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Statement of Purpose

4 he primary purpose of The Future of Children
is to promote effective policies and pro-
grams for children. The journal is intended
to provide policymakers, service providers,

and thc media with timely, objective information based
on the best available research regarding major issues
related to child well-being. It is designed to comple-
ment, not duplicate, the kind of technical analysis
found in academic journals and the general coverage of
children’s issues by the popular press and special inter-
est groups.

This issue of the journal focuses on youth gun vio-
lence in the United States, examining the impact of
such violence upon children, families, and communi-
ties, and exploring policies that aim to reduce gun
deaths and injuries to children and youth. More than
20,000 people under age 20 are killed or injured by
firearms in the United States each year. Gun violence
is the second leading cause of death to young people
ages 10 to 19 in the United States, and it imposes sig-
nificant economic and psychological costs upon socie-
ty. Therefore, keeping children and youth safe from
gun violence and restricting young people’s unsuper-
vised access to guns should be key priorities for legis-
lators, law enforcement, public health practitioners,
educators, and parents alike.

The articles presented here summarize the knowledge
and research about how gun violence affects children
and youth, and which policies hold promise for reduc-

ing youth gun violence. Because programs designed to
teach children to avoid guns or behave responsibly
around them have not been proven effective, we argue
that strategies to restrict young people’s unsupervised
access to guns should be given greater emphasis.
These strategies include changing behaviors regarding
gun ownership and storage among parents; engaging
law enforcement and community leaders in anti-gun
violence efforts; altering the design of guns to make
them harder for children to use; and tightening laws
regarding gun sales to reduce youth access to guns.

We welcome your comments and suggestions regard-
ing this issue of The Future of Childven. Our intention
is to encourage informed debate about youth gun vio-
lence. To this end we invite correspondence to the
Editor-in-Chief. We would also appreciate your com-
ments about the approach we have taken in presenting
the focus topic and welcome your suggestions for
future topics.

Richard E. Behrman, M.D.
Editor-in-Chief
Journal/Publications Department
300 Second Street, Suite 200

Los Altos, CA 94022
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Children, Youth, and Gun Violence

Children, Youth, and Gun Violence:
Analysis and Recommendations

ach year, more than 20,000 children and

youth under age 20 are killed or injured by

firearms in the United States.! Thousands of

young people are shot by peers, family mem-
bers, or strangers, either intentionally or unintentionally.
Thousands more use guns to attempt suicide, and these
attempts prove successful more often than suicides
attempted by other means.? Countless other children and
youth, though not injured or killed themselves, are sur-
vivors of gun violence, scarred by the effects of such vio-
lence in their homes, schools, or communities. Although
children and youth are often victimized by gun violence,
they also can become perpetrators, using guns to kill or
maim others.

Despite a dramatic drop in violent crime throughout the
mid- to late 1990s,? youth gun violence remains a signif-
icant concern among the public, policymakers, and
researchers. The school shootings of the late 1990s, most
notably at Columbine High School in Litdeton, Col-
orado, in April 1999, brought home the issue of youth
gun violence to many Americans. School shootings
remain very rare; between 1993 and 1998, they account-
ed for fewer than 1% of firearm deaths among children
and youth under age 20. Youth gun violence is most like-
ly to affect minority youth in inner cities and white youth
at risk of suicide.! Nonetheless, for many families, school
shootings have underscored the fact that no child is safe
from gun violence.

This journal issue takes a comprehensive look at youth
gun violence in the United States, reflecting on the costs
and consequences that firearm homicides, suicides, and
unintentional shootings impose on young people. The
journal summarizes research in youth gun violence pre-
vention, a field that encompasses the work of public
health researchers, criminologists, psychologists, sociolo-
gists, and legal scholars. By exploring the issue of youth
gun violence from these varied perspectives, this journal
issue draws a clearer picture of which children and youth
are at risk of perpetrating or being victimized by gun vio-
lence; how gun violence affects young people; and what
society can do to reduce the number of youth gun
injuries and deaths.

Although youth gun violence is only part of the larger
problem of youth violence, guns merit special attention
for two key reasons. First, the lethality and widespread
availability of guns have worsened youth violence in this
country. Gun violence is a significant cause of death and
injury among young people, and imposes serious psy-
chological, economic, and social consequences on chil-
dren, families, and communities.

Second, undl very recently, public debates about gun
policies have not focused on the safety of children and
youth. Instead, much of the debate has centered on the
meaning of the Second Amendment to the U.S. Const-
tuton and the appropriate use of guns by adults. The
Second Amendment reads, “A well regulated milita,

www.futureofchildren.org



Analysis and Recommendations

being necessary to the security of a free state, the right of
the people to keep and bear arms, shall not be infringed.”
Although there is extensive political and judicial debate
over whether these words confer an individual right to
bear arms or a collective right pertaining to state militias,*
few would argue that the Second Amendment gives chil-
dren a right to possess guns.

The wide-ranging public debate about the appropriate
uses of guns in society also frequently overlooks youth,
focusing instead on the circumstances under which
adults should have the right to own and use guns. Gun
rights supporters emphasize the legitimate uses of guns
for sport and self-defense.>” But here again, few propose
that children and youth—especially younger children—
should have access to guns for any purpose without
adult supervision. As one prominent pro-gun advocate
said, “No one defends unsupervised access to firearms
by children.”®

The key point is that when it comes to gun policy,
according to both law and public opinion, children and
youth are a special case. Given this consensus, and the
enormous negative impact that gun violence has on chil-
dren and youth, the goal of this journal issue is to help
ensure that young people’s safety becomes a central
focus of the public debate on gun policy.

This article attempts to provide readers with a sense of
the broad scope and complexity of the youth gun vio-
lence problem—and the understanding that multiple
approaches are required if America is to make significant
progress in reducing youth gun homicides, suicides, and
unintentional shootings. The article begins with an
overview of the physical, economic, and psychological
effects of gun violence by and against young people. A
discussion of strategies for reducing youth gun violence
follows. We recommend a range of approaches to address
the problem—including changing behaviors regarding
guns among parents, youth, and communities; adopting
community-based law enforcement approaches; altering
the design of guns to make them harder for children to
access and use; and tightening laws regarding gun sales to
restrict youth access to guns.

Because few youth gun violence prevention policies or
programs have been evaluated to date, the strategies and
recommendations presented in this artcle should be

viewed as starting points, not solutions. Hopefully, they
will spur policymakers and the public to think broadly
and creatively about how to reduce the death and injury
toll from firearms among children and youth.

Gun Deaths and Injuries among
Children and Youth

Guns are exceptionally lethal weapons, and they are easily
available to young people. In the late 1980s and early
1990s, the lethality and availability of guns, particularly
handguns, fueled a youth gun violence epidemic that
peaked in 1994, when nearly 6,000 young people under
age 20 died from firearm injuries.' That crisis has abated,
but the number and rate of youth gun homicides, sui-
cides, and unintentional shooting deaths remain unac-
ceptably high in this country. Nearly 4,000 children and
youth under age 20 were killed with firearms in 1998,
and more than 18,000 others were injured.! Unfortu-
nately, data regarding the extent of and circumstances
surrounding youth gun violence are limited, and the
need for better data remains a major concern. This sec-
tion summarizes what is known about youth gun deaths
and injuries, and makes recommendations for obtaining
better information.

The Lethality and Easy Availability of Guns

Youth violence is a complex problem, influenced by psy-
chological, economic, and social factors.® But the problem
is worsened substantially because of the lethality and
accessibility of firearms. Guns cause deaths and severe
injuries more frequently than knives, clubs, or fists, and
with guns, even transitory violent impulses can have lethal
consequences. Guns also are easily available to young peo-
ple, even though federal law, with a few exceptions, ' pro-
hibits those under 21 from purchasing handguns and
those under 18 from purchasing rifles and shotguns or
possessing handguns.!! (See the table on federal firearm
laws in this issue.) Exceptional lethality, combined with
easy access, accounts at least in part for the fact that
firearm-related injuries remain the second leading cause of
death among children and youth ages 10 to 19. Only
motor vehicle accidents claim more young lives.!

The Lethality of Guns

Guns are more lethal than other weapons. For example,
robberies committed with guns are 3 times more likely to
result in a fatality than are robberies with knives, and 10
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times more likely than are robberies with other
weapons.!? Between 1996 and 1998, there was 1 death
for cvery 4.4 visits to emergency departments by young
people under age 20 for treatment of a firearm injury. In
comparison, the ratio of deaths to emergency department
visits for nonfirearm-related injuries for the same age
group was 1:760.!

Guns have become more lethal over the past few
decades. As detailed in the article by Wintemute in
this journal issue, the increase in youth gun violence
in the late 1980s coincided with the diffusion of high-
powered semiautomatic pistols into the legal and ille-
gal gun markets. These pistols had higher calibers
(the higher a gun’s caliber, the higher its destructive
potential'®!*) and held more ammunition than their
predecessors. Semiautomatic pistols, particularly inex-
pensive ones, quickly became weapons of choice for
criminals, including young people; by 1999, these
pistols accounted for one-half of all guns traced by
the U.S. Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms
(ATF) after being recovered by law enforcement fol-
lowing a crime. With the increasing use of these guns
came increases in rates of firearm violence, the aver-
age number of bullet wounds per person injured, and
the proportion of victims who died before reaching
the hospital.'®

The Easy Availability of Guns

The increased lethality of guns, pardcularly handguns,
coincided with their increasing availability to and use by
young people. The article by Blumstein in this journal
issue notes that the carrying of guns by youth began to
nse in the late 1980s in tandem with the explosive
growth of markets for crack cocaine. As young drug deal-
ers in urban communities began using guns to protect
the cash and narcotics they carried, other young people
in the community also began carrying guns, often for
self-protecdon. This process was exacerbated by the
growth of youth gangs, which tightened social networks
among teenagers and served as conduits for the diffusion

of guns.'®

Overall homicide rates in the United States rose to near-
ly unprecedented levels between 1985 and 1993, and the
entire increase was artributable to homicides committed
by young people with guns. Guns were not the only rea-
son for this increase; the rise of crack cocaine, an increase

Children, Youth, and Gun Violence

in child poverty, and expanded gang activity also were
important factors.'” But the increasing lethality and avail-
ability of guns undoubtedly played a key role in the
explosive growth of youth gun homicide.'® As the Sur-
geon General reported in 2001:

The epidemic of violence from 1983 to 1993
does not seem to have resulted from a basic
change in the offending rates and viciousness of
young offenders. Rather, it resulted primarily
from a reladvely sudden change in the social envi-
ronment—the introduction of guns into violent
exchanges among youth. The violence epidemic
was, in essence, the result of a change in the pres-
ence and type of weapon used, which increased
the lethality of violent incidents.!®

Since the carly 1990s, both youth gun carrying and
youth gun violence have declined dramatcally. Several
articles in this journal issue offer theories to explain the
decrease; these include a drop in illegal drug market activ-
ity (particularly surrounding crack cocaine), stronger law
enforcement against youth gun carrying, and increased
public education efforts promoting safe storage of guns
and violence preventon?® Stll, many young people
apparently have littde difficulty obtaining guns, either
from home, from friends, through illegal purchase from
gun dealers or “on the street,” or through theft.

For example, an estimated 34% of children in the United
States live in homes with firearms.?! In addition, in a
national study of male high school sophomores and jun-
iors conducted in 1998, 50% of respondents reported
that obtaining a gun would be “little” or “no” trouble.??
A 1999 national survey estimated that 833,000 American
youth between the ages of 12 and 17 had carried a hand-
gun at least once in the previous year. Many teens who
carry guns cite the need for self-protection as their pri-
mary reason for doing so.2* With so many children and
youth reporting easy access to guns, high rates of youth
gun death and injury should not be surprising.

The Human Toll: Homicides, Suicides, Unintentional
Shootings, and Firearm Injuries

In 1994, the number of gun deaths among children and
youth under age 20 reached a historic high of 5,833, by
1998, annual deaths had fallen to 3,792.! Still, gun death

The Future of Children
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rates among children and youth due to homicide, suicide,
and unintentional shooting are far higher in the United
States than in other industrialized nations.

The risk of gun death is not spread evenly throughout the
youth population, however. Certain groups of young
people are at greatest risk. Moreover, a February 2002
study found that children ages 5 to 14 were more likely
to die from gunshot wounds if they lived in states where
firearm ownership was more common. This finding held
true even after the researchers controlled for state-level
poverty rates, education, and urbanization.?

Homicide

An estimated 58% of firearm deaths among children and
youth under age 20 in 1998 were homicides.?® As
detailed in the article by Fingerhut and Christoffel in this
journal issuc, older teens, males, minority youth, and
young people residing in urban areas are more likely than
other children and youth to die in gun homicides. Ado-
lescent African American males are at highest risk for
youth gun homicide; in 1998, some 63 out of every
100,000 African American males ages 15 to 19 died in a
firearm homicide, compared with a rate of 29 per
100,000 for their Hispanic counterparts and 3 per
100,000 for white male teenagers.

