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GUNS: THE DATA TELL US … 

… not so much. As this is written, concern with firearm violence in the US is 
very high, following the elementary school shootings in Newtown, Connecticut in 
mid-December, 2012. The dialogue is loud and highly conflicted, and has moved 
beyond attention to the very rare mass shootings (likely to be quite difficult to 
impact) toward firearm violence overall in our society. President Barack Obama 
recently outlined a program of possible steps that might be taken both 
administratively and legislatively, including renewing the “assault weapons” ban, 
improved background checks for gun purchases, increased security in schools (an 
area of some agreement with the National Rifle Association [NRA] although both 
might deny it), attention to mental health services for vulnerable youth and young 
adults, and many others. Public positions taken by concerned stakeholders and 
policy makers have been controversial and in some cases extreme.  

This situation begs the question of whether science, including behavior 
science can offer any real guidance; this question, however, is much more 
difficult to answer than it might seem, given the weakness of available data. A 
2003 analysis by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) of 51 
studies of firearms laws concluded that as of that time, there was insufficient 
evidence to determine effectiveness of any of them (Hahn et al., 2003). The CDC 
has not been funded to study gun violence for over a decade for political reasons. 
Although there have been many studies related to the impact of media on 
aggressive behavior, there have been few related to actual violence; worse yet, 
recent meta-analyses indicate that publication bias and weak measures may 
account for the relationships previously reported (Ferguson & Kilburn, 2009; 
Savage & Yancey, 2008). A few relatively weak studies have suggested that 
concealed carry laws reduce violence, a few other relatively weak studies suggest 
the opposite; overall it appears that the effect is negligible either way. Texas data 
indicate that those with carry permits commit crimes at about a 10 times lower 
rate than the average, but only persons with clean legal records are eligible, and 
generally only persons with some financial resources apply—low risk groups (for 
data over time, see Texas Department of Public Safety, 2013). This is therefore 
not an obvious area for emphasis, although it may challenge values for some.  

What data there are, are commonly distorted by those on each of the multiple 
sides of the questions, often accompanied by statements about how statistics can 
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be made to lie. The relative risks and benefits of keeping firearms in homes is a 
dramatic example; given the strongly held positions of some conducting the 
studies, sorting such questions out is currently challenging. Even the question of 
how dangerous it is to live in the US is controversial. Some—falsely—insist that 
the levels of violent crime are getting worse (they have dropped dramatically over 
the past 20 years). Others look at an annual rate of victimization of 2-3 percent, 
and assert that risks are low. Lifetime levels, however, are much higher. A 
Department of Justice study done in 1987 (and apparently never since repeated ) 
estimated that a 12-year-old at that time faced an 83% chance of violent 
victimization over a lifetime (Koppel, 1987). Estimates would likely be somewhat 
lower now, but we simply don’t know, given the paucity of research.   

Apparently simple solutions often are not. At the moment, there appears to be 
near universal political agreement on the potential value of enhanced background 
checks for firearms purchases, for example. How to word a law in such a way as 
to identify those with mental health issues who should not have access to guns 
without stigmatizing mental illness has proved difficult however, records are 
incomplete, and a majority of states do not regularly report such data. At the same 
time, the prediction of violence remains a very inexact science. In terms of 
criminal background, Duke University’s Philip Cook recently reported on 
National Public Radio that his data show that even if criminal justice records were 
complete, they would fail to identify many who will commit homicides. There are 
similar complications with other policy proposals currently under consideration. 
Perhaps the only sure thing at present is that gun-buster signs are unlikely to deter 
mass murderers (or other armed criminals) from entering movie theaters, malls, or 
schools—although posting such signs is currently a common step. 

 
Given all these challenges, is there a possible contribution that behavior 

analysis might make to the reduction of gun violence? We’ve done very little 
direct work so far, with the important exception of Ray Miltenberger’s work 
teaching children safety skills to prevent gun play (e.g., Miltenberger, Flessner, 
Gatheridge, Johnson, Satterlund, & Egerno, 2004). Miltenberger’s work is 
demonstrably more effective than the NRA’s widely implemented Eddie Eagle 
program, but of course is not nearly so well known. It is conceptually probable 
that violence and bullying prevention programs may in the long run reduce the 
risk of gun violence, but such reductions have not been established.  

Two additional areas in which behavior analysts and behavioral systems 
analysts might contribute come immediately to mind. Behavior analysts in the 
prevention science world bring special skills, particularly in adapting interrupted 
time-series designs to community efforts (Biglan, Ary, & Wagenaar, 2000). Some 
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behavior analysts’ commitment to a natural science approach and mindfulness 
about the risks of bias through an understanding of relational responding might be 
helpful in maintaining a scientifically neutral approach to design and data analysis 
in such studies. A key test will be whether behavior scientists celebrate findings 
contrary to their expectations, as did Erica Chenoweth, an acknowledged “guns 
and bombs” political scientist, whose data unexpectedly and incontrovertibly 
informed her that nonviolent resistance is at least twice as effective as violent 
alternatives (Chenoweth & Stephan, 2011). 

Firearms are obviously operanda for gun violence, but if nothing else 
behavior analysts understand that behavior is determined by more than such tools. 
(And there are hundreds of millions of such operanda in circulation.) Key in this 
case will be rigorous attentions to establishing operations. In particular, 
explorations of the relational responding present in current debates may suggest 
methods to achieve shifts in relational networks and bring higher levels of 
mindfulness to policy questions.  

Guns. The NRA. The Right to Keep and Bear Arms (and “Second 
Amendment Solutions”). The Brady Campaign. Assault Weapons. Gun 
Registration. Sandy Hook. These words and many others participate in apparently 
irreconcilable relational networks that structure and are structured by extended 
verbal communities for many in our society. In the instance of firearms policies, 
those contextually constructed networks have in many cases become 
extraordinarily rigid (e.g., viewing the second amendment as God-given), non-
overlapping (the “two cultures”), and largely self-maintaining. Claims of 
openness to other points of view often appear to be no more than tactical (as in 
cases of politicians who currently state that they are “supporters of the second 
amendment” but have an extensive history of saying the opposite in other 
contexts, or those on the other side who claim to support strengthening 
background checks, but find fatal fault with every proposal to do so). To make 
things more challenging, as Hayes noted with regard to terrorism some years ago, 
“verbal/cognitive networks once formed tend to maintain themselves; and … 
many of the things human beings do to change or eliminate undesirable verbal 
categorical processes are either inert or prone to making these processes more 
resistant to change” (Hayes, Niccolls, Masuda, & Rye, 2002, p. 296).   

So the challenge … can behavior analysts mindfully pursue research that 
might help reorganize rigid relational responding and thus help us find and 
achieve support for new and more effective protections for human life? Some of 
those approaches may relate primarily to firearms, but I suspect real change may 
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need to go much more deeply into a culture of self-interest, consumerism, 
coercion and fear.1  
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1 I emphasize mindfulness here because each of us likely comes to these question with our own 
well-established relational networks supported by our own verbal communities; I suspect the 
scholarship needed will require loosening such networks. The author has spent considerable time 
with several significantly incompatible verbal communities relevant to this discussion, and has 
striven to be mindful of his own relational responding here while advocating for objective, 
rigorous research—the reader will need to determine for herself the extent to which he has 
succeeded. 


