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Nearly 40,000 lives are lost in gun-related deaths in the

United States each year with another approximately 70,000

American sustaining gun related injuries https://www.cdc.

gov/nchs/fastats/injury.htm; Weinberger et al. (2015).

Whether the result of unintentional injuries, homicides, or

suicides, firearm-related morbidity and mortality has long

posed a substantial risk to public health and safety in the

United States. Unfortunately, research funding in this area

has lagged far behind funding directed toward under-

standing other forms of injury or illness substantially lim-

iting the ability of health professionals, law enforcement

officials, or policy makers to effectively address the issue

(Stark & Shah, 2017). Moreover, gun-related violence has

itself only recently begun to be characterized as a public

health issue, a fact that seems inexplicable given the long

standing societal impact of the issue (Bauchner et al.,

2017). In recent years, a string of tragic, high profile mass

shootings, particularly those involving school children,

have seemed to bring about some shift in public sentiment

toward a greater sense of urgency for addressing the

scourge of gun violence. However, because of past con-

straints on conducting or funding gun violence related

research at the federal level (Stark & Shah, 2017), the

knowledge base for determining what approach is likely to

be most useful from a public health, law enforcement, or

policy perspective, remains elusive.

As public health scientists we believe that efforts to

address gun violence should be based on scientific evi-

dence. Just as policy changes associated with automotive

safety, other preventive health recommendations, work-

place safety, and air travel, have largely evolved from an

empirical evidence base, so should policy changes or other

measures developed to decrease the public health toll of

gun violence. Unfortunately, while reports of gun violence

have become part of the daily fabric of our society,

development of an evidence base to help guide efforts

around gun violence prevention has until recently failed to

be a priority for the scientific community, demanded by the

public, or supported by funders.

The current Journal of Behavioral Medicine special

issue constitutes an early step toward organizing, synthe-

sizing, and communicating the current ‘‘state of the evi-

dence’’ regarding gun violence research. The diverse set of

papers address the wide range of individual level, com-

munity level, and policy factors associated with risk for

gun violence and the morbidity and mortality associated

with firearm-related injuries. The 11 empirical papers

comprising this issue span a range of related topics

including several studies examining the effects of gun

violence and risk factors for gun violence among children

and adolescents. Papers by Abaya et al. (2019), Goldstick

et al. (2019), and Schnitzer et al. (2019) each examine

factors related to firearm access and firearm-related

assaults in at-risk adolescents including delineating asso-

ciated behavioral risk factors such as drug use, past vio-

lence victimization, and suicidality. Jager-Hyman et al.

(2019) address the feasibility and acceptability of firearm

ownership screening and firearm safety counseling in
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pediatric primary care. Rajan et al. (2019) argues that youth

gun violence exposure has deleterious effects on children

comparable to other adverse childhood experiences and

should be classified accordingly.

Other articles address issues related to gun violence in

adults. Lyons et al. (2019) examines how being an adult

victim of a firearm injury leads to behavior changes that

may further increase the likelihood of a subsequent firearm

injury. Pizarro et al. (2019) uses a mixed methods approach

to better understand details of the transactions or events

that immediately precede or escalate into firearm homi-

cides, while Small et al. (2019) examines how law

enforcement decisions to remove firearms during a

domestic violence incident are associated with subsequent

intimate partner violence reports. Environmental factors

such as neighborhood blight and vacant building demoli-

tions are also examined as potential risk factors for firearm

violence (Jay et al., 2019). Other contributions examine the

importance of methodologic tools utilizing multiple inde-

pendent data sources (e.g., ‘‘capture–recapture methods’’)

and Center for Disease Control National reporting systems

that are essential to accurately understanding the extent and

the context of gun related injuries (Post et al., 2019; Sch-

wab-Reese & Peek-Asa, 2019). In addition to these

empirical contributions, the five systematic review papers

contributed by the Firearm safety Among Children and

Teens (FACTS) consortium group synthesize the state of

our current knowledge involving gun violence in children

and are described and presented later in this issue (Cun-

ningham et al., 2019).

Each of the authors that has contributed articles to this

special issue is a pioneer, working in an area that has for

too long been understudied and underfunded. We applaud

the efforts of each of the investigative teams, as well as the

institutions, professional societies, and funding sources that

have supported their research. It is important to emphasize

that the work herein constitutes scientific inquiry and evi-

dence, not tied to a particular policy agenda or political

ideology. Indeed the findings and recommendations of the

compiled work do not fit neatly into any given ideological

position. Above all else, the take-home message of the

collected work is that gun violence has the potential to be

understood much the same way as many other public health

threats have been understood, through systematic scientific

inquiry that utilizes the best available scientific methods

adopted from a range of public health disciplines. While

much more work is clearly necessary, a better under-

standing into the individual, sociocultural, environmental,

and policy factors that influence firearm violence risk

seems within reach. Our hope is that scientific evidence can

begin to serve as the foundation for the national conver-

sation on gun violence and appropriate policies to better

promote public health.
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