et a l. 1998 ).

Phys icians' groups, including the American Academy of Pediatr ics , the
Socie ty for Adolesc ent Medicine, and the American Colle ge of  Physi cians,
have endorsed posit ion papers  concerning ¬rearms. For example, the Ameri-
can Colle ge of Physi cians urg es doctors to inform patients about the  dangers
of ke eping ¬rearms, particula rly  handguns, in homes; if guns are  kept in
homes, physi cians should counsel adult s to ke ep guns away from children.
Wrote physic ian Frank Davidoff

Our patients  looked at us str ange ly in the 1970s  when we began ask ing
them whether they used sea t be lts . ªWhat's that got to do with my med-
ica l condit ion?º But clinic ians kept at it, and sea t-belt  counseling, along
with improved se at-be lt technology  and mandatory sea t-belt  laws, is
now seen a s part  of  good preventive pract ice . (199 8, 235 ) 

As with smoking and sexual ly transmitted dis ea ses , pre ventive  clinica l
pract ice  and rational public poli cy  can work toge the r, and they seem to work
synerg isti cal ly.  Publi c health physi cians be liev e the  same synerg y can be
found when i t comes to prev enting ¬rea rm violence.
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T H E WRONG M ED I C I N E :
“ G OOD  G U Y S ”  A N D  “ B A D  G U Y S ”

Among the devic es that we use to impose order upon a complic ated world,

cla ssi¬cation must rank as the most g ene ral  and perva siv e of  all . And no s tra teg y

of cla ssi¬cation cuts deeper than our propensi ty for  div ision by two, or

dichotomy.

Some basic  att ribute s of surrounding nature do ex ist as complementar y pair-

ings so we might ar gue that dichotomization amounts to litt le more than good

obser va tion of the ext ernal world. But far  more oft en than not, dichotomizat ion

leads to misle ading or even dange rous overs impli¬ca tion. People and belief s are

not e ither good or ev il (with the se cond c ate gory ripe for burning).

ÐStephen Jay  Gould

A wag once said that there are two kinds of people in the world, those who
div ide the world into two kinds of people and those who do not. Among the
former ar e many gun advocat es.  They talk as if there  were  only two types of
individuals : criminals and decent, law-abiding cit izens.  This dichotomous
worldview is both incorr ec t and dysfunctional. It tends to narrow the per-
cei ved range of  polic y options to two: str engthen the good guys,  and weaken
or punish the bad guys.  The gun lobby argues  almost ex clusiv ely  for  (1)  vir tu-
all y no ¬rea rm res tri ctions on law-abiding c itiz ens and (2)  increa sed punish-
ment for bad guys.

The good guy±bad guy view of people permeate s not only the ar guments of
the  gun lobby but also the analy se s of the few ¬re arm res ear chers  and many
¬rearm advoc ate s who see  a vir tue  in a heav ily armed cit izenry. The quotes
tha t fol low are  repre senta tiv e: ª[Gun control] focuses  on res tri cting the
behavior of the law-abiding ra ther than apprehending and punishing the
guilty º (Snyder 199 3, 46) . ªNo matter what laws we enac t, they will be obey ed
only by  the  law-abidingÐthis fol lows by de¬nitionº (J. D. Wright 198 8, 30).
ªThe proponents of adding to the twenty thousand gun laws on the books
have yet  to expla in how `passing a law' will dis arm violent sociopathic preda-
tor s who alr eady ignore  laws aga inst murder and drug tra f¬ckingº  (Suter
1994, 145 ). 

The bad guys in this world are  like the  violent soc iopathic predators from
the Lethal Weapon and Die Hard movies. They are  so bad that they obey  no
laws; almost no murders would be pre vented if guns were unavailable  to these
individuals  since  they would merel y sele ct some other method of killing. The
good guys , in sta rk contr ast , would neve r use a gun inappropri ate ly. Almost
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by de¬nition, gun crime cannot be committed by one's fri ends or as soc iat es.
ªUnless  the  gun owner is alr eady a violent thug, he is ve ry unlikely  to ki ll a rel -
ati ve in a moment of pass ionº (Kopel 19 88 , 8) .

The dichotomous view of people ex tends to suicide. There are  those who
rea lly want to kil l themselve s and those  who don't. Those  who want to die will
invari ably succe ed. ªIf  someone in the house is intent on suicide, he will kil l
himself by  whateve r means ar e at handº (Kopel 19 88,  8).  In this mind-se t, no
deaths c an be  prevented by any type of  gun poli cy.

Adding unintentional injuries  to the equation does not change the ªus ve r-
sus themº mentali ty.  ªGun ac cidents involv e a  rar e and atypical  subset  of the
populat ionº (Kleck 199 1, 304 ). These  are  ªse lf-dest ruc tiv e indiv idual s. . . .
Without guns they would likely  ¬nd some other way to ki ll themselves  acc i-
denta llyº  (Kopel 1992,  415 ). These  people  ar e not like  us,  and no gun policy
can be ef fec tiv eÐªThey will l ike ly ¬nd some other way to kil l themselve s.º

The rea l world is far  more complex and more inter est ing than the  one
descr ibed by the advoc ate s of the  good/bad or us/ them approach. People are
multidimensional, and along any of the dimensions the re ar e a few bla cks  and
whites  and many more gr ays . Of course , some people ar e at higher risk for
homicide, suicide, or unintentional gun injury. Indeed, one of the  aims of
epidemiology is to determine risk fa ctors for  illness  and injury and thereby  to
bette r tar get  inter ventions. However, the purpose  is not to marginaliz e indi-
vidual s or g roups but to deve lop const ructi ve solutions for reducing injury.  

As subsequent chapte rs will show, the sci enti¬c ev idence demonstra tes  that
a subst antia l number of murders, suicides , and unintentional ¬re arm fat ali -
tie s can be pre vented with rea sonable  gun polic ies . However, it is instructi ve
here to dis cuss the ass ert ions that criminals,  by de¬nition, will not obey  laws
and tha t unintentional injuri es occur only to a narrow group of sel f-dest ruc-
tiv e individuals.

Sociologis t J. D. Wright c laims that ªe ver ything the bad guys do with thei r
guns is alr eady a gainst the law,º so gun control is futile  be cause  cr iminals  ar e
ªindif fer ent to our lawsº (1995,  266).  ªIt  is more than a litt le biz arr e to assume
that people  who routinely violate  laws aga inst murder, robbery  or  ass ault
would somehow ¬nd themselv es compelled to obey  gun lawsº (26 7)  .

However, as  Cook (1996) expla ins, the fac t tha t someone is not always  law-
abiding does not imply that  s/he obey s no laws. Most ªbad guys º do not rou-
tinely  murder and ste al; even the worst  do not kil l ev eryone who irr itat es
them or ste al eve rything they want.  Will they all fee l compelled to obey  gun
laws? No. Will they be in›uenced by these  laws and in some cas es dis suaded
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from obtaining or car rying a gun? Yes. Raising the price or incre asing the
dif¬cult y of and punishment for obtaining and using ¬rearms can have  a
deter rent effe ct. One surve y asked incarc era ted felons who did not car ry
weapons during the  commission of the ir cr imes for  the var ious re asons why
they did not.  Sev enty-nine percent chose ªGet a stiffe r sentence,º  and 59 per-
cent chose ªAgainst the lawº (J.  D. Wright and Rossi 1986).

The dif fer ence s be tween a dichotomous mind-se t and the publi c health
approach ar e most sta rkly demonstra ted in discussions of unintentional
¬rearm injuries  (Hemenway 1995) . Criminologis t Gary  Kleck (1991,  1997a )
used three data set s: one on the demographics of  unintentional gunshot vic -
tims, one from 1946±66 cla ims ¬le s of the Metropolitan Lif e Insurance Com-
pany, and one from a study of unintentional gun injuries in Vermont in 1967
tha t contr as ts thirty -four shooter s with a comparison sample of lic ensed 
drive rs (J.  A. Waller and Whorton 1973) . The Vermont data (de scr ibed by
Kleck as ªone of the most important studie s of  gun acc identsº  [286])  found
that 21 pe rcent of the shooter s but only 5 percent of the controls had had
arr es ts involving alcohol (including driving while  intoxica ted), that 32  pe r-
cent of the shoote rs but only 5 perc ent of the  controls had nonhighway police
invest iga tions or arr est s for violence , and that 62  per cent of the shooter s but
only 39 percent of the controls had been the drive r in a highway col lis ion (J.
A. Waller and Whorton 197 3).  

The world becomes more and more polar ized into us ve rsus them as  Kleck
proce eds in his conclusions:

Males, bl acks and persons ag ed 15±24  all  are  far  more likely  to be
involv ed in fat al gun acc idents than other groups. . . . These  ar e the
same groups that show the highest rat es  of  intentional  violence such as
homicide. . . . Accidental  and intentional ki ller s may share  some under-
lying personali ty tra its,  such as poor agg res sion control, impulsiveness,
alcoholi sm, willingnes s to tak e risks , and sensat ion se eking. . . . Gun
acc idents ar e not an inevit able by -product of  routine gun ownership by
ordinar y people . . . . At minimum, a third of the deaths in the se samples
of fata l gun ac cidents involved obviously  reckle ss conduct. . . . They
appear to most commonly be the result  of  reckle ss or ag gre ssiv e behav-
ior  by  the same kind of individuals re sponsible  both for intentional  vio-
lence and other  types  of acc idents. . . . Many gun acc idents, perhaps the
majority  of them, involve  chronic all y reckle ss people whose impulsive -
ness,  emotional immaturity , or alcoholi sm cannot be eliminated by a
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few hours of saf ety tra ining. . . . Gun acc idents ar e genera lly committed
by unusuall y reckle ss people with records of heavy  drinking, repeat ed
involv ement in automobile  cra shes,  many tra f¬c cita tions,  and prior
arr es ts for as sault. Gun acc idents, then, involv e a rar e and at ypica l sub-
set  of  the popula tion. (Kleck 199 1, 2 82± 304 )

According to Kleck, gun acc idents are  cle arl y pe rpe tra ted by the bad guys.
Alcohol and ag gre ssi ve behav ior  ce rta inly ar e risk fa ctors for unintentional
shootings,  but consider what the Vermont dat a actually  say : 79  percent of the
unintentional shooter s had no evidence  of alcohol problems, 68  percent had
no ev idence of violence , and 38  percent had neve r ev en been involv ed as a 
dr ive r in any type of tra f¬c acc ident. Yet the whole group is ba sic all y written
offÐthey are  a  ª rar e and atypic al subset  of the popula tion,º not like you and
me. 

Kleck's posit ion cle arl y misrepresents the dat a. The bulk of unintended
shooter s are  not dif fer ent from us. But even if 100 percent of the shoote rs had
been involved in pre vious violent inc idents or  motor vehicle  collis ions,
should that mitig ate  our effort s to prevent them from acc identally  shooting
themselv es  and others ? Drivers  involv ed in motor v ehicle  coll isions are  more
likely  than other motoris ts to have  alcohol problems, tra f¬c violat ions, and
arr es ts for  violence  (Evans 199 1). These  fac ts have not pre vented rat ional pol-
icy  from achieving a  dramatic r eduction in motor vehicl e injuries . 

One problem with the bipolar view of the world is that it oft en ext ends to
dis cussions of publi c polic y. Gun control is a contentious polic y issue, in part
be cause of the tendency of the gun lobby to rig idly cla ssi fy all people as  either
progun or antigun and to cla ssi fy all  polic y initia tiv es as att empts to tak e away
the  guns of all  cit izens. But publi c health profes sionals seek only to reduce
injuries  and dea th. Promoting rea sonable  gun polic ies  does not make them
ªantigunº any more than the Insurance Insti tute for Highway Sa fet y is
ªanti car .º Publi c health advocat es could as ea sily  label themselv es  ªprosafe tyº
or  ªprohea lthº and anyone who disag re ed with their policy  presc riptions
ªantihealth,º ye t this polar iza tion would be anathema to the entire  public
health approach.

Another  problem with an ªus ver sus themº mind-se t is the tendency  to
focus on blame. For intentional ass aults , this approach emphasi zes  blaming
the perpetr ator; hence, most of public polic y dis cussion conce rns capturing
and punishing the criminal. For unintentional  injury and suicide, the
approach tends to blame the vic tim. In previous centurie s, those  af›ict ed
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with dis ea se were sometimes considered to have a moral fai ling; currentl y, the
dichotomous way of thinking oft en sugges ts that the vic tims got what they
deser ved.

By examining the rol e of the gun in ¬rearm injuries , public health profe s-
sionals ar e of ten accused of ªblaming the gun.º ªBlaming a gun for misuse is
animismº (Weiss 1994, 66). By ªblaming objec ts,  a pe rson can avoid having to
blame individuals  for their moral  choices  and lack of  sel f-controlº (Kopel
199 2, 388 ). Yet the  publi c hea lth approach is not intere sted in blaming any-
thing or anyone but inste ad looks to prevent.  The publi c hea lth approach
broadens the  polic y options from an exc lusive  focus on holding individual
cit izens responsible for  their act ions (which they should be) to also consider-
ing ways to improve the physi cal  and socia l environment (1)  to reduce the
likelihood of impulsive,  imprudent, improper,  and immoral behavior and (2)
to reduce the harm done by such conduct.

Conside r an example that involve s neither guns nor motor vehicle s. A sev-
enteen-yea r-old, home alone, drinks to exc es s, begins smoking a cig ar ett e,
fal ls asl eep on the couch, and die s in the  re sulting ¬re. Whose fault is it? His
fault alone? Or also the fault of  his  parents, the outle ts tha t unlawfully sold
him the alcohol and the  cig ar ett es, or the couch manufacturer  whose fabri c
did not meet feder al standards for  ›ammability ?

The quest ion may be important for  leg al liabil ity , but for  the injury -control
community , the quest ion is lar ge ly irr ele vant and may be counterproduct ive .
Rather, the quest ion is what is the most fai r and cost-e ffe cti ve  way of pre -
venting such tra gedie s? Education? Liabi lity  for  the ret ail outle ts?  Improved
›ammabilit y standards? Or maybe ¬re -sa fe cig are tte s tha t do not burn hot
enough to ignit e upholste ry?  (McGuire 199 2)

Publi c hea lth neither marginaliz es nor stigmatiz es  any group of people.
ªRefr aming gun violence as a medica l issue obviously se ize s on the destruc-
tiv e side of  gun use, but ref raming does not automatica lly make all  gun own-
ers  and use  pathologica l any more than considering alcoholi sm a dis ea se
automatical ly makes a ll a lcohol use  suspe ctº  (Davidoff 199 8, 234 ).

In sharp contr ast  to the us-them division, publi c hea lth res ts on notions of
community , of shared fat e. Publi c hea lth ag gre gat es rather than se gre ga tes  the
populat ion (Morone 199 7).  Most important, publi c health brings the Ameri-
can spirit  of pragmatism and hope. Publi c hea lth has a his tor y of succe ss, and
in the ¬rearms polic y ar ena, it can point to the experience  of eve ry other
developed country  to show that it is possible  for the  United St ate s to do much
bette r.
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S UMMA R Y

A key step in the publi c health approach is to change socia l normsÐnot only
norms of behavior but also norms of att itude about what conditions are
acc ept able.  In the ninete enth century, the goal was to change the fat ali stic
be lief s that childhood disea se would always be  with us.  For example, in 176 2,
philosopher Jean-Jacques  Rousseau wrote, ªHalf of  all children will die by
the ir eighth birthday. This is nature's law. Do not try to contr adict itº  (Foege
1996a,  176).  

In the ea rly  twentieth century, spitting in public  pla ce s changed from a
normal to an unac ceptable pract ice . More rec ently , the norm of cig ar ette
smoking changed; smoking is now viewed les s oft en as a mature,  sophis ti-
cat ed, and att rac tiv e ac tiv ity and more often as  a harmful addict ion. In the
cas e of ¬re arms, we need to change the norm that acc ept s lethal violence  a s a
normal part  of  ev eryda y American lif e (Hemenway 1998 a).

The public hea lth approach is ideall y suited to deal with our gun problem.
Public hea lth emphasi zes  pr evention ra ther than fault-¬nding, bl ame, or
rev enge. It use s science  rather than belie f as its  bas is and rel ies  on accura te
data collec tion and sci enti¬c analy sis.  It promotes a wide va rie ty of  interv en-
tionsÐenvironmental as  well as indiv idualÐand integ ra tes  the  ac tiv itie s of  a
wide var iet y of  dis ciplines and institutions. Most important,  publi c health
brings a pragmatic att itude to problemsÐ¬nding innovati ve solutions and
eliminating the fat ali stic  and complacent be lief s that litt le can be done to
reduce the problem.

Public health involv ement has many bene¬cial consequences . It broadens
the  issue from an exc lusiv e focus on cr ime to a focus on all  ¬re arm injuriesÐ
unintentional as well as intentional, sel f-in›ic ted as well as other- in›ic ted.
After  all , from the surgeon's perspec tiv e, tre ating a bullet  in the head is the
same whether  the wound occurr ed during a robbery , a suicide att empt, or
adole scent horsepla y. All ¬rea rm injuries  should be prev ented. Optimal gun
polic ies  should be concerned with reducing suicides  and gun ac cidents as well
as ¬rearm ass aults  and other c rimes.

Publi c health also adds new data source s (e.g ., the National  Center for
Health Sta tis tic s, the National  Health Inter view survey ), new analy tic  tools
(e. g.,  an emphasi s on surve illance data,  epidemiologic al analy sis  of risk  fac -
tor s, cohort and ca se- control analy se s), and new res ear ch profe ssionals  from
the public health and medical  communities . Much of our current sc ienti¬c
knowledge  about guns and gun injurie s has come from this r ese arch.
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In addit ion, publi c health att rac ts new pra ctit ioner s and organiza tions into
the arena. Phys icians,  for  example, have  ¬rs thand experience concerning the
human and medica l implicat ions of gunshot wounds and the long- run se-
quela e of injury , and this medica l tes timony ca rrie s much weight; polit ica lly,
physi cians have authori ty and clout.  Publi c health offer s a wide- angle  lens to
supplement physi cians' individual patient focus. In addit ion, publi c hea lth
can att ra ct and mobilize  the  effort s of  such dispa rat e groups as  physi cians,
women's and youth org aniza tions,  civ il rights  groups, and consumer org ani-
zat ions.

Publi c health is not merely an ac ademic spe cia lty  but also a gove rnment
sec tor. Agencie s from the Centers  for Disea se  Control, the  National  Insti tutes
of Health, and the U.S. Public Health Ser vic e down to sta te and local hea lth
departments have the potential  to work to reduce gun violence  (Haines 199 7).

Finall y, and perhaps most importantl y, the injury control/public health
approach emphasi zes  that many rea sonable and bene¬cia l interv entions can
reduce the gun carnage , showing a way past the  old ste rile  debat es about guns
and gun control.  Contras ted ag ainst the pessimism of others (e. g.,  Jacobs
2002) , the can-do att itude of publi c health, combined with its pas t succe sse s,
br ings hope and inspirat ion to those who se ek to solve  the problem.
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CH A P T E R 3 G UN - R E L AT E D
I N J U RY A ND D E ATH

Environmental modi¬cations ar e premised on the assumption that humans can

alt er and control thei r surroundings  to make them less  haz ardous.  This is hardly

a sta rtling insight,  although it is too frequently  ignored (a s, for  example, in the

cas e of ¬rea rm design and a cce ssibilit y).

ÐT. Christof fel and S. S . Gall agher

The Centers for Disea se Control and Prevention div ides injury dea ths into
acc idents (unintentional injuries ), suicides, and homicides . This chapte r dis -
cusse s the ex tent to which ¬re arms contr ibute  to deaths in ea ch of these  cat e-
gorie s, including sci enti¬c evidence reg arding the problem, and ex amines
gun use in robberi es,  ass aults,  and other  cr imes. The chapter  also bri e›y
descr ibe s some speci¬c polic ies  that could pre vent many of these  incidents.

GUN  A C C I D E N T S

Between 1965 and 2000, more than six ty thousand Americans died from
unintentional ¬rearm shootings. That is more Americans than were kil led in
our wars or from coal mine injuries  during the same period. In the 1990s , an
av era ge  of twelv e hundred Americans died each ye ar from gun ªa ccidents ºÐ
an av era ge of more than three  people per day (table  3.1) . In addit ion, about
four hundred people each yea r (one per son a day)  were  kil led in situations
where  the intent was undete rmined.

Young people are  the primary  vic tims. More than half of all  unintentional
¬rearm fat ali tie s are  individuals under twenty-¬ve yea rs  of  ag e. Although rel -
ati vel y few adole sc ents own guns, the ¬ft een- to-nineteen-yea r-old ag e group
has by  far  the highest  rat e of unintentional ¬rea rm fat ali tie s; second is the



twenty- to- twenty- four ag e group, followed by the ten-to-fourte en ag e group.
Children under ag e ¬ft een in the  United St ate s are  nine times as likely  to

die  as a result of a fat al gun acc ident as similarly  aged children in the res t of
the  deve loped world (CDC 1997b). Between 1991 and 2000, unintentional
¬rearm fat ali tie s per  ye ar ave ra ged 23 for  children ag ed ze ro to four, 31 for
children ag ed ¬ve to nine, and 105  for  children between ag es ten and fourte en.
As with almost al l injurie s, males a re a t highes t ri sk (CDC 2003b). 

According to criminologist Gary  Kleck, ªMost surprisingly, gener al gun
ownership lev els  . . . appear to be unrel ated to rat es of  fat al gun acc identsº
(1997b, 384 ). This cla im is indeed surprising, and it is incorrec t. Where there
are  more guns, there  are  more acc idental gun deaths. One study ex amined
data from 1979 to 199 7 and found that for  eve ry  age  group, for men and for
women, for bla cks and for white s, people liv ing in sta tes  with more guns were
far  more likely  to die  in gun ac cidents. Even aft er accounting for pove rty ,
urbaniza tion, and reg ion, the dif fer ence s were enormous (Mille r, Azra el, and
Hemenway 2001) .

To help illustr ate  the siz e of  these  differ ence s, table 3.2  contr ast s the num-
ber of acc idental gun deaths in sta tes  at the ex tremes in terms of gun pre va-
lence.  The ¬ve lowest  gun sta tes  were sel ect ed, as  determined by the percent-
ag e of the  populat ion liv ing in households with ¬re arms, with the  dat a
coming from the CDC's 2001 Behav ior al Risk Factor Surve ys  conducted in all
¬ft y sta te s. These  ¬ve low gun sta te s were Hawaii , Massachuset ts, Rhode
Isl and, New Jer sey , and Connecticut.  Since  many of the high gun sta tes  have
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TABLE 3.1. Unintentional Fire arm Deaths in the
United Sta tes , 19 65–2 000

Year Number of  Deaths Rate p er 10 0,0 00 a

19 65 2,3 44 1.3
19 70 2,4 06 1.2
19 75 2,3 80 1.1
19 80 1,9 55 0.9
19 85 1,6 49 0.7
19 90 1,4 16 0.6
19 95 1,2 25 0.5
20 00 77 6 0.3

19 65 –2 00 0 62 ,21 3 0.8

Sourc e: Data from CDC 199 7a,  20 00 , 200 3c (a cce sse d Janua ry 23 ,
20 03 ).

a Age- adjus ted .



small populat ions, to ge t an equiv alent population at risk among high gun
sta tes  requir ed taking the ele ven sta tes  with the most people  liv ing in house-
holds with ¬rearms (Wyoming, Montana, Alaska, South Dakota , Arkansa s,
West Virginia , Alabama, Idaho, Missi ssippi, North Dakota,  and Kentucky).
Between 199 1 and 2000, a typica l res ident from a high gun sta te  was over ten
times more likely  to die  in a gun acc ident than someone from a low gun sta te .
For ex ample, although there  were vir tually  the same number of children ag ed
zero to four in both groups of sta tes , 38 died from acc idental gunshot wounds
in the  high gun s tat es,  compared to none in the low gun stat es (table  3.2 ). 

Two studies of  adult s cre ated by pooling two national surve ys  also found
that a gun in the home was a risk fac tor  for ac cidental  ¬re arm death. Fa ctors
controll ed for included gender, rac e, reg ion, income, marital  sta tus, and edu-
cat ion (Merrill 2002; Wiebe 2003a) . 
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TABLE 3.2. Unintentional Fire arm Deaths
Numbers of  Deaths  in the  Ele ven U.S. State s with the Most Guns and the Five
Sta tes with the  Fewest Guns, 1 991–20 00

Number of Number o f 
Accid ent al Gun Accid ent al Gun

Deaths in the Death s in t he Ratio  of  Mortali ty
Age Group High-Gun St ate s Low-Gun S tat es Rates

Total  Po pu lat ion  19 5.8  milli on  19 5.1  mill ion   
(p ers on  ye ars ) a t
Risk:  19 91 –2 00 0 

0– 4 38  0 .In fin ite
5– 14  26 1 10  24 .0
15 –1 9 40 7 38  8.5   
20 –2 4 34 1 32  9.3   
25 –3 4 38 3 48  9.0   
35 –4 4 32 8 23  15 .3  
45 –5 4 18 2 24  7.7   
55 –6 4 11 3 12  8.9   
65+ 18 4 20  9.8   

All Age s 2,2 37  20 7 10 .8

Sourc e: Mortal ity da ta from CDC WISQARS 2 003 . 
Note:  Gun pr eva len ce de termined by  the  per centa ge of  pe op le in ea ch sta te res iding  in  house ho lds

with fire arms. Gun pre va len ce  da ta come from the  20 01 CDC Behav ior al  Risk Fa cto r Su rve ys  fo r ea ch
sta te.  Similar  result s ar e ob taine d if gun pr eva len ce is eith er the  pe rcenta ge  of sui cid es with guns , or
“Coo k’s  In dex .”

The ele ven hig h- gun sta tes  ar e, in or de r, Wyoming, Montana,  Alask a, South  Dako ta, Arkan sas , West
Virginia , Ala bama, Id ah o, Mississ ipp i, North Dako ta, and Kentuck y; th e fiv e low-gun sta tes  are , in
or der , Hawaii , Massachu set ts,  Rhod e Is lan d, New Jer sey , an d Conne cti cu t.



There are currentl y (1999±2000) two to three acc idental ¬rea rm deaths
each day, but this  is, of course,  only the tip of the ic eberg . For ev ery  uninten-
tional ¬re arm fat ali ty,  it is est imated that approximately thirte en vic tims ar e
injured ser iously  enough to be tre ated in hospital  emergency departments
(Annest  et al.  199 5).  In other  words, more than thirty  people a day are  shot
unintentionally  but do not die . This number does not include any of the  more
than eighty people ea ch day who are  t rea ted in emergency  rooms for BB/pel-
let  gun wounds or the more than ¬fty people  injured by ¬rearms in other
ways  (e .g.,  powder burns, struck with ¬re arms, injured by ¬rearms' re coi l),
many unintentionally . These ¬gures also do not include other  unintended
health e ffe cts  of  shooting, such as lead poisoning or hea ring loss . 

As with fat al ¬re arm acc idents, young males  aged ¬fteen to twenty- four are
at highest risk  for nonfa tal  acc idental ¬rearm injuries . More than one-third of
unintended ¬rearm wounds requir e hospital iza tion. The lar ge  majorit y of
wounds are  sel f-in›ic ted, and most ar e caused by handguns. Injuries  gener -
all y occur during fai rly  routine gun handlingÐcleaning a gun, loading and
unloading, hunting, tar ge t shooting, and so forth (Sinauer, Annest, and
Mercy 1996).

For other  products , our socie ty tak es many rea sonable act ions to reduce
injuries . Government has helped to cr eat e saf ety  standards for  cha insaws and
lawn mowers,  which nev er caused as  many unintentional fat ali tie s as guns.
We are  espec iall y concerned if children may be hurt, and thus we mandate
saf ety  standards for  such rel ati vel y safe  products as teddy bears  and toy guns.
By contra st,  there are  no federa l saf ety  standards for  ¬rearms. When airbags
were  shown to have be en responsible for  an ave ra ge of  six  child dea ths per
ye ar in the  1990s, intense media at tention, myriad studies and confe rences,
and manufacturer  and governmental responses ensued. The deaths of the se
children were  deemed unacceptable. 

Over the  past twenty yea rs, an av era ge of  one child per ye ar has died from
injuries  caused when socce r goals  tip over and crush children climbing on the
goals  or hanging from crossbar s. The Consumer Product Sa fet y Commission
and the socce r goal indust ry moved quickly to help develop a new saf ety  stan-
dard to reduce the risk of tipping.  ªWe want kids to have fun, be act ive , and
pla y soc ce r with goals  that are  sa fely  anchored into the ground,º said com-
mission chair  Ann Brown, introducing the standard tha t was approved in
1999 ( Injury Prevention 1999).

Similar ly,  during the 1990s an annual ave ra ge of two children per yea r
under ag e ¬fteen died by locking themselve s in automobile  trunks. The
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National Highway Traf¬c Sa fet y Administra tion appointed a panel to study
how to reduce  trunk entrapment. Manufacturer s were rightfully concerned,
and in 1999, General  Motors  and Ford began offer ing an es cape handle  and a
trunk lat ch mechanism to prevent the  trunk from shutting unles s an adult
manuall y res ets  the lat ch. It is cer tainly  rea sonable  to expec t a response to the
far  gre ate r problem of acc idental gunshot injuries , which were ki lling eighty
times more children under age  ¬fteen e ach y ea r.

The causes and cir cumstance s of  ¬re arm accidents are  myriad. For ex am-
ple, at  a res taurant during the  annual American Public Health Associa tion
confe rence  held in Indianapolis in 199 7, a pa tron bent over  and a derringer
fel l from his pocket. The gun hit  the ground, dis charg ed, and wounded two
convention deleg at es. The patron had a permit to ca rry  the gun, and the
¬rearm met all  re lev ant saf ety  standardsÐof which the re were none (Bijur
199 8).  Mandatory sa fety  standards ar e needed to prohibit the  manufac ture of
¬rearms that cannot pass  a simple drop tes t. 

Recre ational hunting frequently  leads  to ac cidental  shootings.  Tour de
France winner Greg  LeMond was unintentionally  shot in the  chest  by  a close
rel ati ve when they were  hunting. Basketball  coa ch Bobby Knight acc identall y
shot a friend in 1999 while hunting grouse without a lic enseÐand fai led to
report  the mishap (Beloit Daily News 1999).  During the  ¬rs t ¬fteen days of
Michigan's  2000 hunting sea son, six  people  were  ki lled and a dozen more
injured. One vic tim just happened to be out for  a walk in the woods; one
hunter mistook another hunter for a deer (Waldmeir 2000). It is es timated
that there  were approximately  one thousand hunter- rel ated ca sua ltie s in
199 7±98 in the  United St ate s and parts  of Canada (Internat ional  Hunter  Edu-
cat ion Associa tion 2003).  

Hunting ac cidents can be reduced by a va rie ty of methods. For example,
since  the 198 7 hunting sea son, hunters  in North Carolina have  be en required
to wear a br ight orange (ªhunter  orangeº ) ar ticl e of clothing while in the
woods. Comparing the four ye ars  befor e the law with the four ye ars  aft er,
gunshot deaths of hunters  ªmistaken for gameº fel l from twelve to two, while
hunters  ac cidental ly shot and kil led for other cause s remained constant at
twenty- two (Cina et al.  1996).  In Pennsyl vania be tween 198 7 and 1999, there
were  1,3 82  hunting-re lat ed injuries  and 77 fat alit ies ; fall  turke y hunters  had
the highe st injury rat es.  With the implementation and subsequent rel axa tion
of hunter  orange clothing regula tions, turke y hunter  injury rate s due to poor
judgment dec rea sed and then incre ased subst antia lly  (J.  L. Smith et al. 2002). 

Accidental ¬rearm injuries also occur when guns ar e ¬red into the air  in
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cel ebrat ion. A Houston man accidental ly shot and killed his sev en-ye ar -old
daughte r when he ¬red a gun to cel ebrat e the new ye ar (Boston Globe 1997b).
One study examined patients  at a California medica l center  who had been hit
by  spent bulle tsÐthe result  of ¬ring weapons into the sky. More than thr ee-
quart er s were hit  in the head, and 32  percent died (Ordog et al. 1994).  Laws
have since be en enact ed to help prev ent this ter rible waste  of  life , but
increa sed educat ion and enforcement seem ess entia l (Frolik 1999; CBS 2000).

Whatev er their  cause , acc identa l ¬rearm injuries  disproport ionat ely  aff ect
children. The Violence Polic y Center used a nat ional  news clipping se rvi ce to
look for art icl es on a ver y narrow range of ac cidental  shootingsÐincidents in
which both the vic tim and the  shoote r were  under ag e eighteen. During a ten-
month per iod, more than 220 such shootings oc curred, and a number
involv ed ver y young children (Violence Polic y Cente r 1997) . Children as
young as three  and four ye ars  old ar e strong enough to ¬re most commer-
cia lly  av ailable  handguns (Naurecka s 199 5). An eas y remedy is to require  min-
imum trig ger -pull  standards to help prevent ve ry young children from being
able to pull  a gun's t rig ge r.

Another  set  of incidents  involve  young children and adoles cents who are
unaware that ¬rea rms are  loaded. One analy sis  of  unintentional injury deaths
among children found that in at  lea st 20 per cent of ca ses , the child shooting
the  gun did not know it was loaded (Wintemute, Teret , and Kraus 198 7).
Injuries  to all ag e groups have  oc curred because shooter s did not know guns
were  loaded. A national surve y found that 20 percent of adult s incorre ctl y
be liev e that a pis tol with its  maga zine removed cannot be shot,  and 14 percent
do not know whether it can be shot; 28 pe rc ent of these adult s who answered
incorr ec tly or  did not know liv ed in gun-owning households (Vernick et al.
1999).  The percenta ges  would undoubtedly  be  highe r for children. These  are
tra gedie s wait ing to happenÐand many a re  ea sy to ave rt.

A gove rnment study (U.S. General  Accounting Of¬ce 1991)  of  acc identa l
¬rearm fat alit ies  in ten cit ies  concluded tha t 8 per cent of the deaths could
have be en pre vented by childproof saf ety  devic es . An additional 23  per cent of
the  dea ths might have be en pre vented by loaded-chamber indica tors that
ale rt the use r tha t the  gun's  chamber contains a bulle t and by magazine dis -
connect  devic es (magaz ine saf eti es)  that prevent a gun from ¬ring once the
ammunition magazine has  be en removed, ev en when a bullet  remains in the
chamber. A study of ac cidental  ¬rea rm dea ths in Maryland and Milwaukee
concluded that there  was strong evidence  that 20 percent of fat ali tie s could
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have be en prevented by loaded-chamber indica tor s (Vernick et al. 2002). A
study of unintentional  ¬rea rm injuries  in the  Atlanta are a found that loaded-
chamber indic ators, magazine saf etie s, and ¬ring pin blocks  might have  pre -
vented a s many a s 3 2 perc ent of the shootings ( Ismach e t a l. 2003).

It is dif¬cult  to under stand why a per son using a camera can te ll whether it
is loaded without opening it up, but a person with a ¬re arm often cannot.
Given tha t child-re sis tant packaging of aspir in and pre scr ipt ion drugs has
prevented hundreds of child deaths (Rodgers  1996) , why can't we also try  to
childproof ¬rearms?

Most shootings of younger children involve ¬rearms belonging to parents
or grandparents . Here,  too, many tra gedies  could be preventedÐfor ex am-
ple, if guns were ªpersonali zed,º or designed so that only authoriz ed users
could ¬re  them. To this end, manufac turer s could incorpora te  current tech-
nologyÐsuch as magneti c devic es,  radio frequency transponders , and com-
bination locksÐinto guns.  A personali zed gun would be inoper abl e not only
by a curious child but also by a depres sed teenage r or a thief  (Robinson et al.
1996).

Proper gun stora ge can also make a dif fer ence.  Pedia tri c morbidity  and
morta lity  due to ac cidental  gunshot wounds are  typica lly  the re sult of  spon-
taneous events when children ¬nd and play with loaded guns (Heins, Kahn,
and Bjordnal 19 74;  Keck et al. 198 8) . For example, a California study of inci-
dents  in which young children fat all y shot themselves  or  their  pla ymate s
found that in almost half of the re sidentia l shootings, the gun had been lef t
loaded and unlocked in the house  where the  shooting occurred (Wintemute,
Teret , and Kraus 19 87) . Incre ased education about the dangers  of guns to chil-
dren and sta te- lev el child ac ces s pre vention liabilit y lawsÐwhich hold
guardians liable  for  injuries  if improper gun storag e allowed children ac ces s
to ¬rearmsÐmay help.

While some people are  at higher risk than others  for  unintentional shoot-
ings, acc idents can happen to anyone. In just the past few yea rs the re have
be en many newspaper reports of acc idental shootings involv ing ¬rearms
instructors , county  she riff s, security  guards, and other exper ienced gun han-
dle rs  (Red Deer Advocate 1996; San Antonio Express-News 1999; B. Anderson
2002;  Galloway 2002;  Holien 2002; Schrade  2003; Canham 2003).  An
improved product can help sa feguard ev en the most experienced shooter s. 

It is important to note that the reported rat e of acc idental ¬rearm fat alit ies
has more than halved since  1965 (table  3.1 ). In genera l, this decline matches
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tha t found with other products and risksÐthe rat e of acc idental fat ali tie s has
be en ste adily  declining as  we have become a ªsa fer º soc iet y through product
and environmental  improvements and bette r and fas ter  medical ca re.  Yet
some part of the decline in fa tal gun acc idents is a sta tist ica l art ifa ct.  For
ex ample, in 196 8 a new ªundet ermined intentionº cat egory  for ¬rearm fat ali-
tie s was cr eat ed; many deaths pre viously reported as unintentional now
appear in that cat egory . The number of acc idental gun deaths would proba-
bly  be  about 20 per cent higher today if that and other cla ssi¬cation change s
had not been made ( Ikeda et al. 199 7).  

In addit ion, improvements in the cla ssi¬cat ion of suicides and homicides
probably mean that a smalle r percenta ge  of such fat ali tie s ar e now misca tego-
riz ed as acc idents. For ex ample, suicides in the 1950s  and 1960s were underre -
ported as a result  of socia l and cultural  pressures aga inst the ¬nding of suicide
(Gist  and Welch 1989; Males 199 1). Older studie s on suicide cla ssi¬cation
found that some medical  ex aminers  were unwilling to cla ssi fy de aths as sui-
cides  when no suicide note was present (Litman et  al.  1963) , which is the
majority  of  the time. By contr ast , ev idence indica tes  tha t the re is currentl y an
undercounting of acc idental gun deaths, which are  be ing incorrec tly
cla ssi¬ed as suicides or homicides (Barber  et al. 2002;  Schaechte r et al. 2003) .
For ex ample, a study of pedia tric  ¬re arm fat ali tie s in the  Miami are a discov-
ered more than six  times more unintended gun deaths than reported by med-
ica l examiners,  who cla ssi¬ed any death when the shoote r intentionally
pulled the tri gg er as a homicide or suicide, independent of whether the re was
intent to harm (e. g., the child thought the gun was unloaded) (S cha echter  et
al.  2003).

But a good part of the  decre ase  in acc idental ¬rearm dea ths per  capit a in
the pas t decades is cer tainly  re al (Fr att aroli, Webste r, and Teret  2002).  The
unintentional ¬rearm fat alit y rat e has be en fal ling in other  countrie s as well;
for  example, while  our report ed ra te fel l 44  percent be tween 1970 and 1994,
the  Canadian rat e fe ll 64  percent (Canadian Department of Justic e 1999) . In
addit ion, U.S. death rat es from most other types  of unintentional injuries
have be en decre asing during this period. Unintentional injuri es from most
causes  have be en decr eas ing in other  industri aliz ed countri es as well (Morri-
son and Stone 1999).  A higher standard of liv ing should probably take part of
the  creditÐfatalit y rat es for  many types  of injuri es,  including unintentional
gun injuries , are  lower among higher -income populat ions (Baker et al.  199 2) . 

Improvements in emergency medicine hav e also been re sponsible  for
reducing trauma fat ali ty. Studies indica te that response timeÐthe time
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between a ¬rearm dischar ge and the initia l provision of car eÐhas declined
(Mayer 19 79;  Mayron, Long, and Ruiz 1984)  and that further improvements
are  possible  (Dodge et al.  1994 ). The advent of the 911  emergency number,
helicopte r transport ser vi ces , pr ehospital  advanced life  support, the  designa-
tion of trauma cente rs,  and twenty- four-hour emergency  hospita l ser vic es
reduce the risk of death among injured patients  (Ornato et  al.  198 5; Pons et al.
198 5; Rutledge et al. 199 2; O'Keef e e t a l. 1999).

Another  potentia l explanat ion for the dec line in unintentional gun fa tal ity
rat es is reduced exposure to ¬rea rms. For example, the perc entag e of  house-
holds with guns has dropped from approximately 48  per cent in 197 3 to 35  per -
cent in 2001 (T. W. Smith 2001) . The number of hunte rs is de clining, and the
ag e pro¬le  of shoote rs is also changing. The big ges t drop in hunter s has been
among young people, who are  at highest  risk for  accidenta l shootings. A 1995
surve y by  the National  Shooting Sport s Foundation found tha t only 25 per-
cent of hunters  were  under the ag e of thirty -¬ve, down from 48 per cent a
decade e arl ier  (S . S imon 1999). These t rends a re continuing (Dahl 2003). 

Increased urbanization of the population also explains part of the reduced
exposure to ¬rearms. The percentage of the population in rural areas decreased
from 30 percent in 1960 to 21 percent in 2000. A higher percentage of rural
households have guns, and the evidence suggests that unintentional ¬rearm
fatalities are at least twice as high in rural areas as in nonrural areas (Patterson
and Holguin 1990; Baker et al. 1992; CDC 1992; Zwerling et al. 1993).

It seems axiomatic that reduced exposure to ¬rearms should reduce unin-
tentional ¬rearm injuries , all  other things be ing equal. At the  ex treme, if the re
are  no guns, the re ce rta inly can be no gun acc idents. St ate s with more guns
per capit a and les s str ict  handgun control laws appea r to hav e more acc ident
gun fat alit ies ; similarly , high-income nations with more guns seem to have
more acc idental gun deaths (Le ste r and Murrel l 198 1; Leste r 199 3; Mille r,
Azrae l, and Hemenway 2001).

The decre as e in unintentional ¬rea rm fat alit ies  has  be en a welcome trend.
Sti ll, with some thirty  ac cidental  shootings per  day  result ing in injury  or
death, much more can be done to reduce this total ly unac ceptable lev el of
morbidity and mortali ty.  

S U I C I D E S

Morrilton, Ark.: A third-g rader shot and kill ed himself while his mother was out-

side get ting a switch to whip him because of  a bad report ca rd.  Christopher Parks ,
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8, apparently climbed onto a dress er to ge t a gun that was hanging from a nail on

the wall, then shot himself in the head.

ÐBoston Globe 199 8b

Almost ¬ft y people a day kil l themselve s with guns in the United Sta tes . These
numbers incre as ed 75  per cent be tween 196 5 and 1985 and hav e sta yed rea son-
ably constant since  then (table  3.3 ). Since 196 5, more than half a million
Americans have  committed suicide with a ¬rearm, near ly ten times as many
as have died from gun-rel ated a cc idents.

In the  United Sta tes , more people kil l themselve s with guns than by all
other methods combined. Males ar e at high risk for  suicide and for gun sui-
cide in particula r. Guns ac counted for  61  percent of male suicides  in 2000 but
only 37  per cent of female  suicides. Sti ll, guns ar e also the single  most common
means by which women kill themselv es  (CDC 2003b). 

Among methods of suicide, ¬rearms are  typica lly the most lethal. For
ex ample, a study in Canada found that 92  percent of gun at tempts result  in
death, compared to 78 percent of att empts using ca rbon monoxide or hang-
ing, 67  percent of drowning att empts, and 23  percent of intentional drug
overdose s (Chapdela ine, Samson, and Kimberly 199 1). A study from Dalla s
found that of  those att empting suicide with a gun, 76 per cent died, while  only
4 percent of those  who att empted suicide by  other  means died (Cook 199 1).
An eight-st ate  study found tha t 82  pe rcent of ¬rearm suicide att empts
resulted in death, compared to 61 percent for hanging/suffocation, 34  percent
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TABLE 3.3. Suicide Deaths by Firea rm in the
United Sta tes , 19 65–2 000   

Year Number Deaths Rate per  10 0,0 00 a

19 65 9,8 98 5.2
19 70  11 ,77 2 5.9
19 75 14 ,87 3 6.9
19 80 15 ,39 6 6.4
19 85 17 ,36 3 6.7
19 90 18 ,88 5 7.0
19 95 18 ,50 3 6.6
20 00 17 ,42 4 5.8

19 65 –2 00 0 55 8,8 25 6.3

Sourc e: Data from CDC 19 97 a, 20 00 , 20 03 c (a cce sse d Janu ary
23 , 2 00 3) .

a Age- adjus ted



for jumping, 1.5 per cent for drug poisoning, and 1.2 percent for cutting/pier c-
ing (Spice r and Mille r 2000). A Chicago study found tha t more than 95 per-
cent of att empted ¬re arm suicides result ed in death (Shenass a, Catlin, and
Buka 2003).  A rec ent study of northeas t sta tes  ex amined suicidal ac ts ser ious
enough to result in hospital iza tion or death. Over 90 percent of suicidal ac ts
with a gun resulted in death, compared to 2 per cent of drug overdoses  and 3
percent of att empts by cutting or pierc ing. Drugs and cutting or pie rcing
accounted for 94 percent of all  nonfata l suicidal  hospital iza tions (Mille r,
Azrae l, and Hemenway 2004).

Among industr ial ized nations,  the overa ll suicide rat e in the United Sta tes
fal ls roughly  in the middle (Moscick i 199 5).  However,  our suicide rat e for
children ¬ve to fourte en ye ars  of age  is twice  the av era ge  of  that in other
developed countri es bec ause of our ¬re arms-re lated suicide rat e, which is ten
times that of  the av era ge of  the other  nations (CDC 1997b) (table  1.3 ). For
¬ft een- to twenty- four-y ear -olds,  our ¬rearm suicide rat e is second only to
Finland, but our over all suicide ra te for this ag e group is only slightl y above
the  av era ge of other  deve loped nations (G. R. Johnson, Krug, and Potte r
2000). 

Although the risk of suicide incre ase s for the  elder ly, in compari son to
most lif e-thre atening dis ea ses , suicide disproportionate ly aff ect s younger
people. Suicide accounts for 12 percent of all dea ths among ¬ve- to twenty-
four-y ea r-olds, the  third-le ading cause of dea th behind only motor vehicl e
cra shes (28  pe rc ent) and homicides (21  pe rcent) (CDC 1996) . In te rms of the
number of people  dying, suicide is a young adult /middle ag e problem. In
2000, 57 percent of all  suicide deaths were  to individuals  25±54  yea rs old
(CDC 2003b).

Women att empt suicide roughly  three  times as  oft en as men, yet  more than
four times as many men die (CDC 1996).  The gun suicide rat e in 2000 was
almost 7 times higher for  men than for women; the nongun suicide rat e was
2.5  times higher . Suicide ra tes  are  higher  for white s than for nonwhites:  in
2000, whites had twice the suicide r ate  of  Afric an Americ ans.

In addit ion to age , gender, and rac e, many other var iablesÐincluding mar-
ita l sta tus, income, unemployment, and cig are tte  consumptionÐare assoc i-
ated with suicide rat es.  The stronge st individual risk fac tor  for at tempting
suicide is a ps ychiatr ic or  subst ance abuse disorder . Although more than 90
percent of suicides  are  as soc iat ed with a mental or  addic tiv e disorder  (Rich,
Young, and Fowler 1986; Brent,  Perper, and Allman 1987) , the parameter s of
what const itutes  such a disorder ar e so broad that it is est imated that perhaps
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30 percent of the U.S. population, or eighty million people, has one (Gold-
smith et  al.  2002).  Not surprisingly, this makes  identi fying individual s likely
to commit suicide dif¬cult  indeed (Goldst ein et al.  199 1). As noted in one
report , ªThere is no single , readil y identi¬able , high-r isk populat ion that con-
sti tutes a siz eable  port ion of over all  suicides and y et repres ents a small, e asi ly
tar ge ted groupº (Gunnell and Frankel  1994 , 12 31) . 

The problem of identify ing those likely  to commit suicide is parti cularl y
dif¬cult  among teenage rs. A study of students  in Massachuset ts high schools
found tha t 26  per cent reported tha t they had ser iousl y considered suicide, 18
percent had made plans, 10 percent had att empted suicide in the  previous
twelv e months, and almost 4 percent needed medica l att ention (Overlan
1996).  Studie s show that more than 75 percent of all U.S. suicides  ar e not in
psychiat ric  tre atment at the time of their  death, and half do not appear  to
have had any prior tr ea tment (Rich, Young, and Fowler  19 86 ). 

Many suicides appea r to be impulsiv e act s. Individuals  who take their  own
liv es oft en do so when confronting a sev er e but temporary cri sis  (Se iden
197 7). In one small study of men who survi ved self -in›ic ted intentional gun-
shot wounds to the fac e, few att empted suicide ag ain (Shuck, Orgel, and
Vogel  1980) . In another study of nearl y lethal suicide att empts, 24  per cent of
att empters report ed spending les s than ¬ve minutes  be tween the decis ion to
att empt suicide and the ac tual att empt (T. R. Simon et al. 2001). In ye t
another study of sel f-in›ic ted gunshot wounds that would have be en fat al
without emergency  tre atment, none of the thirty  att empters  had writt en a
suicide note, and more than half reported having suicidal  thoughts for les s
than twenty- four hours. In two ye ars  of  fol low-up, none of the thirty
att empted suicide aga in. As the  lead res ea rcher  put it, ªMany patients  in our
sample admitted that while they had originally expected to die , they were glad
to be aliv e, and would not repea t the sel f-dest ructi ve behavior, despite the
continued presence of  signi¬cant medical , psychologic al and socia l prob-
lemsº (L. G. Pete rson et al.  19 85,  230).

Suicidal  individuals  are  of ten ambivalent about kil ling themselve s. K. R.
Jamison (1999,  47)  est imates tha t no more than 10 to 15 percent of suicides
display an unbreak abl e determination to kil l themselv es.  For the res t, the risk
period is transi ent: ªMost suicidal people  do not want death; they want the
pain to stopº (NAMI Advocate  1999).  Reducing the av ailabi lity  of  ¬rearmsÐ
the most common, lethal, and symbolica lly resonant instrumentsÐduring
this per iod may prev ent suic ide attempts and would cer ta inly reduce  the rate
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of suicide complet ion. A summary of suicide prevention for young adult s
(ag e 18±30) concludes: 

Impulsiv ity  is a strong suicide risk fa ctor in many conditions,  and a
major impact could be produced by inter ventions that reduce impul-
siv ity  and that render  impulsiv e act s les s lethal.  In this young adult
cohort, notorious for  its  impetuosi ty,  . . . prote ction could be obtained
by res tri cting ¬rearms: this would be an effe ctiv e tool for  reducing the
lethality  of  the suic ide at tempts that occur.  (Lipschitz  1995,  16 7)

Psychiat ric  and penal institutions have long re cogniz ed the importance, in all
ag e groups, of re str icting ac ces s to lethal means of suicide for  newly admitted
and potentia lly  suicidal  inmates; we ought to make it a pr ior ity  to res tri ct
acc ess  to other individuals a t high risk for  suicide.

There has long been ag reement that inc rea sed ¬rearm ava ilabilit y incre as es
the  ¬rearm suicide rat e. However , a point of debate was whether gun ava il-
abilit y incre ase s the overa ll ra te of suicide or  whether  suicidal individual s
merel y subst itute  other lethal means if guns ar e not ava ilable . Kleck cla ims
that ªg ene ral  gun ownership lev els  . . . appear to have  no net eff ect  on total
suicide rat es º (1997b, 384).  This conclusion is contra ry  to the ava ilable ev i-
dence.

Three rec ent rev iew ar tic les  conclude that the evidence  shows that gun
availabili ty is a risk fac tor  for suicide (Mille r and Hemenway 1999; Brent 2001;
Brent and Bridge 2003).  For example, in the past twenty ye ars , ten individual-
lev el studie s (ca se- control and cohort  studie s) have  ex amined the re lation-
ship between gun ownership and suicide in the United Sta tes , and all ¬nd that
¬rearms in the home are  assoc iated with subst antia lly and signi¬cantl y higher
rat es of suicide (Brent et al.  198 8, 199 1, 199 3b,  1994; Kelle rmann et al.  199 2;
Bukstein et al. 1993;  Cummings,  Koepsel l et al.  199 7; Conwell et  al. 2002). (Se e
appendix A for a dis cussion of the cas e- control method and ecologica l study
designs. )

Fiv e ove rlapping studie s by  one res ear ch team hav e focused on adole scent
suicides (Brent et al.  19 88,  1991,  199 3b,  1994; Bukstein et  al.  199 3).  One study
found that guns were  in the homes of 72 per cent of the suicide vi ctims but
only 37  per cent of the controls (Brent et  al. 1991) . Cases  and controls were
matched on age , gender, and county of ori gin. Even af ter  matching and sta -
tis tica lly accounting for  other risk fac torsÐsuch as  psychiat ric  dia gnosis, sui-
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cide intent, or presence of a male in the homeÐguns were signi¬cantl y more
likely  to be found in the homes of suicide vic tims. Another in this se rie s of
cas e- control studie s found that for adole scents  with no apparent psychiat ric
disorders, handguns and loaded guns in the  home pre sent a particula rly  lar ge
rel ati ve risk of suicide (Brent et al. 199 3b). This ¬nding sugge sts  tha t the dan-
ge r of having a gun in the home appli es to all  adole scents  and not just to ado-
les cents with known psychia tric  or  substance  abuse problems.

Two lar ge cas e- control studie s have included both adults and adole scents .
One focused on suicides  that occurr ed at  home in two urban are as:  Shelby
County,  Tenness ee , a pr edominantly poor bla ck community, and King
County,  Washington, a predominantly upper-middle- cla ss white  community
(Kell ermann et al.  199 2).  This study found that 65 percent of the vic tims had
¬rearms in the  home, compared to 41  per cent of the controls. After  matching
for ag e, gender, rac e, and neighborhood and sta tist ica lly controlling for  six
va riable sÐeducation, liv ing alone, consumption of alcohol,  previous hospi-
tal iza tion due to drinking, current use of  presc ription medication for depres-
sion or mental illnes s, and use of illi cit drugsÐthe presence of a gun in the
home was as soc iat ed with a ¬vefold increa se in the  risk of  suicide. Restr ict ing
the  analy sis  to those suicides without a history of mental illnes s or  depres sion
rev eal ed tha t guns were  ev en more strongly  assoc iat ed with suicide. Individ-
uals in homes with handguns, loaded guns,  and unlocked guns all had higher
risks of suicide than other individuals . Having any gun in the home was a risk
fac tor for  suicide for  women as well as men, for  white s, and for  all age  groups,
but espec ial ly for adole sc ents and young adult s. The major limitations of the
study were that it examined only suicides  tha t occurr ed in the home and
rel ied on s elf -reports  of  household gun ownership.

Another  lar ge  cas e-control study eliminated these  problems by analy zing
whether  the  purchas e of  a handgun from a lic ensed deale r (using information
compiled by the deale rs)  was assoc iat ed with an incre ased risk  of  suicide,
whether  or not the suicide took place  in the home (Cummings, Koepsell  et al.
199 7).  Results showed that individual s who committed suicide were  more
likely  than controls to have a family his tor y of handgun purchas e (25  ve rsus 15
percent). The most se rious limitations of this study were its inabilit y to
account for  psychologic al risk fac tor s such as a his tor y of  psy chiatr ic disor -
ders, pre vious suicide at tempts, or substance  abuse . However , it did seem to
show that the higher risk for  gun purchas er s could not be fully expla ined by
vic tims buying guns to commit suicide. While the  re lati ve  risk for suicide was
gre ate st within the  ¬rst yea r aft er purchase, it remained ele va ted even aft er
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¬ve ye ars ; the median interv al between the ¬rst handgun purchase and any
suicide with a gun was ele ven yea rs . The risk for  suicide was higher for indi-
vidual s with a family handgun purchase  ev en if a family member other than
the vic tim had purchased the gun. In other  words, it appears  that the assoc ia-
tion between guns in the home and suicide did not result  from some individ-
uals obta ining guns to commit suic ide. 

A rec ent cas e-control study found that among middle- ag ed and elderl y
adult s, those with a gun in the home had highe r rat es of suicide.  Presence of a
¬rearm in the  home was assoc iat ed with an incre ased risk for  suicide ev en
aft er controlling for psy chiatr ic il lne ss. Among subjec ts who kept guns in the
home, storing the weapon loaded and unlocked were independent predictors
of suicide.  Only 10 percent of ¬re arm suicides had rec ently  purchased the
¬rearm (Conwell et al. 2002). The result s sugg est  that poor gun storag e may
increa se the  likelihood of suicide. 

A nat ional  cas e- control study of U.S. adult s for  199 3/94, cre ated by pooling
two nat ional  surve ys,  found tha t a gun in the home was assoc iat ed with a
tripling of the likelihood of suicide;  a handgun in the home posed a higher
risk than a long gun. Fifty -three  percent of cas e households had a handgun in
the home compared to 20 percent of controls. The study controlled for  ag e,
gender,  ra ce,  income, marit al sta tus, educat ion, living alone, re gion, and pop-
ula tion siz e (Wiebe 2003b).  An analy sis  using similar  data rea ched similar
conclusions (Merrill 2002).  A limitat ion of these  lar ge nat ional  studie s was
tha t data  on gun pre sence was missing for 30 perc ent of c ase  subject s.

Finall y, a longitudinal cohort study found tha t during the ¬rs t week aft er a
handgun purchas e, the rat e of suicide was ¬fty- sev en times higher than the
ag e-adjusted rat e for  the genera l populat ion. That ¬nding sugges ts tha t indi-
vidual s sometimes purchase  guns with the immediate  intention of kil ling
themselv es , but the  study also found tha t the higher risk for  suicide persi sted
for at lea st six  ye ars  (Wintemute, Parham et al. 1999) . Again the indica tion is
tha t the gun-suicide connection does not result from depre ssed individual s
purpose ly buying guns as a means to commit suic ide. 

Many studies  have  ex amined whether are as  with higher leve ls of gun own-
ership have  higher ra tes  of suicide. The unit of analy sis in the se studies has
be en nat ions (Lest er 1990b; Sloan et al.  1990; Killia s 199 3; Hemenway and
Mille r 2000), U.S. reg ions (Markush and Bartolucci 19 84;  Leste r 19 88;  Birck-
mayer  and Hemenway 2001;  Mille r, Azrae l, and Hemenway 2002a, 2002b,
2002d; Hemenway and Mille r 2002), U.S. sta tes  (Lest er 19 87,  1989; Mille r,
Azrae l, and Hemenway 2002a , 2002b, 2002d), and urban are as (Kleck and
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Patte rson 1993; Hells ten 199 5). A limitation of international and reg ional
studies is the  rel ativ ely  small number of high-income countri es (twenty- six
with more than one million populat ion) and U.S. reg ions (nine). A limitation
of past U.S. sta te  and city  studie s has be en the lack of re liable data on gun
ownership at  either  the city  or sta te lev el (until the 2001±2002 sta te Behavioral
Risk Factor Surve ys) . Proxies  have been used, such as  the  percentage  of homi-
cide and suicide deaths with a gun (Cook's  index ) (Hemenway and Mille r
2000), the acc idental death ra te from ¬rearms (Lest er 19 87) , and subscr ip-
tions to gun magazines (Le ste r 1989) . The limited number of obser va tions
and the use of proxy measures subst antia lly  reduce  the likelihood of ¬nding a
signi¬cant rel ationship between gun prev alence and suicide.

The one are a where  the  gun-suicide connect ion is not apparent is in cross-
national studie s. For example, among high-income countries , the United
Sta tes  has  the most guns but only ave rag e suicide rat es.  While one study of
fourte en countri es found that national rat es of  suicide were signi¬cantly  asso-
cia ted with gun ownership rat es (Killi as 199 3),  another  study by the  same
author that included more countries  did not ¬nd this eff ect  (Killi as,  Van
Keste ren, and Rindli sbacher 2001) . Unfortunatel y, it does not appear  tha t
anyone has done a study that explains the  dif fer ence s in suicide rat es acros s
nations.

However, ¬rearm availabil ity  may explain national dif fer ence s in suicide
rat es of young people.  For ex ample, the United Sta tes  has high rat es of  suicide
among ¬ve- to fourte en-ye ar -olds, and a study with dat a from sev enteen
nations found a signi¬cant posit ive  assoc iat ion between gun lev els  and sui-
cides  among males aged ¬ft een to twenty- four (G. R. Johnson, Krug, and Pot-
ter  2000) .

In the United Sta te s, some reg ional-le ve l ana lys es (e. g.,  Markush and Bar-
tolucci 19 84) , sta te- lev el analy se s (e. g.,  Leste r 19 89) , and cit y- lev el analy ses
(e. g.,  Kleck and Patte rson 1993)  have  shown a sta tis tic ally  signi¬cant rel ation-
ship between gun preva lence and suicide rat es.  No study has  found a nega tiv e
rel ationship between ¬re arm availabil ity and suic ide ra tes .

One study examined the  169 lar ges t urban countie s in the United St ate s for
1970, 1980,  and 1990. Holding many potentia l fac tors const ant, including
divorc e, unemployment, and migration, the study found tha t in ea ch of these
three  ye ars , a proxy for  ¬rea rm avail abi lity  (the dea th rat e by ¬re arms [a cci -
dents  plus homicides ] per one hundred thousand populat ion) was
signi¬cantl y assoc iat ed with male suicide ra tes . Indeed, ¬rearm ava ilabilit y
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was the one fac tor signi¬cantly aff ect ing male suicides in all three time peri-
ods (Hells ten 1995 ). 

One study ex amined re gional suicide data for six teen ye ars , from 1979 to
1994, using est imates of  gun ownership lev els  collec ted by the National Opin-
ion Resea rch Center's  General Socia l Surve ys . A strong assoc iat ion exi sted
between household gun ownership lev els  and suicide ra tes  for ev ery  ag e
group. Even aft er ac counting for divorc e lev els , educa tion, unemployment,
pove rty , and urbaniza tion, suicide rat es  for  young people and the elderl y were
signi¬cantl y higher in reg ions with a higher  lev el of household gun ownership
(Birckmayer and Hemenway 2001) . Another  study discove red tha t the
reg ional assoc iat ion between lev els  of household handgun ownership and
suicide r ate s could not be e xplained by diffe rences  in re gional le ve ls of major
depre ssion or se rious suicidal thoughts (Hemenway and Mille r 2002 ).

A ser ies  of  studies ex amined suicide rat es acros s U.S. sta tes  for the ten-y ear
period 19 88±97.  Suicide ra tes  were signi¬cantly  higher in sta tes  with higher
lev els  of household gun ownership; this rel ationship held true for eve ry  ag e
group, ev en aft er ac counting for dif fer ence s in pover ty,  urbaniz ation,
divorc e, unemployment, alcohol consumption, and education (Mille r,
Azrae l, and Hemenway 2002a,  2002b, 2002d). Comparing the ¬ve sta te s with
the highest lev els  of household gun ownership with the ¬ve sta tes  with the
lowest  lev els , gun suicide ra tes  were  3.8  times higher in the high-gun sta tes ,
and ove ral l suicide rat es were 60 percent higher. One of the compelling
aspect s of this ser ies  of  studie s is tha t the ¬ndings tel l the same story whateve r
measure of  gun prev alence is used. The authors  used two val ida ted proxie s
(the per centa ge of suicides with guns and Cook's index)  and subsequently
check ed their ¬ndings with dat a ava ilable for  2001 from surve ys of household
gun ownership for ea ch sta te from the Behav ior al Risk Factor  Surv eys .

A 2003 study ga thered data from the Northea st on suicide att empts ser ious
enough to requir e hospital iza tion. Deaths from suicides were  signi¬cantl y
higher  in sta tes  with higher lev els  of ¬rearm ownership (due to higher  lev els
of ¬rearm suicide);  there  was no signi¬cant as soc iat ion between gun owner-
ship lev els  and non¬rea rm suicidal deaths. Fir ea rm suicide attempts were
higher  in sta tes  with more ¬rea rms; the re was no signi¬cant assoc iat ion
between lev els  of  household gun ownership and suicide attempts by other
means. The rel ationship between ¬rea rm lev els  and suicide acros s the se sta tes
could not be expla ined by dif fer ences  in the overa ll rat e of  suicidal att empts
(Mille r, Hemenway, and Azra el 2004) .
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A variet y of studies hav e ex amined the rel ationship between the str ictness
of gun control laws and suicide ra tes . Many cross- sec tional studie s ¬nd that
str ict  sta te gun control laws ar e signi¬cantly as soc iat ed with lower lev els  of
suicide (Lest er and Murrell 198 2, 19 86;  Medoff and Magaddino 1983;  Boor and
Bair 1990;  Yang and Leste r 199 1). Time-seri es studie s in the  United Sta tes  and
Canada also ¬nd a signi¬cant reduction in suicide rat es aft er the enactment of
str ingent gun control laws (Loftin et  al.  1991;  Carrington and Moyer 1994) . 

Overa ll, the evidence summariz ed here on the gun-suicide connection
within the  United Sta tes  is quite  compellingÐ¬rearm availabil ity  appears  to
increa se the rat e of suicide.  Perhaps the be st ev idence concerning the connec-
tion between gun ava ilabil ity  and suicide comes from the cas e- control stud-
ies . The results ar e pe rsuas ive  in part be cause these  studie s ac count for  many
other important fac tor s assoc iat ed with suicide.  The rec ent cross- sec tional
ev idenceÐwithin the United Sta tesÐshowing a strong assoc iat ion between
guns and suicides acros s sta tes  and reg ions is also quite  persuasi ve,  ag ain
because many other  explanatory var iables  are  taken into ac count. The studie s
linking gun control laws and suicide ar e sugg est ive . 

The American Assoc iation of Suicidology  consensus sta tement on youth
suicide concludes,

There is a positi ve  assoc iat ion between the  acc ess ibil ity  and av ail abi lit y
of ¬rearms in the  home and the risk  of  youth suicide; guns in the home,
particula rly  loaded guns, ar e assoc iated with incre ased risk for suicide
by youth, both with and without identi¬able  mental health problems or
suicidal r isk  fac tor s. (Berman et al.  1998,  90)

Many str ate gie s can and should be used to reduce suicide, inc luding
school-dropout prevention and role modeling, suicide awareness among
health profe ssionals, substance  abuse  tre atment, and tra ining high-risk indi-
vidual s in depre ssion management and anger  control. Educational cam-
paigns are  needed to help remove the stigma surrounding mental illnes s and
increa se awareness that clinic al depre ssion can oft en be eff ect ive ly tre ated
with antidepres sant medica tions and t alk ther apy.

But bas ed on all  ava ilable  data,  one of the  be st str ate gie s for reducing sui-
cide appears  to be the  removal of ¬rearms from the home, parti cularl y where
the re ar e adole scents  or  young adult s. The evidence supporting the eff ect ive -
ness of  removing guns is probably  stronger  than tha t for  almost any other  sin-
gle  suicide-prev ention policy . Removing guns will not eliminate all  or proba-
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bly ev en most suicides . Some determined individuals will ¬nd ways to get
guns or will choose alt ernat ive  lethal methods.  But many others  will choose
les s le thal methods or may not e ven t ry at a ll.

HOM I C I D E S

No large industri al democrac y other than the United Sta tes report s ¬re arms as

the  cause of a majority  of its homicides.  Schola rs engag ing in international com-

parisons are  confronted with two ext raordinary  dis tinctions between homicide

in the United Sta tes  and in the  res t of  the dev eloped Western world: ver y much

higher  rat es of homicide in the United St ate s, and a uniquely  high per centa ge of

gun use in U.S. violence .

ÐF. E. Zimring and G. Hawkins

Since 1960, approximate ly ¬ve hundred thousand Americans have be en mur-
dered with guns. To put tha t number in per spect ive , more Americans have
be en murdered with guns in the past for ty ye ars  than were kil led by all  meth-
ods in all  wars in the twentie th centuryÐin World War I, World War II,  the
Korean War, the Vietnam War, and the Gulf War. Between 199 1 and 2000,
forty  Americans were murdered with guns on an ave ra ge day . Gun murders
account for  more than two-thirds of all murders , and our overa ll murder  rat e
for  this period was ¬ve times higher than the av era ge  rat e for  other developed
nations (tabl e 3 .4) .

The ea sy ava ilabil ity  of ¬rea rms in the United Sta tes  makes  committing
homicide eas y. Guns are  one of the most effe cti ve tools  for committing mur-
der and many other of fense s. Among other  things, guns fac ilit ate  violent
att ack s aga inst powerful tar ge ts. All four U.S. presidenti al ass ass inations (Lin-
coln, Gar¬eld, McKinley,  Kennedy)  have be en committed with ¬rearms, as
have most presidenti al ass as sination att empts (T. Roosev elt,  F.  Rooseve lt,
Ford [twice ], and Reagan). Near ly all murders  of  polic e of¬cer s have been
committed with ¬rearms (Cook 1991).  Few armored truck robberi es or bank
robberi es could occur without criminal ac ce ss to guns. 

Guns allow the kil ling of people at a dis tance and in an impersonal way
(Kleck and McElrath 1991).  A gun i s not neces sar y to kil l another per son, but
at ¬fty yards , a gun is the most ef¬cient and eff ect ive  means. It is also a help at
a dis tance of  ¬ve yards , ¬ve fee t, or ¬ve inches; we have many drive -by  shoot-
ings in the United Sta tes  but few drive -by kni¬ngs or drive -by punchings. As
res ea rcher S. P. Bake r put it, ªPeople without guns INJURE people; guns
KILL themº (198 5, 588 ). 
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The presence of a gun makes quarr els , disputes , ass aults, and robberie s
more deadly. For example, the overwhelming majorit y of robberi es are  spon-
taneous, of ten committed by addicts  who engage in only the  most cursory
planning (Gabor 1994).  While there  is no evidence that gun robbers have  any
gre ate r intent to kil l than other robbersÐindeed, robbers  oft en report  tha t
the y car ry  guns to avoid unnece ssa ry phys ica l confrontat ions with vic tims
and bystandersÐthe likelihood of a vic tim death in a ¬re arm robbery  is three
times higher than in a knife robber y, which in turn is se ven times higher than
the likelihood of vic tim dea th in an unarmed robbery (R. Block 197 7; Cook
198 7).

Three-quarte rs of felons who ¬re guns in cr iminal situations cla im to have
had no prior intention of doing so.  And about half  who ¬re guns while  com-
mitting cr imes cla im to have done so in sel f-defense (J.  D. Wright,  Rossi , and
Daly 198 3).
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TABLE 3.4. Age-Adjust ed Homicide Rates  in
High-Income Nations (19 95–9 8)

Nation Homicid e Rat e p er 10 0,0 00

Unite d S tat es (’9 5– ’97 ) 8.2
Fin land (’9 6) 3.3
North ern  Ir eland  (’9 6– ’97 ) 2.3
Sc otl and ( ’96 –’9 7) 2.2
Be lgium (’9 3–’ 94 ) 1.8
New Zealand  (’ 94 –’9 6) 1.7
Austra lia (’9 5) 1.6
Canada  (’9 6– ’97 ) 1.6
Ita ly (’9 4– ’95 ) 1.4
Netherl ands (’9 6– ’97 ) 1.3
Sin gap ore  (’9 6– ’97 ) 1.2
Denmark ( ’94 –’ 96) 1.2
Sweden (’9 6) 1.2
Norway (’9 5) 1.0
Isr ael  (’ 96) 1.0
Fr anc e ( ’95 –’9 6) 1.0
Austri a ( ’96 –’9 8) 1.0
Germany ( ’96 –’9 7) 1.0
Ire lan d ( ’94 –’ 96) 0.8
Sp ain  (’9 5) 0.8
Lu xembourg (’9 6– ’97 ) 0.6  
England /Wales (’ 96 –’9 7)     0.6

Sourc e: Data fr om World Heal th Organiz at ion . 



More people are murdered during ar guments with someone they know
than during the commission of a robbery  (¬g. 3.1 ). Many murder s are  com-
mitted in moments of rag e. For ex ample, a lar ge percentag e of  homicides
occur during alt erc ations over such matte rs as lov e, money, and domestic
problems involv ing acquaintances , neighbors, lover s, and family members.
Furthermore, in many ca ses , the ass ail ant, the vic tim, or both hav e been
drinking.

Only a small minority  of homicides appears  to be the car efully planned act s
of individuals with a single -minded intention to ki ll. Most gun kill ings are
indist inguishable from nonfata l gun shootings;  it is just a quest ion of whether
a vit al org an is hit , the cal ibe r of  the bulle t, and how much time passe s befor e
medical tre atment arr ive s. One study found tha t 70 percent of all gun kil lings
in Chica go were  the  result  of  att ack s tha t result ed in only one wound to the
vic tim, and most att acks with guns or knive s that kil led a vic tim looked quite
similar to the  gun and knife  att ack s that did not ki ll. In tha t study, for  ev ery
homicide with a single  bulle t to the chest , there  were two survivors  of a bulle t
wound to the chest  (Zimring 1968, 197 2).  

Domesti c disputes  are  likely  to be aff ect ed by the presence of  a ¬rearm
(Reis s and Roth 1993) . While many spousa l homicides occur fol lowing a long
his tory of violence  in the home, spousal  abuser s ar e oft en impulsive and
volat ile (Hast ings and Hamberge r 198 8).  The ava ilabilit y and use of  a ¬rea rm
increa ses  the likelihood tha t an att ack will prove fat al (J. C. Campbell 1986;
Sa ltzman et al.  1992) .

Young people 's eas y acce ss to ¬rea rms in the United Sta tes  has been a par-
ticula r problem. Many vic tims are  ex tremely young. Our rat e of ¬rearm mur-
der for  children ag ed ¬ve to fourt een is sev enteen times higher  than the
¬rearm murder ra te of  children in other high-income nations;  our overa ll
murder ra te for  ¬ve- to fourt een-y ear -olds is ¬ve times higher. Almost thr ee-
quart er s of  the children murder ed in the dev eloped world are  Americans
(Krug et  al.  1998) . Murder is the third-le ading cause  of death for  children
ag ed ¬ve to fourte en in the  United St ate s (CDC 1999b) , fol lowing uninten-
tional injuries  and malignant neoplasms. In sta tes  where there are  more guns,
more women and children are  murder ed (Mille r, Azra el, and Hemenway
2002a , 2002b),  as  ar e more citi zens of all  ag es (Miller,  Azra el, and Hemenway
2002c ). 

During the decade 1991±2000, on an av era ge  day in the United Sta tes ,
¬ft een young people ag ed between ¬fteen and twenty- four were murdered
with a gun. The numbers have  fal len since  the ea rly  1990s;  homicide, like
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much crime, moves in somewhat unpredic table cy cle s (Phil ipson and Posner
1996; Blumstein and Rosenfeld 1998) . Homicide is the second-leading cause
of death for ¬fte en- to twenty- four-y ea r-olds in the United St ate s. 

Youth hav e be en disproportionately  not only the vic tims but also the per-
petra tor s of homicide. In the ea rly  1990s, the rat e of  murder ar res t was high-
est  among eighteen- to twenty -y ear -olds, fol lowed by sev enteen-y ear -olds
and six teen-yea r-olds. Even ¬fteen-yea r-olds had a higher murder  arr est  ra te
than for  any ag e over twenty-¬ve. Adole scents  were  kil ling adole scents , and
¬rearms were used in 80 percent of teenage homicides . Since  the  ear ly 1990s ,
homicide perpetra tion and vic timization ra tes  hav e fal len, par ticula rly
among youth (U.S. Department of Just ice  1994 , 2003).

The dis tinctiv e fea ture of guns,  as  opposed to other weapons, is that they
cre at e a kind of judgment, or moment, that is of ten absolute  and ¬nal.  The
use of guns in these  set tings  does not allow one to change one's  mind, to tak e
it ba ck;  there  is no opportunity to apologiz e. There  was a time when ¬ghts
among youth involved ¬sts or  oc cas ionall y kniv es. When brawls ended, there
were  opportunit ies  for  mediation, mending, and reconcil iat ion. The kids
doing the ¬ghting sometimes would become friends. Now, when emotion
overcomes a teenage r's  abi lity  to make rat ional judgments, someone may die
or become permanently dis abled. The ea sy av ailabil ity of  guns has made it too
eas y for  an impetuous youth to ki ll.
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Fig . 3.1. Murder cir cumstances, 199 7±2001. (From U.S. Department of Justic e,

FBI 2001, t able 2 .14 .) 



Kleck cla ims that ªle ve ls of general gun ownership appear to have no
signi¬cant net eff ec t on rat es  of  homicideº  (1997b, 383 ). That cla im is contra ry
to the  empirica l ev idence, which shows a strong link between the ava ilabil ity
of ¬rearms and homicide (Hepburn and Hemenway 2004).

Fiv e types of empirica l studies ass es s the as soc iat ion between gun ava ilabil -
ity  and homicide: (1)  cross- se ctional studie s of  nations or U.S. reg ions, sta tes ,
countie s, and cit ies;  (2)  be for e- aft er studie s of the eff ect s of  speci¬c gun con-
trol laws; (3)  cas e-control studie s of  the eff ect s of  gun purchas e or  household
gun ownership; (4)  time-seri es studie s of  the  eff ect  of individual gun pur-
chase s; and (5)  time-ser ies  studie s of  the eff ect s of ag gre gat e lev els  of gun
ownership or gun purchas es . This ¬fth approachÐareawide time-ser ies
analy sisÐcan have se rious methodologic al problems, and les s con¬dence
gener all y can be pla ced in the results. (Se e appendix A for a dis cussion of
time-ser ies  analy se s.)

As with the gun suicide literature, the small number of developed nations
and U.S. regions and the lack of good data on gun ownership at the state and
city levels reduce the likelihood of discovering a statistically signi¬cant rela-
tionship between gun availability and homicide. In addition, the percentage of
households with guns may not be a good proxy for handgun availability, espe-
cially for inner-city teenagers. Nonetheless, most cross-sectional studies ¬nd a
strong and signi¬cant relationship between gun availability and murder.

One international study examined fourte en dev eloped countri es for  which
gun ownership information was obtained from comparable tel ephone inter -
views. The rat e of  gun homicide and the overa ll homicide rat e were
signi¬cantl y corre lat ed with lev els  of gun ownership; there  was no signi¬cant
corre lat ion between nongun homicide and gun ownership (Killi as 199 3).  

Another  international study ex amined twenty- six  high-income nations
with data from the ear ly 1990s . Using va rious proxie s for gun ownership, gun
preva lence was strongly  and signi¬cantly  corre lat ed with ¬re arm homicide
rat es and with overa ll homicide rat es (Hemenway and Mille r 2000). (Se e
appendix A for a dis cussion of internat ional  studie s.)  A rel ated analy sis  of
thirty -six high- and upper-middle- income countri es also found a sta tis tic ally
signi¬cant assoc iat ion between ¬re arm avail abi lity  and homicide,  ev en aft er
sta tis tic ally  controlling for  the  possibilit y tha t high homicide rat es may
increa se gun ownership for prote ction (Hoskin 1999). 

Regional (Le ste r 19 88;  Mille r, Azrae l, and Hemenway 2002a , 2002b, 2002c),
sta te (Brea rle y 19 32;  Se itz  19 72;  Leste r 1990a ; Bir ckmayer 1999; Mille r, Azrae l,
and Hemenway 2002a, 2002b, 2002c; Hepburn et al. 2004) , and county (Dug-
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gan 2001) cross- sec tional analy se s oft en ¬nd a signi¬cant rel ationship
between gun ownership lev els and homicide.  One study (Lest er 1990b) sepa-
rat ed homicide into murders  involving family and fri ends as  vic tims and
murders  of strangers . Avail abilit y of ¬re arms was signi¬cantly  assoc iated with
the murder of family and friends at the sta te  lev el but not with the murder of
str anger s, ªpe rhaps bec ause the pre sence  of  a ¬rearm has more impact on
impulsive ass aultiv e behavior º (490). 

The most rec ent sta te -lev el study ¬nds a strong sta tis tic ally  signi¬cant
assoc iat ion between gun av ail abi lity  and homicide rat es be tween 198 8 and
199 7 for ev ery  age  group. Using a va lidated measure of  household gun owner-
ship (Azrael , Cook, and Mille r 2004), res ea rcher s found that high-gun sta tes
had three  times the homicide rat es of low-gun sta tes . Results remained
signi¬cant ev en aft er accounting for  pover ty , urbaniza tion, alcohol con-
sumption, unemployment, and violent cr ime (other than homicide) (Miller,
Azrae l, and Hemenway 2002a, 2002b, 2002c ). The result s were driven by the
rel ationship between ¬rearm ava ilabilit y and ¬rearm homicide, although
high-gun sta te s also had somewhat higher lev els  of nongun homicide. (Se e
appendix A for a discussion of the connect ion between gun preva lence and
nongun homicide.)  A compelling aspec t of this ser ies  of studie s is that the
¬ndings  are  robust to var ious measure s of  gun ava ilabilit y. For ex ample,
using dat a rec ently  ava ilable  for  2001 from surve ys of  household gun owner-
ship for ea ch sta te  from the Behaviora l Risk Factor Surv eys  produce s similar
¬ndings . 

Simple comparisons acros s cit ies  also typica lly ¬nd signi¬cant corre lat ions
between gun ownership lev els  and homicides  (Brill  19 77;  Kleck and Patte rson
199 3).  A study of city  homicide rat es also tri ed to model a two-way causa l rel a-
tionship (homicide ra tes  may af fec t gun pre val ence as well as vic e ve rsa ), but
ser ious empirica l mistake s make the result s meaningless . (S ee appendix A for
a discussion of r eve rse  causa tion.)

Perhaps the str ict est  gun control regula tion involving a major metropoli -
tan ar ea in the United Sta tes  was the 197 7 Washington, D.C., law that sev ere ly
res tri cted the acquisit ion of ¬rearms. A before- aft er analy sis  concluded tha t
the  law was eff ect iveÐgun homicides  fel l by  25 percent, with litt le change in
nongun homicides.  No similar reduction in gun homicide occurred in the
adjac ent metropoli tan are as of  Maryland and Virginia (Loft in et al. 199 1).
This study is sugge sti ve but not de¬nit ive , since  other fa ctors may have
caused the reduction in gun homicides  (Brit t, Bordua,  and Kleck 1996;
McDowall,  Wiersema, and Loftin 1996).
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Case- control studies have ex amined the assoc iat ion between household
gun ownership and homicide vi ctimization. Results sugges t that a gun in the
home increa ses  the likelihood of murder rather than providing protec tion
ag ainst be ing murdered. One study used as  cas es  approximately  four hundred
homicide vic tims from three  metropoli tan ar eas  who were kill ed in their
homes. Half died from gunshot wounds. About one- third were  kil led by an
intimate, 12 per cent by  another  rel ati ve,  31 pe rcent by  a friend or acquain-
tance,  and 4 percent by  a str anger . (The perpe tra tor  was not determined for
17 per cent. ) Forty -four percent of the  homicides occurred in the context of  an
alt erc ation or quarr el, 11 pe rcent in a romantic tri angle  or as part of a murder-
suicide, 8 percent were  drug re lated, and 22  percent occurred during the com-
mission of another felony, such as robber y, rape, or burgl ary ; no motive
could be determined in 13 percent of the cas es. In only 14 perc ent of the ca ses
was there e vidence  of  for ced entry  (Kelle rmann et a l. 199 3).

