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ABSTRACT

This Summary highlights key findings, results, and recommendations
from a two-year research study on "weapons and violent crime" conducted
by the Social and Demographic Research Institute, University of
Massachusetts, Amherst. The project consisted of three major parts: a
comprehensive review of existing literature and an accompanying annotated
bibliography; a survey focused on weapons and crime data gathered and
archived by the United States police; and an analysis of the effects of
weapons use on felony case disposition in Los Angeles.

I. The Literature Review. The review covers all major .research
literatures related to weapons and weapons use in the United States,
both licit and illicit. The existing stock of private firearms (as of
1978) is estimated at 120 T 20 million guns, an increase of some 40 mil-
lion over ten years. Growth in the number of US households, increased
sport and recreational demand, additional weapons purchases by families
already owning one or more guns, and enhanced small arms demand among
the US police appear to account for most ' or all of the 40 million gun
increase. Despite a common hypothesis, there is no good evidence that
the fear of crime and violence was a very important factor.

Roughly three-quarters of the private firearms stock is owned
primarily for sport and recreation; the remainder, for protection and
self-defense. Ownership for sport and recreation is essentially a
cultural phenomenon, a product of early childhood socialization. Rela-
tive to non-owners, gun owners tend to be male, rural, Southern,
Protestant, affluent, and middle class.

There appear to be no strong causal connections between private
gun ownership and the crime rate. Crime may be a motivating factor in
the purchase of some protective weapons, but these constitute no more
than about a quarter of the total private stock. There is no compelling
evidence that private weaponry is an important cause of, or a deterrent
to, violent criminality.

Over the past two decades, the trend in all categories of violent
crime is upward. Crime rates peaked in the early 1970's and have been
more or less stable since (through 1978). Approximately 30,000 deaths
occur annually as the result of accidental, homicidal, or suicidal uses
of guns. Studies of "crime guns'" confiscated by police confirm that
they are predominantly handguns; a sizable fraction enter criminal
channels through theft from residences; many are found to have crossed
state lines before their use in crime.




B R

O P g iz T4 TR

Ty i

—9-

It is commonly hypothesized that much criminal violence, especially
homicide, occurs simply because the means of lethal violence (firearms)
are readily at hand, and thus, that much homicide would not occur were
firearms generally less available. There is no persuasive evidence that
supports this view.

Majorities of the US population have favored licensing or registra-
tion of private firearms, especially handguns, for as long as pollsters
have asked the question. Measures substantially more strict than these
(for example, bans on the ownership of handguns), however, do not enjoy
majority support.

There are roughly 20,000 "gun laws'" already on the books; the wide
variability of provisions across jurisdictions tends to vitiate the effects
of these laws. In general, evaluation studies of the effects of gun
laws on crime tend to show that these effects are modest or non-existent,
although there are some apparent exceptions to this conclusion.

II. The Police Department Survey. A probability sample of US police
departments was surveyed by mail; the response rate was approximately
70%. All departments generate extensive and detailed information on
weapons use in crime, and most departments see weapons crime as an important
part of their overall crime problem. Most departments now gather and
maintain, in some form, the data necessary to generate annual statistical
reports on gun crime in their jurisdictions. However, the data gathering
and management practices in some departments are highly inefficient towards
this end, and in general, departments are not enthusiastic about additional
reporting requirements. Most departments have direct access to, and
make frequent use of, the NCIC weapons tracing service; usage of the
BATF system, in contrast, is rare. In general, we conclude that police
records on weapons and crime are a potentially fruitful and, so far,
underexploited resource for weapons and crime information.

III. The Los Angeles Study. The project acquired Prosecutor's
Management Information: System (PROMIS) data from Los Angeles on 780,000
felony arrests for an eighteen-month period. About 14% of these felonies
involved a gun; an additional ten percent involved some other weapon.
Holding other relevant variables constant, we find that gun offenders
receive harsher treatment at all stages of court processing: they are
less likely to be dismissed at initial screening, more likely to be
arraigned and formally charged, and, upon conviction, tend to receive
substantially longer prison sentences. These findings generally replicate
the Cook-Nagin (1979) study of weapons offenders in the Washington, DC
courts.

Weapons and Violent Crime:
Executive Summary

Foreword

In 1979 and 1980, the Social and Demographic Research Institute
(University of Massachusetts, Amherst), under a grant from the U.S.
Department of Justice, conducted a broad-ranging research project on
the topic of weapons, crime, and violence in the contemporary United
States. Findings, results, and recommendations from the project are
contained in a series of four Research Reports:

I. James Wright, Peter Rossi, Kathy Daly, and Eleanor Weber-
Burdin. Weapons, Crime and Violence in America: A
Literature Review and Research Agenda.

IT. James Wright, Huey Chen, Joéeph'Pereira, Kathy Daly, and
Peter Rossi. Weapons, Crime, and Violence in America:
An Annotated Bibliography.

III. Eleanor Weber-Burdin, Peter Rossi, James Wright, and
Kathy Daly. Weapons Policles: A Survey of Police
Department Practices Concerning Weapons and Related
Issues.

IV. Peter Rossi, Eleanor Weber-Burdin, and Huey Chen.
Effects of Weapons Use on Felony Case Disposition: An
Analysis of Evidence from the Los Angeles PROMIS System.

Here, we summarize the design and rationale for the project as a
whole, discuss the main research findings, and highlight the conclusions
and recommendations set forth in the various Research Reports.