Children and youth are perpetrators as well as victims of
gun violence. In 1998, juveniles and youth under age
25 committed 54% of gun homicides in which the
offender was known; juveniles under age 18 alone
accounted for 12% of gun homicides in which the
offender was known.?” African American teenage males
are more likely to commit gun homicides than are white
or Hispanic youth.? Thus, African American youth are
overrepresented both as victims and perpetrators of
youth gun deaths.

Even without firearms, American children are more like-
ly to die in homicides than their counterparts in other
industrialized nations.?” However, guns worsen the vio-
lence. The firearm-related homicide rate among children
under age 15 in the United States is nearly 16 times high-
er than in 25 other industrialized natons combined.*

If the United States could reduce youth gun homicide
to levels more comparable to those of other nations,
youth homicide rates in general would decline signifi-

cantly, giving more children and youth—particularly
adolescent males, minority youth, and young people
living in inner cities—a better chance of reaching adult-
hood. An important first step in this process is to forge
a national commitment to reduce youth gun homicide.
The effort should be led by the federal government
and include active involvement by a wide range of
stakeholders such as public health experts, law enforce-
ment personnel, religious leaders, community leaders,
educarors, and parents.

Recommendation

Congress and federal health agencies should set a goal of reducing
youth gun homicide to levels comparable to those of other industriaized
nations, engaging in a comprehensive effort to identify the causes of
youth gun homicide and reduce its prevalence in American society.

[ e S =]

Suicide

Suicide is the sccond leading cause of firearm-related
deaths among children and youth, accounting for 33% of
these deaths in 1998.% Although youth gun suicides
declined somewhat in the late 1990s, fircarms remain the
most common method of suicide among youth, as the
article by Fingerhut and Christoffel notes. Youth are
more likely to use guns to commit suicide than are older,
nonelderly adults; in 1994, about 67% of 15- to 24-year-
olds used firearms to commit suicide, compared with
56% of 25- to 64-year-olds.>! White adolescents, males,
and youth living in rural areas are more likely than other
youth to die in gun suicides,! although the gun suicide
rate among African American adolescent males has risen
sharply in the past 20 years, and is approaching the rate
for white adolescent males.32

Numerous studies have documented a clear association
between the presence of firearms in the home and sui-
cides, partcularly suicides by adolescents and young
adults.?*%3* One study found that guns were twice as -
likely to be present in the homes of teen suicide victims
as in the homes of suicide attempters or a comparison
group of teen psychiatric patients who were not suici-
dal.3® Household firearm ownership is positively associat-
ed with the firearm suicide rate for 15- to 24-year-olds,

l 1 Volume 12, Number 2



even after controlling for educaton, unemployment, and
urban residence.?!

The rate of nonfirearm suicides among 5- to 14-year-olds
in the United States is roughly equal to the rate in other
industrialized countries combined. However, the firearm
suicide rate among children in this age group is nearly 11
times higher. As a result, children in the United States
commit suicide at twice the rate of children in 25 other
industrialized nations combined.*

Despite the prevalence of youth gun suicide, it has been
something of a silent killer, not attracting nearly as
much attention from policymakers, researchers, and the
media as youth gun homicide or even unintentional
shootings. One unresolved issue in academic literature
is whether youth who commit suicide with a gun would
simply have found another way to kill themselves if guns
were not available to them. Given the extreme lethality
of firearms, it seems plausible that at least some young
people might not have succeeded in their suicide
attempts if they had not had access to a gun. Therefore,
convincing young people, parents, and the public to
keep guns away from youth at risk of suicide should be
a high priority.

L « : J

Recommendation

Federal and state public health agencies should make youth gun suicide
a central focus of their gun violence prevention and suicide prevention
activities, developing and assessing methods for keeping guns away
from youth at risk of suicide. ’

= .

Unintentional Shooting Deaths

Unintentonal shootings among young people most fre-
quently happen when children or youth obtain a gun and
play with it, not realizing that it is real, or loaded, or
pointed at themselves or a friend. In 1998, more than 7%
of children and youth under age 20 killed by firearms
died in unintentional shootings,3 and these shootings
accounted for 27% of firearm deaths among children
under age 12, according to the article by Fingerhut and
Christoffel. Boys, African American children, and His-
panic children are more likely to die in accidental shoot-
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ings than are other groups of children. The death rate
from unintentional shootings among children is nine
times higher in the United States than in 25 other indus-
trialized natons combined.¥”

Although accidental shootings of children have declined
significantly in recent decades, they still attract a great
deal of public attention, perhaps because the victims, and
sometimes even the perpetrators, are seen as blameless
and the deaths preventable. If guns were not present in
the home, if they were designed with safety features mak-
ing them difficult for children to fire, or if they were
stored safely—unloaded and locked, with ammunition
stored separately from the guns—the risk to young chil-
dren could be virtually eliminated.

Firearm Injuries

For every gun death among young people under age 20,
there are more than four injuries. Although the data
about nonfatal firearm-related injuries to children and
youth are incomplete,® the article by Fingerhut and
Christoffel summarizes what is known: From
1996-1998, an estimated 18,400 children and youth vis-
ited emergency departments for gun injuries each year,
with nearly one-half of these visits requiring hospitaliza-
tion. About 85% of these firearm injuries were among
older teens, ages 15 to 19. Males were 7 times more like-
ly than females to be injured. African American youth
were 10 times more likely and Hispanic youth 2 times
more likely to be injured than were white youth.

The Need for Better Data

To develop and evaluate policies for reducing youth
gun injuries and deaths, policymakers need more com-
plete data on how firearms are used by and against
children and youth. Although 13 national data sys-
tems collect information about persons who are killed
or injured in the United States, none of these systems
is designed to capture information about firearm
deaths and nonfatal injuries generally, or about firearm
victimization of children and youth specifically. A sub-
stantial number of cases lack vital information about
shootings involving children and youth, such as the
victim-offender relationship, alcohol or drug involve-
ment, the location where the shooting occurred, crime
and gang involvement, and the frequency with which
injuries occur.®

The Future of Children
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Without more complete data, policymakers and
researchers cannot answer many basic questions about
gun violence among children and youth, or use data to
design effective interventions.®* For example, because
public health professionals do not know the circum-
stances most likely to result in children and youth being
shot, they may not know where to focus prevention
efforts. In additon, ATF has concluded, “Insufficient
informadon about how minors and criminals illegally
acquire guns has impeded efforts to investigate and arrest
illegal suppliers of fircarms.”¥! Two major efforts to
improve data collection related to youth and guns are
under way; they should be supported and expanded.

National Reporting on Violent Deaths and Injuries
To obtain more data about firearm victimization of chil-
dren and youth, a consortium of universites has devel-
oped a pilot program for reporting violent deaths: the
National Violent Injury Statistics System (NVISS). This
system collects data on all violent deaths, including
firearm-related deaths, in seven states and six cities and
counties, and reports on more than 50 vanables by
aggregating information from existing data sources.*?
NVISS is modeled on the Fatality Analysis Reporting
System (FARS), which reports information on fatal auto
accidents. FARS is credited with providing information
that has led to numerous policy changes, including rais-
ing the legal drinking age from 18 to 21.43

A national violent death reporting system—or better yet,
a violent death and nonfatal injury reporting system—
would document paaerns of violence nationwide, yield
more complete data about firearm violence, and support
policymakers’ efforts to develop strategies for reducing
all forms of violence, incuding gun violence. Full
natonal implementation of such a system would cost an
estimated $20 million per year.** This investment would
be worthwhile if it could lead to more effective strategics
for reducing youth gun violence, which has been est-
mated to cost society $15 billion a year, as detailed later
in this article.

Tracing Guns Used in Crimes

In a separate data collection effort, ATF has launched the
Youth Crime Gun Interdiction Initiative to document
circumstances under which youth obtain guns used in
crimes. Under this program, law enforcement agencies in
36 cities submit serial numbers to ATF for all guns that

they seize in crimes.*® ATF then traces these guns to their
original point of sale in an effort to identify sources of
illegal gun trafficking to youth.

Already, the program has uncovered important informa-
tion about where youth obtain illegal guns. The gun
traces have revealed that between 25% and 36% of traced
guns that were used by youth to commit crimes are new
guns (less than three years old), often sold illegally to
youth by corrupt licensed firearms dealers, or illegally
bought for youth by adult purchasers (called “straw” pur-
chases).*! Expanding the gun tracing program to more
U.S. cities would give researchers a better understanding
of where and how youth obtain illegal guns, and would
inform efforts to prevent illegal sales to young people.

[ . N
Recommendation

Federal, state, and local public health and law enforcement agencies
should make a commitment to collecting better data about gun-related
fatalities and injuries by supporting development of a national system
for reporting violent deaths and injuries and a system for tracing all guns
used in crimes.

[

The Economic and Psychological Toll of
Youth Gun Vioclence

In addidon to the human toll, gun violence among
young people imposes significant financial and psycho-
logical costs on society. For children and youth, these
costs can be especially high; those exposed to gun vio-
lence are at risk for significant and lasting psychological
effects. Moreover, children do not have to be injured
themselves to experience these negative effects. Exposure
to gun violence at home, at school, in the community, or
through the media all can cause harm.

Economic Costs

The most obvious economic costs associated with gun
violence in the general population are health-related, in
the form of increased medical costs due to injury and
death. Other economic costs include those associated
with strengthening law enforcement to combat gun
crime, and prosecuting and incarcerating gun offenders.
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Together, these costs total an estimated $4 billion to $5
billion annually.*® However, the article by Cook and Lud-
wig in this journal issue notes that these costs account for
only a small share of the total costs of gun violence to
society. Other, less tangible costs related to gun vio-
lence—such as higher taxes to ensure public safety, high-
er housing costs as families move to areas that are
perceived as safe from gun violence, and the psychologi-
cal costs associated with fear—make up most of the costs
of gun violence.

Such costs affect not only the families of gun violence
victims, but all Americans, through increased taxes,
decreased property values, limits on choices about
where to live and work, and concerns about safety, par-
ticularly children’s safety. These intangible costs can be
difficult to quantify, but Cook and Ludwig argue that
the costs of gun violence can be considered equivalent
to the value that people place on safety from gun vio-
lence. Therefore, they estimate the costs of gun violence
by assessing how much Americans would be willing to
pay to reduce or eliminate gun violence from their lives.

A 1998 national survey that asked people about their will-
ingness to pay for policy interventions to reduce gun vio-
lence found that the average American household was
willing to pay $239 a year to reduce the threat of gun vio-
lence in its state by 30%. Based on these answers, Cook
and Ludwig estimate that the total annual cost of gun vio-
lence in the United Srates is $100 billion, of which $15
billion is attributable to costs associated with gun violence
against children and youth.

Psychological Costs

Just as the economic costs of gun violence are substantal,
so are the psychological costs. Children exposed to gun vio-
lence, whether they arc victims, perpetrators, or witnesses,
can expernience negative psychological effects over the short
and long terms. Psychological trauma also is common
among children who are exposed to high levels of violence
in their communities or through the media. The ardcle by
Garbarino, Bradshaw, and Vorrasi in this journal issue details
common effects associated with exposure to gun violence,
including sleep disturbance, anger, withdrawal, posttrau-
matic stress, poor school performance, lower career aspira-
tions, increased delinquency, risky sexual behaviors,
substance abuse, and desensitization to violence. All of these
effects can make children and youth more prone to violence
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themselves, feeding a continuing cycle of violence within
some families, peer groups, and communities.

Arguably, every child in the United States is exposed to
gun violence through media coverage of shootings, films
and television shows, and violent video games that allow
young people to shoot lifelike targets on the screen.
More than 1,000 studies have documented a link
between violent media and aggressive behavior. Children
exposed to media violence have been shown in experi-
mental studies to become more aggressive, to view more
favorably the use of aggression to resolve conflicts, to
become desensitized to violence, and to develop a belief
that the world around them is a frightening place.¥”

However, the children and youth at highest risk for psy-
chological trauma from gun violence are those exposed
to it directly: children who are injured, who witness gun
violence at close proximity, or who are exposed to high
levels of gun violence in their homes, schools, or com-
munites.® School and community violence are particu-
larly worrisome because they can affect large numbers of
children at one time.

A December 2001 study of 119 African Amencan
seven-year-olds living in inner-city Philadelphia, for
example, found that three-quarters had heard gunfire,
one-third had seen someone shot, and one-tenth had
someone in their own family or household who had
been shot or stabbed. Among children in the study,
exposure to higher levels of violence was correlated with
more anxiety, greater likelthood of depression, lower
self-esteem, lower grade point average, and more
absences from school. More than 60% of the children
worried that they might be killed or die, and 19% some-
times wished they were dead.?

Despite widespread recognition of the psychological
costs to children and youth associated with gun violence,
physicians and mental health professionals have been slow
to develop treatments that help young people cope with
gun-related trauma. Even children and youth who arc
injured often go without psychological help. One group
of doctors has observed, “When patients present with
suicide attempts, evaluation for future risk and follow-up
treatment are considered standard practice. However,
individuals treated for violent injuries generally receive no
further evaluation.”