Controls were matched to cas es by gender,  ra ce,  age  range,  and neighbor-
hood of res idence. Handguns were  kept in 36 per cent of ca se households but
only 23 percent of control households. After  controlling for  illi cit drug use ,
¬ghts , ar res ts, liv ing alone,  and whether the home was rented, the  pre sence  of
a gun in the home remained strongly assoc iat ed with an incre ased risk for
homicide in the home (Kellermann et a l. 1993 ).

The study did not present any evidence  about whether a gun from the
home was used in any of the homicides,  rel ied on sel f-r eport s of  household
gun ownership, and was unable to include as confounders all potentia lly
important risk fac tors for  homicide.  Nonetheles s, the ¬ndings from str ati¬ed
analy ses  are  consi stent with the  notion that a gun in the home increa ses  the
risk of dea th. Fir st,  the link between gun ownership and homicide result ed
entire ly from a strong assoc iat ion between gun ownership and homicide by
¬rearm; homicide by  other  means was not signi¬cantly  linked to the presence
or absence of a gun in the  home. Se cond, gun ownership was most strongly
assoc iat ed with homicide at the hands of a family member or intimate
acquaintance;  guns were not signi¬cantly  linked to an increa sed risk  of homi-
cide by  other fri ends,  unidenti¬ed intruders , or  str angers . Final ly,  there  was
no ev idence of  a protec tiv e eff ec t of  keeping a gun in the  home, ev en in the
small subgroup of ca ses  that involv ed forced entry .

A second ca se- control study ex amined whether  the purchas e of  a handgun
from a lic ensed deale r was as soc iat ed with the risk  of  homicide occurring at
any loc at ion (Cummings, Koepse ll et  al. 199 7).  More than one hundred cas es
and more than ¬ve hundred controls,  matched on gender,  ag e group, and zip
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code, were drawn from members of a lar ge hea lth maintenance organiza tion
in Washington sta te. For 22  percent of homicide vic tims but only 12  percent
of controls, family members  had purchased handguns. (Nine percent of vic -
tims and 5 percent of controls had purchased the handguns themselv es .) The
median interv al be tween the  ¬rs t family handgun purchase  and any homicide
death was more than ele ven ye ars . The rel ati ve risk of death by homicide as so-
cia ted with a handgun purchase  bore no sta tis tica lly signi¬cant rel ationship
to time since purchase . Indeed, no vic tim in this study was murdered with a
gun within ¬ve ye ars  of  any ¬rst handgun purchase, sugge sting that in this
populat ion, delibera te leg al purchas e of a handgun to commit murder within
a f amily was a r are  ev ent. 

The study could not control for  many dif fer ences  (other than those  char-
act er isti cs the res ea rchers  matched between cas es  and controls) such as  crim-
inal history or  substance abuse . Inclusion of such var iables  would probably
lower the est imated risk of  homicide as soc iat ed with a handgun purchase .
Conver sel y, the study ex amined only le ga l gun purchas es from licensed dea l-
ers . If per sons likely  to be murdered or inclined to commit murder within
their familie s ar e more likely  to procure handguns exc lusiv ely from priva te or
ille ga l source s, the study would underes timate  the  risks re sulting from hand-
gun ownership. The authors  corre ct ly conclude tha t ªon av era ge,  the acquisi-
tion of a handgun appea rs to be as soc iat ed with an increa sed risk of violent
deathº (Cummings, Koepse ll e t al . 1997,  97 8).

A third cas e-control study of homicide combined two national data se ts for
199 3/94. After  controlling for family income, education, marit al sta tus,
reg ion, and other  variabl es, a gun in the home was a risk factor for  be coming
a homicide vic tim. The risk was parti cular ly high for women. A limitation of
the  study was that information on ¬re arm presence was not ava ilable for ove r
one-third of the homicide ca ses  (Wiebe 2003b).  Merrill (2002) use s similar
data but found gun preva lence was assoc iat ed with lower homicide rat es . The
dif fer ing r esults  of  these  two analys es need to be re conci led.

Results from two offender-based ca se- control homicide studies ¬nd that
gun ownership is a risk for  homicide.  One study of ¬ft y Ohio offenders exam-
ined ¬re arm homicides involving family members, rel ati ves , and friends.
Results indica te that off enders (ca ses ) were far  more likely  to liv e in a house-
hold with a loaded ¬rea rm than were individuals (controls) who were similar
to cas es  in terms of ag e, sex , and living in the same neighborhood (Rowland
and Holtzhauer 1989).  
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Another ca se- control study compared pri soners convicted of homicide
with an unmatched sample of national adults . Inste ad of a comparison of
similar people (ag e, rac e, gender) from the same neighborhoods, the sample
of cas es is made up disproport ionate ly of young, urban minorit ies , while
older rural  white s, with a hunting tradit ion, make up a disproportionate
share  of the controls who have guns.  Although an at tempt was made to con-
trol for  some att ributes,  no var iable held constant the  neighborhood environ-
ment or ev en rural ve rsus urban res idence . Since  rural are as hav e lower crime
rat es (in vir tually  all  high-income countri es, whether or  not there  ar e many
guns ava ilable)  but more guns (for hunting and shooting), the lack of  neigh-
borhood controls  reduces  the  likelihood of ¬nding any true re lat ionship
between gun ownership and homicide.  Nonetheles s, the authors stil l found
that persons owning guns were 1.36 times more likely  to commit homicides
than persons without guns (Kleck and Hogan 1999).  (Se e appendix A for a
dis cussion of the importance of controll ing for urbaniza tion.)

Time-se rie s analy se s have  also att empted to determine the  as soc iat ion
between gun av ailabil ity and homicide. Studies  try ing to use  the stock of
¬rearms as  the proxy  for  gun av ailabili ty have  be en plagued with measure -
ment problems. (Se e appendix A for a discussion of time-seri es studies. )
Probably the most sophisti ca ted study analy zed the  rel ationship between
handgun sales and homicide aft er  ac counting for  be er sal es,  unemployment,
migration, ra cia l composit ion, and cohort siz e. Using dat a from California
for  twenty- two ye ars , from 197 2 to 199 3, res ear chers  found tha t the  prior
ye ar' s de ale r sal es of  handguns were signi¬cantl y linked to homicides of vir -
tua lly ev ery  ag e group of bla ck, Hispanic, and white  males. There  was no asso-
cia tion with female homicides.  The assoc iation of handgun sal es with homi-
cide was stronger  for  younger than for older males  and was more closel y
rel ated to ¬rea rm homicides  than to all  homicides . The assoc iat ions were
subst antia l. If causat ive , the y sugges t that almost ¬ve thousand fewer male
Californians between the age s of ¬ft een and thirty -four would have died dur-
ing this period if handgun sale s had remained at 197 2 lev els  (Sorenson and
Berk 2001) .

Overa ll, the lit era ture on the link between gun av ail abi lity  and homicide is
compelling. Most studie sÐwhether cross- sec tional or  time-seri es,  interna-
tional or domesti cÐshow that higher lev els  of gun preva lence  are  linked not
only with higher  lev els  of gun homicide but also with a higher overa ll homi-
cide rat e. These  studie s are  perhaps more on point than the cas e-control stud-
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ies , since other people's guns rather than one's own usuall y direc tly incre as e
the  risk of  be coming a homicide vic tim. However the cas e- control studie s
sugge st that a gun in the  home incre ase s the  risk of  be coming a vic tim of inti-
mate-partner homicide (Hepburn and Hemenway 2004).

O TH E R  G UN - R E L A T E D  C R IM E S

A gun in the home can also be used to ter rif y a spouse [or] intimidate a gir lfri end.

ÐA. Kelle rmann and S. Heron

Focusing ex clusiv ely on incidents that result in injury or death would sev ere ly
underes timate  the  ext ent of the gun violence  problem in the United Sta tes .
Guns are  oft en used in cr ime with no bulle ts be ing ¬red and no one shot.
Many such cr imes, including ca ses  of as sault,  rape, and robbery , are  not
report ed to the polic e. To bette r est imate the actual ra tes  of  such crimes, the
U.S. National Crime Victimization Surv ey (NCVS) has  be en cre at ed.  This
semi-annual surve y asks a repre sentat ive  sample of the populat ion whether
the y hav e been the vic tims of at tempted or completed cr imes. 

International compari sons of vic timization surve ys sugge st that U.S. citi -
zens are  neither  cle arl y more violent nor more criminal than those of other
developed nat ions but that guns are  used fa r more often in the commission of
crimes in the United St ate s than els ewhere (R. Block 1993) . The authors of
one cross -national report  on crime vi ctimization conclude that American
crime ra tes  ar e comparable to other  developed nations but that the  United
Sta tes  is ªunusual in the ext ent to which guns were mentioned in as saults  and
robberi esº  (Mayhew and van Dijk 1997,  67) . Two longt ime scholars  of crime
in the United Stat es,  F. E. Zimring and G. Hawkins, also conclude that ª rat es
of crime are  not gre atl y dif fer ent in the United Sta te s from those of  other
developed countri es.  . . . Our ex tremely high rat es of  lethal violence are  a sep-
ara te phenomenon, a dis tinct soc ial problem that is the re al source  of fea r and
anger  in American life º (1997b, 3).  As E. J. Dionne Jr.  colorfully expla ins,
ªYou're  just as  likely  to ge t punched in the mouth in a ba r in Sydney [Aus-
tra lia ] as in a ba r in Los Angeles.  But you're  20 times as likely  to be kil led in
Los Angele sº (1999).

On an ave rag e day in 2001,  there  were sev enteen hundred robberi es in the
United Sta te s, inc luding holdups,  muggings, purse  sna tchings,  and other vio-
lent confrontat ions motivated by theft . Guns were used in more than ¬ve
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hundred of these robberi es (National Archive 2002) . Higher lev els of gun
ownership appea r to be assoc iat ed with higher rat es of robber y with guns but
not with overa ll robber y lev els  (Cook 1979, 19 87;  Kleck 1997b). Victims of gun
robbers  are  les s likely  to res ist  and less  likely  to be nonfata lly  injured than vic -
tims of robber s without guns (Conklin 19 72;  R. Block 19 77;  Skogan 19 78;  Cook
198 7; Kleck 199 7b;  Wells  2000). Indeed, felons cla im that a principa l motive
for  having a  gun is so they ªdon't  have to hurt the v ict imº (Wright and Rossi
1986, 1 28 ). 

Victims of gun robbers , howeve r, are  far  more likely  to be murdered (Cook
198 7).  Various studie s have  s imilar  ¬ndings: robberi es and ass aults  with guns
are  three  to ¬ve times more likely  to result  in death than robberi es and
ass aults  with knive s, six  to ten times more likely  to re sult in dea th than rob-
berie s or  ass aults with other weapons, and some forty times more likely  to
result in death than if no weapon were used (Zimring 1968; Cook 199 1; Sal tz-
man et al. 199 2; Alba and Messner 199 5) . Unfortunate ly,  compared to other
high-income nat ions,  in robberi es in the United Sta tes  the cr iminal is far
more likely  to have  a gun. 

While the law determines the  ser iousness of the crime by whether the vic -
tim live s or  dies,  neither the  outcome nor the  weapon used is a rel iable indi-
cator  of the ass ail ant's intent or sta te of mind (Cook and Moore 1999) . There
is no ev idence to indica te tha t gun robbers  have a gre at er intent to kil l than
other robbers . Many robberie s ar e unplanned ac ts, committed by addic ts in
need of quick money for  a ¬x. Some evidence does sugges t that robbers  who
use the crudest  weapons or none at all  are  of ten the most reckle ss, causing the
most injuri es and dea ths and making the lea st pro¬t (Gabor et al.  198 7).  Sim-
ila rly , the  ser iousness  of many nonfa tal  kni¬ngs indica tes  that many are
att empted homicides.  In genera l, there  is a good deal of ove rlap in intent
between fat al and nonfata l ass aults and robberie s (Zimring 1968) . But one
thing is cle ar:  the  probabilit y that a vic tim will live  or die  depends in lar ge part
on the l ethali ty of the weapon used. As r ese archer P. J.  Cook put it,

The rel ativ ely  high death rat e in gun robbery is the dir ect  consequence
of the fac t that a loaded gun provides the as sai lant with the means to ki ll
quickly at a dis tance  and without much skill, str ength, or danger of
counter att ack. A passing whim or ev en the ac cidental  twitch of a tri gg er
¬nger is suf¬cient. Thus a gun is intrinsic all y more dange rous than
other types of weapons. (198 7, 3 72 ) 
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Data on gun use in crime come from the NCVS, which is conducted by the
U.S. Census Bureau. The NCVS provides det ail ed information from a sample
of six ty thousand households on the  incidence and cir cumstance s of six
speci¬c att empted or completed crimes. However , much cr ime involving
intimates is not reported to the  NCVS, and it appears  tha t many addit ional
ille ga l gun usesÐwhen guns are  used to threat en, intimidate,  or  coe rc eÐare
also not report ed on the NCVS. 

In 1996 and 1999, the Harvard Injury Control Resea rch Cente r sponsored
the ¬rst two national nongovernmental surve ys to ask  detai led ques tions
about both ille ga l gun use  aga inst and sel f-defense  gun use  by  respondents.  In
the ¬rst surve y, ex cluding polic e of¬cer s, security guards and milita ry  pe r-
sonnel, 3.1  pe rcent of re spondents reported hostil e gun displa ys ag ainst them
(after  fur ther ex cluding hosti le gun displa ys by  the polic e aga inst re spon-
dents ). By contra st,  0.7  percent of respondents report ed self -defense gun uses
in the  past ¬ve y ear s (Hemenway and Azra el 199 7, 2000).

For many of those who reported experi encing hosti le gun incidents , the
guns were displa yed during planned crimes. These  crimes were primarily
either as saults by  str ange rs, which oft en occurr ed at work (e .g.,  res taurants,
convenience stores ), or  ass aults  by  acquaintance s (e. g., ex-boyfr iends). While
polic e were noti¬ed in almost all the cas es  involv ing str ange rs, the polic e were
not noti¬ed about some of the threa ts made by intimate s, and these  incidents
may also not hav e be en reported on the NCVS. For example, one young
woman sa id, ªMy boyf riend was mad because  I was see ing someone els e. We
broke up. Six  months la ter  he showed up at  my house to talk. He showed me
the gun to sca re me into see ing him againº (Hemenway and Azrae l 2000,
264).

For many respondents, the  most re cent threa t with a gun had tak en pla ce
during an argument that esc ala ted into gun use . The majority  of the ca ses
involv ed family or  acquaintances.  Many of these  incidents might not be
report ed as cr imes on the NCVS. From the perspect ive  of the other par tie s,
some of these  ev ents might be ca lled ªs elf-de fense gun use,º  ev en though they
would not leg all y be considered thus. Examples of gun use during arguments
include:

A young male said, ªI  was outside at a pa rtyÐI was walking to my ca r.
A guy was upset . He thought I was hit ting on his  gir lfr iend. He pulled
out a  gun. . . . He was prett y drunk. I laughed and then I drov e away.º
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A middle- ag ed male was in the bas ement of his brother- in-law's house.
The brother- in-law brandished a gun ªto make a point and to be more
ag gre ssi ve during an argument about the saf ety  of hav ing a gun in the
house.º

A young male was in his car . A str ange r ªgot upse t bec ause he thought
I cut him off and began to throw objec ts at me. Then he pulled out the
gun and waved i t a t me.º

A woman in her thirtie s was walking with a female  fri end when a ªguy
across  the str eet  ye lled something. My fri end yel led back and he cross ed
the  str eet  and pulled out a gun from the front of his  pants. He asked if
she had sa id something. She said `No,' and we le ft. º

A number of respondents report ed an unprovoked brandishing in which
someone displa yed a gun in a hosti le manner ag ainst the re spondent for  no
apparent rea son. While such act ions are  crimes and ar e almost always com-
mitted by str anger s, many may not be reported on the NCVS. Examples
inc lude:

A young female said, ªI was driving with our family and stopped at an
inters ec tion. The individuals pulled alongside, pulled a gun out and
pointed it at us,  taunting us unti l the li ght changed.º

A young male sa id, ªI was on the curb in front of a fri end's house. It was
rac iall y motivat ed. They shouted, `Whitey  go home.' They shot the gun
at us and drove off.º

A male in his forties was walking with his wife ªdown a sidewalk in a
neighboring apartment complex. A teenager picked up a .22 and started
pointing it at me, threatening to blow my head off. He was showing off.º

An older male said, ªThis guy was next to me in his  ca r. I just walked to
my ca r from K-Mart, and he was mouthing off . He was cussing at me,
threa tening me. . . . He was messed up. I don't  know if he was drunk or
on drugs. Obscene, rea lly  talking. He saw I was lea ving and he pulled
out his gun and s aid, `I 'll just shoot you.'  Then he drove off.º
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Eight re spondents report ed hostil e gun displays when they were perce ived
to be criminals. Fiv e of these  gun displa ys were by  the polic e; three  were  by
civ ilians.  These  ev ents would almost ce rta inly be  considered ªs elf-de fense
gun use º if the other  party  had been surve yed. One example of a civ ilian
thinking the r espondent was a  cr iminal is :

The respondent was jogging in the woods. ªSomeone liv ed in a shack  in
the woods and thought I was ge tting too c lose to their house . They just
displayed the gun and asked me to lea ve. º 

The surve y re sults indica ted not only that many hosti le gun uses might not
be inc luded in the NCVS est imates but also that the number of respondents
report ing that they were vic tims of gun threa ts gr eat ly exc eeded the number
of respondents cla iming to have used guns in sel f-defense . The second survey
results were similar: 3.8  per cent of respondents report ed gun threa ts, com-
pared to 1.2 percent who reported se lf-defense gun use in the past ¬ve  ye ars
(Hemenway, Mille r, and Azra el 2000). 

At lea st ¬ve other surve ys  have asked about both off ensiv e and defensiv e
gun use; the y, too, all  ¬nd that the former is far  more common than the lat ter
(Gallup 2000; Hemenway and Azra el 2000).  For ex ample, a random surve y of
adole scents  in California in 2001 asked if anyone had ªbrought out, showed,
or used a gun to threat enº the respondent and if the respondent had eve r
ªbrought out, showed, or used a gun in sel f-defense.º  Eleven times more ado-
les cents reported tha t the y had been threa tened with a gun than report ed ev er
using a gun in s elf -de fense  (Hemenway and Mille r 2004).  

The NCVS also ¬nds that criminal gun use  is far  more common than sel f-
defense  gun use, by  a margin of about ten to one (National Archive  199 8).  No
surve y using similar quest ions for  both types  of ev ents has ev er found tha t
sel f-defense  gun use  is more common than criminal gun use . A May 2000
national surve y by  the Washington Post /ABC News asked, ªExc luding any
time se rved in the milit ary , have you EVER been threa tened with a gun or
shot at ?º and 23  percent of respondents replied in the af¬rmativ e (Morin and
Deane 2000). By contra st,  a May 2000 national Gallup surve y ask ed, ªNot
including milita ry  combat,  have  you ev er used a gun to defend yours elf  either
by  ¬ring it or threa tening to ¬re it?º  Sev en percent of respondents sa id that
the y had done so. 

It is thus quite  surprisingÐand unfoundedÐthat Kleck has repea tedly
cla imed that ªthe be st av ailable  evidence indica tes  that guns are  used defen-
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siv ely by crime vic tims four to ¬ve times more oft en than they ar e used by
off enders to commit a crimeº (1997a , 29 5).  Kleck compares  the  result s for
off ensiv e and def ensiv e gun use  from two dif fer ent types  of surve ysÐthe
NCVS for criminal gun use and priva te surve ys for  sel f-defense gun use. The
NCVS has lar ge ly eliminated the lar ge fal se-posit ive  problem that pla gues
surve ys  looking for  rar e ev ents. (Se e appendix A for a dis cussion of sel f-
de fense  gun use .) Estimates of of fensiv e and def ensiv e gun use from the
NCVS are  more conse rva tiv e than est imate s from one-shot pri vat e surve ysÐ
typica lly  an order of magnitude lower.  Comparing the criminal gun use
¬gures from priva te surve ys with the sel f-defense  gun use  est imates from the
NCVS (the rev ers e of what Kleck does)  could lead to the conclusion tha t
criminal gun use  was ¬fty to four hundred times more likely  than sel f-def ense
gun use.  Neither comparison is leg itimate. 

It is genera lly  acc epted that the NCVS may under es timate cer tain crimes,
particula rly  those involv ing intimate-partner violence , which respondents
may pre fer  not to report. Surve ys of ba tte rer s indica te that threa ts with a
¬rearm are not uncommon in abusiv e rel ationships when there  are  guns in
the household (E. F. Rothman 2003) . As noted ea rlie r, the NCVS may also
miss many hosti le gun displa ys during esc ala ting arguments and many
unprovoked gun brandishings.  It may even miss many ass aults  in which the
vic tims are  shot (Cook 198 5).  All the se ar e criminal gun uses and should be
counted.

The NCVS probably also misse s much so-ca lled sel f-defense  gun use dur-
ing esc ala ting arguments and other situations when the  respondent would
not initia lly  report that a crime had been committed. However many of these
gun uses are  likely  cr iminal act s (se e chap. 4).  If the story were told from the
other combatant's perspect ive , it is likely  that in many instances  he or she
would seem to have  be en the one who was ass aulted and forced to ac t in self-
de fense . For ex ample, in the  Harva rd Injury Control Resea rch Cente r sur-
ve ys,  one man in his ¬ft ies  r eported a  s elf -de fense gun use  in a rea ction to an
argument with a neighbor: ªI was on my porch and this man threw a beer in
my fac e so I got my gun.º  Another male report ed a se lf-defense gun use
ag ainst an acquaintance in his home: ªI was watching a movie and he inter -
rupted me. I ye lled at him that I was going to shoot him and he ran to his  car º
(Hemenway, Mille r, and Azra el 2000).

Criminal gun use is far  too common in the United Sta tes . A public health
approach to reducing gun use  in ass aults and robber ies and in other forms of
intimidation emphasi zes  pr evention. Criminal justic e pla ys an important rol e
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in deter ring cr ime and separa ting violent offenders from socie ty, but other
measures  ar e a lso crucial.  Unfortunatel y, until rec ently ,

ass aultiv e injuri es have be en subjec t to lit tle  pr evention-oriented
res ea rch. Typic all y, they have  be en re garded as a ªcr ime problemº
rather than as  a health problem, and blame and punishment of the  per -
petra tor s have be en emphasi zed, rather than measures to reduce the
frequency  and se ve rit y of such injuries . (Insti tute of Medicine 198 5, 44)

Guns in criminal hands incre as e the  risk of  lethal violence.  Many polic ies
can reduce the eas e with which known cr iminals have acce ss to ¬rearms. As I
will argue,  the most cos t-e ffec tiv e inter ventions involv e further res tri ctions of
the  secondary markets  for gunsÐsales at gun shows, ›ea markets , and over
the  Internet. 

One small step in reducing acc es s to ¬rearms is for  polic e departments to
destroy  rather than sel l used and con¬scated ¬rea rms. More than 230 homi-
cide- rel ated gun tra ce s between 1994 and 1998 ended at the doors  of other
law-enforcement ag encie s. For ex ample, in August 1999, Buford Furrow used
a Glock pis tol  sold by the Cosmopolis, Washington, polic e department to
shoot children at a Jewish community  cente r in Los Angeles  (Olinger  1999b).

A 199 8 resolution by the International Associa tion of Chief s of Polic e urged
polic e departments to stop sel ling used and con¬sca ted guns and to inste ad
destroy  them. This recommendation should be fol lowed. Larry  Todd, the
chief  of  police  in Los Gatos, California, who helped dra ft the resolution,
sta ted, ªIt  did not make sense for  us to be reintroducing guns back into com-
munities  we were sworn to protect º (Shear  and J ackman 1999).

S UMMA R Y

The United Sta te s has ver y high rat es of  death from gunsÐgun acc idents, gun
suicides,  and gun homicidesÐcompared to other high-income nations.
Appendix B provides a list  of well-known civ ilians shot in the United Sta tes .
We have far  more unintentional gun injuri es per capita  than any other high-
income nation. Each day, some thirty  Americans are  acc identall y shot with
¬rearms; about two or thr ee die . In sta tes  with more guns,  there  ar e more
acc idental gun deaths.

Suicides  are  a big ger  problem for the  United St ate s. About ¬ft y Americans
die  ea ch day  by their  own hands. A gun in the home has been shown to be a
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risk fac tor for suicide, and are as in the United Sta tes with more guns have
more suicides . Compared to other developed nations, our ¬rearm suicide
rat e is high in all  age  groups,  as is our overa ll suicide rat e among children.
However our adult  suicide rat e is comparable to that in other  high-income
countri es.

The U.S. ¬re arm and overa ll homicide rat es are  far  higher than those  of
other deve loped nations for  all  age  groups. Eve ry other high-income country
has fewer guns (especia lly  handguns),  stronge r gun control re gulations, and
much lower homicide ra tes . Zimring and Hawkins have summarized the
issue:

When dis cussing American lethal violence  with any for eign criminolo-
gis t, guns ar e always the ¬rst fac tor to be mentioned as an explanation
of the dis tincti ve ly high ra tes  of death in the United Sta tes . What set s
the  for eign criminologists ' comments apar t from our American col-
lea gues is not the  unanimity with which the y focus on guns, however ,
be cause this topic is inevit ably mentioned by American criminologis ts
as well. But our for eign collea gue s are  frequently unwilling to discuss
any other fea ture of American socie ty or  gov ernment except gun own-
ership and use. In Europe or Japan, any  mention of socia l, demo-
graphic, or economic fac tor s as a cause  of homicide is commonly
reg arded as an eva sion of the most obvious rea son why American vio-
lence is speci ally  dangerous. . . . Fir ea rms use  is so prominently as soc i-
ated with the high death rat e from violence tha t sta rting with any other
topic would rightly be  chara ct eri zed as an intentional eva sion. (Zimring
and Hawkins 1997b, 106)

The United Sta tes  might have a lethal  violence problem even without guns.
Our nongun homicide rat e is higher  than the tot al homicide ra tes  of almost
all  other  high-income nations. However, the  ev idence indica tes  that the cur-
rent ea sy ac ces s to guns by all members of  our soc iet y makes  our proclivi ty
toward lethal violence  much worse . Historian R. Lane sums it up this way:
ªHigh American [homicide] ra tes , ¬nall y, owe much but not all to our gun
cultureº  (1999, 191 ).

Within the United Sta tes , a wide ar ray  of empirica l evidence indica tes  tha t
more guns in a community  lead to more homicide. Studies  also indica te tha t
a gun in the  home incre ase s the risk of murder  for  family members . Since a
gun in the home tends to also incre ase  the  risk of  suicide and unintentional
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¬rearm injury , many public health pract itioners emphasi ze the dangers of
bringing a  gun into the home, part icular ly i f children are  pres ent.

Many polic ies  are  readil y avai lable to reduce our gun injury problem. Gun
acc idents would be reduced if manufac turer s made guns tha t were  childproof
and personalized. Unintentional injuries  would also fall  if new guns were
equipped with a loaded-chamber indica tor and a magaz ine saf ety . At the ve ry
lea st,  mass-produced ¬lms and TV shows can help to educat e the publi c by
presenting more rea lis tic  depic tions of the  cause s and consequences  of gun
acc idents, suic ides, and nonfat al ¬re arm injuries .

Many groups can also play a more act ive  role in reducing our gun suicide
problem. Physi cians and other  medic al provider s can counsel  their patients
about the dange rs of  ¬rearms in the home and sugge st str ate gie s to reduce
suicide risk . Most family pract itioners (Kirs chner 2000) and psychologis ts
(Brown 2002)  apparently  do not currentl y ask  about guns in the homes of
depre ssed patients , and a substantial minorit y of psychiat ris ts do not ask
about guns ev en when a patient is suicidal (Gall agher et al.  2002); these  pra c-
titioner s should begin to routinely ask  about gun ownership and acc ess  since
guns are  the most common agent of completed suicide in the  United Sta tes .

Fir ea rms are  only a small part of the U.S. ªcr ime problemº (guns ar e
involv ed in some 4 percent of all se rious crimes in the United Sta tes ), but they
are  a lar ge  pa rt of  our violent death problem (guns are  used in two-thirds of
U.S. homicides  and a lmost 60 percent of U.S. suicides) .

Guns incre ase  the lethality  of violent crime. Robbers  oft en use ¬rea rms so
that they don't  have to hurt the  vic tim to ste al the propert y, but when force  is
used, gun robberi es ar e far  more likely  to end in murder  than ar e robberi es
with other weapons or no weapons.

Many polic ies  can reduce  criminals' abilit y to obtain ¬re arms, such as
lic ensing of gun owners,  r eg ist rat ion of guns,  and prohibitions on gun trans-
fer s without a criminal ba ckg round checkÐpolic ies  common in many other
industria liz ed nat ions.  One small step dir ect ed toward reducing criminal
acc ess  to ¬re arms would be if polic e des troyed rather than resold con¬sca ted
weapons.

Guns ar e used not only to kil l and to wound but also to intimidate and
coerc e. Criminal intimidation with ¬rearms is far  more common than sel f-
de fense  gun use . Unlawful intimidation with ¬rearms takes pla ce not only
during planned cr imes but also esc ala ting arguments, which general ly occur
between intimates, f riends, and a cquaintances .
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Many of these criminal use s of guns aga inst humans do not seem to be
included in of¬ci al sta tist icsÐcrime report s, emergency room logs, death
cer ti¬cat es,  and so forth. When determining the  bene¬ts and costs  of va rious
measures  to incre ase  or  reduce the ava ilabilit y of and ac ces s to guns, it is
important to consider  the effe ct not only on reported crime, suicide,  and
acc idental injury but also on more hidden uses.  The vas t majorit y of these
hidden use s appear  to be  ag ainst soc iety 's inte res ts.
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CH A P T E R 4 S E L F - D E F E N S E
U S E O F G UN S

There is litt le or no need for a gun for se lf-protec tion [for most Americans]

be cause there 's so litt le risk  of  cr ime. People don't  bel iev e it, but it' s true. You just

can't convince  most Americ ans they'r e not at ser ious r isk.

ÐGary Kleck

The prev ious chapter s highlighted some of the costs guns impose on socie ty.
But guns also provide some saf ety  bene¬ts.  Guns may be used to thwart crim-
inal act s, and awareness of  their  presence may deter  indiv iduals  from
attempting to commit crimes. But how common is sel f-defense gun use, and
how much bene¬t do guns re ally  provide for  our socie ty?  This chapte r
descr ibe s the  sci enti¬c evidence av ail abl e on the rol e of  ¬rearms in deter ring
crime and thwarting criminals, dis cusse s the frequency of sel f-def ense gun
use and whether such incidents are  usuall y socia lly bene¬cia l, and considers
the  ev idence concerning whether  armed res ist ance aga inst att ack ers  makes
good sense .

T H E  M Y TH  A ND  R E A L I T Y  O F  D E T E R R E N C E

Given the cla ims of the gun lobby, it is pe rhaps surprising that there  is in fac t
litt le credible ev idence that guns deter  crime. Criminologist  Gary Kleck (19 88 )
cla ims that publi ciz ed polic e progr ams to tra in cit izens in gun use in Orlando
(to prev ent rape)  and in Kansa s City (to pre vent robbery)  led to reduct ions in
crime by changing prospecti ve  criminals' awareness of  gun ownership among
potentia l vic tims. However,  a car eful analy sis  of  the data found no evidence
tha t crime ra tes  changed in either loc ation aft er  the tra ining (McDowall,
Lizot te,  and Wiersema 199 1). The deter rent eff ect s of civ ilian gun ownership



on burglar y rat es were also supposedly shown by the experi ences of Morton
Grove, Ill inois (af ter  it banned handguns), and Kennesaw, Georg ia (af ter  it
requir ed tha t ¬re arms be kept in all homes) (Kleck 198 8).  Again, a car eful
analy sis  of  the data did not show that guns reduced crime (McDowall,
Wiersema, and Loftin 19 89) . Inste ad, in Morton Grove, the banning of hand-
guns was fol lowed by a lar ge  and sta tis tica lly signi¬cant decre as e in burgl ary
report s (McDowall,  Lizotte,  and Wiersema 1991).  

The fac t that rural  ar eas  in the United Sta tes  have  more guns and les s crime
than urban ar eas  has sometimes been cla imed as evidence of the det er rent
tha t ¬rearms repre sent (e. g.,  Polsby and Kates  199 8) . The compari son, of
cours e, is inappropria te.  Citie s in high-income countri es genera lly  experience
more crime than rural  are as,  whatever  the lev els  of gun ownership. A more
va lid compari son i s between cit ies , between s tat es,  or  be tween r egions.

One study found a nega tiv e assoc iat ion between ra tes  of gun ownership
and crime rates  (more guns, less  crime) (Lott 199 8a) . However, in that study,
gun ownership data came from ele ction ex it polls  conducted in 19 88 and 1996.
These data on gun ownership lev els  are  unrel iable.  According to the polling
sourc e, Voter  News Se rvi ce,  the data cannot be used as  the  author uses
themÐto determine either sta te- lev el gun ownership lev els  or  change s in gun
ownership ra tesÐfor three  re asons: (1)  the  surve y sampled only actual vot er s,
a minority  of the adult  populat ion; (2)  the gun ownership quest ion changed
between the two per iods;  and (3 ) the sample siz e was far  too small for  rel iable
est imate s. In only  fourte en sta tes  were  there  more than one hundred respon-
dents  to the 1996 poll, and for one such sta te , Illinois, the  polls  indic ated, non-
sensic ally , that personal gun ownership more than doubled between 19 88 and
1996, from 17 to 36 percent of the adult  populat ion. Overa ll, the  data from
these ex it polls  indica te that gun ownership rat es in the United Sta tes
inc rea sed an incredible 50 percent during those eight yea rs . Yet all  other  sur-
ve ys of  the general  population show either no change or  a decre ase  in the  per-
centag e of  Americans who per sonally  own ¬re arms (Kleck 199 7b) . Analy se s of
guns and c rime using the Voter News Ser vic e dat a a re meaningles s. 

No other  study ¬nds that cr ime is lower in cit ies , sta tes , or reg ions where
the re are  more guns. Instead, the ev idence indic ate s that where  the re are
more guns, while  there  are  no more robber ies , the re are  more gun robberi es
and more robber y homicides (Cook 19 87) . Most studies ¬nd that where  there
are  more guns, there  are  signi¬cantl y more gun homicides  and total homi-
cides  (Ohsfeldt and Morrise y 199 2; Hepburn and Hemenway 2004) .

A widely cited proponent of the supposed deter rent eff ect  of guns has
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cla imed that when gun preva lence is high, burglar s seek out unoccupied
dwellings to avoid being shot (Kleck 198 8, 199 7b). Yet the evidence  comes not
from a sci enti¬c study but from a ›awed comparison using dif fer ent vic tim-
iza tion surve ys in differ ent time periods for  four are asÐthe United Sta tes ,
Brita in, the Netherl ands, and Toronto. In the United Sta tes , compared to the
other three  are as , a higher percenta ge  of  burg lar ies are  committed when no
one is at home. Kleck' s analy sis  does  not tak e into ac count rel evant fac tor s
tha t might expla in the assoc iation (e. g.,  the per centa ge of time in which
dwellings are  occupied). The are as are  compared to the United Sta tes  but not
to ea ch other, and only four nations/ci tie s ar e examined. One could just as
well ar gue that since  cig are tte  consumption is higher  in Japan and Stockholm
than in the United Sta tes , and the  Japanese  and Swedish liv e longe r than
Americans, ci gar ett es  are  good for longev ity.  

A more rel iable study used data from the Uniform Crime Reports  for all
¬ft y U.S. sta tes  for  19 77±98 and dat a from the U.S. National Crime Victimiza-
tion Surve y (NCVS) for  330,000 households for 1994±98.  The ¬ndings from
both analy ses  were tha t U.S. countie s and sta tes  with more guns hav e higher
rat es of burgl ary  and higher per  capita  ra tes  of  ªhot burgl ary º (burg lar y when
someone is at home) (Cook and Ludwig 2003) . Homes with ¬rearm collec -
tions ar e considered prime ta rge ts for  burgl ars .

Surve ys of  burg lar s in the United St ate s do indica te tha t most would prefe r
tha t no one is at homeÐand presumably  that no one is armedÐwhen they
enter  the premises (Rengert  and Wasilchick 198 5; Wright and Rossi  1986).
There is litt le ques tion that profe ssional burgl ars , who ar e among the lea st
violent of ser ious criminals, want merchandise  and do not want to get
arr es ted, bludgeoned, or shot.  But there  is currentl y no cr edible  evidence that
a high preva lence  of  gun ownership reduces burgl ary  or  any other crime or in
any way reduces potenti al v iol ent confronta tions.  

HOW  COMMON  I S  S E L F - D E F E N S E  G UN  U S E ?

Much dis cussion about the protec tiv e bene¬ts  of guns has  focused on the
incidence of  sel f-defense gun use. Proponents  of  such putat ive  bene¬ts  of ten
cla im that 2.5  million Americans use  guns in se lf-defense aga inst criminal
att ack ers  each yea r (Kleck and Gertz  199 5). This est imate is not plausibl e and
has be en nominated as the ªmost outra geous number mentioned in a polic y
dis cussion by an ele cted of¬cial º (Cook, Ludwig, and Hemenway 1997, 463 ). 

The es timate comes from a national tel ephone surve y in which respon-
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dents report ed their own behavior . All att empts at ext ernal va lidation revea l
it to be a huge  overe stimate (Hemenway 1997b). For ex ample, in 34  percent of
the  ca ses  in which re spondents sta ted tha t they used guns for  sel f-defense ,
the y said the y used guns to protec t themselves  during burgl ari es.  If true, this
would translat e into guns being used in sel f-defense  in approximately 84 5,000
burgl ari es each ye ar.  From sophist ica ted vic timization surve ys  (the NCVS),
however, we know that there were fewer than 6,000,000 burgl ari es in the  yea r
of the surve y, and in only 1,300,000 of those  ca ses  was someone cer tainly  at
home. Since  only 41  percent of U.S. households owned ¬rearms, and since the
vic tims in two-thirds of the oc cupied dwell ings remained asle ep,  the 2.5  mil-
lion ¬gure  requir es us to beli ev e tha t burgl ary  vict ims used their guns in se lf-
de fense  more than 100 perc ent of the t ime.

A more rea sonable estimate of self -de fense  gun use  during burgla ry comes
from a ret rospecti ve  analy sis  of  Atlanta  polic e department reports . Examin-
ing home invas ion crimes during a four-month period, res ea rchers  identi¬ed
198  ca ses  of unwanted entry  into single -family dwellings when someone was
at home (Kelle rmann et al.  1995) . In only three  cas es  (le ss than 2 percent)  did
a vic tim use a ¬rearm in sel f-defense. If this ¬gure were  ex trapolat ed nation-
all y for the yea r the  surve y cover s, it would sugges t approximate ly twenty
thousand gun use s ag ainst burgl ary .

If it were true, the  est imate of  2.5  million se lf-defense gun use s per yea r
would lead to many other  absurd conclusions. There just ar en't enough se ri-
ous crimes for  vic tims to use  guns so many times. For example, the number
of respondents who cla im to have used a gun aga inst rape and robbery
att empts sugges ts that vic tims of these  att empted crimes ar e more likely  to
use a gun ag ainst the off ender than the att ack ers  ar e to use a gun ag ainst the
vic timÐeven though the criminal chooses  the time and pla ce for  the att ack,
most cit izens do not own guns, and ve ry few people car ry  guns.  Similarly , the
number of people who cla im to use  guns in sel f-defense  and report the inci-
dent to polic e (64 percent in the Kleck surve y) oft en ex ceeds the tot al number
of such crimes reported to polic e, including all  the cr imes when the vic tim did
not hav e a  gun (Ludwig 2000).

Other result s coming from this telephone surve y are  also grossl y exa gg er-
ated.  Respondents  cla im to have  shot more than two hundred thousand
criminals. Yet ea ch ye ar,  only about one hundred thousand people tot al (typ-
ica lly  vic tims of as saults , suicide att empts, or  acc idents)  ar e tre ated in emer-
gency  departments for  gunshot wounds (Annest  et al. 199 5) . Kleck (1997b)
makes  the str ange cla im that most gunshot vic tims ar e criminals, and when
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criminals are shot they do not seek profes sional medical ca re. But surve ys of
jai l det ainees  ¬nd that ev en among criminals, almost all  go to hospital  emer-
gency  rooms for tre atment of the ir wounds. Of more than 380 surve yed crim-
inals in jai ls in California, Ohio, Nevada, Georgia , Maryland, and Washing-
ton, D.C., who had been wounded in incidents , few of which were rel ated to
the ir inc arc era tion, more than 90 percent went to the hospita l for  tre atment
(May et al. 2000a; May, Hemenway, and Hall 2002) .

While the  surve y respondents cla imed to be shooting more than 200,000
criminals, FBI's  Uniform Crime Reports  (UCR) for that yea r report ed only
350 justi¬able homicides  by priva te cit izens, and not all  of these  were with
¬rearms (U.S. Department of Justic e 1993) . Per week, that would mean about
3,8 50 shootings of  bad guysÐbut fewer than 7 died? Even if the UCR ¬gure
may be somewhat of an underes timate  (discussed lat er in this chapter ) the
wounding/dea th rat es just don't make sense. 

Respondents  from this tel ephone surve y also report be ing vic tims of more
than four times the number of robberi es as is es timated by the NCVS, whose
purpose  is to determine rat es of vic timization. But none of these  additional
robberi es seem to show up in polic e records or in hospita l admissions of
injured patients .

Surve y re spondents  in the sel f-defense  telephone surve y a lso cla im to have
used the ir guns to sa ve more than four hundred thousand people a ye ar from
death. Yet only twenty- sev en thousand homicides  occurred in the yea r of the
surve y. In other  words, for  eve ry pe rson ac tua lly murdered, gun owners
cla imed to be sa ving ¬fteen (usually themselv es  and their  families ) from cer -
tain death. One might then expect tha t non±gun owners,  of  whom few are
sav ed by guns,  would have much higher rat es  of  homicide vic timization than
gun owners.  Yet the evidence shows that non±gun owners are  les s likely  to be
murdered than a re gun owners.  

It is cle ar  that the cla im of 2.5  million annual se lf-defense gun uses is a va st
overe stimate. But what can account for  it?  The main causes  are  tel escoping
and the  fal se-posit ive  problemÐa matter of  misclas si¬cat ion that is well
known to medica l epidemiologis ts. (Se e appendix A for a discussion of sel f-
de fense  gun use and the fal se-posit ive  problem.) Fortunatel y, the NCVS,
which includes information on sel f-defense, drast ica lly  reduces these  prob-
lems. 

Housing units  in the NCVS remain in the s ample for thre e y ear s, and re si-
dents  are  inter viewed eve ry six  months. To eliminate tel escopingÐthe
report ing of events  that oc curred outside the time frame in quest ionÐinci-
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dents reported in the ¬rst inter view are exc luded. Residents ar e ask ed in sub-
sequent inter views only about ev ents that oc curred since  the most rec ent
interv iew. In surve ys of  cr iminal vic timiza tion, tel escoping can incre ase  est i-
mates  ªby be tween 40% and 50% depending on the type of  crime; the
in›ation rat e is gre at est  for  violent crimesº (Skogan 1990, 26 2; see  also Cantor
1989).  

More important,  the NCVS properly  res tri cts  cla ims of sel f-defense gun
use to those  who report a threa tened, at tempted, or completed vic timization;
it cannot be a genuine se lf-defense gun use unless  there is an ac tua l threa t.
Limiting the defensiv e gun use issue to this group eliminates  most of the
fal se-posit ive  problem. The result ing est imate for  annual defensiv e gun use s
is be tween 55,000 and 120,000 per yea r, les s than one- twentieth of the 2.5  mil-
lion ¬gure (Cook 1991; McDowall and Wiersema 1994; National Archive
199 8).

The NCVS est imate has some limitations.  It does  not ask  about all  crimes
(e. g.,  tre spa ssing or vandalism), but only about six  se rious onesÐrape and
sexual  ass ault, robber y, ass ault, burgl ary , nonbusiness lar ceny, and motor
vehic le theft . However , no one cla ims that instances  of se lf-defense gun use
for  the minor cr imes tha t ar e omitted would dramatical ly swell the tot al.  We
also might expec t the NCVS to giv e an underes timate  of se lf-defense gun use
since  it prompts respondents not by asking dir ect ly whether  they used a gun
in sel f-defense  but only by  asking, ªWhat did you do?º and ªAnything els e?º
However, there  is lit tle rea son to expec t tha t respondents might forge t or
might be unwilling to report  using a gun to protec t themselv es  aga inst a crime
that oc curred within the past six  months. (Se e appendix A on sel f-defense
gun use. ) 

Whatev er its limitations, it seems cle ar  that the NCVS es timates of  sel f-
de fense  gun use  ar e more val id than the pri vat e tel ephone surve y est imates of
millions of sel f-defense  gun uses  ea ch ye ar.

I S  MO R E  B E T T E R ?

A presumption exi sts  that the higher the  number of reported sel f-defense gun
uses, the  gre ate r the bene¬t of guns,  both to the  user and to soc iety  gener all y.
This assumption may be incorre ct.  

An increa sed like lihood of sel f-defense gun use may change the  behavior of
criminals in a perve rse  dir ect ion. Rather than being deter red from commit-
ting crimes, cr iminals may instead incre as ingly arm themselves  in the be lief
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tha t the def ender might be armed (Wright and Rossi 1986; Green 198 7) . Most
delinquents and cr iminals cla im that they are  ca rry ing and using guns pri-
marily  for  sel f-protect ion (Wright and Rossi  1986;  Hemenway et al.  1996) . In
a lar ge  surve y of felons, half sa id a ve ry important re ason why they ca rri ed a
gun was the chance that the vic tim might be armed (Wright and Rossi 1986).
An arms ra ce explains the sha rp ris e in homicide in many undercl ass  neigh-
borhoods in the lat e 19 80s and ea rly  1990s . Esc ala ting murder ra tes  incre ased
the  demand for guns for protec tion, which led to increa ses  in murders, which
led to further need for guns, turning these  inner -c ity  ar eas  into ªkilling ¬eldsº
(Wright,  Shele y, and Smith 199 2).  

Having a gun for se lf-defense may also change the behavior of  the gun
owner in a perve rse  dir ec tion. For example, an individual who has a gun may
become ove rcon¬dent and put himself in dange rous situations he would have
otherwise  avoided. Even more important,  he may use the gun inappropri -
ate ly.

Polic e of¬ce rs,  who rece ive  larg e amounts of tra ining, are sti ll oft en inade-
quate ly prepared to handle ambiguous but potentia lly dange rous situations.
Intense str ess , confusion, and fea r are  inherent in most poss ible shooting s it-
uations. Heart  rat es skyrocke t, and it is dif¬cult  to think cle arl y and to act
delibera tel y (Diaz  2001a ). Not surprisingly, ev en polic e make ser ious mis-
tak es. Indiv idual s without tr aining ar e like ly to do much worse.  

Attempts by civ ilians to use guns in sel f-defense sometimes end in cat a-
strophe. 

· A six teen-y ear -old Japanese  ex change student, Yoshihiro Hattori,  in a
suburb of Baton Rouge, Louis iana, was with an American friend on
the way to a Halloween party . They missed the cor re ct house  by  a few
doors and rang the  wrong doorbell.  The frightened woman who
answered the door ca lled for  her husband to ge t a gun. The boys lef t
the  property , but Hattori returned, probably  be cause he mistook the
homeowner's  command of ªFr ee zeº  for  ªPlea se. º The homeowner
shot Hattori in the neck, ki lling him (Blakeman 2000). 

· A fourte en- yea r-old gi rl jumped out of a closet  and shouted ªBooº
when her parents came home in the middle of  the night. Taking her
for  an intruder,  her  father shot and ki lled her. Her las t words were , ªI
lov e you, Daddyº (Boston Globe 1994).  

· A twenty- yea r-old mother heard crunching noise s on the gra vel  out-
side her home. Remembering report s of a re cent burg lar y, she ran to
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a bedroom and grabbed a small- ca liber handgun. As she looked out
the  window for an intruder,  the  gun went off , str iking her eight-
month-old son in the  head. The boy died sev en hours lat er.  The
shooter 's mother, stepfa ther, and thirte en-ye ar -old sist er  returned
home se conds aft er the  shooting occurred (Moxley  2000).

· An ele ven-ye ar-old boy was try ing to ge t three other boys, ag ed nine
to ele ven, to lea ve  his  tra ile r. He got his shotgun from his mother's
room. He began ar guing with his  ¬fteen-yea r-old sist er,  and the  gun
went off , ki lling her. Neighbors said the boys had previously  bea ten
up the e lev en-y ear -old shoote r (Vance 1999).

· A six ty-nine- yea r-old man cri tic ally  wounded his se venty- two-y ear -
old brother, thinking he was an intruder.  The brother s liv ed together .
The vic tim was shot by a .35 7-c aliber revolv er  as he opened the front
door (Craig 2000).

· A twenty-one-y ear -old woman wanted to surprise  her new ¬ancé.
With her ele ven-ye ar -old sis ter , she hid in his  ba sement close t. When
they jumped out, he kil led her with a .40-c alibe r Glock handgun that
he kept for  protec tion ( J. Anderson 2002).

Gun training in se lf-def ense itse lf is  not fre e of potential  tra gedy.

· A sta te trooper was shot and kill ed in a sel f-defense  ex erc ise  by  a fel -
low of¬cer who forgot his gun was loaded (Chicago Tribune 1999).

· A co-owner of a music store was acc identall y shot to death by his
partner  while the  two men sta ged a mock robber y to rehear se  how
they would handle  such an incident (Boston Globe 1999f ).

Many reported sel f-defense  incidents do not seem to be in societ y's  inter-
est . Our knowledge  of these  ev ents comes primarily from surve ys  in which
respondents report the ir side of  a hosti le intera ction tha t usually  oc curred
many months or ye ars  in the past. Sti ll, many incidents appear to occur dur-
ing esc ala ting arguments; an objec tiv e obser ve r indeed might cla ssif y them as
criminal gun uses.

Since the ear ly 1990s, at lea st six  pri va te surve ys have  ask ed adult s whether
the y had ev er used a gun in sel f-defense  and followed up with detail ed ques -
tions for  those who answered in the af¬rmative . The ¬rst surve y, by  Kleck and
Gertz  (1995) , produced the notorious 2.5  million es timate of se lf-defense gun
use. Cook and Ludwig (1998 ) and McDowall,  Loftin, and Press er (2000) ana-
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lyz ed two addit ional surve ys. And the Harvard Injury Control Resea rch Cen-
ter  sponsored three  national tel ephone surve ys (Hemenway and Azra el 199 7,
2000; Hemenway, Mille r, and Azrae l 2000). The Harvard surve ys seem to be
the  only ones to ask  open-ended quest ions about the  event. Some conclusions
from the Harv ard surve ys  follow.

Fir st,  many more people report a sel f-defense  gun use  aga inst an animal
than aga inst a human (those  surve ys that ¬nd a lower rat e oft en ask  about
animals only if the respondent ¬rst answered in the af¬rmative  to ªany sel f-
de fense  gun useº) . The main animals defended ag ainst were , in des cending
order , snakes , dogs, bear s, rac coons, and skunks.

Se cond, polic e reported more total  se lf-defense gun use s than did all  civ il-
ians combined. This result  is di ffer ent from the NCVS, since,  in those surve ys ,
law enforcement of¬cer s can report using a gun in sel f-def ense only if they
personally  were the vi ctims of an at tempted crime. Since  polic e oft en use
the ir weapons ag ainst criminals who hav e committed crimes aga inst other
people, the NCVS may miss some of the on-the-job police  gun use  that is
report ed on priva te surve ys . 

Third, ex cluding polic e, a handful of civ ilians report  most of the  sel f-
de fense  inc idents . For example, in a 1994 Harvard surve y of  eight hundred
gun owners,  ¬ve re spondents reported 70 percent of the  tot al sel f-defense gun
incidents in the past ¬ve yea rs; in a 1996 Harvard surve y of ninete en hundred
individuals , three  respondents cla imed 74 percent of the tot al incidents
report ed; and in the 1999 Harvard surve y of  more than twenty-¬ve hundred
adult s, one respondent report ed ¬ft y sel f-def ense gun use s (54  percent of the
tot al incidents report ed). One might ask , who are  these people  who continu-
all y use guns, and a re all  these  ev ents rea lly  se lf-defense?

Finall y, and most importantly, many of the se lf-defense use s tha t were
report ed appea r both ille ga l and undesirable . Fiv e cr iminal court  judges  from
across  the United St ate s re ad the  thirty -¬ve  descr iptions of the reported sel f-
de fense  use s from the 1996 and 1999 survey s. Even assuming the gun owner-
ship and ca rry ing were leg al and the descr iption of the ev ent was accurate , in
more than half the cas es , the majority  of  judges ra ted the  sel f-defense  gun use
as probably ille ga l (Hemenway, Mille r, and Azrae l 2000). Three criminology
students read a summary of the respondents'  accounts  from the 1996 surve y
and r ated only 2 5 perc ent a s soci all y desi rable  (Hemenway and Azra el 2000).  

McDowall,  Loftin, and Press er  (2000) used a split- surve y technique:  for
half of re spondents, the y used the NCVS approa ch, ask ing ¬rst about
att empted crimes ag ainst the  re spondents and then about sel f-def ense gun
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use; for the other half they used the Kleck approach, asking ¬rst about sel f-
defense . The res ea rchers  found that the se cond group report ed many more
gun uses.  After  analy zing the fol low-up quest ions, they concluded that many
of these  incidents ªre lied heavi ly on respondent judgments about the motives
of possible  of fenders,  and motives  may be murky if the re spondents act ed
quickly.  . . . The gun use  may follow mistaken perceptions of innocuous
act ions by the supposed criminal. These  ca ses  of  armed re sist ance  would then
leg all y amount to agg rav ated a ssaultsº  (14±15 ). 

Cook and Ludwig also found in the ir surve y tha t many of the incidents
descr ibed by respondents as se lf-defense gun uses might well be  ill ega l and
were  ce rta inly of questionable soc ial va lue. The authors  concluded,

Most commentators  have  as sumed that the [de fensiv e gun uses]
report ed by survey  respondents are  act ions that would be endorsed by
an impartia l obser ver  who knew all  the fac ts.  Yet the ske tchy and
unveri¬ed ac counts ava ilable from surve ys lea ve consider abl e uncer -
tainty  about what actually  happened, whether  the respondent was the
vic tim or the  perpe tra tor , and whether the respondent's act ions were
otherwise  le gal , re asonable , and in the public inte res t. ( 1996, 5 8)

Information is oft en ava ilable on sel f-defense  gun use s that re sult in dea th.
In 2001,  the UCR reported 585  justi¬able homicides, 63 per cent by the police .
Of the 2 15 civ ili an justi¬able homicides , 176 were  with ¬rea rms (U.S. Depart-
ment of Justic e, FBI 2003) . The UCR's annual justi¬able homicide ¬gure may
be an under es timate since some jurisdict ions also have an ªexcusableº  homi-
cide cat egory , and many homicides ult imate ly ruled noncriminal by  prosecu-
tors or  judges  ar e report ed as cr iminal since  tha t is how they were tre ated in
the initia l police  inves tig ation (Kleck 199 1). However, in many instances when
grand jurie s decline to indic t, the shooting remains ques tionable . Examples
from Texas  include:

· Tommy Dean Morris , ¬ft y-four, a twenty-one-y ea r ve ter an of the
reposs es sion busines s, was shot dead when he tri ed to reposses s a
pickup truck. The owner, who was behind on his payments, shot
Morris twice  with a ri›e and cla imed to have  thought that Morris  was
ste aling the truck (Locy 1994 ).

· Andrew DeVrie s of Scotland was fa tall y shot by  a Houston home-
owner who thought DeVries , who was knocking on the door, was try -
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ing to break into the house. DeVrie s was intoxica ted, los t, and try ing
to ¬nd his way back to his hotel (Locy  1994) .

· Ja son Williams, se venteen, was shot when a man found Willi ams in
bed with his  fourt een-y ea r-old daughter . The father cla imed he
thought Willi ams was an intruder in his home (Locy  1994) . 

· Deliv ery  dr ive r Kenny Tavai , thirty -three , was fat ally  shot by  Gordon
Hale, forty -two, during an argument aft er Tava i's side mirror gra zed
Hale's  pickup. Witness es said Hale ¬red aft er Tavai  lef t his  ca r and
punched Hale.  Hale was the ¬rst Texan to use  his  leg all y concea led
handgun in a  fa tal  shooting (Boston Globe 1996) .

A 1994 ABC News report on guns and sel f-defense  also descr ibed shootings
in sel f-defense. In one ca se,  in Colorado Springs, Colorado, ¬ft y-¬ve- ye ar-old
Vern Smalle y told polic e that sev enteen-y ea r-old Carmine Taglie re was tai l-
ga ting Smalley' s car . Smalley admits tha t the two exchanged obscene ge sture s.
When Taglier e tried to pass Smalley on a highway on-ramp, Smalle y cut him
off. Smalley abruptl y motioned for Taglie re to pull over , cla iming to have
intended to scold the youngste r for  his  dri ving. Tagli ere  got out and angri ly
approached the ca r. Smalley  rea ched into his glove  compartment and pla ced
a gun in his  lap. Smalley  say s that Tagli ere  came up to the  car  and punched
him in the fa ce.  Tagli ere  turned and sta rted to walk away from the vehicl e.
Witness es  say  that Smalle y said something and the  young man returned to the
window. Smalley shot Tagli ere  in the neck, ki lling him. The jury found Smal-
ley  not guilty  of  murder in the second degre e. Diane Sawyer summed up the
va rious ca ses  on the  show: ªBy and lar ge , vic tims who cla im they pulled a gun
in se lf-defense seem to get  the bene¬t of the doubt from jurie sº (ABC News
1994) .

Few sta tis tics  are  av ail abl e on nonfata l se lf-defense shootings.  However,
some illuminating re sults come from surve ys  of criminals who hav e be en
shot.  For ex ample, in one study of det ainees  be ing held for  crimes in Wash-
ington, D.C., 24 per cent had previously  be en shot.  Of the shootings,  4 percent
were  by  polic e, and none were by  civ ilian vic tims of crime. These  criminals
were  not shot while  the y were committing cr imes but inste ad were shot while
the y were  be ing vic timizedÐsuch as  during robberi es and ass aults , during
arguments, or  when they were caught in cross ¬re (May et al. 2000b). If crim-
inals are  not being shot by dec ent, law-abiding cit izens, who ar e the se sel f-
de fense  gun user s shooting?

There is no quest ion that cit izens sometimes justi¬ably shoot criminals.
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For example, in Jacksonvi lle , Florida, in 199 7, a se venteen-yea r-old with a
shotgun tried to rob the cashie r at a res taurant full of  senior citi zens. The teen
order ed the thirty  patrons to hit  the ›oor and told the waitr ess  to open the
cash reg ist er.  Two elder ly, armed patrons (one eighty -one ye ars  old) opened
¬re on the robber.  One of the bulle ts hit the teen in the stomach. He ›ed and
was subsequently  arr est ed (Boston Globe 199 7a ). Yet even in this type of  ca se,
when there  is no ambiguity about the  criminal or the se lf-defense gun use ,
one wonders  whether,  on av era ge , having seniors shooting in res taurants
inc rea ses  or  decre as es the chance of injury to other pat rons.

Some self-defense gun uses certainly are in the public interest. However,
from society's point of view, a problem exists analogous to the false-positive
problem that plagues estimates of rare events. The possibility of using a gun in
a socially useful mannerÐagainst a criminal during the commission of a
crimeÐwill occur, for the average person, perhaps once in a lifetime (or less
often). It is an extremely rare event. By contrast, at any other moment, the use
of a gun against another human is socially undesirable. Regular citizens, who
are sometimes tired, angry, drunk, or afraid and who are not trained in dispute
resolution, have lots of opportunities for inappropriate gun use. People engage
in innumerable annoying and somewhat hostile interactions with each other
in the course of a lifetime. It is not surprising that, from an objective public
health perspective, false-positive ªself-defenseº gun uses by people who believe
they are ªdecent, law-abiding citizensº may outnumber their legitimate and
socially bene¬cial uses of guns (Hemenway, Miller, and Azrael 2000).

HOW  E F F E C T I V E  I S  S E L F - D E F E N S E  G U N  U S E ?

With respect to se lf-defense gun use, effectiveness can have  two meanings:
preventing the crime and cat ching the criminal. Some of the proponents of
sel f-defense  gun use  tend to focus on the lat ter  meaning. Tom Diaz,  a write r
formerly immersed in the gun culture , says  gun owners  often fantas ize  about
using their  guns ag ainst intruders.  They fantas ize  about the  kil l. ªIt  was
almost as  if they wanted someone to bre ak in because  the y wanted to shoot
someone. I think that' s ver y sca ry,  and dange rous. But that's  the  way people
think about guns. I know because I was around it, and I talked to those 
people a ll the timeº (Frey  1999).

A study of Good SamaritansÐspeci¬call y, pr iva te cit izens coming to the
aid of vic tims during crimesÐfound that the Good Samaritans were oft en
gun owners and gun car rie rs.  The prime motive for  the inter vention was
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oft en ange r ag ainst the criminal rather than concern for the vic tim. The
authors concluded that the Samarit ans have  a low boiling point and seem to
see  their  interv ention as a contes t between themselve s and the criminal, while
the  vic tim is the oc cas ion rather than the re ason for act ion. As an example,
the  authors  provided a s tor y f rom the Los Angeles Times.

A motorist  saw a truck str ike  a pedestr ian and then drive  away.  The
motorist  ga ve chase  and forced the hit-and-run drive r to the side of the
road. He then took out a shotgun he had in his  car  and held the truck
drive r at gunpoint until the polic e arr ived. Meanwhile , the woman who
had been hit  by  the truck was lef t lying in the road, and died an hour
lat er in the hospital . (Huston, Geis, and Wright 1976, 64)

The second issue is whether  guns are  useful in try ing to stop crimes. The
issue is controvers ial . Even giv en a complete ly unambiguous inter act ionÐ
when the other party  is de¬nite ly a robber or as sai lantÐwhether  one should
res ist  the cr iminal at  all  is much debated. More dif¬cult  is the quest ion of
whether  it makes sense  to try  to use a ¬rearm to res ist.  Kleck cla ims that
NCVS data show that guns help pre vent robberi es from being completed and
reduce the chance of injury to the vic tim. For example, in the NCVS, while  25
percent of robbery  vic tims who did nothing were  injured, only 17 per cent of
those who def ended themselv es  with a gun rec eiv ed a phys ica l injury (Kleck
199 7b) . More pertinent NCVS data provide information on whether  vic tims
were injured aft er (and not befor e) they tri ed to ac t in sel f-defense . Such data
indica te that using a gun may not be much bette r at pr eventing injury  than
va rious other  se lf-defense measures . For example, vic tims appear no more
likely  to be injured once  they threa ten the cr iminal with any weapon, or ca ll
the  polic e (table  4.1 ). In addit ion, other data sugge st that while re sis ting with
a gun might reduce the  chance  of  being injured, it incre ase s the likelihood of
being ki lled (Zimring and Zuehl 1986).  

The most car eful study of the rela tionship between vic tim resist ance and
injury and dea th in robber ies ¬nds that the exi sting data do not suf¬ciently
tak e into account the dif fer ences  in cir cumstances or type of  robberi es and
thus do not support  any conclusions about the  vic tim's saf est  cours e of act ion
when confronted by a robber. Author P. J.  Cook concludes,

I am convinced that vic tims should comply with an armed robber 's
demands in most ca ses  and that it is a par ticula rly  dangerous and fool-
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hardy act to force fully res ist a robber with a gun. This judgment is ba sed
on what I like to think of as common sense.  The data indica te that most
vic tims act  as if they ag ree  with this judgment. I further be lie ve that
the re ar e ex ceptions to the  ªno force ful re sist ance º rule, cas es  in which
the robber intends to in›ict se rious injury  on the vic tim. The upshot is
tha t some vic tims sav e their live s by  res ist ing and some lose the ir liv es
by  res isting. Currently ava ilable data ar e not helpful in sugg est ing how
to increa se the  former or to reduce the lat ter . (Cook 1986, 416 ) 

Results from the NCVS and the Harvard Injury Control Resea rch Center
surve ys  indica te that sel f-defense  with weapons other than guns is far  more
common than sel f-defense gun use . Indeed, in the Harva rd surve ys,  the re
were  more incidents of succe ssful sel f-defense  with a ba seball  ba t than with a
¬rearm. A principal conclusion from these surve ys  is that individuals without
guns are  not nece ssa rily  unarmed (Hemenway and Azrae l 1997;  Azrae l and
Hemenway 2000; Hemenway, Mille r, and Azrae l 2000). Sel f-defense  is not
solely  or ev en primarily for  those with guns re adily at their disposal .

S UMMA R Y

Se lf-defense gun use  is a somewhat nebulous concept. Criminals,  for  ex am-
ple, of ten cla im that the y ca rry  guns for  protec tion and use  them during
crimes in sel f-defense bec ause the y fel t threa tened by the vic tim. Most of the

S E L F - D E F E N S E  U S E  O F  G U N S

TABLE 4.1. Victims Physic ally Injured After  Se lf-
Defense , 1 99 2–98  (in percentage s)

Se lec ted  Typ es o f
Victim Action Robb er y Assault Burgl ary

Thre aten o r Attac k 
with Gun 8 4 2

Thre aten with  Other 
Weapon 0 3 0

Run/Drive    
Away/Tried  to 5 5 29

Call P oli ce,  Guar d 3 5 3
All In cid en ts with  

Se lf-Defense 7 8 4

Sourc e: Data fr om Nationa l Crime Vict imiza tion Su rve ys ,
19 92 –9 8; Klec k and  Kates  20 01  (2 89 ).



sel f-defense gun uses reported on priva te surve ys appea r to be both ille ga l and
ag ainst the publi c's  health and welfa re.  Of course,  there  are  undoubtedly
many instance s of suc ces sful and social ly bene¬cial sel f-defense gun use s.
Each month, the American Ri› eman, the  magazine of the National Ri›e Asso-
cia tion, fea tures  about a dozen accounts of armed cit izens def ending them-
selves  ba sed on newspaper clippings submitted by NRA members. Yet even
these storie s may not a lways  be what they  purport to be (Magnuson 1989 ).

Surprisingly,  although prote ction and se lf-defense are  the main
justi¬cat ions for a heavi ly armed cit izenry, there  is litt le evidence  of any net
publi c hea lth bene¬t from guns. No credible  ev idence exi sts  for a general
deter rent eff ect  of ¬rearms. Gun use in sel f-defense  is ra re,  and it appea rs that
using a gun in se lf-defense is no more likely  to reduce the chance of be ing
injured during a cr ime than va rious other forms of protec tiv e ac tion. No ev i-
dence seems to ex ist that gun use  in sel f-defense reduces  the risk of death;
cas e- control studie s of  ¬re arms in the  home fa il to ¬nd any life sav ing bene¬t,
ev en when ex clusiv ely  considering ca ses  involving for ced entry  (Kelle rmann
et al. 199 3).

Whatev er one thinks about the  bene¬ts  of se lf-defense gun use , rea sonable
gun polici esÐsuch as  requiring manufacture rs to meet minimum safet y
standards or  requir ing backg round checks on sa les at gun showsÐwould
have litt le ef fec t on the abilit y of re sponsible  adult s in the United St ate s to
defend themselves  with guns.
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CH A P T E R 5 LO C AT I O N

Dear MissManners: When my litt le Johnny wishes to pla y at Jimmy's house, how

do I ask  Jimmy's parents  if they keep ¬rearms, and if so,  whether they store

them in a locked c abinet? 

Dear Gentle Reader: When one child vis its another,  the vis itor's  parent uses an

apologet ic toneÐas if to admit tha t her fas tidiousness  is slightl y comicÐwhen

she expla ins rules  that may con›ict  with the standards of  the household vis ited:

ªI'm afr aid we fee l Johnny is too young to play in houses where the re ar e

¬rearms. If that i s a  problem, perhaps you would send J immy to play  with him

here insteadº (Never mind the f act  that Johnny may be 40).

ÐMiss Manners

Gun use can occur in var ious locations, inc luding at home, at school, and on
the str eet  and in other publi c venues.  This chapter  ex amines guns in these
three  set tings,  sta rting with the home. The ¬rst sec tion descr ibe s empirica l
ev idence on the  actual and psychologic al risks and bene¬ts  of hav ing a gun in
the home, the way Americans store  their guns at home, and the effe cts  of
¬rearms tra ining on gun storag e and use. The se cond se ction dis cusse s the
preva lence and consequence s of guns in schools, inc luding colleg es.  The ¬nal
sec tion descr ibes publi c opinion about car ry ing guns in publi c and the ev i-
dence concerning the e ffe cts  of  sta te gun-car rying laws. 

GUN S  I N  T H E  H OM E

While ¬rearms have  a var iet y of  purposes,  the principal rea son most Ameri-
cans cla im for having a handgun is prote ction. Yet the ev idence  indica tes  that,
in most households, a  gun makes the home le ss s afe .

Having a gun in the home has many risks and bene¬ts . Early  studie s
focused on one of the most palpable  and eas ily  measured use s of a gun at



homeÐto kil l. Resea rcher s found that a gun in the home was much more
likely  to kil l innocent vic tims than cr iminals.  For example, a study using med-
ica l ex aminer re cords from Cuyahoga County  (Clev eland), Ohio, for 19 58±73
found 11 5 fa tal gun a ccidents  oc curring a t home, compared to kill ings by r es-
idents  of 23 burgl ars , robbers, or  intruders who were not rel ati ves  or acquain-
tances , a  ¬ve- to-one r atio (Rushforth et a l. 19 75) .

A study in King County,  Washington, which includes  Se att le,  ex amined a
more complete record of gun dea ths oc curring at  home, including family sui-
cides  and murders , in the period 197 8±83.  Only 2 of the  398  gun dea ths at
home involved intruders who were shot during an at tempted entry , and only
9 were ªse lf-prote ctionº homicides.  For eve ry  sel f-defense  homicide involv-
ing a ¬rearm kept in the  home, there  were 1.3  ac cidental  deaths, 4.6  criminal
homicides,  and 3 7 ¬rea rm suicides (Kell ermann and Reay  19 86 ). 

In an ev en more complete  study of gunshot injuri es in the home,
res ea rchers  ex amined nonfatal  injuri es as well as dea ths. A study of ¬rea rm
injuries  in thr ee cit ies  (Memphis,  Tenness ee ; Se att le,  Washington; and Galve -
ston, Texa s) in 1992±94 found 626 fat al and nonfata l shootings oc curring at
res idences. Only 13 injuries  were  considered leg ally  justi¬able or  ac ts of sel f-
de fense . Three  of these  sel f-defense  shootings were by  law enforcement
of¬cer s ac ting in the line of duty;  3 women shot former boyfr iends; 1 man shot
his  brother ; and 6 cit izens shot str anger s, nonintimate acquaintances , or
unidenti¬ed ass ail ants. Examining only ca ses  in which the gun involved was
known to be kept in the home, guns in the home were  four times more likel y
to be involved in acc idents, se ven times more likely  to be used in criminal
ass aults  or  homicides , and ele ven times more likely  to be used in att empted or
complet ed suicides  than to be used to injure or  kil l in sel f-defense  (Kelle r-
mann et  al.  1998 ).

A similar  study of all gunshot injuri es in Galve ston, Texa s, over a three -
ye ar pe riod found only two incidents that were  rel ated to res identi al burgl ary
or  robbery . In one, the homeowner was shot and kil led by a burgl ar;  in the
other,  the homeowner shot the burgl ar.  During the  same inter val , guns in the
home were involved in the dea th and injury  of more than one hundred res i-
dents , family members, friends, or a cquaintance s (Lee et al. 199 1).

It is more dif¬cult  to measure other risks and bene¬ts  of having a gun in
the home, including the use of guns to threa ten and intimidate family,
fri ends, and acquaintance s. Guns in the home, particula rly  gun collec tions,
may increa se the likelihood of burgl ary  by  criminals enticed by these  va lu-
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ables (Cook and Ludwig 2003). And an intruder may ga in ac ces s to a gun in
the home and use i t a gainst the re sident (Kell ermann et a l. 1995 ).

Guns in the home may also provide bene¬ts  to the owner and to the  com-
munity. Guns may deter  intruders  who fear  confronting homeowners  armed
with ¬rearms; high gun preva lence in the community may det er  intruders
from all  homes, since  they may not know who has ¬re arms. Guns may be
used to thwart att empts at  crime. And guns may provide psychologica l
bene¬ts  if they make household members fee l more secure . However, while
the  ev idence on the se issues is sca tte red and only sugge stiv e, it indic ate s that
overa ll, guns in the  home incre ase  the danger for  the family and for the com-
munity.

In one study, guns were used far  more oft en in the home to intimidate  and
fri ghten intimates than to protec t ag ainst intruder s. Other  weapons (e. g.,
ba seball ba ts, clubs,  knive s) were used far  more oft en for prote ction than were
¬rearms (Azra el and Hemenway 2000). A household without a ¬rearm is not
an unarmed household or one incapable  of  defending i tse lf.

In another study, res ear chers  rev iewed Atlanta polic e records to identify
ev ery  reported cas e of unauthoriz ed entry  into an occupied, single -family
dwelling. Of the 197  cas es found, only 3 vic tims (1.5  percent) succe ssfull y used
guns to defend themselves  (2  only br andished the gun, and the other ¬red but
missed the intruder) , while  in 6 of the ca ses  (3 pe rcent), the vic tim lost  his or
her ¬rearm to the intruder (Kell ermann et al. 1995) . It would be use ful to have
prospect ive  studie s of this sor t, where a prior ity would be to ask  speci¬cal ly
about se lf-defense gun use.

Guns in the  home increa se the  risk of unintentional ¬re arm injury, suicide,
and homicide. For ex ample, a rec ent ca se- control study found tha t a gun in
the home is a lar ge risk fac tor for  acc idental ¬rearm fat alit y (Wiebe 2003a ).
All nine cas e-control studies of guns and suicide in the United Sta tes  found
that a gun in the home is a signi¬cant and substanti al risk fac tor  for suicide.
Not surpr isingly , sta tes  with more guns have higher suicide rat es (Mille r and
Hemenway 1999;  Mille r, Azrae l, and Hemenway 2002a, 2002b, 2002d). Two
cas e- control studie s found that a gun in the home doubled the  rel ativ e risk for
homicide (Kell ermann et al.  199 3; Cummings, Koepsell  et al.  199 7).  Keller -
mann and coauthors (1993)  found tha t almost all  of  the  higher  risk for  homi-
cide re sulted from a gre ate r risk of  homicide by  a family member or close
acquaintance;  no protec tiv e life sa ving bene¬t was found for  gun ownership,
ev en in the  homicide c ase s involving forc ed entry . 
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Theoret ica lly , guns in the home can potentia lly de ter and thwart burgl ari es
and home invas ions. However,  no study has found such an eff ect . Inste ad,
sta tes  and counties with more guns have  more burglar ies  and more burgl ar-
ies  when someone is at home (Cook and Ludwig 2003). Guns are  highly  desir -
able items for burg lar s; it is est imated that almost half a million guns are
stolen each yea r (Cook and Ludwig 1996),  and many of them are  subse -
quently  used in cr ime.

A gun in the home can have  psy chologica l bene¬ts  for  members of  that
household. For ex ample, in one tel ephone surve y of  individual s who sta ted
tha t protec tion was the  main rea son they owned a gun, 89  per cent answered
ªy esº  when asked ªDo you fe el sa fer  be cause you have  a gun at home?º (Kleck
199 1). Such a ¬nding is not surprising. If the guns made them fee l les s saf e,
owners could simply g et rid of them.

But gun ownership can also have  a psy chologic al impact on other  people,
and here the  ev idence is les s posit ive . Theoret ica lly,  a gun in household A
could make neighbors fee l more sa fe (e. g., bec ause  they bel iev e household A's
gun will help deter  crime in the  neighborhood) or less  sa fe (e. g., be cause the y
be liev e the  gun will incre ase  the likelihood of ac cidents, might be used ag ainst
others  during an a rgument, or might be s tol en and used by cr iminals) .

To try  to addre ss this issue, a 1994 nat ional  surve y of adult s asked, ªI f more
people in your community  were to acquire  guns,  would tha t make you fee l
more saf e, les s saf e, or  the same?º The lar ge majorit y of respondentsÐmore
than 85  per cent of non±gun owners and a plural ity of  gun ownersÐsaid ªle ss
saf e.º  Women in par ticula r were likely  to fee l les s saf e (Hemenway, Solnick,
and Azra el 199 5a) . A 1999 national random-digit -dial surve y obtained similar
results: 50 perc ent would fe el l ess  sa fe, and 14 per cent more sa fe.  By a  ra tio of
sev en to one, women would fee l les s (60 percent) ra ther than more saf e (8
pe rcent). Nonwhites were also espec ial ly likely  to fee l les s saf e (61  perc ent)
rather than more sa fe ( 11 pe rcent) (Mille r, Azrae l, and Hemenway 2000).

Certa in individuals  ar e at high risk for  gun mishaps in the home. For
ex ample, elderl y Americans with Alzheimer's dis eas e or  other forms of
dementia are  oft en a danger to others  as well as to themselves . Assault by
demented persons is a common rea son for their  psy chiatr ic hospita liz ation.
Yet psychiat ric  pa tients  commonly have acc es s to loaded ¬rearms. One study
of dementia patients  at a southern hospital  found that 60 percent lived in
households with ¬rearms and that fewer than 20 percent of these  familie s
knew for sure that the guns were  unloaded (Spangenberg et a l. 1999). 

The danger of having a gun in the home is especi all y ser ious for children
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and adole sc ents. In one study of youth under the age of twenty in a metro-
politan are a, 76  percent of ¬re arm suicide att empts and more than 50 percent
of acc idental ¬re arm injuries  oc curred in the vic tims' homes. An additional 8
percent of ¬re arm suicide att empts and almost one- third of ¬rearm acc idents
occurred at  the homes of friends or rel ati ve s. More than 90 percent of the
unintentional shootings oc curred in the absence of adult  superv ision (Gross-
man, Reay,  and Baker  1999). 

A goal of the Healthy  People 2000 was to reduce the percentag e of people
liv ing in homes with improperl y stored ¬rearms (U.S. Department of Health
and Human Ser vic es 1990) . If a gun is to be kept in the  home, exper ts agr ee
tha t it should genera lly  be  stored unloaded and locked up, with the ammuni-
tion stored separ ate lyÐwhether  or  not there  are  children in the household
(Poli ce Executive  Resea rch Forum 1990; American Academy of Pediatr ics
1994; International Hunter  Education Associa tion 1998;  Glock 2002; Reming-
ton 2002;  Sport ing Arms and Ammunition Manufacturer s' Institute  2002). A
few exper ts make a parti al exc eption for guns owned for self -protec tion. An
undated National Shooting Sports Foundation brochure,  Firearm Safety in
the Home, sa ys,  ªUnload all  ¬rearms before taking them into the  home. . . .
Handguns should be stored in a locked cabinet or drawer.  Locked storag e is
pa rticula rly  important if the re are  children in the home.º The same organiz a-
tion's  Handgun Guide sta tes , ªBring only unloaded handguns into the home
and then lock them up out of re ach of children. . . . Lock your ammunition in
a sa fe pla ce  away from the ¬rearm.º However, this publi cat ion adds,  ªIf  sel f-
prote ction is an overr iding considerat ion, you may keep the handgun readil y
av ailable  but unloaded and the ca rtr idges separ ate  from it.º  In what appears  to
be their  lat est  brochure , Firearm Responsibility in the Home, a loaded gun is
permitted for  prote ction, but ªyou must ex erc ise  full control and superv ision
over a loaded ¬rea rm at all  times. This means the  ¬rearm must be unloaded
and placed in secure stora ge whenever  you lea ve your home. Secure ammu-
nition separat ely .º The National Ri›e Associat ion (NRA) tra ining curri culum
seems to go the  far thest in re lax ing the storag e rules . A gun kept in the home
for protec tion, according to the NRA, is ªa lways  in useº and may be stored
loaded, although in a se cur e pla ce , inacc es sible to unauthori zed use rs and in
accordance with local laws (NRA 1990).

The evidence shows that many gun owners report  fol lowing the most str in-
gent guidelines,  but a siz able minority  do not. Two national tel ephone sur-
ve ys have  found that 21  pe rcent of gun owners store a ¬rearm both loaded and
unlocked in the  home and tha t, of gun owners with children under eighte en
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at home, as many as 14 percent store at lea st one gun loaded and unlocked
(Hemenway, Solnick, and Azrae l 199 5b;  Stennies et  al.  1999).  Similarly , a lar ge
study of parents with children found tha t 12 pe rcent of handgun owners
stored a gun both loaded and unlocked (S enturia,  Chris tof fel , and Donovan
1996).

Gun saf ety  tra ining is oft en sugges ted as a way to increa se responsible use
and storag e of ¬rea rms (Koop and Lundberg 199 2; Zwerl ing, McMillan, and
Cook 199 3), and the majority  of gun owners favor ªrequiring people to take
saf ety  cla sse s in order to quali fy to own a gunº (Teret  et al. 1998 ). However,  a
national tel ephone surve y found tha t gun owners who had rec eiv ed formal
tra iningÐtraining that almost always cov ered gun storag e pra ctic esÐwere
more likely  to store  their  guns in the  lea st saf e way (loaded and unlocked),
ev en aft er controlling for  more than a dozen fac tor s, inc luding whether the
gun was kept for protec tion (Hemenway, Solnick, and Azra el 199 5b) . A more
rec ent national surve y also found that gun tra ining was as soc iat ed with inap-
propria te storag e pract ice s (Harv ard Injury Control Resea rch Center 2001).
Similar ly,  a surve y in rur al Iowa found tha t hav ing taken a gun sa fet y cours e
was assoc iat ed with more than double the  likelihood of storing a gun loaded
and unlocked. In addit ion, households with someone with a life time preva -
lence of alcohol abuse or  dependence  were twice  as likely  as  other households
to report  having loaded, unlocked ¬re arms (Nordstrom et al. 2001) . 

Other surve ys also ¬nd no ev idence of any  bene¬cia l eff ect  of gun tra ining
on storag e pract ice s (Weil and Hemenway 1992; Goldberg et al. 199 5; Cook
and Ludwig 1996) , exc ept possibly for tra ining provided by the National
Sa fet y Council  (Cook and Ludwig 1996) . Mandatory  tra ining, at lea st the kind
that has general ly been provided, may not be the most eff ect ive  way of
improving stora ge pra cti ces  and reducing gun ac cidents.

