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American Academy of Nursing’s Statement

Firearm Safety and Violence Prevention
Position
The American Academy of Nursing (Academy) has long supported policies to reduce firearm violence.> *
3Firearm violence, from suicides to mass shootings, is an epidemic in the United States, and as such, a
public health approach to addressing the causes and risk factors leading to violence is necessary to
safeguard the health of the nation.

Background

Firearm violence remains a serious American public health crisis that has been exacerbated in recent
years. According to a Pew Research Center survey, around half of Americans see firearm violence as a
very big problem in the country today.? Firearm-related violence is highest among teens and young
adults fifteen to thirty-four, including those from underserved populations due to systemic and social
factors.> More than 45,000 Americans were killed in firearm-related deaths, resulting in over 120 people
dying each day.® Firearms are also the leading cause of death for American children and teens.” Given
the sobering rise in injury and death, current policies may be expanded and a greater investment must
be made to save lives and promote safer communities.

Public Health Research

A public health approach to increasing firearm safety and reducing firearm-related injuries and deaths is
vital to address this crisis. The foundation of a public health approach through rigorous evidence-based
research can identify opportunities for reducing morbidity and mortality. Federally funded public health
research has a proven track record of reducing public health-related deaths. Examples of this type of
health research include related issues such as smoking, Sudden Infant Death Syndrome, and many
others. For the past three years, the Department of Health and Human Services funding for firearm
morbidity and mortality prevention research has been provided to the National Institutes of Health
(NIH) and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). The CDC has funded awards for two-
and three-year projects to improve the scientific understanding of firearm-related violence and to
rigorously evaluate the effectiveness of prevention strategies.® These projects provide valuable
information on how to reduce suicide risk in U.S. Army soldiers and veterans and how to improve efforts
to reduce urban firearm injuries, among other topics. The NIH is funding research on the determinants
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of firearm injury, the identification of those at risk, and the evaluation of innovative interventions.>°
Other federal agencies have also been researching this issue. More research continues to be needed in
this area.

Universal Background Checks

Firearm ownership should require a universal background check that can identify those legally precluded
from owning a firearm and be uniformly mandated across all states. The Brady Handgun Violence
Prevention Act (Public Law 103-159) requires federally licensed dealers to perform background checks
for firearm purchasers.'* When individuals are seeking to purchase a firearm in person or online from an
unlicensed dealer, they should be required to complete a background check. States that require
unlicensed dealers to perform background checks, such as those from online sales and at gun shows,
have a 10 percent lower homicide rate compared to states that do not require purchasers to undergo a
background check from unlicensed dealers.'? Additionally, policies should be developed and enforced to
prevent the ability to avoid a background check to obtain a firearm.

Semi-automatic Assault Weapons

Mass shooting fatalities were 70 percent less likely to occur during the ten years that the Public Safety
and Recreational Firearms Use Protection Act, Title IX, Subtitle A of the Violent Crime Control and Law
Enforcement Act (Public Law 103-322), 1* banned the “manufacture, transfer, and possession of certain
semiautomatic firearms designated as assault weapons and ‘large capacity ammunition magazines’”,
including weapons holding more than five rounds of ammunition.'* While there are currently limitations
on purchasing automated weapons, there is no universal definition for “semi-automatic” assault
weapons. A clear definition of semi-automatic assault weapons and high-capacity ammunition
magazines that are restricted for use by civilians should be developed. Additionally, with the capability
to manufacture firearms at home, and produce firearms through 3-D printing technology, as well as
modifications to small firearms to convert them into automatic weapons, policies should be developed
to prevent firearm violence with this largely unregulated production.

Violence Prevention

Risk laws vary state by state and should be implemented nationally to protect individuals who are
married and/or dating someone who may inflict harm to them or others using a firearm. There are
restrictions for married spouses with a history of domestic abuse that prevents these offenders from
purchasing guns.'® However, this restriction does not currently apply to partners, boyfriends/girlfriends,
and other non-married individuals. This “boyfriend loophole” is significant, given that an average of 70
women are shot and killed each month and access to a gun in settings with domestic abuse makes it five
times more likely that a woman will be killed.*®” Extreme risk laws, or red flag laws, allow loved ones or
law enforcement to petition a court for an order to temporarily prevent a person in crisis from harming
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themselves or others by removing access to guns and prohibiting the purchase of firearms.'® These
risk laws vary state by state and should be implemented nationally to protect individuals who are
married and/or dating someone who may inflict harm to them or others using a firearm.