The Future of Children
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Government, schools, and health care practitioners
should work together to ensure that children and
youth who are exposed to gun violence get the psy-

chological help they need. Two examples of innovative -

programs discussed in this journal issue include a pio-
neering project developed at the University of Califor-
nia, Los Angeles, that provides school-based group
therapy for adolescents who have sustained or wit-
nessed violent injury,*® and a collaboraton between the
New Haven Police Department and Yale University
School of Medicine to train police officers in how to
deal with children who are victimized by or witnesses
to violence.®! Additonal programs are needed to help
youth overcome gun-related psychological trauma,
especially because treating traumatized young people
may make them less prone to violent acts in the future.

o R AR R R e

Recommendation

Policymakers, mental health professionals, and educators should
develop, implement, and evaluate treatment programs that help youth
exposed to gun violence cope with trauma.

FEUIIENG S S SE s : T SOUNLE IR EE N LGNNI . RIS LB SN s 1

Strategies for Addressing the Problem

No single policy solution will end youth gun violence in
the United States; a wide repertoire of approaches is
needed to address different aspects of the problem. Key
strategies that may reduce youth gun violence include:
reducing unsupervised exposure to guns among children
and youth; strengthening social norms against violence in
communites; enforcing laws against youth gun carrying;
altering the design of guns to make them less likely to be
used by children and youth; and, perhaps most impor-
tantly, implementing new legal and regulatory interven-
tons that make it more difficule for youth to obtain
guns. Parents, community leaders, policymakers, and
researchers all have vital roles to play in implementing
these strategies.

Reducing Children's Unsupervised Exposure to Guns
By monitoring their children’s behavior, environments,
and media use, parents can be the first line of defense in

protecting children from gun violence. Parents who
choose to keep guns in the home have a special responsi-
bility to make sure that their children, and other children
who visit their homes, do not have access to these
weapons without supervision. Because research indicates
that educational efforts aimed at persuading children and
youth to stay away from guns or behave responsibly
around them are of limited cffectiveness,® policymakers
and public health experts need to find creative, effective
ways to educate parents about the importance of keeping
their children safe through parental monitoring and safe

gun storage.

Parental Monitoring

Close parental supervision can help keep children away
from dangerous environments and situatons.*® Ethno-
graphic research indicates that this approach may be espe-
cially effective in neighborhoods where violence is
commonplace.®® Parents who monitor their children
closely also may be able to spot signs of violent behavior
in their children more easily.

In addidon, parents should monitor their children’s
media use, including their use of computers and video
games. The American Academy of Pediatrics recom-
mends that parents watch programming with their chil-
dren; limit screen tme for all media, including computers
and video games, to a total of one to two hours per day;
use the V-chip to restrict viewing of violent television;
avoid violent video games; and keep children’s bedrooms
media-free.>*

Safe Storage

As the American Academy of Pediatrics observes, the best
way to prevent fircarm injuries among children in the
home is to remove guns from the home.? However,
some parents who use guns for sport or self-defense are
unwilling to take this step. In recent years, some gun con-
trol advocates and firearms manufacturers have promot-
ed an alternative: safe storage of guns in homes with
children or where children are likely to visit. They have
counseled parents who own guns to store them locked,
unloaded, and separate from their ammunition.

Safe gun storage practices have the potental to decrease
unintentional shootings by making guns less accessible to
children and youth.%6 Safe storage also may reduce crimi-
nal gun use by youth by decreasing their access to guns in
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the home and by deterring theft, which is a prominent
supply source for the illegal market, where many youth
obtain guns.357

Although some oppose safe storage because they believe
it makes guns less accessible for self-defense, ® this con-
cern must be weighed carefully against the risk that a
child could find and use guns that are not stored safely. A
1999 study of young people under age 20 who were
killed or injured in unintendonal shooungs in King
County, Washington, found that 69% of these shootings
took place in the young person’s home, or in the resi-
dence of a relative or friend.%® As the article by Smith in
this journal issue notes, more than 70% of Americans sup-
port enacting laws that require guns to be stored locked
and/or unloaded.

One interesting approach to promoting safe storage is
being taken by the nonprofit group PAX, which has
developed a series of public service announcements for its
ASK (Asking Saves Kids) campaign.®® The campaign,
designed in consultation with the American Academy of
Pediatrics, encourages parents to ask their neighbors if
they have guns in their home—and if so, how those guns
are stored—before sending their children over to play.
However, this program has not yet been evaluated.

The Need for Parent Education and Awareness
Although efforts to promote safe gun storage have
been widespread in recent years, studies estimate that
only 30% to 39% of gun-owning American households
with children store their guns locked and unloaded.?!!
A study published in 2000 estimates that in 1.4 million
homes—households that include approximately 2.6
million children—guns are stored loaded and
unlocked. Guns are most likely to be stored in this
manner in households in the South, in households with
teenagers, and in households where someone is
employed in law enforcement.?!

The low safe storage rates in gun-owning households
with children highlight the need for greater parent
education and awareness about the risks that guns pose
to children and youth. As detailed in the article by
Hardy in this journal issue, parents often have serious
misperceptions about their children’s vulnerability to
injury, believing that their children are unlikely to
become victims of serious injury, that injuries are
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unavoidable products of fate, or that their children can
take care of themselves.

A 1999 study of 400 parents in metropolitan Atlanta
llustrates the latter point: 74% believed their child
would either leave a gun alone or tell an adult if they
found a gun.? A follow-up study published in 2001
that tested this perception found the reality to be quite
different. In this study, parents were asked to rate their
8- to 12-year-old sons’ interest in guns. The boys were
then paired with a playmate or sibling and left alone to
play in a room containing two toy guns and a real hand-
gun. Among the boys whose parents thought their sons
had a low interest in guns, 65% handled the real hand-
gun; 35% of boys perceived to have a low interest pulled
the trigger.%®

Misperceptions about children’s ability to assess dangers
and avoid guns may be one reason that many parents
resist messages to store their guns safely or remove them
from the home, even when children are clearly at risk. In
one study published in 2000, gun-owning parents of
depressed adolescents at risk of suicide were counseled
by their doctors to remove firearms from the home.
Only 27% did so. In a comparison group of parents who
had depressed adolescents but who did not own guns
when the study began, 17% acquired them over the next
two years.**

Nor have gun safety training programs been shown to
increase safe storage practices. In fact, one study of gun
owners found, “Individuals who have received firearm
training are significantly more likely to keep a gun in the
home both loaded and unlocked.”%

By and large, laws requiring adults to store guns safely
also do not appear to be successful in reducing uninten-
tonal gun deaths among young people. Seventeén states
have enacted these Child Access Prevention (CAP) laws,
which make it a crime for adults to store guns negligent-
ly so that they are later accessed by children or adoles-
cents.®® A 2000 analysis of 15 states with CAP laws found
a 17% decrease in unintentional child gun deaths in those
states, but the entire decrease was explained by one state,
Florida, where the death rate fell by 51%. No other state
with a CAP law experienced a statistically significant
decline in unintentonal firearm deaths among children.
The study’s authors theonzed that Florida experienced
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unique declines because its law imposed the stiffest penal-
ties of any state, its unintentional child gun death rate was
unusually high prior to the law’s enactment, and the law
was highly publicized as Florida was the first state to enact
a CAPD law.%¢

Although CAP laws and programs designed to pro-
mote safe storage of guns have shown mixed results to
date, parents still may be more promising targets for
education and prevention efforts than are children and
youth. As noted in the article by Hardy, it is difficult
to persuade children and adolescents to stay away
from guns or behave responsibly around them. Young

children and those in elementary school frequently

lack the ability to judge their probable risk of injury,
identify hazardous situations, spot ways to prevent
injury, or apply safety lessons they have learned in a
classroom to the real world. In one experiment, for
example, preschool children and their parents attend-
ed a session in which a police officer discussed the
dangers of guns and asked children to promise never
to touch one. After the session, the children were
videotaped playing in a room where toy and real guns
were hidden. Despite their promises, the children who
had attended the class found and played with real guns
at virtually the same rate as children who had received
no instruction.%’

Adolescents may have more of the cognitive maturity
necessary to understand and apply gun safety lessons,
but they also frcquently have trouble assessing the
risk of injury, and some are highly susceptible to peer
pressure to engage in risky behaviors. Several
researchers have documented that peer pressure plays
a pivotal role in youth gun carrying; adolescents
whose peers carry guns are more likely to feel the
need to carry guns themselves.?®%® So far, the data
evaluating programs that help adolescents to develop
skills to resist peer pressure, make responsible choices
about guns, and resolve conflicts peacefully do not
show that the programs have been effective at reduc-
ing youth gun violence.%?

Thus, the potential of educational approaches aimed
at children and adolescents appears to be limited,
making it critical that parents understand the risks
that guns pose to their children, and take action to
shield their children from unsupervised exposure to

guns. Policymakers, educators, and health care pro-
fessionals should expand their efforts to promote
stroriger parental monitoring, as well as safe storage, so
that children and youth do not have unsupervised access
to guns.

Recommendation

Federal and state policymakers, in conjunction with public health
experts and educators, should initiate creative public awareness and
educational efforts—and evaluate existing approaches—to encourage
stronger parental monitoring of children’s exposure to guns and safe
storage of guns in the home.

Engaging Communities to Reduce Youth Gun Violence
Even the most vigilant parents cannot shield their chil-
dren fully from exposure to gun violence among their
peers, in their schools, and in their neighborhoods.
Therefore, any strategy to reduce gun .violence must
engage communities in prevention efforts.

In some communities, particularly those, as noted in the
article by Fagan in this journal issue, “where disorder and
crime are conflated with poverty and socioeconomic dis-
advantage,” social norms against violence have broken
down, fostering conditions where youth gun violence can
thrive. In these environments, many youth feel the need
to arm themselves for self-protection.?*?

To convince youth that carrying guns is not necessary or
desirable, communities need to become safer. Because
poverty, discrimination, and violence are often linked,®® one
way to decrease violence is to address economic inequality
and social injustice in the United States. Indeed, as the art-
cle by Forman in this journal issue notes, some believe this
is the only way to reduce youth gun violence. For example,
researcher Gary Kleck, who has written extensively about
the limits of gun control in reducing gun crime, argues,

Significant, lasting reductions in violence are not
likely to be produced by revisions in the criminal
laws, reallocation of law enforcement resources, or
tinkering with crime control strategies, whether
they involve the conservative panaceas of ‘getting
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tough’ on criminals and making war on drugs, or
the liberal panaceas of offender rehabilitation and
gun control. In the long run, solving the violence
problem will have to involve reducing economic
inequality, injustice, and the social disorder these
generate. It will have to involve improving the life
chances of the underclass that contributes both
the bulk of the vicims and the perpetrators of vio-
lent crime.70

Clearly, the economic and social factors that underlie
youth gun violence must be addressed. Eliminating eco-
nomic disadvantage and racism are important long-term
societal goals, and would undoubtedly reduce youth vio-
lence while improving a broad range of outcomes for
children. At the same time, however, policymakers and
communities should not lose sight of a more proximate
cause of youth gun violence: the guns themselves. As the
article by Blumstein notes, one of the key factors in the
rise of youth gun violence in the late 1980s and early
1990s was the diffusion of handguns into young peo-
ple’s hands. As rescarchers Jeffrey Fagan and Deanna
Wilkinson have written, “The ready availability of guns
in the inner city has undoubtedly shaped and skewed
street codes toward the expectation of lethal violence.””!

Community leaders should take steps to change this
expectation. They can promote young people’s safety by
sending unequivocal messages to youth that gun violence
is not an acceptable way to resolve conflict. Elected offi-
cials, faith leaders, and educators all can play key roles in
enforcing social norms against youth gun use. Because
many youth who carry guns report obtaining them from
family members and friends,”? community leaders also

should send messages to adults that it is dangerous—to

youth and to the broader community—to allow young
people unsupervised access to guns.

A few communities have experimented with antiviolence
initiatives that provide safe places for children to study and
play, focus on community revitalization, and feature public
awareness campaigns against gun violence.> In addition,
the article by Fagan describes law enforcement-oriented
approaches to community gun violence prevention. In
Boston, for example, a coalition of African American min-
isters joined forces with police to send a forceful message—
targeted at young gang members—that gun violence
would not be tolerated in the community. Approaches like
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these have not been evaluated extensively, but they may
hold promise for changing youth attitudes toward guns,
empowering communities, and ultimately reducing youth
gun violence.

Engaging youth themselves as agents for change in their
neighborhoods also may be a promising strategy for reduc-
ing gun violence, and is being tried in some communities.”
For example, one program, Youth ALIVE! in Oakland,
California, employs young people who were formerly
involved in gun violence to work as mentors to youth who
have been injured by guns.”* Programs such as these try to
help youth create norms against gun carrying and gun vio-
lence in their communities.