Another  popular  panac ea of ten put for th by gun advocat es are  programs
that educate  children about the danger s of guns, such as the NRA's Eddie
Eagle . Although the NRA continuously touts  Eddie  Eagle , no eva luation
study shows tha t it or  any  similar  progr am reduces inappropri ate  gun use. A
randomized control study of children four to sev en ye ars  old found that those
who had parti cipated in weeklong ¬rearm saf ety  progr ams were no les s likely
to pla y with guns (about 50 percent of the children) than those who had not
(Hardy 2002) . An ea rlie r study had a polic e of¬cer  instruct  a cla ss of children
four to sev en yea rs of age , ªDon't touch gunsÐthey'r e dangerous.  If you se e
a gun, lea ve  the ar ea.  Go tel l an adult .º The children lea rned the les sonÐthey
could tell  you what the y would do if the y saw a gun. But when they were  lef t
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alone with rea l guns, they picked them up and shot at eve rything in sight. The
results were  shown dramatical ly on ABC's 20/20 on May 21,  1999.

Other tel ev ision programs have  run similar hidden-camera experiments
with children, with similar ¬ndings that stunned the parents (MSNBC,
ªTopeka, Kansa sº 1999) . The psy chologist who dir ec ted the ABC study asked,
ªWould your child pick up a gun? Would he shoot a fri end? Shoot himself?
Mine would, and so would dozens of other  children at his  day-c ar e center . 
. . . We childproof medicine bottle s and swimming pools. But we put loaded
handguns in bedroom drawers º (Hardy 1999).

A study of eight- to twelv e- yea r-old boys reported similar ¬ndings.  Sepa-
rat ed into small groups and pla ced in a room for ¬ft een minutes  with a hand-
gun hidden in a drawer, more than two-thirds dis cove red the handgun, more
than half of the groups handled it, and in more than one-third of the groups
someone pulled the tri gge r. More than 90 percent of the boys  who handled
the gun or pulled the trig ger  report ed that they had previously  rec eiv ed some
sort of sa fet y instruction (J ackman et  al.  2001). 

Another  study of children four to six  ye ars  of ag e in day- car e cente rs fur-
the r illustr at es why it is so important for  parents who own guns to store them
properl y. All of the  children whose parents owned a gun were aware of  that
fac t, including 24  per cent whose parents cla imed the children were  unaware.
And almost 20 percent of the children with guns in their house s reported that
the y had pla yed with the guns without their  parents' permission or knowl-
edge (Hardy et al. 1996).

One of the stronges t arguments aga inst child gun-s af ety  programs like
NRA's Eddie Eagle  is that ra ther than encourag ing par ents to acknowledge
the  inher ent dange rs guns in the home pose for  childr en, these progr ams
pla ce the  onus of responsibility  on the children themselves . Yet as one team of
pedia tri cians concluded,

There is no ev idence tha t saf ety  les sons ar e ret ained by children at the
cri tic al times when they  confront a loaded weapon. Indeed, the combi-
nation of the high stake s involv ed, death or disabilit y, and the propen-
sit y of children to forge t rules while pla ying or upset  makes [sa fet y edu-
cat ion] a dubious approach at  be st.  (Dolins and Chris tof fel  1994 , 646)

Fr ighteningly, many gun-owning parents do not have a good underst and-
ing of child development and hav e unrea list ic views concerning their  child's
saf ety  around guns. In a study of suburban Atlanta- ar ea pa rents with children
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ag ed four to twelv e ye ars old, 87 per cent believ ed tha t their children would
not touch a rea l gun if gi ven the opportunit y. Fourt een percent said they
would trust their four-  to sev en-ye ar-old with a loaded gun. Fewer than hal f
of the  parents stored all  their guns unloaded and locked up (Fa rah, Simon,
and Kelle rmann 1999).  In a randomized tel ephone surve y of urban and rural
parents in northeas t Ohio who had children ag ed ¬ve to ¬fteen in their
homes, 87 percent be lie ved that their  children would not touch guns they
found (Connor and Wesolowski 2003) . Given the  pre val ence of guns in the
United St ate s, our gun storag e pra ctic es, and our parenta l misunderst anding
of children's capabilit ies , is it any wonder that our unintentional death rat e
from guns for  ¬ve- to fourte en-ye ar -olds is sev enteen times higher than that
of the  other  high-income nations?

Methods ex ist  to improve gun storag e and handling pract ice s. These
inc lude community, cit y, and sta tewide prevention programs (Becker , Olson,
and Vick 1993; Horn et  al.  2003) , such as  the  community  handgun saf ety  cam-
paign in Charlotte,  North Carolina, that led to a signi¬cant incre ase  in the
number of ¬re arms locked up (though no change in other gun-r ela ted behav-
ior s, including whether the gun was stored loaded) (Vogel and Dean 1986) . 

More general ly, candid advic e and counsel ing from physi cians,  parti cularl y
pedia tri cians and family physi cians, might have  an impact on gun storag e and
gun handling pra ct ice s. Most pedia tri cians and family pract itioners bel iev e
tha t physi cians have a responsibility  to counsel familie s about ¬re arms,
though most doctors ra rel y giv e such advic e (Grossman, Mang, and Rivar a
199 5).  The lar ge  majorit y of patients  with children would ¬nd physi cians'
advic e and information on saf e stora ge pra cti ce s helpful and would consider
or follow a provider 's advic e not to have a gun in the home (Haught, Gross-
man, and Connell  1995) . A rec ent study of a br ief  of¬ce  counsel ing by family
physi cians found a signi¬cant reported change in saf e stora ge habit s two to
three  months af ter  inte rvention (Albright and Burge  2003) . 

Getting patients  to remove guns from the home, even for high-r isk  fami-
lie s, appear s to be a more daunting task. In a study of adole scents  with major
depre ssion, clinic ians urg ed the removal of  ¬rearms from the home. By the
end of the inter vention, 27  percent of the  familie s with ¬re arms had removed
them from the home; unfortunatel y, howeve r, 17 pe rcent of familie s without
¬rearms had acquired them (Brent et al.  2000). A study of psy chiatr ic pa tients
who had threa tened to harm themselv es  or  others  with ¬rea rms or had ac ces s
to ¬rea rms showed more succe ss.  Trea tment and dischar ge planning focused
on removing ¬rearms from the home was fully succe ssful at discharg e,
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though some dischar ged patients were able to gain acc ess to ¬re arms within
twenty- four hours (Sherman et al. 2001) .

Rather than try ing to tea ch all  childr en about gun saf ety  (which may just
inc rea se the ir curiosit y and inter est  in guns), many pediat ric ians and publi c
health and child advoca tes  bel iev e we should tar get  pa rents,  tea ching them
how to prevent ¬rea rm injuries.  A Massachuset ts nonpro¬t group, Common
Sense  about Kids and Guns, uses publi c ser vic e ads to try  to make unloading,
locking, and storing guns properl y as automatic as buckl ing a saf ety  be lt
(Robinson 1999).

Another  approach, also focusing on adult s, is a hospital -based speak ers '
bureau to help educa te par ents in the  community. In Kansas City, nurse s
were  tra ined to use  the American Academy of Pedia tri cs±deve loped speaker 's
kit  that emphasi ze s developmental risk  fac tor s for children and the  impor-
tance of saf e gun storag e. On a prepres entation surve y, only 10 percent of par-
tic ipants asked the  parents  of their  children's fri ends if they had guns in their
homes. On a postpres entat ion surve y, 75 pe rcent indica ted that they would be
likely  or ve ry like ly to ask tha t quest ion (Dowd et al. 1999).  The national ASK
campaign, in collabora tion with the American Academy of Pediatr ics ,
encourage s parents  to ªAsk your neighbor if they hav e a gun before sending
your kids over  to pla yº (PAX 2002). Changing such socia l norms is an impor-
tant part  of  the public  he alth approach to reducing ¬rea rm injuries . 

Retai ler s could provide be tte r point-of-s ale  education on saf e ¬rearm stor-
ag e. Few ¬re arms sal espeople currentl y seem to provide re lev ant information.
In vis its to nearl y one hundred deale rs in two metropolitan are as,  res ear che rs
ask ed for sugges tions about keeping the ir four- ye ar-old children saf e with a
gun in the home. They dis cover ed that only 8 per cent of deale rs had any saf e
stora ge educational materia ls on sit e, and only 9 percent off ered adv ice  that
inc luded keeping guns locked and unloaded with the ammunition stored sep-
ara tely  (S anguino et  al . 2002) . 

Liabil ity laws also might alt er gun stora ge behav ior . In an att empt to
reduce ¬re arm accidents involv ing children, a number of sta tes  have added to
existing tort liabil ity  by  passing sta tutes holding adult s criminally liable for a
child's death re sulting from the negli gent storag e of a gun. Most sta tutes
decla re that use of  a locked box, conta iner, or  a tri gg er lock constitute leg al
stora ge.  One study of sta te fat ali tie s es timated that these  laws may hav e
reduced acc idental shooting deaths among children under  age  ¬ft een by at
lea st 6 percent and perhaps much more (Cummings, Grossman, Rivar a, and
Koepsel l 199 7) ; howeve r, the result s occurr ed because of a lar ge reduct ion in
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only one sta te (Webste r and Sta rnes 2000). Another study found that these
laws had no eff ec t on acc idental shooting deaths among children (Lott  and
Whitley  2001) .

While many polic ies  could reduce  gun injuri es at home, changing at titudes
and behavior is neve r ea sy.  In the New England Journal of Medicine, editor
Jerome Kassi rer  rel ated the story of a lett er he re cei ved from a surgeon on the
West Coast, who said,

Guns are  single  answers  for situations the y [members of the NRA] fea r
the y will fac e. If anyone asks you, send them to me. I once  had to go
from the operat ing room to te ll a young couple tha t their  lit tle  boy was
deadÐshot while  playing with his  father's  handgun. The mother col-
lapsed into tea rs.  The father, who told me he was an NRA member, did
not cry , but became vis ibl y angry,  say ing, ªI taught the dumb kid how
to use it  right. º ( 199 3, 1 119 )

As Kassir er  pointed out, ªThat kind of passion die s hardº (1993,  1119).  But tha t
is no rea son not to try  to reduce  the riskÐto gun owners, the ir families, and
othersÐthat guns in the home can pres ent.

GUN S  I N  S C HOO L S

In prison in the 1990s when someone was losing control, inmates would oft en

say , ªNow don't go posta l on me.º Beginning in 1999, they beg an say ing, ªNow

don't go high school on me.º

ÐA. Browne

Schools are among the saf est pl ace s in America in terms of homicideÐless
than 1 percent of all  homicides among school-a ged children occur in or
around school grounds or on the way to and from school (Kachur et al. 1996).
The number of students murdered while  at school has remained fair ly con-
stant for  the  past decade,  sta ying be tween thirty  and thirty -¬ve ea ch yea r
(Small and Tetrick 2001) . Yet our schools are  far  les s saf e than those  of other
high-income countri es,  just as our stre ets  and homes are  far  les s sa fe. The ea sy
acc ess  to ¬rea rms allows such le thal v iol ence.  

In the past few ye ars , the violent and suicidal fantas ies  of  a small number of
adole scents  have be en played out for rea l in our nation's cla ssrooms. The
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shootings have had ter rible consequencesÐfor the shooter s, the vic tims, the
witnesse s, the loc al community, and our broader soc iet y. It is a sad sign of the
times that the National Education Associa tion, the l eading te aching union in
the United Sta tes , now offer s its  2.6  million members  a speci al insurance  deal
for  an ªunlawful homicideº bene¬t worth $150,000 to the  familie s of those
kil led at  work (D. Campbell 2001) . It is also a sad sign that many high schools
in the  United Sta tes  now bel iev e it neces sar y to run ªcode redº drills  or lock-
downs, the modern ve rsion of the 1950s nucle ar war dri ll. Students  ar e tra ined
to lock the cla ssroom door and make the  room look empty so potenti al kil ler s
will move on to eas ier  ta rge ts (Ruane 2001) . 

Although the frequency  of  school shootings has not changed, the type of
kil ling has, as  has the amount of media att ention and the public perception of
a subst antia l problem. Most of the kil lings in the ear lie r 1990s were  in urban
schools, and many were gang-re lat ed or singl e-v ict im stabbings or  ¬ghts over
gir lfr iends. These  incidents  prompted a feder al law banning guns from
schools, securi ty measures such as  metal  detec tors, and efforts  to control the
gang in›uence.  In the  lat e 1990s,  howeve r, the major events oc cur red in white
rural  or suburban ar eas , with litt le gang involvement. These  more rec ent
kil lings involved multiple vic tims. Indeed, the proportion of all school-a sso-
cia ted student homicides  that involved multiple vic tims rose from 0 per cent
in 1992 to 42 percent in 1999 (M. Anderson et al.  2001).  Ten of the most noto-
rious incidents occurr ed in the l ate  1990s.

1. Moses Lake, Washington, February 2, 1996. A fourt een-y ear -old
honor student opens ¬re in his junior high alg ebr a cla ss, kil ling the
tea cher and two students  and wounding another. The perpetra tor ,
who lea rned how to shoot ¬rearms from his father , is armed with
three  family ¬rearms, including a .25 -ca libe r semiautomatic pis tol ;
the  guns were tak en from an unlocked cabinet  and the family ca r. The
shooting ends when he i s ta ckl ed by a tea cher.

2. Bethel, Alaska, February 19, 1997. A six teen-yea r-old kil ls a student
and the school principal and wounds two other students. The perpe-
tra tor uses a twelv e-g auge shotgun kept unlocked at the foot of the
sta irs  in his  fos ter  home. A fri end had dis suaded him from killing
himself, convincing him instead to murder. The kil ler  ex changes
shots  with the poli ce  be for e surrendering. 

3. Pearl, Mississippi, October 1, 1997. A sixteen-y ear -old stabs his
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mother to death, then kil ls two students and wounds sev en others at
his  high school with his .30-.30 deer  ri›e. The youth lea ves  the school
and is driving away in his mother's  ca r when he is stopped by the
ass ist ant principa l, who has  grabbed a .45 -ca liber  pis tol from his
pickup t ruck.

4. West Paducah, Kentucky, December 1, 1997. A fou r t e en - y e a r - o ld
k i l l s  t h r e e  s t ud en t s  and  wound s  ¬ v e  o th e r s  a t  a  p r a y e r  g r oup  mee t -
in g  in  a  h i gh  s c hoo l  h a l lwa y .  Th e  p e rp e t r a t o r  u s e s  a  . 2 2 - c a l i b e r
Ru g e r  au tomat i c  p i s t o l  s t o l en  f r om a  n e i ghbo r ' s  g a r a g e .  A l thou gh
a  r ound  r emain s  in  th e  ch ambe r  and  h e  h a s  b r ou gh t  a l on g  f ou r
o th e r  ¬ r e a rms,  h e  d r op s  th e  p i s t o l  when  app ro a ch ed  b y  th e  p r in c i -
p a l  and  ano th e r  s tud en t  and  i s  l e d  t o  th e  p r in c ip a l ' s  o f¬ c e  wi thou t
a  s t r u g g l e .

5. Jonesboro, Arkansas, March 24, 1998. From the woods, an ele ven-
ye ar-old and a thirt een-ye ar-old shoot and kil l four gir ls and a
tea cher and wound another  ten students aft er set ting off  a ¬re  ala rm
at a middle school. The perpetra tors, who were tra ined with guns
(one took along his  hunter educat ion ca rd) , took a cache of  ¬re arms
from one boy's grandfather's unlocked closet , including a .44  Mag-
num semiautomatic hunting ri›e with a tel escopic sight and an M-1
carbine Remington .30-.06 hunting ri›e. Polic e capture the shooter s
running through the woods. 

6. Edinboro, Pennsylvania, April 24, 1998. A fourte en-ye ar -old uses a
.25 -ca liber handgun reg ist ered to his  father to shoot a sc ience  tea cher
to death in front of students  at a middle school gr aduation dance
being held at a res taurant. The youth walks out of the dance and is
coaxed into giv ing up his  weapon by the  res taurant owner, who has
grabbed his  shotgun.

7. Spring‹ eld, Oregon, May 21, 1998. A ¬fteen-yea r-old opens ¬re in a
high school ca fete ria , ki lling two students  and wounding eighteen.
His parents ar e lat er found dead in his  home. Taking his  own guns,
locked away by his  father, the perpetra tor  shoots  ¬fty rounds from a
.22  semiautomatic  Ruger ri›e. While rea ching for his Glock hand-
gun, he is wrest led to the g round by other students . 

8. Littleton, Colorado, April 20, 1999. Two heavi ly armed seniors
storm a suburban Denver  high school, and, in a shooting rampage
on a sca le unpre cedented in an American school, kil l thirte en people
and wound another twenty- eight. They primarily use a TEC-DC9
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semiautomatic handgun and 9mm 4-point ca rbine ri›e purchased
by a gir lfr iend at a gun show. Early  on in their  rampage , the  shooter s
trade  shots with an armed school guard. Hours befor e a SWAT team
enter s the building, the perpetr ators shoot and kill themselv es.  

9. Conyers, Georgia, May 20, 1999. A ¬fte en-ye ar -old wounds six  stu-
dents  twenty minutes  be for e cl ass es s tar t. The perpetra tor , a tr ained
marksman who oft en went hunting, br eaks into his  stepfa ther's
locked gun cabinet and takes a ri›e and pis tol. He shoots be low the
knees  with the ri›e, seeking to wound rather than to kil l. Then he
fal ls to his  knees  and sticks  a .22 -ca liber pis tol  in his mouth. The
ass ist ant principa l approache s and asks for the  gun. The boy giv es
the  man the gun and sta rts  cry ing, ªOh my God, I'm so sca red, I'm
so sca red.º The mostly white , suburban school had video surve il-
lance cameras and an armed sherif f's deputy on duty.

10. Fort Gibson, Oklahoma, December 7, 1999. A thirte en-ye ar -old
wounds four cla ssmates outside a middle school building in this
small rural  town before cla ss es sta rt. The perpetr ator, descr ibed as a
popular , churchgoing, honor roll student, uses a 9mm semiauto-
matic  pistol his father  had purchased a  few yea rs pre viously at Wal-
Mart. The youth ¬res at least  ¬ft een times; he drops the  gun when a
sci ence tea cher approaches and pins the boy ag ainst a  wall . 

What is most str iking about these ten incidents is the young age  of many of
the  shooter s and that the se were multiple shootings,  with many of the vic tims
kil led almost at random. The shootings  had many similar iti es,  and some may
have be en copycat  as saults (Egan 1998 ; Lawrie and Kuest ers  1999). 

All the  shooter s were male. In most ca ses , the perpetra tors were  childr en
who fel t infer ior  or  picked on, with grudges ag ainst other students  or  tea ch-
ers . The shoote rs were typica lly  immersed in violent pop culture,  from
movies to rap music to video games. Many of the shooter s were suicidal (M.
Anderson et al.  2001). And most were of  above-a ve rag e intell igence. Their
kil lings may be viewed as a way to end their  live s in a bla ze of ter ror. Part of
the  tra gedy of all  these  ki llings  is the  tra gedy to the shooter s and the ir fami-
lie s. Most could have led normal and productiv e liv es had they gotten
through the dif¬cult ies  of adole sc enc e. In hindsight, the shooter s gav e many
warning signal s, from detai led school es say s to ve rba l and physi cal  threa ts
and as saults.  And, ¬nall y, and perhaps most signi¬cantl y, all  the kil lings
involv ed ¬rea rms, which were readil y ava ilable to these  young people.  The
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speci¬c ¬rearm usedÐits capabili ty for rapid-¬re and bulle t ca liberÐseems
to have in›uenced the  number of v ictims who were  shot and killed.

In two ca ses  (Edinboro and Pearl ) civ ilian guns may have  helped capture
the  perpe tra tor , but they did not seem to limit the number of people injured.
Heroic civ ilian ac tion without guns limited the number of vic tims in some
cas es  (Spring¬eld, West Paducah, and Moses Lake) and may have  prevented
a suic ide (Conyers ). 

Each yea r brings new tra gedie s. In February 2000, in Flint,  Michigan, a six -
ye ar-old boy shot a schoolmate  named Kayla  to death in their  ¬rst gr ade
cla ssroom. The boy waved his  weapon at sev era l cla ssmates befor e lev eling it
at Kayla,  say ing, ª I don't l ike  you,º and pulling the tr igg er.  He put the gun in
his  desk and ran into the hallway, where he was caught by  school of¬cia ls. The
gun was a .32 -ca libe r Davi s automatic  pis tol, descr ibed in deale r lit era ture as
ªour original pocke t pistolº (Goldberg  2000; Naughton and Thomas 2000).

In March 2001,  at  a high school in Santee , California, a San Diego suburb,
a ¬fteen-y ear -old ¬red about thirty  rounds from his father's  .22 -ca liber
Arminius re volve r, kil ling two students and wounding thirte en others. The
shooter  re loaded four times, ducking inside the boys ' ba throom to reload.
Armed of¬cers  burst  into the re st room and pointed their guns at the perpe-
tra tor, pre venting further shootings (Dillon 2001; Fox 2001) . 

The shootings never  seem to stop. For ex ample, a quick web sea rch for Sep-
tember 26 , 2003, found three  news reports concerning school shootings . In
Cold Spring, Minnesota,  a ¬fteen-y ear -old high school fre shman killed one
student and wounded another;  the shooter  then pointed the gun at  a gym
coach but put it down when the  coach ye lled ªNoº (Minneapolis-St. Paul Star
Tribune 2003) . In Los Angeles , students  and tea chers  prais ed the  surrender of
two reputed gang members sought for  a drive -by  shooting at  a crowded bus
stop outside Taft high school in which three  students  were shot in the  chest
(Mercury News 2003) . And in Lawndale, North Carolina, a thirte en-ye ar-old
middle school student brought a 9mm semi-automatic  gun to school and
¬red two shots into the cei ling. Fortunatel y no one was injured, though stu-
dents  and parents were nervous and sca red, and the  shoote r was tak en into
custody by a school re source of¬cer  (News 14 Carolina 2003).

In the  wake of any gun tra gedy,  the response of  one ext reme fac tion in the
American gun debate  is to cal l for a ban on all guns; the  re sponse  of  the other
ex treme is to advoca te the arming of citi zens. The Wall Street Journal, for
ex ample, ran op-ed piece s cla iming that the way to reduce school lethal vio-
lence is to arm tea chers  and tra in them in sel f-defense (Lott 199 8b; Ayoob
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1999). Fortunat ely , this is not the way we handled the cowboy problem of the
1880s or the  air line hij acking problem of the  19 70s . Nor is it the way any other
country  ha s re sponded to school shootings.

With a few ter rible ex ceptions (e. g.,  Dunblane, Scotl and),  school violence
in other deve loped countrie s throughout the  1990s was typic all y les s de adly
than in the United St ate s, for guns were les s ava ilable. For ex ample, in
Wolverhampton, England, in 1996, a cra zed thirty -¬ve -ye ar-old att acked
pupil s picnicking at St . Luke's Infants'  School, where students  were  ag ed four
to sev en. Police  arr est ed the man afte r a sea rch of the are a, and three adult s
and four students were taken to the hospita l. None of the wounds were
fat alÐthe man was wielding a  machete  (BBC 1996). 

Surve ys sponsored by the World Health Organiza tion ¬nd that the United
Sta tes  is an ave rag e high-income country  in terms of school bullying
(Louisville Courier-Journal 2001), but we are  an exc eption in terms of lethal
school violence . Unfortunat ely , in the past few yea rs, copycat  school shoot-
ings were seen throughout the industr iali zed world, though sti ll far  be low the
rat e of the U.S. school shootings. 

In the United Sta tes , more than six  thousand students  were  expelled from
schools in 1996±97  for bringing guns to school (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion 199 8).  In surve ys,  about 3 percent of high school respondents cla im to
have ca rri ed guns to school. For ex ample, a survey  of  high school seniors
found that 3 per cent report ed car ry ing guns to school in the past month
(National Cente r for  Education St atis tic s 1999). A 1995 nationally repre senta -
tiv e school-based sample of adoles cents in grades sev en to twelv e found that
acc ess  to a gun at home was assoc iat ed with car ry ing a gun to school (Swahn
and Hammig 2000).

In a surve y of more than two thousand middle school students in North
Carolina in 199 5, 3 pe rcent report ed car ry ing a gun to school. Gun car ry ing
was assoc iat ed with cig are tte , alcohol,  and ille ga l drug use (DuRant et al.
1999).  In a surve y of more than twelv e hundred se venth and tenth gr aders  in
inner- cit y schools in Boston and Milwaukee in the mid-1990s,  3 percent
report ed bringing guns to school in the pas t month (Berg ste in et al.  1996) .
Our analy sis  of this data indica tes  that those  car rying a gun to school were
more like ly to smoke, to have  poor grades , and to liv e in households with
¬rearms. In a 199 3 national surve y of six th- to twelf th-gr aders , about 4 per -
cent said tha t they had taken guns to school in the prev ious yea r. Because  of
the  fal se-positi ve problem for rar e ev ents descr ibed in appendix 1, an ext rap-
ola tion of these  ¬gures will probably lead to an overe stimate. Nonetheles s, it
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sugge sts that while school of¬ci als have be en cra cking down on gun carry ing,
the y a re probably  not c atching most c arr ier s.

A rec ent National Academy of Sci ences  report on school shootings con-
cludes that it is vir tually  impossible to identi fy the likely  of fenders of rampage
school shootings in advance and emphasi zes  the  fac t tha t all  these  young
people had easy access to ¬rearms. A key policy recommendation of that
research team is to ¬nd more effective means of realizing ªthe nation's long
established policy goal of keeping ¬rearms out of the hands of unsupervised
children and out of our schoolsº (Moore et al. 2002, ES-6). A Centers for Disease
Control study of school shootings between 1992 and 1999 found that the major-
ity of the ¬rearms came from the perpetrators' homes or from friends and rela-
tives. That report emphasized the need for safe ¬rearm storage (CDC 2003a).

The danger to adole sc ents in the United Sta te s from ¬rearm avail abi lity
and use is illustr ated by the life  of Richard Peek Jr. , who was wounded in the
199 8 school caf ete ria  shooting in Spring¬eld, Oregon, and whose par ents ¬led
a $2 50,000 lawsuit ag ainst the  student shoote r and his parents . In October
1999, a litt le over a ye ar aft er those  shootings,  Richa rd was hunting dee r with
his  sev enteen-yea r-old brother and was shot in the head and kil led when his
brother's  ri›e ac cidental ly di schar ged (Boston Globe 1999g ). Guns are  danger-
ous consumer products; it is not only during intentional att acks that ¬rearms
can turn deadly.  

It is also not only in junior and senior high schools in the United States
where guns have been used to kill or maim: college campuses are not immune
to the danger. Spectacular news coverage of shootings at colleges offers a sharp
contrast to the idyllic images of sanctuaries far removed from the violence that
characterizes life outside the walls of higher learning. For example, in 1991, at
the University of Iowa campus in Iowa City, a disgruntled doctoral student
killed three professors, a student he saw as a rival, and an administrator and
paralyzed a staff memberÐusing a legally purchased handgun (Cotton 1992).
In 1995, a student at the University of California at Davis accidentally shot
himself twice in the hand and another student four times in the chest while
converting a semiautomatic ¬rearm to an automatic weapon (New York
Times, Jan. 24, 1995). In 1998, at North Carolina State University, a twenty-
one-year-old student ¬red several shots from his handgun at a party across the
street from his town house. One of the bullets grazed a North Carolina State
wrestler, and a half dozen people from the party went to the town house and
assaulted the shooter. The shooter's gun somehow went off, and he was killed.
Alcohol was a contributing factor in the entire episode (Fitzsimon 1998).
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In the mid-1990s , some write rs cla imed that guns at col leg e were becoming
a publi c health problem. For example, one art icl e reported, ªGunsÐfor yea rs
a scourg e of the  nation's high schoolsÐare a growing menace  on colle ge cam-
puses º (Lederman 1994, 33) . Another pie ce  contended, ªEach ye ar,  campus
violence  with injuries  inc rea singly  involv es ¬re arms. . . . The preva lence of
alcohol and ¬rearms on and around colleg e campuses  has had deadly eff ect sº
(Nichols  199 5, 2) . Responding to such reports, the Assoc iation for  Student
Judic ial  Affai rs unanimously  adopted a 1994 resolution urg ing colleg es to
support  tough rules  and laws to ke ep guns off campuses (Lede rman 1994) .
More than 90 percent of American adult s want to outlaw gun car ry ing on col-
leg e c ampuses  (Hemenway, Azrae l, and Mille r 2001).

Two rec ent surve ys provide some information about the av ail abi lity  of
guns at  colle ges . In a 199 7 national random surve y of students at 130 four-y ea r
colleg es,  3.5  pe rcent of students (6 per cent of male students ) reported having
a working ¬rea rm at col leg e. Students with guns were more likely  to att end
publi c ra ther than priva te colle ges , to att end school in the  South or West, to
belong to fra ternit ies  or sororitie s, to liv e of f campus, and to have  var ious
alcohol problems. After  accounting for  ag e, gender,  ra ce,  and other  fac tors,
individuals  with guns were found signi¬cantly  more likely  to engage in reck-
les s behavior involving alcohol,  inc luding driving while intoxica ted, damag-
ing propert y, and susta ining an alcohol- re lat ed injury (Miller, Hemenway,
and Wechsle r 1999). 

A 2001 national random surve y found tha t 4 percent of students reported
having guns at colle ge.  Those with guns were much more likely  to smoke,
binge drink and drive , and, when under the in›uence of  alcohol,  to vandali ze
propert y and ge t into trouble with police . In re gions with high lev els  of
¬rearm ownership, there  were many more guns on colleg e campuses , and
students report ed being the vic tims of many more threa ts with guns (Mille r,
Hemenway, and Wechsle r 2002).

Many colleg es and univers itie s forbid gun posse ssion on campus, but this
polic y may not be well enforced. In 1996,  the Unive rsit y of  Northern Ari-
zona's student newspaper  reported that although guns were  not allowed on
campus, some students  kept them in their  dorm rooms. At that school, the
polic e depar tment mainta ins a locke r in the sta tion house  where  students  are
encouraged to store  their ¬rearms. A spokesman for the campus polic e sa id
the  locke r conta ins for ty to ¬ft y guns at any one time (Join Together Online
1999).

In Iowa, some town-gown coopera tion exi sts  reg arding handguns. Iowa
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sta te law requires ea ch handgun-purchas e appli cant to ¬le a petit ion with the
local polic e chief , who conducts  a ba ckground check. The sheri ff contact s the
Unive rsi ty of  Iowa wheneve r a student appli es for a handgun permit so that
unive rs ity of¬cia ls can inform the sheri ff if the y know of any problem with
granting the peti tion ( Join Together Online 1999).

GUN S  I N  P U B L I C

We have law-abiding citi zens who have to lea ve their weapons in their ca r when

they take their  family out for  a nic e dinner. . . . This is just a major inconvenience.

ÐVirginia  St at e S enator S tephen H. Martin

Most homicides , robberi es, and str anger vic timiza tions occur outside the
home. When guns are  involved, as they are for  most homicides and many
robberi es, the gun is usual ly being car ried i lle gal ly.

Ille gal  gun car ry ing be came common among inner- cit y youth in the  ea rly
1990s.  Studies  conducted at  that time consistentl y found that approximately
one-quarte r of teenag e boys in the inner  cit y had car ried handguns at some
time and that the principal rea son for ca rry ing was protec tion ag ainst other
teenage  boys  (Blumstein and Cork 1996 ; Hemenway e t a l. 1996).

In the past few yea rs, a va rie ty of national surve ys have  examined gun car -
rying among adult s (Cook and Ludwig 1996;  Hemenway and Azrae l 199 7;
Kleck 199 7b; T. W. Smith 2001). Data ar e now avail able on the  percentage  of
people report ing that they ca rried guns within the past ye ar or  the past
month; whether the ¬re arm was a handgun or long gun; whether  the gun was
car ried in a vehicl e or on the  person; whether the  gun was car ried for work;
whether  the gun was ca rried primarily for protec tion or for some other  re a-
son; and whether the  gun was car ried for  prote ct ion ag ainst people  or  ag ainst
animals. 

T. W. Smith (2001)  est imates that more than 8 percent of adult s car ried a
gun for  prote ction at lea st once  in the pre ceding yea r. Cook and Ludwig
(1996) est imate tha t 7.5  pe rcent of the  adult  populat ion ca rri ed a gun for pro-
tec tion in the  pre ceding yea r. After  eliminating those car rying only for work,
the  Cook and Ludwig ¬gure be comes 5.4  percent of adult s. Of these , about
half (2.6 percent)  ca rri ed a gun on their person rather than only in their
vehic le.

Two Harva rd Injury Control Resea rch Center national surve ys asked about
gun car ry ing in the pre ceding month and obtained roughly  comparable
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results. For example, on the 1996 surve y, aft er ex cluding police , security
guards, and milit ary  pe rsonnel,  about 3 per cent of adult s reported car ry ing
guns on their persons during the previous month. Of these , a lit tle more than
half cla imed tha t they ca rried a gun to prote ct themselv es from people; the
res t c ited protect ion aga inst animals, re cre ation, or some other r eason.

Compared to the  res t of the adult  populat ion, those  ca rry ing guns on their
persons were more likely  to be male, to liv e in rural communitie s, to lack
con¬dence in the polic e, to smoke, and to binge drink (Hemenway and
Azrae l 199 7).  A 1994 surve y also found that,  like gun owners genera lly (Cook
and Ludwig 1996) , those  who car ry  for prote ction ar e more likely  than the res t
of the adult  population to have been arr es ted for a nontra f¬c offense ( 12  per -
cent of those  ar res ted car ry  a gun, compared to 8 per cent of those never
arr es ted) (T. W. Smith 2001) . 

The gun ca rry ing±ar re st assoc iat ion is dis turbing. So too is the  gun-alcohol
connect ion, which turns up in many studies.  A study of adults in Oregon
found that gun ca rrie rs were  more likel y than non±gun ca rri ers  to be current
alcohol users  and to have consumed ¬ve or more drinks on one or more occa-
sions in the past month; they were also les s likely  to use sea t be lts (Nelson et
al.  1996) . Following the passa ge of a Kentucky conceal ed-gun-c arr ying law, a
tel ephone surve y in one county there  found tha t, compared to other  cit izens,
heavy  drinkers  were more likely  to want conce aled-gun lic enses  (Schwaner et
al.  1999) . Adole scent gun car rie rs in Boston and Milwaukee hav e also been
found to be more like ly than other teens both to smoke and to binge  drink
(Hemenway e t a l. 1996).

National  surve ys ¬nd that gun car ry ing in a vehicl e is more common than
gun car rying on the person. The surve ys also ¬nd that adult s who car ry guns,
whether  on the ir per sons or in the ir vehicle s, tend to have  higher -than-av er -
ag e incomes. 

A 1999 surve y in Arizona found that 11 pe rcent of motoris ts always  or
sometimes car ried guns in their ca rs.  Those ca rry ing were  signi¬cantly  more
likely  than other  respondents to hav e closel y followed other car s and to have
made rude ge sture s at other drive rs during the past ye ar.  Data  were not ava il-
able on whether motoris ts with guns typica lly  drove more or les s oft en than
other respondents (Miller e t al . 2002).  

A 1999 dea th in Alabama illustr ate s the dangers  of having a gun in the  car .
Two women, ag ed thirty -four and forty,  were dri ving home from work when
one cut the other of f on a congest ed highway.  Their  rag e esc ala ted as tra f¬c
crawled for miles  and the women ›ashed their headlights and hit their  br akes.
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Both vehicl es lef t the inters tat e, heading for home. At the ¬rs t tra f¬c light, one
woman left  her car  and approached the other , perhaps to put an end to the
confrontat ion. The woman in the  car  shot the  approaching woman in the
fac e, kil ling her. The shooter  wept, repeat ing, ªOh my God, I shot her, Oh my
God, I can't be liev e I shot her, Oh my God, I can't bel iev e she's  dyingº
(Sipress  1999) . Events like this oc cur far  more frequently in the United Sta tes
than in any other high-income country . 

Publi c opinion polls consis tently  show that the lar ge  majorit y of  Americans
do not favor  civ ilian gun ca rry ing. For ex ample, a 199 1 CBS News/New York
Times national  tel ephone poll ask ed, ªDo you think that when ordinar y
people car ry  weapons like  guns or kniv es or mace they make the str eet s saf er,
or  do you think car ry ing weapons cre at es more problems than it solve s?º
Six ty -nine percent answered ªmore problems,º 15 per cent said ªs afe r,º  and 16
percent either s aid ªdon't knowº or did not answer.

A 1996 nat ional  tel ephone surve y conducted by the National Opinion
Resea rch Center a sked, ªDo laws allowing any adult  to c arr y a conce aled gun
in publi c provided that the y pass a criminal ba ckg round che ck and gun saf ety
cours e make you fee l more safe  or les s saf e?º  Fift y- six  perc ent of re spondents
replied ªle ss saf e,º compared to 36 per cent who sa id ªmore saf eº  (Hemenway,
Azrae l, and Mille r 2001).

The 1996 Harva rd Injury Control Resea rch Cente r national surve y asked,
ªSome sta te s have rec ently  changed their laws concerning gun car ry ing. . . . If
more people in your community begin to car ry guns, will that make you fee l
more saf e, the same, or les s saf e?º  Six ty- two per cent said ªle ss sa fe,º  and 12
percent said ªmore saf e.º  A majority  sa id they would fee l les s saf e rather than
more saf e, independent of their age , rac e, gender,  income, or re gion or
whether  they lived in a cit y, suburb, or rural ar ea.  The groups signi¬cantly
more likely  than others  to bel iev e that they would fee l les s saf e were non-
whites , women, urban dwelle rs, individuals with childr en, and people who do
not own guns (Hemenway and Azra el 199 7; Hemenway, Azra el, and Mille r
2001) . A 2001 national poll by  the National Opinion Rese arch Center asked an
almost identi cal quest ion and obtained nearl y the same result s: 64  percent
said the y would fee l les s saf e, and only 9 per cent said they would fee l more
saf e if more people in the ir community  beg an ca rry ing guns (T. W. Smith
2001) .

In 1999, Missouri held the ¬rst sta te ref erendum on a permissive  gun-c ar -
rying proposal. (Missouri had initia lly  banned the ca rry ing of conceal ed
weapons in 187 5, when Jes se  James was stil l at lar ge. ) Profe ssional sport s
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teams in Missouri, fea ring for the saf ety of pla yer s, fans, and ref ere es, strongly
opposed the  rel axa tion of the  sta te' s gun-c ar rying laws. The chief s of the ba se-
ba ll and football pla yer s' unions were  similar ly opposed. Don Fehr,  ex ecutiv e
dir ec tor  of the  ba seball  pla yer s' assoc iat ion, decla red that the proposi tion 
was ªone of the most dange rous ideas  we have  had to confrontº (Hannibal 
Courrier-Post, March 2 5, 1999) .

Although the gun lobby spent some $3. 8 million on the campaign, an
amount far  gre ate r than its opponents, the  measure went down to defea t, as
suburban white  voter s and bla ck cit y voter s more than offse t the support of
rural  Missourians.  Pre ele ction polling had shown that women were far  more
opposed to the  permissive  gun-ca rry ing proposal than men (Edsal l 1999) .
Nonetheles s, in 2003, sta te lawmakers, overr iding the governor's  veto, voted
to make Missouri a permissive  gun-c arr ying s tat e (Kansas City Star 2003).

At one ex treme in the contentious American gun debate  ar e those who
would ban all gun ca rry ing. At the other  ext reme are  those who would allow
gun car rying anywhere for  vir tually  anyone who is not an alr eady convicted
felon. The lat ter  vi ew is reminiscent of Archie Bunker' s solution to the air line
hij ack ing problem of the 1970s : ªI f eve ryone was allowed to car ry  guns,  them
hijack ers  wouldn't have no superior ity . All you gotta  do is arm all  the pas sen-
ge rs. Then no hijacke r would risk pull in' a rodº (Landes 197 8, 1 ).

In most pla ce s, more guns typica lly mean more danger.  The air lines  took
the dis armament route , checking ev eryone to pre vent guns being tak en
onboard planes, and until the ter ror ist  suicide att ack s of  September 11,  2001,
hij ack ing problems had lar gel y di sappeared. However, since those  att ack s,
pilots  have rec eiv ed permission to ca rry  ¬re arms on their planes if they desire .
No evidence ye t exi sts  on the eff ec t of this new policy . By contr ast , inside pris-
ons, which ar e ¬lled with the most violent members of soc iet y, gua rds on the
prison ›oor do not car ry guns, as it is widel y agr eed to incre ase  the dange r for
ev eryone.

In 1999, a Harvard Injury Control Rese arch Center nat ional  surve y asked,
ªDo you think regular cit izens should be allowed to bring their  guns into (a)
res taurants, (b)  ba rs, (c)  col leg e campuses , (d) hospita ls, (e)  sport s stadiums,
and (f)  government buildings?º  The overwhelming majority  of  AmericansÐ
generall y more than 90 per cent of re spondentsÐsaid ªnoº to each loc ation
(Hemenway, Azrae l, and Mille r 2001a ). A 2001 national poll by  the  National
Opinion Resea rch Center  obtained s imilar r esults (T. W. Smith 2001).

Yet sta te gun-c ar rying laws ar e typica lly quite  permissive;  for  example, in
2000, twenty -two sta tes  allowed gun owners to car ry concea led weapons into
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pla ces of worship (Black and Bush 2000). Yet even the Mormon church,
based in Utah, where  most households own guns,  say s tha t ev en leg all y con-
cea led ¬rea rms do not belong in houses  of  worship (Harri e 1999 ). 

Four generi c types of sta te gun-car rying laws currently ex ist : (a)  ca rry  pro-
hibited; (b) ªmay issueº (police  have some dis cre tion over who rec eiv es a pe r-
mit);  (c ) ªshall issueº  (poli ce must provide a permit to anyone who is not
expre ssl y prohibited by sta tute) ; and (d) no car ry re stri ctions. Currently,
sev en sta tes  eff ect ive ly prohibit concea led car ry , eight sta tes  let polic e author-
itie s use dis cre tion in gr anting permits, thirty -four sta tes  requir e lic ensing
authoriti es to issue permits to any appli cant who meets the speci¬c cri ter ia,
and one sta te  (Vermont) does not regulate  conce aled ca rry . Although popu-
lar  opinion pre fer s more str ingent gun-car rying laws, the trend is toward the
more permissive . Between 198 5 and 1991, thirt een sta tes  moved from may-
issue to shall- issue sta tus; be tween 1994 and 1996, another ¬ft een sta te s
be came shall- issue;  and between 2000 and 2003 another ¬ve sta tes  be came
shall- issue. These  changes  have  cr eat ed something of a natural  experiment,
and many studie s hav e tri ed to ev aluate  the effe cts  of these  change s to more
permissive  conceal ed ca rry ing laws.

The ¬rs t study ex amined the  effe cts  on homicide in the lar ge  urban are as of
Florida, Mississippi, and Oregon before and aft er  the change  in the law.
Results showed tha t ¬re arm homicides inc rea sed aft er  the  law became more
permissive , with litt le change, on av era ge , in nongun homicides  (McDowall,
Loftin, and Wiersema 1995 ).

Since then, many lar ge  sta tist ica l (econometric)  studie s hav e used data
from all  sta tes  to ex amine the effe cts  on crime of more permissive  gun-ca rry -
ing laws. The most sophisti ca ted studies try  to tak e into account that the
eff ect  of the  law may dif fer  among sta tes , that cr ime moves  cy clic all y, and tha t
crime ra tes  may in›uence the pas sag e of gun-car rying le gis lat ion. 

One such study tha t inc luded sta te- spe ci¬c nonlinear trends found that
permissive  gun-car ry ing laws appeared to incre ase  the number of ass aults but
had no signi¬cant eff ect  on homicides,  rapes , or robberi es (Black and Nagin
199 8).  Another sophis tic ated study exploited the minimum age requir ements
for conceal ed-ca rry  pe rmits to control for omitted va riable s. Using adole s-
cent crime rat es  as  controls, the analy sis  found that sha ll-i ssue laws resulted,
if anything, in an incre ase  in adult  homicides (Ludwig 199 8).

Sti ll another study att empted to account for  the fac t that the  eff ec t of  the
law depends on economic and demographic  chara cte ris tic s. It found that per -
missi ve  gun-car rying laws appea red to incre ase  robber y and usual ly increa sed
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ag gra va ted ass ault and perhaps ev en rape but reduced homicide (Dezhbakhsh
and Rubin 1998) . Convers ely , other  sta tis tica l studie s found ev idence that
permissive  gun laws reduced violent crime (Olson and Maltz 2001;  Pla ssmann
and Tideman 2001).  These  studies looked at data only through 1992 and one
of the authors (Maltz) subsequently  rea liz ed that the county- lev el da ta used
in these  analy ses  had so many error s (e. g., missing values) that the  re sults
lacked any degre e of re liabil ity (Maltz and Targonski 2002, 2003) .

Because so many sta te gun-car rying laws have  be en re cently  enact ed, it is
important to analy ze  re cent sta te dat a. A study using data through 1997
(Donohue 2003) dis agg reg ated the result s by  sta te and found that murder
rat es incre ased signi¬cantly  in nine sta tes  and decre ased in four sta tes  fol low-
ing the passa ge  of permissive  gun-car ry ing laws. Another rec ent study using
more current data compared the change in homicide rat es for  ea ch sta te
enact ing shall- issue laws with the  other forty -nine sta tes  and with sta tes  with-
out such laws; ag ain, most sta tes  that changed to permissive  gun laws saw a
rel ati ve incre ase  in their  homicide rat es aft er the laws were  ena cted. Overa ll,
gun-car rying laws had no sta tis tica lly signi¬cant eff ect  on homicide (Hep-
burn et al.  2004). 

One study by John Lott (1998a ) has frequently  be en cit ed in the national
gun debate. The initia l result s seemed to show that permissive  gun-car ry ing
laws signi¬cantly  reduced murder, rape, and ag gra va ted ass ault but not rob-
bery and incre ased lar ceny, auto theft,  and propert y crimes genera lly  (Lott
and Mustard 1997 ).

In at lea st eight published ar ticl es,  more than a dozen ac ademics have
found enough ser ious ›aws in Lott' s model to dis count his  ¬ndings
(Alschuler  199 7; Webste r, Vernick, and Ludwig 1997; Zimring and Hawkins
199 7a;  Bla ck and Nagin 199 8; Dezhbakhsh and Rubin 1998; Ludwig 1998;  Dug-
gan 2001;  Ayres  and Donohue 2003a,  2003b). These  studie s found, among
many other  problems, that Lott did not suf¬ciently ac count for the cy clic al
nature of crime or the dif fer ing nonlinear eff ect s of  the  laws on va rious loc al-
itie s. The general  consensus among those  who have ser iously  analy zed the
results is that any  ªinfer ence  that is ba sed on the Lott and Mustard models  is
inappropria te,  and their re sults cannot be used re sponsibly  to formulate pub-
lic  policy º (Black and Nagin 1998,  219 ). The results of ex tending Lott' s model
through 1999,  once his  data coding error s ar e eliminated, show no signi¬cant
eff ect  of  conce aled ca rry  laws on crime, ex cept to incre ase  property  crime
(Ayre s and Donohue 2003a).  Results from a more appropria te model sugg est
tha t permissive  gun ca rry ing laws incre ase  violent crime in most sta tes  (Ayre s
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and Donohue 2003b). Lott' s conclusion (2003) tha t conceal ed-ca rry laws
have reduced multiple- vic tim public shootings also appear s to be incorrec t
(Duwe, Kovandzic, and Moody 2002). (Se e appendix A on gun car rying.)

Overa ll, the results of the econometric analy ses  of  conce aled-c arr y laws
have be en inconsis tent. The evidence  from the most cr edible  analy ses  and
those with the most re cent data (e. g., Duggan 2001;  Ayres  and Donohue 2003;
Hepburn et al.  2004) sugge st that permissive  gun-c arr ying laws may not hav e
had lar ge  eff ect s but that,  if anything, they may have led to incre ased lev els  of
violent crime: ªThe best ev idence sugge sts ove ral l small increases in crime
assoc iat ed with adoption of conceal ed-ca rry  lawsº (Ayres and Donohue
2003a , 1397 ).

The studie s dis cussed here inves tig ate  the assoc iat ion between types  of
gun-car rying laws and crime rat es.  None examine actual gun car rying. A
rec ent study inve sti ga ted the effec ts of change s in conceal ed car ry permits on
crime in Florida counties,  1980 to 2000. Florida was an important sta te to
ex amine because many bene¬cia l eff ect s of permissive  car ry ing laws in Lott's
model dis appear if Florida is exc luded from the analy sis.  The study found lit-
tle  ev idence  that change s in gun car rying permits had any eff ec t on violent
crime in Florida (Kovandzic and Marvell 2003) .

Three pie ce s of the ev idence about actual gun ca rry ing sugge st that the
eff ect s of the passa ge of  the shall- issue laws should be fai rly  modes t. Fir st,  not
many people  ar e obtaining permits. In Florida, for  example, sev en yea rs aft er
the  sta te pas sed a permissive  law, well under 2 percent of adult s had obtained
permits. A rev iew of six teen other  concea led-ca rry  sta tes  also found that in
most,  fewer than 2 per cent of adults had obtained pe rmits (Hill 199 7).  

In addit ion, many permitted ca rrie rs se em to have  simply moved from ille -
ga l to leg al sta tus: in North Carolina, 85  pe rcent of those who ca rry  permitted
guns in the ir car s did so befor e they had obtained permits,  as  did 34 per cent
of those permitted car rie rs who car ry  guns on their  persons (Robuck-
Mangum 1997) . In a rec ent national surve y, only 31 percent of sel f-r eport ed
conceal ed-gun ca rrie rs said they had permits to car ry  concea led weapons;
among those who said they had permits, 73 pe rcent said the re was no change
in gun car ry ing aft er they obtained the permit, 14 percent reported an
increa se in car ry ing, and 9 percent reported a dec rea se (T. W. Smith 2001) . 

Finall y, most of the people  who are  obtaining permits are  at low risk for
vic timiza tion. In Dalla s, les s than 1 percent of the populat ion had obtained a
permit, and most lived in zip codes  with ver y low lev els  of crime (Hood and
Neele y 2000). In North Carolina and Texa s, about 75 percent of those obtain-
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ing permits were over the ag e of forty , almost all were white, and more than
half liv ed in rural are as . By contras t, those at highest risk to be vic tims of vio-
lent crime ar e the young, the poor, urban dwell ers , and members of ethnic
minorit ies  (Hill 199 7) .

Nonetheles s, ev idence sugges ts that permitted ca rri ers  may giv e cause for
concern. Fir st, many were  formerly ca rry ing guns without permits, thereby
willingl y bre aking the law. Se cond, information on the  behavior of  the
speci¬c people who obtain permits indica tes  that many are  not parti cularl y
law-abiding.

In Texa s, from 1996 to 1998, more than two thousand concea led-handgun-
lic ense holders  were ar res ted for  crimes. While license holders repres ent 1.4
percent of the sta te 's populat ion, they ac count for  only 1.1 pe rcent of those
accused of crimes. But the rate  of weapon-r ela ted offense s was higher among
this group than among the general  adult  populat ion (Violence Polic y Cente r
199 8).  

In Florida, an MSNBC investig ation reported,

During the past 11 ye ars , the  Sec ret ary  of Sta te's  Of¬ce  has issued more
than 53 5,000 license s and revoked ve ry few. Only about 1,100 permit
holders have seen their  license s taken away aft er committing crimes or
otherwise  disquali fying themselves . That' s an ex tremely small number
of revoked license sÐthat is, until you take a closer  look. (MSNBC,
ªSpec ial Reportº  1999)

This invest iga tion rev eal ed that in one Florida county,  many people who
had lic enses  to ca rry  were not the type of individuals who most of us would
want leg ally  pa cking heat. For example, Wayne W. was driving his pickup
truck when he crossed paths with another motorist . Tempers ›ared, road
rag e es cal ated. Wayne rammed the st ranger 's v ehicle  with his pickup and got
out with a loaded gun in his  hand. Wayne ended up shooting his own ¬nger.
He was ar res ted for ag gra vat ed ass ault with a motor vehic le and ag gra va ted
ass ault with a ¬re arm. He will apply  for a pre tria l interv entionÐa way for
¬rst- time offenders to avoid a tria l and a cr iminal record and a way for  him to
keep his conceal ed-ca rr y permit. Permits are  re voked only when an ar res t is
fol lowed by a conviction.

Herbert C. has three  alcohol- rel ated arr es ts on his  cr iminal re cord: a con-
vic tion for driving under  the in›uence  and two more ar res ts las t ye arÐa
wife-be ating charg e that was lat er dropped and a disorderly  intoxica tion
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charg e to which he pled guilty tha t stemmed from a bar ¬ght during which he
brandished a knife.  Since none of the se arr es ts result ed in a felony convict ion,
he leg ally  ret ains his conceal ed-weapons permit. Herbert  sa ys,  ªI always
enjoyed hav ing a gun. I'm a good guy.º  While the arr est s should have  led to
lic ense suspension (but not revoc ation), Florida's  Of¬ce of the Se cre tar y of
Sta te only  was aware of two of Wayne and Herber t's ¬ve a rre sts .

Compared to any other high-income country , gun car rying is rel ati vel y
common in the United St ate s. Much of this gun car rying, including that done
by sel f-profes sed law-abiding cit izens, appears  to be done without a license
and is done aga inst the  law. In re cent yea rs,  many sta te leg isla tures have  made
gun-car rying laws more permissive  by tak ing dis cr etion away from the police .
The bes t av ail abl e ev idence sugges ts that these  changes may have  increa sed
rather than reduced violent crime. 

S UMMA R Y

A gun in the home is a risk fac tor for suicide, homicide,  and unintentional
¬rearm fat alit y. It is also a risk fac tor  for nonfa tal  gunshot injury. It ev en
appears  tha t a gun in the home is more likely  to be used to threa ten intimates
than to protec t ag ainst intruder s. Other forms of home sel f-def ense ar e of ten
as eff ect ive  and a re  far  le ss dangerous.

Inappropri ate  gun stora ge is common and is most dangerous when chil-
dren are  liv ing in the  household. Formal ¬re arm tra ining does not appear to
improve storag e pract ice s. There  is ev idence that cur rent educa tional pro-
grams that focus on the child rather  than the adult, such as the  NRA's Eddie
Eagle  program, are  not prote ct ive ; if the y giv e parents a fal se sense of securi ty,
the y may well be counterproducti ve.  A 2002 Packa rd Foundation report con-
cluded,

The potentia l of education approaches  aimed at children and adole s-
cents appears  to be limited, making it cri tic al that parents underst and
the risks  that guns pose to their children, and tak e ac tion to shield the ir
children from unsupervi sed exposure to guns.  (K. Reich, Culross,  and
Behrman 2002, 14)

One locat ion with high-pro¬le gun violence  in the  lat e 1990s  was publi c
schools. Though the frequency of school shootings  has not incre ased, rec ent
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inc idents have been unusual in that they did not occur so much in urban set -
tings  as in gener all y more pea ceful suburban and rural communitie s. The
shootings show that le thal violence can occur anywhere and to anyone in the
United Sta tes  and should ser ve  as a wake-up ca ll for Americans to reduce this
threa t to their  children's  sa fet y.

Reducing school violence has be come a prior ity issue for  the United Sta tes .
Prevention approaches include age -appropri ate  discussions with students
about guns and violence,  con›ict-r esolution and ange r-management tra in-
ing, ar chitec tural design to eliminate dark and hidden space s where  crimes
can occur, visual scr eening techniques  to spot students with weapons, ran-
dom sea rches , and str ict ly enforced sanctions for br inging guns to school
(U.S. Departments of Justi ce and Educat ion 1998) . 

However, it is crucia l to recognize  that ªno school is an isl and: What hap-
pens to children inside and on the way to and from school re›ect s what is
happening in surrounding communitie sº (Mercy and Rosenberg 199 8, 159 ).
School violence needs to be dealt  with in its  lar ger  community  contex t
(Kachur et al.  1996) . 

A public health approach to reducing the violence  emphasi zes  dat a collec -
tion, sci enti¬c study, a multipronged str ate gy , and coordinat ed act ion (Mercy
and Rosenberg  199 8).  A log ica l ¬rst step, par ticula rly  for adoles cents, is to
devis e methods to bette r separ ate  youth from guns (Cook and Cole 1996).  For
ex ample, be tte r storag e pract ice s and incre ased regulation of gun shows
might hav e a ver ted a  number of the most le thal s chool shootings.

Carry ing guns in publi c can cause many problems, and shall -issue laws
make it more likely  that more individual s will car ry.  As J. Ludwig, a leading
res ea rcher,  concluded, 

Permissive  gun-ca rry ing laws inves t priva te cit izens with the dis cr etion
to judge  the intentions and guilt of  other  parti es and to potentia lly
wound or kil l another cit izen on the  bas is of  this judgment. The
dif¬cult ies  of making such judgments in re al time, and the weight tha t
our socie ty pla ces  on preventing injuri es to innocent parti es,  are  ev i-
denced by the elaborat e procedure s that polic e departments undergo
when an of¬cer  draws a weapon on duty.  . . . A les s obvious potentia l
cost of  permissive  concea led-ca rry  laws is that some criminals may
respond to the incre ase  in gun ca rry ing among ordinary  cit izens by
arming themselv es  in response, or  by resor ting to violence more
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quickly when dealing with their vic tims. Moreover , incre ase s in permit-
ted gun ca rry ing may make it more dif¬cult  for  polic e to pre vent ille ga l
gun c ar rying. (Ludwig 1999, 5)

Gun ca rry ing also has  bene¬ts . The car rying of guns may help thwart some
crimes, although no one knows how many have  be en thwart ed. Incre ased gun
car rying by cit izens may also deter  some individuals from even att empting a
crime, although there  is no solid ev idence concerning the siz e of this eff ect .
Indeed, the re is no solid ev idence about the bene¬ci al eff ec ts of gun car rying.
Inste ad, there  is evidence tha t indic ate s that much sel f-defense  gun use, par-
ticula rly  nonhome sel f-defense gun use, is probably inimical to rather than
bene¬ci al for  socie ty  (se e chap. 4 ). 

In the United Sta tes , a rec ent poli cy issue has been between may-issue and
shall- issue gun-car ry ing laws at the sta te lev el. Shall- issue laws ar e more per -
missi ve , eliminating polic e dis cre tion about who should be allowed to obtain
a lic ense.  The dif fer ence be tween shall- issue and may-issue laws is thus not
whether  some leg al gun ca rry ing is bene¬cial but whether soc iet y bene¬ts
when permits are  granted to spe ci¬c people  to whom the polic e would deny
such permits. The quest ion then is: Who are  these people,  and why don't the
polic e want them to car ry guns?  Why is it in societ y's  inter est  to allow these
particula r individuals  to ca rry  ¬r earms?

Surve ys indica te that the lar ge  majorit y of  Americans pre fer  more res tri c-
tiv e gun-c arr ying laws. Findings on the eff ect s of permissive  gun-c arr ying
laws (shall- issue) have  not been consi stent, but rec ent studies sugge st that
the se laws may be detrimental to public  health and sa fet y.

Based on all  av ailable  ev idence, arming citi zens to reduce  crimeÐin the
home, in schools, or on the str ee tsÐseems likely  to incre ase  rather than
reduce the lev el of  lethal violence.  Every  other high-income country  has
opted ag ainst allowing civ ilians to roam the str ee ts with lethal weapons,
whether  conceal ed or not. Their  records in pre venting lethal crime are  far
be tte r than ours.
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CH A P T E R 6 D EMO G R A PH Y

Fir ea rm problems str ike dif fer ent groups dif fer ently . For example, suicide is
more of a rural  problem, while  homicide disproportionatel y af fec ts cit y
dwelle rs.  Bla ck Americans have  about half the  risk of suicide of white  Ameri-
cans but more than ¬ve times the risk of  be coming homicide vic tims. This
chapter  descr ibe s the risk of  ¬rearm injury  to four vulnerable populationsÐ
young children, adole scents  and young adult s, women, and Afric an Ameri-
cans.

Y OUNG  C H I L D R E N

There has be en a growing recognit ion that the dev elopmental fac tors that limit a

child's abilit y to deal with the injury  environment are  a rea son for modifying that

environment ra ther than a cause for  blaming the child's  (or the par ents')  injury-

avoiding inadequac ies .

ÐT. Christof fel and S. S . Gall agher

One cr iter ion by which a country may be judged is how it prote cts its chil-
dren. By that cri ter ion, the United Sta tes  is doing ver y badly  with reg ard to
¬rearms. Each day during the 1990s , ¬re arms killed an av era ge  of two chil-
dren between ag es zero and fourte en in the United Sta tes . Fir earm injuri es are
not a major kil ler  of children ze ro to four but rank as the ¬fth-leading cause
of death for ¬ve - to nine-ye ar-olds and the se cond-leading cause of death for
ten- to fourt een-ye ar-olds (National Center for  Injury Pre vention and Con-
trol 199 5).  And many children who do not die  from bulle t wounds are  per-
manentl y disabled, e ither physi cal ly or psy chologic ally .

On an ave rag e day in the United Sta tes , one child aged between zero and
fourte en is murdered with a gun. Indeed, be tween 1990 and 2000, almost four
hundred children per yea r were ¬re arm homicide vic tims (table  6.1 ). Our
¬rearm homicide ra te for  children between ze ro and fourt een is six teen times



higher than the av era ge of other deve loped nat ions. Our overa ll homicide rat e
for  this ag e group is ¬ve times higher (Krug et al.  1998)  (se e table  1.3) .
Fir ea rms ar e used in about 70 per cent of murders of children ag ed ¬ve to
fourte en (but in only 10 percent of murder s of children ag ed zero to four)
(CDC 1997b).

Between 1990 and 2000, an annual av era ge  of 320 children ag ed ze ro to
fourte en either committed suicide with guns or were ac cidental ly kil led by
guns. Our ¬re arm suicide rat e for  children between zero and fourte en is
ele ven times higher than that of other  high-income countrie s, while  our
non¬rearm suicide ra te is roughly  similar. Our overa ll suicide rat e for  ze ro-
to fourt een-y ear -olds is twice  as high as that of other developed countrie s.
Our unintentional  ¬re arm dea th ra te for zero-  to fourte en-ye ar-olds is nine
times higher  than that  of  other  deve loped nations (CDC 1997b).

An international study of twelv e indust ria liz ed countri es for  which there
were  comparable data on gun ownership lev els  from tel ephone surve ys  found
that, for  children ag ed ze ro to fourt een, the percenta ge of households with
guns was strongly  and signi¬cantly  assoc iated with homicide rat es,  suicide
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TABLE 6.1. Number of Fir earm Deaths of Children between Zero
and Fourteen (1 99 0–20 00)

19 90 19 95 20 00 Avera ge

Fir ea rm Homicid e 39 0 46 2 227 39 2
0– 4 69 82 40 69
5– 9 63 70 50 66
10 –1 4 25 8 31 0 13 7 25 7

Fir ea rm Suici de 14 4 18 4 110 15 4
0– 4 0 0 0 0
5– 9 2 1 0 1
10 –1 4 14 2 18 3 11 0 15 3

Unint en tiona l Fir ea rm Death 23 6 181 86 16 6
0– 4 34 20 19 24
5– 9 56 32 18 33
10 –1 4 14 6 12 9 49 10 9

Total Fir ea rm Death s a 78 4 853 43 6 730
0– 4 10 3 10 5 59 95
5– 9 12 1 10 7 70 10 2
10 –1 4 56 0 64 1 30 7 53 3

Sourc e: Data from CDC 2003 b.
a In clude s undet ermined and leg al int erv en tion fire arm death s.



rat es, and acc idental gun deaths (Lest er 1999) . Children in countri es with lots
of guns (e. g.,  Finland, Norway, the  United Sta tes ) were  at far  gre ate r risk of
the se types of violent dea th than children in countrie s with few guns (e. g., the
United Kingdom, Germany, the Netherl ands) . 

The U.S. re gions and sta tes  with the most guns have  the highe st rat es of
homicide, suicide, and acc idental gun dea ths of children. One study of chil-
dren aged ¬ve to fourt een found tha t in sta tes  where more households had
guns, signi¬cantly  more children were  dying violent deaths. Children in these
sta tes  were  substanti all y more likely  to be murdered and to commit suicide
(and to be ki lled unintentionally  with ¬re arms) (Mille r, Azra el, and Hemen-
way 2002a).  The dif fer ence s in violent deaths re sulted almost entir ely  from
differ ences  in gun homicides and gun suicides . The rel ationship between gun
preva lence and the violent death of children remained ev en afte r ac counting
for sta te lev els  of pover ty , educat ion, and urbaniza tion. There was no rela -
tionship between gun ownership lev els  and non¬rearm homicide or
non¬rearm suicide. 

To help illustr ate  these  ¬ndings , table 6.2  compares  the number of violent
deaths to children ag ed ¬ve to fourte en in ªhigh gunº ve rsus ªlow gunº sta tes ,
199 1±2000. For children in the high gun sta tes , the gun homicide rat e was 2.7
times higher, the gun suicide rat e was eight times higher, and the uninten-
tional ¬rea rm death rat e was twenty- four times higher. Although there  were
vir tually  the  same number of children in both groups of sta tes , 21 1 committed
suicide with a gun in the high gun sta tes  compared to 24  in the low gun sta tes ;
and 261 were vic tims of fat al gun ac cidents in the high gun sta te s compared to
10 in the  low gun stat es  (tabl e 6 .2) .

For decades, phys icians have be en reporting on the dangers  that guns pose
to children. Detroit  saw a lar ge  increa se in ¬rearms and ¬rearm injuries  to
children in the late  1960s  and earl y 19 70s . In a  study of children with gunshot
wounds who had been tre ated at Detroit General  Hospital  from 1962 to 197 1,
interv iewers  asked ea ch child and family what had happened. The answers
inc luded: (1)  a six -y ear -old child was lying on a sof a recupera ting from an ill-
ness when a pla ymate brought a loaded gun for him to pla y with; (2)  a nine-
ye ar-old picked up a loaded gun with a hair tri gg er that was lying on a table at
a friend's house ; (3)  a gir l was at a bir thday  party  when a boy pointed a gun
(which he did not know was loaded) at the guest 's temple; (4)  a man in a
va cant lot  was shooting at tin c ans with a ri›e and hit  a young pas se rby ; (5)  a
thirte en-ye ar-old thought he heard a noise  and went to invest iga te,  tak ing his
father's ri›e, which he unloaded ex cept for  the round in the chamber; he fel l
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while going downsta irs , kil ling one sibling and wounding another; (6 ) a four-
teen-yea r-old heard a noise , got his parents' gun, and checked to see  if it was
loaded by pulling the tri gge r; (7 ) a child thought a gun was a cap gun and
pulled the  tri gg er; (8)  a man heard a noise  on his  porch, shot through the
door, and wounded a litt le g irl nex t door (Heins, Kahn, and Bjordnal 1974).

A study of gunshot wounds tre ated at Los Angeles' s King/Drew Medical
Center during the 1980s  found many shootings of children. Before 1980,
physi cians had not tre ated any children under ag e ten with gunshot wounds;
thirty -four were  tre ated between 1980 and 198 7. Of these , almost 30 per cent
were  caused by children pla ying with guns.  Almost 30 percent were family
dispute s in which the child had been shot while the gun was aimed at  another
family member.  Twenty percent were  gang ret ali ation ag ainst an older  sib-
ling. In only one ca se was child abuse the cause  of the shooting (Ordog et al.
198 8).

P R I V A T E G U N S ,  P U B L I C  H E A L T H

TABLE 6.2. Child Violent Deaths
Numbers of  homicides,  suicid es, and unintent ional  fir earm deaths among children
between ag es fiv e and fourte en in the  el even U.S. sta tes  with the most guns and the fiv e
sta tes with the fewest guns, 1991–2000

Mortali ty Rate Ratio :
High-Gun Sta te s Low-Gun St ate s High-Gun/L ow-Gun

Total Popu lat ion 28 .5 million 26 .2 milli on
(p ers on yea rs) at
Risk: 19 91 –2 00 0

Homicid es
Gun Homicid es 26 5 89 2.7
Nongun Homicid es 14 2 10 0 1. 3
To tal 40 7 18 9 2.0

Su ici des
Gun Suici des 21 1 24 8.1
Nongun Sui cid es 118 11 0 1. 0
To tal 32 9 13 4 2.3

Unint en tiona l
Fir ea rm Death s 26 1 10 24 .0

Sourc e: Mortality da ta from CDC WISQARS 20 03 .
Note:  Gun pr eva len ce de termined by  the  pe rcent ag e of pe op le in ea ch sta te  res iding  in  hous eh old s with

fir earms. Gun pr eva len ce  da ta come from the 20 01 CDC Beha vio ral  Risk Fa cto r Su rv eys  fo r ea ch  sta te. Simila r
resul ts a re  ob taine d i f th e gun  pr ev alenc e in de x i s th e p erc en tag e o f suic ide s with  guns , or  “Coo k’s  In dex .” 

The ele ven hi gh -gun sta tes  are , in or der , Wyoming, Montan a, Alask a, South Dako ta , Arkansa s, West Virginia ,
Alabama, I da ho , Mississ ipp i, North  Dakota , and  Kentu cky ; th e f ive  low-gun sta tes  ar e, in or der , Hawaii,  Massa-
chuse tts,  Rhod e I sland , New Je rse y, and  Connec ticu t.    



Despite the cle ar evidence that guns pose a ser ious risk for young children,
some gun owners remain unmoved. In 1999 the Boston Globe inter viewed
vendors  and customers at Florida's  lar ge st gun show. One of the sev en indi-
vidual s highlighted was St ephen Tress ler , owner of more than 150 ¬rearms,
from handguns to ass ault ri›es,  and father of  three- yea r-old Gage , who was
also a t the show. 

Q: Do you have  sa fet y locks  on your guns?  
A: No, we don't hav e s afe ty locks;  never  did when I  was growing up.

We never had any ac cidental shooting and my whole family was
involv ed with guns. 

Q: Aren't you worried about Gage  with so many ¬re arms in the
house? 

A: No, because he knows al ready at three  he's not supposed to touch
them. (Grossfe ld 1999)

Children can be psychologic ally  vic timized not only when they ar e vi ctims
but also when they ar e the shoote rs. In West Virginia  in 1999, a man was ac ci-
denta lly shot and kil led while  hunting rabbit s with his  six -y ear -old gr andson.
The boy slipped on a  ste ep hil lside near the family home, and the  shotgun he
was c arr ying went off and hit his g randfather (Boston Globe 1999a ). 

Many children in the United State s have  gre at anxiety  about guns and vio-
lence.  A national study of children ag ed six  to ele ven found tha t through their
writing, artwork, photogr aphs, and colla ges , almost two-thirds depic ted
intense,  unset tling anxie tie s about guns,  deaths, and violence . Among nine-
to ele ven-y ear -olds, the percenta ge  rose to three -quart ers  (Se same Workshop
2001) . 

Guns se em to provide few hea lth or sa fety  bene¬ts to children. Fi rea rms
rar ely  prote ct children aga inst cr iminal att ack . For ex ample, in thr ee national
sel f-defense  gun surve ys sponsored by the Harvard Injury Control Resea rch
Center,  no one report ed an incident in which a gun was used to prote ct a
child under  fourteen. 

Even guns other  than ¬rea rms are  a dange r to children. For ex ample, in
one urban pedia tri c trauma center , be tween 198 8 and 199 5, six  children per
ye ar (median ag e ele ven) were hospita liz ed from air  gun injuri es.  Thirt y-e ight
percent of them had ser ious long-t erm disabilit ies  as a result of their  injuries
(Bhatta cha ryy a e t a l. 199 8).  

With other product s, socie ty usually  shows gr eat  concern for children's
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saf ety . For example, in the 1990s, six children per ye ar died in bunk bed acc i-
dents . In response, the Consumer Product Sa fet y Commission (CPSC)
rec all ed more than 630,000 beds and cre ated new regulations tha t toughened
spacing requirements for  lower bunks and requir ed continuous guardrai ls on
the wall s ide of  top bunks (Boston Globe 1999e) .

Similar ly,  in the mid-1990s  the CPSC identi¬ed sev enteen deaths over ten
ye arsÐfewer than two dea ths per  yea rÐwhen the drawstr ings on children's
clothing became entangled with pla yground slides,  school bus doors, cribs,  an
esc ala tor , a  fence,  a f arm grinder, a turn signal le ve r, a  ski chair l ift,  and a  tri -
cy cle . The CPSC brought manufac turer s together , persuaded them to replac e
str ings with snaps and Velcro, and advis ed par ents to remove drawstr ings
from exist ing clothes (U.S. Consumer Product S afe ty Commission 1996). 

These immediate  and succ es sful redesi gns (often on a volunta ry  ba sis  with
full industry  parti cipation), along with added regula tions stand in sharp con-
tra st to the situation with ¬rearms, which cause  more than ¬ft y times the
number of fa tal itie s for young children as  these  more benign products.

A DO L E S C E N T S  A ND  Y O UNG  A DU L T S

Interviewer: Why did you ¬re , what was the  situation? 
Respondent A: Well, somebody play ed themself in tr ying, try  to disre -

spect  my moms, so I had to handle my business . May he re st in peac e
bla ck.

Interviewer: Did you ev er  shoot anyone? 
Respondent B: We had this con›ic t, this  kid, I don't know him but we

was just  sit ting next, and he ex changed words with my friend . .  .
some rude boy. So he was like, I heard him, so I  turned a round and
said ª yo, what the fuck i s going on, yo,º the kid t alking about ªwhat
you gonna do,º  so I s aid ªwhat you mean what I'm gonna do?º  so I
shot 'em.

Interviewer: How is manhood de¬ned? 
Respondent C: Manhood now it's  like gunhood. If  you got a gun you

the man [laughing].  Ain't no more manhood, it 's gunhood. 
(Wilkinson and Fag an 1996 [inter views with six teen- to twenty- four-

ye ar-old men rel ea sed from Rikers I sland Academy])
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The transi tion from early teen to mature adult is a dangerous time for many
people. The yea rs  from ¬fteen to twenty -four oft en involve  gre at risk taking
with dec rea sing adult  ove rsight.  Phys ica l abilit ies  ar e rea ching their peak, but
socia l and emotional maturit y, judgment, and impulse  control sometimes lag
behind.

Not surprisingly , adole scents and young adults ar e at high risk for violent
injury. The leading cause s of  death in this ag e group are  unintentional
injuries , homicides,  and suicides; dis eas e accounts  for  only 23 percent of all
deaths among ¬fteen- to twenty- four-y ea r-olds (S ells  and Blum 1996). 

Motor vehicle  death rat es pe ak at  age s eighte en to ninet een, fol lowed by
ag es twenty to twenty- four. The motor vehic le death rat e pe r capit a is twice  as
gre at for  twenty-  to twenty- four- ye ar-olds as for for ty-  to for ty-¬ve- yea r-
olds. Unintentional  ¬rearm death rat es peak at age s ¬ft een to ninete en, fol -
lowed by ag es  twenty  to twenty- four. The ¬fteen- to ninete en-ye ar-old unin-
tentional ¬re arm fat alit y de ath rat e from 1990 to 2000 was almost four times
higher  than the  forty - to forty -four-ye ar-old ra te (CDC 2003b).  

Burglar y and robbery rat es are  also highes t for  the  ¬fteen- to twenty- four-
ye ar-old age  group. The dec ade  from age s ¬ft een to twenty- four is typica lly
the  peak of an individual's criminal his tory,  and many delinquents grow out
of criminal a ctiv itie s.

By far  the highest ra tes  of  homicide vic timization and perpetra tion occur
among ¬ft een- to twenty- four- ye ar-olds. And compared to other age  groups,
a higher perc entag e of  homicides in this age  group re sult from gunshot
wounds. For ex ample, in 2000, 3,963 ¬fteen- to twenty- four-y ea r-olds were
murdered with guns, while  976 were  murdered by all other means combined
(CDC 2003b).

Between 1990 and 2000, an ave rag e of  almost sev en adole sc ents ag ed ¬ft een
to ninete en were murdered with guns each day. For young adult s between
twenty and twenty- four, the  ¬gure  was almost nine gun murders  a  day.  Dur-
ing this period, the ¬re arm homicide vic timization rat e of twenty-  to twenty-
four-y ea r-olds was more than triple the rat e for  forty - to for ty- four- ye ar-olds
and was almost nine times the rat e for  six ty - to six ty -four-ye ar -olds (CDC
2003b).

Homicide perpetra tor s typica lly  res emble their  vic tims in terms of ag e,
rac e, and income. In 199 7, the most frequent ag e for  arr est  for  murder was
eighteen, the second-most frequent ag e was nineteen, and the third-most fre -
quent age  was twenty.  Of all  gun homicides in which an off ender was
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identi¬ed, eighteen- to twenty- yea r-olds committed 24 per cent (U.S. Depart-
ments of Trea sury and Just ice  1999). 

Like an epidemic disea se,  youth gun violence  of ten moves in wave s. Gun
violence  among adole scents and youths has long been endemic in our soc iet y,
pa rticula rly  in the inner  ci ty,  but from 1985 to 1993 an epidemic of youth gun
violence  swept through the nation. According to criminologist s A. Blumstein
and R. Rosenfeld, the r ise  in homicides r esulted f rom the

introduction of cr ack in the  mid-1980s;  rec ruitment of young minority
males  to sel l the drugs;  arming of the  drug sel ler s with handguns; diffu-
sion of guns to peers ; irr esponsible and exc es siv ely  casual use  of  guns by
young people, leading to a ªcontag iousº  growth in homicide. (1998 ,
1208; s ee  also Cork 1999)

The 19 85±93 homicide epidemic was c aused almost entir ely  by two fac tors:
inc rea sed youth homicides and increa sed gun homicides.  Looking at vic tims,
for ex ample, gun homicide rat es more than tripled for adole scents  and more
than doubled for the twenty- to-twenty- four ag e group. Gun homicides
inc rea sed only 30 per cent for the thirty - to thirty -four-ye ar-olds and
decre as ed for  older ag es (¬gure  6.1 ). Nongun homicides, meanwhile , fel l for
all  ag e g roups (¬gure 6.2 ). 

In 19 83,  about one thousand adoles cents ag ed ¬fteen to ninet een were mur-
dered with guns. A dec ade  lat er,  in 1993, tha t ¬gure had tripled to more than
three  thousand. By contra st,  nongun homicides for  ¬fteen- to ninete en-ye ar-
olds over the same period fel l by more than 20 percent. All epidemics wane as
well as wax, and 199 3 marked the peak of the  adole scent gun cri sis . By 2000,
gun homicides in tha t ag e group had fa llen back to about ¬ft een hundred per
ye arÐstil l worse  than 198 3. The same patte rns held true for twenty-  to
twenty- four-y ea r-olds over the  same periods (CDC 2003b).

Young people in the United Sta tes  are  far  more likely  to kil l ea ch other  than
are  youths in any other high-income nation. Our young people kil l each other
with guns and, unlike people of  comparable  age s in other indust ria liz ed
nations, have  ready  ac ces s to handguns. A multitude of studie s of  junior high
and high school students  as well as studie s of young criminals report the  same
thing: adoles cents in cit ies  and even in suburbs ¬nd it ea sy to obtain ¬re arms.
In 2000, a nat ional  survey  of  high school students  found tha t almost half said
it would be eas y for  a teenage r to obtain a handgun in their neighborhoods
(Gilbert  2000).
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Many youths, parti cular ly in the cit ies , ca rry guns, almost always ille ga lly.
The adole scents  most likely  to car ry  are  those who engag e in other high-risk,
dangerous,  and oft en ille ga l behaviors. These  ar e the ve ry adole scents  we
want not to ca rry  guns. The main re ason for ca rry ing guns is prote ction or
sel f-defense . The fac t tha t many immature, high-risk individuals  ca rry  guns
cre at es a need for others  to ca rry  (Call ahan and Rivara  199 2; Shele y, McGee,
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and Wright 1992; Webste r, Gainer, and Champion 1993; New York Of¬ce of
Overs ight 1994;  Shele y and Brewer 1995;  Shele y and Wright 1995;  Valois et al.
199 5; Ash et al.  1996; Berg ste in et al.  1996; McNabb et al.  1996; McKeown,
Jackson, and Valois 199 8; T. R. Simon et al.  1998;  Hayes and Hemenway 1999;
Luste r and Oh 2001). 

As an illust rat ion of typica l ¬ndings,  consider an in-cla ss surve y of inner-
cit y sev enth- and tenth-gr ade rs in Boston and Milwaukee in the mid-1990s
(Hemenway et al.  1996) . Sev enteen percent of the  students reported having
car ried a conceal ed gun (which is ill ega l),  including 23 percent of sev enth-
grade males. In other words, almost one in four of these inner -ci ty males
cla imed to hav e ca rri ed a gun by ag e thirte en. While this type of study re lies
on sel f-r eport , the kids surve yed do not brag about eve ry thing. Only 9 percent
report ed smoking a cig ar ett e in the past week, and 13  percent reported binge
drinking; 28  percent sa id they had handled a ¬rea rm without adult  superv i-
sion or knowledge (Berg ste in et al.  1996) . 

Those who car ried guns were more likely  to smoke, binge drink, do poorly
in school, and liv e in neighborhoods with numerous shootings . But giv en the
small per centa ge of  adole sc ents who smoke or binge  drink, most of the
youths who reported gun ca rry ing were  not smokers  (76  percent), and most
were  not binge drinkers  (7 3 perc ent).

The overwhelming majorit y gave  prote ction or self-de fense as their  rea son
for car rying. They had re ason to be afr aid. Se venteen percent said there  were
a lot  of shootings  in their  neighborhood. And young people ar e at gre ate st
risk for  being shot. Of all individuals shot in Boston in 1994,  76 percent were
under twenty-¬ve yea rs  of  ag e (Massachusett s Weapons Relat ed Injury Sur-
ve illance S yst em 1996). 

A cont a g ion model  i s  us e ful  in unde r s t anding  why so  many of  th e s e  ado-
l e s c ent s  wer e  c a r r y ing  guns .  F rom the i r  r e spons e s  i t  appe a r s  th a t  gun c a r r y -
ing  made othe r  s tudent s  f e e l  l e s s  s a f e ,  which inc r e a s ed  the  l ik e l ihood tha t
the y  would in turn c a r r y  guns .  Fol lowing  the i r  pe r c e i v ed  ne ed fo r  p rot e c -
t ion,  too many t e ens  wer e  c a r r y ing  guns ,  and a l l  wer e  wors e  o f f  than i f  f ewer
wer e  c a r r y ing .