Although firearms are the leading cause of death for children under age 18 in the United States,?®
researchers say 4.6 million children are living in homes with at least one unlocked and loaded firearm,
leading to unintentional deaths and shootings.?! Firearm safety and violence prevention training is a
step in the right direction to reduce children’s access to firearms in their own homes, leading to a
reduced rate of unintentional deaths, school shootings, and suicides.?? Educating firearm owners about
safe storage practices are necessary to protect lives. While Federal law requires firearm dealers to
provide a secure firearm storage or safety device with the sale of every firearm, it does not require
firearm owners to utilize them. 22 Clinician intervention using well-informed interventions for firearm
injury prevention helps reduce injuries and deaths by educating patients about firearm ownership and
safe storage. 2* Nurses have a professional and ethical duty and play a key role in educating the public
on the importance of firearm safety and violence prevention.

Mental Health Services

Children and adults with persistent exposure to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are at a greater
risk of trauma and developing mental health conditions at all stages of life.? These experiences could
contribute to the risk of firearm-related violence in communities. However, it must be noted that only a
minority of individuals who commit acts of violence or mass shootings have mental health issues.
Research has shown that only four percent of interpersonal violence can be attributed solely to a mental
iliness.?® Increased access to mental health services is imperative to provide tools, resources, and
support systems to individuals who may commit acts of violence.

Suicide Prevention

While the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services has introduced the 988 Suicide & Crisis
Lifeline?” ensuring all Americans have access to help during mental health crises, this is only one strategy
to prevent suicides from being a leading cause of death by firearms. In the United States, gun violence
conversations center around homicides, but six out of every ten deaths by guns are suicides.?® Studies
show that the ability to access firearms as well as firearm suicide risk varies by geographic location.?
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Research & Policy. Retrieved from https://everytownresearch.org/report/notanaccident/
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26 Swanson, J. W., McGinty, E. E., Fazel, S., & Mays, V. M. (2015, May). Mental illness and reduction of gun violence and suicide: bringing
epidemiologic research to policy. Annals of Epidemiology, 25(5), 366—376. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annepidem.2014.03.004
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Firearm ownership in rural communities is twice the rate of ownership in urban communities.* Firearm-
related suicides are highest amongst senior adults and populations that live in rural America.3!

Moreover, one-third of adolescents live in homes where one or more firearms are accessible increasing
the risk of death by suicide.? Suicide prevention is enhanced by creating environments that reduce risk
and enhance protective factors where individuals live, work, and play. 3 Successfully combatting
firearm-related suicides should involve a robust proactive response. This includes petitioning for
extreme risk laws to prevent someone with suicidal thoughts from accessing guns as well as to secure
unloaded firearms and ammunition to prevent shootings and suicides. Access to and funding for mental
health support services similar to the Family Violence Prevention and Services program3* and other
violence prevention and intervention programs>® are also beneficial for adults and adolescents who may
appear to have a crisis or are considering harming themselves or others.

Policy Recommendations

The Academy calls for a wide-reaching, evidence-based public health approach to address and prevent
firearm-related violence and promote firearm safety, including distinguishing key factors that contribute
to all types of firearm-related violence while identifying actionable solutions.

1. Strengthen the nursing and health workforce to conduct and lead health screenings, patient
counseling, and family-, school-, and community-based violence prevention training and
programs to address risk factors such as unintentional shootings, intimate partner violence,
toxic stress, bullying, and mental health.

2. Increase funding for all federal health agencies to conduct public health research.

3. Strengthen laws and federally mandate extreme risk protection laws to assure firearm
purchases are temporarily prohibited for individuals at high risk for harming themselves or
others as well as those with restraining orders or convictions of family violence, domestic
violence, and stalking.

4. Require universal background checks for all gun sales, from licensed and unlicensed dealers.

5. Establish a comprehensive definition for “semi-automatic assault weapons” and high-capacity
magazines and create policies to regulate firearms being manufactured or converted at home to
automatic weapons.

6. Reenact provisions of the Public Safety and Recreational Firearms Use Protection Act,
specifically Title IX, Subtitle A of the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act (Public Law
103-322)3¢

7. Increase the age limit for all firearm purchases to 21 years of age.

8. Expand mental health services for all, including individuals at risk of committing acts of violence.
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9. Increase funding for and create evidence-based violence prevention and intervention programs
such as the Family Violence Prevention and Services Program *’that are rigorously evaluated.

This position statement was prepared by members of the Academy’s Expert Panels on Acute & Critical
Care; Environmental & Public Health; Health Equity; Psychiatric, Mental Health, & Substance Use; and
Violence. The Academy’s Expert Panels are the organization’s thought leadership bodies, consisting of
Fellows with expertise in specific topic areas who maximize their analytical skills and networks to review
the current trends, research, and issues within their field to make informed and evidence-based
recommendations. It was approved by the Board of Directors on October 26, 2022.

37 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2021, October 29). Family Violence Prevention &; Services. The Administration for Children
and Families. Retrieved from https://www.acf.hhs.gov/fysb/programs/family-violence-prevention-services
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