Recommendation

Federal, state, and local policymakers should develop and evaluate
comprehensive, community-based initiatives to reduce youth gun vio-
lence—partnering with schools, faith communities, community service
programs, parents, and young people.

[ ]

Strengthening Law Enforcement against

Youth Gun Violence

Stronger enforcement of existing laws against youth gun
cafrying is another strategy to reduce gun violence. Begin-
ning in the early 1990s, some police departments adopted
an aggressive approach toward identifying and punishing
youthful gun offenders. Supporters of this approach argue
that punitive law enforcement against the criminal use of
guns is an effective way to deter gun violence.” Indeed, at
least one study found that fear of arrest can deter youth
from carrying guns.”® Other observers maintain, however,
that community-based policing strategies, which emphasize
close collaboration between police and citizens to prevent
crime before it occurs, may reduce youth gun violence
more effectively over the long term 5!

The article by Fagan presents case studies from eight cities
that have experimented with different approaches toward
policing gun crime, particularly youth gun crime. For
example, New York City adopted an aggressive, punitive
approach, and gun homicide rates declined. However, the
drop came at the price of severe strains in relations with
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minority communites, which viewed the police tactics as
racist. This made it more difficult for police to engage the
community in youth gun violence prevention efforts.

In contrast, San Diego’s policing strategy focused on
stopping youth gun crime before it started by combining
aggressive law enforcement with equally aggressive out-
reach strategies to engage the community in controlling
crime and preventing youth gun violence. The San Diego
police met frequently with community advisory boards to
identify crime problems and discuss potential solutions.
More than 1,000 citizen volunteers were trained to pre-
vent crime and assist crime victims in their neighbor-
hoods, and police officers were assigned to schools to
assess at-risk youth and connect them with social servic-
es. Youth gun violence rates declined in San Diego, and
the city was spared the racial tension that plagucd law
enforcement efforts in New York.

It remains unclear how much police really can do to pre-
vent or reduce youth gun violence, however. Analyses of
gun violence rates in the nation’s 20 largest cides suggest
few differences from one place to another in the 1990s,
regardless of whether police in those cities pursued puni-
tive law enforcement strategies, community-based polic-
ing, a combination of approaches, or no specific policing
innovation.” Nonetheless, the San Diego example illus-
trates how police can partner with the community to
communicate social norms against youth gun carrying
and gun violence.

L T i

Recommendation

Palice should complement their existing efforts to deter youth gun car-
rying by developing and evaluating law enforcement approaches that
include extensive police-community collaboration.

Changing the Design of Guns _
Rather than focus on changing the behavior of parents

and young people through education, community -

efforts, or law enforcement, some injury prevention
experts suggest that it might be easier to reduce youth
gun violence by changing the design of guns them-

selves.”” Ample precedent for this approach can be found
in the injury prevention field. As discussed in the article
by Teret and Culross in this journal issue, changing the
design of medication packages proved to be a more effec-
tive poisoning prevention strategy than convincing chil-
dren to stay away from bottles of pills. Similarly,
legislators, regulators, and litigators forced major design
changes to cars that made them safer in crashes, thereby
reducing motor vehicle fatalities in a way that driver train-
ing could not.

Requiring product safety features on guns, such as child
safety grips (which make it difficult for young children to
fire guns), magazine disconnect devices (which prevent
guns from being fired when their magazines are
detached, even if a round of ammunition remains in
the gun), and loaded chamber indicators (which indi-
cate whether guns are loaded), could reduce uninten-
tional shootings among children and youth. This view
is supported by a 1991 report from the U.S. General
Accountng Office, which concluded that 31% of the
unintentional gun deaths in 10 cities could have been
avoided through use of child safety devices and loaded
chamber indicators.” ‘

In addition, emerging technologies would enable man-
ufacturers to personalize guns, which could prevent
unauthorized users such as teenagers or thieves from
operating the weapons. Personalized guns, referred to as
“smart” guns, hold promise for preventing intentional as
well as unintentional shootings.”

Nearly 86% of respondents to a national poll on gun
safety supported requiring all new handguns to be
childproof, and more than 63% supported requiring
new handguns to be personalized.®” At the same time,
the product safety approach to gun violence prevention
is not without controversy. Some gun control advo-
cates fear that if the public perceives guns o be child-
proof, more Americans will buy guns, increasing the’
risk of both intentional and unintentional shootings.?!
The Beretta Corporation, a leading gun manufacturer,
has expressed concern that childproof guns could lead
parents into lax gun storage practices, putting children
at risk.?* Some gun rights advocates claim that gun
safety devices could easily be dismantled if gun owners
did not want them? and that personalization tech-
nologies are undeveloped and unproven.®
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One major reason these technologies remain undevel-
oped and unproven, however, is that no one is requiring
them. Guns are not regulated for safety by the Consumer
Product Safety Commission, ATF, or any other federal
agency. The federal government requires that imported
guns meet a few basic safety standards (which do not
include child safety features), but Congress has exempt-
ed domestically manufactured guns from these standards.

Virtually all other consumer products—such as motor
vehicles and children’s toys—are regulated for product
safety. Particularly in view of their lethality, guns should
not be an exception. If Congress mandated federal regu-
latory authority over guns, it could lead to requirements
for standard product safety features on guns, such as
magazine disconnect devices or loaded chamber indica-
tors. Federal regulatory agencies also could fund research
to develop other product safety features, including per-
sonalization, and assess whether these innovations are
effective in reducing intentional and unintentional youth
gun deaths.

State legislatures and consumer safety agencies also can
assert the authority to regulate guns. In Massachusetts,
the attorney general promulgated regulations requiring
that commercially sold handguns incorporate product
safety features that prevent young children from firing
them.® Maryland enacted legislation requiring any newly
manufactured handgun sold in the state beginning in
2003 to be equipped with an integrated mechanical lock-
ing device. Maryland’s law also requires a state agency to
review the status of personalized gun technology and
report to the legislature annually.3

L ]

Recommendation

Congress should extend the jurisdiction of the Consumer Product Safe-
ty Commission or the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms to regu-
late guns as consumer products, establish regulations requiring product
safety features on guns, and evaluate the effectiveness of product safe-
ty interventions. State governments should extend similar authority to
their consumer product safety agencies.

L I
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Limiting the Flow of lllegal Guns to Youth

Despite efforts by parents, community leaders, and police,
many American young people can easily obtain guns for
use in crimes. In 1999, approximately 9% of guns traced
by ATF after being recovered by police following a crime
were taken from juveniles, and an additional 34% were
seized from people ages 18 to 24.*° As described in the
article by Wintemute, youth can obtain guns from family
or friends, from corrupt dealers or straw purchasers,
through theft, or on the street from private sellers or ille-
gal dealers. Because private sales of guns in the United
States are largely unregulated, it is all too easy for guns—
especially handguns—to flow illegally into the hands of
young people, even though federal law prohibits most
young people from owning or possessing them.!° A con-
troversial but powerful approach to reducing youth gun
crime is to tighten federal and state laws regarding gun
sales so that fewer weapons are accessible to youth.

The Extent of the Problem

Numerous studies document the ease with which youth
can obtain guns in the United States.?®?* In a 1998
national study of male high school sophomores and jun-
iors, 6% of respondents had carried a handgun outside
the home in the previous 12 months. Among the youth
who had carried guns, 48% had been given or loaned the
gun by a family member or friend. Nearly an equal per-
centage had obtained the gun through an illegal purchase
or theft: 35% had bought the gun (of those, 53% bought
from family or friends), 5% reported asking someone else
to purchase the gun, and 6% had stolen or traded some-
thing for it.?

Youth can obtain guns illegally from licensed dealers or in
private transactions. Although licensed firearms dealers are
regulated by the federal government (and by many states)
and are required to conduct criminal background checks
on all purchasers, some dealers do sell illegally to youth,
often by turning a blind eye to straw purchases, in which
youth ask older acquaintances to buy guns for them. It
appears that only a small minority of licensed gun dealers
are involved in illegal activity. According to federal statis-
tics, guns sold by 1.2% of retailers account for more than
57% of the weapons that are later traced by ATF after
being recovered by law enforcement following a crime.83
Nevertheless, stricter federal and state oversight of
licensed dealers might eliminate some of the more egre-
gious offenders.
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At the same time, guns sold by licensed dealers account
for only about 60% of the guns sold in the United States.
Guns sold by private parties, collectors, and unlicensed
vendors at gun shows account for 40% of all gun sales.?
These sales are not regulated by the federal government,
nor by most states.®” In an unregulated private sale, no
background check takes place. Sellers are not required to
keep records of their sales, and they do not even have to
ask buyers for identification. Such lax requirements make
it easy for youth to obtain guns.

Curbing Illegal Gun Sales to Youth

It is difficult to fully prevent unsupervised youth access to
guns when guns are freely available to adults—and when
nearly 200 million guns are already estimated to be in cir-
culation in the United States.?® However, significant steps
can be taken to limit young people’s ability to obtain
guns illegally. The article by Wintemute assesses a num-
ber of these strategies, including stricter regulation and
oversight of licensed gun dealers, regulation of gun sales
on the private market, and requirements that guns be
registered and their owners licensed.

Closer federal and state oversight of licensed dealers, for
example, could help prevent straw purchases and could
catch dealers who knowingly sell in bulk to illegal gun
dealers, who in turn sell guns on the street to criminals
and youth. Regulating sales on the private market—
requiring, identificadon and background checks for all
purchasers, mandating that sellers keep records of all
transactions so that police could more easily trace guns
used in crimes, or requiring that all gun sales take place
through licensed dealers—also could decrease the flow of
guns to young people and others who are prohibited by
law from having them.* Finally, requiring all gun owners
to register their firearms and obtain licenses for their use,
just as people must register their cars and be licensed to
drive them, could decrease the number of guns available
to youth. A gun confiscated from a young person could
be traced to its registered owner, who could then face
criminal penalties for transferring it illegally.

It is unlikely that any one of these proposals, or even all
of them together, would stop the illegal flow of guns to
youth completely. Even with stricter regulations on gun
sales, illegal street markets for guns would probably con-
tinue to exist, as they do for drugs. But tighter regula-
tions undoubtedly would make it more difficult and

more expensive for young people to buy guns through
these illegal channels,* and could deter some youth from
buying guns altogether.

Decreasing the availability of illegal guns to youth is an
important strategy to de-escalate the violence that
plagues many communities, and to reduce the fear and
need for self-protection that lead many youth to acquire
guns in the first place. Researcher David Kennedy, who
has written extensively about youth gangs and gun vio-
lence, has observed, “Many of the kids involved in this
life do not really want to live it. Less readily available
weaponry would ease tensions and diminish the deadli-
ness of incidents.”!

[ ]

Recommendation

Congress and state legislatures should institute tighter restrictions on
gun sales so that fewer guns illegally end up in the hands of youth. A
variely of approaches should be implemented and evaluated—in par-
ticular, closer oversight of licensed dealers, regulation of private sales,
and mandated licensing of gun owners and registration of guns.

L ]

Conclusion

Guns are unique weapons, highly lethal, and casily avail-
able. Their use by and against children and youth has
exacted an enormous toll on American society. The eco-
nomic costs associated with youth gun violence have
been estimated in the billions of dollars. But the most sig-
nificant costs—lost lives or diminished futures for chil-
dren and youth affected by gun violence—are probably
incalculable. The federal government and state govern-
ments, working in partnership with local communities
and parents, should adopt a unified, comprehensive strat-
egy for reducing youth gun violence in the United States.

Precedent exists for such a broad injury prevendon strat-
egy. Over the past 40 years, Congress, federal agencies,
public health practitioners, and law enforcement profes-
sionals have worked together in a systematc effort to
reduce motor vehicle deaths and injuries.’> The
approaches they have adopted include: national data sys-
temns that track all motor vehicle fatalities; federal safety
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standards for motor vehicles and equipment; federal and
state requirements for driver training and licensing; strict
enforcement of motor vehicle laws, especially against
drunk driving; federal, state, and private-sector invest-
ment into research to improve motor vehicle safety and
treatment of injures; and extensive public awareness
activiies. As a result, the federal government estimates
that 243,400 lives were saved between 1966 and 1990 .3

Obviously, the task of reducing gun injury and death
poses different and perhaps more difficult challenges than
reducing motor vehicle injury and deaths, most of which
are unintentional. Still, the motor vehicle example points
to what is lacking in youth gun violence prevention
efforts. As yet, no broad national consensus exists on how
to approach the problem. There is no broad-based com-
mitment to a wide range of strategies that will reduce
unsupervised youth access to and use of guns.

There needs to be. Without more concerted efforts to
reduce youth gun violence, children and youth will contin-
ue to die, unnecessarily and senselessly, from gunshot
wounds. A national campaign against youth gun violence
should be strongly grounded in research, and should
encompass the broad range of strategies recommended in
this journal issue. Such strategies should include promoting
parental monitoring and safe gun storage; strengthening
community norms against gun violence; implementing cre-
ative collaborations between law enforcement and commu-
nities; regulating guns as consumer products; and
tightening federal and state laws regarding gun sales.