The s e  y ou th s  we r e  a s k ed  i f  th e y  would  p r e f e r  t o  l i v e  in  a  s o c i e t y  whe r e
th e r e  we r e  mor e  gun s ,  f ewe r  guns ,  o r  th e  s ame number .  E i gh t y - s e v en  p e r -
c en t  wan t ed  f ewe r  gun s ,  and  on l y  2  p e r c en t  want ed  mor e  gun s .  S imil a r l y ,
th e y  we r e  a s k ed  i f  th e y  would  p r e f e r  t o  l i v e  in  a  s o c i e t y  whe r e  i t  wa s  e a s y ,
v e r y  d i f¬ cu l t ,  o r  impos s ib l e  f o r  t e en s  to  g e t  gun s .  S e v en t y - s i x  p e r c en t
want ed  i t  t o  b e  impos s ib l e ,  1 9  p e r c en t  wan t ed  v e r y  d i f¬ cu l t ,  and  5  p e r c en t
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s a id ª e a s y . º Ac co rd in g to th e s e y ou th s , i t i s cu r r en t l y v e r y e a s y fo r th em to
g e t  gun s .  E v en  among  tho s e  who h ad  c a r r i ed  gun s ,  a  majo r i t y  wan t ed  i t  t o
b e  impos s ib l e  f o r  t e en s  ( in c lud in g  th emse l v e s )  t o  ob t a in  gun s  (Hemenway
e t  a l .  1 9 9 6 ) .

In a 2001 surve y of twelv e- to se vente en-y ear -olds in Cali fornia , 3 3 perc ent
report ed tha t they had handled a gun, and 23 percent reported ¬ring a gun.
Yet 76 percent would prefe r to liv e in a world where it was impossible  for
teens to gain acc ess  to guns,  21 per cent wanted it to be dif¬cult  for  teens to
ga in ac ces s to guns, and only 1 percent wanted it to be eas y for  teens to gain
acc ess  to guns (Hemenway and Mille r 2004).

From the lat e 1980s through the  ea rly  1990s, gun ca rry ing and use by  inner -
cit y youths became incre asingly common. An ar ticl e on teens in inner -c ity
New York reported that

having a gun is normalÐwhat's  abnormal, they say , is to sta y away
from guns. . . . Guns are  communal property  among the members of a
str eet  crew, and ev eryone has a f riend who's str apped, an older brothe r
who's got a ªswammieº and stands re ady  to help in the ca se of a be ef.
(Pooley  1991,  23 ) 

Jea lousy  and rev enge cause many shootings, but ªmost of the shoot-outs
seem to have  be en caused by `disse s' and misunders tandings,  paranoia  and
macho posturingº (27 ). 

For the teen gunman, the line be tween kil ler  and kil led is arbit rar y.
When teenage  boys  shoot it out with teenage  boys , who get s buried or
maimed and who get s ar res ted or goe s on the run depends on the luck
of the draw. Teenage rs kil l one another for the most tri via l rea sons: a
casual insult, a car ele ss look, an ill -timed jostle , a ªdi sº that leads  to a
ªbeef º that le ads to a young man dead in the s tre et.  (2 5)

In one study of ten inner- cit y high schools in four sta te s, 45  percent of the
male respondents report ed being threa tened with guns or shot at on the way
to or from school in the  past few ye ars  (Shel ey  and Wright 1993) . A longitudi-
nal analy sis  of weapons use among inner-c ity  youths concluded that,  ªconsi s-
tent with the  lite rature, the  dis tinction between protec tiv e and ag gre ssi ve
weapon use i s often a  blurry  oneº  (Tesorie ro 199 8, i ii) . 

In sum, these  youths 
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are sca redÐand rightl y so. . . . The more kids arm themselve s, the
gre ate r the chance  of shootings, and the more readil y kids arm them-
selves . Mix in youthful impulsiveness  and the  result  is spur-of-the-
moment mayhem. . . . These  kids are  armed and edgy . They be liev e they
cannot walk away from a ¬ght without irr etr iev ably los ing fac e. They
are  surrounded by violence,  and fee l that they hav e few alt ernativ es.
They cannot ge t out of Dodge , nor is anybody making them check their
guns at the edge  of town. Many of the kids involved in this lif e do not
rea lly want to liv e i t. (Kennedy 1994, 7 8)

Rich, white  suburbs are  not immune to gun violence . For ex ample, in a
199 3 study of Jef fer son Parish, Louis iana, a wealthy, predominantl y white
suburb of New Orleans, 17 pe rc ent of high school students  reported tha t they
had car ried guns. More signi¬cantly , 23 pe rcent report ed that they had been
threa tened with guns in the  past yea r (Shele y and Wright 1995) . 

More high school boys are  car rying guns in sta tes  with high lev els  of  gun
ownership than in sta tes  with low lev els  (Wintemute 2003) . How are  boys in
high-gun-densi ty sta tes  get ting guns?  Probably from their homes or their
fri ends' homes. Another way is the ft. It is est imated tha t ¬ve hundred thou-
sand guns are  stolen each yea r (Cook, Molli coni,  and Cole 199 5; Cook and
Ludwig 1996).  In a surve y of incar ce rat ed felons conducted in the mid-1980s ,
about one-third had stolen their most rec ently  acquired handguns (Wright
and Rossi  1986) . A grand jury in Dade County,  Florida, was aghast  at  the ea se
with which youths could obtain guns, e speci all y by theft:

Virtuall y ev ery  witness who appea red befor e us this term detai led the
incredible ea se with which ¬rearms have be come av ailable  to our chil-
dren. They can ge t guns from friends, or buy them from str anger s. They
can get  guns by ste aling or even renting them from other children who
have them. They c an g et guns through burgl ari es of business es,  homes,
and c ar s.

In the per sonal experi ence of  one 19  yea r old witness,  acquir ing a gun is
ªa s eas y as buying bubblegum.º He was 14 ye ars  old when he stole his
¬rst gun. Another  16 yea r old witness was just 11 when a fri end helped
him ste al a ª38  speci alº  from a closet  during a home burglar y. . . . They
told us we could e as ily ¬nd guns in the closet s and bedrooms of homes
and in the glove compartment or under the sea ts of  ca rs.  They advis ed
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us to only look for guns in homes on weekdays during daytime hours
when no one is home. They ev en gav e us a method to determine if the
home is oc cupied befor e try ing to break  in. Simply knock on the door
¬rst and, they said, if someone answers, apologiz e by  sa ying this must
be the wrong house . (Dade County  Grand Jury 199 7, 3 )

Florida has lot s of  guns and fai rly  pe rmissive  laws concerning the ir pur-
chase  and car rying. By contra st,  sta te s such as New York and Massa chuse tts
have much more str ingent ¬rea rms regula tions and fewer guns. Guns get  into
the hands of adolesc ents in cit ies  such as New York and Boston not so much
via  intras tat e the ft from houses and ca rs as by  gunrunning from sta tes  with
more permissive  laws.

A 1991 surve y of more than eight hundred male ser ious offenders in six
juvenile corre ctional fac ilit ies  in four sta tes  (Cali fornia, Louis iana, Ill inois,
and New Je rse y) found tha t more than 70 percent reported that they would
have ªno trouble at  all º obtaining guns aft er their  rel ea seÐmost from the
lar ge , informal, inner- cit y str eet  market in guns. More than half of the se
teenage rs had stolen guns at lea st once in their young liv es,  and a third had
asked someone to purchase  guns for  them at gun shops, pawnshops, or other
ret ail  outle ts. Fif ty-one percent of these  boys could be descr ibed as gun dea l-
ers , having bought,  sold, or traded a lar ge  number of guns.  Theft  was the  most
common way tha t guns were obtained for res ale , but 20 per cent of the
inmates admitted to having gone to sta tes  ªwith ver y eas y gun lawsº to buy
guns for  re sal e in their neighborhoods.  In other words, one in ¬ve of these
teenage rs were gunrunners  (Sheley  and Wright 199 5).

In 198 8, six teen-y ear -old Nicholas  Elliot walked into the Atlantic  Shores
Christ ian School in suburban Virginia  Beach, Virginia , with a semiautomatic
handgun hidden in his  ba ckpack,  pulled it out, and began shooting. An art i-
cle  in the Atlantic Monthly magazine detai led how he obtained that weapon
and concluded that

a none-of-my-business att itude permeates the ¬re arm distribution
chain, from production to ¬nal sal e, allowing gun makers and gun mar-
ke ter s to promote the  kill ing power of the ir weapons while  disavowing
any re sponsibil ity  for  their use in crime. Nichola s car ried a gun that
should neve r by  any re asonable standard have be en a mass-market
product . . . . His story  descr ibe s a de fac to conspira cy of gun deale rs,
manufac turer s, markete rs, write rs, and feder al regulators which makes
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gunsÐever more powerful guns, and lase r sights, silencer- re ady bar-
rel s, folding stocks, exploding bulle ts, and ›ame-thrower shotgun
roundsÐall too ea sy to come by, and vir tually  assures their  eventual
use in the bedrooms, all ey s and school yards of America.  (La rson 199 3b,
49) 

WOMEN

More than twice as many women are kil led with a gun used by their husbands or

intimate acquaintance s than are  murder ed by str anger s using guns, knive s, or

any other means.

ÐA. L. Kelle rmann and J. A. Mercy

Compared to men, few women in the United Sta tes are gun owners: while
about 40 percent of men own ¬rea rms, only 10 percent of women own guns
(Cook and Ludwig 1996; T. W. Smith 2001) . When women do own guns, they
likely  do so for protec tion (Weil 1995) . Although manufac turer s tar get ed
women in their  marketing in the 1980s and ear ly 1990s,  the  percenta ge of
women in America  owning guns did not change (Sheley  et al. 1994; T. W.
Smith and Smith 1995,  T. W. Smith 2001).

Women are  far  les s likely  than men to be shot unintentional ly;  while more
than one thousand men per yea r were kil led in gun acc idents from 1990 to
2000, an annual av era ge  of 143  women were kil led unintentional ly with guns
(CDC 2003b).  Not surpr isingly , studies show tht women ar e far  more likely  to
die  unintentionally from ¬re arms in sta te s where  there  are  more guns (Miller,
Azrae l, and Hemenway 2001,  2002b). For ex ample, be tween 1991 and 2000, in
the ªhigh gunº sta tes  (where an ave ra ge of 10 million women res ided ea ch
ye ar) , 32 2 women died from unintentional gun injuries . In the ªlow gunº
sta tes  (al so where 10 million women res ided ea ch ye ar) , only 21 women died
from unintentional gun injurie s ( table 6.3 ). 

Women att empt suicide at  lea st three  times more oft en than men but suc-
ceed about one-third as oft en. Men ar e far  more likely  than women to use
¬rearms in their  suicide att empts, which is one rea son men's att empts ar e so
likely  to lead to death. Sti ll, guns are  so lethal that although women rar ely  use
¬rearms, guns ar e also the leading method of complet ed suicide among
women. 

Gun av ail abilit y appears  to substantiall y incre ase  the  risk of  suicide among
women. In sta tes  with higher  lev els  of  household gun ownership, many more
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women per capit a die in suicides, due entire ly to higher ra tes of ¬re arm sui-
cide. This result  holds even af ter  accounting for  lev els  of pove rty  and urban-
iza tion (Mille r, Azrae l, and Hemenway 2002b).  For ex ample, be tween 1991
and 2000, women in the ªhigh gunº sta tes  had over five  times the likelihood
of dying in a ¬re arm suicide than women in the ªlow gunº sta tes . The overa ll
suicide ra te for women in the high-gun-ownership sta tes  was 50 percent
higher  (t able 6 .3) . 

A subgroup analys is of the suicides  of women from a lar ge  cas e- control
study of suicide in the home in thr ee metropolitan countie s (Kelle rmann et
al.  199 2) found that hav ing a gun in the home was a lar ge , independent, and
signi¬cant risk fac tor  for  suicide.  Other fac tors taken into account in the
analy sis  inc luded ag e, rac e, neighborhood, a his tor y of mental illness  or
depre ssion, and li ving a lone (Bailey  et al.  1997) .

Women ar e diffe rent from men in te rms of homicide vic timization.

D E M O G R A P H Y

TABLE 6.3 . Female Violent Deaths
Numbers of  homicides,  suicid es, and unintent ional fire arm dea ths  among f emales in the
ele ven sta tes with the most guns and the five sta tes with the fewest guns, 1991–2000

Mortali ty Rate Ratio :
High-Gun Sta te s Low-Gun Sta te s High-Gun/Low-Gun

Total Popu lat ion 10 0.6 milli on 10 0.6 million
(p ers on yea rs) at
Risk: 19 91 -2 00 0

Homicid es
Gun Homicid es 2,4 51 65 9 3.7
Nongun Homicid es 1,9 07 1,3 80 1.4
To tal 4, 35 8 2,0 39 2. 1

Su ici des
Gun Suici des 2,7 25 51 0 5.3
Nongun Sui cid es 2,0 08 2,7 46 0.7
To tal 4, 73 3 3,2 56 1. 5

Unint en tiona l
Fir ea rm Death 32 2 21 15 .3

Sourc e: Mortality da ta from CDC WISQARS 20 03 .
Note:  Gun pr eva len ce de termined by  the  pe rcent ag e of pe op le in eac h sta te re sid ing  in hous eho lds  with

fir earms. Gun pr eva len ce  da ta come from the 20 01 CDC Beha vio ral  Risk Fa cto r Su rv eys  fo r ea ch  sta te. Simila r
resul ts a re  ob taine d i f gun  pr ev alenc e is  th e p erc en tag e o f su icid es with guns,  or  “Coo k’s  Inde x.”

The ele ven hi gh -gun sta tes  are , in or der , Wyoming, Montan a, Alask a, South Dako ta , Arkansa s, West Virginia ,
Alabama, I da ho , Mississ ipp i, North  Dakota , and  Kentu cky ; th e f ive  low-gun sta tes  ar e, in or der , Hawaii,  Massa-
chuse tts,  Rhod e I sland , New Je rse y, and  Connec ticu t.  



Women are les s likely to be murderedÐfemales accounted for 24 percent of
tot al homicides in 2000 (CDC 2003b).  In sharp contra st to men, str anger  vio-
lence is not the major threa t for women. An analy sis of female homicides
be tween 19 76 and 198 7 found that, for  deaths where  the  perpetr ator was
known, almost half of  the off enders were spouse s or  intimate  acquaintance s;
str anger s kil led only 13 perc ent of the women (Kelle rmann and Mercy  199 2).
A rev iew of intimate -pa rtner homicides in Chica go over a twenty-nine-y ea r
pe riod concluded that ªan eff ect ive  prevention str ate gy for  intimate homicide
of women . . . would be to reduce  the ava ilabilit y of  ¬rearms in the homeº
(Block and Chris takos 1995,  52 2).

Women in the United St ate s ar e at  far  gr eat er risk of  homicide than women
in other  high-income nations. A re cent study found tha t les s than one-third
of all women in high-income countrie s liv e in the United St ate s, but Ameri-
can women account for  70 percent of all  female homicide vic tims and 84  per -
cent of all female ¬re arm homicide vic tims. Across high-income nations,
countri es with higher lev els  of gun av ail abi lity  had higher rat es of  female
homicide (Hemenway, Shinoda-Tagawa, and Mille r 2002) . 

Within the United Sta tes , women in sta tes  with higher lev els  of  household
¬rearm ownership are  more likely  to be murdered, par ticular ly with a gun
(Mille r, Azra el, and Hemenway 2002b). For ex ample, be tween 1991 and 2000,
in the  ªhigh gunº sta tes  the gun homicide rat e for  women was almost four
times higher than the gun homicide rat e for  women in the ªlow gunº sta tes ,
and the overa ll homicide ra te was twice  as  high (t abl e 6 .3) .

Other evidence  indic ate s that guns in the home pose a threa t to women's
liv es.  A subgroup analy sis  of female homicide vic timization from a lar ge  ca se-
control study of homicide in the  home in three  metropolitan countie s
(Kell ermann, Riva ra,  and Rushforth 1993)  found that hav ing a gun in the
home was a lar ge and signi¬cant risk fac tor  for  homicide. Other fac tor s taken
into ac count in the analy sis  included age , rac e, neighborhood, a his tory of
mental illness  or depre ssion, and liv ing alone (Bail ey et al. 1997) . Most of the
women were  murdered by spouses , lovers , or close  rel ati ve s. In those cas es , 58
pe rcent of the vic tims were kill ed with guns, and only 10 percent of the time
was there  ev idence of  for ced entry . Victims were  usually  kil led in the context
of quar rel s, domestic ¬ghts , or  ass aults.  Virtuall y all  the  increa sed risk for
homicide from having a gun in the home was at tributable to the homicides  in
which spouse s, love rs, or  close r ela tiv es were  the kille rs.

For all  other murdersÐby other re lati ve s (3 pe rcent of all  female murders
in the study), by  friends and acquaintance s (24  percent of all  murders ), by
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str anger s (3 per cent of all murders ), and other and unknown (15 percent of all
murders )Ðthere was ev idence of  for ced entry  only 25 percent of the time,
and a ¬rearm was used to kill  in only one-third of the cas es.  Home security
measures  had no protec tiv e e ffe ct.

A lar ge ca se- control study of women murdered by intimate partner s com-
pared to a control group of ba tte red women found tha t a gun in the home was
an important risk  fac tor  for be ing kil led. A gun was present in the house  for
51 percent of the cas e group but only 16 per cent of the  control group. Gun
acc ess  remained a risk fac tor even aft er controll ing for  sev er ity  and frequency
of physi cal  violence , threa ts to kil l, forced sex , and other abusive  behavior 
(J.  C. Campbell et al. 2001). There  was no cle ar ev idence of any protec tiv e
eff ect  of having a gun in the homeÐeven among those women who lived
apart  from the abuser  (Campbell et a l. 2003).

One rea son guns in the  home constitute a threa t to women is tha t as saults
with guns are  far  more lethal than other ass aults.  A study of family and inti-
mate ass aults  found that ¬re arm ass aults were  three  times more likely  to
result in death than ass aults with knives and twenty- three  times more likely  to
result in dea th than ass aults  with other weapons (S altzman et al. 199 2) . An
evaluation of laws re stri cting acc ess  to ¬rearms by abuse rs under res tra ining
order s found that such laws lead to a signi¬cant reduction in intimate-pa rt-
ner homicides (Vigdor and Mercy 2003) . 

Nonlethal as well as lethal violence  ag ainst women is predominantl y par t-
ner violence.  For ex ample, of adult  women who are  phys ica lly  ass aulted or
raped, more than 75 per cent are  ass aulted by a current or former husband,
cohabit ing partner,  or  date; only 14  per cent are  ass aulted by str angers . It is
est imated that 1.5  million women annuall y are  raped or physi cal ly ass aulted
by their  intimate pa rtner s (Tjaden and Thoennes 1998) . 

Guns ar e used ag ainst women to intimidate and wound as  well as  to kil l.
More than 6 percent of women report having been threa tened with guns, and
3 per cent had guns ac tually  used aga inst them. Most of these  threa ts were  by
intimates (Tjaden and Thoennes 199 8) . A national surve y found that gun
threa ts in the home ag ainst women by intimates (or  ex -intimates)  were  far
more common than home self -defense gun use s by  women ag ainst anyone
(Azra el and Hemenway 2000).

Pregnant women are  in parti cular danger from male intimate s. Many preg -
nant womenÐestimate s range  as  high as 20 percentÐare vic tims of domes-
tic  violence (Gazmararian et al.  1996) . And aga in, guns se em only to make the
situat ion worse . In a study of abused pre gnant women with incomes below
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the pover ty lev el, the lev els of abuse were signi¬cantl y higher if the abuser s
had acc ess  to guns. Gun ac ces s cer tainly  adds weight to threa ts of violence and
harm. At a minimum, the presence of a gun can be used as a marker for a
potentia lly more dangerous abusive  re lat ionship (McFarl ane e t a l. 1998) .

A few women str ike  ba ck lethally  (A. Browne 19 87) , and their  lethal ret ali -
ation typic all y oc curs with ¬re arms. One study of ba tte red women who kil led
the ir abuse rs found that most kil led the ir mates  with guns that be longed to
the  ba tte rer s; 76  perc ent of the ba tter ed women who used guns to kill  the ir
abuse rs ªused the same weapon with which [the men] had prev iously  threa t-
ened [the women]º (L. E. Walker  19 84,  42 ).

One case-control study compared battered women in prison for killing their
abusers with battered women in women's shelters who did not kill. While two-
thirds of both groups had received death threats from their abusers, the death
threats for nearly all (90 percent) of the homicidal battered women included a
speci¬c method, time, and/or location for their demise, compared to only 15
percent of the nonhomicidal community controls. The abused women who
killed were also signi¬cantly more likely than the community sample to have
experienced drug problems, to have attempted suicide by drug overdose, and to
have had access to the batterers' guns (Roberts 1996).

The ev idence from all these  studies is compelling. For most women, liv ing
in a home and a community with many guns is an important risk  fac tor  for
ser ious injury  ra ther than a  source of prote ction.

A F R I C A N  AM E R I C A N S

While there ar e some who argue that gun control is eff ec tiv ely a ra cis t policy tool

designed to take the right to bear arms away from bla cks  [Cramer 1995;  Funk

199 5],  there  is evidence  of  broad-bas ed support for  gun control among bla cks. In

spite of his toric al wariness  of government on the part of bla cks, most bla cks ar e

willing to support gun control as a mid-lev el step, to res tri ct the av ail abi lity  of

¬rearms.

ÐR. C. Browne

Compared to white s, bla cks in the United Sta tes hav e a higher pre va lence of
most disea ses  (e. g.,  ca rdiovascular dis eas e, cancer , hypert ension, diabet es,
renal dis ea se)  (Dreeben 2001;  Sowers et al. 2002).  Rates  of  intentional injury
also show marked ra cia l disparit ies . Bla cks  have much higher  rat es of homi-
cide than whites ; however,  bla cks  have lower rat es of suicide ( table 6.4 ).
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For white s, rat es of homicide in the United Sta tes are typica lly much higher
than homicide rat es for  res idents of other high-income countrie s. For ex am-
ple, in 1995±97,  our homicide ra te for  white s was 4.6  per  100,000, four to ¬ve
times higher  than the ra tes  in France , Germany, Norway, or  Spa in and about
40 percent higher than the  nex t highest country  on the  list  (Finland) (se e
table 3.4 ). Within the United St ate s, the bla ck homicide rat e is fa r higher than
the white  rat e. In 2000, for example, the  U.S. bla ck homicide vic timiza tion
rat e was more than ¬ve times highe r than the white  ra te (table  6.5 ), making it
about twenty-¬ve times gre ate r than the rat e of  high-income countri es other
than the United Sta tes . 

In the United Sta te s, most homicides  are  intra rac ial  (i. e., white s kil ling
whites , bla cks  kill ing bla cks ). For ex ample, in 2001, consider ing only white s
and bla cks, where of fenders were  identi¬ed, 94  per cent of the homicide vic -
tims of white  off ender s were white,  and 86 percent of the vic tims of bla ck
off enders were black (U.S. Department of Just ice  2002) . 

D E M O G R A P H Y

TABLE 6.4. Bla ck and White Violent Death Rate s (per
10 0,0 00 ) by Gender, 2 00 0

Overa ll Rate a Fir ea rm Rate a

All Homicide 6 4
White Males 5 3
Bla ck Males 36  27
White F emale s 2 1.0
Bla ck Females 7 3

All Su ici de 11  6
White Males 19  12
Bla ck Males 10  6
White F emale s 4 1.7
Bla ck Females 2 .7

Unint en tiona l F ire arm Death 0.3
White Males 0.5
Bla ck Males 0.6
White F emale s 0.1
Bla ck Females 0.1

Total  Fi rea rm Death 10
White Males 16
Bla ck Males 35
White F emale s 3
Bla ck Females 4

Sourc e: Data from CDC 2003 b.
a Age- adjus ted



Among African Americans, young males ar e at pa rti cular risk for homicide
vic timiza tion. In 2000, 2,501  bla ck males  aged ¬fteen to twenty- four were
murdered, 2,243 of them with ¬rearms (CDC 2003b).  National  surve ys ¬nd
that bl ack  youths (a ged e ighteen to twenty- four) a re no more l ike ly to r eport
having been physi cal ly ass aulted (punched, hit , or be aten) than their  white
counterparts . However , bla ck youths ar e far  more likely  than white s to report
having been threa tened with or shot at with a gun. Bla ck youths are  les s likely
to have long guns in the ir homes but equally likely  to have  handguns, the type
of gun used most oft en in ass aults  (R. C. Browne 1999b). And even inner- cit y
bla ck youths who currently do not own handguns hav e e asy  ac ce ss to them.

The causes  for  the lar ge  ra cia l disparit ies  in U.S. homicide ra tes  ar e not
complet ely  under stood. Possible  explanations include bla cks' lower lev els  of
income and education and higher lev els of unemployment (Council of Eco-
nomic Advisors  199 8).  Sociologist  Leonard Beeghley  (2003) argues that along
with guns, ªra cia l dis cr imination constitutes  one of the  var iables  explaining
the  high American homicide ra te. No explanation of the  American anomaly
can be complet e without taking this issue into accountº (71 ). Bla cks fac e dis -
crimination in the labor market  (Dari ty and Mason 199 8; Bertr and and Mul-
lainathan 2002), in criminal justic e (Human Rights Watch 1999) , and els e-
where . One study of domesti c homicides  in Atlanta  found that when rat es of
household crowding were  tak en into account, the rel ati ve  risk of homicide in
bla ck populat ions was not signi¬cantly  ele va ted (Centerwall 1995) . Other
studies sugge st that bla ck seg reg ation and isolat ion are  important predictors
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TABLE 6.5. Bla ck and White Homicide and Suicide Rates (per
10 0,0 00 ) by Age Categories , 20 00

Bla ck White

Overa ll Rate a Fir ea rm Rate a Overa ll Rate a Fir ea rm Rate a

Homicid e
15 –2 4 48 .4 41 .8 6.5 4.7
65+ 6. 9 2.2 2.0 0.7
All ag es 21 .0 14 .8 3.7 2.1

Su ici de
15 –2 4 8. 2 5. 3 10 .9 6. 2
65+ 5. 2 3.5 16 .4 12 .1
All ag es 5. 6 3. 2 11 .5 6. 6

Sourc e: Data from CDC 2003 b.
a Age- adjus ted



of bla ck urban homicide rat es (Rosenfeld 1986; R. D. Peter son and Krivo 1993;
Shihadeh and Flynn 1996).

In sharp contr as t to homicide, Afric an Americans are  les s likely  than white s
to commit suicide, though the  ra cia l disparit y among black and white adole s-
cents and young adult s has  be en decr eas ing be cause  of  an incre ase  in ¬rearm-
rel ated suicides among young bla ck males (Shaf fer , Gould, and Hicks 1994;
Joe  and Kaplan 2002). Overa ll, the bla ck suicide ra te is currentl y about half
tha t of the white suicide rat e. However, for  ¬fte en- to twenty- four-y ea r-olds,
the  white rat e of  suicide was only 30 percent higher  than the bla ck rat e in
2000. By contras t, for those ag ed six ty-¬ve and ove r, the white ra te was more
than three times higher. A majority  of the suicide deaths for  both bla cks  and
whites  are  gun suicides (table  6.5 ). Compared to white s, a higher per centa ge
of ¬fteen- to twenty- four-y ear -old bla ck suicide vic tims used ¬rea rms (64
ve rsus 57  perc ent); a lower per centa ge of elderl y bla ck vic tims used ¬re arms
(68  ve rsus 74  percent)  (CDC 2003b). 

Overa ll, bla cks  ar e at subst antia lly  higher risk for  death from ¬re arms com-
pared to white s (table  6.4 ), and blacks ar e more likely  than white s to favor
gun control polici es (Lipman 1997; R. C. Browne 1999a).  While ¬re arm own-
ers  ar e les s support ive  of gun control and fewer bla ck households conta in
¬rearms, ev en aft er controll ing for  ¬re arm ownership and other fac tors,
bla cks in the United Sta tes  are  more like ly than white s to favor gun control
(R. C. Browne 1999a ). 

S UMMA R Y

In the United Stat es in the 1990s,  two children per day under the a ge of four-
teen died from ¬rearms, and many more were  se riously injured. Our ra te of
child ¬re arm fat ali tie s is far  gre at er than that of any other  deve loped nation.
We have more guns and more suicides , more homicides,  and more ac ciden-
tal  gun dea ths of  children. 

Across U.S. re gions and sta tes , where  the re ar e more guns, children are  at
signi¬cantl y gr eat er risk for dying. They are at gr eat er risk for  vic timization
because of  (1)  an ac cidental  gunshot wound; (2)  a gun suicide; (3)  a suicide by
all  methods combined; (4)  a gun homicide;  and (5)  a homicide by  all  meth-
ods combined. They are  not at increa sed risk  for  nongun suicide or nongun
homicide. 

The gre ate st risk of gun violence  is to adole scents  and young adult s. Young
people in the United St ate s are  far  more likely  to be murdered than ar e youths
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in other high-income countri es. In U.S. reg ions and sta tes with more guns,
youths a re at higher r isk for a ccidenta l gun injuries , suic ide, and homicide. 

Women in the  United Sta tes  are  ¬ve times more likely  to be murder ed as
women in other  high-income countri es.  In U.S. reg ions and sta tes  with more
guns, women ar e more like ly to die violent deathsÐfrom murder,  from sui-
cide, and f rom accidental shooting. 

Women are  at much higher risk of  violence from male intimates than from
stranger s. Guns may commonly be used as threat s in violent domestic  rel a-
tionships. When guns are  used to intimidate,  the violence can become more
sev ere . While women rar ely  pe rpe tra te gun violence , a gun in the home
increa ses  the likelihood that a ba tte red woman will kil l her abuse r. When
women kil l, the outcome is also ter rible. The men are  dead, and the women
often ar e s ent to prison.

Guns may occa sionally have some bene¬cia l eff ec t for  some women at
some times, but the net effe ct is cle ar ly quite  nega tive . No study has shown
that a gun in the  home reduces the likelihood of burgl ary , robbery,  home
invasion, abuse , or  any other crime ag ainst women.

Bla cks  in the United Sta tes  hav e lower rat es of suicide than white s but
much higher rat es of  homicide and gun homicide, in part be cause  of differ -
ences  in education, pover ty,  housing, employment, and tre atment based on
rac ial chara cte ris tic s. 

Many polic ies  can reduce the  dange r of guns to children, youths, women,
and bla cks. For ex ample, to reduce  the  dangers  to children, sta tes  might ena ct
saf e gun-s torag e requir ements, which ar e mandatory in most other deve l-
oped nations. America probably  needs a new social  norm that makes it com-
mon for parents to ask other  parents  if guns ar e in their homes and whether
the y a re stored se curel y.

Numerous polic ies  can reduce  gun posse ssion and car rying among youths
(U.S. Depar tment of Justic e, OJJDP 1996).  Some polici es focus on the
demand side. Programs such as ªHands-Without-Gunsº provide media mes-
sag es about the dange rs of  adole sc ent gun car ry ing (Hemenway et al.  1996) .
Other programs tea ch violence pre vention and provide aft er- school ac tiv itie s
tha t reduce the lure of  gangs and keep youths off the  str ee ts. Youths who are
at gre ate st risk for  perpetr ating gun violence  should be ref err ed to psycholog-
ica l and socia l s erv ice s, including drug and al cohol tre atment. 

Other polic ies  focus on the  supply  side. For example, national one-gun-
per-month laws combined with waiting periods can reduce gunrunning
across  sta te  lines.  Inc rea sed tra cing of guns used in crimes, combined with
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strong enfor cement ag ainst scof›aw deale rs, can also decre ase the supply of
guns on the str eet . Elimination of secondary sa les through nondealers , such
as at gun shows, can also limit teens' ac ces s to guns.  Supply- side res tri ctions
can have  an immediate eff ec t (Cook and Leitze l 1996)Ðtracing data show
that a third of guns used in crime by juveniles  ar e quite  new, having been
manufac tured within three  ye ars  of the crime, and half of  all guns ille ga lly
acquir ed by young people involved straw buyer s. A study of incar cer ated ado-
les cent males  found that two of the main fac tors tha t prev ented them, on at
lea st one occas ion, from acquiring or car ry ing ¬re arms were the inability  to
¬nd a source for  a gun and the lack of money for  its acquis ition (Freed et al.
2001) .

The publi c health approach to preventing gun violence  sugges ts multiple
polic ies . Punishing the ªbad guysºÐthe kids who use the gunsÐis impor-
tant, but punishment alone is neither  good parenting nor an effe ctiv e socie tal
response to problem behav ior . Women and women's organiza tions need to
tak e a stronge r stand on ¬rea rm issues to help cre at e a soc iety  that is les s dan-
ge rous for children, youths, and women. Fewer than one in ten women owns
a ¬rearm. Compared to men, women are  more likely  to favor  re asonable
¬rearm polic ies  that will promote the publi c hea lth. 

One woman who had lost a child to guns was on her way to tes tif y at a sta te
¬rearms hearing when progun demonstra tor s beg an to heckle  her. She
responded, ªWe love our children more than you lov e your gunsº  (Tapper
1999).  
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CH A P T E R 7 S U P P LY

The ult imate fac t is that the gun industry is simply a business , and nothing more.

It i s neither a  national  trust  nor a  repository of American v alues.

ÐT. Diaz

In a gun's life span, four main opportunit ies exi st for leg al inter ventions or
regula tions to be imposed: (1)  the time of manufacture ; (2)  the time of sal e;
(3)  the period of posse ssion or ca rry ing; and (4)  the period of use  (Bake r,
Teret , and Dietz 1980).  A comprehensiv e polic y approach to reducing gun
injuries  includes sensible regulations concerning all four of the se periods,  but
most regula tor y re source s have gone into the  lat ter  two time periods. This
chapter  examines the ¬rst two: the time of manufac ture and the time of sal e.
Put another way, many individuals  and institutions can help reduce the prob-
lems caused by ¬rea rms; this chapter  ex amines two such groupsÐthe manu-
fac turer s and the s ell ers  (both li censed and unregulated) of  these  weapons.

MANU F A C T U R E R S

The gun indust ry  is  a  busines s, making a consumer product,  but the product
is more lethal and its  manufacture les s regulated than that of almost any other
consumer product . Sle epwear , toy s, automobile s, vit aminsÐvirtually all
product sÐare subjec t to overs ight by  the Consumer Product Saf ety  Com-
mission, the  National Highway Traf¬c Sa fet y Administra tion, the  Food and
Drug Administra tion, and other national regulatory  ag enc ies . The ac tions of
the se ag enc ies  have helped lead to a marked decre as e in injuri es and deaths in
the United Sta tes . But guns and ammunition ar e lar gel y fre e of  such federa l
saf ety  and heal th regula tion.

Surprisingly litt le is known about the  companies  that manufac ture most
guns for the U.S. market.  All but one of the major domestic manufac tur ers



(Sturm, Ruger , and Company) are pri va tely held companies. A number of
other major domesti c manufacturer s are  subsidia rie s of forei gn companies,
like Beret ta (It aly ), Browning (Japan),  and Smith and Wesson (England).
Imports ar e a major component of the U.S. market.  Almost all the manufa c-
tur ers  ªv igorously  concea l information tha t most other U.S. industr ies  rou-
tinely  re vea lº (Diaz  1999, xv ii) . Neither Congre ss nor any other national
authority  has e ve r comprehensive ly examined the ¬rearms industr y.

The ownership, sal es,  and pro¬ts of these ¬rms are  not publi cly  av ailable .
The number of guns sold, by  cal ibe r or by product line, is a closel y held sec re t.
The wholesal e value of  all  ¬rearms and ammunition manufactured in the
United Sta tes  was est imated at $1 .7 bil lion in 1995; the ret ail  value of all
¬rearms sold, including imports , was about $9 bi llion (Diaz  1999) . To put this
in perspec tiv e, the  ret ail  va lue  of alcohol sold in the  United Sta tes  in 1995 was
$80 billion, and new ca r deal ership s ale s were  about $500 bil lion.

Because nearl y all of the  major manufac turer s are  pr iva tel y held and
shrouded in sec rec y, lit tle is publi cly  known about their  rev enues,
pro¬ts, lobbying, or inner workings. But for at lea st a de cade, the
domestic ¬re arms market, while highly cyc lic al,  has  be en in a slow
ret rea t, lar gel y bec ause  of a decline in hunting. U.S. gun production
peaked at 5.7  million guns in 1980; it av era ged around 4 million units
annuall y be tween 199 5 and 1997, the most rec ent ye ars  for which federa l
data are  av ail able. ªWe ar e a mature  indust ry and we are  ¬ghting for  a
ve ry ¬nite  amount of business ,º explained one CEO. (Business Week
1999, 6 7)

More importantly for injury prevention, the health and saf ety  re cords of these
companies ' product s a re not a va ilable.

Like most ¬rms, gun manufac turer s are  pr imarily intere sted in sal es and
pro¬ts. A problem for the industr y is that, giv en rea sonable  car e, guns las t a
ve ry long time. In the past few decades,  with fewer young people growing up
into the markets for  traditional hunting and sport  shooting, the indust ry  has
tri ed to convince people that they  need new guns.

They suc ceeded, to some extent, through innova tion and fea r-inducing
adver tis ing. Inste ad of innovating in the direc tion of sa fet y (e. g.,  childproof
guns) the industr y has deve loped weapons with gre at er lethality . Manufac -
tur ers  have made guns tha t hold more rounds, increa sed the power of the
rounds and the speed with which the bulle ts can be shot, and made guns
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smaller and more conceal able (Diaz 1999) . These changes all incre ased the
publi c hea lth risk from ¬rea rms. 

Ammunition and ac ces sorie s with ªRamboº appea lÐbipods,  ›ash sup-
pressors , grenade launcher s, las er  sights, and expanding bulle tsÐhave been
increa singly  off ered to civ ilians. Ammunition has come on the market  with
such names as  Eliminator-X, Ultra -Mag, Bla ck Talon (whose razor like ta lons
can tea r protec tiv e gloves , exposing surgeons to infec tious disea ses ), and
Sta r¬re (adver tis ed as  ªthe deadli est  handgun ca rtr idge eve r deve loped for
home or per sonal defense, º with ªfa st knock-downº bec ause of the ªmassive
wound channelº  it  can c rea te [Diaz  1999,  15 1]) . 

Publi c health has not been a prime manufac turer  concern. Indeed, the
industry  oft en se ems to go out of its  way to cir cumvent the publi c saf ety
intent of the few regula tions that Congres s has passed. For example, in 1994
the  federa l government banned many ass ault weapons. A detachable  ammu-
nition magazine, which allows for clips with hundreds of rounds, was centra l
to the de¬nition of an ass ault weapon. The law as  enact ed speci¬es that, to be
banned, a gun must have  at lea st two addit ional  chara ct eri stic s, such as  a ›ash
suppres sor or  a folding stock.  When the manufacture of Colt's  AR-15 , the
civ ilian ve rsion of the  U.S. Army's M-16 ri›e, was made ill ega l by  the ban,
Colt replac ed it with the  Colt Sport er , which dif fer s from the AR-15  only in
that the Sporter  lacks a ›ash suppres sor  and a ba yonet , thereby cir cumvent-
ing the law's intent (Fortgang 1999).

In 199 3, a cr azed California mortga ge broker used two TEC-DC9s to kil l
eight people and wound six  others in a San Franci sco law of¬ce.  Adverti sed as
be ing as  ªtough as  your toughest  customersº and as  having ªexce llent re sis-
tance to ¬ngerprints,º  the gun was one of ninete en banned by name in the
1994 federa l law. The TEC-DC9 (reportedly named for the Distr ict of  Colum-
bia ) is ba sed on a model (the TEC-9) ori ginally  designed for South Afric an
polic e to brutal ly control riots.  Str ee t gangs liked the gun, which was regula rly
car ried by drug lords on the popular 1980s  TV show Miami Vice.

The 1994 feder al law made preex isting ass ault weapons and ac ces sorie s
leg al to own, sel l, and buy. Before the  law went into eff ect , Naveg ar,  the  man-
ufa cture r of  the TEC-DC9, increa sed its production lev els . Then in 1994, it
rel eas ed a new ve rsion of the  gun, the AB-10. Carlos Garci a, Navega r's owner,
seemed to tre at  the law caval ier ly: Garc ia sa id the AB stood for ªa fte r ban.º
The only changes made to the gun were  the removal of both the threaded bar -
rel  (which can hold a sil enc er)  and the option of a ba rre l shroud. In 1997,
Navega r's three  sis ter  guns, the TEC-9, the TEC-DC9, and the  AB-10, were
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tra ced to more than fourte en hundred cr ime scenes (Fortgang 1999). A Cali-
fornia study found tha t young adults purchasing assault-t ype handguns were
more lik ely  than other young adult gun purchase rs to hav e criminal his tor ies
and to be cha rged with subsequent crimes (Wintemute, Wright et al.  1998) . A
1999 California law se t limits on copyc at ass ault weapons (Boston Globe
1999b). 

In the lat e 1960s,  a surge  in ¬rearm violence  was at tributed in part to the
eas y av ail abi lity  of Saturday night speci als . These  gunsÐsmall, cheaply made,
gener all y low-ca liber handgunsÐwere mostly imported and were  mostly
revolv ers . The 1968 Gun Control Act effe ctiv ely  eliminated the importa tion of
the se guns by requir ing that imported handguns exc eed minimum siz e
requir ements and pass a ser ies  of  des ign and per formance te sts.  Domestic all y
manufac tured handguns were e xempt from these  cr ite ria .

Domesti c manufac turer s quickly picked up the sla ck,  producing pre cis ely
the  type of handgun assoc iated with the violence  that led to the Gun Control
Act. In the  19 80s and 1990s , the majority  of these  domesti cal ly manufac tured
handguns were pis tol s produced by Southern California manufac turer s, who
collec tive ly came to be known as the  ªRing of Fi reº  companies . Compared to
the  ea rlie r imported revolver s, the pis tol s were smaller and thus eas ier  to con-
cea l and had gr eat er ammunition capaci ty.  They were also poorly made: most
could not pass the import performance tes ts (Wintemute 1996) . In the ear ly
1990s,  more than 60 percent of guns tra ced in crimes by the Bureau of Alco-
hol, Tobac co,  and Fir ea rms (ATF) came from the Ring of Fir e companies
(Wintemute 1994).  

A sc athing June 1996 PBS Frontline piece  on Lorcin Engineer ing, along
with subsequent newspaper  ar ticl es,  demonstrat ed a multitude of publi c
health problems caused by this small Ring of Fir e company. Although Presi -
dent Jim Waldorf cla imed to ca ter  to law-abiding folks of  limited means, for
four ye ars  running in the 1990s,  Lorcin's  top sel ler , the L380 pis tol , was the
gun most oft en tra ced at cr ime sc enes. Aside from being a gun of choice  for
criminals, shoddy se curity  re sulted in the theft  of thousands of ¬rearms from
the ¬rm's Mira Loma, California,  plant; the  ATF arr est ed four men for the
the ft and the  subsequent sal e of  the guns from the trunks of their  ca rs (Los
Angeles Times 1997) .

Design and construction def ec ts seemingly caused many additional unin-
tentional injurie s. Between 1994 and 1997, some thir ty -¬ve wrongful death or
injury cla ims were ¬led aga inst Lorc in, involving people kil led or wounded
when the ir Lorcin pistols ac cidental ly di scharg ed. In a cri tique of the 1996
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Lorcin L-22 pistol, Gun Testsmagazine, the Consumer Reports of the ¬rearm
industry , wrote, ªWe wouldn't pay any amount of money for  a gun that sel f-
de structs in a couple  of hundred rounds. St ay away from this one.º  Of the
Lorcin L-25,  Gun Tests wrote that the gun's  ªbest  att ribute  was tha t it didn't
bit e the shooter 's handº (Los Angeles Times 199 7) .

In the ¬rm's best ye ar,  sal es hit $14 .7 million, and Waldorf and his  partner
took home a combined $1 .85  million. But their  liabil ity  cove rag e was minus-
cule, and because of the lawsuits,  they ¬led a petition to reorganize under
chapter  11 of  the U.S. Bankruptcy Code. Creditors for ced Waldorf and his
partner  to sca le ba ck their  sal ari es to about $2 50,000 (Los Angeles Times 199 7).

The 1997 Los Angeles Times ar ticl e ends with this che ery  international note:
ªWaldorf , eve r the super-s ale sman, is tapping a new market where urban
crime is on the ris e: South Afric a. Lorcin's  sal es there  have climbed to about
25,000 guns a ye ar and are  expected to ris eº (Los Angeles Times 1997) . By July
1999, report s from Johannesburg  indica ted tha t ªhundreds of thousands of
cheap, poor quali ty ¬re arms have  ›ooded South Afric a in the pas t ¬ve ye ars ,º
making it les s likely  tha t the nat ional  cr ime prevention str ate gy  could be
eff ect ive  (Business Day 1999).

As a group, manufac turer s have  be en ac cused of marketing their  products
to children (Langley  2001) , making misle ading cla ims about the  saf ety
bene¬ts  of  ¬rearms (Vernick, Teret , and Webste r 199 7),  and maintaining lax
dis tributional polic ies  that allow criminals and adole scents  eas y ac ces s to
guns (Wall Street Journal 1999) . Manufa cturer s were named as def endants  in
dozens of rec ent lawsuits  ¬led by cit y, sta te, and other org aniza tions (e. g.,  the
National  Associa tion for the Advancement of Colored People) .

Fir ea rms manufac turer s can do much to help reduce the  lev els  of gun vio-
lence and injuries  from guns in America.  For example:

(1)  Manufacturers can help increase the ef‹ ciency of law enforcement efforts,
reducing the likelihood of further gun-related injury and death. As each motor
vehic le has a unique ser ial  number,  ea ch ¬rea rm should also have a unique
ser ial  number. (Guns from differ ent manufac turer s cur rently  can have  the
same seri al number.) 

Manufacturer s can make the se ria l numbers  harde r to oblite rat e. The
Boston police  and the ATF found tha t almost one in ¬ve guns sei zed from
Boston str eet  gangs be tween 1991 and 1994 had oblite ra ted ser ial  numbers ,
and an addit ional 4 percent had no se ria l numbers  (Kennedy, Piehl, and
Braga  1996) . Massa chuse tts law now require s manufa cturer s to sel l only
handguns with improved tamper-r es istant ser ial  numbers . Manufac turer s
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can put the ser ial number inside the gun or on the outside in a manner tha t it
can be r ead only with an opti ca l enhancer , such as an infra red light.  The new
law helps polic e not only in invest iga ting handgun crimes but also in re turn-
ing stolen weapons (Commonwealth of Massachuset ts 1996) . 

Manufacturer s can make ¬rearms that would mark or ª¬ngerprintº  ea ch
bulle t as it is ¬red. That would permit the  matching of the bullet  and gun with
a high degre e of accura cy.  Marking could be done by the ¬ring pin or by an
idiosyncras y in the ri›ed bore. Improved bulle t identi¬cat ion would be a
gre at help to law enforcement (Karlson and Hargart en 199 7).  The potentia l
bene¬ts  of ba llis tic  ¬ngerprinting rec eiv ed media att ention in 2002 when ran-
dom sniper kil lings ter roriz ed the Washington, D.C., ar ea over a three-week
period. A national databas e of bal lis tic ¬ngerpr ints might well have  helped
cat ch the kill ers  sooner.

Manufacturer s can do more to ensure that the ir deale rs ar e not act ing
unlawfully or  irr esponsibly.  In 1999,  Smith and Wesson, the nation's top
handgun manufacture r, made a good initial  step, r equir ing it s de ale rs to sign
a code of ethicsÐto agr ee  to conduct thorough checks of  individuals pur-
chasing handguns, to avoid buying or se lling ¬rearms known to be stolen,
and to avoid s elling ¬rea rms to s traw purchase rs.  Dealer s who fa il to sign the
ag reement ar e not allowed to sel l Smith and Wesson products. The ke y now
is implementat ionÐhow act ive ly the company enforce s the code, cooper ate s
with feder al and local law enforcement, and stops se lling to deale rs who vio-
lat e the terms of the a gre ement (ABCnews.com 1999) . 

(2) Manufacturers can increase the safety of guns, reducing the likelihood of
unintended injury. For example, a grip saf ety , which has be en ava ilable  on
some handguns for yea rs,  allows a ¬rearm to be ¬red only when the saf ety  is
pushed in, as  it would be if the gun were being held to be ¬red. The concept
is similar  to a locomotive 's ªdead man's throttle ,º which requir es  posit ive
pressure  on the  throttle  or the engines will stop. The gr ip safet y was designed
in 18 84  by the  son of one of the founders  of Smith and Wesson. According to
the  story,  D. B. Wesson heard of a child who was injured while  shooting a
handgun and commissioned a childproof design from his son. The grip
saf ety , like a childproof saf ety  cap, genera lly  cannot be worked by ve ry young
children. It was manufactured on models  of  Smith and Wesson guns from
188 8 to 19 37 (Karl son and Hargart en 1997) .

In many ac cidental  ¬rearm injuries , the shooter  does not know the gun is
loaded. A loaded-chamber indic ator shows whether the re is a round in the
¬ring chamber. Not all guns have such indica tor sÐin one study, of 259  pis tol
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models identi¬ed, only 10 percent had loaded-chamber indica tors (Vernick et
al.  1999)Ðand people who ar e unfamiliar with a par ticular  gun model have
dif¬cult y using many indica tor s. All pistols should hav e ea sily  recognizable
loaded-chamber indic ators as standard equipment (Karl son and Hargar ten
199 7).  

A magaz ine saf ety  pr events  a pis tol from being ¬red if the magazine is
removed, ev en if the re is sti ll a ca rtr idge in the ¬ring chamber. An inexperi -
enced use r may not re aliz e or  remember tha t removing the clip does  not com-
plete ly unload the  weapon if a car tridge has alr eady  be en fed from the clip
into the chamber. While some semiautomatic pis tols come equipped with
magaz ine saf eti es,  many do not (Karlson and Harga rten 199 7).  In a study of
259  pis tol models, only 14 percent had magaz ine sa feti es.  Yet pat ents as ear ly
as 1903 recogniz ed the importance  of  both magazine saf eti es and loaded-
chamber indicators  in prev enting injury (Vernick et  al.  1999).

Some guns go off  when dropped. For ex ample, the St rum Ruger  replica  of
the  Colt 187 3 Peacemaker reportedly  caused some forty deaths and six  hun-
dred injuries result ing from unintentional dis char ges  when the gun was
dropped. In contras t to other consumer products, there was no rec all.  No
governmental regulatory  ag ency has authori ty to requir e the rec all  of
¬rearms, even when the y have  hazardous designs. And the  manufac turer  and
sel ler s of  the ¬re arm did not keep suf¬cient records to know who had bought
the  ¬rearms and consequently  could not notif y purchase rs about the problem
(Larson 1993 a).

The current trig ger -sa fet y mechanisms on many ¬rea rms can be improved.
The saf eti es on many pis tols are  r ele as ed by a simple ›ick of a switch. In fac t,
revolv ers  typic all y are  manufac tur ed without any  saf eti es.  When there  are
saf eti es,  they are  not always uniform across ¬rearms. For ex ample, on some
handguns the  act ion is locked when the manual thumb saf ety  is in the up
posit ion, and on others  it is locked when the switch is in the down position
(Karl son and Hargart en 1997) . There  should be indust rywide standards for
saf ety  switches and other components (Hemenway 19 75) . 

(3)  Manufacturers can resist the temptation to develop new products that pose
a danger to public health. In the 19 80s , some manufac turer s beg an to make
guns with more pla sti c and les s metal; such guns ar e more likely  to be mis-
tak en for  toys,  and, when disas sembled, such guns ar e more dif¬cult  to det ec t
with metal  det ec tor s in courtrooms, prisons, airports , and els ewhere.  A 1988
federa l law requir ed that all  guns sold in the United St ate s conta in a mini-
mum amount of metal.  There  is now litt le pro¬t to be made by further deve l-
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opment in this are a, and it is unlikely that an all -plast ic ¬re arm will be pro-
duced or made a va ilable  anywhere in the world.

A new product, tiny nubu guns,  res emble key  chains but can be lethal. In
199 5, Tokyo polic e con¬sca ted more than one thousand such guns tha t had
been imported by a Japanese  jewele r (New York Times 1995b). Another new
gun, with four bullet s, res embles a ce llular  telephone. It is dif¬cult  for  law
enforcement to monitor ille ga l posse ssion of such ¬rea rms, and they may
pass through metal dete ctors (Boston Globe 199 8d).

The higher -ca liber ªpocket rocke tsº  of  the  1990s made the gang warfa re in
U.S. inner cit ies  more lethal (Caruso, Jar a, and Swan 1999) , and the reduced
cost and incre asing popular ity  of  las er sights  is incre asing projec tile s' accu-
rac y. Recoil-compensated handguns ar e making even lar ger -c aliber hand-
guns more manageabl e to shoot,  and .50-ca liber ri›es ar e rec eiv ing incre as ing
publi cit y.

Sniper ri›es ¬ring .50-c aliber rounds are  now available  in gun shops and
over the Internet . The ri›e was originally designed to take out armored per-
sonnel ca rri ers , forti¬ed bunkers , and hel icopters . John L. Pla ste r, author of
The Ultimate Sniper, offer s this descr iption of .50-c aliber performance:
ªHere's a bullet  that even at 1.5 miles  cr ashes  into a tar ge t with more energ y
than Dirty  Harry's  famous .44  Magnum at point-blankº (Vobejda and Ott-
away 1999; Violence Policy  Center 1999) . The ri›es ar e expensiv e, heavy
(some weigh one hundred pounds), and cumbersome (more than ¬ve fee t
long),  so most criminals will not use them. But the guns can be used for as sas -
sinations and other singular  criminal ac ts. One of the ri›es was found at  the
Branch Davidian compound in Waco, Texas , and another  in the  ars enal
amassed by John C. Clark, a mentall y dis turbed man who killed a Trave rse
City,  Michigan, polic e of¬cer . Another  concern is the  possible use  of  these
¬rearms to shoot down civ ilian airplanes. ªThe .50 cal ibe r can continuously
¬re and ge t off  a lar ge  number of shots  ev en at an airplane going over a hun-
dred miles  an hourº (New Republic 2003,  18 ).

Not surprisingly , the  Se cre t Se rvi ce  lobbied to outlaw the ri›e when it was
introduced into the civ ilian market.  The socia l bene¬ts of a .50-c aliber ªta cti -
cal  ri›eº a re unclea r; the socia l problems it could cause  are  enormous. At the
ve ry lea st,  the sal e of armor-pier cing and incendia ry ammunition for these
ri›es , currentl y banned for handguns, should be outl awed. 

Other potentia lly dange rous innovations inc lude: (a ) the  gla ser  saf ety  slug,
embedded with lead shot,  which bre aks  apart  on impact (and thus does  not
ricochet) but, like  a shotgun shell,  in›ict s tremendous tis sue damage;  (b) the
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›échett e, a car tridge with a dar t-shaped proje cti le that can penetr ate deep
into the body; and (c ) cas ele ss ammunition, ca rtr idges  with no ca se or
primer, which means that law enforcement of¬cia ls will be  unable to identi fy
crime weapons by the  car tridge lef t on the  scene (Karl son and Hargart en
199 7).  

Which ¬rea rms will be come popular  in the twenty-¬rst century depends
on many fac tor s, including cost, adver tis ing, tas te , liabil ity  laws, and govern-
mental regulations. The problem is tha t, unlike the cas e of  food or motor
vehic les , in the ¬re arms are a we have no institutional or  regula tory structure
to deal quickly or de¬nitiv ely  with new technologie s that may threa ten publi c
saf ety .

(4)  Manufacturers can embrace technological innovations that enhance gun
safety and public health. An appropria te regulatory  authority  not only could
prohibit dangerous new technologie s but also could requir e or encourage
saf ety  improvements.  Some manufac turer s ar e developing ªsmartº or ªpe r-
sonal izedº guns that cannot be ¬red ex cept by authoriz ed use rs.  These  guns
can help prevent unintentional injury to children and adole sc ents as  well as
the  criminal use of stolen guns (which will also reduce the likelihood of
¬rearm theft ) (Tere t and Webste r 1999 ). 

The feder al government began providing some funds for  the development
of smart weapons in the mid-1990s , and by 199 8 more than one hundred
patents had been issued (Boston Globe 1998a ). The technologi es that prevent
shoplift ers  from sneaking T-shirts  out of malls  and enable ca sh reg ist ers  to
read cr edit ca rds could become the next  weapon of choic e in the ¬ght aga inst
gun violence.  Some of the cit ies  suing gun manufac tur ers  have demanded
that the industry  set  aside some of its gross rev enues for  smart-gun deve lop-
ment (Barre tt and O'Connell  1999).  A smart gun might al so help poli ce,  who
are  sometimes kil led with their  own serv ice  ¬rearms. 

Less lethal weapons could be bene¬ci al to polic e and priva te cit izens. Polic e
of¬cer s need a more div ers e ar senal of weapons than a ba ton and a handgun.
Too often, polic e shoot and kil l suspec ts when les s deadly  for ce would be
suf¬cient. Less lethal weapons could bene¬t police , by stander s, and even
potentia l cr iminals .

In 198 5, the  U.S. Supreme Court ruled that police  cannot use  deadly force
to prevent the esc ape of an apparently nonthre at ening suspect (e. g., an
unarmed burgl ar ›eeing the sc ene ) (Tennessee v. Garner 471  U.S. 1 [19 85 ]).
That ruling led to the formation of a small les s-than-l ethal-weapon develop-
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ment program, which has been exploring ele ctr ica l, chemical, impact, and
light technologie s (Hayes lip and Pre szl er 199 3).  

In 1999, a man on Massa chuse tts ' Cambridge Common appeared cra zed.
He had a weapon and threa tened suicide. Cambridge  polic e arr ived and shot
the  individual,  knocking him down. The polic e quickly ret rie ved his  weapon
and put him in custody. The individual was unhurt, for  the projec tile  with
which he was shot was a be anbag. Baltimore polic e began using beanbag
ammunition, ¬red from a twelv e-g auge shotgun, in 1997. The ¬rs t use  was
during a family dis turbance, aga inst a man standing behind a scr een door
wielding a lar ge knife . The beanbag  hit  him in the stomach, causing him to
double up and drop the knife.  When captured, he reportedly said, ªThank
you for not killing meº (Rive ra  1997) . 

Unfortunately , most polic e of¬ce rs at most times have  only the ir lethal
handguns. A 1999 story  from Los Angele s pres ents the police  dilemma: 

A polic e of¬cer  shot and kil led a naked, blood-cover ed 16 yea r old boy.
. . . Of¬cers  Karen Thiffault , 38,  and Daniel Palma, 22 , arr iv ed at an
inters ec tion about 4:30 A . M . Saturday when they saw a boy without
clothes,  cove red in blood, and ªac ting in a biz arr e manner.º . . . The boy
¬xated on Thiff ault aft er she tri ed to calm him by talking. He then
charg ed the  of¬ce r while  scr eaming unintell igibly . Fe ar ing her weapon
would be used aga inst her, Thiff ault shot the  boy, polic e said. (Boston
Globe 1999d)

Less lethal ¬rearms could also be bene¬cial for pri va te cit izens.  A primary
motive for handgun ownership is se lf-defense, but handguns as currently
designed ar e poor weapons for  home and sel f-protec tion. Handguns are  of ten
dif¬cult  to shoot ac curat ely , yet  only an ext remely accura te shot will immedi-
ate ly incapac ita te an ass ail ant. And handguns ar e so dange rous to the fam-
ilyÐfrom acc idents, ar guments, or impetuous suicide att emptsÐthat vir tu-
all y all expert s adv ise  that guns be stored in a locked ar ea separa te from
ammunition.

An ideal  handgun for sel f-defense would be les s prone to ac cident and les s
lethal when used intentionally  but quick to stop an att ack er without requiring
a preci se shot. Much of the ba sic  technology  needed to design more eff ect ive
ye t les s lethal weapons is alr eady av ail abl e. For example, bulle t materia l, con-
struction, and consistency  could be modi¬ed to reduce the likelihood of fat al
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injury. Wax and pla stic bulle ts could be used in pla ce of the conventional
round-nosed bullet . Another option is incre as ed rel iance  on spheric al bulle ts,
which limit bulle t penetra tion and tissue damage (Hemenway and Weil
1990a) .

A more fundamental approach is the redes ign of guns to shoot ele ctr icit y,
tranquilize rs , or anesthetic s. Such projec tile s have the potentia l to render  an
att ack er harmless, without the  need for  either deadly for ce  or  gre at accura cy.
Polic e depar tments have  had some succe ss using ele ct ronic guns to subdue
individuals  bel iev ed to be high on phencyc lidine (PCP). Farmers sometimes
immunize  ca ttle  with biodegr adable, fre eze -dried va ccine bulle ts shot out of
an air  gun (Hemenway and Weil 1990b).

Perhaps it is even worth looking to sci ence ¬ction for a model. Weapons in
the popular  tele vis ion ser ies  Star Trek were highly powerful, be¬tt ing the hos-
tile  unive rse  in which they were used. Handheld phas ers , for  example, were
far  more destructiv e than today 's handguns. But with the ›ick of a switch, a
phase r could be turned into a completel y nonle thal weapon. With phas ers  on
stun, a hit lef t the vic tim immobiliz ed but unhurt. Similar ly,  zookeepe rs
today  use tranquil ize r guns to render dange rous animals helpless  but hope-
fully unharmed. There  may be les sons to be lea rned here.  While Captain Kirk
and the crew of the Enterprise explored the unive rse  without the  bene¬ts of
sea t be lts,  air  bags,  or  ev en a cra shworthy interior,  they were for tunate
enough to posse ss the  stun phase r. Real-world gove rnment polici es should
help bring to fruition such e ffe cti ve  but le ss- than-lethal weapons.

Government can help cre ate  an improved nonlethal handgun by providing
increa sed resource s to underwrit e priva te res ea rch and dev elopment effor ts
or  by  undertaking the res ear ch itse lf. Sc ientis ts at the National Institute of
Standards and Technology or in the armed ser vic es , for  ex ample, could do
much of the technica l work. Once such a weapon is deve loped, gove rnment
can educate  the cit izenry  about the bene¬ts . Government purchas es  of the
new weapon would help encoura ge priva te demand since many gun buyer s
imitate polic e purchases  (Hemenway 1989) . Final ly,  government authori tie s
could tax the sa les  of  the current lethal handguns or subsidize  production of
the  les s l ethal weapons.

Sa fer , les s lethal weapons ar e not a panac ea for  our gun problems. But since
many citi zens ar e appar ently determined to purchas e and use handguns,
increa sed att ention to weapon redes ign might bring gr eat  public health
bene¬ts .
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L I C E N S E D D E A L E R S

You'd think, you'd hope, tha t a business as deadly as dealing guns would be reg -

ula ted closel y. It's  not. Almost anyone can get a federa l gun deale r's  lic ense and

then get  away with almost anything. Even when a gun is sold ille ga lly and some-

one i s shot,  the government oft en let s the deale r go about his business.

ÐD. Olinger  and B. Port

There ar e two types of gun se ller s at the ret ail lev el: federa lly lic ensed ¬rearms
deale rs,  and ev eryone els e. Federa lly licensed dea ler s may have guns shipped
to them across sta te lines.  They may also sel l handguns ac ros s sta te lines ,
though only to another deale r. The original ret ail sal e of eve ry  gun must be
through a f edera lly  lic ensed deale r.

Almost anyone can become a lic ensed deale r in the United Sta tes . As
rec ently  as 199 3, the re were more than 270,000 dea ler sÐmore than the num-
ber of ga s sta tions. In lar ge  par t be cause  of administra tiv e reforms by the
Clinton administra tion and Public Law 103-1 59 (that  included the Brady Bil l),
which ra ised the annual lic ense fee  from thirty  dollar s to two hundred dollar s,
tha t ¬gure dec rea sed to about 100,000 in 2000Ðstill an enormous number of
deale rs.  The lar ge r de ale rs,  who opera te from stores , are  known as  ªstocking
deale rsº ; the smalle r deale rsÐstil l the majorit yÐwho se ll guns out of the ir
homes or other c asual premises a re known as ªkit chen table º dea ler s.

The Brady Law require s lic ensed deale rs to check  the background of ea ch
prospect ive  purchaser , to keep speci¬c records about ea ch gun sal e, and to
make the information av ail abl e to the  ATF. The records are  use ful mainly for
tra cing the sal e of ¬rearms that are  late r linked to crime and reported to the
ATF for tra cing. However , feder al laws also conta in elaborat e res tri ctions to
prevent the ATF from using these  records to set  up any kind of national data-
ba se of gun ownership (Diaz  1999). 

The ATF is also forbidden from making more than one inspection per yea r
of any lic ensed dea ler . Since there  are  so many deale rs and so few ATF inspec-
tor s, a typica l deale r is inspected about once  ev ery  sev en yea rs . The bureau's
small siz eÐbetween 197 3 and 1999 the number of agents  remained basic ally
unchangedÐlimits its  eff ec tiveness. So too do the minor penalt ies  for deale r
misconduct. The federa l Fir earms Owners' Prote ction Act of 19 86 reduced
record-keeping violations by a deale r from a felony to a misdemeanor, a dis -
inc entive  for  federa l prose cutor s in cas es where a deale r has forged or
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destroy ed records to hide evidence. The law also requires prosecutors to
prove  tha t deale rs who sold guns to criminal or  str aw purchas ers  did so
ªknowingly and willfully ,º and proving someone's  sta te of mind is a nearl y
insurmountable leg al hurdle. In addit ion, ATF ag ents ar e not allowed to pose
as felons to make undercove r purchase s (a  ta ctic  commonly used by drug
ag ents) but must use  convict ed felons in undercover  opera tions,  which makes
prose cution more dif¬cult bec ause juries  ar e reluctant to believ e convicted
felons (Butte r¬eld 1999a).

An example of an ex tremely succe ssful ATF opera tion illustr ate s some of
the  enforcement problems. B&E Guns in Cypre ss, California, had long
aroused the suspicions of ATF agents . In 1990 the  ATF revoked the owner's
lic ense bec ause he was found to be forging records. The owner simply trans-
fer red the lic ense to his  wife.  In the mid-1990s , more than two hundred guns
tha t the ATF had tra ced to B&E Guns began showing up in murders , rob-
berie s, and shootings  in southern California. Other guns tra ced to B&E were
smuggled into Japan and Austra lia . 

The bureau raided the ¬rm and found that it had ille gal ly sold nine thou-
sand guns in les s than two yea rs:  three  thousand guns were  list ed as having
been sold to other deale rs who were  unaware of  the  transact ions, and another
six  thousand guns had no records of any  kind. Agents cla im this lat ter  proce-
dure was especi all y luc rat ive  be cause  a gun with no paper tra il could be sold
to criminals for double the normal markup. Because such act ions are  only
misdemeanors,  prosecutors  allowed the  store manager  to ple a-barg ain, and
he was sentenced to a y ear  in prison (Butte r¬eld 1999a).

Sting opera tions in Chica go and Detroit demonstra te the eas e with which
felons can obtain ¬rearms dir ec tly from dea ler s. In 1998,  polic e of¬ce rs from
Chicago (where  posse ssing a new handgun is ille gal ) posed as loc al gang
members  and went ¬rea rms shopping in the suburbs. In store aft er store ,
cle rks willingly  sold powerful handguns to these  ag ents, who made it cle ar
tha t they intended to use  the  guns to ªtake car e of busines sº on the str ee ts of
Chica go. Deal ers  also sold handguns to under cove r of¬cer s who were obvi-
ously  making ille gal  str aw purchase s for colle agues who could not leg all y buy
them. The cle rks  ev en offer ed the undercove r buyer s unsolici ted advic e about
how to ev ade sta te and federa l lawsÐfor ex ample, by  splitt ing up purchase s
to avoid report ing requirements concerning sa les  of multiple guns at one
time (Daley  1998a , 1998b).

Authorit ies  in Detroit  and surrounding Wayne County conducted a simi-
lar  sting opera tion in 1999. Ninety percent of the dea ler s sold guns to under-
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cover of¬cer s standing in as str aw purchaser s for prohibited buye rs. It did not
matte r whether the dea ler s were those with high numbers of gun tra ces  or
were  sel ect ed randomly. Virtuall y all  fel l for  the  sting. In one videotaped
transact ion, a deale r told an of¬cer that if he wanted to buy a gun for his
fri end, he had to sign a requir ed federa l form and tak e the  risk if the  ATF dis -
cover ed the ruse:  ªYou want to tell  me you are  buying the  gun and you want
to lie on the sheet , I don't  car e. This ques tion here sa ys, `Are you buying this
gun for yours elf ?' All of us know you ar e notº (Meier 1999a ). A national study
of ¬re arm dea ler s in twenty cit ies  found tha t the majority  were willing to sel l
a handgun ev en when they were  told it was being purchas ed for another per-
son ªbecause s/he needs it. º Deal ers  in the Northea st were lea st likely  to be
willing to make such ill ega l s ale s (Sor enson and Vitt es 2003).

In the past few ye ars  the ATF has stepped up its tra cing program in an
att empt to reduce  ille ga l gun tra f¬cking. Because most sta tes  do not have
either licensing or re gis tra tion requirements,  tra cing does not mean following
a gun as  it changes hands. All that can typica lly  be determined is the or iginal
sal e by  a federa lly  lic ensed ¬rea rm deale r. Unfortunate ly,  ser ial  number oblit-
era tion and inadequate record keeping mean that many guns cannot even be
tra ced to the or iginal dea ler s. In 1998, of the two hundred thousand ¬rearm
serial  numbers sent to the bure au, only about 50 perc ent could be succe ssfull y
tra ced to the ori ginal dea ler s (Meier 1999a ). Sti ll, the increa sed bure au
emphasi s on tra cing data has shown that (a)  a small number of dea ler s
account for most of the  guns that are  used in crime, and (b) many guns used
in cr ime are  quite  new, re cently purchas ed from lic ensed deale rs (Cook and
Braga  2001).  These  two fac ts sugge st that concert ed act ion aga inst scof›aw
deale rs can have  a substantial  impact on reducing gun-re lated c rime.

ATF tra cing data show that 389  deale rsÐless than 0.5  percent of all de al-
ersÐaccounted for more than hal f of all  cr ime guns tra ced in 1996±98  (But-
ter¬eld 1999a) . One hundred and thirty -se ven deale rs in 199 8 ea ch ac counted
for, on ave ra ge,  approximately one hundred guns that were used in cr ime
during the preceding two yea rs . For ex ample, a deale r in West Milwaukee ,
Wisconsin, sold 1,19 5 guns used in crime and recovered during tha t period; a
deale r in Rive rdale,  Illinois, a Chica go suburb, was the  sourc e of  1,1 76 crime
guns; and a deale r in Carson City,  Nevada,  suppli ed 326 guns used in crime in
199 8 aloneÐand 324 of  the crimes were committed outside of  Nevada (But-
ter¬eld 1999c) . 

Many of the  guns used in cr ime ar e quite  new. Of the  criminal handguns
sei zed by police  in sev enteen cit ies  in 1996±97,  49  per cent of those  that were
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tra ced had been purchas ed from a feder ally lic ensed dea ler within the prior
three  yea rs (ATF 1997; Butte r¬eld 1999a ). Similar ly, a 1999 ATF report on
criminal ¬rea rms sei zed in twenty- se ven cit ies  found that 49 percent of the
guns used by eighteen- to twenty- four-y ea r-olds had been purchas ed within
the past three  ye ars , oft en by intermediari es ac ting on behalf of  the  rea l buy-
ers  (ATF 1999;  Butte r¬eld 1999b). In Chica go, for ex ample, 83 percent of the
thirty -¬ve  Bryco .380 semiautomatics used in homicides in 1996 were  les s
than three yea rs old; 76 percent of the  thirty -four Lorcin .380s used in homi-
cides  were l ess  than thre e y ear s old (ATF 1999) .

ªThe data are  hugel y signi¬cant, be cause it shows that the re is a str eam of
guns, espec ial ly semiautomatic  handguns, that ar e moving ver y rapidly out of
gun store s into the hands of cr iminals,º  say s David Kennedy, a Harvard
res ea rcher and the dir ec tor  of  the Boston Gun Proje ct,  which has helped
reduce juvenile  gun violence  in Boston in part by try ing to identify  and cra ck
down on gun dea ler s and intermediarie s who sell to minors. ªIt means this  is
something we c an ¬xº (Butter¬eld 1998) .

Nationwide, the deale r with the  most guns tra ced to it in 1998 was Badger
Guns and Ammo in West Milwaukee. In 1999  it posted a billboard proc laim-
ing that it had been ªVoted number one by the Milwaukee Journal,º ref err ing
to the  store 's ranking in the sal e of  tra ced crime guns as report ed by tha t
newspaper . The owners said the ranking and advert ising had helped their
busines s (McBride 1999).  

The ATF needs more re sourc es and more enforcement authority to help it
cra ck down on scof›aw gun deale rs. Like loc al polic e, ATF ag ents need to be
allowed to pose  as felons in sting opera tions.  Se rious deale r misconduct
should be upgraded from a misdemeanor to a felony. And the congre ssional
res tri ctions that ba r the  bureau from computer izing many of its  records
should be lift ed. 

The ATF needs to continue to work closel y with loc al authoriti es.  Many
urban polic e chief s have  begun to shift their  enforcement emphasi s. Inste ad
of focusing sol ely  on locking up cr iminal gun user s, these  of¬ce rs a re putting
more effort  into stopping guns from rea ching cr iminal hands. For many
ye ars , most polic e for ces  att ached litt le importance to tra cing a gun or try ing
to halt the supply  of guns to criminals and juveniles . When the  polic e se ized
a gun, they put it in an ev idence  locke r and often lat er resold it through a gun
deale r. This procedure  contras ted sharply with police  work on drugs, where
invest iga tor s routinely  reduced char ge s to low-leve l stre et de ale rs in an effort
to tra ck down kingpins (Butter¬eld 1999d).
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Many cit ies , including New York, Minneapoli s, Indianapoli s, Baltimore,
and St.  Louis, are  emphasi zing tra cking guns and cr acking down on ille gal
gun transfer s. St.  Louis  Mayor Clarence Harmon, who ser ved as polic e chief
during the ea rly  1990s , issued an order to tra ce eve ry  gun the police  found.
His of¬cer s dis cover ed that a handful of cor rupt gun deale rs in rural are as
were  sel ling to str aw purchase rs or  gun tra f¬ckers , who then resold the guns
out of the trunks of the ir car s. He ªc ame to belie ve that the gun manufac tur-
ers  had to know that ce rta in deale rs were  sel ling to guys on the  str eet , or
ought to knowº (Butte r¬eld 1999d).

The rec ent inc rea se in gun tra cing by urban polic e has shown that,  in most
cit ies , the  big ges t source  of crime guns was the network of licensed deale rs
opera ting within their home sta tes . ªThe most important eff ect  was to repla ce
the  hopeles sne ss of the late  '80s and ear ly '90s with a con¬dence that the right
measures  aimed at the right tar ge ts could interrupt the ›ow of guns to the  bad
guys.  Suddenly the seemingly intrac table debate  ove r gun control be came a
debate over  `gun-cr ime interdic tion' º (Larson 1999, 36) . 

Not only the polic e but also the publi c health community can pla y a role in
reducing av ailabil ity of  ¬rearms to inappropria te use rs. In California,  for
ex ample, the  prevention program in Contra Costa 's Health Se rvi ces  Depart-
ment found that in the ear ly 1990s,  most of the county' s gun deale rs  were  not
complying with sta te and local laws. For example, two-thirds did not have the
requir ed sta te cer ti¬ca te of  eli gibilit y, meaning that the y were  sel ling guns
without report ing their  sa les  to sta te  authori tie s; were not per forming the
neces sa ry ba ckg round checks on prospect ive  customers; and were probably
avoiding the  sta te sa les  tax . More than 80 per cent of the county' s dea ler s were
opera ting in res identi all y zoned ar eas , and 73 per cent lacked the required
local business  licenses.  The publi cat ion of such information led to incre ased
enforcement, further  local  ordinances,  and a dramatic reduct ion in the num-
ber of  lic ensed deale rs in that county  from 700 in 1995 to 144  in 1997 (Contra
Costa  County Health S erv ice s Department 1995 ).

Gun manufac turer s could do more to police  their  dea ler s and reduce ille -
ga l transa ctions. In a 2003 af¬davit  ¬led in a cas e aga inst the manufacturer s
brought by twelve  California cit ies  and countie s, Robert Ricke r, the former
chief  lobbyis t and executi ve  direc tor  of the Americ an Shooting Sports Coun-
cil  (then the  main gun indust ry trade  as soc iat ion),  tes ti¬ed tha t gun manu-
fac turer s knew that some deale rs corruptl y sold guns to criminals but pres-
sured one another  into remaining silent for  fea r of liabil ity . ªLeader s in the
industry  have  long known that gr eat er industry  act ion to prevent ille ga l trans-
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act ions is possible ,º par ticular ly through a network of manufac turer s' repre -
sentat ive s who sta y in close touch with deale rs.  But industr y of¬cia ls have
ªre sist ed taking constructi ve voluntar y act ion.º From 1992 through 1997, the
industry  convened annual meetings at which manufac turer s dis cussed
whether  they should tak e volunta ry  ac tion to bette r control the distr ibution
of guns. Unfortunatel y, ªthe preva iling view was that if the industr y took
act ion voluntar ily , it would be an admission of responsibil ity  for  the prob-
lem.º Such a ªse e no evi l, hear no ev ilº approach encoura ged ªa  culture of
ev asion of ¬rearms laws and r egula tionsº  (Butter¬eld 2003) . 

T H E  U N R E G U L A T E D  M A R K E T

Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold had gone to the Tanner gun show on Saturday and

they took me back with them on Sunday.  While we were  walking around, Eri c

and Dylan kept asking se ller s if they were pri va te or licensed. They wanted to buy

the ir guns from someone who was priva te and not lic ensed because there  would

be no paperwork or ba ckg round che ck.  It was too eas y. I wish it had been more

dif¬cult . I wouldn't have helped them buy the guns if I had fac ed a background

check.

ÐRobyn Anderson, te sti fying be for e the House Judici ary  

Committe e invest iga tion of the Columbine s chool kil lings,  January 27,  2000

The bigge st loophole in the re tai l market is that priva te sa lesÐwhich do not
involv e licensed deale rsÐare eff ec tiv ely  unregulated. It is es timated tha t 40
percent of ret ail  gun sa les oc cur be tween priva te individuals , at  ›ea markets
and gun shows, in backyards, and over the  Internet. Criminals and ter rorist s
can readil y obtain guns in the se pla ce s. And ter rorist s have  gone to gun shows
to obtain weapons (USA Today 2001; Lebowitz 2002).  There  is no feder ally
mandated record keeping when two priva te indiv iduals make a priva te
¬rearms sa le (Washington Post 1999) . 

No feder al rules ex ist  requir ing individuals who make ªocc asional sal esº
(an unde¬ned phra se)  to che ck on the ba ckg rounds of would-be purchas ers
or  ke ep records of the sal es, although a few sta tes , including Pennsyl vania  and
Maryland, have  imposed requir ements. Under feder al law, unlic ensed sel ler s
are  requir ed only not to sel l knowingly to f elons or minors.

Many priva te transf ers  of ¬rearms occur at gun shows; on av era ge , more
than one hundred gun shows take pla ce  ev ery  weekend, att ended by up to ¬ve
million people a ye ar.  Some vis itors cla im that it is not unusual  to see  signs at
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the shows that say ªNo Quest ions Askedº or obviousl y stolen milita ry
¬rearms being sold. Branch Davidian leader David Koresh, Oklahoma City
bomber Timothy McVeigh, and ser ial kil ler Thomas Lee Dillon all  bought
¬rearms at gun shows. Buford Furrow, the rac ist  kill er who shot children at a
Jewish community center  in Los Angeles  in 1999, bought sev era l of his
weapons at gun shows. And the guns used by the teenage  shoote rs in the Lit-
tle ton high school massac re in 1999 were purchased at a gun show (Fortgang
1999; Meier 1999b) . 

The boom in gun shows began with the passa ge  of the 1986 Fir ea rms Own-
ers ' Prote ction Act, which allowed lic ensed deale rs to se ll at gun shows in
their home sta tes , allowed unlicensed priva te indiv idual s to sel l their  personal
guns in much gre ate r quantiti es,  and res tri cted the  ATF's inspection author-
ity . The consequence of this loosening in the laws was descr ibed in a May 199 3
let ter  from Bill Bridgewate r, then ex ecutiv e direc tor of the  National Alliance
of Stocking Gun Dealers , to a U.S. House  subcommitte e:

There are  lite ra lly hundreds of ªgun showsº around the country  where
you may rent tables , displa y your ware s, sell  what you ple ase  to
whomever you ple as e and once  aga in the  sal e that is made with no
records, no quest ions and no papers, ea rns the  highest  sale s pr ice . . . .
There are  wide open ªgun showsº the length and breadth of the United
Sta tes , where in anyone may do as he chooses , including buy ¬rearms
for children. (Diaz  1999, 32 )

An exe cutiv e of a major hunting org aniza tion is quoted as sa ying, ªGun
shows used to be fun, full of rea l good hunting ri›es.  Now you go in and
they'r e sel ling pamphlets that tel l you how to make pipe bombs and how to
make your semiautomatic  gun into an automatic. These  people ar e not con-
cerned about hunting pheas antsº  (Bai 1999, 38) .

Lic ensed deal ers  sometimes sel l il leg all y a t these shows. They may cl aim to
be col lec tors but are  ac tually  full-t ime deale rs motivat ed by pro¬t to avoid the
tax es, paperwork, and background che cks  of  lic ensed sel ler s (Roanoke Times
1999).  It is also ille ga l for deale rs to se ll handguns to anyone under  ag e
twenty-one and long guns to anyone under  ag e eighteen. But the age  limit for
handguns sold in priva te sal es is eighteen, and there  is no age  limit for the  pri -
va te s ale  of long guns (U.S. Code, t itle  18 , s ect ion 92 2).

The solution to these  var ious problems is simply to requir e tha t all  gun
sal es go through licensed dea ler s so that teenage rs cannot buy handguns,

S U P P L Y



backg round checks can be performed on all sale s, and guns used in crime can
be tra ced from purchase r to purchase r. Currently,  many secondary sa les  do
not go through deale rs,  so the ownership path of a gun is rar ely  known. For
ex ample, aft er more than thr ee months of intensiv e work, invest iga tor s had
managed to tra ce  only one of the guns used at  the Little ton school massa cre
through all its buyers  and sell ers . Royce  Spain, a former gun store  owner and
deale r who at one time owned the TEC-DC9 used at Lit tle ton, sa ys that ªthe
gun shows have monopoliz ed the market. The stores  just can't  make it. . . .  If
I were  a gangste r I would go to a gun show. People with AK-47s walking up
and down the ais les . . . . It's  just a fes ter  spotº (Olinge r 1999a).  ªI f you'r e not
a lic ensee ,º ATF Specia l Agent S. H. McCampbell said, ªyou'r e only governed
by your consci ence.  And many of these people  hav e no conscienceº (Roanoke
Times 1999).

In 1999, the nation's  major polic e org aniza tions,  including the Interna-
tional Brotherhood of Polic e Of¬cer s and the International Associa tion of
Chiefs  of Police , unequivocal ly ca lled on Congres s to close the ªgun show
loophole º (Handgun Control 1999). 

