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Evidence about gun policies grows and
supports laws to reduce violence

January 10 2023

Credit: Pixabay/CCO Public Domain

There is now supportive evidence that child-access-prevention laws
reduce firearm homicides and self-injuries among youth, and that shall-
issue concealed-carry laws and stand-your-ground laws increase levels of
firearm violence, according to a new RAND Corporation report.

The findings are part of a new report updating RAND's Science of Gun
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Policy research synthesis, which reviewed the existing scientific
literature to assess the strength of available evidence about the effects of
18 commonly discussed gun policies on a range of outcomes, including
injuries and deaths, mass shootings, defensive gun use, and participation
in hunting and sport shooting.

Several other policies are now found by RAND to have moderate
scientific evidence of effects, the second-highest evidence rating used by
the researchers. These include private-seller background-check
requirements, which appear to decrease total homicides; laws setting the
minimum age to purchase firearms at 21, which appear to decrease
suicides among young people; and state laws prohibiting individuals
subject to domestic-violence restraining orders from possessing
firearms, which appear to decrease intimate-partner homicides.

The conclusions build on prior work by the RAND team that had already
identified supportive evidence for two laws. Specifically, in the last
update to this report in 2020, the team identified supportive evidence
that child access prevention laws reduce intentional and unintentional
firearm injuries and deaths among children, and that stand-your-ground
laws increase firearm homicides. (Supportive is the project's highest
level of evidence for a policy.)

Overall, the updated report found that for eight gun policies, the new
research results incorporated into the review were sufficient to upgrade
previous conclusions to a higher level of evidence.

Three of those strengthened findings are for child-access prevention,
concealed-carry and stand-your-ground laws. Other areas with upgraded
evidence ratings compared to the prior RAND report include limited
evidence that bans on high-capacity magazines may reduce mass
shootings and mass shooting fatalities; that surrender laws, in
combination with prohibitions related to violent offenses, may reduce
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firearm-related intimate-partner homicides; and that more restrictive
background check laws may reduce firearm homicides.

"While the state of research about gun policies is less well developed
than in many other areas of social science, there is a growing body of
evidence that provides suggestive evidence about the effects of several
frequently discussed policies," said Rosanna Smart, lead author of the
new analysis and an economist at RAND, a nonprofit, nonpartisan
research organization.

"More than 45,000 Americans died by gun violence in 2020, and our
hope is that by highlighting where scientific evidence is accumulating,
we can help build consensus around a shared set of facts established
through a transparent and impartial review process," Smart said. "In so
doing, we also mean to highlight areas where more and better
information could make important contributions to establishing fair and
effective gun policies."

The updated version of the project identified 152 studies that
investigated the causal effects of gun polices on any of the targeted

outcomes, 29 more than the previous edition of the project released in
2020.

Across the 18 classes of policies studied, only child-access-prevention
laws, shall-issue concealed carry laws and stand-your-ground laws had
any evidence of effects that were classified as supportive for a particular
conclusion.

These three policies aim to affect how legal gun owners can legally store,
carry or use their firearms. They differ from many of the other policies
considered by the project that primarily affect the acquisition of new
firearms (such as background checks or waiting periods) or that are
designed to affect a relatively small proportion of gun owners (such as
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prohibitions that target domestic violence offenders).

Based on the report's findings, RAND researchers recommend that states
without child-access prevention laws consider adopting them as a
strategy to reduce total and firearm suicides, unintentional firearm
injuries and deaths, and firearm homicides among youth. (In 2020,
firearm-related injuries surpassed motor vehicle crashes as the leading
cause of death among children and adolescents aged 1 to 19.)

RAND researchers say that while shall-issue concealed-carry laws and
stand-your-ground laws were adopted on the belief that they would
reduce violent victimization either by deterring violent crime or by
reducing barriers to victims defending themselves, a growing body of
scientific evidence suggests these laws have the opposite effect.

As such, the RAND report recommends that states with stand-your-
ground laws consider repealing or amending them as a strategy for
reducing firearm homicides. States with shall-issue or permitless-carry
laws should consider whether other regulations, either through
requirements implemented as part of the permitting process or as
through other aspects of law (such as rules that may prevent firearm
theft) might ensure the effects of concealed-carry laws are aligned with
public safety.

In total, the report makes 19 recommendations about gun policies that
policymakers might consider to reduce firearm violence, as well as ways
to improve available evidence about the effects of such policies.

" Although the base of evidence has grown since our first edition of this
report in 2018, there remain a surprisingly large number of firearm
policy effects for which we have no studies, or available studies are
inconclusive," said Andrew Morral, co-author of the report and leader of
the RAND Gun Policy in America project. "This does not mean that
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these policies are ineffective; they might well be quite effective. Instead,
this reflects shortcomings in the contributions that scientific study has
been able to contribute to policy debates in these areas."

The United States has a large stock of privately owned guns in
circulation, estimated to be somewhere between 265 million and 393
million firearms.

More than 45,000 Americans die annually from deliberate and
unintentional gun injuries, just over half of which are suicides. Another
50,000 to 150,000 Americans per year receive care in a hospital for a
nonfatal gun injury.

More information: The Science of Gun Policy: A Critical Synthesis
of Research Evidence on the Effects of Gun Policies in the United States
[Third Edition],", www.rand.org
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