Common ground often proves clusive on an issue as polar-
izing as gun violence. Both gun control and gun rights
advocates surely can agree, however, that it is unacceptable
for the United States to have a higher rate of gun-related
deaths and injuries to children and youth than all other
industrialized nations combined. Hopefully, that point of
agreement can serve as the foundation for aggressive efforts
to reduce youth gun violence in the United States.
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Children, Youth, and Gun Violence

Firearm-Related Death and Injury
among Children and Adolescents

Lois A. Fingerhut and Katherine Kaufer Christoffel

As the articles in this journal issue show, gun vio-
lence affects children and youth in many ways:
psychologically, emotionally, financially, and legal-
ly. But first and foremost, gun violence affects
children’s physical safety. Therefore, this issue
opens with an overview of the physical toll that
firearms exact upon children and youth, review-
ing the incidence of firearm-related injury and
death among Americans under age 20.

This article analyzes trends and current status
in firearm death and injury, based on nation-
wide data collected by the federal government.
Several key findings emerge from the data:

BFirearm death rates among children and
youth in the United States have declined
dramatically since 1993, but remain high
compared with historical rates in this coun-
try and rates in other developed nations. A
majority of these deaths are homicides.

B Certain groups of children and youth, espe-
cially adolescents, boys, minority youth, and
those residing outside the Northeast, are par-
ticularly at risk for firearm death. The problem
is most acute among black teenage males.

D Firearm injuries are much more likely to
result in death than are other injuries for
which children and youth visit emergency
departments—a reflection of the extreme
lethality of firearms.

Given these findings, the authors call for a
concerted effort to reduce youth firearm
deaths to levels comparable to those of other
industrialized nations, using a wide variety of
approaches that span the public health, crim-
inal justice, and educational spheres. They
also recommend improved data systems to
track firearm injury and death, so that
researchers can better analyze these incidents
and evaluate intervention strategies.

Lois A. Fingerbut, M.A., is Special Assistant for
Ingury Epidemiology, Office of Analysis, Epidemiology,
and Health Promotion, at the National Center for
Health Statistics, Centers for Disease Control.

Katherine Kaufer Christoffel, M.D., M.P.H., is profes-
sor in pediatrics and preventive medicine, Northwest-
ern University, and at Childven’s Memorial Institute
Sfor Education and Research in Chicago, Illinois.
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rom the mid-1980s through the early 1990s,
the number and rate of young Americans dying
from firearm injuries rose to unprecedented lev-
els—led by handgun homicides in urban cen-
ters, which primarily affected male minority teens and
young adults. Teen firearm suicides also rose, particularly
for rural white male teenagers and young adults.! This
information helped to guide preventon and policy
efforts around the country, as discussed in the articles by
Wintemute, by Hardy, and by Fagan in this journal issue.2

The trend reversed itself fairly quickly. Since the early
1990s, for reasons that are stll being debated, firearm
death rates have fallen for all population groups, includ-
ing youth. However, the problem remains significant. In
1998, the firearm death rate for youth was still 34% high-
er than it was in 1968; nearly 3,800 children and youth
died from fircarm injuries in homicides, suicides, or unin-
tentional shootings. Twelve percent of all firearm deaths
in the United States occurred among children and youth
under age 203

This article summarizes patterns of firearm death and
nonfatal injury among children and youth under age 20
in the United States. The article begins with an overview
of the magnitude of the problem, including a discussion
of trends over time in youth deaths due to firearm homi-
cide, suicide, and unintentonal shootings; possible expla-
nations for the recent patterns in youth firearm deaths;
and comparisons between youth fircarm death rates in
the United States and in other industrialized nations. The
data make it clear that despite recent substantial declines
in firearm injuries, firearm violence exacts a huge toll on
Amenca’s youth. More than 20,000 children and
tecnagers under age 20 were killed or injured by a firearm
in 1998. There are also an uncountable number of young
persons whose lives are touched by firearm injury and
violence each year, through the economic and social
impact on families and friends of victims. (See the articles
by Cook and Ludwig and by Garbarino, Bradshaw, and
Vorrasi in this journal issue.)

The data also show that certain children and youth—
boys, older teenagers, minority youth, and those residing
outside the Northeast—are particularly at risk for firearm
death. The second section of the article reviews key risk
factors for youth firearm death, including age, gender,
race, urbanization, and geographic location. This article

briefly presents data on youth firearm-related injury and
concludes with a discussion of the need for further
research to clarify prevention strategies and options for
the furure.

The article relies on a number of data sources. The two
most heavily used sources are the National Vital Statistics
System, from which statistics on firearm deaths in the
United States are derived, and the Firearm Injury Sur-
veillance System (FISS), from which estimates of nonfa-
tal firearm injuries are derived.*® The Appendix provides
an overview of the major data sources used in this article.
Detailed discussion of data sources and methodology also
may be found in the endnotes.

Youth Firearm Deaths: An OQverview

In 1998, there were 3,792 young persons under age 20
who died as a result of a firearm-related injury in the
United States, accounting for 7% of all deaths in this age
range.? This number represents a substantial decline from
the early 1990s. In 1994, the number of firearm-related
deaths for those under age 20 peaked at 5,833, and
accounted for 9% of all deaths in that age range.

Despite this decline, for youth ages 10 to 19, only motor
vehicles were responsible for more deaths than firearms in
1998. Firearms were the fifth leading cause of injury
death for children ages one to nine in 1998, following
motor vehicle traffic-related deaths, suffocaton, drown-
ing, and fire- and bum-related deaths.

The majority of firearm deaths among children and
youth are homicides—partcularly among children under
age 12 and older teens ages 17 to 19. For both these age
groups, homicides accounted for 60% to 70% of all
firearm deaths in 1997-1998. For teenagers ages 12 to
16, homicide accounted for a lower proportion of
firearm deaths (about 40% to 50%), whereas suicide
accounted for close to 40% of firearm deaths. Uninten-
tional injury remains a significant cause of firearm death
for children under age 12, accounting for 27% of all
firearm deaths in that age group.

Trends over Time
One way to examine trends in youth firearm violence

is to look at death rates. Figure 1 shows firearm death
rates by age from 1968 through 1998, calculated as

.0
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the number of deaths per 100,000 children in a given
age group.®

These data show that death rates for young people
ages 10 to 19 rose gradually throughout the 1970s
and '1980s, then increased substantially in the late
1980s and continued to rise through the carly 1990s.
Most of this increase was due to a sudden rise in youth
“firearm homicides among older teenagers ages 15 to
19. To a much lesser extent, an increase in teen
firearm suicide also resulted in higher death rates.
Since 1979, fircarms have been used in the majority of
homicides and suicides among youth ages 10 to 19.1
Specifically, for youth ages 10 to 14, fircarms have
accounted for 50% to 60% of suicides and 50% to 80%
of homicides; for youth ages 15 to 19, firearms have
accounted for 60% to 70% of suicides and 70% to 90%
of homicides.

From 1993 to 1998, the death rate from firearms declined
by nearly 50%. By 1998, the firearm death rate for children

Firearm-Related Death and Injury

and teenagers under age 20 was the same as it was in 1978,
This death rate is more than one-third lower than in the early
1990s, but it is still about one-third higher than in 1968.

The decline in the firearm death rate among young peo-
ple in the 1990s is due in large part to a decline in the
youth firearm homicide rate, and to a lesser extent to
declines in rates of firearm suicide and unintentional
firearm death. From 1993 to 1998, firearm homicide
rates for youth ages 10 to 14 and 15 to 19 fell nearly 50%.
Firearm suicide rates for these age groups also fell in the
1990s, but less dramatically, declining 20% to 25%. The
death rate for unintentional firearm injuries also has
declined significandy since 1979—by 60% to 70%,
depending on the age group.

Why the Decline in Youth Firearm Deaths?
Researchers are still debating the causes of the recent
declines in firearm deaths among children and youth.
The explanations put forward are inevitably speculative,
but they include:1112

Figure 1
Firearm Death Rates by Age, 1368-1998

100.0

10.0

KEY:

== Under 20 years
1.0

- 15-19 years

Deaths per 100,000 Population

—— 10-14 years

- 5-9 years

-+— Under 5 years 2.1 4—/——7—ar—T—"T—""

| B BN s S SR S S B SR A L L

68 69 70 71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 80 81 82 83 84 B85 86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98

Source: National Center for Health Statistics, National Vital Statistics System.

Year (19.)

Note: These rates are displayed in log format, 50 the rates shown in the top section of the figure are 10 times
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P Prevention efforts. The unprecedented increase in youth
firearm homicide rates (and in firearm homicide across
all age groups) in the early 1990s resulted in increased
attention to homicide prevention. This may well have
led to a variety of changes that resulted in lower firearm
homicide rates. These may include, but probably are
not limited to, increased police enforcement of firearm
laws, public education efforts, led by pediatricians, vio-
lence preventdon advocates, and others, about the dan-
gers of firearms in the home, and falling handgun sales
in recent years.'3

® Changes in factors that affect the frequency of violence.
Another possibility is that a strong economy, a declin-
ing crack cocaine market, and community-based vio-
lence prevendon efforts contributed to the broad fall in
firearm homicides." (See the article by Blumstein in
this journal issue.)

® Changes in factors that affect whether guns are present
when violence occurs. Police approaches to prosecuting
gun offenders, resulting in less carrying of guns in violent
situations, decreased handgun manufacture and posses-
sion, and increased use of safer gun storage measures all
may have played a role in the decline in firearm homi-
cides."* (See the articles by Fagan and by Wintemute.)

D Specific attention to young childven. The marked
decrease in firearm deaths among children ages one to
nine could reflect specific attention to reducing firearm
risks in this age range, stemming from the increasingly
broad consensus that such deaths are preventable and
unacceptable. Interventons include clinical counseling
by pediatricians, the use of locked storage for firearms
and ammunition in the home, and discussion among
parents about firearm storage when children visit one
another.>'5 (Sece the article by Hardy.)

U.S. Youth Firearm Death Rates in an

International Context

Even with the decline in the 1990s, youth firearm
dcath rates in the United States are still far higher
than those in other industrialized nations. A recent
report'® examined international patterns of firearm
death rates among children and youth under age 15.
The report found that the firearm homicide rate in
the United States was 16 times that of the average for
other industrialized countries, the fircarm suicide rate
was 11 times higher, and the unintendonal firearm
death rate was 9 times higher.

As Figure 2 shows, youth death rates for teens ages 15 to
19 in the United States also are high when compared

]

Figure 2

Firearm Death Rates for Teenagers Ages 15 to 19, Selected Countries

United States &

Canada KRNI

Israel BESEEL

New Zealand 5
Australia

England and Wales [

10 15 20 25
Deaths per 100,000 Population

Source: Data provided by each country’s vital statistics office. Because of inconsistencies in data collection, data shown here reflect different time periods for each country.
Note: The United States data are from 1996-1997; Canada data are from 1933-1997; Israel data are from 1995-1997; New Zealand data are from 1988-1997; Australia data

are from 1994-1998; and England and Wales data are from 19931998,
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with those of other nations. The firearm death rate for
teenagers ages 15 to 17 in the United States is roughly
11 dmes the rate in Israel, and the rate for American teens
ages 18 to 19 is 3 times the rate for Israeli teens of the
same age. The United States fircarm death rates for ages
15 to 17 and ages 18 to 19 are 4 to 8 times the respec-
tive rates in New Zealand, Canada, and Australia.'”

In most of these other countres, the vast majority of
firearm deaths among teenagers are suicides. Thus, these
countries show very different patterns of nisk than in the
United States, where a majority of youth firearm deaths
are homicides."”

Risk Factors for Death by Firearms

The general trends discussed above hold truc for both
males and females, and all racial and ethnic groups. Some
youth are at greater risk for fircearm death than others,
however. This section reviews these risk factors in more
detail, and estimates the risk that children born in 1998
will die from a fircarm injury before they reach age 20.
The section concludes with a brief discussion of the risk
children face from school shootings.

Statistical analysis techniques that take into account
demographic and geographic variables'® reveal that, after
adjusting for all other variables:

D Older teens, ages 17 to 19, are more likely than younger
children to die from firearm-related injury, with firearm
homicide accounting for substantially more deaths than
suicide and unintentional death;

D Males are more likely than females to die from firearm
homicide and suicide, and most markedly from unin-
tentional firearm injuries;

B Black and Hispanic youth are much more likely than
non-Hispanic white youth to die in firearm homicides;
non-Hispanic white youth are more likely than Hispan-
ic and black youth to die in suicides; and Hispanic and
black youth are more likely than non-Hispanic white
youth to die from unintentional firearm injuries;

D Residing in a core metropolitan county raises the risk for
firearm homicide, but lowers the nsk for firearm sui-
cide. When compared with nonmetropolitan areas with
city populations of less than 10,000, all other areas have

Firearm-Related Death and Injury

a greater risk of firearm homicide, but a lower risk of
suicides and unintentional firearm deaths.!92°

B Residing in the Northeast region of the country marked-
ly lowers the risk for youth firearm homicide, suicide,
and unintentonal firearm deaths. :

Age

The older children are, the more likely they are to risk
death by fircearm. Among infants, firearms were
responsible for 5 deaths in 1998, and, as Figure 3 illus-
trates, fewer than 1 in 100,000 children under age 12
died from firearm wounds in 1997-1998.