It is not just gun shows that can be a problem. Criminals can also obtain
¬rearms by answering cla ssi¬ed ads. For ex ample, a federa lly  lic ensed deale r
denied Benjamin Smith a ¬rearm when a ba ckground check showed that a
res tra ining order had been issued aga inst him. Smith turned to the cla ssi¬ed
sec tion of the Peoria (Illinois) Journal Star to purchas e a .380- cal ibe r semiau-
tomatic handgun and a .22 -ca liber pistol from a priva te sel ler . Smith used the
guns in an inters tat e shooting spree , ki lling two and wounding nine befor e
kil ling himself. Gun control proponents ar e pushing for newspapers  to stop
running cla ssi¬ed ads for guns ( Join Together 2002).  

The Internet is be coming an incre as ingly popular  source  for both leg al and
ille ga l gun sal es.  ªHundreds of merchants  on the Internet  are  sel ling ri›es,
revolv ers  and semiautomatic  pis tols and they can get  you one as quickly as
Amazon.com can send you a book, only with les s paperworkº (Reuter s 1999) .
While it is ille gal  to ship a ¬rearm acros s sta te lines to anyone other than a
federa l ¬re arms deale r, most of the online se ller s conta cted by one journalis t
were  willing to se ll him a gun dir ect ly,  without ev en ask ing his  ag e (Orr 1999).
Again, to limit sal es to felons, we need regulations mandating tha t all sa les  go
through dea ler s, new laws that gi ve the ATF bette r enforcement power, and
appropriations that gi ve  the a gency  more re sources  for enforcement. 

Finall y, theft  and gunrunning ar e also responsible for  a lar ge portion of the
ille ga l gun trade. For example, be tween 1989 and 1996 in Florida, the  Metro-
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Dade County Police Department rec eiv ed more than ten thousand report s of
¬rearms stolen in burgl ari es.  Each report  is for  an incident of burgl ary , so the
tot al number of ¬rearms stolen is far  gre ate r. A Dade County grand jury con-
cluded,

We hav e re ached one inesc apable  and shameful conclusion. When we
leg all y arm ourse lve s for  our own prote ction, we may be inadvert ently
arming the ve ry pe rsons we are  se eking to prote ct ourse lve s ag ainst. The
sta tis tic s from the Metro-Dade Polic e Department prove  that a sub-
stantial number of stolen ¬rearms come from our homes, our car s, and
our busines ses . . . . A nec ess ary  component of any right to lawfully pos-
ses s a ¬re arm should be the  requirement that we do so in a re sponsible
manner.  . . . Any ¬rearms we ke ep in our homes must be maintained in
a sa fe or other secure conta iner to pre vent their theft,  especi all y when
we ar e not at home. Any ¬rearms we choose to leg ally  ke ep in our ca rs
must be secured in a locked compartment stronge r than a glove  box to
prevent their  theft,  espe cia lly when we are not seated in that car. (Dade
County Grand Jury  1997,  11)

As dis cussed in chapte r 6, many youth and criminals in res tri cti ve gun
sta tes  obtain their  ¬rearms through gunrunning fol lowed by secondary -mar-
ke t sal es.  Avail abl e tra cing data show the in›uence of gunrunning from per-
missive  to more res tri cti ve s tat es.  Florida has ve ry  permissive gun laws, while
New York has v er y re str ict ive  gun l aws. In Miami, 70 perc ent of guns used in
adole scent crime and 77 per cent of guns used in young adult crime originally
came from Florida. By contr as t, in New York City, only 6 perc ent of guns
used in adole scent cr ime and 10 percent of guns used in young adult  crime
originall y came from New York sta te. It is dif¬cult  to think of any  other com-
mon consumer item that 90 percent of the time was ori ginall y sold at ret ail  in
some other  sta te . The majority  of  guns used ille gal ly by  ¬ft een- to twenty-
four-y ea r-olds in New York City came from ¬ve southern sta tesÐVirginia ,
North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgi a, and Florida (ATF 1999) . 

Analy sis  of  the data from communiti es that have be en involved in the ATF
tra cing program indica te that,  as expec ted, (a ) the per centag e of guns tra ced
to out-of-s tat e source s is gre ate r for  juvenile s than adult s (since most adults
can leg all y purchas e guns in most communitie s),  and (b) the percentage  of
guns tra ced to out-of-s tat e source s is gr eat est  in sta tes  with the  most str ingent
gun control laws (Donenfeld 1999; Cook and Braga  2001). The problem lie s
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not only with scof›aw deale rs but with the entire secondar y market , includ-
ing trades a t gun shows and other priv ate  tr ansfe rs.  

S UMMA R Y

Gun manufacturer s ar e more inter est ed in pro¬ts  than in publi c health and
saf ety . And although ¬re arms are  one of the  most dangerous consumer prod-
ucts, the  sa fety  of  guns is les s re gulated than vi rtuall y any other commodity. 

As the National Highway Traf¬c Saf ety  Administra tion and the  Environ-
mental Protec tion Agency regula te automobiles , a federa l agency should be
responsible for  ensuring that guns are  manufactured with public saf ety  in
mindÐby helping to incre as e the  ef¬ca cy of  law enforcement and decre as e
the  dange r from ¬rearms. The his tory of ¬rearm manufac turer s in the United
Sta tes  makes it cle ar that gov ernment effor ts ar e needed to ensure that eve ry
gun has a unique, tamper- res ist ant ser ial  number; that ¬rearms mark or
¬ngerprint each bulle t as it is ¬red; and tha t cas ele ss ammunition does not
become the ammunition of choic e for  criminals. Government regula tion is
also needed to ensure that guns meet minimum saf ety  requir ements (e .g.,
the y should not ¬re when dropped). Like medicine bottl es,  guns should be
childproof,  and like cameras, guns should have  loading indic ators.  Magazine
saf eti es should be standard equipment for pistols  to prev ent guns from ¬ring
when the clips ar e removed, and saf ety  fea tures  should be standardized ac ros s
manufac turer s. 

A feder al agency is needed to provide quick regula tory overs ight for new
technology. The ag ency' s goal would be to promote innovation in the dir ec -
tion of public  sa fety  ra ther than public endange rment.

Se rious problems also ex ist in the distr ibution of ¬rearms. Currentl yÐas
inner- cit y youth knowÐit is far  too ea sy for juveniles  and felons to obtain
guns. An encoura ging sign is that many urban polic e departments are  taking
a prev entive  (publi c health) approa ch to reducing gun violence . Instead of
focusing exc lusiv ely  on locking up criminal gun use rs, polic e have begun to
put more sy stematic  effor t into stopping guns from rea ching criminal hands.
Gun tra cing has shown that a rel ati vel y small number of deale rs ar e responsi-
ble  for supplying most of the guns used in crime and that many of the guns
used in cr ime are  quite  new. These  fac ts sugge st that interdicting the  ill ega l
supply of ¬rearms might substantia lly  reduce  gun-re lat ed crime. The ATF
needs more power and more resource s to eff ect ive ly enforce  the laws dealing
with the il leg al distr ibution of ¬re arms.
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New laws are needed to reduce the ›ow of guns to criminals through the
secondar y market.  Most priva te sal es at gun shows, ›ea markets , over the
Internet, and so for th currently oc cur without backg round checks or  gove rn-
ment overs ight. This enormous regulatory  loophole  needs to be closed. Vir-
tua lly all  ¬re arm transfer s should be required to go through lic ensed deale rs
to allow proper ba ckground checks of purchaser s and provide some govern-
ment control.
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CH A P T E R 8 P O L I C Y B AC KG ROUND

For more than 200 ye ars , the federa l court s have unanimously determined that

the  Second Amendment conce rns only the  arming of the people  in ser vic e to an

organized sta te militi a; it does not guar antee  immediate  acc ess  to guns for  priva te

purpose s. The nation can no longer af ford to let  the gun lobby's distortion of the

Constitution cripple eve ry rea sonable at tempt to implement an eff ect ive  national

polic y towards guns and cr ime. 

ÐFormer U.S. Attorneys General  Nicholas Katzenbach, Ramsey Clark, Elliot

L. Richardson, Edward H. Levi, Grif¬n B. Bell , and Benjamin R. Civil ett i

Presc ribing rea sonable and fea sible ¬re arm polic ies for the United St ate s
requir es underst anding the context  in which American ¬re arms polic y is set .
The s tar ting point for any dis cussion of this topic  must be the U.S. Constitu-
tionÐspeci¬ca lly,  the Se cond Amendment, which is sometimes cla imed to
limit possible polic y alt ernati ves . After  examining these  arguments, the chap-
ter  turns to U.S. public opinion concerning va rious polic y options. Finally ,
the  chapte r descr ibes the  empirica l lit era ture on the eva luation of past ¬re arm
regula tions.

T H E  S E C OND  AM E NDM EN T

Debates  about gun polic y typic all y include a dis cussion of the  Se cond
Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. The lar ge  majority  of Americans (60 to
90 per cent)  be liev e that the  U.S. Constitution provides  for the right of  priva te
gun ownership, and the majorit y of gun owners (55  per cent)  be lie ve tha t
str ict er gun measure s would violat e tha t per ce ived right (Chafee  199 2;
Blendon, Young, and Hemenway 1996) . The media perpetuat es these  views
(Byck 1998) , but they are  incorre ct.

Many of the  members  of  the  Continenta l Congres s, which adopted the



Articles of Confederation in 1777, distrusted centralized government. The Arti-
cles specified that every state ªshall always keep up a well regulated and disci-
plined militia, suf¬ciently armed and accoutredº to be ready for action, but did
not include a proviso on any private right to bear arms (DeConde 2001).

Similar ly,  the Se cond Amendment of the U.S. Constitution focused on the
milit ia. The amendment reads,  in its  entir ety , ªA well re gulated Militi a, be ing
neces sa ry to the security  of a fre e St ate , the right of the people to keep and
bear Arms, sha ll not be infringed.º When the National Ri›e Associa tion
(NRA) pla ced the  words of the Se cond Amendment near the front door of its
former national headquart ers , it  omitted the ¬rst thirte en words.

When the U.S. Constitution was adopted, ea ch sta te had its  own militi a, an
organized milit ary  for ce comprised of ordinary cit izens ser ving as part- time
soldiers . The purpose of the milit ia was to se cure each sta te aga inst threa ts
from without (e .g.,  invas ions)  and threat s from within (e. g.,  riots) .

It has be en cla imed tha t the Second Amendment provides individual
Americans with a constitutional right to have ¬rearms for personal sel f-
de fense ; some people also ar gue that this right is cruci al to allow individual
Americans to ris e up to combat government tyr anny. While the intell ectual
and historic al records ar e not completel y cle ar , they seem to provide litt le
support  for these  posit ions. Like the  Tenth Amendment, the Se cond Amend-
ment appea rs to focus on the re lat ionship between the  federa l gove rnment
and s tat e governments.

Neither the natural  rights tradit ion of John Locke nor the Engli sh const itu-
tional tradit ion of Willi am Blackstone provides much evidence  for an indi-
vidual  rather than a col lec tiv e interpre ta tion of the  Se cond Amendment.
Locke emphasized the importance of the soc ial contra ct:  when an individual
enter s civ il socie ty,  ªhe giv es upº his  power ªof doing whatsoeve r he thought
¬t for the prese rva tion of himself.º The ver y notion of poli tic al soci ety  is that
rights should be determined and disputes  resolved not through priva te judg-
ment of ea ch individual ba cked by priva te for ce  but ra ther by the publi c judg-
ment of the community . By contras t, the unres tra ined use of  forc e according
to one's  own priva te judgment leads to a war of all  ag ainst all,  which actually
undermines ra ther than furthe rs the goal of  sel f-pre ser va tion (Heyman 2000,
24 3). 

As for re sist ing ty ranny,  Locke  focused on the right of re volution, which he
said belongs to the community, or the  people as a whole. Black stone also
rej ect ed a view that would ªa llow to eve ry individual the right of determining
[when re sist ance  is appropria te]  and of employing priva te for ce to re sist  ev en
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priva te oppress ion.º Such a doctr ine is ªproductiv e of ana rchy, and in conse -
quence equally fat al to c ivil  libert y a s ty ranny its elf º (Heyman 2000, 25 8) .

Some his tor ians, but not all  (Malcolm 1994), also believ e tha t Engli sh his-
tor y provides litt le support for the individual right to own weapons. The
ancient const itution did not include it; it was not in the Magna Carta  of  121 5
or  the Petit ion of Rights of 162 8. No ear ly Engli sh government would hav e
considered giv ing the individual such a right. The Game Act of 167 1 limited
the right to have a gun to wealthy individuals. Artic le VII of the Decla ra -
tion/Bill of Rights of 16 89 also res tri cted the right to the upper cla sse s: ªThat
the  Subje cts  which ar e Prote stants  may hav e Arms for their defence  suitable
to their  Condition and as allowed by Law,º with the phras e ªsuitable  to their
conditionº ser ving as a euphemism for socioeconomic sta tus. Historian L. G.
Schwoerer  (2000)  concludes  that Artic le VII was a gun control measure
draft ed by upper-c las s Prote stants . In 169 3, the Whigs did introduce  a rider to
the  Game Act ªto enable eve ry Prote stant to ke ep a musket in his  house for his
defence , not withstanding this or any  other a ctº  (50) . However, the r ider was
defea ted 169 to 65. 

The his tor y of the writing of the Second Amendment also provides  litt le
support  for  an individual- rights  interpre ta tion. The Constitutional Conven-
tion was cal led because of  the fai lure of the national government under  the
Artic les  of Confede rat ion. The del eg ate s at  the  Philadelphia convention
fea red a weak government incapable  of repell ing for eign invas ions or sup-
press ing domesti c insurre ctions. The Feder ali sts , who dominated the  conven-
tion, wanted a strong centr al government, including a standing army, which
could be supplemented by a tra ined, well-r egula ted milit ia (Finkelman 2000). 

At Pennsyl vania 's rat ify ing convention, the  Antif ede ral ists  were soundly
defea ted. After  the  convention, they publi shed their  rea sons for dis sent,
which included fourte en proposed amendments to the U.S. Constitution.
Some of these  were  lat er incorpora ted, almost word for word, into the Bill of
Rights. Others were not. One, for ex ample, as ser ted that ªthe inhabitants  of
the  se ver al sta tes  sha ll hav e libert y to fowl and hunt in sea sonable times . . .
and in like manner to ¬sh in all  navig able water s.º  Another provided ªthat  the
people have a right to bea r arms for the  def ense of  themselves  . . . or  for  the
purpose  of ki lling game . . . ; and as standing armies in the time of peace  are
dangerous to libert y, they ought not to be kept up.º A third dec lar ed ªthat  the
power of organiz ing, arming and dis ciplining the militi a . . . remain with the
individual s ta tes º (Rakove 2000, 134±35) .
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The same men who wrote the Constitution also wrote the Bill of Rights.
The Federa lis ts complete ly and totall y dominated the Congre ss of 1789. They
were  not intere sted in cre at ing or prote ct ing the right to kill  game, to hunt in
sea sonal times, to ¬sh in all nav igable  water s, or to bear arms for the defense
of themselv es . The demands for these  explic it rights  were  on the  table and
could ea sily  hav e be en put into the  Bil l of  Rights . They were not. However,
the  Feder ali sts  were  willing to assure the Antifedera list s tha t the national gov-
ernment would not dismantle  or  disarm the s tat e milit ias  (Finkelman 2000) . 

Federal ist James Madison's ¬rst dra ft of the proposed amendment read, ªA
well- regulated militi a, composed of the  body of the people,  be ing the be st
security  of  a fre e state , the right of the  people to ke ep and bear  arms shall not
be infringed; but no person re lig iousl y s crupulous shall  be  compelled to bear
arms.º This language  cle ar ly concerns the militi a. It sta rts  with the  milit ia, it
talks about the  ªbody of the peopleº  ra ther than individual inhabitants , and it
ex cludes consc ientious objec tor s from the requir ement of joining the  militi a.
Indeed, much of the  debate ove r the amendment concerned the propriety  of
ex empting relig iously  scrupulous persons from the obliga tion to bea r arms if
summoned to do so (Rakove 2000). Nowhere in the debate  conce rning this
amendment was there  the slightest  hint about a priva te or  individual right to
own a weapon (Finkelman 2000).

The under lying debat e concerning the Second Amendment was about lim-
iting the  powers  of the proposed national government, not about limiting the
polic e powers of  individual sta tes . At issue was where  the boundarie s be tween
national and sta te responsibiliti es would lie . Many Americans fea red standing
armies and hoped that the maintenance of a well-r egula ted militi a would
eliminate the need for a subst antia l national milit ary  est ablishment (Rakove
2000).

The milit ia was an institution cre ated by gove rnment. One of the Antif ed-
era list s' fea rs was tha t the national gove rnment would dis arm the sta te' s cit i-
zenry,  not by con¬scating weapons but by fai ling to provide cit izens with mil-
ita ry arms, which they rar ely  posse ssed or maintained. Antifederal ist  George
Mason argued for an expres s decla rat ion that the sta te gov ernments might
arm and dis cipline the milit ia should Congres s fai l to do so. Madison ar gued
that the power to arm the militi a would in fac t remain a concurrent one,
shared between feder al and s tat e governments (Rakove 2000).

The debate  over the Se cond Amendment also dealt  with the role of the
milit ia in suppres sing insurrec tion, and aga in what was at  stake was the ques-
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tion of which lev el of governmentÐstate or nationalÐwould be empowered
to use the militia . But to all it was clea r that the militia  was to be used to help
defea t insurrec tions; there  was no plan for an armed cit izenry, independent of
government, act ing as a main deter rent ag ainst despotism (Rakove 2000).
While some of the  ear ly sta te  consti tutions, written during the  revolution, not
surprisingly endorsed the right of re volution, the framers of the Constitution
did not endorse  such a right for  their  own democrat ic republic.  Every  two
years  there  would be an opportunit y to parti cipat e in an orderly  process  to
replac e the ex isting gov ernment (Finkelman 2000).

With the ex ception of one re cent ca se (United States v. Emerson, 270 F. 3d
203 [5th Cir. 2001]) , the feder al courts  have  consi stently ruled that the  Second
Amendment conce rns a well- regulated (or org anized) milit iaÐwhich the
court s currently de¬ne as the National GuardÐand does not guarantee or
prote ct an individual's right to own or posse ss a ¬rearm (Vernick and Teret
199 3; Henigan, Nicholson, and Hemenway 1995).

In the Emerson cas e, a federa l judge in Texa s did something tha t no federa l
court  had done for  more than six ty yea rsÐhe held tha t the Second Amend-
ment prote cts  an individual's right to keep and bear arms. His decis ion that
an individual under a domestic  violence  re str aining order had a right to own
a gun was rev er sed at the superior  court  lev el,  but two of the judges  expres sed
the ir view that the Second Amendment prote cts  an individual 's right to pos-
ses s ¬re arms. Some have  argued that this view is dic taÐunnece ssa ry to the
outcome of the  ca se and not binding on other courts. In 2002,  Attorney Gen-
era l John Ashcroft pushed further , rev ers ing Justi ce Department pre cedent by
procl aiming that the  Se cond Amendment did confer  an individual ri ght.

Later  in 2002, in Silveira v. Lockyer, (31 2 F. 3d 105 2 [9th Cir. 2002]) , the
Ninth Circuit Feder al Court of Appeals  unanimously  upheld California' s
str ict  ass ault weapons ban and rebutt ed the idea of  a constitutionally pro-
tec ted individual right to bea r arms. ªThe [S econd] Amendment was not
adopted to afford rights  to individuals with respect to priva te ownership or
posse ssion.º

The U.S. Supreme Court's las t word on the Second Amendment came in
1939 (United States v. Miller, 307 U.S. 174  [19 39] ). Defendants in the  cas e had
been convict ed of transporting an unreg iste red sawed-off shotgun acros s
sta te lines.  They appea led under the 19 34 Fir ea rms Act, cla iming tha t it vio-
lat ed the Second Amendment and was there for e unconsti tutional. The
Supreme Court reje cted tha t argument, holding that the purpose of  the Se c-
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ond Amendment was ªto insure the viabil ity of sta te militi as. º The unani-
mous Court st ated,

In the absence of  any evidence tending to show that posse ssion or use of
a shotgun hav ing a ba rre l of les s than eighteen inches in length at  this
time has some rea sonable rel ationship to the pre se rva tion or ef¬ciency
of a well-r egula ted militi a, we cannot sa y that the Second Amendment
guarante es the  right to ke ep and bea r such an instrument. ( id. at  176)

In subsequent yea rs, the Supreme Court has consis tently  re fused to reopen
the issue. In 198 3, for ex ample, it let  stand a decis ion upholding a Morton
Grove, Illinois,  ordinance  that banned the posse ssion of handguns within its
borders  (Quilici v. Morton Grove, 695  F.2d 261 [7th Cir.  19 82] , cert. denied 464
U.S. 863  [19 83] ). The polic y measures to be sugges ted in the  remainder of this
book ar e not near ly a s r est ric tiv e a s the Morton Grove ordinance .

In June 2002, the Supreme Court refused to review the Emerson case. It also
refused to review a 2001 Oklahoma case (United States v. Haney, 264 F. 3d 1161
[10th Cir. 2001]) in which the Tenth Circuit Court of Appeals in Denver ruled,
consistent with case law, that a gun control law does not violate the Second
Amendment ªunless it impairs the state's ability to maintain a well-regulated
militia.º The militia, it added, is ªa governmental organizationº(id. at 1165); it is
not individuals possessing their own guns. The U.S. Supreme Court may even-
tually have to weigh in on these recent con›icting interpretations.

A ›avor of the pre vious consistency and de¬niti veness  of the  courts' inter-
preta tion of the S econd Amendment is  provided by some rec ent rulings:

ªAs the language  of  the  [Se cond] Amendment its elf  indica tes , it was not
framed with individual rights in mind. . . . Reasonable gun control leg -
isla tion is cle ar ly within the  polic e power of the Sta te and must be
acc epted by the  individual though it impose a res tra int or burden on
himº (Burton v. Sills, 53 NJ 86, 106 [1968 ]).

ªS ince the  Se cond Amendment right `to ke ep and bear arms' appli es
only to the right of the sta te to maintain a milit ia, and not to the indi-
vidual 's right to bear arms, there  can be no ser ious cla im to any expres s
const itutional  right of  an individual to posse ss a ¬re armº (Stevens v.
United States, 440 F. 2d 144 , 149 [6th Cir. 197 1]) .
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ªAppell ant's theory . . . is that by the Se cond Amendment to the United
Sta tes  Constitution he is entitl ed to bear arms. Appellant is completel y
wrong about thatº (Eckert v. City of Philadelphia, 47 7 F.  2d 610, 610 [3d
Cir.],  cert. denied, 414 U.S. 839 [ 197 3]) .

ªIt  is cle ar that the Second Amendment guarantees  a colle cti ve rather
than an individual rightº  (United States v. Warin, 530 F.  2d 103 , 106 [6 th
Cir.],  cert. denied, 426 U.S. 94 8 [ 19 76] ).

ªThe Second Amendment guarante es  no right to ke ep and bear a
¬rearm that does not have some rea sonable rel ationship to the  prese r-
va tion or ef¬ciency of a well re gulated Milit iaº  (Lewis v. United States,
44 5 US 55, 66 [ 1980] ).

ªConstruing [the languag e of the Se cond Amendment] ac cording to its
pla in meaning, it seems cle ar that the right to bea r arms is inextr icably
connect ed to the prese rv ation of a milit ia.  . . . We conclude that the
right to ke ep and bear arms is not guar anteed by the Second Amend-
mentº (Quilici v. Village of Morton Grove, 695 F. 2d 261, 265  [7th Cir.
198 2]) .

ªConsidering this his tor y, we cannot conclude tha t the  Se cond Amend-
ment protec ts the individual posse ssion of milit ary  weaponsº  (United
States v. Hale, 978  F. 2d 1016,  1019 [8th Cir. 199 2]) .

ªThe [S econd] Amendment protec ts the people 's right to mainta in an
eff ect ive  sta te milit ia, and does  not est ablish an individual right to own
or posse ss ¬re arms for personal or other useº  (Silveira v. Lockyer, 312  F.
3d 1052,  1066 [9 th Cir. 2002] ).

Indeed, even including the Emerson cas e, no federa l ¬re arms leg isl ation has
been struck down on Se cond Amendment grounds.  When the gun lobby
brings ca ses  aga inst feder al gun res tri ctions, it ra rely  use s the Se cond Amend-
ment and inste ad cla ims unconstitutionality  ba sed on the Tenth Amend-
ment, which deals  with the separa tion of powers be tween the feder al and sta te
governments, or other consti tutional prov isions (Vernick and Tere t 1999 ).

Expert intere st groups have  cle arl y sta ted posit ions in support of the col-
lec tiv e interpre ta tion of the Se cond Amendment. The American Civil Liber -
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tie s Union (ACLU), the organiza tion that is probably the staunchest sup-
porte r of  the  Bil l of Rights, be lie ves  that the  const itutional right to bear arms
is primarily a col lec tiv e one, des igned to protec t sta tes ' right to maintain mili-
tia s to assure fre edom and security  aga inst the  centra l government. ªIn
today 's world that ide a is somewhat anachronis tic  and in any cas e would
requir e weapons much more powerful than handguns or hunting ri›es. º The
ACLU thus belie ves  that the Se cond Amendment does  not prohibit ªre ason-
able re gulation of gun ownership, such as lic ensing and reg ist rat ionº (ACLU
1999).  The ACLU's Policy  47  sta tes , ªThe ACLU agree s with the Supreme
Court's  long-s tanding interpre tat ion of the Se cond Amendment that the
individual's  right to bear arms appli es only to the  prese rv ation or ef¬ciency of
a well- regula ted milit ia. Except for lawful polic e and milita ry purposes , the
posse ssion of weapons by individuals  is not const itutionally  prote cted.
Therefore,  there  is no constitutional impediment to the re gulation of
¬rearmsº (ACLU 1999).

The American Bar Associat ion, which repres ents more than four hundred
thousand attorneys , has  a long-s tanding position on the Second Amendment
that is  consist ent with the courts ' interpreta tion.

Few issues  have  be en more dis torted and clutte red by misinformation
than this one. There  is no confusion in the law its elf.  The str ict est  gun
control laws in the  nation have be en upheld ag ainst Se cond Amend-
ment chall enge. . . . Yet the  perc eption tha t the Se cond Amendment is
somehow an obsta cle  to Congres s and sta te and local leg isl ati ve bodie s
fashioning laws to regula te ¬rearms remains a perv asi ve myth. . . . As
lawyer s, as repres entat ive s of the leg al profe ssion, and as recogniz ed
exper ts on the meaning of the Constitution and our sy stem of justic e,
we share  a responsibility  to ªsa y what the  law is. º . . . The argument tha t
the  Se cond Amendment prohibits all  Sta te or Federa l regula tion of cit-
izens' ownership of ¬rea rms has no va lidity  whatsoeve r. (American Bar
Assoc iat ion 1999)

In the  past two decades, many leg al scholar s have  cla imed that the courts
have misinterpreted the intent of the Second Amendment (e. g., Kates  198 3;
Levinson 1989; Malcolm 1994;  Van Alstyne 1994) . Other scholar s cla im to
refute the re vis ionists  (e .g.,  Henigan 199 1; Willi ams 199 1; Wills  1995;  Dorf
2000; Finkelman 2000; Heyman 2000; Rakove 2000; Schwoere r 2000; Uville r
and Merkel 2000).  Perhaps the most intere sting new thesis argues  tha t Madi-
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son wrote the Se cond Amendment to as sure the southern sta te s that Congres s
would not undermine the  sla ve  sys tem by dis arming the milit ias , which were
the  principal instruments of sla ve  control throughout the South (Bogus
199 8).

Courts have the power of reinterpre ting the  law, and the Constitution can
be amended. For at lea st the pre vious six ty yea rs , courts  in the  United Sta tes
have genera lly  held that the  U.S. Constitution does not provide individuals
with any right to own or car ry  a ¬re arm, apart  from its connection with the
ªpres erv ation or ef¬ciency º of the milit ia. Owning a gun is a pri vil eg e. Most
important, the Constitution does not pre vent rea sonable  gun polic ies . As
summarized by Americ an Bar Associa tion Pres ident R. W. Ide I II,

It is time we overcome the destructiv e myth perpetuated by gun control
opponents  about the Se cond Amendment. . . . Federal  and sta te court s
have re ached in this century a consensus interpret ation of the Se cond
Amendment that permits the  ex erc ise  of broad power to limit priva te
acc ess  to ¬rea rms by a ll le ve ls of gove rnment. ( 1994)

Even in the aberr ant Emerson ca se,  the court s ruled tha t an individual under
a r est raining order does  not hav e a  right to posse ss a ¬rea rm. 

It is sometimes cla imed that the Se cond Amendment helps guar antee  that
an armed cit izenry  will be  able to overthrow potentia l tyr anny of the  federa l
government. However , this notion appea rs lar ge ly ahistori ca l. American Rev-
olutionary leade rs were  never  of a mind to permit armed rebel lions ag ainst
the ir governance. For example, in 1786, when debt- ridden farmers, led by
Daniel Shay s, rose up in arms to demand that the Massachuse tts sta te gov-
ernment reduce their  tax es , the federa l Congres s authori zed troops to help
suppres s the rebellion. Similarly , in 1794, when weste rn Pennsyl vania farmers
rose in arms to block collec tion of a feder al tax on distil led liquor, the upris -
ing was crushed by troops headed by General s George Washington and Light
Horse  Harry Lee.  

On both occas ions, sel f-s tyled patriots  were objec ting to what they saw as
act s of  ty ranny. The Se cond Amendment was not about instig at ing insurrec -
tionÐas a Timothy McVeigh might planÐbut about enabling government
to combat it.  In the absence of  an organized police  for ce in the  eighteenth
century, it was expected tha t the militi a's  pr imary  responsibility  would be
internal security  ra ther than defense  ag ainst invasion (Dorf 2000).

The governmental response to the Whiskey  Rebellion, like the  ea rlie r Shays
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upris ing, rev ea led ªthe est ablishment's lack of respect for the ide a that dis-
sat is¬ed cit izens could keep ¬re arms and use them aga inst the will of the gov-
ernment, ev en if  the insurgents considered the reg ime tyr annic alº  (DeConde
2001,  41 ). 

When the Bil l of Rights was added to the Constitution, eve ry sta te had
some form of ¬re arms regulation. In the debate  about the Second Amend-
ment, no one argued that its  pa ssa ge might hinder  the sta te' s authori ty to re g-
ula te ¬re arms, because the Se cond Amendment was not about individual
rights. In 2000, a group of more than forty  historians and law profes sors
signed a let ter  to the NRA pre sident, Charl ton Heston, publi ciz ed in an
adver tis ement in the New York Times, sta ting that ªthe law is well- set tled that
the  Second Amendment permits broad and intensiv e regulation of ¬re armsº
(Bogus 2000).

P U B L I C  O P I N I O N

Public support for the regulation of ¬re arms is strong and widespread. . . . In gen-

era l, people endorse  measure s to regula te guns, increa se gun saf ety , and reduce

gun violence,  ex cept for polic ies  that entai l a bl anket prohibition on owning

guns.

ÐT. W. Smith

The American public has been polled for more than six ty ye ars about
¬rearms, and the larg e majority  has consi stentl y supported stronger gun reg -
ula tions.  Year aft er ye ar,  eve ry  independent national polling ¬rmÐwhether
Gallup, Roper, Harri s, Yankelovich, the National Opinion Resea rch Center
(NORC), CBS, ABC, or CNNÐreport s the same ¬ndings.  Most Americans
and even most gun owners favor  more gove rnment control over ¬rearms.

Some quest ions have  been asked on nat ional  surve ys for decades. Since
1959 Gallup and NORC have asked a random sample of adult s, ªWould you
favor or  oppose a law which would requir e a pe rson to obtain a police  permit
before he or she  could buy a gun?º  Few sta tes  or  loc ali tie s have  such a require -
ment. Yet ev ery  yea r, between 69 and 81 percent of respondents hav e
answered ªy esº  to this quest ion (Young et al.  1996) . The results are  amazingly
consi stent ye ar aft er yea r.

When asked about speci¬c gun control measures that have  be en men-
tioned in policy  dis cussions, Americans favor  vir tua lly ev ery  one exc ept for
the  banning of handguns or long guns.  Consider the result s from three sur-
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ve ys conducted by NORC between 1996 and 199 8 (Smith 1999). Although
none of these  measures is currently mandated by federa l law,

1. 95  per cent of Americans favor  saf ety  and qualit y standards for
domestica lly  manufactured handguns comparable  to those  that
imported handguns must meet;

2. 90 per cent support mandatory gun saf ety  tra ining befor e a person
can buy a  gun;

3. 90 per cent favor  requir ing tha t ser ial  numbers on guns be tamper
res ist ant;

4. 88 pe rcent ba ck having all  new handguns be designed so that the y
ªcannot be ¬red by a young child's  small handsº ;

5. 85  pe rcent want both a ¬ve-day waiting period and a ba ckground
check befor e a  handgun can be  purchased;

6. 85 per cent endorse  mandatory r eg ist rat ion of handguns;
7. 82  pe rcent support a requirement that pis tol s have  magaz ine

saf eti es;
8. 82 pe rcent support  requir ing a police  permit befor e a gun can be

purchased;
9. 80 percent want owners to be liable  if a gun is not stored properl y

and i s misused by a child;
10. 79 percent favor requiring background checks for  sal es be tween pri-

va te individuals ;
11. 79  percent favor  making manufacturer s liable  for  any injuri es that

result from defec ts in the design or manufa cturing of guns;
12. 78  pe rc ent ba ck the  requir ement that guns be s tor ed unloaded;
13. 77  pe rcent back the requir ement that t rig ge r locks  be used;
14. 77 pe rcent be lie ve that the sa le of handgun ammunition should be

regula ted in the s ame manner as  the s ale  of handguns;
15. 75  pe rcent want the feder al government to regulate  the sa fety  de sign

of guns;
16. 75 percent think Congres s should hold hea rings to inves tig ate  the

pract ice s of  the gun industry , much like the tobac co indust ry hear-
ings;

17. 73  pe rcent want to ban the sa le of al l high-capacit y gun magazines;
18. 73  per cent favor having all  new handguns come with an indica tor to

show whether the weapon is  loaded;
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19. 72 percent want mandatory reg istr ation of long guns (ri›es and
shotguns);

20. 70 percent ba ck requir ing tha t all  new handguns be personaliz ed so
tha t only  a weapon's owner will be able  to ¬re i t;

21. 69  per cent want to exc lude from the American market imported
guns that c annot be bought by ci tiz ens in their  country  of  or igin;

22 . 60 percent favor  allowing conce aled-c arr y pe rmits only for  those
with spe cia l needs, such a s priv ate  de tec tiv es; and

23. 54 percent want a ban on the domesti c manufac ture of  ªsmall,  ea s-
ily  conceal ed, and inexpensiv e handguns.º

By contras t, 

24 . only 39  per cent support res tric ting the posse ssion of handguns to
ªthe poli ce and other authoriz ed personsº ; and

25. only 16 perc ent want ªa  total ban on handguns.º  

The groups most likely  to support  these new polici es are  women and
non±gun owners . St ill, a majorit y of men support all of  the  ¬rst twenty -three
polic ies . And ev en among gun owners,  who repre sent only 25  percent of the
adult  populat ion, a majority  favor  twenty-one of the ¬rst twenty- three  poli-
cie s lis ted (only  49  percent favor  the mandatory re gis tra tion of ri›es and shot-
guns and 37 percent fa vor  res tri cting conce aled gun car rying to polic e and
those with specia l needs).

The NORC's 2001 surve y giv es lar ge ly similar result s (Smith 2001). And it
is not just the NORC surve ys  that obtain such result s. All polls show strong
popular  support for  new governmental regula tions, short of a ban on hand-
guns or all  ¬rearms. For ex ample, a 1999 random national poll conducted by
CNN/Gallup/USA Today found tha t 83  pe rcent of respondents favor ed ªa  law
which would requir e background checks be for e peopleÐincluding gun dea l-
ersÐcould buy guns at gun shows,º 79  percent favor ed ªthe reg ist rat ion of all
handguns,º and 68 perc ent favored ªa ban on the manufa cture , sale and pos-
ses sion of semi-automatic ass ault guns,  such as the AK-47º (National Jour-
nal's Cloakroom 1999).

A 1999 ABC News/Washington Post national  poll found that 90 percent of
respondents supported background checks at gun shows, 79 per cent fa vor ed
mandatory trig ger  locks , 75 pe rcent favor ed reg istr ation of handgun owners,
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and 66 percent favor ed a ban on Internet gun sal es. Majoriti es favor such
polic ies , even among men, Republi cans,  and gun owners. Americans were
split ev enly on a ban on concea led-weapon car ry ing, while  only 32 percent
favor ed a ban on all  handgun sa les  (Merkle  1999).  A subsequent poll by  the
same group l arg ely  dupli cat ed these  re sults (National Journal 2000).

Whenever a quest ion has been ask ed on independent national polls  over
the  past dec ade s, a siz able majority  of Americans has favor ed ªst ric ter  gun
control lawsº as well as the reg istr ation of handguns and long guns,  the Brady
Bill, ass ault weapons bans,  and the ban on pla stic  guns (Young et al. 1996) .
For ex ample, a 1998 Harri s national poll found that 76  percent of re spondents
favor ed ªst ric ter  laws re lating to the control of handguns.º Even among gun
owners, two-thirds wanted stri cte r controls (National Journal's  Cloakroom
1998).

Polls  that also ask about membership in the  NRA ¬nd tha t even among
sel f-identi¬ed NRA members,  a majority  favor  most moderat e gun control
measures  such as  handgun reg istr at ion and mandatory saf ety  tra ining befor e
purchasing a ¬rearm. Most NRA members supported the Brady Bill , and less
than half want to repea l the ass ault weapons ban (Weil and Hemenway 1993;
Time/CNN poll 199 5).

National  surve ys show that the  publi c wants to sev er ely  punish criminals
who use guns and to prohibit individuals  convic ted of var ious crimes from
purchasing handguns (Teret  et al.  199 8) . Although the va st majority  of Amer-
icans want to make such purchas es ille ga l, most sta te s cur rently  allow per sons
convicted of the fol lowing c rimes to leg all y buy handguns:

1. publi cly  displaying a ¬rearm in a threa tening manner (95  percent of
adult s, inc luding 91  percent of gun owners,  support  pre venting 
people convic ted of such crimes from having guns);

2. posse ssion of equipment for ill ega l drug use (92  percent of adult s,
inc luding 89 perc ent of gun owners) ;

3. domestic violence (85  pe rc ent of adult s, including 80 percent of gun
owners);

4. ass ault and bat ter y that does not involve  a lethal  weapon or ser ious
injury ( 85 pe rcent of adult s, including 75  perc ent of gun owners) ;

5. drunk and disorderly  conduct (84  percent of adult s, including 73
percent of gun owners );

6. car rying a conceal ed weapon without a permit (83  percent of adult s,
inc luding 70 perc ent of gun owners) ;
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7. dr iving under the in›uence of alcohol (71 percent of adult s, inc lud-
ing 59  percent of gun owners );

8. shoplift ing (6 8 percent of adult s, including 56 per cent of gun own-
ers ); and

9. indec ent exposure (6 1 percent of adults , including 48  per cent of gun
owners).  

Some progun write rs cla im that gun control is inher ently  rac ist , a policy  tool
designed to tak e away from blacks the right to bear arms (Kate s et al.  1995) .
Yet minoriti es tend to be the strongest  supporte rs of  proposed gun control
polic ies . In spite  of bl ack s' historic al wariness  of  government, general  support
for  gun control appea rs higher for bla cks than for whites , ev en aft er holding
const ant a lar ge  var iet y of fac tors, inc luding gun ownership, income, educa-
tion, urban res idence, and church att endance (Browne 1999a ). Since minori-
tie s ar e at  the highest  risk for  be ing vic tims of gun violence , minorit ies  will be
among the lar ge st bene¬ciar ies  of  rea sonable gun polic ies . 

D. B. Kopel, an attorney who has written widely  on the bene¬ts of  ¬rearms,
titl ed a 198 8 art icle  ªTrust the People:  The Case ag ainst Gun Control.º But if
politi cians actually  trusted the people,  we would hav e much more str ingent
and ra tional gun polici es than we do. Ever y independent poll indica tes  the
same thingÐthe lar ge majority  of the  populac e wants more governmental
act ion to regulate  guns,  to make guns saf er,  and to ke ep guns out of the  hands
of dangerous people.

E V A L U A T I N G  R E G U L A T I O N

Gun control does not work in America, be cause it ba rel y exi sts .

ÐThe Economist

A crucia l step in the publi c hea lth approach to injury pre vention is the aft er -
the -fa ct eva luation of publi c and priva te polic ies . It is important to know
what has and what has not worked. Unfortunatel y, suf¬cient sci enti¬c poli cy
ev aluations have not occurred in the are as  of  violence  prev ention in genera l
and of ¬rea rms poli cy in particula r (Reiss  and Roth 1993).

Part of  the problem results from insuf¬cient funding for  res ea rch and eva l-
uation. Another major limitation has  been the lack of  a good data (surve il-
lance)  sy stem for ¬rearms. Deta iled and dis ag gre gat e information on ¬rearm
ownership or ¬rearm injuries  is rar ely  ava ilable. In try ing to ev aluat e inter -
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ventions, re sea rchers are oft en forced to rel y on crude proxies and aggre gat e
measures . 

For ex ample, to det ermine the effe ct of right- turn-on-red laws on pedes -
tri an injuries , it is usually insuf¬cient to have data on the tot al number of
automobile fata liti es.  It is crucia l to have data on the number and cir cum-
stances of pedest rian injuries , those struck at  inter sec tions, and especi ally
those injured by vehicl es making right turns at  red signals. Socia l sci entist s
rar ely  hav e the abilit y (the sta tist ica l ªpowerº ) to det ec t small eff ect s, such as
1±2  per cent change s in injury lev els . A right- turn-on-r ed law may not have  a
sta tis tic ally  de tec table impact on total automotive fat alit ies , but it may hav e a
siz able and detec table eff ec t on one component of the problemÐpedest rians
struck a t inter sec tions.

Minimum leg al drinking age  laws hav e been shown to reduce  tra f¬c fatal i-
tie s. The ev aluations did not hav e the sta tist ica l power to show that the law
reduced the overa ll number of cra shes, tra f¬c injuries , or  tra f¬c fat ali tie s.
However, the eva luations were able to demonstra te that the interv ention
worked in the sense tha t rai sing the drinking age  reduced fa tal injuries  to the
ag e group aff ect ed, eighte en- to twenty- ye ar-olds, and tha t the eff ec t occurr ed
when these  young people would most likely  have be en drinking and 
drivingÐat night,  especia lly on the weekend.

Most ¬rearm polic ies  in the United Sta te s have be en quite  modest , with
expec ted modes t effe cts . Sta te and local  poli cie s are  often undermined by the
eas y ›ow of guns acros s politi cal  boundarie s. St ill,  a policy  that reduced
¬rearm injuri es by  0.5±1 percentÐpercentage s too small to be detec ted by
ag gre ga te da taÐif applied to the entir e U.S. populat ion in the  mid-1990s
would amount to an overa ll de cre ase  ea ch yea r of 75± 150 homicides  and
90±180 suic ides.

One study att empted to ass ess  the individual  eff ect s of  nineteen separa te
loc al and sta te gun polic ies  on citywide violence ra tes , broken down into
homicides,  robber ies , ag gra va ted as saults,  and so forth (Kleck and Patte rson
199 3).  Polic ies  included prohibiting gun posse ssion by alcoholi cs,  prohibiting
gun posse ssion by drug addic ts,  prohibiting gun posse ssion by minors,  a sta te
const itutional  provis ion allowing the right to bear arms, a ban on the sal e of
Sa turday night spec ials , and re str ict ions on open handgun ca rry ing. 

The model had ser ious structural problems (se e appendix A) and few mea-
sures  of  the lev el of  polic y enforcement. It also had insuf¬cient sta tis tica l
power to detec t small changes  at an ag gre gat e lev el.  For ex ample, it did not
ex amine the eff ec t of the laws aga inst drug addict s' posse ssion of guns on the
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lethal violence perpetr ated on or by drug addic ts or the eff ect of prohibiting
gun posse ssion by minors on the violence  in›ict ed on or perpetr ated by
minors.  It tri ed to ¬nd an eff ec t of the se individual polic ies  on the over all lev -
els  of  homicide, robbery,  and burgl ary . Not surprisingly,  few of the se ¬rearm
laws by themselve s had a sta tis tic ally  signi¬cant eff ect  on these  agg re gat e
crime ra tes .

Nonetheles s, the analy sis  concluded tha t

the re do appea r to be some gun control laws which work, all  of them
relati vel y modera te,  popular and inexpensiv e. Thus, the re is support for
a gun control polic y organized around gun owner lic ensing or purchas e
permits (or some other form of gun buyer  scr eening),  str ict er local
deale r licensing, bans on posse ssion of guns by criminals and mental ly
ill people , stronger  controls  over ille ga l car ry ing, and possibly  dis cre -
tionary add-on penaltie s for committing felonie s with a gun. On the
other hand, popula r favor ite s such as wait ing periods and gun reg ist ra-
tion do not appear to aff ect  violence  rat es.  (Kleck and Patte rson 1993,
283 )

In all  ar eas  of policy , it is of ten quite  dif¬cult to eff ect ive ly ev aluate  the
impact of parti cular  laws. The eva luator is try ing to contra st ac tual ev ents to
a counter fac tualÐthat is,  what would have  happened had the law not been
passed. The l att er is in some sense unknowable.  

Two main study designs that hav e been used to eva luate  ¬re arm polici es
are  cross -se ctional studie s (comparing loc ali tie s with and without va rious
laws at a point in time) and longitudinal studie s (be fore-  ve rsus aft er- the -law
evaluations, sometimes ca lled interrupted time se rie s). One academic rev iew
of the  ¬rearms ev aluation lite rature  found tha t all  the cross -se ctional studies
were  problematic for sev era l rea sons (Cook 199 1). For ex ample, ªthe results
are  sensit ive  to the speci¬cation of the model to be est imated. There ar e many
plausible  var iables  that may in›uence inters tat e va ria tions in the  rat es  of per-
sonal  violence,  and the  decis ion of which of these va riable s to inc lude in the
analy sis  is subje ct to a lar ge and unquanti¬able degre e of  uncer tainty º (1991,
48 ). The rev iewer concluded,

It appears  that the intrinsic  dif¬cult ies  with this [cros s-s ect ional ]
approach vir tually  ensure ag ainst generat ing rel iable,  per suasi ve  result s
tha t will be  a useful guide to st ate  le gis lators.  (4 8±49)

P O L I C Y  B A C K G R O U N D



A second academic rev iew of the ¬rearms evaluat ion lite ra ture argued that
time ser ies  analy se s had fat al problems (Kleck 199 7b). For example, in befor e-
aft er studie s, ªit  is ve ry di f¬cult to tel l ex act ly when the eff ec t of a new law is
supposed to become ev identº  (35 3). Kleck concluded tha t ªunivar iat e time
ser ies  re sea rch on the impact of individual laws is  vir tually  worthles sº  (37 7).

While one need not entir ely  ag ree  with either  cla im, formal ev aluations of
gun control laws hav e had many problems, and the  results need to be taken
with a gra in of sal t. For example, supposedly  sophist ica ted econometric stud-
ies  that combine the cross- se ctional and time ser ies  approaches can sugge st
tha t middle- ag ed and elder ly bla ck females ar e the source of  much cr iminal
act ivi ty (Lott 199 8a ) or  tha t when Indiana closed its gun show loophole, a 102
percent reduct ion in the sta te' s auto theft  rat e oc curred (Lott 2003).  Such
results are  just one pie ce  of  ev idence that indic ate s tha t the  author's models
are  misspeci¬ed and the ¬ndings should not be ac cepted as  va lid. 

Nonetheles s, car eful studie s have  be en conducted, and a rev iew of the
empirica l lit era ture of  the past thirt y ye ars  of the eff ec t of gun control laws on
suicide shows a strong and signi¬cant effe ct (Mille r and Hemenway 1999).
For ex ample, cross- sec tional studie s ¬nd that suicide ra tes  in 19 70 (Medoff
and Magaddino 198 3) , 19 80 (Yang and Les ter  199 1),  and 19 85 (Boor and Bair
1990) were signi¬cantl y lower in those U.S. sta tes  with str icte r gun control
laws. Time-se rie s (longitudinal)  studies also often ¬nd an ef fec t on total sui-
cide ra tes . In 19 78,  Canada tightened res tric tions on gun ownership, vir tually
outlawing handguns; a nationwide educat ional  campaign about saf e use and
stora ge of  ¬re arms was also undertaken. It appea rs the law led to a onet ime
drop in both the ¬re arm and total suicide rat es but not the non¬rea rms sui-
cide ra te (Leste r and Leenaa rs 1993,  1994 ; Carrington and Moyer 1994;
Leenaar s e t a l. 2003).  

In 19 76,  the Distr ict of Columbia adopted a ver y res tri cti ve handgun law. A
time-ser ies  ana lys is cove ring 1968±87  found that the adoption of the law coin-
cided with an abrupt and sustained 23 percent decline in ¬rearms suicide rat e.
There were  no paral lel increa ses  in suicide from non¬rearm methods, nor
were  similar dec lines in ¬rearm suicide ra tes  seen in adjac ent metropolit an
are as of Maryl and or Virginia , to which the leg isl ation did not apply  (Loft in
et al. 199 1). The abruptness  of the loc ali zed dec line aft er  the law sugge sts  that
many of the handguns used in these urban suicides may have be en of rec ent
vintag e. 

A 199 8 synopsis  of the impact of gun control leg isla tion on suicide con-
cluded,
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[This] lit era ture re view of the eff ect iveness of gun control leg isla tion
indica tes  that re str icting ac ces s to ¬rearms through gun control leg isla -
tion diminishes suicide.  Reducing the ava ilabilit y and acc ess ibil ity  of
means appears  to decre ase  suicide rat es,  and substi tution of other
means does not appear to off set  the bene¬ts of res tri ctions. (Lambert
and Silv a 199 8, 1 32 )

Gun laws can also reduce unintentional  ¬rea rm injuries . Canada's 197 7
Criminal Law Amendment Act appea rs to have  reduced acc identa l shootings.
Results from a befor e- aft er study of the law ªindicat e that the passa ge  of [the
measure]  was ac companied by a dec rea se in the ac cidental  morta lity  ra te
from ¬rea rmsº (Leenaar s and Lest er 199 7, 121 ).

Across U.S. sta tes , some res ear chers  also ¬nd an ef fec t of gun control laws
on fat al gun ac cidents (Geis el,  Roll,  and Wettick  1969; Leste r and Murrell
198 1, 1986),  while  others  do not (Murray  197 5; DeZee 198 3).  A study ex amin-
ing the effe ct of sta te laws holding adult s criminally  liable  for children's
deaths result ing from neglig ent stora ge est imated tha t the laws signi¬cantly
reduced ac cidental  shooting deaths among childr en ag ed zero to fourte en
(Cummings, Grossman, Rivar a, and Koepsel l 199 7),  but this result is due to
the  eff ec t of one sta te (Webster  and Starnes 2000).

It has be en more dif¬cult  to ¬nd an eff ect  of U.S. gun laws on crime lev els
than it has be en to ¬nd such an eff ect  on suicide or  acc idental ¬rea rm injury .
Most studie s do not ¬nd a subst antia l, sta tis tic ally  signi¬cant impact of U.S.
¬rearm laws on crime ra tes  (Kleck 199 7b) . We should not expec t that most
gun laws would have a dis ce rnable  bene¬cial eff ect  on ass aults,  burg lar ies ,
rapes,  or  robberie s. The va st majority  of  these  crimes are  committed without
guns. The principa l eff ect s of gun control laws on crime will typica lly  be  on
gun robberie s and on homicides . 

In addition, crime guns currentl y move eas ily  ac ros s sta te lines.  While most
guns used in suicide and in acc idental injury ar e probably  leg all y owned by
the  individual s involv ed and come from the sta te where  the incident
occurred, rec ent tra cing dat a show that cr ime guns used in sta tes  with str ict
gun control laws usually  come from more permissive  sta tes  (Webste r, Ver-
nick, and Hepburn 2001). Crime gun movement reduces the ef fec t of most
local ¬rearms laws on local  cr ime. 

There are  other rea sons to expect  that it will be  dif¬cult  to detec t current
gun polici es'  eff ec ts on ag gre ga te crime lev els . Many sta te  and local  ¬rearm
regula tions ar e re lati ve ly minor and are  oft en not well enforced. One study
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ex amining gun laws in dif fer ent nations concluded that the evidence indi-
cat ed that major gun laws reduced deaths due to cr ime, but no eff ect  of minor
gun control laws could be detec ted (Podell  and Archer 1994) . A rec ent study
of a strong sta te law, the 1990 Maryl and ban on Saturday night specia ls, found
that the  law probably led to a 9 percent drop in handgun-rel ated murders ,
with no eff ec t on the ra te of  murders  with other  weapons (Webste r et al.
2002) . One of the most res tri cti ve pie ce s of  loc al leg isl ation, the handgun
lic ensing law for Washington, D.C., begun in 1976,  was assoc iat ed with a
reduction in the fra ction of as saults  and robberi es committed with a gun
(Jones  19 81)  and a 25 percent reduct ion in homicides  (Loft in et al. 1991) . How-
ever, the distr ict' s res tri ctions on handgun transfer s proved ineffe ctiv e in
stopping the t ide of drug-re lat ed lethal violence  beginning in the mid-1980s . 

For national ¬rearms laws, it is oft en dif¬cult to ev aluate  the effe cts  of  reg -
ula tions because of the  lack of good comparison groups. By contr as t, for  loc al
laws, it is possible  to compare  communities  that did not enact  local  ordi-
nances to those  that did. In other words, for  national laws it is of ten more
dif¬cult  to determine the counte rfa ctualÐwhat would have  happened with-
out the l aw. 

The 1993 Brady Bil l mandated background che cks  and, for a few ye ars , a
¬ve-day waiting per iod befor e a handgun could be purchased from a licensed
deale r. It would se em, at ¬rst blush, to have  be en an amazingly eff ect ive  law.
As the cr iminal-r ecords database  has  be come more complet e and readily
av ailable  to law enforcement of¬ci als , more and more prospect ive  gun pur-
chase rs have be en denied bec ause they had criminal historie s. For example, in
the sev en months between November 1998, when the ªinstant che ckº  sys tem
came on line, and June 1999,  an est imated one hundred thousand convic ted
criminals, fug itiv es , and people  with his tor ies  of mental illness  were stopped
from buying guns (Butter¬eld 1999b). 

The Brady  law also helped eliminate many ki tchen-tabl e deale rs,  reducing
the  number of licensed ¬re arms deale rs from more than 270,000 to fewer
than 100,000. The reduction allows for be tte r overs ight by  the  Bureau of
Alcohol,  Tobacco, and Fir ea rms (ATF) and reduces the likelihood of
prospect ive  cr iminal purchas er s ¬nding ca rel ess  or  scof›aw deale rs.  The
Brady law also appear s to hav e quickly and dramatica lly reduced the
tra f¬cking of handguns from prev iously  permissive  sta tes , such as Missi s-
sippi, into jurisdict ions with str ingent handgun controls , such as Chica go
(Cook and Braga 2001). Finally , cr ime peaked in the United Sta tes  in 1993.
Since the pas sa ge of the Brady law in tha t yea r, gun homicide, overa ll homi-

P R I V A T E G U N S ,  P U B L I C  H E A L T H



cide, and gun robberie s have declined subst antia llyÐjust what would be
expec ted if the  law were  ef fec tiv e.

But is the Brady law responsible for  all , some, or even any of these  crime
reductions?  We don't know. The problem for the  sci enti¬c ev aluator is that
U.S. crime, parti cular ly crime involving ¬rearms, is ve ry volat ile . Gun cr ime
seems to move in waves  or  cyc les , and there  are  no good models  tha t explain
those wave s. Many other fac tor s ce rta inly changed during the  1990s (e .g.,  the
decline in cra ck cocaine markets  in inner cit ies  and dif fer ent polic e pract ice s)
and might help expla in the dec line in gun crime.

One way to ev aluate  the  Brady  law is to compare those sta tes  that alr eady
had background che cks  and waiting periods befor e the Brady law was passed
to those that did not. In theory, the law might hav e had a differ ential  and
gre ate r impact on sta tes  tha t had not prev iously  required background checks
on gun purchase rs.  However , since  guns currently move ea sily  ac ros s sta te
linesÐfrom sta te s with permissive  ¬re arm laws to sta tes  with more str ingent
lawsÐmaking it harde r for  criminals to buy guns from Florida dea ler s can
aff ect  not only Florida cr ime but also New York crime. Examining only the
dif fer entia l impact of the Brady law might overlook a lar ge  pa rt of  its  eff ect . A
car eful study tha t examined the Brady  law found litt le ev idence for  a dif fer -
entia l ef fec t (Ludwig and Cook 2000).

Some re cent U.S. studies provide sugge stiv e ev idence  about the (poss ibl e)
eff ect  of four types of ¬re arm polic ies : (1)  dis arming batte rer s; (2 ) pr ison
enhancements; (3)  one-gun-per-month laws; and (4)  ¬re arm purchase
denia ls.  

1. Disarming batterers. A number of sta tes  have laws preventing indi-
vidual s who have re str aining order s issued ag ainst them from own-
ing or purchasing ¬rearms. A car eful analy sis  sugg est s that the se laws
may hav e reduced intimate-partner homicides.  The eff ec t appears  to
be lar ges t for  women kil led by ¬re arms and to be con¬ned to sta tes
tha t have  a sea rchable dat abase  of  res tra ining orders. The study' s
main limitations ar e that it could not control for  va riabil ity  of
enforcement or for ce rta in other sta tewide programs, such as the
av ailabili ty of vic tim serv ice s (Vigdor and Mercy 2003).

2. Sentence enhancement. Proje ct Exile , a sentence -enhancement pro-
gram combined with an advert ising campaign str es sing ze ro tol er-
ance for gun off enses  in Richmond, Virginia , has be en touted as a
highly  succe ssful enforcement polic y, resulting in a 40 percent
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decline in homicide between 1997 and 199 8. However, a car eful
analy sis  ¬nds tha t the  polic y had litt le eff ec t. The progr am went into
eff ect  in February 1997,  and Richmond's 199 7 homicide rat e was 30
percent higher  than the  cit y's  1996 rat e. U.S. cr ime ra tes  fel l from
1997 to 2000, most ste eply in high-crime pla ce s such as Richmond.
Proje ct Exile  focused on adult s, yet  adult  homicide arr es t ra tes
inc rea sed rel ati ve to juvenile ar res t rat es aft er the  program was
enact ed. The law may have  be en a sensible approa ch to punishment,
but the eva luation found that the program's eff ect s, if any, were too
small to de tec t (Raphael and Ludwig 2003) .

3. One-gun-per-month laws. The ATF's incr eas ed gun tra cing has pro-
vided a wealth of provocat ive  information. Gun tra f¬c moves one
way, from sta tes  with weak gun laws to sta te s with strong gun laws.
Indeed, in sta te s with strong gun laws, cr iminals obtain the  majorit y
of their guns from sta tes  with weak laws; where  laws ar e weak, cr im-
inals obtain the majorit y of their guns loca lly (S chumer 1997) .

Virginia  had long been a major source of crime guns for  other
sta tes . In 199 3, a Virginia  law took eff ec t limiting handgun purchases
by  an individual to one gun in a thirty -da y period. The law appea rs
to have had a dramatic effe ct on inters ta te gunrunning. Tra cing data
showed that Virginia  dea ler s were  the source  for 35 percent of c rime
guns purchased in New York, New Je rse y, Connect icut, Rhode
Isl and, and Massachuset ts be for e the law's enac tment . For criminal
¬rearms purchas ed aft er the law, only 16 percent of the guns tra ced
by police  in these  northeas tern sta tes  came from Virginia . The law
was an eff ect ive  means of dis rupting the  ill ega l inters ta te transf er of
¬rearms (Weil and Knox 1996) . However , if only a few sta tes  hav e
one-gun-per-month laws, gunrunners  may just tak e their business
to other sta tes .

4. Firearm purchase denials. A ser ies  of studie s concerning ¬re arm
backg round checks in California sugges ts tha t stopping individual s
with felony convic tions from purchas ing ¬re arms reduces violent
crime and that even more cat egori es of  individuals  should be pre-
vented f rom buying guns.

One study of more than three  thousand individuals who had been denied
handgun purchase s in California in 1991 found tha t 91 percent were denied

P R I V A T E G U N S ,  P U B L I C  H E A L T H



because of prior criminal ac tiv ity . These individuals were near ly twice as
likely  as other  handgun purchase rs to sel ect  small, inexpensiv e handguns,
which are  ea sily  conceal ed and disproport ionate ly used in cr ime (Wintemute,
Wright,  et  al.  1999). 

A second, more pertinent study looked at prospect ive  gun purchase rs in
197 7 and followed them over time. The subsequent cr iminal his torie s of indi-
vidual s who were denied purchas e of  handguns because  of prior  felony con-
vic tions were  compared with individuals  who had prior fe lony a rre sts  but no
convictions and were allowed to buy handguns. It might be expect ed tha t the
former group of convicted criminals would continue to perpetr ate  more
crimes. But aft er adjusting for prior  criminal his tor y, those  who had been
arr es ted but not convic ted and thus were  ea sily  able leg all y to obtain hand-
guns had more subsequent per capita  gun and violent off enses . These
ª¬ndings sugge st that denia l of a handgun purchase  is assoc iated with a
reduction in risk  for  lat er cr iminal act ivi ty of  approximately 20% to 30%º
(Wright,  Wintemute, and Riva ra 1999, 89 ).

Results of  a third study sugges t that individuals with prior misdemeanor
convictions, espec ial ly for  violence , probably should not be allowed to pur-
chase  handguns. The subsequent criminal his tor ies of handgun purchase rs
with prior misdemeanor convict ions were compared with handgun pur-
chase rs who did not hav e prior  criminal his torie s. Those  with misdemeanors
were  sev en times more likely  to be subsequently  charg ed with crimes, and
those with at lea st two prior convict ions for misdemeanor violence  were
¬ft een times more likely  to be charg ed with murder,  rape, robbery , or  agg ra-
va ted ass ault. Near ly one in ¬ve  handgun purchase rs  with prior misdemeanor
convictions were charg ed with new crimes within a ye ar of  the  purchase ,
compared to fewer than one in ¬fty handgun purchas er s without prior con-
vic tions (Wintemute, Drake, et al.  199 8).  The evidence does not prove that
allowing gun acquis ition worsened criminal act ivi tie s, but it does show that a
misdemeanor convi ction is a strong predictor of the potentia l for  subsequent
ille ga l behav iorÐthat these are  individuals  most people would not want to
see  gi ven e asy  ac ces s to ¬re arms.

S UMMA R Y

On the subjec t of  the Se cond Amendment, the U.S. leg al sys tem has spoken
cle arl y and nearl y unanimously . According to the  courts, the  Se cond Amend-
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ment does not provide an individual right to own a gun, and, most impor-
tant, there  is no constitutional ba rrie r to rea sonable  gun polic ies  in the
United Stat es.  

As conserv ativ e former judge  Rober t Bork wrote, 

The Supreme Court has consi stently ruled that there  is no individual
right to own a ¬rearm. . . . The Second Amendment was designed to
allow sta tes  to def end themselv es aga inst a possibly tyr annical  national
government. Now that the federa l government has ste alth bombers  and
nucle ar  weapons, it is hard to imagine what people would need to keep
in the ga rag e to s er ve that purpose . ( 1996, 16)

Meanwhile , the public supports  vir tua lly all  rea sonable  gun polici es.
Indeed, the publi c's  posit ion on gun policy  has remained remarkably stabl e: a
lar ge  majority  favor most polic ies  short  of an outri ght ban on handguns or all
guns. A majorit y of  gun owners and ev en sel f-desc ribed NRA members also
favor  most such polici es,  which are  not currentl y in pla ce in the United Sta tes .

Three comprehensive  surve ys on popular  pre fer ences  with respect to gun
polic ies , conducted in 1996, 199 7, and 1998 by the NORC, which is af¬lia ted
with the Unive rsi ty of  Chica go, have  quite  consi stent ¬ndings.  The 199 8 sur-
ve y, for  ex ample, found that

1. the public  supports the re gulation of guns as consumer products
(e. g.,  95 percent of the publi c, inc luding 92  percent of gun owners,
support  holding domesti cal ly produced handguns to the same fed-
era l sa fet y and qual ity  standards a s imported handguns); 

2. the public supports  fur ther re str icting gun purchase s by criminals
(e. g.,  95  percent of the publi c, including 91  percent of gun owners,
support  denying ¬rearm purchase  for  those  convicted of ªpublic ly
displaying a ¬rea rm in a threat ening mannerº) ;

3. the publi c supports stri cte r laws reg arding the sa le of ¬rearms (e. g.,
80 percent of the publi c, including 66 percent of gun owners,  want
priva te sa les  to be subjec t to the same background checks as those
requir ed for dea ler  sal es) ;

4. the publi c support s the  re gis tra tion of handguns (85  percent of the
gener al publi c and 75  perc ent of gun owners) ; and

5. the publi c support s an incre ase  in re str ictions on who may ca rry
conceal ed ¬re arms (e. g.,  60 per cent of the general  publi c wants
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lic enses to ca rry conceal ed weapons to be issued only to those with
speci al needs, such a s priv ate  de tec tiv es) .

Those who ªtrust the publi cº should favor  such polic ies . Unfortunatel y, the
power of the  gun lobby has pre vented many re asonable polic y proposa ls from
being enact ed into law.

An important issue is whether ¬rea rms polic ies , howeve r well meaning,
actually  work to reduce  crime and ¬rearm injuries . Unfortunatel y, the re ex ist
few convincing ev aluations of past ¬re arms laws (Ohsfeldt and Morrise y 199 2;
Kleck 1997b). Major impediments include the lack of funding for  ev aluat ions
and the lack of  good dis ag gre gat e da ta.  Good data ex ist  for  motor vehic le
injuries , pe rmitting res ea rcher s to conduct good studie sÐfor example, to
determine the  impact of motorcy cle  helmet laws on motorcy cle  injuri es
rather than to try  to dis cove r an eff ect  on all  transporta tion injuries .
Resea rcher s can look for  the impact of  inc rea sed highway speed limits on
injuries  occurr ing on those speci¬c highways  with higher spe ed limits. By
contr as t, in the ¬rearms are a, re sea rchers  ar e oft en reduced to try ing to ¬nd
an eff ect  of laws making it ille gal  for  mentall y ill pe rsons to own a ¬rearm by
examining data only on overa ll rape, robbery,  or ag gra va ted ass ault rat es
(Kleck and Patte rson 1993).

The ev idence that does ex ist sugge sts  that gun laws may have be en eff ec tiv e
in reducing suicides and fat al gun acc idents. There  is also an indica tion that
one-gun-per-month laws may reduce  gunrunning, that background checks
on gun purchas ers  can reduce  violence , that dis arming batter ers  can reduce
intimate partner homicides , and that addit ional cat egori es of individual s
(e. g.,  those  with violent misdemeanor convic tions) should be prohibited
from buying handguns.

It has usuall y be en dif¬cult  to ¬nd a sta tis tica lly signi¬cant ef fec t of loc al
gun laws on violence and crime. Indeed, there  may be lit tle such eff ect , prob-
ably bec ause it is eas y for criminals in the United Sta tes  to obtain guns in are as
with permissiv e laws and transport the guns to ar eas  with str ict er controls.
Also, crime oft en moves in waves , and we lack good models  to explain or pre-
dic t those wave s. 

Various mid-1990s  law enfor cement initiat ive s in Boston, New York, and
els ewhere have rec eiv ed a gr eat  dea l of media at tention, in part be cause  they
have been as soc iated with rapidly fal ling crime. The Boston Gun Proje ct , for
ex ample, which sta rted in 1995,  is a col laboration of res ea rchers , police , pros-
ecutors, the  probation and parole sys tem, socia l se rvi ces , and the ATF. The
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group beg an by ge tting det ail ed information about the cit y's ¬re arms prob-
lem and dis cover ed that even in the most dangerous neighborhoods,  those
caught up in violence  were a small minorit y of  juveniles  and young adults .
They were of ten chronic of fenders with robust criminal his torie s. Their  vio-
lence was not about drugs but about respect , romantic  matter s, and standing
vendett asÐthe origins of which were  oft en uncle ar even to the partic ipants
(Kennedy, Piehl, and Brag a 1996).

By debrie¬ng offenders,  the Boston Gun Proje ct found tha t most of the
guns used by these  youths were tra f¬cked ille ga lly  rather than stolen. The cit y
polic e and the ATF crack ed down on the traf¬ckers . Police , clerg y, gang-out-
rea ch workers , and community groups worked with the gangs.  The messag e
was: the violence stops today. If anyone in your gang commits a violent crime,
law enforcement will come down hard on the  entir e gang. Convers ely , if you
want helpÐjob tra ining, drug tre atmentÐit is av ailable . Never be for e had so
many ag encie s shar ed intel lig enc e and cooper ated so full y.

The goal was to make it saf e for gang members to put down their  guns. And
the initia tiv e se emed to be wildly  succe ssfulÐBoston homicides, which av er-
ag ed about one hundred per ye ar befor e the initia tiv e, fel l to for ty -three  in
199 7 and thirty -¬ve in 199 8 (Kennedy 1999) . This public  health approach
makes  good sense and is rightfully touted as a model for  other cit ies  to follow.
But it is also true that homicide ra tes  fe ll during this same period in other
Massachusett s cit ies  without this initia tiv e. An eva luation sugge sts that the
Boston polic y initia tive  may have had a subst antia l impact (Brag a et al.  2001) ,
but it is not eas y to determine the counter fac tualÐwhat would have hap-
pened in Boston without the inter vention.
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CH A P T E R 9 P O L I C Y L E S S O N S

You know, ter rorism against fre edom isn't just pract iced with bombs and box

cutte rs. Anti- fre edom eli tis ts in academia, the media, rich foundations and gov-

ernment can do permanent damage to individual fre edoms just as re al as an

insurrec tion or coup. Togethe r the y form a sort of Taliban, an intolerant coali-

tion of fanati cs that she lter  the anti- fre edom alli ance so it can thr ive  and grow. 

. . . The Constitution is pri stine and inviolat e. And those  who promote that we be

les s fre e are  polit ica l ter roris ts. If you consider the Constitution les s re lev ant, if

you ignore or  dis tort the Se cond Amendment, if you conspire  to make lawful

¬rearms les s ac ces sible to lawful cit izens. . . . The fac t that you were  born on

American soil won't mask the fact  that  you're an enemy of freedom and a politi-

cal  te rroris t.

ÐWayne LaPier re  (National Ri›e Associa tion)

The publi c health approach is optimisti c, ›exible, and pra gmatic and has suc-
ceeded in many are as.  It emphasi zes  the  wide arr ay of polici es that can be
used to improve  the nation's  health. By contr ast , gun advocat es  sometimes
appear pessimistic, in›exible, and doctr ina ire , seemingly unable to visualiz e
more than a narrow range  of  punitive  policy  alt ernat ive s. Gun advocat es also
make constant cla ims about the bene¬ts  of ¬rearms, cla ims that ar e not sup-
ported by the empiric al lit era ture.  This chapter  dis cusse s the  limitations of
the  gun advocat es'  approach and the  inaccura cie s of their cla ims. It also dis -
cusse s the  lessons for  U.S. ¬re arms polic y that can be deriv ed from examining
the  publi c hea lth approach used for  other products (e. g.,  tobacco and alco-
hol), the  approach of other deve loped nations toward regulating ¬rearms,
and the eff ec ts of our permissive  ¬rea rm polic ies  on other  nations.



T H E WRONG A R GUM EN T S

In 1994, Wayne LaPie rre , exe cutive direc tor of the National Ri›e Assoc iation
(NRA), wrote  a book about guns and gun polic y. The book conta ins many
inaccurac ies , but most tel ling ar e the omissions. For ex ample, the book con-
tains only one sentence on suicides,  ev en though more than half of gun dea ths
are  suicides.  Of twenty polic y proposals  conce rning ¬rearms, all  twenty aim
to incre ase  the likelihood and sev er ity of punishment for criminal gun users .
Not a single  proposa l deals  with the manufac ture of ¬rearms, the dis tribution
of ¬rearms, or ev en the saf e storag e of ¬rearms. Other progun write rs com-
monly advoca te only those polic ies  that concern the criminal use of ¬rearms
(Kate s 1990) . A usual argument is that  polic y should be aimed sole ly at ªcon-
trolling criminals,  not gunsº  (Kopel 199 3, 8 ).

Everyone agr ee s that we should punish criminals,  parti cular ly violent
criminals. An issue is whether we need even more sev ere  punishments. The
United St ate s alr eady  leads the developed world in punishment. While our
criminal vic timization rat es res emble those  of other  deve loped countrie s
(ex cept for  homicide, which is primarily murder with ¬rea rms), we have  far
higher  rat es of imprisonment. California's  NRA-backed ªthre e str ike s and
you'r e outº law succe eded mainly in locking up lar ge numbers of nonviolent
off enders (Browne and Lichter  2001). Getting ev en tougher  is probably not
the  answer (Walker  1994) . 

No one sugges ts tha t we should not punish violent off enders, parti cularl y
those who use  guns. But as criminologist  Gary  Kleck explains,

[Get- tough polic ies ] have  be en tried, car efully  eva luated, and found to
be either ineffe cti ve  in producing signi¬cant crime reductions or hope-
les sly  expensive . These  fai led str ate gie s include longer  pri son terms,
mandatory prison terms, use  of capit al punishment, ªse lec tiv e incapac-
ita tionº of ca ree r criminals, incre asing polic e manpower,  and reducing
procedural  re str aints on police  and prosecutors. While there  are  many
promising alt ernat ive s to gun control for reducing violence,  the ªge t
toughº approach is not one of them. (1997b, 15 )

Whether or  not Kleck has accura tely  summarized the lite rature , he points out
tha t many other polici es be sides punishing ªbad guys º can reduce our ¬rearm
injury problem. This book focuses on those  other polic ies  that dir ect ly
involv e guns.
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If we want to reduce lethal violence and injuryÐif we want to prevent vio-
lence ra ther than just ass ign blame or punish individuals  aft er it has
oc curredÐwe must consider a wide var iet y of polic ies . For motor vehic les ,
for  alcohol,  for  chainsaws, or for  any other  potentia lly dangerous commod-
ity , it would be stupid (and irr esponsible)  for policymakers  to refuse to con-
sider  ways of  changing the product and the  environment to reduce morbidity
and mortali ty. 

Gun proponents ar e of ten blind to any polic ies  that don't  dea l with the  gun
user.  If making gun as saults ille ga l and se ver ely  punishing the ªbad guysº  who
use guns in ass aults doesn't work, they are  lef t with no other policy  recom-
mendations. 

Attempts to reduce  drive -by shootings by  re str icting acc ess  to ¬re arms
are  doomed to fai lure. It must be borne in mind tha t in all cases of drive-
by shooting, the weapons themselves and the use to which they are put are
already illegal and carry heavy penalties. . . . The prospect  of all  these
penaltie s appears  not to det er  dri ve-by  shooter s, and why should it?
They are , aft er all,  on their  way to commit ¬rst-degre e murder,  punish-
able by no les s than a death penalt y. Further  gun control laws could
hardly be  expect ed to off er more deter rence than tha t. (Polsby and
Brennen 1995 , 9±10)

Yet we can pursue many polici esÐalong with punishing misuseÐthat will
subst antia lly reduce the  likelihood of drive -by  shootings . Since many of the
shooter s (e. g., urban teenager s) obta in guns ille ga lly,  we can interdic t the dis -
tribution of guns. For example, we can reduce gun av ail abi lity  for  potentia l
drive -by  shootings (1)  by passing a national one-gun-per-month law that will
reduce gunrunning; (2)  by requiring all ¬rea rm transac tions to go through
lic ensed deal ers  with the required background checks (thus plugging the sec-
ondary-market loophole) ; (3)  by  tra cing all  guns used in cr ime and by giv ing
the  Bureau of Alcohol,  Tobacco, and Fir ea rms (ATF) stronger  enforcement
authority  and more resource s to be deployed ag ainst scof›aw deale rs who
supply the ¬rearms; (4)  by  improving gun storag e pract ice s and producing
personaliz ed ¬re arms to reduce  gun theft;  (5)  by  lic ensing gun owners and
reg iste ring all handguns so that fewer unauthoriz ed users  will gain ac ces s to
¬rearms.

The les son from eve ry other high-income country is that we don't  need to
acc ept our lev el of drive -by shootings  or  any other type of  gun violence as a
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normal part of life . All other indust ria liz ed nations have ena cted ¬rearm poli-
cie s that  ef fec tiv ely  reduce  the like lihood of such untoward ev ents.

In other injury are as,  polic ymakers  hav e rej ect ed the argument that since
something is alr eady  ill ega l, we can do litt le more to prevent the unlawful
act ivi ty.  For example, ev en though it's  alr eady  ille ga l to speed, we do more to
reduce spe eding than simply incre asing the likelihood and sev er ity  of punish-
ment. Speeding is of ten eff ect ive ly curta iled by the judic ious pla cement of
speed bumps, rai sed inter sec tions, neckdowns, chicanes, tex tured pavements,
tra f¬c cir cle s, and other ªtr af¬c ca lmingº roadway techniques  tha t reduce
speeding a round pedestr ians (Ribadeneir a 2000; Bunn et al.  2003). Similar ly,
although it is alr eady ille ga l to drink and drive , we do more to reduce drunk
driving than simply increa se the likelihood and se ver ity  of punishment. Many
polic ies  such as  ser ve r tra ining, dramshop liabil ity , and designated-driv er
campaigns reduce the incidence of such unlawful behavior; col lapsible ste er-
ing columns and automatic  air  bags reduce the  harm from motor vehicle
cra shes c aused by drunk driv er s.

Gun proponents oft en argue that no ¬re arm polic ies  can eve r be eff ec tiv e
and c laim that cr iminals will a lways get  guns:

There is and will continue to be a market demand for handguns. Crim-
inals will be able to obtain guns whether or  not regulations are  passed
or not. It is the ordinary  cit izen who will unfai rly  have his  or  her rights
res tri cted i f handgun re gulat ions a re enac ted. (Sea l 1999)

The ev idence completel y contradicts  this cla im. We can lea rn not only from
other high-income countrie s but from sta tes  such as Hawaii, which has  str in-
gent gun regula tions and few (but not zero)  gun-crime problems. Few crimi-
nals use guns when guns are  dif¬cult  to obtain. 

The same cla im, with slightly dif fer ent rhetoric , is tha t determined crimi-
nals will always ge t guns.  However, the most fundamental  law of economics
is tha t rai sing the price  of  an objec tÐreducing av ail abi lity  or making acc es s
more dif¬cultÐwill reduce  (though usually  not eliminate)  the number of
objec ts demanded. Perhaps det ermined ya cht buye rs will always buy ya chts,
but suf¬ciently  rai sing the price  will drast ica lly  reduce the  demand. In par tic-
ula r, making it more dif¬cult  for  inner -c ity  teens to obtain ¬re arms will
reduce ¬rearm use. And since  ¬rearm use among youths is,  in eff ect , conta-
gious (i.e ., one gang obtains guns lar gel y bec aus e other  gangs have guns) ,
making it more dif¬cult  to get  guns can have a multiplic ativ e eff ec t. The
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ªBoston miracle ºÐthe enormous reduction in that cit y's gun homicides in
the lat e 1990sÐappears  to hav e result ed in part from efforts to interdic t and
res tri ct young people's  eas y acc ess  to ¬rearms and to increa se the like lihood
and s ev eri ty of punishment for gun use (Piehl, Kennedy, and Brag a 2000). 

A rel ated argument aga inst gun polic ies  is ªthat criminals are  fundamen-
tal ly dif fer ent than non-criminalsº  (Funk 199 5, 771 ). Certa inly, criminals as a
group hav e, on ave rag e, dif fer ent chara cte rist ics  than noncr iminals.  One
could equall y well say  that drunk drive rs are  fundamentall y dif fer ent from
nondrunk drive rs or  that people who drive  at ex ces s spe eds are  fundamen-
tal ly dif fer ent from motorist s who drive at more rea sonable  speeds. But we
can stil l have  multiple polici es,  including punishing bad behavior, tha t will
reduce the problem. In the motor vehic le ar ena, such polici es include making
car s more cr ash res ist ant, making roads saf er so that lea ving the highway is
les s likely  to result in dea th, improving emergency medica l car e, res tric ting
av ailabili ty to alcohol for problem drinkers , and providing acc es s to alcohol
rehabilit ation. Some injury exper ts want to design car s so that they can't
ex ceed speeds of e ighty  miles  per hour. 

Many polici es can reduce the like lihood of gun use  by cr iminals and reduce
the  likelihood of death when criminals use guns. We can make it harde r for
criminals to ge t guns and make the guns they obtain les s lethal. No studie s
show that U.S. criminals dif fer  fundamentall y from criminals in other high-
income countri es,  yet  our murder rat es  are  oft en an order  of magnitude
higher . No study shows that criminals in sta tes  with few ¬rearms diffe r fun-
damentally  from criminals in sta tes  with many ¬rearms. Yet murder  rat es are
lower in sta tes  where ¬re arms are les s r eadily av ailable .

Sometimes the argument for the futilit y of  any  ¬rea rms polic y is that ªthe
200 million guns now in cir culat ion would be suf¬cient to sustain roughly
another century of  gun violence at the current ra tes º (Wright 199 5, 64 ). For-
tunate ly,  ca ree rs in violent cr ime are  oft en quite  short; ea ch new cohort of
violent youths must obtain its  own gunsÐeither  new guns from licensed
deale rs or used guns from current owners  (Cook 1996) . Gun interdic tion can
have a substantial impact ag ainst inner- cit y gun use , especi all y since  young
criminals pref er new ¬rea rms.

A rec ent mantra of  the gun lobby is that we don't  need new gun laws, we
just need to enforce  the exi sting laws. But this is a fal se di chotomy. Actually,
we need both bet ter  laws and bette r enforcement. A main rea son that the ATF
does not enforce the  laws ag ainst scof›aw deale rs more effe cti vel y is be cause
the  NRA has lobbied succ ess fully to limit the bureau's abilit y. New laws, such
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as inc rea sing the penalty for del ibe rat ely fals ify ing information sent to the
ATF, ar e needed to allow the ATF to succe ssfull y enfor ce the law. What is not
needed are  NRA-backed sta te ªpreemptionº initia tiv es , which tak e away
cit ies ' and localit ies ' abil ity to deal e ffe ctiv ely  with their  gun problems. 

