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Gun violence in America is a can-
cer—a metastasis that must be 
eradicated. As a nation, we continu-

ally mourn an ever-rising toll of victims and 
question why this senseless, tragic loss of life 
is repeated year after year. What is the reason 
for the increasing frequency of mass shoot-
ings? How is it that we are unable to stem the 
spread of this plague of gun-related deaths? 
When will we put an end to the massacres?

All good questions. And they have once 
again become the hue and cry of many 
people in the wake of the shooting at Mar-
jory Stoneman Douglas High School in 
Parkland, Florida. This particular tragedy 
marked the 30th mass shooting in 2018—in 
other words, the latest in a line of tragedies 
that “should have” been preventable.1 

Whatever your political stance on the is-
sue of guns, surely we can all agree that it is a 
problem that more than 549,000 acts of gun 
violence occur each year.2 In 2015 (the most 
recent year for which a National Vital Statis-
tics Report is available), there were 36,252 
firearm-related deaths in the US—a rate of 
11.1 deaths per 100,000 population. From 
2012 to 2014, nearly 1,300 children died each 
year from a firearm-related injury.3 These 
statistics support the need to change our 
thinking about guns and gun violence.

Thus far, the discussion about gun con-
trol has tended to focus on passing and 
enforcing laws. We know that the US, com-
pared to other countries, has fairly lenient 
restrictions for who can buy a gun and what 
kinds of guns can be purchased.4 In fact, 
many Americans can buy a gun in less than 
an hour, while in some countries, the pro-
cess takes months.4 Furthermore, across the 
nation, there is no systematic fashion of gun 
regulation or ownership. 

The challenge of how to balance gun 
safety and gun rights is an ongoing, yet one-
focus, approach. The debate needs to be 
broadened; it’s time we stop talking about 
just the gun. We need to address the prob-
lem of firearm injuries in the context of a 
public health issue.5

A common assumption is that mental 
illness or high stress levels trigger gun vio-
lence. According to data from the Sandy 
Hook Promise organization, most criminal 
gun violence is committed by individu-
als who lack mental wellness (ie, coping 
skills, anger management, and other so-
cial/emotional skills).6 But other statis-
tics contradict that notion. For example, a 
2011 report in The Atlantic did not support 
mental illness as a causative factor in gun 
violence.7 And evidence presented by the 
Consortium for Risk-Based Firearm Policy 
indicates that the majority of people with 
mental illness do not engage in violence 
against others.8 The Consortium noted, 
however, that a small group of individu-
als with serious mental illness does have a 
propensity toward violence. It is this—the 
risk for dangerous behavior, rather than 
mental illness alone—that must be the fo-
cus for preventing gun violence.

Dangerous behaviors are those that carry 
a high risk for harm or injury to oneself or 
others.9 Emotional problems, social con-
flicts, access to weapons, and altered states 
of mind (via alcohol and drugs) all contrib-
ute to violent and homicidal behavior in 
adolescents.10 A worrisome fact: A nation-
wide study of mass shootings from 2009 to 
2016 revealed that in at least 42% of these 
incidents there was documentation that the 
attacker exhibited dangerous warning signs 
before the shooting.11 So, in many cases of 
violent behavior, the perpetrator threatens 
others or his own life before actually car-
rying out his plan.12 But surely we must be 
able to do more than sit and watch for warn-
ing signs. 

Might tighter gun control laws help to 
mitigate this crisis? Perhaps; but we must 
also consider the importance of mental 
health care reform. In order to prevent gun 
violence, we need to understand (and ad-
dress) the cause. We therefore need fund-
ing for mental health services to assist those 
who are at risk for harming themselves and 
others. 
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Instead of solely viewing gun control as a 
yes-or-no issue, we need to examine the in-
tersection between mental health and vio-
lence. While our mental health care system 
is not equipped to help everyone, we need 
to acknowledge that gun-related deaths 
are preventable—and we need to make the 
choice to invest in that prevention.

Thus far, the ongoing debate about gun 
safety has largely centered around the Sec-
ond Amendment, which has a two-fold ob-
ligation: the right of US citizens to be pro-
tected from violence and the right of the 
people to bear arms. Proponents on both 
sides of this polarizing issue have rallied 
to support their position; this often takes 
the form of shouting and counter-shouting 
(and sometimes threats)—and we make no 
progress on the core issue, which is that too 
many people in this country die because of 
gun violence.

We stand at the crossroads of realizing 
that something must be done. Share your 
reasoned suggestions (no rants, please!) for 
how we, as a nation, can combat gun vio-
lence and gun-related deaths with me at 
NPeditor@mdedge.com.                                CR
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