But beginning around age 11, the death rate from
firearms begins to rise. Among children ages 11 to 13,
the fircarm death rate doubled. By age 19, approxi-
mately 25 out of every 100,000 youths died of firearm
injury. Twenty percent of all deaths to American
teenagers ages 15 to 17, and 26% of deaths to those
ages 18 to 19, resulted from firearm injury.

This pattern holds true for both homicide and suicide.
The fircarm homicide rate at age 18 (16 per 100,000)
was 21 times the rate at age 12 (0.8 per 100,000} in
1998. Firearm suicide rates also increased sharply
between the ages of 12 and 18, nsing 18-fold to about
8 per 100,000 at ages 18 to 19.

Gender

As Figure 4 shows, firearm death rates for males exceed-
ed those for females in 1997-1998, and the differences
grew with increasing age. This general trend holds true
for both homicides and suicides. For children under age
11, fircarm death rates for males were 1.4 times those for
females; by age 15, the sex ratio was 5:1, and at age 19,
it was 10:1.

Race

Minority youth are at significantly greater nsk for
firearm death than are non-Hispanic white youth. This
is particularly true for black males. Black males ages 15
to 19 are much more likely to die from firearm wounds
than are any other group of youth. The fircarm death
rate for these black males in 1998 was five times the
rates for non-Hispanic white and Asian/Pacific Islander
males, and twice the rates for Hispanic and American
Indian males.
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Figure 3

Firearm Death Rates by Age and intent, 1997-1998
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Trends in death rates for black reenage males have mir-
rored the trends among all teenagers. In the early
1980s, for example, the firearm homicide rate for black
male teenagers was about 30 per 100,000. By 1993,
this rate had climbed to 130 per 100,000, an increase
of more than 300%. The rate has fallen dramatically
since then, to 63 per 100,000 in 1998, but this rate is
still extremely high compared to the firearm homicide
rate for non-Hispanic white male teenagers, which was
just 3 per 100,000 in 1998. It is also high compared to
the firearm homicide rate for Hispanic male teenagers,
which was 29 per 100,000 in 1998.

Urbanization

Researchers who look at the risk of firearm death based
on county of residence tend to classify counties by level
of urbanicity.!®?® “Core metropolitan counties” have
more than one million residents and contain a large cen-

tral city. “Fringe metropolitan counties” also have more
than one million residents, bur do not include a major
city. “Small metropolitan counties” have fewer than onc
million residents. “Nonmetropolitan counties”—gener-
ally rural areas—have populations under one million and
are divided into two categories: those with a city of
10,000 or more, and those without a city of 10,000.

Children under age 13 who live in nonmetropolitan areas
are more likely to die from a firearm wound than are chil-
dren in core or other metropolitan countes. However,
firearm death rates in core metropolitan counties rise rap-
idly with increasing age. In 1996-1998, core county
firearm death rates for ages 15 to 19 were more than
twice the rates of those in the other metropolitan and
nonmetropolitan counties.

Most urban teen deaths are homicides. Teens living in the
most densely populated metropolitan counties are more
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likely to die from a firearm homicide than are children in
other metropolitan or nonmetropolitan counties, where-
as those in more rural coundes have higher firearm sui-
cide rates. These trends have held true for at least the past
two decades.?!

Geography

Figure 5 shows firearm death rates natonwide in
1996-1998 for the highest-risk age group, ages 15 to
19.22 As the map makes clear, teens living in the West and
South are more likely to die from a firearm wound than
are teens in the Northeast and Upper Midwest. Louisiana
had by far the highest teen firearm death rate—nearly
20% higher than any other state.

States show different patterns for homicide and sui-
cide. In general, states in the South and West had
higher teen firearm homicide rates compared with the
rest of the nation, whereas the Upper Midwest and

Firearm-Related Death and Injury

Great Pléins/ Rocky Mountain states had the lowest
rates. Louisiana, Maryland, and Illinois had the high-
est firearm homicide rates.

On the other hand, the highest teen firearm suicide rates
were in the Great Plains/Rocky Mountain states and
Alaska, which had the highest rate in the country. New
England and the Mid-Atlantic states had among the low-
est firearm suicide rates.

Developing a Cumulative Risk of Death
Table 1 shows the cumulative risk or probability of
firearm death before age 20, by sex, for all youth, as well
as for black and white males and females.?

For 100,000 children born in 1998, the chance of dying
before age 20 as the result of a fircarm-related injury
would be 1 in 1,040; among black males, the risk would
be 1 in 248.2* For white males, the risk of firearm suicide

1

Figure 4

Firearm Death Rates by Age and Sex, 1997-12898
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Figure 5

Firearm Death Rates for Ages 15 to 19, 1996-1998
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is higher than the risk of firearm homicide; for black
males and for white and black females, firearm homicide
risk exceeds suicide risk.

School Shootings

Despite the high-profile shootings at schools like
Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado,
school shootings account for a very small percentage of
all youth firearm deaths. In each year from 1993 to
1998, fewer than 1% of all firearm deaths among
young people ages 5 to 19 occurred in schools. As Fig-
ure 6 shows, the annual number of school-related
firearm deaths among young persons has fluctuated, at
times due to multiple shootings in a single incident.?®
The number of deaths was higher in 1992-1993 than
during any later academic year.

Nonfatal Firearm Injuries

For every child or teenager who died from a firearm-
related injury in 19961998, more than four others
sought care in an emergency department for a firearm
injury. This section reviews the incidence of firearm
injuries among children and youth under age 20,
including trends and risk factors. While the data for
firearm injuries are more limited than the data for
firearm deaths,?® generally the patterns are similar.

For the three-year period 1996-1998, the annual number
of visits to the emergency department for firearm injuries
among young people under age 20 averaged about
18,400, a rate of about 24 per 100,000. These annual
estimates include about 8,900 visits that resulted in hospi-
talization, and another 9,500 that resulted in treatment
and then release from emergency departments.’
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Nonfatal firearm injuries were not among the leading
causes of hospital or emergency department utilization
among young people under age 20.7 In addition,
emergency department and hospital utilization rates
for children and youth under age 20 with firearm
injuries decreased nearly 50% from 1993 to 1998.

For the period 1995-1998, about 60% of the firearm-
related emergency department visits among children
and youth under age 20 were for injuries resulting
from assaults, with an additional 20% from uninten-
tional firearm injuries; for about 15% of these visits,
intent was not stated. Fewer than 3% of the visits were
related to intentional self-harm; this is because suicide
attempts with firearms are completed more often than
are attempts by other means.?®

As with firearm death, age, gender, and race are major
risk factors for firearm injury. From 1995-1998, about
85% of all firearm injuries treated in emergency depart-
ments or requiring hospitalization were among
teenagers ages 15 to 19. Visit rates for males were 7
times those for females, and the average annual firearm

Firearm-Related Death and Injury

injury rate for black youth was about 10 times that for
non-Hispanic white youth. Hispanic youth were twice
as likely as white youth to be injured.

For young persons under age 20, for every 4.4 visits to
an emergency department during 1996-1998 because
of a firearm injury, there was one firearm-related death.
This ratio stands in sharp contrast to emergency depart-
ment visits and deaths for nonfirearm injuries. In gener-
al, for young persons under age 20, the ratio of
nonfirearm injury-related emergency department visits
to deaths was 760:1. The very high proportdon of deaths
resulting from firearm injuries—when compared with all
other injuries—reflects the extreme lethality of firearms.

Conclusion

The rate of firearm deaths affecting children and adoles-
cents in the United States is too high, compared both
with rates in other developed countries and with histor-
ical rates in this country. It is reasonable to aim to reduce
the risk of firearm death among American youth to lev-
els closer to those of their peers in other nations.

Table 1

Cumulative Risk of Firearm Death before Age 20 by Race, Sex, and Type of Gun Death: 1998

Risk of death due to:

Any Firearm Firearm Homicide Firearm Suicide Firearm Unintentional
Race/sex group 1 out of 1 out of 1 out of 1 out of
Both sexes, all - 1,040 1,806 3,180 15,015
{Males J
White 869 2,172 1,807 9,756
Black 248 301 2,471 5,394
{Females }
White 4,228 8,251 10,267 68,493
Black 1,772 2,196 15,873 30,675

Sources: Based on data in Murphy, S.L. Deaths: Final data for 1998. National vital statistics reports. Vol. 48, no. 11, Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics,
2000; and Anderson, R.N. United States lite tables, 1998. National vital statistics reports. Vol. 48, no. 18. Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics, 2001.
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Figure 6

Firearm Fatalities in School-Related Settings among Children and Teenagers Ages 5 to 19,

1992-1993 through 2000-2001

40

35

30

25

20

15

Number of Firearm Deaths

10 |-

oy et p—

1992-93 1993-94 1994-95 1995-96 199
Academic Year

6-97 1997-98° 1998-99° 1999-00 200001

Source: National School Safety Center, School-Associated Violent Deaths Report. Available online at http://www.nssc1.org.

8At least two incidents in which more than two students were shot
Pone incident with 14 victims

The rise and fall of youth firearm homicides in recent
decades reflects a still poorly understood interplay of fac-
tors, but suggests that modifiable factors affect firearm
dcath rates. These may include changes in firearm own-
ership, storage, or carrying rates and practices, as well as
police enforcement measures. (See the article by Fagan.)
This should encourage ongoing—indeed, intensified—
prevention efforts in the years to come, using sound and
comprehensive data on youth death and injury rates, and
including rigorous evaluations.

To reduce firearm deaths and injuries among children,
it will be necessary to develop a broad repertoire of
approaches—in the public health, criminal justice, and
educational spheres. Clear demographic and geograph-
ic factors are associated with risk of firearm injury and
death for children and youth in the United States.
Researchers should use this knowledge to focus pre-
vention efforts on higher-risk groups and areas, and to

focus their research on understanding what factors pro-
tect lower-risk groups and areas.

Finally, the available data on firearm injuries are not yet
adequate to the tasks of monitoring injury prevalence,
analyzing details of injury and fatality incidents, and
evaluating intervention strategies. Continued progress
toward reducing the burden of firearm injuries affect-
ing children and youth will requirc better data systems
that integrate data from a variety of existing sources,
such as vital statistics, health care systems, and the
criminal justice system.?

Every ycar, more than 20,000 children and youth in
the United States are killed or injured by firearms, and
countless more are touched by firearm violence. These
deaths and injuries are preventable and unnecessary. By
building on the decline in firearm deaths in recent
years, researchers and policymakers can help ensure
that more American children will live to see adulthood.
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Children, Youth, and Gun Violence

Youth, Guns, and Violent Crime

Affred Blumstein

Young people are overrepresented as both
victims and perpetrators of violence. Indeed,
some commentators have suggested that
recent cohorts of youth have been com-
posed of “superpredators” who have little
regard for human life. The evidence, howev-
er, suggests that other factors are responsible
for recent increases in youth gun violence.

This article analyzes the extent and causes of
youth violence in the United States, paying
particular attention to the late 1980s and
early 1990s, when rates of homicide and
robbery committed by youth rose to
extremely high levels. Examination of trends
for these crimes shows that:

P The increase in violence in the United
States during the late 1980s and early
1990s was due primarily to an increase in
violent acts committed by people under age
20. Similarly, dramatic declines in homicide
and robbery in recent years are attributable
primarily to a decline in youth violence.

B The increase in youth homicide was pre-
dominantly due to a significant increase in
the use of handguns, which converted
ordinary teenage fights and other violent
encounters into homicides.

b Several other interrelated factors also
fueled the rise in youth violence, including
the rise of illegal drug markets, particular-
ly for crack cocaine, the recruitment of
youth into those markets, and an increase
in gun carrying among young people.

The author points out that youth violence
diminished as the crack markets shrank, law
enforcement increased efforts to control
youth access to guns, youth gun carrying
declined, and the robust economy provided
legitimate jobs for young people.

Alfred Blumstein, Ph.D., is ]. Erik Jonsson University
Professor of Urban Systems and Operations Research,
H. John Heinz 111 School of Public Policy and Man-
agement at Carnegie Mellon University.

www.futureofchildren.org



Blumstein

he period from 1985 to 2000 saw some
sharp swings in the rate of violence in the
United States. Much of that swing is attrib-
utable to changes in violence committed by
young people, primarily against other young people.
Beginning in 1985, the rates of homicide and robbery
committed by people under age 20 began to rise dra-
matically, as did the use of handguns to commit those
crimes. This increase in violence peaked in the early
1990s, then fell significantly by the end of the 1990s.