Gun proponents tend to negle ct ¬rearm acc idents and suicides , whose
combined death tol l is always  higher than homicides.  Or gun advocat es  make
inappropria te comparisons to imply tha t the ¬rea rm injury  problem is not a
ser ious one.  Kleck (1997a , 29 5), for  ex ample, compares  unintentional ¬rea rm
fatali ties  with all  fat ali ties  from motor vehicle s. For this compari son, he
ex cludes all ¬rea rm suic ides and all ¬rea rm homicides . His measure of  expo-
sure to risk  is the number of households with guns ve rsus the  number of
households with motor vehic les . He concludes tha t dea ths per motor vehicle
are  gr eat er than unintentional gun dea ths per gun, implying tha t the gun
problem isn't ter ribly ser ious and that guns aren't  ter ribly dange rous. But the
time Americans spend using their ca rs is orders of magnitudes  gr eat er than
the time spent using their guns. It is probable  that per hour of exposure,  guns
are  fa r more dange rous. Moreover,  we hav e lot s of saf ety  re gulations con-
cerning the manufac ture of motor vehic les ; there  are  vir tually  no saf ety  regu-
lat ions for domestic ¬re arms manufacture.

Between 1991 and 2000, ¬re arms killed more than thirty -four thousand
Americans annually , and an est imated three  times that number were nonfa -
tal ly wounded. Drowning is one of the leading causes  of injury fat ali ty in the
United Sta tes , but it pal es in comparison to ¬re arms. In the same dec ade,
under ¬ve thousand Americans drowned annuall y. It is,  of  course,  possible  to
¬nd some groups in which more people drowned than were  shot.  Kleck
(1997 a, 296 ) compares  the drowning death rat e for  ze ro-  to four-y ea r-olds
from swimming pools  with the unintentional  ¬rearm injury death rat e for
this ag e group. Again the implica tion is tha t not guns but swimming pools  are
dangerous.  Pools  ar e indeed dangerous for  children, but kids have much
more exposure to pools  than to guns.  Children between zero and four com-
monly swim in pools ; they tend not to hunt, tar ge t shoot, use guns in se lf-
de fense , or cle an household guns. In contra st to a swimming pool,  most chil-
dren zero to four ought not even to know that the re is a ¬rearm in the house
or where it is stored. Their  exposure for ¬rea rm injury ought to be close to
zero.  The fac t that an av era ge  of twenty- three  children ag ed ze ro to four were
kil led with ¬re arms ea ch yea r in 199 1±2000 and that many more were nonfa -
tal ly wounded should be complet ely  unacc eptable. 

When two children (ag ed fourt een or younger ) per  yea r died from being
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locked in automobile trunks in the mid-1990s, car manufacturer s added
saf ety  lat ches to the trunks' interior s. Yet in the  same per iod, when some 150
children the same ag e died each yea r from unintentional ¬rea rm deaths,
manufac turer s did vir tually  nothing to make their  guns sa fer . 

It is common for gun proponents to mischara ct eri ze the ¬re arms lite ra -
tur e. For ex ample, Kleck (1997b) summarizes  the  ag gre gat e studie s of gun
ownership lev els  and crime as fol lows: ªThe studie s ar e split be tween studie s
tha t support  the  ide a that higher lev els  of  gun ownership ar e assoc iated with
higher  crime rat es and those that do notº (249).  Yet six  of  the  sev en cross -se c-
tional studie s he cite s ¬nd a sta tis tica lly signi¬cant dir ec t corre lat ion between
are as with high gun densit y and homicide rat es.  Not surpri singly , there  are  far
fewer sta tis tica lly signi¬cant re sults from studies looking at the effe ct of  guns
on the tot al robbery  rat e, the violent crime rat e, or the index cr ime rat e,
be cause gun lev els  should have  litt le di sce rnable eff ect  on these  cr imes. The
lar ge  majorit y of  robber ies  and other crimes of violence do not involv e
¬rearms.

Kleck oft en uses the lack of sta tist ica l signi¬cance in a study to imply,
incorr ec tly,  the lack of any as soc iat ion between the  var iables  in ques tion. To
cla im that a study shows that the corre lat ion between two va riable s is sta tis ti-
cal ly signi¬cant,  soc ial sci entis ts general ly requir e that the odds be at lea st
ninete en to one tha t the cor rela tion did not result  from chance.  Thus, ¬nding
a sta tis tic ally  signi¬cant corre lat ion means one is quite  sure that the assoc ia-
tion is a rea l one. But the convers e is not true. A result  tha t is not sta tist ica lly
signi¬cant does not imply tha t the re is no re al assoc iat ionÐonly that this par-
ticula r study did not yie ld highly  convincing evidence . It is quite  eas y for a
study not to ¬nd sta tis tica lly signi¬cant cor re lations between va riable s tha t
are  actually  highly assoc iat ed, just by  using too small a number of obser va -
tions or by  measuring the va riable s inac curat ely . 

For example, Kleck summarizes  the cas e- control lite rature on ¬rearms and
suicide, say ing that ªonly  2 ca se- control studie s of  adults  cla im that gun own-
ership is as soc iat ed with an increa sed risk of suicide,  while  a third study found
no incre ase  in suicide riskº  (Kleck 1998,  474 ). It sounds like there  is not much
evidence, and the ev idence is mixed. But ¬ve overl apping ca se- control stud-
ies  (1 20 cas es ) hav e found a  st ati stic ally  si gni¬cant r ela tionship between guns
in the home and suicide of adole sc ents (Brent et al.  1994).  Focusing on adults
only,  Kleck does not inform the re ade r tha t the one study without sta tist ica lly
signi¬cant results (p > .05 ) did not involv e the United St ate s but New
Zealand, where ext ensiv e ba ckg round checks for gun ownership are  com-
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mon, gun storag e requir ements are str ict , and there are vir tually no hand-
guns. The study had only twenty ca ses  of gun suicide, but ev en so, in homes
with guns, the odds for  suicide were 40 per cent gr eat er than in homes with-
out guns (p < .10). In other words, the study was too small to hav e the power
to show that the 40 percent incre ase  in suicide was ªst ati stic ally  signi¬cant at
the  5% lev elº ; it was just lar ge enough to ¬nd that the odds were  be tte r than
nine to one (but not nineteen to one)  that the rel ationship between guns and
suicide did not r esult f rom chance (Beautra is, Joyce , and Mulder 1996). 

John Lott cla ims, ªIn the U.S. the sta tes  with the highest gun ownership
rat es also have by far  the lowest  violent crime rat esº  (2003,  76 ). He provides
no evidence, no cit ations, and no dis cussion for this ass ert ion. By contr as t, in
a sworn a f¬davi t in 1997,  Canadian a cademic and gun advoc ate  Gary  Mauser
cla imed, ªThe pre val ence of ¬re arms has been shown to be unrela ted to
crime.º Mauser  also did not provide evidence or cit ations for  this conclusion.
In fa ct, of  course , many studie s have  shown a strong positi ve  rel ationship
between gun prev alence and gun crimes. For example, a 199 2 rev iew of the  lit-
era ture found that most studie s concluded that gun preva lence was posit ive ly
assoc iat ed with overa ll homicide ra tes  (Ohsfeldt and Morrise y 1992) . Even
Kleck (1991 ) concluded tha t the  fol lowing genera liz ations were consistent
with the bes t ava ilable ev idence on guns and robbery : (1)  gun ownership lev -
els  posit ive ly aff ec t the rat e of  gun robberie s; (2 ) murder of  the vic tim is more
likely  in gun robberi es;  (3)  guns enable robbers to tackle  more lucra tiv e and
risky  tar ge ts; (4)  robbers  armed with guns are  more likely  to complet e their
crimes.

Gun proponents make many cla ims about the advantag es  of  a heav ily
armed soc iety , with almost no empirica l support. For example, there are  con-
tinual ass er tions about the bene¬cial  eff ect s of  guns on burgl ary . ªGun con-
trol has not reduced crime; in fac t it has encouraged burglar yº (Kopel 1992,
43 1). ªA signi¬cant reduct ion in the number of Americans ke eping loaded
guns in the home would, if the experience  of  other countr ies  is a guide, lead
to a lar ge  incre ase  in the burgl ary  ra te,  and to many more burgl ari es be ing
perpe tra ted while  potentia l vic tims are  pre sent in the homeº (Kopel 199 2,
418 ). ªThe potentia l defensiv e nature of guns is further evidenced by the dif -
fer ent rat es  of so- ca lled `hot burg lar ies ,' where  a re sident is at home when a
criminal str ikesº  (Lott 1998a , 5).  The only cit ation is to a comparison of four
locat ionsÐone cit y and three  countri es (Kleck 1997b). No study is ref erenced
that compare s a  la rge  sample of ci tie s, s tat es,  or  na tions.  

However, rea l ev idence exi sts  about guns and burgl ary  rat es . An interna-
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tional compilation of vic timization surve ys in ele ven developed countri es
found that the United Sta tes , which is ¬rst among high-income nations in
gun prev alence and las t in terms of gun control, was fourth in terms of the
percentage  of  households in which a completed burglar y had occurred in the
previous yea r and fourth in terms of burg lar y at tempts that were  not suc ces s-
ful (table  9.1 ). Relat ive  to other  high-income countrie s, our guns do not se em
to prevent burgl ary  att empts or stop burgl ars  in the act . Using Cook's index
as a proxy for gun av ailabil ity,  the re lat ionship between gun ava ilabil ity  and
burgl ary  is nonsigni¬cant and neg ati ve,  and the rel ationship between gun
availabili ty and the percenta ge  of att empted but unsucce ssful burgl ari es is
nonsigni¬cant and negat ive . Such international results at the ve ry lea st pro-
vide no ev idence sugg est ing that guns either reduce att empted burglar y or
make it l ess  lik ely  that att empted burglar ies  will succeed.

A study ac ros s U.S. countie s using data from the National Crime Victim-
iza tion Surve ys  found tha t highe r gun preva lence incre ased the like lihood of
burgl ary  vic timization and did not change  the proport ion of hot burgl ary , so
tha t the tot al number of hot burgl ari es pe r capit a was higher in are as with
more guns.  The res ear chers  sugg est ed tha t guns are  att rac tiv e loot for  bur-
gla rs,  who often tar ge t houses with many guns (Cook and Ludwig 2003).
Sta te- lev el analy ses  also indica te that more guns lead to more burglar ies
(Duggan 2001; Cook and Ludwig 2003) .
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TABLE 9.1. Burglary Rates in Eleven Industr ial ized Nations from Victimization
Surveys (pe rcentage of households in ea ch country, 19 95)

Attempted or Pe rcent age of
Complete d Attempted Complete d Attempts Not

Burg lar y Burgl ary Burgl ary Complete d

Canada 3.4 2.8 5.3 45
Engl and 3.0 3.4 6. 1 56
Netherl ands 2.6 3.3 5.1 55
United Sta tes 2.6 3.0 4.9 53
Fr an ce 2.4 2.2 3. 9 48
Sc otl and 1.5 2.5 3. 6 65
N. Ire lan d 1.5 1.1 2. 5 42
Switz erl and 1.3 1.1 2.2 46
Sweden 1.3 1.1 2. 0 46
Austri a 0.9 0.5 1.3 36
Fin lan d 0.6 0.7 1. 2 52
Average ex cluding

United Sta tes 1.9 1.9 3.3 49

Sourc e: Data from Mayhew and van Dijk 199 7.



One study purports to show that permissive gun-car rying laws reduce
crime (Lott  1998a ). However , the study also yie lds result s contrar y both to
common sense  and gener ally  ac cepted soc ial sci ence;  for ex ample, this study
shows that incre asing unemployment and reducing income both reduce vio-
lent crime and tha t reducing by one percenta ge  point the percenta ge  of the
populat ion that is female , bla ck, and ag ed for ty  to for ty -nine will reduce
homicide by 59 percent. Technic all y superior  studie s using bet ter  models
(Black and Nagin 1998; Dezhbakhsh and Rubin 199 8; Ludwig 199 8) as well as
more rec ent data (Donohue 2003; Hepburn et al. 2004) ¬nd tha t permissive
gun-car rying laws may increa se violent c rime.

Gun proponents of ten make bold cla ims about the  bene¬ts  of sel f-defense
gun use. Yet no study indic ate s that a gun in the home makes  one saf er,  no
study indica tes  tha t a gun in the home will be  used more oft en aga inst intrud-
ers  than ag ainst family members, no study shows tha t a loaded gun in the
home increa ses  saf ety  re lati ve  to an unloaded gun, and no study shows that
using a gun in sel f-defense  reduces the risk of be ing murdered. Moreove r,
rel iable studies do ¬nd tha t a gun in the home incre ase s the risk both for
homicide and suicide (Brent et al.  199 1; Kelle rmann et al.  1992,  1993;  Cum-
mings, Koepsel l, and Grossman et  al.  199 7),  that guns in the home are  used
more often by former or current intimates ag ainst women than by anyone in
sel f-defense  (Azra el and Hemenway 2000), and that a loaded rather than
unloaded gun in the  home incre ase s the risk of suicide (Brent et al. 2000). The
preponderance  of the evidence is cle ar:  guns in the home, on ave ra ge,  inc rea se
one's  chance s of death or nonfat al injury.

Kleck (1997a ) cla ims that guns ar e used more oft en in sel f-defense than in
criminal gun use . Again, no study has ev er shown this. Indeed, eve ry  survey
tha t asked similar ques tions both about sel f-defense  gun use  and cr iminal gun
use ag ainst the respondent ¬nds far  more ca ses  of  criminal gun use . Twice  a
ye ar, ye ar af ter  ye ar,  the National Crime Victimization Surve y shows tha t
ª¬rea rm sel f-defense  is rar e compared with gun crimesº (McDowall and
Wiersema 1994, 198 2).  Many dif fer ent priva te (nongovernmental ) surve ys
yie ld the same re sult (Hemenway and Azra el 2000).

Se lf-defense gun use  is continuall y presented as a socia lly des irable  ac t. But
the  data tel l a dif fer ent story.  Three national surve ys of  sel f-defense gun use
rev eal  that the majority  of  such use s are  probably ille gal  (Hemenway, Mille r,
and Azrae l 2000) and not in the public intere st (Hemenway and Azrae l 2000).

Giv en  th e  empha s i s  p l a c ed  on  th e  suppo s ed  b en e¬ t s  o f  s e l f -d e f en s e  gun
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us e b y th e gun lobb y and pro gun wri t e r s , th e p au c i t y o f d a t a showing an y
r e a l  b en e¬ t s  o f  s e l f -d e f en s e  gun  u s e  i s  amaz in g .  One  s tud y  main l y  o f  c a r e e r
c r imina l s  th a t  i s  c i t ed  c on t inu a l l y  b y  gun  ad vo c a t e s  f ound  th a t  3 4  p e r c en t  o f
impr i son ed  f e l on s  s a id  th a t  th e y  h ad  ªb e en  s c a r ed  o f f ,  sho t  a t  o r  c ap tu r ed  b y
an  a rmed v i c t imº (Wrigh t  and  Ros s i  1 9 8 6 ,  1 5 4 ) .  Howev e r ,  th a t  s tud y  d id  no t
a s k  fo r  an y  sp e c i¬ c s  a bou t  th e s e  gun  u s e s  o r  e v en  fo r  a  b r e a kdown among
th e  th r e e  c a t e g o r i e s .  We do  no t  know whe th e r  tho s e  sho t  a t  we r e  p r e v en t ed
f rom committ in g  th e  c r ime,  whe th e r  th e  a rmed v i c t ims we r e  a rmed wi th
gun s ,  th e  p e r c en t a g e  o f  th e s e  a t t empt ed  c r imes  th a t  o c cu r r ed  a t  r e s id en c e s ,
whe th e r  i t  wa s  a  ª l aw- ab id in g  c i t i z en º  who u s ed  th e  gun a g a in s t  th e  c r imi-
n a l ,  and  so  on .  We do  know th a t  many  o f  th e  3 4  p e r c en t  r e spond ed  ªno º
when  a s k ed  i f  th e y  h ad  ª e v e r  run  in to  a  v i c t im a rmed with  a  gun º  (Wri gh t
and  Ros s i  1 9 8 6 ) .

That study also found that,  when contemplating cr iminal act ivi ty,  more
felons worri ed regula rly  that (1)  they might ge t caught,  (2)  they might go to
prison, (3)  their  families  might look down on them, (4)  the y might hurt or kil l
someone, or  (5 ) they might get  shot at by polic e than worried about ge tting
shot at by  vic tims (Wright and Rossi  1986).  The majorit y of  criminals with
guns got them for prote ction, not for  use in crime. They probably needed
prote ction ag ainst other criminals ra ther than prospec tive  vi ctims. Half of  the
respondents who used guns had gotten into bar ¬ghts , 40 percent had been
stabbed, and 70 percent had been ass aulted. The study seems to indica te the
dangers  of  an armed socie ty,  not the bene¬ts. 

There may be individual bene¬ts  from having a gun and using it in sel f-
de fense , but there ex ists  no evidence to sugg est  any general  socie tal  bene¬ts .
On the contrar y, many studie s sugges t a lar ge  net public  hea lth cost from an
armed socie ty.  Homes with guns and sta tes  with more gun owners have more
violent deaths (Mille r, Azra el, and Hemenway 2001,  2002a,  2002b, 2002c,
2002d). And sta tes  with high lev els  of  household ¬rearm ownership have
lower lev els  of  socia l capi tal  and mutual t rust (Hemenway e t al . 2001). 

Sti ll, it is important to point out that whateve r the evidence reg arding the
actual bene¬ts of sel f-defense  gun use , most rea sonable  ¬rearm polici es
would have litt le or no eff ect  on the possibil ity of  leg itimate sel f-defense  gun
use by  nonfelons. Such polici es should help reduce gun ac cidents, gun sui-
cides , gun robberie s, gun homicides,  and gun intimidation. Perhaps that is
why polls show that the  overwhelming majority  of  Americans favor  the pas-
sag e and implementation of such polic ies .
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L E S S O N S F R OM O TH E R P R ODU C T S

Like ¬re arms, cig are ttes and alcohol provide some bene¬ts to consumers but
also cause  major publi c hea lth problems (McGinnis and Foege  199 3).  The
publi c hea lth approach to reducing the nega tiv e health eff ect s of  these  two
product s while maintaining Americans' abilit y responsibly  to buy, own, and
use these  goods provides les sons for an approach to reducing ¬re arm injuries .

Tobacco

Consider the dif fer ence be tween asking, ªWhy do lar ge numbers of people con-

tinue to smoke cig are tte s?º  and asking ªWhy do the se particular people continue

to smoke?º  The ¬rst quest ion dir ect s att ention to the tobacco culture in which

ev eryone liv es:  the growing of tobac co,  the adver tis ing of cig are tte s, the meaning

of smoking. The second quest ion direc ts att ention to the psy chology and phys i-

ology of  individual people  within tha t culture.  Prevention concerned solely  with

these individuals  conceal s an endorsement of the  structure. It alsoÐnot to lose

sight of what rea lly counts hereÐis simply les s eff ect ive  than prevention tha t

changes  the conditions of the tobacco culture.

ÐS. N. Tesh

Like ¬rearms, cig are tte s ar e a widely used consumer product, enjoyed by mil-
lions of Americans in all  walks  of life  and romantic ized in adver tis ements and
on ¬lm. Like gun control, the his tor y of smoking control ªis  one of ongoing
struggle  with an implacable  foeº (Nathanson 1999, 429 ). However, in the
United St ate s, the  soc ial movement to reduce the harm caused by cig are tte s is
further along than the movement to less en the harm caused by ¬rea rms. In
most other  high-income countri es, the opposite is t rue. 

In the ¬rst hal f of  the twenti eth century,  cig are tte s were oft en adve rtis ed as
bene¬ci al to health. Thanks in lar ge  part to improved data about smoking
and smoking-re lat ed illness , medical  studie s ac cumulated throughout the
1950s . As a result , in 1959 the U.S. Publi c Health Se rvi ce proclaimed that ªthe
weight of the  ev idence at pr esent implicat es smoking as  the  principal etiolog-
ica l fac tor in the  increa sed incidence  of lung cance rº (Burney 19 59,  183 5) . The
1964 surgeon genera l's  report concluded, ªCiga ret te smoking is a health haz-
ard of suf¬cient importance to the U.S. to warrant appropria te remedial
act ionº (U.S. Department of Health, Educa tion, and Welfare  1964, 33) . The
sci ence was not without controvers y, as the protobacco for ce s inces santly
att ack ed the  medical studie s and continually  touted the  few re sults tha t did
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not ¬nd a cig are tte -cance r connection (Kell ermann 1997). However, the sur-
geon general 's report  on tobac co had suf¬cient in›uence tha t Congr ess
imposed warning labe ls for cig ar ett es in 1965. 

Data  and res ea rch were  crucia l in the tobacco are a. More and more studie s
found a strong connect ion not only between smoking and cance r but also
between smoking and heart  dis ea se. More important, while it was long
known that smoking could be annoying to others , sc ienti¬c ev idence beg an to
show that it was also a health hazard to nonsmokers . Tobacco use  could no
longer  be  viewed solel y as an issue of the smoker's healthÐit was also one of
nonsmokers' rights. The exposure of innocent vic timsÐnonsmokers, fetuses,
and childrenÐmade it cle ar  tha t governmental  ac tion was needed to help
those at risk  from the ªpollutingº smoker (Bay er and Colgrove 2002) . 

The nation's ¬rst gra ssroots org aniza tion ag ainst smokers ' pollution was
formed in Maryland in 197 1. The Group aga inst Smokers' Pollution (GASP)
emphasi zed nonsmokers' rights  and att empted to make smoking unpopular
so that smokers  would quit. In 197 3, due to the dangers  of involuntar y smok-
ing (sometimes cal led passiv e smoking, secondhand smoke, or  environmen-
tal  tobacco smoke),  the Civil Aeronauti cs Board required no-smoking sec -
tions on air lines,  and Arizona bec ame the ¬rst sta te to ban smoking in some
publi c pla ce s. By 199 5, smoking was banned on all  commercial  ›ights, forty
sta tes  regulated smoking in sta te government work sit es,  and thirty  sta tes
res tri cted smoking in res taurants (Nathanson 1999).

The publi c health approach emphasi zes  a multif ace ted str ate gy for improv-
ing health and sa fety . For tobac co, that inc luded convincing physi cians to
stop smoking and to sta rt adv ising their patients  aga inst smoking; reducing
the  av ail abi lity  of  cig ar ett es to adole scents (e. g.,  re stri cting the pla cement of
cig ar ett e vending machines),  mandating warning labels , banning tobac co
adver tis ements on radio and tel ev ision, and cre ating antismoking ads empha-
siz ing the hea lth dangers  of  ci gar ette s (Lantz et a l. 2000).  

An important change with respect to cig are tte s has be en the transforma-
tion of the  cig are tte  and smoking from symbols of modernity,  autonomy,
power, and sexuality  to symbols of weakness, irr ationali ty,  and addic tion
(Brandt 199 2).  Ciga ret te smoking has  be come décla ssé  for  many sophis tic ate s,
and cig ar ett e companies  are  oft en depic ted as att empting to addic t children
to the ir product.

Jurie s bec ame more sympathetic  to liabilit y cla ims aga inst the  tobacco
industry  aft er corporat e documents were  unear thed showing unethica l and
immoral behavior (Hurt and Robertson 199 8).  Lit iga tion became an impor-
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tant weapon for improving publi c knowledge , changing publi c opinion and
even providing funds for anti tobacco ads.

Although America  has  had some succe ss in reducing the problems caused
by tobacco use , the  strugg le continues. The tobacco indust ry  markets  a prod-
uct of mass lethal ity  and trie s to shift the  hea lth and socia l cos ts onto the pub-
lic . Protobacco force s have  pushed, oft en suc ces sfully,  to have sta te leg isl a-
tur es prevent local  communitie s from enac ting strong local  measures to
prote ct the hea lth and s afe ty of their  c iti zens. The tobac co industry  a lso t ried
to get  Congres s to prev ent liabilit y suits  ag ainst cig are tte  manufac turer s.
Finall y, protobacco for ce s hav e cla imed that the goal of  publi c health was to
make all  smoking ille gal  and all smokers cr iminals:  ªA widespr ead anti-
tobacco industry  is out to haras s six ty million Americans who smoke and to
prohibit the manufacture  and use of tobac co productsº  (Dwyer 1996, 468) . 

The sci ence in the  ¬rearms ¬eld is at a similar sta ge to the  cig are tte  lite ra -
tur e of the mid-1950s.  For ex ample, publi c health res ea rchers  are  conducting
many sci enti¬c studies on ¬rearm injuries , and the lar ge majorit y of  studie s
indica te that a gun in the  home is a dange r for  the  family and probably for  the
entire  community. But manufac turer s have  marketed ¬rea rms as a saf ety
devic e for  the  home (Vernick, Teret , and Webster 199 7),  and the few studie s
tha t sugges t some bene¬t from ¬rearms ar e widely publi ciz ed by the gun
lobby, ev en as  they  ar e widely  discr edited in the lite rature . 

The publi c health struggle  to reduce the  harm caused by tobacco has
les sons for the  ¬rearms ¬eld. For ex ample, one les son is the importance  of
federa l data col lec tion, analy ses , inves tig ations, and reports. While Congre ss
mandated annual report s by  the surgeon general  on the health consequence s
of smoking, the gun lobby has succ eeded in prev enting any federal  invest iga -
tion or report on the gun indust ry.  During the mid-1990s  the gun lobby dec-
imated the tiny ¬rearms re sea rch effor t tha t had begun at the Cente rs for  Dis-
eas e Control and Prevention (Zimmerman 1999)  and arr anged to make some
sta te handgun re gis tra tion ¬les inacc ess ibl e to health res ea rchers . Annual sur-
geon genera l report s on ¬rearms would be immensely  helpful in providing
the  public with updated sci enti¬c information concerning guns and publi c
health. 

A second lesson is the political importance of emphasizing the costs
imposed on innocents, such as children. Guns do impose large costs on inno-
cent victimsÐincluding those intimidated with ¬rearms or shot accidentally
or during assaults and robberies. Americans feel less safe as others in the com-
munity acquire ¬rearms, and states with more guns have more lethal violence. 
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A third les son is the importance of symbolism. While the image of the cig -
are tte smoker and the perception of smoking has fal len in social  sta tus, guns
are  stil l portr ay ed as symbols of autonomy, power, sexuality , and patrioti sm
(Kell ermann 1997) . Yet guns for  crime or sel f-defense  could as eas ily  be por-
tra yed as weapons for  cowards who ar e unskilled at re al hand-to-hand ¬ght-
ing or unskilled at nonviolently  resolving con›ict. Japan fought battl es in the
lat e six teenth century using more guns than any European country  posse ssed.
But over the next three  centuries , for  a var iet y of  re asons, the country gav e up
the gun. Among other  things, guns were  seen as removing much of the skill
and beauty from combat. When it be came appar ent tha t a farmer with a gun
could readil y kill  the toughest  samurai, no true soldier wanted to use a gun
(Perr in 1979).

A fourth les son is the rol e of medica l profe ssionals . In the tobac co ar ea,  it
was important for physi cians not only to emphasi ze  the dangers  of  smoking
but also to stop smoking. In the ¬re arms ar ena , there  has be en litt le att empt
to convince physi cians with young children to get  guns out of the ir own
homes, and only a small (but growing) number of physi cians counsel  patients
to store  guns appropria tel y. 

A ¬fth les son is the importance of  place  res tri ctions. Tobac co ac tivi sts  have
succe eded in re str icting smoking in many locale s. In the ¬rearms ar ea,
att empts should be made to further res tri ct the pla ces  where  individuals can
leg all y car ry  guns. Polls  show that the  overwhelming majority  of Americans
would like guns to be banned not only from air lines but also from res tau-
rants, ba rs, hospital s, sport s stadiums, and other publi c place s (Hemenway,
Azrae l, and Mille r 2001). Yet conceal ed gun ca rry ing in such loc ations has
be en incre asingly permitted. 

A six th les son is the importance of gr ass roots  acti vism. For ex ample, while
nonsmokers'- rights groups pla y an important role in tobacco polic y, no sim-
ila r non-gun-owners' -ri ghts groups have be en formed, although many gun
control organiza tions and vic tim and survivor groups ex ist . In the ¬re arms
are a, the discourse on rights  has remained the ex clusiv e province of  the gun
lobby, which cla ims, incorr ec tly,  consti tutionally  prote cted sta tus for  gun
owners' rights  (and no r ights for  non±gun owners) . 

A ¬nal les son from tobac co control has be en the importance of tort law. In
the ¬rearms ar ea,  a host of rec ent liabil ity  suits  led some manufac turer s and
deale rs to put a bit  more emphasi s on the publi c's  health when making their
corporat e polic ies . Smith and Wesson, for  ex ample, initia lly  ag reed to a var i-
ety  of requir ements in exchange  for  be ing dropped from a feder al gove rn-
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ment lawsuit (ABCnews.com 1999). However, the gun industr y has per -
suaded some sta te leg isl ature s to prohibit antigun lawsuits brought by loc al
communitie s. As this chapter  is be ing writt en, a corporat e inside r is high-
lighting quest ionable manufacturer  conduct at  the  same time the gun lobby is
att empting to per suade Congres s to prohibit all  lawsuits aga inst this one
product . The role of tort l aw in improving ¬rea rm safet y has  ye t to be play ed
out. 

As the tobacco lobby opposes  re gulations, arguing that the y are  ult imately
intended to ban all smoking, the gun lobby opposes  vir tua lly ev ery  rea sonable
polic y with the cla im that it is just a thinly dis guised scheme to tak e away
ev eryone's  ¬rearms. Those  opposed to publi c health re sea rch on ¬rearms take
a s imilar ta ck:  

Based on studies,  and propelled by leadership from the Cente rs for  Dis-
eas e Control and Pre vention (CDC), the objec tiv e has broadened so
tha t it now includes banning and con¬sca tion of all handguns, re str ic-
tiv e licensing of owners of other ¬rearms, and ev entual elimination of
¬rearms from American life , ex cepting (perhaps) only a small eli te of
ex tremely wealthy collec tors,  hunte rs or  tar ge t shoote rs . (Kates et al.
199 5, 2 34 )

Publi c health res ea rch is designed to bring sc ience  to bea r on important
issues such as cig ar ett e smoking and gun ca rry ing. While the publi c health
goal has be en to eradic ate  ce rta in human dis eas es , including polio and small-
pox, making it unlawful to produce mass consumer products  such as  motor
vehic les , tobac co,  al cohol,  or  ¬rea rms is not on the public health ag enda. 

Alcohol

In developing and apply ing the prevention perspect ive , we have be en struck by,

and had to re sist  most forcibly , the tendency to think about policy  in terms of

opposed pairs:  dr y ver sus wet, prohibition ve rsus unlimited acc es s, tre atment

ve rsus pre vention, good drinking ve rsus bad drinking.

ÐM. H. Moore and D. Gers tein

Historic all y, the U.S. temperance movement was a moral isti c rather than a
publi c hea lth movement. But like publi c health pract itioners, Prohibitionis ts
strove to avoid putting complete bl ame on the  vic tims for their  problems.
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And Prohibition, while causing other soc ial problems, such as the ris e of the
Mob, appea rs to have be en a str iking succe ss in some publi c hea lth dimen-
sions. Both consumption of alcohol and cir rhosis ra tes  fel l subst antia lly  (Ter-
ris  1967;  Levine and Reinarman 1991).  

Publi c health is intere sted in prev ention, not prohibition. Prev ention in the
alcohol ¬eldÐremoved from the shadow of moral ismÐgot its of¬cia l gov-
ernmental sta rt with the es tablishment of the National Institute on Alcohol
Abuse and Alcoholi sm (NIAAA) in 197 1 (Beauchamp 1988) . The sci enti¬c
res ea rch sponsored by this agency is changing our underst anding of alcohol
and a lcohol problems. 

After  Prohibition, a notion arose that the alcohol problems aff ect ed only a
small minority  of drinker s and that most individuals drank sa fely , as  ªsocia l
drinker s.º  Rathe r than abstention, a way to prevent alcoholism was to inte-
gra te alcohol into eve ryday  lif eÐsuch as wine with meals. Socie tie s that had
normaliz ed alcohol use  supposedly experienced few problems with alcohol.
Some people ar gued that students  should lea rn to drink at school, much as
the y le arn to driv e automobiles (Chafetz  196 7).  

The proalcohol for ces  have vigorousl y promoted the cla ims that most ordi-
nary people' s drinking is per fec tly  harmless, that regula r drinking is good for
you, and that educa tion is the  most eff ect ive  way of combating ªthe ex ces siv e
drinking we all  deplore.º  A policy  presc ribed is ex tensiv e tre atment of alco-
holism by expert s in group psychotherapy in expensive  inpat ient units
(Kendell 1995 , 1 81) . 

In the mid-1970s  and aga in in the mid-1990s , with sponsorship from the
World Health Organiz ation, a lar ge  international group of alcohol
res ea rchersÐªthe leading sc ientis ts of  the alcohol worldº (Kendell 199 5,
181 )Ðproduced reports on sound polic y presc riptions from the result s of  the
sci enti¬c lite ra ture that refuted the cla ims of the increa singly  powerful inter -
national alcohol industr y (Bruun et al. 197 5; Edwards et  al.  1994) . A strong
link was demonstr ated between high lev els  of socie tal  drinking and high lev -
els  of alcohol problems. Where alcohol use was normative and alcohol was
widely usedÐand especi ally  where  wine was tre ated as a food and commonly
ser ved at  mealsÐthe result  was a ve ry high rate  of alcohol consumption, dis -
eas e, and alcohol- rel ated deaths and injuries . The more alcohol was re str icted
(e. g.,  via  tax es or age  res tri ctions) the lower the ra tes  of  cir rhosis, highway
fat ali ties , and other a lcohol-r ela ted problems (Beauchamp 1988 ).

The alcohol indust ry  likes to pre sent the world as one of alcoholic s and
sensible drinker s. But the world is a continuum: alcohol-r ela ted problems go

P O L I C Y  L E S S O N S



beyond alcohol dependence (Pacurucu-Cast illo 1995) . While heav y drinkers
contr ibute  disproport ionat ely  to alcohol- rel ated problems, the re are  many
more low-leve l alcohol consumers. Low-lev el consumption impairs  cognitiv e
and physi ca l functioning, and the individual is oft en unaware  of the eff ect . In
addit ion, occ as ional binge  drinking cause s ser ious soc ial  problems. For many
alcohol problems (though not cir rhosis ), the  highes t-r isk  group is so small it
accounts  for  only a fra ction of the tot al amount of damage . Light and moder-
ate  drinker sÐand par ticularl y those  light drinkers  who occ asionally  drink
immodera tel yÐgenerat e the bulk of alcohol- rel ated problems (e. g., impaired
driving, family dysfunction) (Krei tman 1986).

Sc ientis ts in the alcohol ¬eld concluded that a populat ion-based str ate gy is
most eff ect ive  for  reducing alcohol- rel ated problems. ªEntir ely  risk-f ree
dr inking ex ists  only as a fantas y,º  and ªany att empts to put ac ros s a message
which encourages  drinking on the basi s of hoped-for g ains in coronar y heart
dis ea se pre vention would be likely  to result in more harm to the  populat ion
than bene¬tº (Edwards e t a l. 1994 , 209).  

Education appear s at be st to have  an indire ct eff ec t on prevention by cre at-
ing heightened politi cal  and publi c awarenes s of the  issues. Rese arch does  not
support  the deployment of school-based educa tion, public educa tion, or
adver tis ing re str ictions as lead polic y choic es . Conver sely , ªenvironmental
measures  which in›uence phys ica l ac ces s to alcohol can make a signi¬cant
contr ibution to the pre vention of alcohol problems.º Such measure s inc lude
minimum leg al drinking ag es;  res tri ctions on the  hours of sal e and on ªhappy
hoursº;  polic ies  on the  number, type, and location of sa les  outle ts; ser ve r
tra ining; incre ased tax ation; random brea th te sts;  and rules concerning
speci¬c situations (e. g.,  alcohol at ba seball games) (Edwards 1997 ). 

Publi c hea lth exper ts advoc ate  such spe ci¬c polici es as outlawing the sal e of
alcohol at gas  sta tions to reduce drinking and driving, keg  reg ist rat ion and
home delive ry res tri ctions to help prevent underag e drinking, and limits of
sal es at community  ev ents to reduce unruly behavior and other assoc iat ed
alcohol- rela ted problems. Many nongovernmental organiz ations can also
institute  polic ies  to help reduce  the harm caused by alcohol. For example,
alcohol merchants can provide inc entive s for their employe es car efully  to
check age  identi¬cation, the  media can portr ay  responsible alcohol use , work
sit es can res tric t alcohol at work ev ents, col leg es can est ablish alcohol- fre e
dormitorie s, insurance companies  can provide  premium discounts to outlet s
tha t tra in the ir ser ve rs, and rel igious institutions can stop using alcohol as
door prize s (Toomey and Wagenaar 1999) . 
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Abundant evidence shows the eff ect ivenes s of one spe ci¬c polic y, alcohol
tax ation, which reduces  the overa ll populat ion lev el of  alcohol consumption
and alcohol- rel ated problems. In addit ion, evidence shows that young
drinker s, heavy  drinker s, and dependent drinkers  ar e all  in›uenced by pri ce
(Edwards 1997) . The eff ect s of  pric e can be la rg e. It has  been es timated that  if
be er had been taxed at the ra te  of disti lled spirits  since  195 1 and no eros ion of
the  be er t ax  had been allowed to occur, the number of youths kil led in tra f¬c
cra shes would have be en reduced by 54  perc ent (Coate and Grossman 1987) . 

The alcohol lobby has politi cal  clout and ¬ghts  such initia tiv es.  A decade
ago, a sta tewide proposition in California to rai se alcohol pri ces  by  a nicke l a
drink met with ¬erce  indust ry  opposit ion. Repre senta tive s of the wine indus-
try  dec lar ed a jihad and unlea shed the dogs  of warÐtens of millions of dol-
lar s in adve rtis ements that helped to confuse the ele ctora te and def ea t the tax
initia tiv e (McGuire  1990).

Publi c health succe sse s in the  alcohol ¬eld have  not been as vis ible as in
tobacco. But in most industr iali zed Western countri es,  drinking problems
have declined (S ingle 199 5) . Happy hoursÐwhere people  tend to drink ex ces -
siv ely  in a short periodÐhave been banned in at lea st twenty sta tes  (Bethel
1999).  Drunk driving dea ths have  fal len in the  United Sta tes . But much
remains to be done. Publi c health off ers  da ta,  res ea rcher s, sc ience , organiza -
tion, a comprehensiv e approach, and the  con¬dent knowledge  that ªthe lev el
of alcohol problems which a socie ty experiences is susceptibl e to ameliora tion
by ra tional poli cy act ionº (Edwards e t a l. 1994 , 2) .

Publi c health profes sionals confront many similar issues when try ing to
addre ss the problems caused by ¬rearms. Both alcohol and ¬rearms cause
much damage to the  health of soc iet ies , and the cos ts ar e oft en imposed on
innocent vic tims. For ex ample, alcohol problems extend well beyond the
individual drinker  into the liv es of family members, fri ends,  coworkers , and
str anger s. Alcohol increa ses  the  risk of  child negle ct, spousa l abuse, family
dis ruption, ¬re s, crimes, violence,  and homicide as  well as motor vehicle
cra shes (Holder  199 7) . Similar ly, ¬rea rm problems extend to ac cidents,  sui-
cides , and gun threa ts and intimidation, and the costs  of  ¬rea rm violence
ex tend into the live s of  family members  and the community. Alcohol con-
sumption has elements of contagionÐthe alcohol intake of one individual  or
one subgroup in a community  typica lly aff ect s the  intake of others  (Rehm,
Ashley, and Dubois 199 7) . Similarly , an incre ase  in guns in a community may
lead othe rs to a cquire guns out of fe ar or  be cause  of  conformity.

The struggle  to reduce  the harm caused by alcohol has les sons for  the
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¬rearms ¬eld. One lesson is the importance of feder al funding for re sea rch:
NIAAA res ea rch funding is currently far  in ex ces s of federa l support  for
¬rearms res ear ch. A second les son is the potential  bene¬t from the use of
international confe rence s to rea ch consensus conce rning res ea rch ¬ndings.
While the re have be en occ asional confer ences  about suicide res ea rch, such an
approach has not genera lly  be en used in the ¬rea rms area .

Another  les son is tha t opponents  will try  to depict  the world as dichoto-
mous, composed of a tiny perc entag e of  problem users  on one side and ev ery -
one els e on the other.  The progun advocat es talk continuously about cr imi-
nals and ªdecent, law-abiding cit izens.º For the ªgood guys ,º gun posse ssion
can only incre ase  rather than reduce  the saf ety  of ev eryone. The gun lobby
cla ims that socia liz ation into the gun culture would reduce ¬re arm acc idents
and injuries . However , the empirica l ev idence shows that where gun posse s-
sion and use a re  normalized, more gun-re lat ed problems arise .

Like the alcohol indust ry , the gun lobby advocat es two narrow polic y pre-
scr iptions.  Gun manufac turer s argue for  gun tra ining (by  NRA tra iners)  and
for incre as ed punishment of criminals. Yet the ev idence sugge sts  that more
punishment and tra ining should not be the prime solutions for  our ¬rearms
problems and that a more comprehensive polic y approach is needed. 

Overa ll, ¬rea rms, like alcohol, provide some socie tal  bene¬ts , inc luding
dir ec t health bene¬ts  (medica l and publi c health res ea rchers  hav e docu-
mented the bene¬cial eff ec ts of small amounts of alcohol on coronar y heart
dis ea se) . Like alcohol polic y, ¬rea rms polic y is a contentious ar ena bes et  by
ve sted inter est s; in both are as , public health re sea rch tri es to provide sci ence
where  pa ssion and prejudice  have  too often ruled the day  (Edwards 1997) .

An important miles tone in the att empt to change  the U.S. vis ion concern-
ing the pre vention of alcohol problems was the  198 1 National Resea rch Coun-
cil  Report that sugges ted a wide arr ay  of alcohol polic ies  (Moore and Gerst ein
198 1). For the report's three  main conclusions, we might almost be able to
replac e the word alcohol with ‹ rearms.

1. ªAlcohol problems are  permanent because drinking is an important
and ineradicable  pa rt of this soc iety  and culture .º

2. ªAlcohol problems tend to be so broadly  fel t and dis tributed as to be
a general  soc ial  problem, even though they ar e exc es siv ely  pr eva lent
in a r ela tiv ely  small fra ction of the popula tion.º

3. ªThe possibil itie s for  reducing the problem by prevention measure s
are  . . . re al,  and should incr eas e with experience.º  (1 16)
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L E S S O N S F R OM O TH E R COUN T R I E S

[The] ¬xation of Americans on guns is an inexplic abl e and horri¬c aspect of

American culture to people in other  countri es.

ÐLawrence Stone

The United Sta tes has more guns than any other high-income nation. For
ex ample, a 19 89 telephone surve y of twenty- eight thousand randomly
sel ect ed individuals  in fourte en indust ria liz ed countrie s found that the
United Sta tes  led all  other nations in te rms of households with civ ili an
¬rearms (Killi as 199 3);  more rec ent surve ys con¬rm that ranking (Kill ias , Van
Keste ren, and Rindlisbacher 2001)  (tabl e 9.2 ). More importantl y, we have far
more handguns than other countri es.  While Canada and New Zealand hav e
almost comparable lev els  of long gun ownership to the  United Sta tes , those
countri es have  few handguns, the gun of choice  for  cr iminals. In the movie
Bowling for Columbine, Michael Moore implies  that U.S. and Canadian citi -
zens are  equally  armed. With respect to handguns, he is ve ry much mistaken.
The Canadian government est imated that in 1998 there  were  1.2  million
handguns in Canada, compared to 76 million in the United Sta tes  (Canadian
Fir ea rms Centre  1998) .

P O L I C Y  L E S S O N S

TABLE 9.2. Households with Civil ian Firea rms
(in per centages)

Country Househo lds with Civ ilian Fir ea rms a

Unite d Sta tes 48
Switz erl and 35
Norway 31
Canada 26
Fin land 25
Fr anc e 25
Austr alia 16
Be lgium 15
Sp ain 13
North ern Ire lan d 9
Germany 9
Sc otl and 5
England and Wales 4
The Nethe rland s 2

Sourc e: Data from Killia s, Van Keste ren , and Rindli sba che r 20 01 .
a Ye ars rep ort ed ran ge from 1989 –9 6.



U.S. gun control laws ar e also weaker than those of other industria lized
nations. For ex ample, almost all other high-income countries  hav e a licensure
sys tem for gun ownership (United Nations 199 8) (table  9.3 ). Virtually  all  of
the se countri es also require re gis tra tion of all  ¬rearms, both handguns and
long guns (Cukier  1998) . For those individuals with ¬rearms, almost all  coun-
tri es have mandatory  storag e requirements. The lar ge  majorit y of  high-
income nations also require  a tra ining cer ti¬ca te be fore one can leg all y obtain
a ¬rearm. And the majority  does  not consider ªprotec tionº a leg itimate rea -
son for  obtaining a handgun. The United Sta tes  is cle ar ly an outlie r in te rms
of ¬rearm regulations. 

In Canada, for  example, handguns are  res tri cted and heavi ly regula ted
weapons. There  is a twenty- eight-day waiting period to purchas e a ¬rearm
and a requir ement for ¬rea rms tra ining befor e ¬re arm purchas e; further-
more,  would-be purchase rs are  also required to provide ref er enc es. All
¬rearms are  reg ist ered,  and lic enses  ar e requir ed for ¬rearm ownership. Gun
adver tis ing cannot depic t or ex tol  violence  aga inst another person. None of
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TABLE 9.3. Fir ea rm Regulat ions

Train in g Handgun
Certi fic ate Ownersh ip

Lic ens e Sto rag e Need ed fo r Pe rmitte d for
Country Sy stem Regulat ion s Purch ase Pr ote cti on

Austr alia Ye s Yes Yes No
Austri a Ye s Yes Yes
Be lgium Yes Yes Yes Yes
Canada Yes Yes Yes No a

Denmark Yes No
Fin land Yes No No
Fr anc e Yes Yes
Germany Yes Yes Yes
Jap an Yes Yes Yes No
Luxembourg Yes No No
New Zealand Yes Yes Yes No
Norway Yes Yes Yes Yes
Sp ain Yes Yes Yes Yes
Sweden Yes Yes No
Switz erl and Yes Yes No Yes
Unite d Kingd om Yes Yes No a

Unite d Sta tes No No Yes

Sourc e: Data from United Nations 19 98 .
Note:  A blank  indic ate s n o r esp on se.
a In ex cep tiona l ca ses , pe rmits may be issu ed .



the se requir ements hold for most sta tes in the United St ate s, even though gun
advocat es have long cla imed that guns in the United Sta tes  are  heav ily regu-
lat edÐthat there  ar e ª20,000 laws concerning ¬rea rmsº (National Ri›e Asso-
cia tion 2002). Gun proponents  provide no sourc e for this number,  and if it is
true, they must be counting many local  laws, such as zoning laws, laws aga inst
¬ring guns in cit ies , and so on. Yet the  trend has been for sta te gov ernments
to enac t ªpreemption laws,º  which forbid local gove rnments from enacting
gun laws (Vernick and Hepburn 2003) . But the ke y point is tha t the number
of laws is not the  cri ter ion for judging permissiveness of re gulations. All
knowledge abl e international experts  ag ree  that the United Sta tes  has the most
permissive  gun l aws of any industr ial ized nation.

The U.S. lev el of  lethal violence  is also far  out of line with those of other
industria liz ed nations. The fac t tha t most of our lethal  violence  involv es
¬rearms lends credence to the genera lly ac cepted (outside the United Sta tes )
hypothesis that the pre val ence of  guns is a prime rea son U.S. homicide rat es
are  so high. An international study of the fourt een developed countries  with
va lid and comparable  measure s of  gun ownership lev els  found that gun own-
ership was signi¬cantly  and positi ve ly assoc iat ed with gun homicide and total
homicide ra tes  but not with rat es of homicide without a gun (Killi as 199 3) .
Using a va lidated proxy for ¬rea rm ownership lev els  (Azrael , Cook, and
Mille r 2004),  it has been shown that, ac ros s the  twenty- six  deve loped nations,
gun ownership was posit ive ly and signi¬cantly corre lat ed with gun homicides
and tota l homicides (Hemenway and Miller 2000).  (S ee appendix A.)

It is of ten cla imed that Switz erl and, which has a hea vil y armed populat ion
but a low homicide rat e, disproves the  gun±lethal violence connection.
ªAcross the Atlantic , England's low crime ra te is invar iably highlighted by
gun control proponents.  Switz erl and, which entir ely  disprove s the `guns
cause crime' thes is, is of course , ignoredº (LaPie rre  1994 , 17 4).

But good internat ional  studie s ex amine all  high-income countries  for
which data are  ava ilable, not just one or two nations. Furthermore, the U.S.
crime rat e is not high rel ati ve to England. In the mid-1990s,  ac cording to vi c-
timization survey s, ass ault, robbery , burgl ary , and motor vehicle  theft rat es
were  higher in England and Wales than in the United Sta tes  (Langan and Far -
rington 1998) . But their  murder  rat e was much lower.

For Switz erl and, the  guns ava ilable ar e not typic all y handguns, and most
are  not per sonally  owned by the civ ilian populat ionÐonly about one- third of
Swiss  households hav e pri vat ely  owned ¬re arms. Most Swiss guns are  milit ary
weapons ass igned to a milit ia for  use in ev ent of war. In Switz erl and, gun pos-
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ses sion comes with a burden of responsibility . Ever y able-bodied male goes
through regular milita ry tra ining for  twenty- two yea rs,  from age twenty to
forty -two. Priva tes  and lower- ranking noncommissioned of¬cer s are  issued
5.56 ass ault ri›es , which they store at home along with ga s masks and twenty
rounds of ammunition. Weapons and ammunition must be kept in a sea led
conta iner and be stored under lock and ke y. The guns must be pre sented for
regula r inspect ions, where  it is also det ermined whether the  ammunition is
sti ll properl y sea led. Ammunition cannot be purchased and is inspected reg -
ula rly , and eve ry bulle t must be ac counted for. Misuse of milit ary  weapons as
well as fai lure to store them securely  is se ver ely  punished by milita ry justic e
(Switz er land Embass y 1999).  

By contr as t, a lar ge  proportion of guns in priva te U.S. households are
handguns. These  guns are  not for  national def ense but are  truly personal
weapons, primarily  designed for use ag ainst other cit izens. They are  under the
domain of the individual owner and are  owned for personal gra ti¬cat ion,
with no oblig ation to the sta te. The number and nature of the guns and the
att itude toward gun ownership cle arl y dif fer  gre atl y be tween Switz erl and and
the United Sta tes .

Isr ael  is also oft en touted as  a high-gun, low-crime country . Given Isr ae l's
security  problems, it is not surprising that there  ar e lar ge numbers  of armed
soldiers  and security  for ces  in the  str eet s and that many civ ilians car ry
¬rearms. Yet even though priva te ¬rearm ownership has  ris en sha rply in
Isr ael  in re cent decades , its  civ ilian ¬re arm ownership ra te stil l appears  to be
well be low that of the United Sta tes  (Williams 2000).  Relat ive ly few Isr ael is
own handguns (Zimring and Hawkins 1997b).

The Isr ae li government str ict ly controls ¬rearm posse ssion among its  citi -
zens. A license  is required for each ¬rearm owned, and the  number of
¬rearms a cit izen may posses s c an be re str ict ed. Applic ants f ace  waiting peri -
ods of up to three  months while polic e, medical , and psychologic al che cks  are
conducted. Prospe ctiv e owners must also pas s gun competency tes ts.
ªDespit e Isr ae l's image  abroad as  a ¬rea rm-friendly  socie ty,  eli gibili ty for  a
gun license is de termined aft er  thorough criminal-and-medica l his tory
check s, and then on a show-need, ca se-by -ca se basi sº (Willi ams 2000). 

Isr ael i homicide ra tes  are  about av era ge  for  high-income countrie s. What
dif fer entia tes  Isr ae l from other dev eloped nations is its security  situation,
which drive s Isr ae li cit izens' demand for ¬rearms. The ve ry tough lic ensure
laws help stop the massiv e prolife ra tion of civ ilian ¬re arms. Sti ll, a leading
Isr ael i criminologist,  S. F. Landau, report s that most rec ent homicides were
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committed by lic ensed ¬rearms owners and that ªther e are many more inno-
cent vic tims of licensed ¬rearms than persons prote cted by them from ter ror-
ist  or  cr iminal at tackº  (2003, 140).

While eve ry  country  has its  own dis tinct his tory and culture , the experi -
ence of other developed countri es puts to the tes t many unsubstantia ted
cla ims in the American gun debate .

1. Kleck sugges ts that ªmuch social  order in America may preca riousl y
depend on the fac t tha t millions of people are  armed and dange rous
to ea ch other º (19 88,  17) . Yet all  other high-income countri es have far
fewer civ ilian guns than the United St ate s, and most maintain as
much or more ªsocia l order. º Indeed, throughout the world and in
our own his toric al West, having more armed citi zens who pose a
danger to each other  invar iably means le ss soc ial  order.

2. While gun proponents hai l the permissive  U.S. gun re gulations as a
hallmark of fre edom, civ il libert ar ians in other  countri es oft en favor
stronge r gun control measures.  Viewed from abroad, America 's so-
cal led fre edom is portr ay ed as the fre edom to sit  behind the door
with a gun. Austral ian civ il libert ari ans argue that handguns in soci-
ety  increa se the dangers  of  violent crime and that the fea r of crime
makes  people hosta ge s in their  own homes and thus les s fre e. Civil
libert ari ans in Austr ali a also se e the  fea r of crime as leading to the
cre at ion of repre ssi ve criminal laws and more polic e authority , fur-
the r reducing r ea l fr eedom (Kopel 199 2).  

3. The gun lobby cla ims that it is not possible  to have a lic ensing sy stem
without polic e abuse  of authority  and that sev ere  regulations of
handguns will quickly lead to equally sev er e re gulations of long guns.
Yet vir tually  ev ery  other  developed country  has a lic ensing sys tem,
and polic e abuse  does  not appear to be common. In addit ion, while
countri es such as  Great  Brita in and Japan strongly  res tri ct both
handguns and long guns, many developed nations hav e ver y str ict
laws only concerning handguns. The other frontier  countri esÐAus-
tra lia , Canada,  and New ZealandÐhave many long guns but few
handguns (Kopel 199 2) .

4. The gun lobby's  most popular  slogan has long been, ªWhen guns are
outlawed, only outlaws will have guns. º Yet the  twentie th-century
exper ience of Japan and Great  Brita in has inste ad been, ªWhen guns
are  outlawed, ver y few outlaws will have  guns.º Gun crime in En-
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gland and Japan, which hav e vir tually outlawed guns, is ex tremely
rar e by American standards.  And in England, 60 per cent of the time
a ª¬rea rmº is used in a robbery , it is in fac t a harmless repli ca or a
bluff that involved no ¬re arm at all  (O'Donnell and Morrison 1997) .

5. Kleck (1997b)  cla ims that if handguns ar e outlawed, a siz able per-
centag e of  criminals will switch to long guns, which are  more lethal.
The end result can be an incre ase  in homicides.  Yet many high-
income countri es se ver ely  res tri ct handguns but not long guns; the ir
violence  ra tes  are  oft en no dif fer ent than ours, but the y have far
lower ra tes  of gun violence  and homicide. In New Zealand, for
ex ample, 20 percent of households have at lea st one long gun, and
handguns are  rar e. Our murder ra te in the 1990s  was six  times higher
than New Zealand's (and our unintentional ¬re arm death rat e was
also six  times higher).  Not surprisingly, gun use in robberie s and
murders  is far  lower in New Zeal and (Newbold 1999) .

Historic all y, the  United Sta tes  has of ten required str ict  gun control for
people under our prote ction. After  the  Spanish-Americ an War, for example,
we followed a genera l polic y of  try ing to place  ¬re arms out of the re ach of the
people, lar gel y res tri cting their posse ssion to law-enforcement of¬ce rs; strong
regula tions requiring lic ensing and reg istr at ion for  gun ownership were man-
dated in the Phil ippines (DeConde 2001).  

Aft e r  th e  Phil ippine s  g a ined independenc e  f rom the  Unit ed S t a t e s ,  the
prol i f e r a t ion of  ¬r e a rms produc ed a  r e i gn of  t e r ro r .  This  d i so rde r ,  some-
t imes l ab e l ed  gun pol lut ion,  prompted or  p rov ided the e x cus e  Pr e s id ent  Fe r -
d inand Marcos  ne ed ed to de c l a r e  mart i a l  l aw in 1 9 7 2  and impose  a  di c t a to r -
sh ip (DeConde  2001 ) .  Where a s  the  Ameri c an gun lobby  c l a ims tha t  c i v i l i an
gun owner ship pr e v ent s  t y r anny ,  in thi s  ins t anc e ,  guns  in pr i v a t e  hands
s e em to ha v e  enab l ed r a the r  th an pr e v ent ed  a  t y r ant  f rom el iminat ing  demo-
c r a t i c  l ib e r t i e s .  

I N T E R N A T I O N A L  E F F E C T S  O F  
O U R  P E RM I S S I V E  P O L I C I E S

Most of the guns in Mexico were bought in the United St ate s, then smuggled

across  the border,  and of¬ci als  of  both gove rnments say  litt le can be done to stop

that tra f¬c . . . . These  ¬re arms are  utiliz ed by the narcotra f¬cke rs and organiz ed

crime groups.

ÐT. Weiner and G. Thompson
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The people and polic ymakers of other indust ria liz ed countri es cannot under-
stand how Americans tol era te such high lev els  of lethal violence.  Virtually  all
for eigners under stand tha t the root of the dis tincti ve  American crime prob-
lem is the e asy  ac ces sibilit y of ¬rea rms.

From an international per specti ve , the  United St ate s is viewed as the  prime
example of what not to do in terms of gun policy . Indeed, the  out-of- control
U.S. gun situation provides ammunition for gun control for ces  in other
nations; they appeal to the const ant fea r that American gun culture,  like other
aspect s of our culture,  might be spreading to their countrie s. In the pas t few
years , most other deve loped nations have  tightened their  alr eady tough (by
American s tandards) gun control laws.

In Japan, se venteen people were kil led with guns in all of 1996; more are
kil led in the United Stat es on a  slow afte rnoon. Japan has some of the tough-
est  gun laws in the world (e. g.,  handguns ar e ille ga l, and polic e can inspect
homes to make sure tha t hunting r i›e s a re under  lock and ke y) . Yet,

as str ict  as  the laws are , the publi c is clamoring for the  government to
make them tougher. Although this is sti ll one of the lea st violent soci-
eti es in the world, and the va st majorit y of violence is committed by
yakuza gangst er s ag ainst one another , many people fee l the ªAmerican
dis ea seº  of  guns is spreading here.  (Jordan 1997)

In Canada, federal Justice Minister Anne McLellan said that Ontario's over-
whelming support of the 1995 gun control law showed that the province rejects
the culture of violence that surrounds ¬rearms use in the United States. 

The people  of  Ontario get  it. People have leg itimate concerns about
the ir sa fet y, about the ir se curity . One of the  things they don't want to
have is our big  citi es,  like Toronto, be coming like big  American cit ies
where  so many people hav e concea led weapons and handguns. (Vien-
neau 1998)  

In Austr ali a in 1998, Conserv ati ve  Prime Ministe r John Howard, who
helped push for stronger  and more uniform gun leg isla tion, said,

The gun culture is something that is abhorrent to Austra lians and I will
do all in my power to stop it coming into this country , and I don't  care
who crit iciz es  it.  (Sydney Morning Herald/The Age 1998)
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Our enormous stock of ¬re arms and the lack of re asonable controls make
the  United Sta tes  a bad neighbor. For example, while the U.S. gove rnment
complains about ille ga l drugs be ing smuggled through Mexico, our neighbor
to the south is conce rned that smuggled American ¬rearms are  ›ooding that
country  and ex ace rbating the violence  there . A 1996 report by  the  Mexican
federa l attorney general 's of¬ce found tha t the route s used to ship guns south
to Mexico were the same ones drug gangs use  to ship drugs north to the
United Sta tes . A Mexican Forei gn Ministr y of¬cia l sta ted that ªwhat makes
drug-re lat ed crimes so violent is the  ¬repower the narcotic s tra f¬cke rs can
ga ther. It's  more than the loc al police  can handle.º  Most guns sei zed by Mex-
ican police  are  made and sold in the United Sta tes  (Thomas and Anderson
1996; Weiner and Thompson 2001).

Caribbean leg isl ators cla im that the  United Sta tes  is gla ringly  inconsis tent
for fai ling to stem the ›ow of guns into the ir countri es while  demanding
maximum effort  by  the isl and nat ions to stop the entry  of ille gal  drugs into
the United Sta tes . The U.S. gov ernment cla ims there  is lit tle it can do to
reduce the  unlawful movement of ¬re arms into the Bahamas or the
Caribbean because the re are  so many guns in the United St ate s and so many
points of exit  from the American mainland (The Newswire  2000). 

The majority of  guns smuggled into Canada come from the United Sta tes .
Canada's at tempts to re str ict the ownership of handguns and milit ary -s tyle
weapons are  in constant threa t of being undermined by the  United Sta tes .
Justic e Ministe r Allan Rock decla red in 1995 tha t ªthere  ar e few countri es in
the world that, like  Canada, liv e on a 5,000 ki lomete r border with a culture
awash in gunsº (Nicker son 1995) . Many sei zed guns in Canada have be en
tra ced to deale rs in Florida and Ohio (Toronto Star 1996) . Vermont is also a
common source of  ille gal  weapons. In 199 1±92 a single  individual funneled
95 2 ¬rea rms, mostly handguns, into Canada. Fi fty  of  the guns were linked to
major crimes in Canada, including ¬ve murders  and 121  robberie s. In 1994
tha t individual was convict ed in U.S. Distr ict Court in Burlington, Vermont,
on violat ions of laws re gulating the sal e of guns and was sentenced to six
months of home con¬nement. ªThis guy got  a light slap on the wrist ,º said an
Ontar io police  inves tig ator, expre ssing amazement at the American toler ance
for  violence . ªIt 's like you'v e be en hypnotized by your own ult ra -violent
movie s and TV into thinking blood on the  stre ets  is just a fac t of lif e, like snow
in the  winte rº (Nicker son 1995) .

Smuggled American guns turn up all over the world. For example, almost
a third of handguns smuggled into Japan between 1991 and 1995 were  pro-
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duced in the United Sta tes , the most from any country, fol lowed by 21 percent
from China, and 8 percent from the Philippines (Japan National Polic e
Agency  1996) . Gun smuggling is an international problem fueled in part by
weak domesti c gun control polic ies  in the United St ate s. 

Each ye ar it be comes cle ar er that domestic control of ¬re arms is crucia l to
curbing international gun tra f¬cking. The re commendations of the 199 7 U.N.
Commission on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justi ce provide minimum
standards for  domestic ¬re arms leg isl ation, inc luding regula tions on ¬re arm
storage,  lic ensing, and record ke eping. Most industr ial ized countries  alr eady
ex ceed these  standards. The notable ex ception is the United Sta te s (Cukier
and Shropshire  2000). 

S UMMA R Y

The gun lobby focuses on the hardened criminal; cla ims that laws will only be
obey ed by dec ent, law-abiding cit izens; ex tol s the bene¬ts of  se lf-defense gun
use; and procla ims that any gun polic y is merel y a dis guised att empt to take
away the guns of regula r cit izens whose gun rights ar e protec ted by the U.S.
Constitution.

A gun lobby mantra  is ªBlame the criminal, not the gun.º  But ev eryone
wants to incar cer ate  vic ious criminals, and no one wants  to put guns in jail .
The slogan seems to mean tha t the gun lobby wants  to focus ¬rea rms polic y
ex clusiv ely  on criminal gun use rs and do nothing until aft er violence  has
oc curred. 

To public hea lth profes sionals, it makes  no sense  to focus ex clusiv ely  on
the cr iminal use r and ignore many cost- eff ect ive  measures that can help pre -
vent lethal violenceÐpolici es focused on manufac turer s, licensed deale rs,
pr iva te sell ers , gun owners,  and gun ca rri ers . Why should we acc ept having
the  highest homicide rat e among high-income countri es,  ye ar aft er ye ar?
Why should we let  tens of thousands of Americans die  ea ch ye ar when we can
pursue rea sonable gun polici es that can help prevent the shootings  and
kil lings?  Longer pri son sentence s should not be our only or our main polic y
response to the continuing c arnage . 

The gun lobby rarely talks about suicide. Yet ¬fty Americans a day kill them-
selves with ¬rearms. It is of course true that some people who commit suicide
with guns would ¬nd other means if a gun were not available. But why should
we be complacent when we know that reasonable gun policies can save many
other potential suicide victims who are ambivalent and impetuous? 
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The gun lobby rar ely ta lks about unintentional ¬rea rm injuries . But why
should we calmly acc ept the fac t that thirty  Americans each day acc identally
shoot themselves  and other s, and two to three  vi ctims die , when we know that
fea sible and popular ly support ed polici es can prevent many of these  uninten-
tional shootings?  

If eas y ac ces s to ¬rearms were bene¬cia l, the United Sta tes  would be the
saf est  country  in the  indust ria liz ed world ra ther than what it is: the leas t safe.
Sta tes  with many guns would be the sa fes t ra ther than what they ar e: the lea st
saf e. And homes with guns would be the sa fes t rather than what they are : the
lea st saf e. 

The publi c hea lth approach to reducing ¬rearm injuri es has many similar -
itie s to the approach for reducing the harm caused by tobac co and alcohol.
For all three  products , the goal has not been to prohibit or  ban consumption
but to minimize the burden on the  publi c's  health. For all  three  products,
many of the cos ts ar e imposed on nonusers . And for all  thre e products, there
are  strong and opposing commerci al and ve sted inter est s whose main intere st
is not the  public's  health but incre asing the product's sal es and genera l acc ep-
tance.

The publi c health approach to eff ect ive  consumer product re gulation
emphasi zes  accura te  data col lec tion, good sci enc e, and a populat ion-ba sed
approach. The aff ect ed indust rie s try  to focus any pre vention efforts  ex clu-
siv ely  on educat ion and enforcement and typica lly  portr ay any product-
rel ated problems as caused by a few blameworthy users . By contra st,  the pub-
lic  health approach is intere sted in prevention rather than blame, sc ience
rather than moralism. The publi c health approach refuses to take either the
product  or  the environment as  immutable; the ev idence shows that the most
eff ect ive  way of improving the public  health i s usually  by  modify ing both.

For tobacco, alcohol,  and ¬rearms, physi cians and publi c health profe s-
sionals, both individually  and colle ctiv ely  through their  profe ssional organi-
zat ions,  have  been among the l eaders  in gathering data,  conducting s cienti¬c
studies,  dis seminating information through art icl es and tes timony, and pro-
moting polic ies  that ar e like ly to enhance the hea lth and sa fety  of  socie ty.  The
succe sse s have  been important but limited, and the struggle  continues.

While the gun lobby cla ims that gun ownership is a right, the publi c health
community  be liev es that health should be a primary right for  all  people.
Although the  public health goal has been to eradic ate  ce rta in ge rms, making
ille ga l mass consumer products  such as motor vehicle s, alcohol,  tobacco, or
¬rearms is not on the publi c health agenda. Inste ad, the goal is to dis cove r
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and promote those polic ies that cost- effe cti vel y incre ase publi c health while
maintaining our t rue libert ies .

Lessons for  U.S. ¬re arms policy  also come from international compari sons
of how ¬rearms ar e tre ated in other high- income countri es. Such compar-
isons indica te tha t the U.S. lev el of gun violence is not normal, that there  are
alt ernati ves  to living in communities  where gun dea ths are  commonplace .
People in the re st of  the world hav e gre at  di f¬culty comprehending America 's
willingnes s to permit appalling lev els  of  deaths and injuries  due to guns (Join
Togethe r Online 1998 ). 

Other countri es have their sha res  of  violence  and cr azed individuals, but
the ir v iolence  is less  lethal. Consider this s tor y f rom London:

A naked sword-wielding man burst  into a south London church during
Mass ye ste rday sla shing and stabbing members  of  the congreg ation.
Ten people were  injured. . . . Six  of the injured suffe red stab wounds. 
. . . The others were hurt in a stampede to get  out of St.  Andrew's
Roman Catholic Church. (Boston Globe 1999c)

In the United St ate s, the cr azed individual might well have  had a gun, and
numerous people would have died.

People in other high-income countri es oft en make fun of what they see  as
our biz arr e pr ior itie s. The Canadians des cr ibe  themselves  as unarmed Amer-
icans with health insurance . The Bri tish say  that they liv e in a country where
health ca re is a right but car rying a semiautomatic weapon is a privil eg e. A
British maga zine, The Economist, opines,

No other country has  chosen, like America,  to turn smokers into soc ial
pariahs while making it eas ier  and eas ier  to own and ca rry  guns. A soci-
ety  armed to the  tee th but with cle ar  lungs may be a worthy aim, though
that is  surel y open to debate.  (1998 , 17 ) 

A yea r befor e the  school shooting in Conyers , Georg ia, the Edinburgh
Scotsman ran a s tory by  a BBC reporter .

This is the story  of someone whoÐquite  lit era llyÐwent off  his  trolle y.
It happened in the small American town of Conyers , Georgia . A small
acc ident with shopping ca rts in Wal-mart, the loc al budget department
store , ended with a man being shot in the fac e. . . . The point of this tale
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of trolley rag e is not tha t America is especi ally dange rous. . . . Nor
should we conclude that guns are  dangerous. . . . The moral  of  the story
is obviously that what is most dangerous in Georgia  are  shopping trol-
ley s, and tha t the authorit ies  should consider  banning them. They were
the  source  of the argument between these men, and unlike pis tols,
revolv ers , machine guns,  Armalite  ri›es and rocke t launchers , the re is
no constitutional protec tion for  the right to bear shopping trolle ys.
(Esle r 1998)

International compari sons tel l us that we can ea sily  do bette r. We have  the
most gunsÐespec iall y handgunsÐand the weakest  gun control laws in the
industria liz ed world. We have by  fa r the highest rat es of lethal violence . Yet
we do not seem to be any more cr iminal or  violent than many other dev el-
oped nations. We do not need to remain the  most dangerous pla ce in the
developed world to l ive , work, or go to s chool.
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CH A P T E R 1 0 P O L I C Y AC T I O N S

The United Sta tes [is] the las t major democra tic nation to permit priva te citi zens

to posse ss guns with few meaningful r est raints .

ÐA. DeConde

There are a wide va rie ty of rea sonable , fea sible polic ies that could reduce the
¬rearms injury problem in the United Sta tes . To explore such polic ies , it is
¬rst nec ess ary  to underst and the his tory of federa l ¬rearms laws in the United
Sta tes , and this chapter  begins with a brie f descr iption of these  laws. The sec -
ond sec tion dis cusse s policy  presc riptions for  the ¬rearms problem. An
important ¬rst step is to increa se the  det ail ed information av ailable  about the
cir cumstances  of violent dea ths and injurie s by cr ea ting a consist ent nat ional
sta tis tic al sys tem. The las t sec tion of this chapter  descr ibes att empts to bring
such a dat a sy stem into exis tence . 

A  B R I E F  H I S T O R Y  O F  F I R E A RM S  L AW

Current U.S. gun laws are  complicat ed and ¬lled with loophole s. Sta te and
local regulations var y gre atly  and are  oft en ineffe cti ve  in reducing gun crime
because ¬re arms can be moved eas ily  acros s polit ica l boundaries . Two
important federa l ac ts dea ling with ¬re arms were  passed in the 19 30s . In
response to the wave  of gangland violence that oc curred during Prohibition,
Congre ss tried to stop the  tra f¬c in ªg angst er weapons.º  The 1934 National
Fir ea rms Act appear s to have reduced the use in crime of machine guns,
sawed-off shotguns,  and silence rs. The 193 8 Federa l Fir earms Act beg an the
federa l licensing of gun dea ler s, importe rs , and manufac turer s. Deal ers  were
requir ed to keep records of transac tions,  and law-enforcement per sonnel
were  allowed to inspect  these  re cords (Sugarmann and Rand 1994).

Three decades  lat er,  following the gun ass as sinations of John F. Kennedy,



Robert F. Kennedy, and Martin Luther King Jr., federa l laws were pas sed ban-
ning the inters tat e shipment of handguns and long guns to individuals  exc ept
through lic ensed deale rs.  In addition, only lic ensed importe rs were leg ally
pe rmitted to import ¬re arms or ammunition. The re sults of these  laws were
mixed, as leg ions of people be came deale rs so that they could leg ally  buy and
sel l guns acros s sta te lines;  by  the ear ly 1990s , the  United Sta tes  had more than
270,000 deale rsÐmore gun dea ler s than ga s sta tions (Sugarmann and Rand
1994).  The 1968 laws also forbade the transfer  of ¬re arms to proscr ibed indi-
vidual s, inc luding drug users  and addic ts, ille gal  immigrants, the mentall y ill,
and individuals  convict ed of domesti c violence or crimes punishable  by  at
lea st one y ear  in prison. 

In 1986, the Fir ea rms Owners'  Prote ction Act subst antia lly  reduced the
alr eady weak federa l overs ight over  the  dis tribution of ¬rearms. Among other
things, the  law permitted ¬rearms deale rs to conduct business  at gun shows
in their own sta te s, limited the number of unannounced federa l inspe ctions
of dea ler s to one per yea r, and reduced the maximum penaltie s for  deale rs
who knowingly made fals e sta tements.  The law also made it les s likely  tha t
collec tor s and other s who se ll guns in small volume would need to become
lic ensed de ale rs.  The law led to a rapid incre ase  in sa les  at  gun shows.

The 1986 law also forbade the es tablishment of any  sys tem of ¬re arms re g-
ist rat ion (common in most other deve loped countri es) . Its  ªre lie f from dis-
abilit yº program expanded the cat egori es of  convicted felons who could have
the ir gun privil eg es res tored and alloca ted federa l funds (typic all y more than
four million dolla rs per  ye ar)  to help former felons (including people con-
vic ted of rape, murder,  drug dealing,  gun tra f¬cking, and child molesta tion)
leg all y own ¬rearms. This amount is more than 50 per cent more than the
maximum the Cente rs for  Disea se Control and Prevention (CDC) was
spending in the  1990s on ¬rea rms dat a collec tion and res ear ch. Funding for
the  ªr elie f f rom disabili tyº  program was e ffe ctiv ely  ended in 1992.

The 1986 law banned the importa tion of gun bar re ls for  Sa turday night spe -
cia ls.  Federal  law led to the rapid growth of the domesti c manufac ture of
inexpensive  handguns by set ting saf ety  and quali ty standards that appli ed to
imports  but not to domestic  manufac turer s. The 19 86 law also banned the
future manufac tur e of  machine guns for sa le to other  than law enforcement
or milita ry  pe rsonnel, fre ez ing the number of fully  automatic weapons av ail-
able to c ivil ians.

Two other federa l laws passed in the lat e 1980s  tri ed to ban ªcop-ki ller  bul-
let sº and plast ic ¬re arms. In the 19 80s  polic e were  incre asingl y wearing new
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lightweight Kevla r ªbull etproofº ve sts . Unfortunate ly, cr iminals were
inc rea singly  using armor-pier cing bulle ts. A 1986 bil l banned the  sa le of hand-
gun bulle ts composed of speci¬c hard metals (tungsten alloys,  ste el, bra ss,
bronze,  iron, ber yll ium, copper,  or  depleted uranium).

Alarmed by the incr eas ed use of plast ics  in ¬rea rms and the threat  it  could
pose to airport se curity , in 19 88 Congre ss passed leg isla tion requiring tha t all
new ¬rea rms sold be detec table  by standard X-ray  or  metal detec tor se curity
devic es.  The purpose  of the law was prevention, since  no fully pla sti c gun was
ye t on the market; the measure  has se emingly  been quite  succe ssful at litt le or
no cost to socie ty.  

In 1994 the Brady  Handgun Violence  Prevention Law took eff ect  in the
United St ate s. The law required backg round checks for  purchas es of hand-
guns from federa lly licensed deale rs.  Backg round checks were not required
for ¬rearms purchas ed in the secondary market from nondeal ers . The law
also provided for a ¬ve-day wait ing per iod befor e guns could be obta ined. In
199 8 the wait ing period was replac ed by an ª instant re cord check, º and ba ck-
ground checks for  ¬rearms purchased from deale rs be came mandatory  for
long guns a s well as handguns. 

Publi c Law 103-1 59 (which included the Brady Bil l) rai sed the lic ensing fee
for  deale rs from thirty  dollar s to two hundred dollar s for three  yea rs,  helping
to reduce  the number of lic ensed dea ler s. The law also authori zed funds to
help computeriz e criminal ba ckg round information. Both of the se measure s
are  crucia l components in any succe ssful polic y to keep ¬re arms out of the
wrong hands.  

The 1994 Assault Weapons Ban prohibited the future production, transf er,
or  poss ess ion of ninete en named ¬re arms and guns with spe ci¬c as sault
weapon chara ct eri stic s. However, the law did not apply  to guns manufa c-
tur ed befor e the  eff ec tiv e date of the  bi ll or to copyc at guns or many other
¬rearms with somewhat similar chara cte rist ics . Perhaps the most important
aspect  of the law was its ban on further production of maga zines with c apa c-
itie s g rea ter  than ten rounds. 

What is most str iking from this summary of federa l leg isla tion ar e the
many crucia l issues that have  not been address ed at the national lev el. The
United Sta te s has by  fa r the most se ver e gun problem of any high-income
country . Yet unlike most other industri aliz ed nations,  we have no national
requir ements for tra ining, lic ensing, reg istr ation, or saf e storag e. We also
have vir tua lly no product  saf ety  requirements for guns,  no good data colle c-
tion sys tem conce rning gun injuries , and no rea l ove rsight for the  entire  sec -

P O L I C Y  A C T I O N S



ondary market of gun sal es and transfer s. The current national laws ar e ¬lled
with major loopholes and grandfather clauses that oft en impede eff ec tive
enforcement.

Sta te laws ar e also gener ally  quite  lax . A rec ent surve y found that for ty-
three  sta tes  do not require  permits or re gis tra tions to purchase  semiauto-
matic  weapons; thirty -two sta tes  do not requir e ba ckg round che cks  for  buy-
ing handguns from priva te sel ler s; thirty -one sta tes  have  no waiting period
for handgun purchas es ; and only four sta tes  have a one-gun-per-month pur-
chase  law to reduce  gun running. Six  sta tes  do not ev en have a leg al minimum
age for a child to posse ss a handgun (Fox News/Reuter s 2000). And the ea se
with which cr ime guns move acros s sta te boundarie s limits the  eff ect ivenes s
of ev en str ict  sta te  regula tions.

R E A S O N A B L E  P O L I C I E S

[Thre e] core publi c health concepts are (1) pre vention is prefe rable to tre atment,

(2)  alt era tions in the  environment ar e more likely  to be eff ect ive  than att empts to

change individual behaviors,  and (3 ) multiple str at egi es dir ec ted toward dif fer ent

risk fac tor s ar e neces sar y to solve  the problem. These  principles can be used to

structure prog rams to prev ent ¬rea rm deaths and injurie s.

ÐE. C. Powell, K. M. Sheehan, and K. K. Christoffe l

Many polici es tha t have nothing dir ec tly to do with guns could reduce
¬rearm injuries  in the United Sta tes . For ex ample, polic ies  aimed at prevent-
ing and tre ating depre ssion and mental illnes s could reduce  suicide att empts
by all  methods,  inc luding ¬rearms. Polic ies  tha t improve parenting skills ,
channel  ange r, or  reduce rac ism and injustic e could help prevent all kinds of
violence , including gun violence.  Polici es that reduce  alcohol and drug prob-
lems can help pre vent injuries  of  all  sorts , including both intentional and
unintentional gunshot injuries . Polic ies  focusing dir ec tly  on ¬rearms may be
cat egori zed in va rious ways . Polic ies  may be div ided into governmental  ver -
sus nongovernmental  (e. g., ac tions taken by churches and profes sional med-
ica l socie tie s). Within gove rnmental polici es,  there  ar e ac tions taken by fed-
era l, sta te,  or  municipal  authori tie s. Some governmental polic ies  ban cer tain
product s or conduct; other governmental  polic ies  att empt to change behav-
ior  through educat ion or incentiv es (e. g.,  tax es or  subsidies ). Some gove rn-
mental act ion is dir ec ted at the demand side of  the market, some at the sup-
ply  side. Government act ion in the  gun arena may be designed to re str ict
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acc ess to some products for almost all cit izens (e. g., machine guns, pla sti c
guns); other polic ies are  de signed to re str ict acc ess  to some groups (e .g.,
minors,  felons) . Some polici es focus on manufac turer s, some on distributors,
some on owners,  some on gun use . Some polic ies  tar ge t the gun, some the
ammunition. 

However they are  ca tegor ized, there  ar e scores  of rea sonable polic ies  that
could reduce U.S. ¬re arm injuri es while  ke eping almost all  of  the re cre ational
and se lf-defense bene¬ts of  ¬re arms. Many of these  polici es were  discuss ed in
previous chapter s. This se ction highlights those  polic ies  that may reduce our
¬rearms problem and are  ac ceptable to the lar ge  majorit y of  Americans. This
approach is consi stent with the underly ing as sumptions of the 1994 Task
Force  on Gun Violence of the Americ an Bar Associat ion (ABA):

While the ABA has ste adfas tly  recognized the  tradit ions of gun owner-
ship for sporting purpose s and for sel f-defense , there  is nothing incon-
sis tent with those  tradit ions in requir ing guns to car ry  saf ety  fea tures  to
prote ct children, or in requiring ¬rea rms deale rs to oper ate  bona ¬de
busines ses , or in requir ing lic enses  and educa tion of handgun owners.
Personal responsibility  and accountabilit y for  saf ety  and protec tion of
others  must be requir ed of eve ry  ¬rearms dea ler , ev ery  hunter and
every  par ent who maintains a ¬re arm in their  home. (American Bar
Assoc iat ion Task Force  1994)

At the nongovernmental lev el, schools, community  org aniza tions,  medical
profe ssionals , the media, priva te  companies , and others can pla y an impor-
tant rol e in reducing ¬rearm violence.  Education is needed, perhaps through
local parent-t eacher assoc iat ions, particula rly  conce rning children and guns.
Two press ing topics ar e gun storag e pract ice s and tea ching parents routinely
to inquir e about possible  ac ces s to ¬re arms when their children are  invited to
fri ends' houses . 

Medica l profes sionals can in›uence the ir pat ients to improve their gun
saf ety  I.Q. In one study,  almost three -quart ers  of  gun-owning parents said
the y were  ver y likely  to fol low a pedia tri cian's  re commendations reg arding
the  sa fe s torag e of ¬rea rms (Webste r e t a l. 1992 ).

Hollywood can also do its  part by  modeling nonviolent nongun behav ior
and saf e gun pract ice s. Telev ision shows helped spread the idea of a desig -
nated drive r and hav e promoted se at bel t use by having the shows' role mod-
els  buckle up. With this in mind, publi c hea lth injury-control expert s have
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been meeting with members of Hollywood's cr eat ive community to explore
ways  the  medium can promote saf e and responsible  gun ownership and use
(Hollywood Reporter 1999) .

