
The Science of Gun Policy: Unpacking Data
and Evidence to Inform Policy Decisions
The issue of gun policy in the United States is a complex and highly
debated topic that often elicits strong emotions and polarized opinions. At
the heart of this debate lies the need to balance the right to bear arms
enshrined in the Second Amendment with the urgent public health concern
of gun violence. To navigate this complex terrain effectively, it is imperative
to ground our discussions in scientific research and data-driven evidence.

This article aims to provide a comprehensive overview of the science of
gun policy, exploring the empirical research and data-driven evidence that
can inform policy-making in the United States. By examining various
aspects of gun ownership, gun violence, and gun control measures, we
hope to contribute to a more informed understanding of the scientific basis
for policy decisions and promote evidence-based discussions on this
critical public health issue.
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Gun Ownership and Gun Violence in the United States

The United States has a significantly higher rate of gun ownership and gun
violence compared to other developed nations. According to a 2017 study
published in the Journal of the American Medical Association, there were
an estimated 120.5 firearms per 100 people in the US, far exceeding the
rates in other high-income countries. This high level of gun ownership is
often cited as a contributing factor to the nation's disproportionately high
rate of gun violence.

Gun violence is a major public health concern in the United States,
resulting in thousands of deaths and injuries each year. In 2020, there were
an estimated 45,222 gun-related deaths in the US, including 24,292
suicides, 19,384 homicides, and 535 unintentional deaths. These numbers
underscore the urgent need for effective gun control measures to reduce
the devastating toll of gun violence on American society.

Evidence-Based Gun Control Measures

A wealth of scientific research has investigated the effectiveness of various
gun control measures in reducing gun violence. While some measures
have been shown to have a positive impact, others have produced mixed
or inconclusive results. Here are some key findings from the scientific
literature:

1. Universal background checks: Studies have consistently shown that
universal background checks, which require background checks for all
gun sales, are associated with lower rates of gun violence. A 2019
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study published in JAMA Internal Medicine found that states with
universal background checks had a 15% lower rate of gun homicides
compared to states without such laws.

2. Extreme risk protection orders (ERPOs): ERPOs allow law
enforcement or family members to petition a court to temporarily
remove firearms from individuals who pose a significant risk of harming
themselves or others. Research suggests that ERPOs can effectively
reduce gun violence. A 2020 study published in the Journal of the
American Medical Association found that states with ERPO laws had a
14% lower rate of mass shootings compared to states without such
laws.

3. Bans on assault weapons and high-capacity magazines: Assault
weapons are semi-automatic firearms with certain military-style
features, such as pistol grips and detachable magazines. High-
capacity magazines can hold more than 10 rounds of ammunition.
Studies have shown that bans on assault weapons and high-capacity
magazines are associated with lower rates of mass shootings. A 2019
study published in JAMA Internal Medicine found that states with bans
on both assault weapons and high-capacity magazines had a 70%
lower rate of mass shootings compared to states without such laws.

4. Safe storage laws: Safe storage laws require gun owners to store
their firearms in a locked safe or other secure location. Studies have
shown that safe storage laws can reduce unintentional firearm injuries
and deaths, particularly among children. A 2018 study published in
Pediatrics found that states with child access prevention laws, which
require gun owners to store their firearms safely away from children,



had a 73% lower rate of unintentional firearm deaths among children
compared to states without such laws.

Limitations and Challenges in Gun Policy Research

It is important to acknowledge that there are limitations and challenges in
gun policy research. One challenge is the lack of high-quality, longitudinal
data on gun ownership and gun violence. Additionally, the nature of gun
violence as a rare event makes it difficult to conduct large-scale,
randomized controlled trials to evaluate the effectiveness of gun control
measures.

Another challenge is the strong political polarization surrounding gun policy
in the United States. This polarization can make it difficult to conduct
objective research and have evidence-based discussions about gun
control. It is important to approach gun policy research with a commitment
to scientific rigor and impartiality, and to avoid letting political biases
influence the interpretation of findings.

The science of gun policy provides valuable insights into the complex
relationship between gun ownership, gun violence, and gun control
measures. Empirical research has identified evidence-based measures that
can effectively reduce gun violence, such as universal background checks,
extreme risk protection orders, and bans on assault weapons and high-
capacity magazines. While there are limitations and challenges in gun
policy research, the scientific evidence provides a strong foundation for
informed policy-making aimed at reducing the devastating toll of gun
violence in the United States.



It is crucial to engage in evidence-based discussions about gun policy,
grounded in scientific research and data-driven evidence. By promoting a
culture of informed decision-making, we can work towards developing
effective gun control measures that protect the public's health and safety
while upholding the Second Amendment rights of law-abiding citizens.
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