Although youth violence has declined in recent ycars,
a rash of school shootings in the late 1990s generated
significant public concern and attention from policy-
makers.! This concern is not new—rhetoric about vio-
lent youth has captured public attention over the last
two decades. Accordingly, federal and state legislators
have sought to impose stiffer penalties on youth who
are found guilty of violent crimes, by mandating, for
instance, that juveniles who commit violent crimes be
tried in adult court rather than juvenile court.? In par-
ticular, in 2000 California voters passed, by a two to
one majority, Proposition 21, which increases the
range of offenses for which juvenile offenders as
young as age 14 will be tried and sentenced as adults.

This punitive response to youth violence follows from
public rhetoric that labeled a whole generation of
youth as “superpredators.”® This labeling occurred
during the peak of the youth violence epidemic, part-
ly in response to outrageous killings by very young
people. The superpredator label suggested that the
new generation of young people were out of control,
beyond redemption, and had little regard for human
life or victims’ pain and suffering. Some commenta-

tors argued that particularly aggressive steps were

needed to keep them under control.

Whether this is an appropriate response to youth violence
depends upon the answers to two key questions. First, to
what degree was the increase in violence of the late 1980s
and early 1990s attributable to youth? Second, to what
degree was that growth attributable to a new group of
superpredator youth who were inherently more violent
than previous generations of young people?

Through examination of homicide and robbery* arrest
trends for different age groups,>® this article will show

that, in fact, youth were primarily responsible for the
increase in violence during those years. However, the
available evidence indicates that an emergence of
superpredators did not contribute significantly to the
rise in youth violence. Rather, several interrelated fac-

" tors more likely fueled the youth violence epidemic—

most notably the rise of inner-city drug markets that
recruited large numbers of young people in the late
1980s and the associated availability and use of hand-
guns by those youth. Drugs and guns intersected in
America’s inner cities, leading to a rapid increase in
violence among minority youth.

Young People’s Contribution to the
Violence Epidemic

Despite public perceptions about increased crime and
violence in the United States, a detailed examination
of homicide and robbery rates from 1965 through
2000 shows that these rates have not changed dra-
matically over time. What has changed is the number
of homicides committed by young people. Indeed,
the increase in homicide rates in the late 1980s and
early 1990s was driven entirely by a rise in youth
homicide with handguns.

Homicide Rates among the General Population

The homicide rate in the United States oscillated
between 8 and 10 per 100,000 population from 1970
to 1995, as Figure 1 shows.” In 1980, it peaked at
10.2 murders per 100,000 population, and by 1985
it had fallen to 7.9. It then climbed a full 24% to reach
a peak of 9.8 in 1991, and has been declining
markedly since then, reaching 5.5 in 2000. The last
change represents a drop of 44% since 1991, to a level
that is lower than any annual rate since 1965.% The
robbery rate has followed a very similar pattern,
reaching its peaks and troughs within one year of
those of the murder trends. The robbery rate has also
displayed a steady decline since its 1991 peak, and the
2000 rate is lower than any since 1968.

Despite the fairly sharp swings depicted in Figure 1,
it is striking how flat the trend lines for homicide and
robbery were before the declines of the 1990s.
Homicide and robbery rates jumped up and down
from year to year, but they did not change dramati-
cally between 1970 and 1993. The stability of these
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rates stands in marked contrast to the general view of

the American public—and the rhetoric of many polit-

ical candidates, who suggested throughout the 1990s

that crime rates. were getting out of hand and that

crime was becoming an increasingly serious threat.’

Indeed, even the steady decline in violent crime rates
- since 1993 has not fully cased these concerns.

However, the aggregate homicide rates presented in
Figure 1 do not take into account the diverse factors
that contribute to the overall trend. As the next sec-
tion of this article makes cléar, the increase in the
homicide rate in the late 1980s and early 1990s was

Youth, Guns, and Violent Crime

Drugs and guns intersected in America’s inner cities, leading to
a rapid increase in violence among minority youth.

due to multiple, interactive, and sometimes counter-
vailing influences. This is particularly true with
respect to age of the perpetrator. During the late
1980s, when the total number of homicides was
increasing rapidly, homicides by young people (ages
24 and under) increased, but homicides by older peo-
ple actually decreased.

Youth Offenders’ Disproportionate Gontribution to
the Homicide Rate

When the homicide rate is disaggregated by age, it
becomes clear that the increase in homicide after 1985
was driven almost entirely by a significant increase in

Figure 1
Trends in Murder and Robbery? Rates in the United States, 1972—2000
12
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Source: Unpublished tabulations based on U.S. Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigation. Crime in the United States: Uniform crime reports (year). Washington, DC:

U.S. Government Printing Office, and population estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau.

2The rabbery rate is scaled down by a factor of 25 to put it on the same scale as murder to permit easy visual comparison of the two data series.
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Figure 2

Trends in Murder Arrest Rates by Age
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Source: Unpublished tabulations based on U.S. Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of investigation. Crime in the United States: Uniform crime reports (year). Washington, DC:
U.S. Government Printing Office, and population estimates from the U.S, Census Bureau.

homicides committed by juveniles (those under age For all ages below 20, the 1993 homicide arrest rate
18) and youth (those between the ages of 18 and 24). was more than double the 1985 rate. For example,
Figure 2 presents time trends in the murder arrest rate the murder arrest rate for 15-year-olds in 1993 was
for individual ages that traditionally have accounted triple what the rate had been in 1985.

for the highest homicide arrest rates: ages 18 through
24. As the figure shows, those rates were quite similar
from 1970 through 1985, when a major divergence
began. Although the homicide rate for 24-year-olds
did not increase significantly over the next few years,

In contrast, adults have displayed a continuing
decline in homicide arrest rates since the mid-1970s.
By 1993, when homicide arrests among young peo-
ple reached their peak levels, arrest rates among the
over-30 population had declined by about 20% from
the rate for 18-year-olds more than doubled by 1991 the 1985 level. The decline continued into the 1990s,
(with an annual growth rate of 16% during this peri- and by 2000 it had reached a level about 50% below
od). The rate dropped in 1992, reached a new peak the 1985 rate.

in 1993, and then declined vigorously in all the suc-

ceeding years. Thus, the 1991 peak in aggregate homicide rates

, came about solely because of increased violence by
The pattern for young people ages 18 and under, youth under age 25; homicide rates for youth were
shown in Figure 3, is very similar to the pattern at age increasing much faster than the rates for adults over
18, except that the rate is lower for each younger age. age 25 were declining.!® Because homicide rates for
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young and old offenders alike decreased after 1993,
the aggregate rate continued to fall—and fall rapidly.
The decrease since 1993 is due to both the recent
sharp drop in violent crime among young people, and
to the continuing decline in violent crime among
older persons.

Racial Differences in the Homicide Rate

In addition to age differences, there were important
racial differences in the growth of homicides—partic-
ularly an increase in homicides among young African
Americans, both as offenders and as victims. Figure 4
depicts the rise in handgun homicides committed by
youth ages 18 to 24."' Among African Americans,
handgun use grew much more sharply than for youth
generally; the number of handgun homicides among
African Americans in this age group nearly tripled
from 1984 to 1993. Although some growth also

Youth, Guns, and Violent Crime

occurred in handgun homicides by white and His-
panic youth, that increase was far less dramatic.
Among all youth, there was no comparable growth in
the use of other weapons to commit homicides.

What accounted for the dramatic rise in youth gun
violence in the late 1980s and early 1990s, particular-
ly among African American youth? The next section
of this article offers some possible explanations for
the recent rises and falls in the youth homicide rate.

Factors Contributing to the Youth
Violence Epidemic

Though the superpredator theory has attracted wide-
spread public attention, other factors—most notably
the availability of handguns, increased weapon carry-
ing among young people, and the explosive growth

L 1
Figure 3
Trends in Murder Arrest Rates, Ages 18 and Under
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DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, and population estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau.
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of illegal drug markets—more likely fueled the increase
in youth homicide. This section reviews each of these
factors in detail.

The Role of Handguns

Since 1985, the weapons involved in settling disputes
among young people have changed dramatically,
from fists or knives to handguns. Youth use of hand-
guns to commit suicides and robberies also has risen
significantly. More recently, young people have begun
to use semiautomatic pistols with much greater fire-
power and lethality, as discussed in the article by Win-
temute in this journal issue.

The growing use of lethal handguns is reflected in
changes in the weapons involved in homicides by
young people in different race and age groups. Begin-

ning in 1985, there was a sharp growth in the firearm
homicide rate among young people. That rise in
firearm homicides changed what had been a flat trend
in homicides committed by youth to a sharply rising
one—with the rise sharpest for youth ages 18 and
under, as shown in Figure 3. There was no compara-
ble growth in homicides committed with other
weapons. This suggests that the use of handguns,
rather than an increase in violent attitudes among
young people, is largely responsible for the increase in
violent crime in the late 1980s and carly 1990s.

A review of the weapons used in homicides commit-
ted by young people, especially those under age 18,
clearly shows this sharp rise in the use of firearms to
commit homicides.'? Figure 5 shows time trends in

Figure 4

Trends in Handgun Homicides by Youth, Ages 18 to 24
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@ This figure uses an index scale, with the number of handgun homicides by black youth in 1985 being assigned an index number of 100.
Thus, the number of handgun homicides in any year is relative to the number of homicides with handguns by black youth in 1985,

4 7 Volume 12, Number 2



Figure 5
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Trends in Homicide Weapons by Juveniles, Ages 17 and Under
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Source: Unpublished tabulations based on U.S. Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigation, Supplementary Homicide Reports.

aThis figure uses an index scale, with the number of handgun homicides in 1985 being assigned an index number of 100.
Thus, the number of homicides by any weapon type and in any year is relative to the number of homicides with handguns in 1985.
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weapons used to commit homicide by offenders
under age 18.'* The weapons are classified into three
groups: handguns, other guns, and nonguns (which
includes knives, sticks, or hands).!

AsFigure 5 illustrates, no clear trend in the use of hand-
guns emerged until after 1985; then handgun use grew
significantly, to almost four times the 1985 rate. The
rise and decline are consistent with the rise and decline
in homicide arrest rates shown in Figure 3. For youth
ages 18 to 24, there was a similar but smaller growth in
handgun use; by 1993, the use of handguns to commit
homicides had increased 128% over 1985 levels.

In contrast, a similar graph for adults would show a
general downward trend in homicides by all weapons,

especially by handguns more recently. Overall, how-
ever, there has been little change over the years in the
mix of weapons used by adults in homicides.

Furthermore, the use of other types of guns or nongun
weapons to commit homicides has not increased appre-
ciably, either among adults or youth. In fact, nongun
homicides among all age groups declined steadily by
40% to 50% from 1985 to 1997. Thus, although hand-
guns have been substituted for other weapons to some
degree, the absolute magnitude of nonhandgun
decline is stll small compared with the dramatic
growth in the use of handguns by juveniles.

Not only did young people under age 25 account for
all of the growth in homicides in the post-1985 peri-
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od, but that growth stemmed entirely from the
increase in homicides committed with handguns.
Furthermore, most of the growth was accounted for
by youth under age 20. Clearly, the sharp rise in the
usc of handguns in youth and juvenile homicide is
crucial in explaining the increasc in the aggregate
homicide rate in the late 1980s and early 1990s.
Comparably, the more recent sharp decrease in hand-
gun homicides by young people is an important fac-
tor in the overall decline since the early 1990s.15
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Firearms have also played an important role in the
growth in robberies. No incident-based data source is
available for robberies as it is for homicides, but the
aggregate statistics indicate a clear rise in the fraction
of robberies committed with firearms from 1989 to
1991. During that time—precisely the period when
there was a major increase in young people’s involve-
ment in robbery—the total rate of firearm robberies
increased by 42%. Over the same period, the rate of
nonfircarm robberies increased by only 5%.

These observations suggest that the growth in homi-
cides by young people was attributable much more to .
the weapons that found their way into their hands
than to the emergence of inadequately socialized
cohorts of superpredators, as some have claimed. If
the cohorts were indeed more vicious, then one
would expect to see an increase in homicide with all
forms of weapons, rather than just handguns. The
findings strongly suggest that teenagers committed
crimes and fought as they always had, but that the
greater lethality of handguns led to a greater number

* of disputes resulting in homicides. It was the avail-

ability of handguns, rather than a new generation of
superpredators, that contributed to the growth in
youth violence.