Priva te companies tha t ship ¬re arms need to be more vig ilant. Gun thefts
sometimes rely  on someone working inside a packaging center . In 1999,
United Parce l Ser vic e changed its gun shipping polic y to reduce theft.  All gun
shipments must now be sent by  overnight airmail rather than by ground
transporta tion. This policy  reduces transi t time and the  number of people
who handle the package , thus reducing the  likelihood of theft (Wolcott  1999) .

In terms of governmental policy, a crucial ¬rst step is to create a new agency
or provide an existing agency with the power to regulate ¬rearms as a con-
sumer product (Sugarmann and Rand 1994; Freed, Vernick, and Hargarten
1998). The agency should create and maintain a national violent death data
system (a surveillance system) that provides information on the circumstances
and weapon for every fatality, along with a sample of nonfatal ¬rearm injuries.
The agency should make that information readily available and provide funds
for social scientists, criminologists, and other expert researchers interested in
reducing ¬rearm violence and ¬rearm injuries. For the ¬rst time, comprehen-
sive data would be available to guide and evaluate ¬rearm policy.

The ag ency should also inves tig ate  in-depth a sample of gun injuri es.
When an airplane cra shes, the  National Transport ation Sa fet y Board inves ti-
ga tes  what went wrong so that future tra gedies  can be pre vented. By contr as t,
when a gun tra gedy occurs , litt le is done to explore  what happened and
thereby prevent the next ca tas trophe. This needs to be changed. For a sample
of ¬rearm injuries,  a team of behaviora l, enginee ring, and polic y experts
should sys tematical ly inves tig ate  the fac ts and cir cumstances  surrounding the
incidents and re commend change s that could prevent future ¬rea rm injuries
(Rosenbloom 1998) . 

The agency should have  the power to requir e sa fet y and crime-¬ghting
chara cte rist ics  on all  ¬rearms manufac tured or sold in the  United Sta tes . For
ex ample, guns should not ¬re  when dropped and should be made childproof
(a toddle r should not be able to ¬re any gun). Pistols should have magazine
saf eti es tha t prevent ¬ring once the  clip has been removed. The ag enc y should
have the  power to ensure that ev ery  gun has a unique identi¬er,  that the se r-
ial  number is vir tually  impossible to oblite rat e, and tha t bulle ts can be readily
tra ced to a par ticula r gun. The ag ency should have  the funds to promote
res ea rch on personaliz ed or ªsmart gunsº and on less lethal ammunition and
weapons.
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The agency should hav e the power to ban from regular civ ili an use ce rta in
product s that ar e not needed for prote ction and endanger the  publi c. As
bazookas, machine guns, and pla stic  guns hav e be en banned, so probably
should ca sel ess  ammunition and .50-ca libe r bulle ts. Except perhaps for  bona
¬de colle ctors,  the ag ency should prohibit the manufac ture, posse ssion, and
sal e of silencers , short-ba rre led shotguns, lar ge capaci ty ammunition maga-
zines, and ªg adg etº  guns tha t are  dif¬cult  for  metal detec tor s to identify  or  are
dis guised as innocuous items such as  ke y chains, cig are tte  lighters , or pens.
The ag enc y should also hav e jurisdic tion over ¬re arm-rela ted products , such
as las er  sights , trig ger  ac tiv ators , and ammunition. The ag enc y should also
have the power to prevent the introduction into the civ ilian market of new
¬rearm products tha t are  more lethal, more concea lable,  or  more conduciv e
to crime than current ¬rea rms.

The ke y point is not to pre sc ribe ex act ly what the agency would or should
do but to cre ate  such an agency and inve st it with the resources  and powerÐ
including standard set ting, rec all,  and res ear ch capabil ityÐfor making rea -
sonable decis ions about ¬rearms. The power to determine the side-impact
performance standards for automobiles res ide s with a regulatory  ag ency,  as
does the power to decide whether  or  not to ban three -whee led all -te rra in
vehic les  (while allowing the saf er four-wheel ed models ). Similar ly,  ea ch
speci¬c rule regula ting the  ¬rea rm as a product should go through an admin-
ist rat ive  ra the r than a l egi sla tiv e proces s. 

To reduce cr iminal gun use , all  gun sal es and other nonfamily transfer s
should be requir ed to go through lic ensed deale rs.  In addition, the deale rs
should make such sal es only from their lic ensed re tai l pr emisesÐnot from
their home kit chens, ga rag es,  or automobile  trunks. These  simple require-
ments will help eliminate the  enormous se condary-market  loophole  that cur -
rently  makes it ridiculously  eas y for  juvenile s, criminals, and ter roris ts to
obtain ¬rea rms at ›ea markets and gun shows and through f riends. 

Lic ensed deale rs should be under  gr eat er scrutiny from both the manufac-
tur ers  and the  government. The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firea rms
should have the  abilit y to bring fe lony suits  ag ainst rogue deale rs and make
unannounced vis its at the  bureau's  dis cr etion. Background checks should be
requir ed for a ll gun store  employee s. All ¬rea rm theft s should be reported. 

To reduce gunrunning, there  should be a national law prohibiting the  sa le
of more than one handgun per month to any single  individual. Polic e should
routinely tra ce all  crime guns, as is done in drug enforcement, to help identify
and prosecute  ill eg al s ell ers .
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At the lev el of the individual gun user, gun posse ssion should be banned
for those  convicted of violent crimesÐmisdemeanors as  well as fe lonies . A
national waiting per iod for gun purchase s should be reenacted to reduce
homicides and suicides result ing from momentar y impulse s. The leg al ag e for
gun ownership should be ra ised: just as the national minimum leg al drinking
ag e is twenty-one, so too should the leg al age  for  posse ss ing a handgun be
twenty-one ( although a  lower a ge  for long guns is probably  re asonable ).

To reduce criminal acc es s to ¬rearms, there  should be licensing of gun
owners and re gis tra tion of guns. Lic ensing and reg ist rat ion ar e currently
requir ed of automobile owners and do not limit the av ailabil ity  of motor
vehic les . Lic ensing and reg istr ation of guns are  polici es used by most other
high-income countri es as pa rt of  their overa ll regula tion of ¬rea rms. Some
twenty U.S. sta tes  alr eady  have lic ensing and/or reg ist rat ion requir ements
(National Ri›e Associa tion 2003).

A lic ensing sys tem will reduce gunrunning from sta tes  with lax  gun con-
trols to sta tes  with str ingent gun controls. A national handgun license ca rd
will make it more dif¬cult for  gunrunners to obtain fak e identi¬cat ion docu-
ments and tougher for  violent persons to use  temporary  res idences in other
sta tes  to buy guns they could not purchas e in their  home sta tes . To obtain a
handgun lic ense,  the individual  should pass a ¬ngerprint-based background
check and complete an approved handgun sa fet y cours e. 

Regis tra tion of guns will allow all  leg al ¬re arm transfer s to be tra cked. Cur-
rent gun tra cing typica lly  provides information only about the initial  re tai l
sal e. A re gis tra tion sy stem will make it dif¬cult  for  an individual to ac t as a
str aw purchas er (someone with a cle an re cord who buys guns for  a cr iminal).
Regis tra tion records will make it possible to identify str aw buye rs, gunrun-
ners,  and rogue deale rs .

Gun ownership, posse ssion, and car rying entai l re sponsibil itie s. To pre -
vent the ft, acc idents, and suicide, some countri es requir e that guns be stored
unloaded and locked, with the ammunition kept separa te ly. Just as swim-
ming pool owners ar e liable  for  misadventures if they do not rea sonably
res tri ct ac ces s, so should gun owners be  held liable  for  juvenile misuse when
guns ar e stored inappropria tel y. Some schola rs argue for str ict  liabil ity  for
gun owners to encourag e sa fe stora ge and other re sponsible  behaviors
(LaFolle tte 2000).  Others sugges t that just as  liabil ity  insurance is typic all y
mandated for  automobile  owners, gun owners might also be required to pur-
chase  liabil ity cover ag e for  injuries caused by the ir ¬rea rms (S altman 1994) . 
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Drinking is leg al and driving is leg al, but we have wisel y made it ille ga l to
drink and drive , ev en if the drive r has not broken any other law. Similarly  we
should make the  combination of heavy  drinking and gun car ry ing ille gal .
Gun-c arr ying laws should giv e polic e dis cre tion to prohibit gun ca rry ing by
persons they  be lie ve to be dangerous to the  community .

Be c aus e  o f  th e  e x t e rna l  co s t s  imposed on so c i e t y  b y  gun a v a i l ab i l i t y ,  th e
t a x  on the  r e t a i l  s a l e s  o f  guns  and ammunit ion should be  inc r e a s ed .  The r e v -
enue  should be  e a rmark ed to he lp unde rwri t e  the  di r e c t  co s t s  o f  gun injur i e s
( e . g . ,  medic a l  c a r e )  and gun- r e l a t ed  r e gul a to r y  a c t i v i t i e s  ( e . g . ,  sur v e i l l anc e ,
l i c ens ing ) .

Many  c r e a t i v e  po l i c e  t a c t i c s  and  c ommuni t y  a c t i v i t i e s  s hou ld  b e  u s e d  t o
r edu c e  gun  v i o l en c e .  A r e c en t  U.S .  Dep a r tment  o f  Ju s t i c e  pub l i c a t i on
d e s c r i b e s  s i x t y  d i f f e r en t  ª p r omis in g  s t r a t e g i e s ºÐinnov a t i v e  l o c a l  p r o g r ams
d e s i gn ed  t o  r e du c e  gun  v i o l en c e .  (U.S .  Dep a r tment  o f  Ju s t i c e ,  OJ JDP 1 9 9 9 ) .
Fo r  e x ampl e ,  in  1 9 9 4 ,  Rhod e  I s l and  e s t a b l i s h ed  th e  n a t i on ' s  ¬ r s t  s t and -
a l on e  Gun Cour t  t o  in c r e a s e  t h e  s p e ed  o f  d i spo s i t i on  and  l e v e l  and  c e r -
t a in t y  o f  pun i shment .  In  De t ro i t ,  a  c ou r t - b a s e d  in t e r v en t i on  p ro g r am
requ i r e s  gun  v i o l en c e  e du c a t i on  f o r  gun - t o t in g  y ou th s  a s  a  c ond i t i on  o f
th e i r  bond .

In some communitie s, polic e have  cre at ed speci al teams that tar ge t ille ga l
gun tra f¬cker s (Charle ston, West Virginia ), scof›aw deale rs (Oakland, Cali-
fornia),  and violent ca ree r criminals (Charlotte , North Carolina).  Memphis
has cre ated a Weapon Watch hotline that allows students anonymously  to
report  fel low students  who bring ¬rearms to school.  In Baton Rouge, polic e-
probation teams implement intensiv e, re gular  home vis its  to monitor proba-
tion compliance . Various other campaigns are  de signed to promote sa fe gun
stora ge,  change truant youths'  att itudes about guns and violence , and prevent
at- risk youths from becoming involved with gangs. 

Many other polic ies  merit att ention. Voluntary  gun buyba ck programs, for
ex ample, have a minimal eff ect  on str eet  gun violence  but could reduce  gun
acc idents, suicides,  and the use  of ¬rearms in domestic disputes . Fi rea rm
adver tis ing probably should be monitored more close ly; for  example, in the
1990s,  many ads deceptive ly implied that handguns in the home were prote c-
tiv e for  children, wives,  and family members in genera l (Vernick, Tere t, and
Webste r 1997) . This list  is not comprehensive . It merely indica tes  some of the
many polic ies  that, when combined, can eff ec tiv ely  de cre as e ¬rea rm crime
and injurie s.
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P U B L I C H E A L T H S U R V E I L L A N C E

The ¬rs t step in address ing any publi c health problem is collec ting the dat a that

help you descr ibe  and underst and the ext ent and nature of the problem. This

requir es sys tematic surv eill ance.

ÐT. Christof fel and S. S . Gall agher

In criminal justic e parlance , surveillance is the term for monitoring the behav-
ior  of  suspicious individuals . The publi c hea lth meaning of surveillance is
quite  dif fer entÐit ref ers  to the sys tematic and continuing collec tion of health
data ess entia l for  det ermining the nature of the problem, sugg est ing eff ect ive
interv entions,  and providing the information for polic y e valuation. 

Although some data on ¬rearm fatalities are available from death
certi¬catesÐthe vital statistics system (e.g., on age and gender of victims)Ð
and from crime databases (e.g., on victim-perpetrator relationship), the
United States does not have an adequate surveillance system for ¬rearm injury,
intentional injury, or injury generally. National data are not systematically col-
lected on the circumstances of unintentional gunshot fatalities, the circum-
stances of ¬rearm suicides, or the circumstances of nonfatal ¬rearm injuries
(unless reported to the police). National data are also not systematically col-
lected on the characteristics of the ¬rearm for any type of ¬rearm injury.

The enormous bene¬ts  tha t can be provided by a national injury surve il-
lance sys tem are well known. Studie s using motor vehic le surve illance dat a
(e. g.,  from the Fat ali ty Analy sis Reporting Sy stem for all  fat al cr ashes and
from the National Accident Sampling Sy stem and the Crash Outcome Data
Evaluation Sys tem for nonfata l collis ions) hav e est ablished the eff ec ts of  
drive r behavior, vehicle  chara ct eri stic s, and environmental  conditions on
collis ion frequency and sev eri ty.  Such data have permitted the sci enti¬c eva l-
uation of a wide va rie ty of inter ventions, including drunk-drive r leg isl ation,
child res tra int laws, mandatory -be lt-use laws, re vis ed speed limits, vehicl e
cra sh survi vabilit y standards, motorcy cle  helmet laws, vehic le inspection
laws, minimum drinking age  laws, dri ve r educat ion programs, drive r licens-
ing res tri ctions, no-fault  automobile insurance,  and right-turn-on-red laws
(Azra el et al.  2003) . Recentl y, the surve illance  data have been used to eva luate
the  effe cti veness  of drive r- and pas senger- side air  bags,  resulting in the pro-
motion of rea r se ating of children, the depowering of air  bags,  and regula tion
that al lows the disconnect ion of air  ba g s yst ems (S egui-Gomez 2000).

In contra st to dis cussions about U.S. motor vehicl e polic y, debat es about
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¬rearm polic y ar e dr iven more by rhetoric than by fa ct, since comprehensiv e,
national information about ¬rearm injuries  does not exi st.  We do not know,
for ex ample, whether  there  are  temporal  trends in the  proportion of gun-
rel ated dea ths from small, cheap handguns, whether adole scents  prefe ren-
tia lly  use ce rta in types of guns to commit suicide,  or  whether the re are  pa rti c-
ula r chara cte ris tic s common to the guns that are  involved in unintended
childhood shootings. A comprehensive  ¬rearms surve illance sys tem could
answer ques tions like these , plus provide crucia l data for  the eva luation of
child-protect ion laws, ass ault weapons bans, one-gun-per-month laws, and
so on (Tere t, Wintemute, and Beilenson 1992 ; Tere t 1996; Barber et al. 2000).

An initia l step toward the cre ation of a national ¬rea rm injury surve illance
sys tem occurred in 1994, when CDC funding led to the development or
enhancement of more than half a dozen ¬rearm surve illance sys tems, pri-
marily  at sta te health depar tments (Ikeda, Mercy, and Teret  199 8) . Unfortu-
natel y, lobbying by the  National Ri›e Associa tion led to cuts in the  appropri -
ations for this act ivi ty,  and feder al funding for the sys tem was withdrawn in
199 7.

As a result, most cit ies  and sta tes  lack ¬re arm injury surve ill anc e sy stems,
those that exi st are  usual ly rudimentar y, and the data collec ted are  not com-
plete ly comparable  ac ros s jurisdic tions. Nonetheles s, sta tes  and local itie s that
do have surve illance sys tems (drawing on more sourc es  than vit al sta tis tics
and polic e-coll ect ed uniform crime report data)  have provided information
that would not otherwise  have  been av ailable  (Barber et al.  2000), such as  the
fol lowing:

1. The Massa chuse tts Department of Publi c Health surve illance  sys tem
collec ts information about all  injuries  caused by ¬rearms and knive s, using
emergency  department, hospital , and other data.  The sy stem has rev ea led
tha t in rural Massachusetts , pel let  gun injuries  to children are  common; the y
oft en requir e emergency department vis its  and ar e sometimes ver y ser ious. It
has also shown that the dramatic  decline in gun violence  in Boston in the
mid-1990s tha t fol lowed innova tiv e initia tiv es by  the polic e and othersÐ
called the Boston miracle  and widel y cit ed as a model for  other  cit ies  try ing to
reduce youth gun violenceÐmay not have  re sulted entir ely  from the initia -
tiv es;  the surve illance sys tem documents substanti al dec lines in ¬rearm
injuries  in other  la rge  Massachuset ts c itie s without such policy  initia tiv es.

2. Begun in the  mid-1990s , the  Medica l Colle ge  of Wisconsin's ¬rearm
surve illance  sys tem was one of the ¬rst to link ¬rea rm fat alit y report s from
medical examiners, polic e, and crime labs. It has rev ea led that ¬ve speci¬c
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gun makes ac count for almost 50 percent of the fat alit ies in the Milwaukee
are a. Yet these  makes ac counted for only 6 percent of the guns turned in dur-
ing the cit y's  buyba ck program. The buyback program may have had some
bene¬ci al effe cts , including reducing ac cidents and suicides , but it did not
help rid the str eet s of the weapons most commonly used in fat al criminal
shootings.  

The Wisconsin sy stem rev eal ed that the  Clinton crime bil l of September
1994, which tar get ed ninete en speci¬c types  of  guns,  may have had lit tle
short -te rm eff ec t. In the Milwaukee  ar ea,  guns of the se types  were  involved in
9 percent of homicides  in the  three  yea rs be for e the  bi ll. In the three  ye ars
aft er its  pa ssa ge , these  types  of guns were  stil l involv ed in 9 percent of homi-
cides .

3. A trauma cente r in Maine has linked emergency medica l ser vi ce,
emergency  department, and hospital  dat a for  the  entire  sta te. It has rev eal ed
tha t in 20 percent of gunshot-wound cas es,  the time between noti¬ca tion of
the  emergency medical  ser vic e and ar riv al at  the appropri ate  hospita l is
longer  than six ty minutes , the  ªgolden hourº  for  survi val . An improved, inte-
gra ted tr auma sy stem could r educe  the time and sa ve liv es.

These rudimentar y exi sting sys tems show the gre at promise of a national
¬rearm injury surve illance  sys tem for informing rat ional gun polic y. Con-
tra ry  to some skepti cs'  cla ims, such a sys tem would not only make pla in
av enues of  eff ect ive  gun policy  but also rev ea l exi sting measures  tha t do not
work and should be eliminated. To help rea liz e this promise, six  founda-
tionsÐSoros, Joy ce,  MacArthur,  Annie E. Casey , Atlantic  Philanthropies ,
and PackardÐfunded the  Harvard Injury Control Resea rch Center to
become the coordinating center  for ¬rearm surve ill anc e. The center  pro-
motes  loc al and sta te surve illance effort s and works to ensure that consis tent
and comparable  data ar e colle cted over time. Working with the Medica l Col-
leg e of Wisconsin and other institutions, the Harva rd cente r beg an a national
pilot progr am in 1998 . 

As of the  beginning of 2003, ¬ft een sit es from around the nat ion are  part of
the  pilot  projec t. A 120-page  coding manual was crea ted to descr ibe  the ex ac t
data and de¬nitions of all  va riable s to be colle cted. Consistent and compar-
able data are  being ass embled not only on ¬re arm injuries  but also on all  sui-
cides  and homicides. In addition, the Harva rd cente r is col labora ting with
leaders of sta te child fat ali ty rev iew teams from around the country  to help
cre at e a uniform set  of data elements to ¬t with the violent-death reporting
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sys tem (Azra el, Barber, and Mercy 2001). Creat ing a uni¬ed national sys tem
takes more time and funding than foundations can supply,  and a feder al
ag enc y needs to be the ultimate national coordinator.

In the  short run, there  is much addit ional work that can be done to
improve surve ill anc e. More sta tes  should mandate ex ternal-cause -of -injury
coding (formerly e-coding) at hospital s and emergency rooms. That means
tha t data  will be coll ec ted not only  ac cording to the body par t injured but on
the cause of  the  injury (e. g.,  Did a head injury re sult from being hit uninten-
tionally  by  a ba seball or intentional ly by  a bullet ?).  Such coding is currently
mandated in f ewer than half of U.S. st ate s.

City and sta te  hea lth depar tments should re cei ve funding to develop or
expand ¬rea rm surve illance systems (Marwick 1999)  or,  even bett er,  violence
or total  injury  surve illance sys tems. These  sy stems should link data from a
va rie ty of sources , including emergency  medical ser vic es (e. g.,  ambulance
report s),  medical  examiner reports , emergency  department and hospital
data,  police  data,  crime lab data, and gun tra cing information. The data
(without identi¬ers ) should be r eadil y a vai lable to outs ide  res ea rchers . 

In the  long run the  goal is to cre ate  a good surve illance sys tem for all
injuries , including drownings,  fal ls, and ¬res.  An intermediate step is to cr e-
ate  a da ta sy stem for all  violent deaths that will include all  ¬rearm fat ali tie s.
The cr eat ion of such a sy stemÐa National Violent Death Reporting Sy s-
temÐis now the focus of the pilot  program's effor ts (Azra el,  Barber, and
Mercy 2001).  

No additional da ta ne ed be colle cted for a National Violent Death Report-
ing Sy stem. The information alr eady being collec ted by medica l examiners,
crime labs, vit al sta tis tics , police , and other s just needs to be ass embled
together  in a consistent way. The sys tem has been endorsed by many organi-
zat ions and is included as  re commendations in the surgeon genera l's  2001
Suicide Reduction Plan (Surgeon Gener al 2001) and the  Institute  of  Medi-
cine's report on reducing suicide (Goldsmith et al.  2002). The federa l gove rn-
ment appropriated $1. 5 million to the CDC for 2002 to begin work on this
sys tem at the national lev el; with incre ased funding for  2003, CDC is now
support ing thirte en sta te health depar tments for initia l colle ction effor ts. It is
est imated that twenty  million dollar s is requir ed for  a complete sys tem, a
small amount giv en the s ize  of  the problem.

Data alone, of course, ar e not enough. Funding is also requir edÐfrom uni-
ve rsit ies , foundations,  the government, and other sÐfor unbia sed sci enti¬c

P O L I C Y  A C T I O N S



analy sis of the data and for ¬rea rms res ear ch and evaluation genera lly . Analy -
sis  of  the surve illance dat a can help indic ate  the  type of polici es tha t are
needed and c an be used to dete rmine whether the polic ies  ar e e ffe ctiv e. 

S UMMA R Y

U.S. gun laws are  weake r than those  of ev ery  other indust ria liz ed nation. For
ex ample, unlike other  high-income countri es,  we do not have national
requir ements for  ¬rearms tra ining, lic ensing, reg istr ation, or sa fe storag e.
Our patchwork regula tor y sys tem has had some apparent succe sse sÐfor
example, reducing (but not always eliminating) the problems that could be
caused by machine guns, sawed-off shotguns, silencer s, pla sti c handguns, and
cop-kille r bullet s. But many more initia tiv es ar e needed to reduce  our gun
problems.

The most important step is to cre ate  a federa l ag ency with the power to reg -
ula te ¬rearms as a consumer product.  The ag ency should engage  in a multi-
tude of act ivi tie s, including cre ating a surve ill anc e (data ) sys tem of all  violent
deaths and other gun injuri es,  funding res ear ch, mandating tamperproof and
unique ser ial  numbers for ¬re arms, banning gadget  guns, requiring magaz ine
saf eti es on pis tols, and so on. To eliminate the  current loophole  reg arding
backg round che cks , all ¬re arm transfer s should be required to go through
lic ensed de ale rs,  who would fac e s tronger  gove rnment over sight. 

A good dat a sy stem is crucia l. The publi c hea lth approach to injury pre -
vention consists  of  answering four quest ions: What is the problem? What are
the  cause s? What works to prevent this problem? And how do you ge t these
progr ams implemented? To answer the ¬rst quest ion, one needs to know
what any good reporter  would a sk:  Who? What? Where?  When? How? Many
cas es  need to be ex amined to answer these  quest ions and to look for  patte rns.
That ¬rst step is the es sence  of publi c health surve illance (Rosenberg and
Hammond 1998).

ªYou don't have to know where  you are  to be there.  But you do have to
know where  you are  to get  somewhere  els eº  (Foege  1996b, xxv).  A ¬rst step in
addre ssing the epidemic of motor-v ehicle -re lat ed cr ashes during the 1960s
was to sta rt tra cking all  fat al motor vehicle  cra shes and collec ting and analy z-
ing detai led information about the cir cumstances and outcomes of each
cra sh. This sci ence-ba sed publi c health approach to preventing injuri es sa ved
hundreds of thousands of liv es without signi¬cantly aff ec ting the  av ail abilit y
of ca rs.  The goa l of  improved and enhanced dat a col lec tion on our ¬re arm
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problem is one that deser ves support from parti cipants on all sides of the
publi c policy  debate.

Since 1980, there  have  be en only 137  polio cas es in the United Sta tes
while an est imated 120,000 Americans ar e injured or kil led ev ery  yea r
by  ¬re arms. Yet government does a be tte r job of tra cking polio. That' s
appalling and must change if this country  is going to eff ect ive ly and
fai rly  address  the problem posed by misuse of ¬rearms. (Milwaukee
Journal-Sentinel 1999)

The va st majority  of  Americans favor  cre ating a good data sy stem, as the y
favor  almost all the  polici es outlined in this chapter . Such polici es would sub-
stantiall y reduce (but not eliminate)  our ¬rearm injury  problem without lim-
iting the av ail abi lity  of ¬rea rms for regular cit izens. We need to change soc ial
norms, and we need the politi cal  will to ac t. We should no longe r acc ept  our
high lev els  of lethal  violence as an inevit able by-product of  a fre e American
socie ty.
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CON C LU S I O N

Good ideas are not automatical ly ac cepted. They must be driven into pract ice

with courageous pati ence.

ÐAdmiral  Hyman Rickover

The United St ate s has more guns in civ ilian hands than any other industri al-
ized nation. We hav e far  more handguns per capit a, and a gun is eas ily
obtainable  by  vir tually  anyone who wants one. Our crime and violence rat es
are  comparable to other  deve loped countri es; what dis tinguishes the United
Sta tes  is our ra te of le thal v iol enc e, most of which involv es guns. 

During the 1990s, ninety people a day were  kil led with guns in the United
Sta tes , and another three  hundred were  wounded. Guns were also used in the
commission of about three  thousand cr imes per day. Fi rea rms violence  is a
major publi c hea lth problem in the United St ate s. 

The public health approach, so suc ces sful in reducing the burden of infec-
tious dis ea se and the risks and dange rs of many eve ryday products, can also
be used to reduce gun violence . The publi c health approach is scienti¬c,
emphasi zes  pre vention, focuses on the community  as  a whole, and encour-
ag es multidisciplinary and multifa ce ted re se arch and ac tion. 

While the gun lobby wants only to punish the  ªcr iminal,º  the publi c health
approach emphasi zes  tha t it is not cost- eff ect ive  to direc t polic y exc lusive ly at
the  individual product user.  Good policy  also needs to focus on the manufac-
tur e and dis tribution of the product and the environment of product use . It is
unrea list ic to expect  ev ery  individual to behave appropri ate ly and responsibly
on ev ery  oc cas ion. To pre vent injuries , it is more eff ect ive  to build a sy stem
that makes it ea sie r for people to act  proper ly, more dif¬cult  to make errors ,
and les s likely  for se rious injury to occur when people behav e improper ly,
inappropria tel y, or il leg all y.

People should be held ac countable  for  their  act ions. Such responsibility



perta ins not only to the behavior of gun users but also to the conduct of gun
owners, gun ca rrie rs, gun manufa cturer s, gun distributors, public of¬ci als ,
and other decis ion makers.  However, the goal of publi c health is not to ¬nd
fault but to prev ent injury and death. 

The threa t of punishment can deter  criminals, and incar cer ation can help
prevent them from harming members of socie ty;  criminal justic e (like tort
law) is part of the prevention package . But it is only one part.  Inste ad of look-
ing exc lusive ly at  the pathologie s of the hundreds of thousands of perpetra -
tor s and vic tims of ¬rearm violence and injuries  ea ch ye ar,  publi c health tri es
to underst and why these ev ents oc cur  with regula rit y yea r aft er ye ar and to
determine how best  to break the cyc le of violence  and injurie s. 

To reduce the problem of gun violence,  publi c hea lth not only urges  mul-
tiple str ate gie s but also re cogniz es the  importance of  mobiliz ing many par t-
ners.  Publi c health underst ands the  need to involve  the entir e community
and see s rol es for  many groups, such as educational institutions, reli gious
organiza tions, medical  assoc iat ions, and the  media. The publi c health
approach also broadens the dis cussion of ¬rearms polic y from an ex clusiv e
criminal justic e or ientat ion to one concerned with all ¬re arm injuriesÐ
including suicides and unintentional gun deaths. The entry  of  public health
pract itioners into the ¬eld of ¬rearm injury control brings new data sourc es
(e. g.,  hospita l data) , new types  of  sta tist ica l analy ses  (e. g.,  odds rat ios ), new
res ea rch designs (e. g., ca se- control studie s),  and new organiza tions and inter -
est  groups (e. g., the American Academy of Pedia tric s). It also brings an
increa sed spiri t of sc ience,  pragmatism, and optimism.

The public health approach is not about banning guns.  It is about cre ating
polic ies  that will prevent violence and injuri es.  In the  lat e 1990s , Massachu-
set ts Attorney Genera l Scott  Harshbarge r unvei led the ¬rs t consumer protec -
tion re gulations in America designed to promote handgun saf ety . Harsh-
barge r used his  of¬ce 's consumer prote ction powers to requir e sa fety
warnings, childproo¬ng, and other saf ety  fea tures  for  handguns (Massachu-
set ts Attorney General  199 7).  However , these  requir ements hold only for
¬rearms sold in Massa chuse tts.

Action is needed at  the  federa l lev el. The crucia l ¬rst step is to cr eat e an
ag enc y tha t has  the power to regulate  ¬rearms as a consumer product. Like
the  National Highway Traf¬c Sa fet y Administra tion, which requir es ca rs to
have sea t bel ts,  collapsible ste ering columns, and shatt erproof windshields,
the  ¬rearms ag enc y could require  tha t ¬rearms are  childproof,  that pis tols
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have maga zine sa feti es, and that ser ial numbers be tamper res ist ant. The
ag enc y should probably ban cer ta in products from regula r civ ilian use, such
as cas ele ss ammunition and .50-c aliber bullet s. It should requir e rec all s on
defec tiv ely  de signed ¬rearms. It is crucia l for this federa l ag ency to have  the
power to make rea soned polic ies  and the abi lity  to re spond quickly to change s
in technology  and the marketpla ce.  

The regulatory  agency  should act ive ly promote new technology  that will
make soc iet y saf er.  For ex ample, ªsmartº or  per sonaliz ed guns that cannot be
¬red ex cept by  authoriz ed users  can help pre vent unintentional injuri es of
children and adole sc ents and limit criminal use  of  stolen guns. Advances  in
the technology  of les s lethal ¬rearmsÐsuch as ele ctr ic stun phas ers , tranquil -
ize r guns,  or  be an-bag gunsÐcould mean that police , civ ilian, and even crim-
inal shootings would be l ess  likely  to re sult in death or se rious injury. 

The ag ency should ensure the cre ation of a national ¬re arm injury surve il-
lance sys tem and each ye ar should inves tig ate  in depth a lar ge  sample of
shootings.  It should make the data av ailable  to res ear chers  and provide fund-
ing for re sea rch.

To reduce cr iminal gun use, there  should be lic ensing of gun owners and
reg istr ation of handguns, as  is common in other high-income countri es.  A
one-gun-per-month law should be cre ated at  the national lev el to reduce
gunrunning. To eliminate the  secondary- sa les  loophole s, all gun transfer s
should be required to go through licensed deale rs,  with att endant back-
ground checks on purchaser s. Lic ensed deale rs should fac e gr eat er scrutiny
from gove rnment re gulators.  

The publi c health approach has had measurable  succe ss in helping to
reduce the socie tal burdens imposed by many products , inc luding tobacco
and motor vehic les . A key  to public hea lth suc ces ses  is to change soc ial
normsÐat one time, for  ex ample, spitting on the subway was acc eptable and
smoking was sophisti ca ted. Just as the se norms have  changed, it is time now
to change the norm that pla cidly acc ept s lethal violence  as a normal par t of
American life . Fortunately , it is becoming incre asingl y understood that
among high-income countri es,  gun violence  is a uniquel y American publi c
health problem and that a publi c health approach can be eff ect ive  in reducing
the se injuri es and dea ths. 
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PrivateGuns, PublicHealth was completed in the fal l of 2003. Over the next
two ye ars , the sci enti¬c lit era ture rea f¬rmed the  conclusions of the book.
What follows is a br ief  summary of some of the more important ¬ndings
from the r ecent lit era ture through the end of 2005.

1 .  G U N S  A N D  AM E R I C A N  S O C I E T Y

Scope of the Gun Problem. The United Sta tes  continues to have  by  far  the
lar ge st number of pri va tel y owned ¬rea rms in the developed world, almost
three  hundred million, about one for  eve ry  man, woman, and child (Small
Arms Surve y 2003; Harva rd Injury Control Resea rch Cente r [HICRC] 2004) .
These guns kill some eighty  Americans a day. Deaths occur at similar  rat es in
both urban and rural  ar easÐ¬rearm homicides oc cur disproportionatel y in
urban are as, while ¬re arm suicides  oc cur disproportionately  in rural  are as
(Branas et al.  2004).  The gun problem in the United Sta tes  is not just an urban
problem.

A profe ssor of insurance at the Wharton School est imates that ¬rearm
deaths short en the  lif e of an av era ge American by 104  days . If all ¬rearm
deaths were  eliminated, a typica l twenty-¬ve-y ear -old would ¬nd that life
insurance premiums on a twenty- yea r term insurance  polic y would be 10 per-
cent lower (Lemaire 2005).

A study ex amining county -le vel  da ta found tha t higher  gun ownership lev -
els  were linked to higher  homicide ra tes . Excluding the  eff ect s of ¬re arms on
suicide and ac cidents,  the authors  est imate that the soc ial cos ts of household
gun ownership are  be tween $100 and $600 per year. Economists tend to favor
tax es that would internaliz e such ex ternal costs  (Cook and Ludwig 2004b).



3 . G U N - R E L A T E D D E A TH AND I N J U R Y

Gun Accidents. Studie s in the past two yea rs con¬rmed ear lie r ¬ndings tha t,
aft er controlling for a va rie ty of fac tor s, in sta tes  with higher lev els of house-
hold gun ownership there  ar e more unintentional gun deaths (Pric e et al.
2004; Mille r, Azrae l, Hemenway et al.  2005).  Having a gun readily ac ces sible
(e. g. loaded, unlocked) is also assoc iat ed with higher rat es of unintentional
¬rearm death (Mille r, Azrae l, Hemenway e t al . 2005).

Through a Web-based clipping ser vic e, ea ch week I rec eiv e scores  of news
art icl es involving gun-r ela ted issues.  The following is a tiny sample of news
art icl es from the past two ye ars  conce rning ¬re arm accidents. The ar tic les
show, among other things, that guns are  dangerous and that ev en tra ined
users , such as polic e, c an have  ac cidents:

ªKennesaw polic e tra inee die s aft er  acc idental shootingº (when
the instructor's gun went off during ¬re arms tra ining) (Plummer 
2005)

ªOf¬cer 's weapon acc identally  di scharg es in Anderson county schoolº
(af ter  students  ask ed the school resourc e of¬cer  how his holste r
worked) (CarolinaChannel.com 2005)

ªPoli ce captain shoots  himself by acc ident at subway stopº (twenty-
ye ar v ete ran was unloading his  gun) (O'Connor 2005)

ªOf¬cer  on toilet  acc identally  ¬re s gunº (he  was lowering his  trouse rs
when his pis tol fel l from his waistband; when he fumbled for the fal ling
¬rearm, it  went off twice ) (AP 2005b) 

ªAccidental shootingº  (Sedgwick county sherif f shoots  sel f at a shoot-
ing range) (Simon 2004)

ªEx-cop charg ed with manslaughte rº (he had twenty- eight ye ars  of
exper ience in handling ¬rearms, but when his page r went off , he ac ci-
denta lly dropped his holste red gun; when he fumbled to cat ch the
weapon, it ¬red a single  bulle t into the right side of an eighteen-ye ar-
old deli worker ) (Hays  2004)

A F T E RW O R D  T O  T H E  P A P E R B A C K  E D I T I O N



ªCoroner discussing gun saf ety shoots sel f º (while demonstra ting gun
saf ety , he che cked to make sure the gun was unloaded; it dis charg ed
into his l eg ; ªI 've  always be en ve ry,  ve ry saf eº)  (AP 2004a)

ªDEA agent shoots se lf in leg  during gun-s afe ty cla ss for  kidsº (Johnson
2004)

ªOf¬cer  hit  in buttocks when own gun goe s off  during ACC gameº
(during a Wake Fores t±Maryl and baske tba ll game, an off -duty  Balti-
more polic e detec tiv e, a fri end of the  Baltimore Ravens owner, acc iden-
tal ly shot himself in the hip) (S ieg el 2004)

ªOf¬cer  shoots wifeº  (gun dis charg ed in his  home while  he was han-
dling it)  (Washington Post 2003)

ªPoli ce of¬ce r ac cidental ly kil led while cle aning gunº (se rved for
twenty- two yea rs, rec eiv ing two medals for  meritorious ser vic e) (AP
2003b)

A mantra  of  the gun lobby is that ªguns don't kil l people, people kil l peo-
ple .º But e ven animals near  guns can be dangerous:

ªCat shoots ownerº (a man cooking in his ki tchen was shot aft er one of
his  cat s knocked his  9mm handgun onto the ›oor,  discharg ing the
weapon) (AP 2005a )

ªDuck hunter shot by  dog in hunting mishapº (a hunting dog stepped
on a loaded shotgun, ¬ring a bl ast  into the  arm of a Klamath Falls man)
(AP 2004b)

ªPup shoots man, sav es  litt er matesº (a  man who tri ed to shoot sev en
puppies  was shot himself when one of the dogs put its  paw on the
revolv er' s t rig ger ) (AP 2004d)

The Cente rs  for Disea se Control (CDC) report  that there  were over eight
thousand unintentional ¬rea rm injuri es in the United Sta tes  in 2001 (and a
higher  number of unintentional pelle t gun injuries  se rious enough to warr ant
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a vis it to an emergency department)(Vyrostek, Annest, and Ryan 2004).
There ar e all  sorts  of storie s: ªOven ge ts hot: woman get s shotº  (a Texas
woman heating ¬sh sticks was shot in the  leg  by  a gun that someone els e had
sta shed in her oven) (Reuter s 2004); ªBullet wounds KKK initia tion partic i-
pantº  (AP 2003a ); ªShooting vic tim upset hunter won't apologi zeº  (a pr eg -
nant te enager  suffe rs br ain injuries  aft er being shot in her  dri veway by a
hunter a half -mile away using a long-r ange ri›e) (AP 2005c).

The saddest are  the storie s of  young children who shoot themselve s or  oth-
ers  or who are  shot by  others . Here  ar e three  storie s of three -ye ar -olds who
found a loaded ¬rea rm:

ªThe mother of a three -ye ar-old boy say s her son acc identall y ki lled
himself with a handgun while she was sl eepingº (WKRC 2005)

ªA 3-y ear -old boy is in cri tic al condition at a St.  Peterburg hospital  aft er
apparently shooting himself in the fac e with a handgun kept in the
homeº (News4Jax .com 2005)

ªPoli ce hav e char ged the  grandfather of a 3- yea r-old boy who fat ally
shot himself in the  fac e inside the grandfather's apartmentº (AP 2004c)

Suicide. Studie s in the past two yea rs hav e con¬rmed previous ¬ndings that
a gun in the  home is a risk fac tor  for  completed suicide. Two studies used dat a
from the 1993 National Mortali ty Followback Surv ey.  One study compared
decedents be tween the age s of ¬ft een and six ty- four who died by suicide with
those in the same ag e range who died of natural  cause s. They found tha t
ªa cce ss to ¬rearms [a gun in the home] was one of the fac tors most strongly
assoc iat ed with suicide deaths, particula rly  among per sons liv ing aloneº
(Kung, Pearson, and Lu 2003, 42 3).  A se cond study focused on suicides  oc cur-
ring in the home. Resea rcher s found that ªthose  per sons with guns in the
home were  at signi¬cantly  gr eat er risk  than those without guns in the  home
of dying from a suicide in the home rel ati ve to other causes  of  dea th. This
¬nding was parti cular ly the  cas e for  males º (Dahlberg , Ikeda, and Kresnov
2004, 93 5) .

A National Resea rch Council  (NRC) report  on data and re sea rch concern-
ing ¬re arms violence  in the United St ate s concluded tha t ªAll of the  (ca se-
control)  studie s tha t the committe e re viewed have found a posit ive  as soc ia-
tion between household gun ownership and suicide riskº (National Resea rch
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Council 2005, 173 ) and that ªthere also appears to be a cross- sec tional assoc i-
ation between ra tes  of household gun ownership and overa ll rat es of suicide,
report ed by invest iga tor s on both sides of  the gun polic y debateº  (19 3).  How-
ever, as car eful and cautious sci entis ts, they did not want to conclude that the
ev idence irr efutably proves tha t guns cause  an incre ase  in completed sui-
cidesÐeven though the ev idence is fully consi stent with that hypothesi s. Sim-
ila rly , in the e arl y 1960s, many studie s showed a strong ci ga ret te- cancer  asso-
cia tion. It wasn't until 1964 that the  surgeon general  considered the ev idence
so strong that he could announce a c lea r c ausat ive  re lationship.

To furthe r tes t the  assoc iat ion between guns and suicide, the  NRC argued
for inc lusion of a ¬re arm ownership quest ion in the Behavioral  Risk Factor
Surve illance Sy stem. Fortunately , such a quest ion was alr eady  included in the
2001,  2002, and 2004 surv eys . Using that  information, a cross- sec tional  study
has shown that, for  2000±2002, in sta tes  with more guns,  there  were  more sui-
cides  (be cause the re were more ¬re arm suicides ), ev en aft er controlling for
the  percentage s of the  sta te' s populat ion with se rious mental illness , alcohol
dependence or  abuse,  and illic it subst ance  dependence  or abuse and for the
percentage s unemployed, liv ing below the pove rty  lev el, and in urban are as .
There was no assoc iat ion between gun prev alence and a sta te' s non-¬rearm
suicide rat e. The ¬ndings held for  both sex es and all ag e groups (Mille r, Lipp-
mann et  al.  2006).

A national time ser ies  study (19 81±2002) also found a strong assoc iat ion
between gun preva lence and suicide rat es for  males, females, youth, and the
entire  populat ion, ev en accounting for  unemployment, alcohol consump-
tion, pove rty , and reg ion. Household gun ownership lev els  were  lar gel y con-
stant in the 19 80s and fel l in the 1990s . Fir ea rm suicide rat es and overa ll sui-
cide rat es followed suit. There were no signi¬cant changes in non-¬rearm
suicide r ate s (Mille r, Azra el, Hepburn e t a l. 2006) .

Is it possible  tha t gun owners are  simply more suicidalÐcould that expla in
the assoc iat ion in U.S. studie s between guns and suicides ? Recent ev idence
provides no support for  tha t hypothesis . For ex ample, be tween the  ear ly 1990s
and the  ea rly  2000s, when ¬rearm and overa ll suicides  were  decre as ing, the
percentage  of  Americans thinking about suicide, planning suicide,  or
att empting suicide did not change (Kessle r et al.  2005).  A study of older  indi-
vidual s in Pennsylvania  found that ªpa tients  with suicidal ideat ion or high
lev els  of depress ion or psychologic al dis tre ss were  not signi¬cantly  more or
les s like ly to have  a gun in the home than those without these  emotional str es-
sorsº  (Oslin et al. 2004, 30). Similarly , in our 2004 nat ional  random digit dial
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surve y, we asked whether , in the las t ¬ve ye ars , the respondent had ev er
thought about committing suicide. A higher  perc entag e of nongun owners (5
percent) than gun owners (3 pe rcent) answered in the af¬rmative  (HICRC
2004). All the U.S. evidence continues to indica te that gun ava ilabilit y makes
it f ar more likely  that suicide a ttempter s will  use a  gun and die.

Nonetheles s, many people continue to belie ve that only intent matte rs.
One study found that over one- third of Americans thought that a suicide ba r-
rie r that prevented jumping would ultimately have  sav ed none of the  more
than one thousand people  who had leaped to the ir deaths from the Golden
Gate BridgeÐthat all of  these people would just hav e committed suicide
some other  way, if not that day then at some other  time. The stronge st pre -
dic tors of  the be lie f tha t a suicide prev ention bar rie r would ult imately sav e
not a single  person were  cig are tte  smoking and ¬rearm ownership (Mille r,
Azrae l, and Hemenway 2006).

The sci enti¬c ev idence shows that ava ilabilit y of means (including ¬re arm
ava ilabilit y) does aff ect  suicide rat es . Twenty- three  suicide experts  from
¬fteen countri es re viewed the evidence concerning speci¬c suicide preven-
tion interv entions.  They concluded tha t the empiric al evidence shows that
ªphysic ian education in depress ion recognit ion and tre atment, and res tri ct-
ing acc ess  to lethal methods reduce suicide rat es.  Other interv entions need
more evidence of e f¬cac yº (Mann et a l. 2005, 2064).

Homicide. Studie s in the past two yea rs con¬rmed pre vious ¬ndings tha t in
are as with higher lev els  of gun preva lence , the re is more homicide, be cause
the re is more ¬rearm homicide. A panel study used dat a from the two hun-
dred lar ges t countie s for  twenty ye ars , 19 80±1999. Using a va lidated proxy for
¬rearm ownership and controlling for burgl ary  and robbery rat es,  urbaniza -
tion, re sidentia l stabil ity , per centa ge bla ck, and the  proportion of households
headed by a female, they found a strong, sta tis tica lly signi¬cant as soc iat ion
between ¬rearm preval ence and homicide; the re was no sys tematic rel ation-
ship between ¬rea rm prev alence  and other types of  crime (Cook and Ludwig
2004b).

A cross- se ctional study of the ¬fty sta tes , using data from 1999 to 2001,
employed va rious proxie s for  ¬rearm prevalence and controlled for resource
depriva tion, urbaniza tion, percenta ge  African American, and violent crime.
That study found that in sta tes  with more guns, there  were higher rat es of
¬rearm homicides  and tota l homicides (Ruddell  and Mays 2005 ).
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One study used surve y data on household ¬rea rm ownership obtained
from the Behavioral  Risk Fac tor  Surve illance Sy stem, which interv iews hun-
dreds of  thousands of familie s ea ch yea r in the United Sta tes . This cross- sec -
tional study of the ¬fty sta tes , using data from 2001 to 2003,  controlled for
sta te- lev el rat es of ag gra va ted ass ault, robbery , unemployment, pove rty ,
urbaniza tion, and alcohol consumption. Household ¬re arm ownership was
posit ive ly and signi¬cantly  as soc iat ed with both ¬rea rm homicide and total
homicide, for  both sex es , and all age  groups (Mille r, Hemenway, and Azrae l
2007) .

Finall y, re sea rcher s using data from the National Morta lity  Followback
Surve y (1993)  ex amined whether  a gun in the home incre ased the risk  of
homicide in the home, compared to other causes  of death, aft er controlling
for gender, age , rac e, educat ion, marital  sta tus, reg ion, illi cit  drug use, and
other possible  confounders. They found a signi¬cant incre ased risk of homi-
cide in homes with guns,  consis tent with previous res ear ch (Dahlberg , Ikeda ,
and Kresnov 2004).

4 .  S E L F - D E F E N S E  U S E  O F  G UN S

Numbers of Uses. The National Resea rch Council (2005) ex amined the sci -
enti¬c lite ra ture on sel f-defense gun use . They concluded tha t ªse lf-de fense  is
an ambiguous termº (p. 106), that whether one is a defender or a perpet ra tor
may depend on perspec tiv e, and tha t ªwe do not know accurate ly how oft en
armed se lf-defense occurs  or  ev en how pre cis ely  to de¬ne sel f-defenseº (p.
13) . The cla im that there  are  2.5  million sel f-defense  gun uses each ye ar
rec eiv ed no support .

A teenager  from Arizona, working with his  father, provided a rea lity  che ck
on the cla ims of millions of sel f-defense  gun uses. They ex amined all  Phoenix
are a newspaper  reports , supplemented by polic e and court records.  The infa-
mous Kleck-Gert z study would predict  tha t the police  should have known
about 98  civ ilian defensiv e gun use  kil lings and 236  defensiv e gun use ¬rings
at criminals during the period studied. Although a gal lant homeowner suc -
ces sfully  defending his  or her family aga inst a home invas ion would provide a
juicy  news story,  a ca reful invest iga tion by the father-son team could ¬nd
only two ac tua l ca ses  of sel f-defense  gun use  involv ing a kill ing or a ¬ring at
an as sai lant. These  two incidents appeared to be esc ala ting alt erc ations, with
innocent byst ander s exposed to the gun¬re (Denton and Fabr icius 2004).
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Is More Better? While there are undoubtedly vir tuous incidents of sel f-
de fense  gun use,  ther e are  too many storie s of se lf-def ense gone awry. ªA ¬ve
ye ar old gir l in Houston is dead aft er  be ing mistaken for a burg lar  by  her step-
father. . . . He shot when someone tried to open the door of the bedroom
where  he and his wife were sle epingº (NBC56.com 2004).  ªA te enager , who
cel ebrat ed his  16 th bir thday by  pla ying pranks in his  neighborhood, was
fat all y shot by a neighbor who mistook him for a burg lar . . . . [The teen] and
an unidenti¬ed friend were ringing doorbells  or  knocking on doors and then
running awayº  (St. Petersburg Times 2003). ªA small gir l [a ged two] remained
in the hospita l in cr itic al condition Sunday from a gunshot wound in›ic ted
by a man who had confronted a group of te enager s aft er one sent a football
cra shing through the window of his  southwest Houston apar tment. . . . [The
man] rushed out, demanding to know who broke the window. . . . He took his
hand out of his  pocke t and he had a gun. That's  when ev erybody sta rted run-
ning. Police  said [the man] rai sed the pis tol  toward two of the ›eeing juve-
nil es and ¬redº (Houston Chronicle 2005) .

Effectiveness. ºIf  using a ¬rearm defensiv ely  is no more eff ect ive  than basic
avoidance  te chniques,  then defensiv e gun use would have no rel ati ve bene¬tº
(National Rese arch Council  2005,  114 ). So how eff ect ive  is se lf-defense gun
use? Since  the ear ly 1990s , the National Crime Victimization Surv ey (NCVS)
has asked vic tims not only whether  they were injured but when they were
injuredÐbefore or aft er they res ist ed. Results  from a re cent study (Tark and
Kleck 2004) indic ate  that sel f-defense  gun use may be good for preventing
propert y los s but it does not appear to be more eff ect ive  at pr eventing injury
than many other methods of r esi stance.

Tark and Kleck (2004) ex amined twenty- sev en thousand personal conta ct
crimes r eported in the NCVS from 1992 to 2001.  In te rms of the lik elihood of
rec eiv ing an injury aft er taking a particular mode of res ist ance,  in simple
compari sons nothing is be tte r than cal ling the polic eÐonly 0.9  percent of the
time did this lead to injury. Threa tening with a gun is followed by an injury
2.5  pe rcent of the time; yel ling, 2.7  per cent; att ack ing without a weapon, 3.8
percent; struggling, 4.1  percent; and the highes t, sta lling, 4.5  per cent.  In mul-
tiv ari ate  analy sis , only one mode of res ist anceÐªran away, hidºÐis
signi¬cantl y be tter  than cal ling the  polic e or  gua rd in terms of not rec eiv ing
an injury . The data seem to sugges t that the  wises t cours e of  ac tionÐif any
act ion is undertaken by the vic timÐis either to run away or ca ll the  police
(Hemenway 2005) .
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Claims about the high frequency of sel f-defense gun use are also contr a-
dic ted by the data.  For ex ample, for sexual ass aults , only 1 vic tim in 1,1 19 total
inc idents report ed att acking or threa tening with a gun (15  used a nongun
weapon; 38 cal led the polic e or  a se cur ity guard; 120 att acked without a
weapon; 161  ran away; 219  yel led; 343  struggled). In robberi es,  1.2 pe rcent of
vic tims used a gun, where as 3.8  pe rcent cal led the polic e or security  guard,
12. 7 pe rcent ran away, and 20.5 percent struggled. In confrontational burgl ar-
ies , 2.7  pe rcent of vic tims used a gun, 3.3  percent used some other  weapon, 6.3
percent ran away or hid, 10.9  per cent s trugg led, 20.4 perc ent yel led or turned
out the lights , and 20.1 percent cal led the polic e. In all  confrontat ional crimes,
0.9  per cent of vic tims reported using a gun, 1.7 per cent used a nongun
weapon, 7.2  percent ca lled the  polic e, 10. 1 percent ran away, 13.8  pe rcent
struggled, and 29.3  perc ent did nothing (Hemenway 2005).

The NCVS data show that (1)  gun use in se lf-defense is ve ry ra re;  (2)  it is
not cle ar whether res istance will or will not reduce the likelihood of injury;
and (3)  two of the most common forms of ªre sis tanceº  also appear to be the
most succe ssful in te rms of reducing the like lihood of injuryÐcalling the
polic e or running away (Hemenway 2005).

The Myth. Guns  and  gun  u s e  a r e  en t r en ch ed  in  th e  Amer i c an  (mal e )  p s y -
ch e .  As  s e v e r a l  r e c en t  do c to r a l  d i s s e r t a t i on s  e xp l a in ,  fo r  many  Amer i c an s ,
manl in e s s  and  gun  u s e  a r e  in e x t r i c a b l y  l ink ed .  One  s tud y  an a l y z ed  v a r iou s
s e l f -d e f en s e  t e x t s ,  whi ch  p romot e  ª th e  Amer i c an  myth  th a t  s a y s  i f  c i t i z en s
a r e  p r ep a r ed ,  a l e r t ,  and  tou gh  enough ,  th e y  wi l l  no t  b e  v i c t ims o f  v io l en t
c r imes º  (Gru t s ch -McKinne y  2 00 3 ,  a b s t r a c t ) .  Anoth e r  s tud y  wa s  ª an  an a l y -
s i s  o f  myth s  abou t  Amer i c an  manhood  and  guns º  th a t  c l a im ªa  u t i l i t y  in  th e
human c ap a c i t y  f o r  v io l en c e . º  E x amining  th e  American Ri› eman maga z in e ,
th e  au tho r  con c lud ed  th a t  r e c en t  d ep i c t i on s  o f  women ª in t rodu c e  and
en cou r a g e  t h e  u s e  o f  `n e c e s s a r y '  v i o l en c e  b y  women,  much in  th e  s ame wa y
th a t  th e  po t en t i a l  t o  u s e  v i o l en c e  b e c ame a  componen t  o f  Amer i c an  man-
hoodº  (Vent e l l o  2 00 3 ) .  A th i rd  s tud y  e x amined  a c t i on  ¬ lms,  in v e s t i g a t in g
ª th e  wa y s  th a t  gunpl a y  p rodu c e s  mean ing  th rou gh  th e  u s e  o f  myth  and  f an -
t a s y º  and  con c lud ed  th a t  ªno  man in  th e  US c an  en t i r e l y  a v o id  th e  s t e ad y
s t r e am of  imag e s ,  s t o r i e s ,  and  myth s  th a t  t e l l  h im th a t  gun s  a r e  ind i sp en s -
ab l e  t oo l s  f o r  th e  v io l en t medi a t ion  o f  homoso c i a l  r e l a t i on sh ip s º  (Ar j e t
2 00 2 ,  a b s t r a c t ) .

One person who may be vic tim of this ste ady  str eam of image s is John Lott,
a proponent of civ ilian gun use who has repeatedly  sta ted tha t ª9 8% of the
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time that people use guns defensiv ely , they merely have to brandish a weapon
to bre ak of f an att ack .º A ca reful sc ientis t has rev iewed all the ªe videnceº for
this cla im (McDowall 2005).  Basic all y, there  is no credible  evidenceÐfor
either the 98 percent ¬gure or  the  implicit  cla im that br andishing a gun is
always bene¬cia l to the vic tim. In Lott' s ªwrit ings and tes timony, guns some-
times appear akin to magic wands that make criminals dis appearº  (McDowall
2005,  260) .

5 .  L O C A T I O N

Home. Studie s in the past two yea rs show that many ¬rearms in American
households continue to be stored unsaf ely  (Johnson, Coyne-Beas ley , and
Runyan 2004; Connor 2005; Coyne-Beas ley  et al. 2005;  Okoro et  al.  2005) .
Studie s hav e also shown that unsaf e storag e is assoc iat ed with ¬rearm injury
and death.

One study used dat a from the 199 3 National Mortali ty Followback Surve y
and found that, among individuals  with a ¬rearm in the home, ke eping the
¬rearm unloaded or locked subst antia lly  reduced the  likelihood of ¬re arm
suicide. The eff ec t of  saf e stora ge was lar ges t among those  who had a rel ati vel y
low intention to die , sugg est ing that such suicides are  oft en the most sponta -
neous and that saf e stora ge can help protec t ag ainst impulsive self -dest ructiv e
act s (Shenessa  et al. 2004).  In another ca se- control study, the ca ses  were
youth (under age  twenty)  from are as  in Washington, Oregon, and Missouri
who had att empted suicide with a gun or had unintentionally shot themselve s
or  someone els e. All control households conta ined a ¬re arm. Good storag e
pract ice s (e. g.,  gun unloaded or locked) subst antia lly reduced the likelihood
of a gun suicide att empt (or death) or an acc idental gun shooting (Grossman
et al. 2005).  A third study compared unintentional  ¬re arm fat alit ies  acros s the
¬ft y sta tes . After  controlling for  urbaniza tion, pove rty , and lev els  of  house-
hold ¬rearm ownership (st ate s with more guns had more unintentional gun
deaths)  the  res ea rcher s found that a disproport ionat ely  lar ge share  of unin-
tentional ¬re arm fat alit ies  occurred in sta tes  where  gun owners were  more
likely  to store their ¬rearm loaded, and the  gre ate st risk oc curred in sta tes
where  more ¬rearms were  stored both loaded and unlocked (Mille r, Azrae l,
Hemenway et al. 2005) .

Unfortunately , improving storag e pract ice s is not always str aightforward.
An ev aluation of a King County (Washington) community -based educa-
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tional campaign, which included economic incentiv es to purchase lockboxes,
found that while  gun stora ge pract ice s did improve over a ¬ve- yea r per iod,
similar improvements were also seen in the  control community  (S idman et
al.  2005).

Schools. Various studies in the pas t two year s hav e e xamined the charac ter -
ist ics  of high-pro¬le school shooter s. These shoote rs t ended to be joiners but
were  ra rel y fully acc ept ed. The shootings were  not so much an expre ssion of
rag e or  rev enge  as a way of achiev ing a degre e of  public manliness  (Newman
et al.  2004). The shooter s tar ge ted as vic tims boys  they ca lled ªprepsº  and
ªjocksº who had att acked the ir masculinit y (e. g.,  cal ling them gay ), and/or
the y tar ge ted gir ls who had rej ect ed the ir masculinit y (Klein 2003) . The
shooter s tended to be cha rac ter ized by other  risk  fac tors, such as problems
involv ing impulse  control, sadisti c tendencies , a fas cination with death, and
an intere st in ¬re arms (Lear y et al.  2003). Indeed, common conditions for
school rampage ki llings  include cultural  scr ipts tha t glorif y armed at tack
(socia l blueprints that connect manhood to violence and guns) and off er a
masculine exi t from social  subordinationÐplus ac ces s to ¬re arms (Davies
2004; Newman et al.  2004).

Since the Columbine massa cre , student tips have helped pre vent many
school shootings  (e.g ., San Diego Union-Tribune 2004; Gwinnett Daily Online
2004). Sti ll, some ter rible tra gedie s have oc curred. In March 2005,  for  exam-
ple, ten people died in a rampage  shooting at Red Lake  High School in rural
Minnesota . The rampage  ended when the sev enteen-y ear -old shoote r ki lled
himself. Two ye ars  ear lie r in Minnesota,  a school shooting at  Rocori High had
lef t two people dead (WCCO.TV 2005) . A compila tion of school-shooting
incidents over time sugge sts  that school shooting deaths may have  be en
higher  in 2003±4 and 2004±5 than in 1999, the ye ar of  the Columbine rampage
(National School Safe ty and Securi ty Se rvi ces  2005).

Public. In the past two ye ars , the  cla im that shall -issue gun ca rry ing laws
result in lower lev els  of  cr ime has be en further dis credited. Studie s rea f¬rmed
that the county- lev el da ta used by John Lott (More Guns, Less Crime) had
ser ious reporting er ror s (Pridemore 2005) and that the sta te- lev el da ta used
by Lott were also ina ccurat e. Using alt ernati ve data,  the authors found that
the  majorit y of the  sta te- lev el More Guns, Less Crime ¬ndings ªar e mere art i-
fac ts of report ing er ror º (Martin and Legault 2005, 18 7).
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Using the Lott data, but more appropria te analy ses , one study found that
almost all  of Lott's  result s are  no longer  sta tis tica lly signi¬cant afte r they are
corre cted for  ser ial  corre lat ion and cluste ring within sta tes  (Helland and
Tabarrok 2004), and another  study concluded that ªthe eff ec ts appear to be
much smaller and more mixedº than Lott sugge sts  ªand are  not crime-reduc-
ing in most ca ses º (Rubin and Dezhbakhsh 2003, 199).

Studie s with fewer data problems also found litt le to support the ªmore
guns les s crimeº cla im. Three  studie s focused on homicide and violent crime.
One study ex amined homicide rat es ac ros s the ¬ft y sta tes  for  19 79±98 and
concluded that ªa  `shall  issue' law that eliminates  most res tri ctions on car ry -
ing a concea led weapon may be assoc iated with increased ¬rearm homicide
rat esº  (Rosengar t et al. 2005,  77) . A second study ex amined homicide rat es in
the twenty lar ge st cit ies  be tween 1990 and 2000 and found no signi¬cant asso-
cia tion between right-to-ca rr y laws and homicide (La Valle  2004). A third
study used data from 1980 to 2000 for all  cit ies  with gr eat er than one hundred
thousand populat ion (in 1990).  The results provided no evidence that shall-
issue laws reduce (or inc rea se)  violent crime (Kovandzic , Marvell,  and
Viera iti s 2005).

The National Resea rch Council  concluded that ªthe committe e found no
credible  ev idence tha t the pas sa ge of right-to-ca rry  laws dec rea ses  or  increa ses
violent crimeº (National Resea rch Council  2005, 2).  Unfortunately , change s
in many sta te laws have  be en based on so-ca lled sci enti¬c cla ims that shall -
issue laws would reduce  cr ime and violence.

Other types  of evidence  sugge st tha t sha ll-i ssue laws may not be working as
intended. For ex ample, one study examined result s from a natural experi -
ment. The chief  of police  in one small California community (Is leton) began
his  own shall- issue reg ime (issuing conce aled car ry  pe rmits to anyone pas sing
a standard background check) in a may-issue sta te.  Over the nex t three  yea rs ,
arr es t rat es for  violent cr ime among those  granted a permit in Isl eton were 2.8
times higher than for those  gr anted permits in other California communitie s.
ªThese ¬ndings are  sugg est ive , but do not rea ch sta tis tic al signi¬cance; a
lar ge r study will be  neededº (Romero et al. 2003,  36 7).

Finall y, a national surve y replica ted previous ¬ndings (from Arizona) con-
cerning car rying guns in ca rs and road rag e. Gun ca rri ers  were more likely
than other motorist s to make obscene ge sture s and ag gre ssi ve ly fol low other
drive rs,  ev en aft er controlling for  gender,  age , urbaniz ation, re gion, and miles
driven. Such data provide more ev idence that an armed societ y is not nece s-
sar ily  a polite  socie ty  (Hemenway, Vriniotis, and Mille r 2006).
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6 . D EMOG R A P H Y

Children. Recent ¬ndings con¬rm that young boys have a fas cination with
¬rearms, that parents of ten underes timate this curiosit y, and that educational
progr ams such a s Eddie Eagl e do not change children's behav ior .

In one study, boys ag ed nine to ¬ft een were  strongly  warned not to touch
guns. However, when lef t alone with a gun, about a quar ter  touched and
pla yed with it. Almost all  then denied doing so when they were asked. None
of the boys touched any other forbidden item after  be ing warned ag ainst
doing so. ªThe result s of the  current study indic ate  that guns hold a unique
allure  and cas t further doubt on the  abi lity  of gun admonitions to ke ep chil-
dren saf e a round gunsº (Hardy 2003, 3 52) .

In another study, conducted at family prac tice  clinics  in rural Alabama,
children ag ed ¬ve to fourte en and their parents were  separ ate ly quest ioned
about ¬rea rms in the home. Three-quarte rs of the  children sa id they knew
where  the guns were stored, and over a third of boys  and gir ls had handled a
¬rearm. Boys contradicted their  parents 36  percent of the time when the par-
ent report ed tha t the boy had neve r handled the home ¬rea rm (Baxley  and
Mille r 2006).

Currentl y, some 10 percent of elementary  school tea chers  provide some
¬rearm safet y educat ion. The most popular  curri culum is the  National Ri›e
Assoc iat ion's Eddie  Eag le program (Price  et  al.  2005) . Unfortunat ely , rec ent
ev aluations ¬nd that while the  Eddie Eagle  program may tea ch children ag ed
four to sev en to verba liz e saf ety  messa ge s, the se messag es do not lead to actual
behavior change (Howard 2004; Himle et al. 2004a; Gatheridge et al. 2004).
Other approaches using behaviora l skills  tra ining procedures show the most
promise (Himle e t al . 2004b).

The National Resea rch Council 's rev iew of ¬rearms educa tion programs
(2005)  pessimisti ca lly concluded that ªfor children, ¬re arm violence educa-
tion programs may re sult in increases in the ve ry behav ior s they are  de signed
to prevent,  by  enhancing the allure of guns for young childrenº(9 ) and ªthere
is litt le empirica l evidence of posit ive  eff ec ts on children's knowledge , att i-
tudes,  be lief s or  behaviorsº  (9) . Certa inly the re is no good ev idence that the
Eddie  Eagle  prog ram is helping to reduce childhood gun injurie s.

Studie s of all  ¬ft y sta tes  continue to show that sta tes  with more guns have
higher  rat es of  homicide, suicide, and ac cidental  gun dea ths for children
(Mille r, Azrae l, Hemenway et al.  2005;  Mille r, Hemenway, and Azrae l 2007;
Mille r, Lippmann et al.  2006) . To help illustr ate  the ¬ndings from these  stud-
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ies , table A1 compare s the number of violent deaths to children aged ¬ve to
fourte en in ªhigh-gunº ve rsus ªlow-gunº sta tes , 199 8±2002. Data  from the
2001 Behavioral  Risk Factor Surv eill ance Sy stem were used to determine
high- and low-gun sta tes . Table  A1 updates  table 6.2  but adds New York (the
sta te with the six th lowest lev el of household gun ownership) to the low-gun
sta tes  and adds four more sta tes  (Wisconsin, South Carolina, Utah, and
Louisiana, with a combined populat ion similar to New York) to the high-gun
sta tes . In the high-gun sta tes , gun homicides  of childr en ag ed ¬ve to fourte en
were  3.5  times higher than in the low-gun sta tes , gun suicides were  12 times
higher , and ac cidental gun deaths were 16 t imes higher.

Children a re at risk f rom legal ly,  and ille ga lly,  purchased ¬rea rms. A study
of pedia tri c (children aged 0±14)  ¬re arm deaths in North Carolina found that
three -quart er s of homicide guns had been purchased leg all y and 40 percent of
homicide guns had been purchased les s than three  ye ars  prior to the kil ling.
The study concluded: ªLeg ally  purchased ¬rearms pose a signi¬cant threa t to
children in North Carolina. A more res tri cti ve approach to the sa le of hand-
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TABLE A1. Child Violent Deaths
Numbers of homicides, suicides, and unintentional firearm deaths among children
between ages five and fourteen in the fifteen U.S. states with the most guns and the six
states with the fewest guns, 1998–2002

High-Gun Low-Gun Mortali ty Rate Ratio :
Sta tes Sta tes High-Gun/Low Gun

Total Popu lat ion (p ers on 26 .8 milli on 27 .4 milli on
ye ars ) at Risk: 199 8– 200 2

Homicid es
Gun Homicid es 16 8 49 3.5
Nongun Homicid es 12 8 99 1.3
Total 29 6 14 8 2.0

Su ici des
Gun Suici des 12 9 11 12 .0
Nongun Sui cid es 13 4 86 1.6
Total 26 3 97 2.8

Unint en tiona l Fir ea rm Deaths 110 7 16 .1

Sourc e: Mortal ity da ta from CDC WISQARS 20 03 .
Note: Gun pr eva len ce de termined by  the  pe rcent ag e of pe op le in eac h sta te re sid ing  in hous eho lds  with

fir earms. Gun pr eva len ce  da ta come from the 20 01 CDC Beha vio ral  Risk Fa cto r Su rv eys  fo r ea ch  sta te. Simila r
resul ts a re  ob taine d i f th e gun  pr ev alenc e in de x i s th e p erc en tag e o f suic ide s with  guns , or  “Coo k’s  In dex .”

The fift een  hig h-g un sta tes  are , in or de r, Wyoming, Montan a, Ala ska , South Dako ta,  Arkan sas , West Virginia ,
Alabama, Ida ho , Mississi pp i, North  Dako ta,  Kentu ck y, Wisconsin , South  Caro lin a, Utah, and Loui siana;  the  six
low-gun sta tes  ar e, in o rde r, Hawaii, Massachu set ts,  Rhod e Is land, New Jer sey , Conne cti cu t, and  New York .



guns is a log ica l approach to reducing pedia tri c ¬rearm-relat ed deaths in the
United Stat esº  (Campbell  et al.  2004, 18 74 )

Adolescents. A cross-national study found that young adolescents in the United
States were no more likely to engage in violent behavior, such as ¬ghting, than
were youth in four other countries for which data were available (Ireland, Israel,
Portugal, and Sweden). ªAn important question raised by our ¬ndings is why
violence-related mortality in the United States is substantially higher than in
countries in which the rates of nonfatal violent behaviors in young adolescents is
extremely similarº (Smith-Khuri et al. 2004, 543). One explanation offered was
easy access to ¬rearms, which can make altercations lethal.

Among the many recent journal articles on risk factors for adolescent gun
carrying was one that found that inner city gun carriers believed their peers
admired them, whereas in reality noncarriers thought the gun carriers were
mentally unstable and avoided spending time with them. Youth who did not
carry guns reported family, talent, religiosity, and mentors as preventative fac-
tors (Black 2002). A study of Chicago adolescents found that youth were less
likely to carry guns if they were from neighborhoods that were safer to play in
and where community adults were more engaged in monitoring youth (Mol-
nar et al. 2004). A study of African American adolescents in San Francisco
found that knife carrying was not associated with fear of victimization, but gun
carrying was, for both girls and boys (Lane, Cunningham, and Ellen 2004).

A study using national data found that, accounting for an ex tensiv e arr ay
of possible  confounders, the  likelihood of gun car ry ing among adole scents
inc rea sed markedly with the  pre val ence of gun ownership in the community .
The likelihood of car rying other types  of  weapons was unre lated to loc al lev -
els  of  gun ownership (Cook and Ludwig 2004a).

Exposure to guns and gun violence  may cause  problems for youth. A study
in a semirural  junior high school in upsta te New York found that young
males  who had used guns for  hunting on at  lea st sev era l oc cas ions were  more
likely  to report  tha t they rea cted agg res siv ely  to frustr ation and committed
violent ac ts more frequently  (Ding, Nelson, and Las sonde 2002).  A contro-
ve rsia l study, using a method ca lled propensity  score  str ati¬cation, cla imed to
provide causa l ev idence that exposure to ¬rearm violence approximately
doubled the probabilit y that an adoles cent would perpe tra te se rious violence
over the subsequent two ye ar s (Bingenheimer, Brennan, and Earls  2005) .

Women. Studies continue to document the danger to women from ¬rearms.
For example, a study of homicides of pregnant and postpartum women found
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that 57 percent were killed with ¬rearms (Chang et al. 2005). A study of over
four hundred women in California battered women's shelters found that more
than a third had lived in a home in which there was a gun. Most reported that
the gun made them feel less safe, and for good reason. Nearly two-thirds (64
percent) reported that their partners had used the gun(s) against them, mainly
by threatening to shoot or kill them. A small proportion of the women with a
gun in the home (7 percent) had used the gun in self-defense, primarily to scare
the batterer away; each of these women reported that her partner had also used
a gun against her (Sorenson and Wiebe 2004). A study of ¬rearm homicides in
Kentucky found that in two-thirds of the cases in which a woman was shot by
her intimate partner, the perpetrator then shot and killed himself (Walsh and
Hemenway 2005). Getting mental help to these men could help save both the
men and their intimate partners.

Studie s of all  ¬ft y sta tes  continue to show that sta tes  with more guns have
higher  rat es  of  homicide,  suicide, and ac cidental  gun deaths for  women
(Mille r, Azrae l, Hemenway et al.  2005; Mille r, Hemenway, and Azrae l 2007;
Mille r, Lippmann et al.  2006) . To help illustr ate  the ¬ndings from these  stud-
ies , table A2 updates  table 6.3  and compares  the numbers of violent deaths
among women in high-gun ver sus low-gun sta tes , 199 8±2002. In the high-gun
sta tes , gun homicides of  women were  3.5  times higher than in the low-gun
sta tes , gun suicides were  over 6 times higher, and acc idental gun deaths were
over 7 times higher.

7 .  S U P P L Y

Manufacturers. Each yea r newspapers ca rry  report s about new types  of
ªg adg et guns. º ªIn a new twist on the ide a of conceal ed weapons, a loc al gun
maker  and gun shop are  debuting a new type of  ¬rearm: one tha t could
almost ¬t in your walle tº (Karnowski 2004).  If it's  not credit -c ard-s ized guns,
then it's  mobile phone guns.  ªA man was jai led for  ¬ve yea rs ye ste rday aft er
he was found with the late st de adly weapon to hit the str eet sÐa gun disguised
as a mobile  phoneº (he ¬red the gun in a busy str eet aft er a lat e night scuf›e)
(Walls 2005).

In 2005,  three  polic e org aniza tions urg ed police  nationwide to be on the
lookout for a small, eas ily  concea lable handgun that ¬res bulle ts that pene-
tra te soft body armor, ca lling the  gun an immediate threa t to law enforce -
ment of¬cers . They urged Congres s to take immediate  act ion to help deal
with the threa t (Join Together Online 2005) . Perhaps the most potentia l dan-
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ge r for ca tas trophe comes from .50 ca liber sniper ri›es that pose a threa t to
civ ilian avi ation. ªWith all of the att ention being devoted to prote cting air lin-
ers  ag ainst ter roris ts armed with shoulder-¬red missi les , a more pedestr ian
but deadlie r thr eat  loomsÐterrorist s armed with .50 ca liber sniper ri›es.
These weapons pack a deadly  wallop from range s upwards of 1,000 ya rdsº
(Air Safety Week 2003).

Many ¬rearms are  defec tiv e. A four-month inves tig ation by the Detroit
News led to a ser ies  of sev en art icle s that highlighted the fa ct that ªt ens of mil-
lions of guns in America  share  des ign ›aws that put their owners and those
around them in unneces sar y jeopardy. . . . Fir ea rm manufacturer s, long aware
of the dangers , have  made no concert ed, industr ywide ef for t to improve
saf ety º (Claxton 2003a ). The ser ies  of ar ticl es de scr ibed ›aws in a wide va rie ty
of speci¬c make-model ¬rearms, including a top police  gun that is prone to
acc idental ¬ring (Claxton 2003b).  Similar ly,  a report by the Consumer Feder-
ation of America (CFA) highli ghted many guns that ar e de fec tiv e or  haz-
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TABLE A2. Female Violent Deaths
Numbers of homicides, suicides, and unintentional firearm deaths among females in
the fifteen U.S. states with the most guns and the six states with the fewest guns,
1998–2002

High-Gun Low-Gun Mortali ty Rate Ratio :
Sta tes Sta tes High-Gun/Low Gun

Total  Po pu lat ion  (p ers on 93 .4 milli on 10 1.8  milli on
ye ars ) a t Risk : 1 99 8– 200 2

Homicid es
Gun Homicide s 1,7 32 53 9 3.5
Nongun Homicid es a 1,5 46 1,2 70 1.3
To tal 3,2 78 1,8 09 2.0

Su ici des
Gun Sui cid es 2,0 28 34 6 6.4
Nongun Su ici de s 2,2 09 2,4 31 1.0
To tal 4,2 37 2,7 77 1.7

Unint en tiona l F ire arm Deaths 15 6 22 7. 7

Sourc e: Mortal ity da ta from CDC WISQARS 2 003 .
Note: Gun pr eva len ce de termined by  the  pe rcent ag e of pe op le in eac h sta te re sid ing  in hous eho lds  with

fir earms. Gun pr eva len ce  da ta come from the 20 01 CDC Beha vio ral  Risk Fa cto r Su rv eys  fo r ea ch  sta te. Simila r
resul ts a re  ob taine d i f th e gun  pr ev alenc e in de x i s th e p erc en tag e o f suic ide s with  guns , or  “Coo k’s  In dex .”

The fift een  hig h-g un sta tes  are , in or de r, Wyoming, Montan a, Ala ska , South Dako ta,  Arkan sas , West Virginia ,
Alabama, Ida ho , Mississi pp i, North  Dako ta,  Kentu ck y, Wisconsin , South  Caro lin a, Utah, and Loui siana;  the  six
low-gun sta tes  ar e, in o rde r, Hawaii, Massachu set ts,  Rhod e Is land, New Jer sey , Conne cti cu t, and  New York .

a Ex clude s t err or ism death s r ela ted  to  th e e ven ts o f S ept ember 1 1, 2 00 1.



ardously des igned; the CFA emphasi zed that since no federa l agency has the
authority  to ensure ¬rearm saf ety , ªcurrently, the civ il justic e sys tem is the
only mechanism available  to protec t consumers from defec t-r ela ted death
and injury º (Consumer Federa tion of America  2005) . The liabil ity  sys tem
does not work perfe ctly ; manufac turer s of  defec tiv e guns oft en ¬le for bank-
ruptc y to esc ape liabil ity  and then simply reconsti tute themselve s under
another name (Dahl 2004; Bharath 2004) .

In the late 1990s, many municipalities began ¬ling suits against the ¬rearms
industry, charging public nuisance, negligent product distribution, and/or
inadequate safety systems. Almost all the municipal suits have resulted in ver-
dicts for the defense (the ¬rearms industry). However, the suits did create some
possible public health bene¬ts. For example, Smith and Wesson, the largest
handgun manufacturer, agreed in March 2000 to improve its monitoring of
dealers (a concession that made it a pariah in the industry) (VanGrack 2004).

Lawsuits also help illuminate gun industry practices. For example, although
a federal judge ruled against the lawsuit against gun manufacturers brought by
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, he nonethe-
less concluded that the gun manufacturers had tolerated ªcareless practicesº by
their retailers and did little ªto eliminate or even appreciably reduce the public
nuisance they individually and collectively have created. . . . Prudent merchan-
dising practices voluntarily adopted could have, and could in the future, save
the lives of many people who have been, or will be, killed by handguns irre-
sponsibly merchandised by defendantsº (NAACP v. Acusport Corp. 2003). Sim-
ilarly, in a suit decided against the plaintiff, a majority of the Illinois Supreme
Court, in a special concurrence, stated that the plaintiffs' allegations, if true,
ªsupport the conclusion that defendant gun manufacturers are not only aware
of the probability that their wares might be used in the commission of crimes,
but that they actively seek to exploit that fact to increase their pro¬t margin.º
The judges hoped that the ªGeneral Assembly will turn its attention to the
problems this case brings to lightº (Young v. Bryco Arms 2004).

The response of about half of sta te leg isla tures  has  be en to cre at e laws
speci¬cally  de signed to prevent such civ il act ions, by  gr anting immunity or
prote ction to the  ¬re arms industry aga inst cer tain types of lawsuits. In addi-
tion, in 2005, the feder al gove rnment granted the ¬re arms industr y unprece -
dented immunity, not ag ainst simple neglig enc e but aga inst the type of suits
¬led by many cit ies . In signing the bil l, President Bush sta ted that ªour laws
should punish criminals who use  guns to commit crimes, not law-abiding
manufac turer s of lawful productsº  (White House 2005).
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Licensed Dealers. Recent evidence continues to point to the importance of
lic ensed deale rs in supplying ¬rearms to cr iminals.  One study analy zed data
on tra ced ¬re arms and found that about one-third of cr ime guns had re cently
be en div ert ed from ret ail  commerce and near ly one- third had two or more
indica tor s of  gun tra f¬cking involv ing deale rs,  purchase rs,  and posse ssors
(Pier ce et  al. 2004) . A study of tra ced guns in California found that over a
third of guns re cov ered from persons ag ed twenty -one to twenty- four
showed a time-to-crime of les s than three  ye ars , ªsugg est ing del ibe rat e gun
tra f¬ckingº (Wintemute et  al . 2004,  73 3).

A rev iew by the  Justic e Department found that the Bureau of Alcohol,
Tobacco, Fir earms and Explosives  (ATF) had insuf¬cient re source s to ade -
quate ly monitor gun deale rs.  For ex ample, the ATF does not conduct in-per-
son inspections on all  new federa l ¬re arms license e (FFL) appli cants. Nor
does it adequat ely  monitor exi sting FFLs. Although the agency 's goal is to
inspect each (FFL) once  ev ery  three  yea rs, in FY2002, the y only inspe cted 4.5
percent of the approximately 104,000 FFLs nationwide. At that ra te,  it would
take more than twenty- four yea rs to inspect all  FFLs. In FY2002, inspections
uncover ed violations over 42 percent of the timeÐwith an av era ge  of  some
sev enty violat ions in ea ch of the se ca ses . Yet that yea r the ATF only issued
thirty  Notic es of  Revocat ion (which av era ged over one yea r to proce ss)  (U.S.
Department of Justi ce 2004).

The Justic e Department rev iew was also concerned about the rec ent Bush
administra tion dir ec tiv e to ATF to destroy within twenty -four hours all pur-
chase  information that does  not result  in a denia l. ªThe reduced ret ention
period for approved purchase r and FFL information will limit the  ATF's abil-
ity  to detec t ce rta in fraudulent National Instant Criminal Background Check
Sy stem (NICS) checks through FFL inspectionsº (U.S. Department of Justic e
2004, xi ).