Trends in Weapons Carrying

Throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s, an
increasing number of young people carried hand-
guns, likely helping to fuel a rise in youth homicide
rates. Even though federal law prohibits the sale of
handguns to people under age 21 or possession of
handguns by juveniles, it is surprisingly common for
young people to carry guns. For example, an estimat-
ed 10% of male high school students have carried a
gun in the previous 30 days. Gun carrying is even
more common in high-crime areas, where 25% of
male teenagers carry guns, and among high-risk
groups. More than 80% of male juvenile offenders
report having possessed a gun.'®

Young people who carry guns report that their major
reason for doing so is concern for their own safety. In
one national survey, 43% of high school students who
reported carrying a gun within the past 12 months
claimed they carried it primarily for protection.!”
However, when disputes arise, no matter how minor,
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youth who carry guns may use them preemptively, aggressiveness in detecting youth gun carrying and
especially if they suspect that their adversaries also confiscating guns is an important means of reducing
have guns. gun homicides. (See the article by Fagan in this jour-

nal issue.) One group of researchers found that con-

One important indicator of the extent of youth gun .
cern about arrest and its consequences was one of the

carrying is the arrest rate for weapons charges. Figure . . Lo . .
ying P & 5 major considerations in decisions by delinquent ado-

6 depicts the trends over time in the rates of arrest for 16 Te i 1:

. lescents not to carry a gun.' It is likely that aggres-
weapon possession for young people ages 18 and
under. The pattern is strikingly similar to the homi-
cide patterns depicted in Figure 3 for the same ages.
The weapons arrest trends show a relatively flat peri-
od of slight growth until about 1985, a sharp rise to

a distinct peak in 1993, and a clear decline after that.

sive stop-and-frisk tactics by local police, and the
growth of community groups taking an active hand in
negotiating truces among gangs and seeking to estab-
lish community norms against gun carrying, con-
tributed to the reduction in the carrying of guns. This
reduction, which in turn meant that other young

The increases in weapons arrests shown in this graph - people felt less need to carry guns for self-protection,
likely resulted from a combination of an increase in seems to have been an important factor in the
illegal weapon carrying and changes in police aggres- decrease in homicide and robbery by youth in the
siveness in pursuing illegal weapons. Indced, police mid- to late 1990s.
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Figure 6

Trends in Weapons Arrest Rates, Ages 18 and Under

600

A
S

S
S 400
2
3 | VAN
. [~}
2 300
KEY: =]
g i
—a— 18 years o 200 —
—— 16 years 100
—+— 15 years . ! 4r
—a—13.5 years 0 : T . T ) T T
1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000

Year

Source: Unpublished tabulations based on U.S. Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigation. Crime in the United States: Uniform crime reports (year). Washington, DC:
U.S. Government Printing Office, and population estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau.

0)

e

L9
The Future of Children

47



Blumstein

Figure 7

Trends in Drug Arrest Rates, Ages 17 and Under
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The Role of Drug Markets

The rise of illegal drug markets—most notably markets
for crack cocaine—also was a likely factor behind the
increase in youth gun homicide, especially among
African American young people in the inner city. When
youth involved in illegal drug markets began carrying
guns for protection and dispute resolution, other
young people within the community began carrying
guns as well. This diffusion of guns from the drug mar-
kets into the larger community led to an increase in
gun carrying, resulting in more gun homicides.

The Rise of Juvenile Involvement in the

Drug Markets

A serious drug problem, fueled by the introduction of
crack cocaine into urban areas, began to emerge in the
United States in the early 1980s, and then accelerated
significantly in the mid- to late 1980s. The arrest rate

Ry BT PR SR
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of nonwhite (primarily African American) adults for
drug offenses!® started to rise in the early 1980s, then
grew appreciably after 1985 with the wide distribution
of crack cocaine, especially in urban ghettos.

Figure 7 shows trends over time in the drug arrest
rate for juveniles under age 18. The figure highlights
the fact that the major recruitment of nonwhite juve-
niles into the drug markets did not begin until crack
began to be widely distributed in about 1985. The
drug arrest rate for juveniles then grew rapidly until it
peaked in 1989, at almost three times the 1985 rate.!?

One explanation for this rather dramatic increase in
weapons arrest rates and youth violence assigns a cen-
tral role to illegal drug markets, which appear to
operate in a reasonable equilibrium with the demand
for drugs, despite massive efforts over the past 15
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years to attack the supply side.?® The drug industry
recruited juveniles because they were willing to work
more cheaply than adults, they were less vulnerable to
the punishments imposed by the adult criminal justice
system, and they were often willing ro take risks that
more mature adults would eschew.?! (See the article
by Cook and Ludwig in this journal issue.)

In addition, there was a rapid growth of incarceration
of older drug sellers—especially the African Ameri-
cans who constituted the dominant group of sellers in
the crack markets.?? Between 1980 and 1996, the
incarceration rate in state prisons for drug offenses
grew by a factor of 10. This growth in incarceration
for drug crimes created a strong demand for new
recruits as replacements. Moreover, the rapid growth
in demand for crack transactions—spurred by new
users for whom powder cocaine had been inaccessible
because of its high cost, and by an increase in trans-
actions per consumer?*—made the illegal drug mar-
kets anxious for a new labor supply. Finally, the
economic plight of many urban black juveniles, who
saw no other satisfactory route to economic suste-
nance,? made them particularly vulnerable to the lure
of employment in the crack markets.

As the next section of the article describes, guns were
common tools of the drug trade. As more inner-city
youth became involved in the illegal drug markets,
gun carrying became endemic in their communities.

The Diffusion of Gun Carrying from the Drug
Markets to the Larger Community

There are some strong indications of a link between
drug markets and the growth of gun prevalence in
urban communities.?’*® Because most crack markets,
especially in inner-city areas, were run as street mar-
kets, participants were vulnerable to attack by robbers
targeting their sizable assets (drugs or money from
their sale).26 Unable to call the police for protection,
participants in those markets, including juveniles,
tended to carry guns for self-protection and help in
dispute resolution. Once these juveniles started carry-
ing guns, other teenagers who attended the same
school or walked the same streets became likely to

Youth, Guns, and Violent Crime

As more inner-city youth became involved in the illegal drug
markets, gun carrying became endemic in their communities.

arm themselves, for protection or to achieve status in
the community."”

This may have initiated an escalating “arms race” as
more guns in the community increased the incentive
for the next person to arm himself. Among tight net-
works of teenagers, that diffusion process could pro-
ceed very quickly. The emergence of youth gangs in
many cities at about the same time—some with mem-
bers involved in the drug markets—would further
contribute to that diffusion process.?”

Once guns were in young people’s hands, given the
recklessness and bravado that is characteristic of many
teenagers, and their low level of skill in settling dis-
putes without physical force, many fights escalated
into shootings because of the presence of guns. The
willingness to use lethal force can be exacerbated by
the problems associated with high levels of poverty,
single-parent households, educational failures, and a
widespread sense of economic hopelessness.

This hypothesized process suggested by national data
has been tested with city-level data on juvenile arrests
for drugs and homicides, taking advantage of the fact
that drug markets flourished at different times in dif-
ferent cities. A 1999 study showed the connection
between the recruitment of juveniles into the crack
markets and the rise in handgun homicides.?> The
study identified the time when juvenile arrests for
drugs began to accelerate in specific cities and com-
pared it with the corresponding point when juvenile
homicide arrests began to rise. Typically, there was a
one- to three-year lag between the two; homicides
followed involvement in drug markets. These results
are consistent with the hypothesis that the rise in
juvenile homicides was attributable to the diffusion of
guns from youth recruited into drug markets to their
friends and beyond. Also, the study’s analysis of indi-
vidual cities showed that crack markets generally
emerged first in the largest coastal cities, especially
New York and Los Angeles, and then diffused to the
center of the nation and smaller cities at a later time.
Thus, the observed patterns in handgun homicides by
young people are highly consistent with explanations
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that assign central importance to the rise and decline
of crack markets in the United States.

When examining homicides by race, it becomes clear
that the predominant consequence of this diffusion of
crack cocaine and guns was young black males killing
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other young black males. However, the evidence sug-
gests that although young African Americans working
in the drug markets were important in initiating the
diffusion of handguns, these individuals were not
necessarily involved in the shootings. Examination of
the circumstances of these handgun homicides shows
that they are mainly attributable to “arguments”
rather than drug or gang related.?®

Declines in the Drug Markets Fueled Declines in
Youth Gun Homicide

This analysis suggests that the decline in handgun
homicide by young people after 1993 resulted from a
set of mutually supportive events. A decline in the
demand for crack by new users?® diminished the need
for street markets and young drug sellers and reduced
the associated need for handguns.23

With the reduced presence of young people in street
drug markets, the external stimulus for possessing
handguns was diminished, and even though the pres-
ence of handguns could develop a persistence of its
own, efforts by local police to enforce laws against
weapon carrying, as well as efforts by state and federal
governments to disrupt illegal weapons markets, con-
tributed to the disarmament that occurred between
1994 and 2000. (See the articles by Wintemute and by
Fagan.) As individuals began to avoid carrying guns
because of the deterrent effects of police enforcement
or because of truces or other inducements stimulated
by community groups, the next individual had less
incentive to carry a gun. This cumulative process con-
tributed to the decline in young people’s weapons
arrests and handgun homicides.

At the same time that young people were dropped
from the crack street markets, jobs became more
readily available to them in the legitimate economy.?!
The seasonally adjusted unemployment rate for black
males ages 16 to 19 was 43% in the third quarter of
1992, but dropped to 29.5% by the third quarter of
1999.32 Those who took jobs in the legitimate econ-
omy had an incentive to conform to the law, an incen-
tive that would be much weaker if they were stll
involved in illegal drug markets. Thus, a stronger
economy, particularly at the low-skill end, provided
jobs for young people to move into instead of engag-
ing in illegal activities to make money.
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Conclusion

The United States has seen the consequences of easy
youth access to guns in the rise of handgun homicides
by young people starting in about 1985 and continu-
ing until a peak in 1993. The entire growth in homi-
cides over that period was attributable to young
people with handguns. The subsequent decline in
overall homicide rates has been dominated by the
decline in handgun homicides by young people, and
homicide rates among juveniles and youth are now
just about back to where they were in 1985.

A number of complex factors have contributed to the
recent decline in young people’s violence: the shrink-
ing of illegal drug markets, a robust economy that
provided youth with legitimate employment and an
incentive to conform to the law, and varied efforts to
control youth access to guns, as discussed in the arti-
cles by Wintemute and by Fagan.

Youth, Guns, and Violent Crime

However, having guns available to young people who
lack skill in handling them and are insensitive to their
lethal potential can be terrifying. The question
remains: What can be done to sustain the recent
declines in violent crimes committed by youth?

One answer is clear. As this article illustrates, youth
homicide rates are sensitive to enforcement of gun
control laws, as well as larger economic factors.
Although economic downturns (and perhaps the
emergence of new drug markets) are inevitable, gov-
ernment has at least some power to regulate the sup-
ply and use of guns by youth and other inappropriate
people. Unless the government exercises that power
by adopting more effective approaches to controlling
youth access to guns, the United States risks seeing
more lethal violence by youth the next time there is a
major downturn in the economy accompanied by
rapid growth of a new violence-prone drug market.
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1. A spate of school shootings began with a shooting in Pearl, Missis-
sippi, on October 1, 1997, that killed 2 students. That was followed
by shootings in West Paducah, Kentucky (3 killed), Jonesboro,
Arkansas (4 students and 1 teacher killed), Edinboro, Pennsylvania
(1 reacher killed), and Springfield, Oregon (2 students killed).
National concern peaked with the April 20, 1999, shootings in Lit-
tleton, Colorado, where 14 students (including the 2 shooters) and
1 teacher were killed. (More details on these and other school
shootings are available from the Learning Network Web site,

htep:/ /www.infoplease.com/ipa/A0777958.html.) These five
incidents involved only 28 deaths, compared with the roughly
3,000 annual murders of teenagers over that same period, but
they were striking because they occurred suddenly, involved typi-
cally suburban middle-class shooters, involved high-firepower
weaponry, and had a random quality that increased public concern
about the universality of the potential risks.
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defined and their definitions have been stable over time. Also,
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rape and aggravated assault—are far less reliably measured,
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“aggravated.”

. The article focuses on crimes reported to the police and reported
by them to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, which publishes
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U.S. Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigation,
Crime in the United States: Uniform crime reports (year). Washing-
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tions based on reporting variations. These reports, filed by individ-
ual police departments, provide considerable detail on individual
homicide incidents. This article focuses specifically on reports from
cities with populations of more than 100,000. Each report con-
tains information on the victim, offender (if known),

victim-offender relationship, the weapon involved, and the circum-
stanccs leading up to the homicide, such as argument, drug
involvement, or gang involvement. Unfortunately, only a single cir-
cumstance may be designated, so changes over time in how police
designate the single circumstance limit the reliability of those data.

7. In Figure 1, the rate for robbery is scaled down by a factor of 25

to put it on the same scale as murder, to permit easy visual com-
parison of the two data series.

8. If this trend were to continue, then one might project the homi-
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11. Figure 4 uses an index scale, with the number of handgun homi-

cides by black youth in 1985 being assigned an index number of
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pronounced in suicides of African American youth and juveniles,
whose suicide rate previously had been markedly lower than that
of whites. See Blumstein, A., and Cork, D. Linking gun availabili-
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Children, Youth, and Gun Violence

Where the Guns Come From:
The Gun Industry and

Gun Commerce

Garen J. Wintemute

Under federal law, it is illegal for youth under
age 18 to purchase rifles or shotguns, and for
those under age 21 to purchase handguns.
However, fatality and injury statistics clearly
show that guns are finding their