The 2005 law that exempts gun manufac turer s from much civ il liabil ity
also appli es to licensed ¬rearm deale rs.  Inadequate  re gulatory ove rsight,
combined with few possible  tor t remedies , means deale rs have insuf¬cient
incentive s to be concerned about the effe cts  of their  dec isions on the public 's
health and sa fet y.

The Unregulated Market. Various newspaper reports  hav e demonstrat ed
the  eas e with which criminals can buy ¬rearms in the unregula ted market.
For example, in Minnesota a ret ired sheri ff 's deputy  and a female  graduate
student went to a gun show. They approached a priva te dea ler  who was dis -
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pla ying a Ruger Mini 14Ða .22 3 ca liber ri›e that supposedly can ¬re 120
rounds in forty-¬ve seconds. The deputy told the sel ler , ªGotta tel l you right
off , ain't no way I'll  pa ss a ba ckground check.º  The sel ler replied, ªDon't
worry  about it. º He didn't  ask  for a name, or ID, or anything. They then went
to a displa y are a ¬ll ed with liter ature  about weaponry.  ªIs  there  a book about
how to set  a Ruger  Mini 14  on full automatic?º  (S elling fully automatic ass ault
ri›es  is ille gal .) Response:  ªWe can't display them, but if you want one, I can
dig  it out.º  The she riff 's deputy,  a hunte r and gun lover , descr ibe s the  gun
show as  a ªcandy s tore for  te rroris tsº  (Grow 2005).

Anyone, including ter roris ts, can re adily obtain ¬re arms in the  United
Sta tes . Studie s by  the Congres sional Resea rch Se rvi ce (CRS 2003)  and the
Government Accountabilit y Of¬ce (U.S. Government Accountabilit y Of¬ce
2005)  highlight the  problem. The CRS report det ail ed nearl y a dozen loop-
holes  or  gaps in feder al ¬rearm laws that te rroris ts could exploit (Eggen
2003) . The GAO report  found that dozens of ter ror suspect s (on the feder al
watch lis t for  ter ror ist  suspect s) had alr eady been allowed to buy guns leg all y
(from lic ensed deale rs)  in the United Sta tes . The bare-bones ba ckg round
checks requir ed of gun purchase rs only con¬rmed that the y had no felony
convictions and weren't ille ga l immigrants. The requirement that ba ck-
ground check information (for ªle ga lº purchase s) be  disca rded within
twenty- four hours makes enforcement more dif¬cult  for  law enforcement
ag enc ies  (USA Today 2005) .

8 .  P O L I C Y  B A C K G ROUND

The Second Amendment. Over the past two ye ars , his tor ians and leg al schol-
ars  have be en busy  writing art icl es on the Second Amendment. For example,
the  Fordham Law Review (2004) and the Stanford Law and Policy Review
(2006) ea ch have a collec tion of art icle s from Second Amendment symposia .
An intere sting rec ent ar tic le de scr ibe s a new paradigm, one that views the  Se c-
ond Amendment not as confer ring an individual or a col lec tiv e right but as
descr ibing a ª civ ic rightº  (Cornel l 2004).

The founding generat ion was deeply concerned with both rights  and
responsibiliti es.  The Second Amendment provided a right,  and a duty,  tha t
cit izens arm themselve s to ser ve  in the militi a, for  the collec tive  good. In an
era  without municipal police  and with a fea r of  standing armies,  a strong
milit ia was cri tica l both for community  and national defense.  The Se cond
Amendment provided that the  sta te could compel a man to ser ve  in the mili-
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tia , out¬t himself with a weapon, and use his ammunition, while bea ring no
oblig ation to compensat e the cit izen for his  time or expense (Cornell and
DeDino 2004).

The sta te tried to ensure that the milit ia men were tra ined and their  equip-
ment was in working order.  The sta te could requir e that a majority  of  adult
males  both muster  and offer  up their  pri va te ¬rearms for inspect ion. The
sta tes  regula ted ¬re arms both at the time of the Second Amendment and
aft er.  ªRobust regulation of ¬rearms is not only compatible  with the Se cond
Amendment, it is an es sentia l part of the founders' vis ion of how guns ¬t
within the  framework of a well-r egula ted liber tyº  (Cornell and DeDino 2004,
525 ).

Public Opinion. Polls continue to show that a lar ge majorit y of Americans
favor  rea sonable ¬rearm polic ies . So do speci ali zed populat ions. For ex ample,
a surve y of poli ce chiefs  of c iti es with more than twenty-¬ve thousand popu-
lat ion found that a majority favor  polic ies  such as  reg istr at ion of handguns,
saf ety  re gulations for  handguns, mandatory ba ckg round checks, tamper-
res ist ant ser ial  numbers , child ac ces s laws, handgun chamber indic ators,  and
prohibition of conceal ed ca rry  (Thompson 2004). A national surve y of  high
school students also found tha t the lar ge majority  supports  the type of  ¬rearm
polic ies  dis cussed in this book, such as reg istr at ion of handguns (96 percent),
ba ckg round checks for  all  sa les  (9 2 per cent), mandatory  tra ining (89 per -
cent),  and waiting periods (8 8 pe rcent) (Vitt es,  Sor enson, and Gilbert 2003) .
Other national surve ys of high school students show similar result s (Uhlich
Children's Advantag e Network 2005; O'Donnell  2004). An intere sting study
of adult s found that regula r viewers of tel evi sion crime shows were more
likely  to oppose gun control and to believ e that ¬rearms prevent crime
(Dowler 2002).

Evaluating Regulation. Two ca reful rev iews of the  lite ra ture on the eff ect ive -
ness of ¬re arm regula tions rea ched similar  conclusions: there  was insuf¬cient
ev idence to determine the  eff ect iveness of ¬re arm laws in reducing violence
but tha t ªinsuf¬cient evidence to determine ef fec tiv eness  should not be inter-
preted as evidence  of ineffe cti venes sº  (Hahn et  al.  2003,  11;  Hahn et al.  2005;
National  Rese arch Council 2005).  The report s emphasi zed the need for  bet ter
data and more s tudy.

Recent studies provide some sugge stiv e result s. One cross- sec tional study
of sta te ¬rearm laws found that there  were fewer suicides  in sta tes  with
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res tri cti ve ¬rearm laws, controll ing for rac e, income, and urbaniz ation (Con-
ner and Zhong 2003) . Another sta te- lev el study found that sta tes  with back-
ground checks for ¬rearm purchas e had fewer ¬rearm homicides , even af ter
controll ing for  the number of ¬rearms in the sta te (Ruddell and Mays 2005).
And a cas e- control study of workplac es in North Carolina found that work-
pla ces  where  guns were permitted were about ¬ve times more likely  to expe-
rience an on-the-job homicide as those  where  all weapons were prohibited
(Loomis, Marshall, and Ta 2005).

9 .  P O L I C Y  L E S S O N S

The Wrong Arguments. The latest stock phrase from people wanting to arm
more Americans is that anyone without a gun is a ªsitting duck.º John Lott, for
example, argues that the National Football League has gone way too far in for-
bidding players from having guns with them at stadiums. ªThis leaves players
who obey the rules as sitting ducks before or after the gameº (Lott 2004). Sim-
ilarly, after the Red Lake school shooting, a Minnesota newspaper editor
wrote: ªWhy have school shooters been so successful at murdering our chil-
dren? The simple answer is that often times no one else in school has a gun.
This literally makes our kids sitting ducks. Shotguns would be the perfect
weaponº (Yost 2005). Interestingly, it is reported that when Vice President
Dick Cheney delivered the keynote address at the National Ri›e Association
annual meeting in 2004, those attending had to leave their guns behind and be
screened by metal detectors in order to enter the meeting hall (Fuoco 2004).

Other Countries. In the  pas t few ye ars , many studie s have ex amined the
problems caused by ¬rearms (ª small armsº) in var ious are as  of  the world.
The Small Arms Surve y (2005), for  ex ample, has sponsored report s on
¬rearm problems in Sie rra  Leone, the Republic  of  Georgia , Yemen, Sri  Lanka,
Kyrg yzs tan, Haiti , Papua New Guinea, and many other  countr ies.  A rec ent
study sponsor ed by the  Small Arms Survey ¬nds tha t the most signi¬cant
threa t fa cing humanitar ian and development workers  is civ ili ans armed with
guns (Buchanan and Muggah 2005). A typica l news story  concerning ¬rearms
and developing nations is one by Shapi Shacinda of Reute rs,  whose tit le tel ls
it all : ªTide of Guns Leav es Afric a Awash with Miseryº  (Shacinda 2004). An
intere sting journal ar tic le de scr ibe s an anomalyÐtwo cit ies  in Cameroon, a
Sub-Saharan Afric an country , which forbid ¬rea rm ownership. ªThe inci-
dence of ¬re arm injuri es in the  two lar ges t cit ies  of  Cameroon is ¬ve to ¬ft y
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times lower than in many other towns, especi all y in Western countri es. This
may be due at  lea st pa rti ally  to the  current leg isl ation on the ownership of
¬rearms, which is ve ry res tri ctiv eº (Bahebeck  et al. 2005, 714 ). A rec ent book
summarizes  the internat ional  gun problem and the global movement to con-
trol the illi cit  and misuse of ¬rearms (Cukier  and Siedel 2006).

All other high-income countri es have fewer pri va te guns, more re stri cti ve
gun laws, and fewer gun deaths than the  United Sta tes . In the  past dec ade s,
many of these  nations have  further tightened their ¬rearm regulations. These
laws hav e of ten been assoc iat ed with fal ling ¬rearm fat ali tie s. A study from
Austra lia,  for example, found that gun deaths in Victoria  fell  65  percent
between 19 79 and 2000: ªdramatic  reductions in overa ll ¬re arm rel ated
deaths . . . were  achiev ed in the contex t of  the implementat ion of strong reg -
ula tor y re formº (Ozanne-Smith et al.  2004, 280).  In Canada, deaths involving
¬rearms were more than cut in half be tween 1979 and 2002, fal ling fa ste r aft er
a 199 1 gun control law (St ati sti cs Canada 2005).

1 0 .  P O L I C Y  A C T I O N S

At the national lev el,  in the past two ye ars  U.S. gun laws have be en weakened.
The ass ault weapons ban pas sed in 1994 had prohibited the manufac ture and
sal e of  ce rta in semiautomatic  ¬re arms and prohibited lar ge -capa cit y maga-
zines. Assault weapons had been used in about 2 percent of gun crimes, lar ge -
capac ity maga zines in perhaps 20 per cent. Assault weapons and other guns
equipped with lar ge- capac ity  magaz ines had accounted for  a disproportion-
ate  sha re of police  murders  and mass publi c shootings. A ca reful as ses sment
of the  ban concluded that it appea red to reduce cit y gun crimes involv ing
ass ault weapons by perhaps 50 percent but had litt le eff ect  on crimes with
lar ge -capa cit y magazinesÐprobably  be cause of  the lar ge stock of exempted
pre-ban manufactured magazines and imported lar ge -capa cit y maga zines.
Attacks  with semiautomatic s result  in more shots ¬red, more persons hit , and
more wounds per vic tim, and so a reduct ion could improve publi c health and
saf ety  (Koper et al. 2004) . Although supported by the majority of the  pub-
licÐand more than eight hundred polic e chief sÐthe ban was allowed to
expir e in 2004.

In addit ion, as dis cussed ea rlie r, in 2005 gun manufac turer s and distribu-
tors were  provided with broad immunity from lawsuits. The industry  has les s
federa l sa fet y re gulatory overs ight and more protec tion from tort liabil ity
than v irtually any other indust ry in the  United Sta tes .
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At the sta te lev el, sta tes with str ict ¬re arm regula tions, such as Massa chu-
set ts and California, enact ed more regulations. For ex ample, in 2004, Massa-
chuse tts pas sed an ass ault weapons ban and cr eat ed and mandated an ele c-
tronic gun ¬ngerprinting sys tem that helps determine if a customer is eli gible
to purchase  a ¬rearm. In 2007, be cause of  laws passed in 2003,  California will
become the ¬rst sta te to requir e that semiautomatic pis tol s have  both a cham-
ber load indica tor  and a magazine dis connect  dev ice . By contras t, many sta tes
with more lax  ¬rearm laws further  re lax ed their  laws concerning ¬rea rms. For
ex ample, Oklahoma and Kentucky  have  passed laws making it ille ga l for
companies  to prohibit employee s from bringing guns into company parking
lots. In 2004 South Carolina ended its thirty -y ear  one-gun-per-month law, a
regula tion that reduced gun tra f¬cking by prohibiting multiple handgun pur-
chase s. And in 2005, Florida enac ted a ªst and your groundº law, which
appears  to makes  it eas ier  for  potentia l vic tims to ki ll other  cit izens in defense
of propert y (Sebok 2005).

For a sci entis t, the  most troubling new federa l dec isions ar e those that
make it more dif¬cult  to acc es s da ta.  The National Resea rch Council report
recommended tha t ªappropria te acc es s be  giv en to data maintained by re gu-
latory  and law enforcement ag encie s, inc luding the tra ce  da ta maintained by
the  Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firea rms; reg istr ation data maintained
by the Federal  Bureau of Invest iga tion and sta te agencies ; and manufac turing
and sal es da ta for res ea rch purposes º (National Resea rch Council  2005, 4) .
Inste ad, the ATF is making it dif¬cult  for  res ear che rs to analy ze the tra ce  da ta
(Olinge r 2004) , and background check data are  be ing immediate ly expunged
(Atlanta Journal-Constitution 2004).

CON C L U S I O N

When I tea ch about ¬re arms at Harvard School of Publi c Health, interna-
tional students cannot underst and how the United Sta tes  can allow our out-
of- control gun situation to continue. After my book talk  at the National Press
Club, two TV reporte rs from Czechoslovakia  interv iewed me. They were
inc redulous. After  vir tually  ev ery thing I saidÐfor ex ample, that they them-
selves  could go to most gun shows in the United Sta te s and buy an ass ault
ri›e, with no backg round checkÐthe man with the camera kept putting it
down and say ing, ªNo, tha t can't be  true.º  Unfortunat ely , ev ery thing I sa id
was true and continues  to be true in my country , the high-income country
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with the most permissive ¬rea rm polic ies and the most ser ious ¬rearm-
rel ated public  health problem.

But there  is rea son to hope.  The nation's  public hea lth has incre ased
ste adily  over the past century. While bene¬cia l change always happens more
slowly than we hope, it usually  happens. There ar e so many succe ss storie s in
publi c health in the past century (I am writing a book tenta tiv ely  entitl ed
ªFifty  Succe ss Storie s in Injury Pre ventionº that just scr atches the  surfac e of
succe sse s in one ar ea of public hea lth). For example, who would hav e thought
twenty-¬ve ye ars  ago that our air lines,  and most of our workplac es and
res taurants, would be smoke fre e; or that automobile manufacturer s would
be act ive ly adver tis ing air  bags;  or  that American sea t be lt use  would hav e
ris en from 11 per cent to 80 percent; or  tha t smallpox (which kill ed my grand-
father) would hav e been el iminated throughout the entir e g lobe?

There is sti ll much that can be done to reduce  our ¬rearms problem. There
are  liv es to be sav ed.
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A P P E ND I X A M E THODO LO G Y

TH E GUN - HOM I C I D E C ONN E C T I O N

1. Case-Control and Ecological Studies

The gold standard among study designs is the experimental or inter ventional
randomized control tri al. The goal is typica lly  to ev aluate  the eff ect s of an
exposure or  a tre atment for  a dis eas e or  condition. Randomization of ass ign-
ment of subje cts  to dif fer ent exposure or tre atment groups tends,  on ave ra ge,
to bal ance the groups on other  fac tors that could in›uence  the  outcome. All
els e be ing equal, the randomized control tri al is more likely  than any other  to
giv e the corre ct answer about whether  the tre atment works or the exposure  is
causal ly rel ated to the outcome (Rothman 1986;  Koepsel l 2001) . 

By contras t, in nonexperimental or obser va tional studie s, the inves tiga tor
has no control over which subjec ts are  exposed and which ar e not. In most
cir cumstances , limitations imposed by socie ty,  ethics , and cost res tri ct epi-
demiologic  re sea rch to nonexper imental studies (Rothman 1986; Koepsell
2001) . Virtually  all  ¬rea rm studies  have be en nonexperimental s tudie s.

One type of nonexperimental study is the cas e-control study. ªThe sophis-
tic ated use  and underst anding of ca se- control studie s is the most outst anding
methodologic dev elopment of modern epidemiologyº (Rothman 1986,  62 ). A
major adv antag e of the  ca se- control study design is that it is ef¬cient for  the
study of rar e outcomes (e.g ., suic ide or homicide), espe cia lly where  exposure
is common (e. g., to guns in the  United Sta tes ) (Cummings, Koepsel l, and
Roberts  2001). 

In ca se- control studies, the  inves tig ator begins by  identifying a group of
individuals  known to have  the outcome of inter est  (the cas es)  and compare s
them to a group of individuals known not to have  the  outcome (the controls ).
The controls  must be people who would have been counted as ca ses  if they



had the outcome of inter est (Cummings, Koepsel l, and Rober ts 2001;
Koepsel l 2001).

Epidemiologis ts have  used cas e-control studie s to examine risk fac tor s for
many injuries , including suicide and homicide (Cummings, Koepsel l, and
Roberts  2001). Like all  study des igns, cas e- control studie s have var ious limi-
tat ions. Three of  the  potentia l weaknes se s in cas e- control studie s of guns and
violent death ar e measurement error  (e. g.,  the possibil ity  of  rec all bia s),  con-
founding, and r ev ers e c ausat ion.

In many but not all  (e. g., Cummings, Koepsel l, Grossman, Sava rino, and
Thompson 1997)  of  the cas e- control studies of  homicide (or suicide)  and
guns, ca se and control familie s are  asked about the  pre sence  of guns in the
home. After  a gun homicide (and par ticularl y a gun suicide) oc curs in the
home, it is likely  tha t all adult s will know about the  pre sence  of a ¬rea rm. The
rel ationship between guns and homicide (or suicide) could be overs tat ed if
guns in control households ar e underas ce rta ined while guns in cas e house -
holds ar e more ac cura tely  es timated (Kleck 1997b).

The ¬rs t ca se- control study of guns and homicide (Kell ermann et al.  199 3)
and an ea rly  ca se- control study of guns and adole scent suicide (Brent et al.
199 1) hav e been cri tic ized in this re gard (Kleck 199 7b). The Kellermann study
found that 36  percent of ca se households contained handguns, compared to
23 percent of control households. The Brent study found tha t 55  per cent of
cas e households contained handguns (72  percent contained ¬re arms), com-
pared to 20 percent of control households (3 7 pe rc ent conta ined ¬rearms).
These lar ge dif fer ences  sugge st that the siz e of the  under as cer tainment prob-
lem, at lea st by  itse lf, is not important enough to eliminate the dif fer ence s
found in ¬rearm ava ilabilit y be tween ca se and control households. (Kleck's
tables  8.2 c and d make no s ense. ) 

A centra l problem for all  epidemiologic  studie s is the  possibil ity  of con-
founding. The goal of the  ca se- control study is to est imate the  as soc iat ion
between an exposure  (e. g.,  guns) and an outcome (e. g.,  homicide) . Con-
founding occurs when the es timate is erroneous because of  fai lure to account
for a third fac tor  that is assoc iat ed with both the exposure and the outcome
(Cummings, Koepsel l, and Roberts  2001) . In cas e- control studies of guns and
homicide, for example, one can imagine many potentia l confounders  (e .g.,
ag gre ssi ve behav ior ) and ques tion the ext ent to which the distorting eff ect  of
potentia l confounders  has  been adequatel y ac counted for in the reported
assoc iat ions.
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The Kelle rmann et al. (1993 ) study has been cri tici zed on the grounds of
possible  confounding. Gary Kleck (1997b, 244 ), for  ex ample, ar gue s tha t A. L.
Kelle rmann and coauthors ªfa iled to control for  whether  subje cts  were drug
deale rs or  members  of str ee t gangs,  persons who are  both much more likely
to own guns and far  more likely  to become vic tims of homicide.º  However ,
Kelle rmann did control for many potentia l risk fac tor s, including illi cit drug
use, prior  arr est s, and household members hit or  hurt in ¬ghts in the home.
The studyÐfor bet ter  or  worseÐexamined only homicides oc cur ring in the
home, where as  drug dea ler s and str ee t gang members ar e most likely  to die in
the str ee ts. The study found that vir tua lly all  the incre ased risk of  a gun in the
home result ed from homicide by  family members  or intimate acquain-
tancesÐnot from shootouts be tween drug deale rs or gangs but domestic
homicides.  And the inc rea sed risk  caused by guns in the home was gre ate r for
women than for men (Bail ey et al. 199 7).  

A re lated potentia l threa t to the va lidity  of a ca se- control study is the  pos-
sibilit y of rev er se causa tion: it is pl ausible, for  ex ample, that guns do not put
people at higher  risk but inste ad that per sons at higher risk for  homicide ar e
more likely  to own or a cquir e ¬rea rms. It is sometimes dif¬cult  to dec ide the
dir ec tion of primary causa tion in an assoc iat ion of guns and homicide. Look-
ing at disag gr ega te  ¬ndings may provide some insight. For example, Keller -
mann et al. (1993 ) found that gun-owning households were  not at  higher  risk
for  nongun homicideÐand we might well expect that people at risk for
nongun homicide would be just as likely  to obtain ¬rearms as those at risk  for
gun homicide. 

The Kelle rmann et al.  (1993)  art icl e has the vi rtue of highlighting its  own
limitations and att empting, where possible , to address  them. It does not
addre ss them perfe ctly , by  any means: ªIf , for  ex ample, people who keep guns
in their  homes are  more psychologic all y prone to violence than people who
do not, this could expla in the link between gun ownership and homicide in
the home. Although we examine sev era l behavioral  markers  of  violence and
aggre ssion and included two in our ¬nal logis tic  reg res sion, psychologic al
confounding of this sor t is dif¬cult  to control for º (Kell ermann et al. 199 3,
1089).

A few ca se- control studie s cannot completel y se ttle  an important issue,
such as the rela tionship between gun pre val ence and violent death. For exam-
ple, the  ¬rst cas e- control studies that linked smoking and lung cancer were
quite  controvers ial ; only a fte r more than a dozen studies  did a s cienti¬c con-
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sensus emerge. However, while the mechanism by which smoking causes can-
cer  is sti ll not complet ely  understood, the  method by which gun av ailabil ity
might incre as e homicide is cle ar.  

A prime hypothesis linking gun availability and homicide outside the home
is not so much that one's own gun affects the risk of deathÐthough it might
increase or reduce itÐbut that the ¬rearms of others (i.e., the perpetrators)
increase the likelihood of being murdered on the street. In this instance, instead
of a case-control study, an ecological study may be more germane. 

Ecologic  or  group-le vel  studie s ar e nonexperimental studie s in which the
units  of analy sis  ar e groups (e. g., sta tes ) rather than individuals . Ecologic
studies are  common when ev aluating the eff ec t of  a law or polic y. Threa ts to
the  va lidity  of  an ecologic study not only include measurement error , con-
founding, and r ev ers e c ausat ion but al so the possibilit y of e cologica l f alla cy . 

Ecologic al fal lac y oc curs when an invest iga tor  incorre ctl y interpret s group-
lev el assoc iat ions as re›ect ing individual-le ve l re lationships. For example, a
cla ssi c injury-r ela ted example of ecologi c bia s comes from the work of nine-
teenth-c entury soc iologist  Emile Durkheim. Suicide in Prussian provinces  in
the ninete enth century was highly posit ive ly as soc iat ed with the  proport ion
of Protes tants in ea ch province. However , that did not mean that Protes tants
were  committing suicide at  subst antia lly  highe r ra tes . Many suicides in pre-
dominantly Prote stant provinces were in fac t committed by non-Protes tants
(Hingson e t a l. 2001).  

The potential  for the  ecologica l fall acy  is probably les s for  a study examin-
ing the rel ationship between ¬re arms and violent death than, sa y, a study
ex amining the rel ationship between pove rty  and violent dea th. For example,
if higher-povert y are as hav e more homicides,  we don't  know from that fac t
alone whether the people who were the  vic tims or the  perpetr ators of homi-
cide were  poor. However , if studie s show, as they do, that people liv ing in
gun-dense are as have higher  homicide ra tes  (be cause  of  higher gun homicide
rat es) , we do know that a gun was linked with each gun homicide death.
While we do not know if the people  who were vic tims or perpetra tors of
homicide had guns in their homes, we do know for sure that the  perpetra tors
somehow gained a cce ss to ¬rearms. 

2. Time-Series Analyses

Most time-seri es ana lys es that ex amine the gun-homicide connect ion have
be en ecologic al studie s. Unfortunatel y, these  studie s oft en have substanti al
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limitations. Fir st, measures of gun ownership lev els ar e imprecis e and
changes , particula rly  a t the national lev el,  occur ver y slowly because guns a re
highly  durableÐthe siz e of the gun stock is lar gel y de termined by pas t acqui-
sit ions. Taken together, these  fac ts mean that res ea rcher s do not rea lly  know
the ext ent to which gun ownership has  been incre asing or dec rea sing from
one y ea r to the next. 

S e cond, ch ang e s  in homicide  r a t e s  o v e r  t ime hav e  b e en di f¬cul t  to  model .
Homicide  r a t e s  a r e  c y c l i c a l ,  but  we cur r ent l y  l a ck  suf¬c i ent  unde r s t anding  of
the s e  wav e s  to  a c cu r a t e l y  model  th em. Thus we ha v e  a  poor  model ,  with a
b adl y  measur ed k e y  e xpl ana to r y  v a r i ab l e  ( gun owner ship l e v e l s ) .  The r e fo r e ,
l i t t l e  f a i th c an be  put  in the  r e su l t s  o f  na t iona l  e co log i c a l  t ime-s e r i e s  ana l y -
s e s ;  inde ed,  i t  i s  not  surpr i s ing  tha t  many t ime-s e r i e s  ana l y s e s  o f  th e  Unit ed
S t a t e s  ¬nd no s i gni¬c ant  r e l a t ionship be tween gun owner ship l e v e l s  and
homicide  (Kle ck  1 9 8 4 ,  1 9 9 7b ;  Magaddino and Medoff  1 9 8 4 ) .  Nonethe l e s s ,
some s tudi e s  do ¬nd a  s i gni¬c ant  r e l a t ionshipÐthat  more  guns  a r e  a s so c i -
a t ed  with more  murde r s  (Phi l l ip s ,  Vote y ,  and Howell  1 9 7 6 ;  Kle ck  1 9 7 9 ) .  And
studi e s  o f  a r e a s  in Det ro i t  h a v e  cons i s t ent l y  found a  s i gni¬c ant  r e l a t ionship
be tween gun l e v e l s  and homicide  (Newton and Zimring  1 969 ;  F i she r  1 9 7 6 ;
McDowall  1 9 9 1 ) .  

3. Controlling for Urbanization

A key  element in cas e-control, cohort,  and ecologica l studies is ac counting for
possible  important confounders tha t in›uence the rel ationship between the
va riable  of inter est  (¬rea rm availabil ity ) and the outcome (homicide) . An
important ¬rs t step is to compare  likes to likes.  For cas e- control studie s of
homicide, tha t usually  means matching on ag e, gender , and neighborhood, at
a minimum. For international studie s it means comparing high-income
countri es to other high-income countri es,  thus helping to hold constant
many socioeconomic var iables . In U.S. ecologic al studies, it means compar-
ing sta tes  to sta tes , cit ies  to citi es,  and rural are as  to rural  ar eas  (Hepburn and
Hemenway 2004).

Compared to suburbs or rural ar eas , cit ies  in the  United Sta tes  have  higher
rat es of  all  types  of  cr ime, including homicide (U.S. Department of Jus tice ,
Bure au of Justi ce St atis tics  2000).  Many fac tor s account for the  higher  urban
crime ra tes , including concentra tions of pove rty , poor housing and bad
schools, immigra tion, many encounter s with str ange rs, and the re lati ve  ea se
of org anizing youth str eet  gangs. By contra st,  more familie s in rural  are as
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have ¬rea rms because of the rel ativ e importance of hunting, shooting, and
kil ling v armints. 

One ca se- control study of homicide off ender s (Kleck and Hogan 1999)
fai led to match on or otherwise control for  neighborhood or ev en urban ver -
sus rural  res idence, making it more lik ely  to ¬nd a spurious nega tiv e as soc ia-
tion between gun preval ence and c rime.

A cross- sec tional study of Ill inois reg ions and countie s shows the impor-
tance of controlling for  the  eff ect s of urbaniza tion. Bordua (19 86)  examined
homicide in Ill inois's  nine re gions and 102 countie s. The author found that
the  rat e of ¬rearm ownership in both reg ion and county analy ses  were  neg a-
tiv ely  as soc iat ed with all  measures of violent crime, including homicide.
However, he initia lly fai led to control for important confounders, including
urbaniza tion. Inste ad of comparing Cook County (Chicago)  with downsta te
rural  counti es,  the  more rel evant compari son is among the rural countie s or
among suburban are as . In a step in this dir ec tion, the author performed mul-
tiv ari ate  analy ses , controlling for urbaniza tion and populat ion density  as well
as other  fa ctors.  In these  analy se s, the result s showed no signi¬cant as soc ia-
tion between the r ate  of  ¬rea rm ownership and homicide.

A rec ent cohort  study (Merrill 2002) pooled dat a from two nat ional  sur-
ve ys to det ermine the  likelihood of violent death for adult s over a one-y ear
period. While the study controll ed for gender, income, educa tion, and other
fac tors, it did not control for urbaniz ation. Thus, not surprisingly, it found
that a gun in the home was assoc iat ed with a decre as ed risk  for  homicide (but
an incre ased risk  for  both suicide and ac cidental  gun death). For ev en a sug-
ge stion of cause  and eff ect , the  study needed to compare  rural res idents  with
guns to rural  re sidents without guns and urban res idents with guns to urban
res idents without guns, which it could not do. A study using similar  data
found that a gun in the  home was assoc iat ed with a higher risk of homicide,
aft er controll ing for other f actor s (Wiebe 2003b).

4. Reverse Causation

Incre ased acc ess ibilit y to guns may lead to more lethal  violence,  but more
lethal violence may also induce  more people  to acquire  guns. Theoret ica lly , a
posit ive  rel ationship between gun lev els  and homicide could imply a re la-
tionship in either or  both direc tions (a s well as  no causal  rel ationship). Con-
sider  an ecologica l study ex amining the  gun preva lence±homicide connec-
tion.
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The hypothesi zed eff ect of gun preva lence on homicide is primarily that
the  ava ilabilit y of  guns in any yea r aff ect s the homicide ra te in that ye ar.  In
terms of timing, the possible  re ver se eff ec t of  homicide on gun prev alence is
not as str aightforward and is far more dif¬cult to model accura tely . Fire arms
are  highly durable  products. The ava ilabilit y of  ¬rearms today is de termined
lar ge ly by past decis ions conce rning ¬rearms purchase s. Current homicide
rat es may have some in›uence on the  decis ion to purchase  a ¬rea rm, but they
have litt le impact on the  over all stock of ¬rearms in a community . Past homi-
cide rat es  as well as many other past fac tors may hav e af fec ted past acquis i-
tions, which lar gel y de termine current household gun preva lence.  Making
the  rel ationship ev en more complic ated, this yea r's purchas e decis ion is
aff ect ed by the prior  ¬rearm purchase decis ions of the household; if one
alr eady has a handgun for protec tion, purchasing another  one may be les s
important, and the purchase  of another gun has no eff ect  on the percentage
of households with at lea st one ¬rearm. Also important is the fac t tha t con-
sumers may acquir e ¬rearms for expected future needs. For example,
whether  an individual decides to purchase  a ¬rearm for prote ction may
depend on whether this ye ar' s high homicide rat e is seen as  a trend or merely
as an aberr at ion. 

A good model of the eff ec ts of  homicide on current lev els  of household gun
ownership might want to include consumer knowledge  about homicide rat es,
consumer expect ations about the future, and past acquis ition decis ions. The
res ea rch tha t has tri ed to model the two-way rel ationship between guns and
homicide typica lly has not done an adequate  job on the  complex in›uence  of
homicide on the curr ent av ail abilit y of ¬re arms. 

A sta tist ica l technique des igned to try  to ac count for  the possibil ity  of two-
way causat ion is two-sta ge  lea st squares . In the ¬rs t sta ge,  there  is an att empt
to est imate the lev el of  gun ownership were  there  no eff ec t of  homicide on
gun lev els ; in the second sta ge,  those  est imates of gun ownership ar e reg res sed
ag ainst the  homicide rat e. Many pit fal ls ex ist in this sta tis tic al approach. One
lar ge  sta tis tic al ana lys is of  gun lev els  and homicide ra tes  appear s to have  a
number of ve ry ser ious problems, making the reported r esults of litt le value.

A cross- sec tional study of 170 lar ge U.S. cit ies  in 1980 tried to analy ze  the
eff ect s of gun preva lence on homicide ra tes  (Kleck and Patte rson 1993) . The
authors concluded tha t homicide ra tes  aff ect  gun prev alence but that gun
preva lence does not aff ec t homicide rat es.  Problems exist with the study at the
theore tic al lev el (e. g.,  as explained ear lie r, the corre ct re lationship is that the
homicide rat e in one ye ar should primarily  aff ec t the change in gun owner-
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ship rat es the next ye ar rather than the proposed rel ationship that the homi-
cide r ate  in one ye ar  aff ect s the tota l ¬r earm ownership l eve l that  same year ).
But the most se rious de¬ciencie s a re in the empiric al anal ysi s.

The ¬rst sta ge  of the two-sta ge lea st-square s analy sis  is cruci al,  providing
an es timate of the gun lev els  tha t would have ex isted had there be en no eff ect
of homicide on gun ownership. If that est imate is not accurate , the se cond-
lev el analy sis  cannot be acc epted as va lid. The ¬rs t sta ge require s an instru-
mental var iable, which must meet three  cr ite ria : it has to be (1)  strongly  cor -
rel ated with gun av ailabil ity;  (2 ) have no dir ect  ef fec t on homicide; and (3)
have no corre lat ion with other fac tor s tha t are  not in the  model but ar e cor-
rel ated with homicide (e .g.,  polit ica l tas tes  for antic rime measure s). The
instrument var iables  used in the analy sis  do not meet the se requirements.
National  Ri›e Assoc iation (NRA) membership, gun magaz ine subsc riptions,
and libera lism are  used as  the  instrumental var iables  but ar e probably only
weakly rel ated to gun ava ilabil ity  in cit ies , and these  va riable s are  likely  to be
rel ated to cit y siz e and reg ional att itudes that are  corre lat ed with homicide
and polici es toward homicide.  Some sta tist ica l tes ts are  ava ilable to determine
whether  the  neces sar y conditions for  instrumental va riable s are  met. These
tes ts do not appea r to have  be en run. 

There are  other sta tist ica l problems with Kleck and Patte rson's  study. All
control va riable s inc luded in the second-sta ge  analy sis  should also be
included in the ¬rst sta ge , ye t some are  not (e.g ., divorc e rat e, invers e of the
populat ion); homicide should not be included in the ¬rst sta ge,  yet  it seems
to have been included. The authors also ex amine gun laws' eff ec ts on homi-
cide ye t do not use two-sta ge  methods to control for  the fac t that gun laws,
like gun preva lence,  are  likely  to cause and be caused by loc al ar ea homicide
rat es.

Many of the polic ies  Kle ck and Patte rson ex amine are  rel ati vel y minor ones
(e. g.,  prohibiting gun posse ssion by the  mentally  ill or by  alcoholi cs,  sta te
lic enses  for  gun deale rs)  with expect ed minor eff ect s. The authors  fai l to pro-
vide power tes ts to show how big the eff ec t of  an individual gun policy  would
need to be to expec t sta tist ica lly  signi¬cant ¬ndings. Lack of power in the
analy sis  means tha t null ¬ndings (la ck of  sta tis tic al signi¬cance)  have litt le
polic y r ele vance.

A review of Kleck and Patte rson's analy sis  by  criminologists  R. D. Alba and
S. F. Messner (1995,  39 7) takes into account only some of these  problems but
sti ll concludes , ªIn short , Kle ck' s analy sis  of the eff ect  of gun ownership on
cit y crime rat es  is ser iously  ›awed by ambiguous measurement of a ke y con-
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struct and by se ver e model misspeci¬ca tion. These ›aws appear to render
moot Kleck's conclusion[s].º  

5. International Studies

Across nations, what is the as soc iat ion between guns and homicide? A book
by Kleck (1997b, 254 ) contains a para graph descr ibing the results of  a simple
corre lat ion. Kleck takes  data from Krug, Powell, and Dahlberg (1998 ) and
compare s the homicide rat e in thirty -six  nations with the gun ownership rat e.

A major problem is that the  thirty -six nat ions are  not all  high-income
countri es as de¬ned by the World Bank. The sample conta ins ten nonindus-
tri aliz ed nat ions,  inc luding Braz il, Mexico, and Estonia,  each with ver y high
homicide rat es.  Socia l sci entist s are  taught tha t it is genera lly  inappropria te to
include high-income and other countries  in the same analys is be cause the ir
dif fer ent socia l, polit ica l, and economic st ructures  can confound the a ssocia -
tions of inter est .

A se cond problem concerns the  quali ty of  the  data:  Krug, Powell, and
Dahlberg warn tha t ªthe data need to be viewed with some caution. . . . The
sensiti vit y and speci¬city  of  the surve illance sys tems may differ  from country
to country º (1998 , 220). Problems with data ac curac y ar e pa rticula rly  acute
for  the  non-high-income nations. Inaccurate  measure s genera lly make it les s
likely  that an analy sis will ¬nd the t rue r ela tionship between the v ari ables . 

Sti ll, the corre lat ion between gun ownership lev els  and homicide is posit ive
(.2 7) and signi¬cant at p < .06. Nonethele ss, Kleck strongly  concludes  that
ªthere  is no signi¬cant (a t the ¬ve percent lev el)  as soc iat ion between gun
ownership lev els  and the  total  homicide rat e in the lar ge st sample of nat ions
av ailable  to study this topicº  (1997b, 254) .

D. D. Polsby and D. B. Kate s J r. use Kleck' s analy sis  to cl aim that 

homicide and gun homicide compared to [le ga l] gun ownership ¬gures
from thirty -six nations shows no corre lat ion; lower ra tes  of  leg al
¬rearm ownership did not coincide with lower rat es of homicide or gun
homicide; nei ther did higher leg al ownership ra tes  coincide with higher
rat es of homicide. ( 1998,  98 3)

This sta tement is incorr ec t on many counts.  Kle ck doesn't ex amine gun
homicides,  he has  no measure  of leg al gun ownership, and his re sults ac tua lly
show a positi ve  corre lat ion between gun ownership and homicideÐlower
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rat es of gun ownership corre spond to lower ra tes of homicide (st ati stic all y
signi¬cant at the .06 lev el) . Furthermore, when the data ar e analyz ed looking
only at the twenty- six  high-income nations, a strong and signi¬cant as soc ia-
tion exi sts  be tween gun ownership lev els  and homicide (Hemenway and
Mille r 2000).  

M. Killia s et al. (2001)  examine the rel ationship between gun preva lence
and homicide for  twenty-one nations, three of which do not have  high
incomes (e. g., Estonia)  and ¬nd no signi¬cant as soc iat ion. However , when
the analy sis is con¬ned to the eighteen high-income nations, the assoc iation
between gun preva lence and homicide is strong and sta tis tic ally  signi¬cant.
Cross-national comparisons have many problems, but for  high-income
nations, there  is an ex tremely strong and signi¬cant assoc iat ion between gun
ownership lev els  and tota l homicide ra tes .

What about two-nation comparisons?  In a study comparing Canadian
provinces with adjac ent U.S. sta tes , B. S.  Cente rwall (1991)  cla ims that the
homicide rates  in the two countries  are  similar. But it turns out that  the rat es
are  not at  all  similar. Cente rwall did not report  the  fac t that our overa ll homi-
cide rat e for  these  sta te s is three  times the rat e for the Canadian provincesÐ
primarily bec ause of  our high homicide rat es in such northern cit ies  as New
York, Detroit, and Sea ttle  compared to such Canadian citi es as Montre al,
Toronto, and Vancouver . The United Sta tes  has more guns per capit a (par-
ticula rly  more handguns) and higher rat es of gun homicide and overa ll homi-
cide, especi all y in urban a re as.  

In a rec ent book, historian Joy ce Malcolm (2002, 253 ) cla ims, ªIn England,
fewer guns have meant more crime. In America  more guns hav e meant less
crime.º Her cla im res ts on her  ass ert ions that (1)  homicide and other violent
crimes in England decre ased between 1500 and 195 3, while  the number of
¬rearms in priva te hands incre ased; and (2)  in the past two decades, gun
availabili ty fell  in England and cr ime incre ased, while the re ver se happened in
the United Sta tes . 

The most important problem with Malcolm's thesi s is tha t she infer s cause
and eff ec t (ªmore guns mean les s crimeº) without providing ev idence to sup-
port this be lie f (Hemenway 2003b). Many things changed in England
between 1500 and 195 3, few of which she tak es into ac count. She does  not ana-
lyz e the  eff ect s of changes in industr iali za tion, urbaniz ation, pover ty,  polic-
ing, alcohol,  or  a myriad other important det erminants  of  crime. Nor does
she make a good cas e for the eff ect s of ¬rearms on crime. For example, there
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were vir tually no guns in 1500 when Malcolm says the Engli sh homicide rat es
sta rted fal ling. While it is true that in 1800 there  were more guns, most of
the se guns seem to have  be en muskets,  which were ina ccurat e and unrel iable,
shot one bullet  at a time, and took time to reload. Such weapons were not
ve ry useful for either  crime or se lf-defense ag ainst criminals.  Any change in
Engli sh crime rate s between 1 500 and 1800 had lit tle to do with guns.

A se cond problem with Malcolm's argument is tha t her ªfa ct sº ar e suspe ct.
For example, for  England between 19 80 and 2000, Malcolm provides no ev i-
dence on the change in gun av ailabili ty,  which seems to have be en ver y low
throughout the  twentieth century.  And according to Brita in's vic timization
surve y, the  probabilit y of be coming a crime vic tim in Britain re cently  has
be en fal ling, not ris ing, rea ching a twenty- yea r low in 2001 (Simmons et al.
2002;  Lei tze l 2003).  On the U.S. side, since the  ea rly  1990s,  both homicide
rat es and household gun ownership rat es  hav e fal len dramatical ly. In both
Brita in and the  United St ate s in the past dec ade , fewer guns have  been assoc i-
ated with l ess  cr ime. 

A cross- sec tional compari son of the United St ate s and England also sug-
ge sts that guns are  part of the  problem rather than par t of the  solution. The
Engli sh appear to be as violent as Americans but hav e much lower gun vio-
lence and lethal violence ra tes . While rec ent vic timization survey s ¬nd that
robbery , ass ault,  burgl ary , and motor vehic le theft  are  as high or higher  in
England, the U.S. homicide rat e is typic all y six  times higher (principally
be cause of gun homicides) , and a far  higher percentage  of  our robberie s
involv e guns. England±United Sta tes  compari sons are  consistent with the
more guns±more homicide a ssocia tion.

6. Nongun Homicide

Cross-s ect ional ecologic al studie s ¬nd a lar ge  and sta tist ica lly  signi¬cant asso-
cia tion between ¬rearm preval ence and ¬rearm homicide. In addit ion, the
studies sometimes ¬nd a weaker but signi¬cant positi ve  assoc iat ion between
¬rearm prev alence and non¬rea rm homicide. This lat ter  ¬nding might indi-
cat e omitted-va riable  bia s. For example, are as  with more guns may have cul-
tur es that ar e more lethally violent ev en without guns,  and the control va ri-
ables  in the analy sis  do not suf¬ciently  account for  this. However,  there  are  at
lea st four possible  rea sons why more guns may causal ly incre as e nongun
homicide.
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1. Retaliation. If more guns lead to more ser ious violence, the vic tims'
family,  fri ends,  or  gang assoc iate s may be more likely  to se riousl y
ret ali ate , kil ling the perpetr ator and his  friends or gang assoc iat es,  by
any means,  gun or nongun.

2. Court congestion. If more guns lead to more se rious crime, the police
and court  sys tem may become overt axed, reducing the probabilit y of
apprehending and convicting the corre ct pe rpetra tor . This reduces
the  costs  of cr ime to the perpe tra tor , which can incre ase  the amount
and s eriousness  of  cr iminal behavior.

3. Reduction in social capital. When ser ious cr ime incre ase s, commu-
nity trust and intera ction fal l. Regular  cit izens become af raid to go
out at  night,  making the str eet s even les s saf e. Fe ar may lead to
neighborhood instabilit y as longtime re sidents decide to move out.
The reduction in the  soc ial  fabric  of  the community  may incre ase  the
likelihood of se rious crime, including homicide by al l methods. Evi-
dence shows that in the United Sta te s, sta tes  with more guns not only
have more homicides but also have lower lev els  of  trust and soc ial
intera ction (Hemenway e t al . 2001).

4. Changes in social norms. An incre ase  in gun homicide may incre ase
the  socia l toler ance for  lethal violence of all kinds,  reducing commu-
nity r esponses  to high homicide ra tes .

The fac t that ar eas  with more guns have higher nongun homicide rat es may
also result  from rev er se causat ionÐhigher  homicide rat es,  by  any  method,
lead to more households obtaining guns for protec tion. Studies have not been
able to ac curat ely  de termine the ext ent to which the gun-homicide connec-
tion comes from rev ers e causat ion. However,  it is sometimes also cla imed
that if guns become les s ava ilable,  determined kil ler s will simply subst itute
other methods of kil ling. This hypothesis sugge sts  that in are as with fewer
guns, af ter  accounting for other fa ctors,  there  should be more nongun homi-
cides . However, studie s typica lly  show either a posit ive  rel ationship (Mille r,
Azrae l, and Hemenway 2002c)  or  no rel ationship (Killi as 199 3; Hemenway
and Mille r 2000) rather than a neg ati ve rel ationship between gun preva lence
and nongun homicide, which is inconsis tent with the c laim of subst itution.

S E L F - D E F E N S E  G UN  U S E

Estimates of the number of sel f-defense gun uses come from sel f-r eport  sur-
ve ys.  A lar ge  potentia l problem with using this approach is what epidemiolo-
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gis ts cal l the fal se-posit ive problem. Miscl ass i¬cat ion is an important sourc e
of bi as in vir tually  all  surve ys . Incorre ct cla ssi¬cation comes from a wide var i-
ety  of  causes , including miscoding, misunders tanding, misremembering,
misinterpre tat ion of events, mischie f, and downright mendac ity . All se lf-
report  surve ys have  some problems with inaccura cy (misclas si¬ca tion). For
ex ample, re spondents substanti all y overr eport  sea t bel t use  and oft en incor-
rec tly  report  whether and for whom they voted in the las t ele ction (Parry  and
Crossley  1950) . People do not report with gr eat  ac cur acy  whether they were
employed or unemployed during the  past yea r (Akerlof and Yellen 19 85) .
Some people do not report  truthfully about such mundane detai ls as the ir
ag e, height, and weight (Weaver and Swanson 1974).  A lit era ture rev iew of the
va lidity of sel f-r eport  re sponse s chara cte riz es  as ªquit e highº 83±98 percent
accura cy rat es for answers to quest ions about posse ssion of an automobile , a
home, a dri ve r's license , or a libra ry ca rd (Wentland and Smith 1993) . In other
words, in ve ry good surve ys,  responses ar e ina ccurat e be tween 2 and 17 per-
cent of the t ime.

A ¬gure  of 2.5  million sel f-defense  gun uses each yea r is cit ed continuall y in
the gun debate . The number comes from a surve y by Kleck and Gertz  (1995 ).
Two aspects  of this surve y combine to cr eat e a sev ere  fal se-posit ive  problem.
The ¬rst is the likelihood of ªsoci al des irabi lity º response s (sometimes
ref err ed to as personal-pre sentat ion bias) . The bias oc cur s as individuals
respond to ques tions in a way that pre sents  themselves  in the be st possible
light.  For example, an individual who acquires  a  gun for prote ction and then
uses it succ es sfully  to ward off  a criminal is display ing the wisdom of his  pre-
cautions and his  capacity  to prote ct himself. His act ion is to be commended
and admired. In addition, an individual with a good sel f-def ense story  pre-
sents himself a s inter est ing.

Some posit ive  socia l-des irabil ity bia s might not by itse lf lead to ser ious
overe stimation. Howeve r, combined with a se cond aspec t of the surve yÐthe
att empt to est imate  a ra re eventÐit does . The se arch for a needle  in a
hayst ack  has major methodologic al dange rs (Cook, Ludwig, and Hemenway
199 7; Hemenway 1997a,  1997b).  

For ex ample, assume that the  actual incidence of  a ra re event in the popu-
lat ion is 0.2  percent.  In a random surve y, on ave ra ge,  for  eve ry  1,000 respon-
dents , 998  will have  a chance  to be miscl ass i¬ed as a posit ive  (a fal se positi ve ).
On av era ge , however , only two respondents could be miscl ass i¬ed as a neg a-
tiv e (a fal se neg ati ve) . In addit ion, because the surve y is try ing to es timate the
incidence of  a ra re ev ent, a small percenta ge  bia s can lead to ext reme over es-
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timation. Sa y that surve y ¬ndings ar e a 1 per centa ge point overe stimate of the
true incidence. If the true incidence were 40 percent,  est imating it at 41 per-
cent might not be a problem. But if the true incidence  were 0. 2 percent, mea-
suring it at 1.2 perc ent would be six times higher than the true rate , and if the
true incidence were 0.1  percent, measuring it at  1.1  pe rcent would be a tenfold
overe stimate. In Kleck and Gertz 's (1995)  sel f-defense gun surve y, if as few as
1.3  pe rcent of respondents were randomly miscla ssi¬ed, the 2.5 million ¬gure
would be thirty -three  times highe r than the true ¬gure.

Using surve ys  to est imate rar e occurr ence s, espec iall y oc currence s with
some posit ive  soc ial-desir abilit y bia s, will lead to lar ge overe stimates. For
ex ample, the NRA reports  about three  million dues-paying members, or
about 1.5  per cent of American adults . In national surve ys,  however , 3±9  per-
cent of respondents regularl y cla im that they are  dues-paying NRA members .
Similar ly,  although Sports Illustrated report s that fewer than 3 percent of
American households purchase  the magazine, in national surve ys , 15 pe rcent
of re spondents cla im that the y are  current subsc ribers  (Hemenway 199 7a) . In
a re cent surve y, ¬ve times as  many respondents cla im to have be en hospital -
ized for fra ctures  in the past yea r as  ar e reported in hospita l dis charg e dat a
(Harvard Injury  Control Resea rch Center 2001).

Conside r the most ext reme ca se,  in which the true incidence is 0 percent.
In that cas e, a surve y can overe stimate but not under es timate the  true inc i-
dence. In May 1994,  ABC News and the Washington Post conducted a ran-
dom-digit -dial tel ephone surve y of more than ¬ft een hundred adult s. One
quest ion asked, ªHave you yourse lf e ver  se en anything that you belie ve was a
space cr aft from another planet?º  Ten percent of respondents answered in the
af¬rmative . These 150 individuals  were  then ask ed, ªHave you personally  ev er
be en in contact  with aliens from another  planet  or  not?º  and 6 percent
answered, ªYes. º Extrapolat ing to the U.S. populat ion as a whole, we might
conclude tha t 20 million American adult s have  seen alien space cra ft and 1.2
million have  been in ac tual contac t with beings from other  planets . 

Doctors tes ting patients  for  a rar e dis ea se are  well aware of the problem of
fal se positi ve s. As one ex ample, consider the Brea st Cance r Sc reening Proje ct
conducted by the Health Insurance  Plan of gre ate r New York (Hennekens
and Buring 198 7) . In a tot al of almost six ty-¬ve thousand scr eening ex amina-
tions (mammography plus phys ica l ex am), more than one thousand women
tes ted ªposi tiv eº and were  fol lowed up with biopsie s. As it turned out, 92  per-
cent of these  posit ive  tes ts were fal se.  Yet the re sult is not an indictment of
mammographyÐindeed, the fals e-positi ve  ra te was only 1.5  pe rcent. But tha t
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was suf¬cient, giv en the rar ity of the true dis eas e, to ensure that most posit ive
results would be fal se.  Any ill- advis ed att empt to use  the mammography
results to est imate  the ac tua l pre val ence of bre as t cance r among the se women
would le ad to a huge ove res timate.

The main way the  National Crime Victimizat ion Surve ys  (NCVS) reduce
the  fal se-posit ive  problem is by  ask ing about sel f-defense gun use only to
those respondents who ¬rst report that someone tri ed to commit a crime
against them. After  all , it is not a genuine se lf-defense gun use unless  it is pro-
tec ting aga inst an att empted crime. A pre emptive  str ike  should not be con-
sider ed a g enuine s elf -de fense use .

It turns out that Kleck and Gert z's  est imate  of  sel f-defense  gun use is more
than twenty times higher than the est imate s using the NCVS. To pre se rve  the
2.5  million sel f-defense gun est imate, Kleck and Gertz  are  for ced to cla im that
ninete en out of ev ery  twenty  people  with a genuine sel f-defense  use  do not
report  it to the NCVS (and vir tually  no one without a genuine sel f-defense
use in the t ime fr ame does  report one).  

Given the problem of soc ial-desir abilit y response, Kleck and Gert z are  also
forced to argue tha t there  is litt le tha t is posit ive  about self -defense gun use
and much that is nega tiv e. They cla im the reports  of sel f-defense gun use  are
ªdistinctly  unheroic.º  ªWhat was most str iking about the report ed events  was
the ir banality º ( 1997,  14 55) .

However, to ge t huge overe stimates , the  socia l-des irabil ity  bi as does not
have to be important for  most people.  Given the ra re nature of the event,  it
just has to be dominant for  a few. And all  the av ailable  ev idence indica tes  that
most people  perce ive  sel f-defense  gun use as bene¬cia l, socia lly de sir abl e, and
oft en heroic. For example, in Kleck and Gertz 's surve y, more than 46 percent
of re spondents cla imed that the ir gun use  might have  sav edÐor probably
would have sav ed or almost ce rta inly did sa veÐsomeone from dying. If the
respondents' cla ims ar e corre ct,  hundreds of thousands of murders  a yea r
may hav e been dire ctl y prev ented by se lf-def ense gun use. 

Progun organiza tions and advocat esÐand Kleck and GertzÐsee sel f-
de fense  gun use as a good thing. Every  issue of the American Ri› eman
inc ludes  a column entitl ed ªThe Armed Citiz en,º with examples  of  sel f-
de fense  gun incidents in which ªgood guysº  fend off  ªbad guys. º As Kleck and
Gertz  write,  ªTo acknowledge high defensiv e gun use  frequency would be to
concede  the most si gni¬cant cost  of  gun prohibitionº (1997,  1447) . 

Kleck and Gertz 's se lf-defense gun users  almost always report  that they are
de fending themselves  aga inst ser ious crimes, cr imes that should be report ed
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on the NCVS. So Kleck and Gertz imply that much self -defense gun use is
delibera tel y hidden from NCVS surve yor s. These authors  ar gue that ªmost of
the  reported defensiv e gun uses involved ill ega l behav ior º (1997 , 145 5) and
that asking about sel f-defense  gun use is equiv alent to ªrequiring respondents
to report  their  own ille ga l behaviorº (14 58 , 1447 ). 

Kleck and Gertz claim that respondents are acting illegally because the survey
ªrevealed at least seventeen million adults carrying guns for protection in pub-
lic, only a small fraction of whom have permits allowing them to do this legallyº
(Kleck 1997b, 209). The authors claim that these respondents would not report
this behavior to the Bureau of Census surveyors conducting the NCVS.

But the NCVS never asks directly about respondents' potentially unlawful
activity. Admitting to owning, carrying, or using a gun admits nothing about
illegal behavior, just as responding that one was the driver in a car crash admits
to no illegal behavior. In addition, the NCVS responses are con¬dential; it
would be illegal for the interviewers to provide individual information to the
authorities, and there is no evidence that interviewers have ever done so. 

Finall y, much ev idence ex ist s that people be ing survey ed willingly  report
minor and not-so-minor criminal behavior, ev en behavior that has  litt le pos-
sibilit y of posit ive  socia l-des irabil ity bia s. In one of the ea rlie st sel f-r eport
studies,  a sugg est ive  if nonrandom survey  of one thousand adult  males , 64
percent of respondents eff ec tiv ely  admitted to being unarr es ted felons,  hav-
ing engaged in such ac tiv itie s as grand lar ceny (13  pe rcent), auto the ft (26  per-
cent),  ass ault (49 percent) , and burglar y (17  per cent)  (Wallers tein and Wyle
194 7).  More rec ent sel f-report studie s ¬nd that well over 70 per cent of adoles-
cents ag ed twelv e to ninete en admit to having engaged in delinquent behav -
ior  for  which they could have  be en ar res ted (Fagan, Weis, and Cheng 1990).
Even pri soner s willingly  report  prior  ille ga l behavior (Wright and Rossi 19 86) .

In summary, Kleck and Gertz  argue that most respondents do not report
the ir sel f-defense  gun use  to NCVS inter viewers bec ause it was ille ga l. This
cla im is not persuas ive  be cause (1)  it is not cle ar why the use  should be ille ga l;
(2)  respondents ar e not asked about any possible  ille gal ity ; (3)  Census Bureau
interv iewers  ar e not permitted to report individual information to any
authority , and ethica l surve y re sea rchers  on self -defense gun use  cannot and
will not report such information; (4)  there  is no ev idence that any such infor-
mation has ev er be en provided to authori tie s; (5 ) no respondent has eve r
be en punished for providing a parti cular  re sponse ; and (6) on similar  surve ys ,
respondents r eport  al l sorts of rea l cr ime. 

Finall y, in a sea rch for  rar e events, fal se negat ive s (i.e ., people who report
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ªnoº who should have report ed ªy esº ) are almost neve r the issue. Even if 50
percent of those  with a genuine se lf-defense gun use in Kleck and Gertz 's sur-
ve y delibera te ly lied and answered in the nega tiv e, if only one of one hundred
true negat ive s is miscl ass i¬ed, then the 2.5  million ¬gure is stil l sev enteen
times too high. 

Kleck and Gert z's  cla im can be put to the tes t. For ex ample, one implica-
tion is that the rat io of gun/nongun self -defense use should be higher on the
type of  surve y they did than on the NCVS. After  all,  respondents should not
be afr aid to report se lf-defense with a ba seball  bat  to NCVS surve yors.  How-
ever, this is not the  cas e. Ratios of gun/nongun sel f-defense uses are  similar
on the NCVS and on onetime priva te surve ys . Kleck and Gertz 's cla im about
respondents' fea r of report ing gun use to the NCVS is not supported by any
ev idence.

In conclusion, the order-of-magnitude dif fer ence  be tween Kleck and
Gertz 's result s and the NCVS results reg arding sel f-defense gun use shows
that the re must be some diffe rential  misreport ing/misclas si¬ca tion. Even
though the NCVS asks only about ser ious crimes, the results should be com-
parable for almost all Kleck and Gert z's  respondents' cla ims that their  sel f-
de fense  gun use was for  protect ion during a  se rious cr ime. 

Kleck and Gertz do not bel iev e that six ty  out of ¬ve thousand r espondents
in their surve y might be misclas si¬ed, but they are  quite willing to cla im that
more than 95 percent of the  individuals  who supposedly  used their guns in
sel f-defense  do not tell  census surve yors. If we were to acc ept Kleck and
Gertz 's 2.5  million ¬gure  as  ac curat e for  199 3, then 1,400 of the  more than
100,000 adult s interv iewed in 1993 by  the  NCVS had a se lf-defense gun use.
However, only about forty  report any such use. If we are  to bel iev e Kleck and
Gertz 's re sults, this patte rn of misrepre sentat ion occurs continuously  on the
semiannual NCVS surve ys. 

To put it another way, say  we bel iev ed tha t either Kleck and Gertz 's or  the
NCVS result s were perfe ctl y corre ct.  Let's determine the patte rn of mis-
cla ssi¬cation that could have caused the incorrec t ¬ndings  on the  other sur -
ve y. All it would tak e to make Kleck and Gertz 's result s compatible with the
NCVS would be a random miscl ass i¬c ation of 1.3  pe rcent of respondents.
However, to make the  NCVS compatible with Kleck and Gertz 's result s
would requir e that 95 percent of the people with genuine sel f-defense gun
uses did not report  them and none of the more than one hundred thousand
individuals  who did not have  genuine se lf-defense gun use s reported one.
Which pat tern of miscl ass i¬c ation s eems more like ly?
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GUN C A R R Y I N G

How can we determine the appropri ateness of a sta tis tica l model? Fiv e cr ite -
ria  are : (1)  Does it pass the sta tis tic al tes ts de signed to determine its accurac y?
(2)  Are the result s robust (or  do small changes  in the modeling lead to ver y
dif fer ent results) ? (3)  Do the disag gr ega te result s make sense?  (4 ) Do results
for  the control va riable s make sense ? and (5)  Does the  model make ac cur ate
predictions about the future?

A widely cit ed econometri c study of the effe cts  of  gun-car ry ing laws (Lott
and Mustard 1997;  Lott 1998a ) fai ls all  ¬ve tes ts. Fir st, it fai ls the sta tis tica l tes ts
(Heckman and Hotz 1989; Bla ck and Nagin 1998) . Se cond, the r esult s are  not
robust (Webste r, Vernick, and Ludwig 1998; Ludwig 2000; Duggan 2001)Ð
small changes  in the  model can lead to ver y dif fer ent results. Third, the dis ag-
gre gat e result s do not make sense. For ex ample, if permissive gun-car ry ing
laws reduce  cr ime, the eff ect  should primarily be  seen in a reduction in rob-
berie s ra ther than crimes such as burgl ary , which is not the cas e; the bene¬cial
eff ect s should be seen primarily among people who obtain new ca rry  per-
mitsÐolder white  malesÐmore than bla cks , females, or youth, which ag ain
is not the cas e. Fourth, many of the result s for the other control var iables  do
not make sense . For ex ample, the result s show both that incre asing the  rat e of
unemployment and reducing income will signi¬cantl y reduce the  rat e of vio-
lent crime. The result s indica te that reducing the  number of middle- ag ed and
elder ly bla ck women (who are  rar ely  either perpetra tor s or  vic tims of mur-
der) will subst antia lly  reduce homicide ra tes . Indeed, ac cording to the result s,
a de cre as e of 1 percenta ge  point in the  percenta ge  of the populat ion tha t is
bla ck, female, and aged for ty to for ty-nine is assoc iated with a 59 percent
decre as e in homicide (and a 74 percent inc rea se in rape).  Fi fth, the  model
does not predict  at all  well what happened to crime in the  fol lowing few ye ars
(Ayre s and Donohue 2003;  Donohue 2003).

One problem with the original Lott model is that cr ime moves in wave s, yet
his  analy sis  does not include var iables  that can expla in these cy cle s. For exam-
ple, his model does not include va riable s on gangs, drug consumption, com-
munity policing, or  ille ga l gun car ry ing. When he use s a time trend, he uses a
linea r time trend, which, when crime is incre asing, for ec ast s tha t crime will
continue to increa se for ev er (Hemenway 1998b) .

Rates  of violent str ee t crime seem to behave like a contagionÐlike the inci-
dence of measles,  tuberculosi s, or  AIDS. A lar ge homicide wave  oc curred
beginning in the mid-1980s , peaking in 199 3. Yet in this same period, homi-
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cide rat es de cre ased among those for ty and over (with only a small incre ase
for  thirty - to thirty -nine-ye ar-olds) , and nongun homicide rat es de cre as ed
for ev eryone. Virtually  all the homicide incre ase  oc curred among adole scents
and young adult s, and all  the increa sed deaths were  ¬rearm homicides . The
outbr eak oc curred in the inner  cit ies  of major metropolitan ar eas , spr ead to
other parts  of the metropolis , and ¬nall y tra ve led to medium-sized cit ies . It
probably sta rted with the cra ck epidemic but fed on its elf  as  more guns
among youths led other youths to fee l the need for  guns for  prote ction
(Blumstein 1995) . Any simple model of crime that does not suf¬ciently
account for  it s cy clic al,  contag ious nature  can produce  spurious r esults.

The Lott model effectively compares rural states (new ªshall-issueº states)
with urban states between 1985 and 1993. The urban states were experiencing a
great cyclical increase in crime during that period; the rural states were not.
Unlike other criminologists, Lott effectively attributes that difference not to
the advent of the crack cocaine epidemic but to gun-carrying laws. Expanding
Lott's analysis to include 1993±97 or 1993±99, periods when crime went down
in urban areas faster than in rural areas, it appears that, in most states, permis-
sive gun-carrying laws increased homicide rates (Donohue 2003; Hepburn et
al. 2004; Ayres and Donohue 2003b). An excellent in-depth critique of Lott's
study can be found on Tim Lambert's Web page: http://www.cse.unsw 
.edu.au/~lambert/guns/lott/onepage.html (Lambert 2003a). 

Lott and Landes (1999;  see  also Lott 2003) have  another model tha t ¬nds
tha t permissive  gun-c ar rying laws reduce the number of people shot in mul-
tiple- vic tim publi c shootings by  90 per cent.  This result  should not be taken
ser iousl y. One problem is the model does not account for  the fac t tha t the
changes  in sta te ca rry ing laws were in part the result of  newsworthy mass
shootings or for  the well-known sta tis tic al phenomenon cal led reg res sion to
the  mean (Ludwig 1999).

Lott and Landes' s model ex amines a spe ci¬c and rar e ev ent: a multiple-
shooting incident in which at lea st two people were shot in a publi c pla ce
(speci¬cally , a church, business , ba r, str ee t, gove rnment building, publi c
transit, pla ce  of employment, park, health ca re fac ili ty, mall,  or  re staurant) , a
shooting tha t made the news, did not involv e a gang (e. g., dr ive -by shoot-
ings), and did not involve  org anized crime, profes sional hit s, ser ial  kil lings,  or
shootings tha t were  the by-product of  another  crime (e.g ., a robbery or drug
deal) . 

These ev ents occur exc eedingly  infrequently . In the ninete en yea rs ana-
lyz ed by Lott and Landes (19 77±95) , many sta tes  (e. g., South Dakota,
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Delaware, Nevada, Tenness ee ) had no such events . In the peak ye ar (1993) ,
which was also the  peak of tot al gun homicides in the  United Sta tes , eighty-
sev en people were kil led in such shootings.  This number of fat ali tie s was 50
percent higher than the  number kil led in such shootings  in the second-high-
est  ye ar during this period. Those eighty-s ev en people repre sented les s than
0.5  pe rcent of all  the gun homicide dea ths for 1993 .

Conside r a ver y unusual ev entÐe.g., Worces ter , Massachuset ts,  ge ts hit  by
a deadly  hurri cane. The cit y council meets  and decides to chant befor e each
meeting so that the wind will not return. If the council does this, when one
compare s tha t ye ar to the next yea r, the  number of hurric anes hitting
Worcest er will undoubtedly decre ase . Attributing the  reduction to the  chant-
ing would be sil ly.

Many sta tes  in the late  1980s and ea rly  1990s  changed from ªmay issueº to
ªshall issueº ca rry ing laws. Proponents of such laws oft en used a newsworthy
multiple shooting as an argument for their passa ge.  For example, aft er the
199 5 multiple- vic tim shooting in Texa s that cla imed the life  of pop music  sta r
Se lena, Texa s St ate  Repre senta tiv e Ron Wilson noted that he ªwished Se lena
had a gun. . . . Had Se lena had a license to car ry a gun, then maybe the other
woman would hav e been dead inste adº  (Walt and Tuell  1995) . While such
arguments may be misguided, they  have  ca rried weight in sta te leg isl ature s.

Wyoming had a multiple- vic tim shooting in 1993 (it  had only  one othe r in
the prev ious six te en ye ars ). In 1994 it passed a shall- issue law, and, presto,
the re were  no multiple-v ictim shootings in 1994 or  1995Ðas there  had been
none in 19 77,  197 8, 1979, 19 80,  198 1, 19 82,  198 3, 1984, 19 85,  1986,  198 7, 19 89,  1990,
199 1, or 1992.  Montana had three  multiple- vic tim shootings in 1990.  It had
not had any such shootings in the thirte en prev ious ye ars , from 197 7 to 1989.
In 1991 it pa ssed a shall -is sue law, and, presto, it had no multiple- vic tim
shootings during the  next ¬ve ye ars . Maine had one multiple- vi ctim shooting
in ninete en ye ar s, 1985 , the y ea r it  pa ssed i ts l aw (Ludwig 1999) .

The patte rn is the same in sta tes  that did not pass permissive  ca rry  laws.
Alaska has had three multiple- vic tim shootings,  one in 1979 and two in 198 3.
In 19 83 it did not pass a gun-c ar ry law, and, pres to, in the nex t twelve  y ear s i t
had no such shootings. Oklahoma had two multiple-v ict im shootings in 1986
and one in 19 87.  It did not pass a pe rmissive gun-ca rry ing law, and it had no
shootings in the nex t eight yea rs. What we hav e is simply a re ver sion back to
the  expectedÐin this ca se zeroÐtrend (Ludwig 1999).

Sometimes it takes a couple  of  yea rs aft er the  shootings befor e the leg isla -
tur e ac ts (in Texa s, the 199 1 Luby's shootings were stil l be ing invoked in the
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mid-1990s as a main re ason for passing permissive car ry ing laws). Before-
aft er compari sons will sti ll be the  same. If the Worcest er city  council  doesn't
sta rt chanting until two ye ars  aft er the hurri cane, an analy sis  comparing
before and aft er will sti ll ¬nd one hurri cane be for e the chants  sta rted and
none af ter . 

The modeling problem fac ed by Lott and Landes is a common one in
econometrics , endogeneit yÐthe problem of rev ers e causat ion, in this cas e
tha t the passa ge  of the car ry ing laws ar e in part a consequence of the  ev ents
the y are  intended to affe ct (multiple shootings).  Lott and Landes's  model
does not suf¬ciently  account for  this rev ers e causa tion, and thus no cla ims
can be made about their  re sults (Ludwig 1999) . 

A rec ent, more ca reful,  and more appropria te sta tis tic al ana lys is of the
impact of concea led-ca rry  laws on rampage shootings  found ªvi rtually  no
support  for  the  hypothesi s that the laws incre as e or  reduce  the number of
mass public  shootingsº  (Duwe, Kovandzic , and Moody 2002, 2 71) .

A C C U R A C Y

A good sc ientis t needs to use  rel iable data and appropria te models  and to pre -
sent ¬ndings fai rly  and accurate ly.  All sci entist s make mistake s, but one
widely cited gun proponent,  John Lott Jr.,  all  too oft en pre sents inaccurate
information, uses inappropria te data and models, and obtains ques tionable
results. He then publi ciz es them extensiv ely .

In an inter view with Reason magazine, Lott s ay s, 

My guess is that if you go out and ask  people,  how many gun deaths
involv e children under ag e 5, or  under ag e 10,  in the United St ate s,
the y'r e going to say  thousands. When you tell  them that in 1996 there
were  1 7 gun dea ths for  children under  age  5 in the United St ate s and 44
for  children under ag e 10,  they'r e just as tounded. (Sullum and Lynch
2000, 40)

The people to whom he tells that information should be astounded. In 1996
there were actually 88 ¬rearm deaths of children aged zero to four (the ¬rst time
in the 1990s that the number fell below 100), and there were 183 ¬rearm deaths
for children between zero and nine (the ¬rst time in the 1990s that number fell
below 200); for children between zero and fourteen, the number of ¬rearm
deaths totaled 693 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2003b).
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In his book MoreGuns, LessCrime, Lott say s, ªThe entire number of acc i-
denta l handgun deaths in the United Sta te s in 19 88 was only 200º and uses
sta tis tic al analy sis  to ex amine the eff ec ts of  gun-car ry ing laws on the se acc i-
denta l gunshot injuries  (1998 a, 54,  112 ). Actually , there  were more than 1,500
unintentional gun fat alit ies  in 198 8; one est imate is tha t more than 42  percent
were  by  handguns. Kleck (1997b)  es timates that 63 2 acc idental handgun
deaths occurred that y ear . 

Lott (1998 a, 19)  ass er ts, ªOver  the las t dec ade, gun ownership has be en
growing for  vir tually  all  demographic groups.º  Yet national surve ys  of  the
entire  populat ion indic ate  a substantia l decre as e in the  percentage  of U.S.
households with ¬re arms from 1986 to 1996 (Kleck 199 7b) and from 1996 to
2001 (Smith 2001).

Lott (1998 a, 3) say s, ªIf  nat ional  surve ys  ar e corre ct,  98  percent of the time
that people use  guns defensiv ely , the y merely have  to brandish a weapon to
break off  an att ack.º  He repeat s this cla im in numerous interv iews. What
national surve ys actually show is that be tween 21 and 67  per cent of respon-
dents  report  ¬ring their guns during se lf-defense gun use s (Duncan 2000).
And the surve ys do not show that all  sel f-defense  br andishings ar e suf¬cient
ªto break  of f an at tack.º

Lott has repea tedly changed his  story about the sourc e of the 98 per cent
¬gure. He now cla ims (Lott  2000) he conducted a surve y over three  months
in 1997,  but he has be en unable to present any  credible evidence  that he con-
ducted the  surve y. Lott made the 98  per cent cla im on Februar y 6, 199 7, well
befor e his  purport ed surve y could have been complete . And the myste rious
surve y was not lar ge enough to provide prec ise es timates of the percentage  of
sel f-defense  gun users  who merel y brandished their  ¬re arms (Lambert
2003b). 

The Lott episode is just one incident in a seemingly inexorable trend
toward eliminating profes sionally  competent res ear ch from dis cussions
of socia l polic y or overwhelming it with junk sci ence.  If tha t trend is not
halted, the lif e blood of democra cy  itse lf will dry up. The people cannot
make sensible choice s without r eliabl e information. (Duncan 2003)

In his  book The Bias against Guns (2003), Lott write s, ªThe few exist ing
studies that tes t for the impact of  gun control laws on total  suicide use pure ly
cross- sec tional lev el da ta,  and ¬nd no signi¬cant rela tionshipº (14 3). But art i-
cle s by Leste r and Murrel l (19 82 , 1986),  Medoff and Magaddino (19 83) , Boor
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and Bair (1990), Yang and Leste r (1991) , Loftin et al. (1991) , and Carr ington
and Moyer  (1994 ) all  ¬nd a signi¬cant neg ati ve re lationship between gun
control laws and suicide ra tes ; there  are  also rev iew ar tic les that summariz e
the  lit era ture on guns and suicide (e .g.,  Mille r and Hemenway 1999;  Brent
2001) .

Lott (2003) write s about one Harvard Injury Control Resea rch Cente r ar ti-
cle  and ge ts it completel y wrong. We show that ac ros s reg ions and sta tes ,
where  there  are  higher lev els  of  ¬rearm ownership, there  are  more suicides ,
more homicides , and more acc idental (gun) deaths of  children (and adult s,
males , and females),  holding va rious fa ctors const ant, including pover ty ,
urbaniza tion, educational lev els  (a lcohol consumption and nonlethal violent
crime) (Miller,  Azrae l, and Hemenway, 2001,  2002a,  2002b, 2002c,  2002d).
About the s tudy of ¬ve- to fourte en-ye ar-olds, Lott  write s,

The big ges t problem is how the study measure s what gun ownership
rat es are . The ¬rst two measures used were:  1) the  adult  ¬re arm homi-
cide and ¬rearm suicide rat es and 2)  the  adult  ¬rea rm suicide rat e,
under the  assumption that those rat es  are  higher where  guns ar e more
common. Unfortunately , juvenile  ¬rearm homicide or suicides could
be re lated to those measures for  rea sons unre lated to gun ownership.
Assume two are as have the  same gun ownership ra tes , if one had more
adult  ¬re arm homicides, is it re ally  surprising that it would also have
more juvenile ¬re arm homicides?  (3 16)

While Lott's  logic is corre ct,  he seems not to have  re ad our study. We did
not use  either of these measures for  gun ownership rat es and know of no one
who ev er has. We do use a var iet y of  measure s, inc luding one that we ca refull y
va lidate  as the bes t measure (Azra el, Cook, and Mille r 2004);  all the measures
show a strong posit ive  rel ationship between gun pre val ence and homicide
rat es,  suicide ra tes , and r ate s of ac cidental  gun dea ths. 

Lott proceeds to use the National Opinion Resea rch Center (NORC) sur-
ve y data to measure  household gun ownership rat es,  apparently  for  ea ch sta te
for  ea ch ye ar (Lott 2003, 25 5). Yet the NORC surve y cannot leg itimately  be
used in this manner. The surve y is  not designed to giv e a r epres entat ive  sam-
ple for ev en one of the ¬ft y sta tes . For example, in North Dakota, all  the sur-
ve y respondents come from one county,  and it is the same county in vir tually
ev ery  surve y. More important,  ev en if the surve y were repre senta tiv e for
sta tes , it is far  too small to giv e a rea sonable  est imate  each yea r for  the lea st
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populous sta tes . Until re cently , the re were only about ¬fteen hundred
respondents, or an av era ge  of thirty  per  sta te ; in North Dakota,  perhaps ten
people were surv ey ed (conver sa tion with Tom Smith, NORC, 2003). 

Lott not only uses ques tionable  measures of gun ownership but also inap-
propria tel y adds forty -four explanatory var iables  to his  sta te- lev el analy sis , an
analy sis  that is lar ge ly cross- se ctional (n = 50) (it is lar ge ly cross- sec tional
since  gun ownership rat es change ver y slowly over time, and the bes t mea-
sures  of gun ownership probably have  con¬dence  interv als  wider than the
ye arl y changes) . Lott' s approach vir tuall y ensures that whateve r the true rel a-
tionship between guns and dea th, his analys is will not ¬nd them.

Sta te laws on gun shows or ass ault weapons should have  only a small
impact on cr ime ra tes . Yet  Lott (2003) produces models that ¬nd enormous
impacts . For example, Lott's  analy se s indica te that the  impact from closing
the  sta te gun show ªloopholeº  was a 72 pe rcent reduct ion in Indiana' s violent
crime rat e and a 102 percent reduction in Indiana's auto theft rat e, while  the
eff ect  on New York was to inc rea se the violent crime rat e by  83 percent and
the auto theft rat e by  34  percent.  According to Lott' s model,  the impact of
banning as sault weapons in Hawaii was that the  sta te' s violent cr ime rat e
inc rea sed 55 percent and its  robber y rat e rose 95 percent. By contra st,  the
ass ault weapons ban reduced Maryl and's  auto theft  rat e by  57  percent. Of
cours e, none of these  incredible things happened. Indiana cer tainly  did not
exper ience what would have been a crime mirac leÐa negat ive  car  theft  rat e,
which would mean thiev es returning car sÐfollowing the closing of its gun
show loophole . Lott' s re sults ar e just one piece  of evidence that his  models are
misspeci¬ed and should not be a ccept ed as  va lid. 

Lott (2003) also has  a model to determine the eff ect s of sta te sa fe storag e
laws. The ear lie st da te a sta te law went into eff ect  was in October 1989 in
Florida. Lott use s a 1994  poll that asked about gun storag e to determine the
eff ect  of  the laws. His re sults ªindicat e that sta tes  with saf e stora ge laws had
higher  rat es at which households lef t guns loaded and unlocked but tha t the
rat e fell  the longe r that the law was in eff ect . Six  ye ars  [sic] aft er  adoption of
the  law, sta tes  with saf e stora ge laws have a lower percentage  of  homes with
loaded, locked guns than do sta tes  without those  lawsº (17 5).  Yet in 1994,
when the data were collec ted, only one sta te had experienced the law for ¬ve
ye ars , and none had done so for six y ea rs.

High-pro¬le mass shootings in Austr ali a and Scotl and in the mid-1990s  led
to the enactment of stronge r gun control measures in those  countrie s, and
Lott sta tes  that these  laws caused crime to increa se (Lott  2002). However, an
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ev aluation of these laws concludes , ªIn genera l it seems that both the Aus-
tra lian and the Briti sh ban-buybacks did not incre ase  crime, and they may
ev en have contributed to some short- term postban declines in criminal act iv-
ity º (Leitze l 2003,  15 3; Reuter  and Mouzos 2003).  

In his  analy ses , Lott  usual ly use s complicat ed econometrics . For reader s to
acc ept the re sults requires  complete  fai th in Lott's  integr ity,  fai th tha t he will
always use  the be st av ail able data,  conduct ca reful and competent res ea rch,
and make accurate  cla ims that are  no stronger  than the ¬ndings support . Lott
does not merit such fa ith.
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A P P E ND I X B FAMOU S C I V I L I A N S
S HOT I N TH E UN I T E D S TAT E S

Homicides

Lyman Bostock (ba seball  playe r)
*S am Cooke (singer)
Ennis Cosby (son of comedian Bill Cosby)
Luke Easte r (ba seball pla ye r)
Medgar Evers  (c ivi l ri ghts l eader)
Marvin Gaye (singer)
James Gar¬eld (pre sident)
Alexander Hamilton (st ate sman)
Phil Hartman (actor )
James Butle r ªWild Billº Hickok (U.S. marshal)
James Jordan ( father of Michael  Jordan)
John F. Kennedy (pres ident)
Robert F. Kennedy (s ena tor)
Martin Luther King J r. ( civ il r ights l eader )
John Lennon (singe r/composer )
Abraham Lincoln (president)
Huey Long (s enator)
Malcolm X (ci vil rights le ader)
Willi am McKinley (pres ident)
Harve y Milk (member, S an Francis co board of superv isors)
George Moscone (San Francis co mayor)
Huey Newton (c ivi l r ights leade r)
Se lena Quintanilla-Perez  (singer)
Yetunde Price  (s ist er of Venus and Ser ena Willi ams)
Rebecca  Schaeffe r (a ctr ess )
Tupac Shakur ( singe r)



Herman Tarnower (Sc ar sda le die t doctor)
Gianni Versa ce  (desi gner)
Chris Walla ce (Notorious B.I.G.) ( singe r)
Stanford White ( archit ec t)

Assaults (survived)

James Brady (pres idential  press  se cre ta ry)
Larry  Fl ynt (publi sher)
Vernon Jordan (ci vil  rights  le ade r)
Ronald Reag an (pres ident)
Theodore Roosev elt (pres ident)
George Wallace  (governor)
Eddie  Waitkus (ba seball  playe r)
Andy Warhol (ar tis t)

Suicides

Kurt Cobain (singer)
Vince Fost er  (pres identi al adviser )
Ernest Hemingway (write r)
Brian Keith ( ac tor )
Donnie Moore (pitcher )
Fr eddie Prinze Sr.  (a ctor)
+George  Reev es (a ctor)
Will Rogers J r. ( actor)
Del Shannon (s inger)
Walter Sle zak  (a ctor)
Gig Young (a ctor)

Unintentionally Wounded

Billy Jurge s ( shorts top)
Greg LeMond (bic ycl ist)

Unintentionally Killed

Brandon Lee (ac tor)

*S am Cooke's murder was ruled a justi¬able homicide
+There is some suspic ion that Georg e Reev es was murdered, but his death was ruled a suicide
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