Several notes of caution regarding this Summary are in order.
First, the Summary is a representation in about forty pages of a set
of reports that run, in total, to well over a thousand pages. What
is said here, in short, is very much less than what needs to be said
about all topics covered. This Summary is thus adequate as a map to
the contents of the Research Reports, but not as a substitute for them.

Most of the empirical findings discussed here are distillations
from the reported results obtained in other research. In a few cases,
the available research converges quickly and sharply on a substantive
conclusion; in most cases it does not. Indeed, contradictory evidence
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and inconsistent interpretations of evidence are distinguishing char-
acteristics of this literature. In all cases, the conclusions summa-~
rized here are those we find most justifiable given the present state
of knowledge and research. In many cases, however, the band of
uncertainty around these conclusions is quite broad.

While the existing literature on weapons, crime, and violence is
voluminous, many important topics have not been adequately researched,
and some have not been researched at all. For this reason, many of
our conclusions are cast in essentially negative terms; for example,
"There is no compelling evidence that..." or "There is little empiri-
cal support for the idea that...'" ' It is therefore critical to empha-
size that the absence of evidence cannot be taken as evidence of
absence, a well-known although often forgotten methodological point.

To illustrate, we conclude that there is little or no compelling
evidence to support the hypothesis that the recent increase in private
armament in the US has been a result of fears about crime and violence.
This is not to conclude that fear of crime and violence played no role
in the "domestic arms buildup," but rather that no one has yet shown
this to have been the case. There is every difference between conclud-
ing that the appropriate research has not been conducted, and concluding
that appropriate research was done but reported negative results. It
is a serious error to mistake the former conclusion for the latter.

"What to do about guns" and "what to do about crime'" are hotly
contested, indeed inflammatory, political issues, and no abount of
scholarly research, however well-conceived, will ever lay them to rest,
In the conduct of this project, we have tried to put aside our own
biases and give all the evidence on both sides a fair and impartial
hearing. For the record, one of us (Wright) has previous publications
that reflect a fairly obvious pro-gun-control stance.l At least some
reviewers of the present project claim to detect the same bias here.
Indeed, one found "an anti-gun bias which slips in constantly" that
"overrides logic and professional opjectivity." At the same time,
other reviewers have reported considerable distress about the apparent
"pro-gun bias" in our present reports. That reviewers "detecting'" the
anti-gun bias have all been strongly affiliated with the pro-gun lobby,
and those "detecting" the pro-gun bias all strongly affiliated with the
anti-gun lobby, suggest to us that we have probably come closer to an
objective treatment than ideologues on either side are willing to admit,

Readers looking for recommendations about firearms or crime poli~
cies at either local, state, or Federal levels will be disappointéd.
It is neither our purpose nor our expertise to "advise" on matters of
national policy in these areas. Our purpose, rather, was to evaluate

1
See "Who Owns the Sidearms? The Demography of Gun Control," The
Nation 221:8 (September 21, 1975), pp. 241-244.
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the existing stock of information about weapons, crime, and violence
in the society, to note the conclusions that seem adequately supported
by existing research and those that do not, and to r:. 'mmend to the
National Institute of Justice an agenda for future research in the
area. Thus, this Summary, and the Research Reports on which it is
based, are oriented more heavily towards research than towards social
policy issues. We review in great detail studies of the effects of
laws that have been passed before, and we review the existing poll
evidence on what laws the public think ought to be passed, but we do
not make any recommendations about what laws we think ought to be
passed or about any other aspect of firearms and crime policy.
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Overview of the Project

The control of civilian armament and the control of crime and
violence in the society are important public policy issues. Here
as elsewhere, policy formation and implementation are best undertaken
from a sound information base. This is especially true in policy
areas that are highly noliticized and hotly contested, as in the pPres-
ent case. When the lines of political battle are sharply drawn,
society runs the risk of basing policies on emotive imagery and facile
assumptions, and in the process, needlessly alienating some segments
of the population while at the same time failing to achieve the in-
tended policy effects. The overriding purpose of the "Weapons and
Violent Crime" project was thus to assemble, from existing sources,
as complete and accurate an information base as the present state of
the research art allows.

In brief, the aim of the project was to take stock of what is now
known about the relationships, if any, among weapons, crime and vio-
lence, to assess the possible utility of alternate sources of evidence
on these relationships, and to prepare a research agenda that would
close the more gaping holes in present knowledge.

‘ This stock-taking effort proceeded along three separate, although
1n?errelated, lines. First, we undertook an exhaustive review of the
e*lsting scientific and research literature in this area. Our inten-
?1on was to compile virtually all existing published evidence on the
1ss?es of weapons, violence, and crime. Thus, the review deals with
toplcs ranging from the numbers of civilian firearms to what is pres-
e?tly known about the motivations of violent offenders and the rela-
tionship between these motivations and the lethality of violent atcacks
to the relationship between weapons regulations and rates of criminal ,
violence.

. In general, for reasons we explain below, the published literature
18 more noteworthy for what it does not show than for what it does.
There isy it appears, scarcely a single finding in the literature that
could be said to have heen indisputably established. 1In part, this
reflects the highly politicized nature of research in this aréa but
perhaps more importantly, it results from a near-total absence 8f sound
and nationally generalizable data from which reliable information about
weaPons, crime, and violence might be extracted. A second aim of the
project was thus to explore the possible research utility of two sources
of information on weapons and crime that have not been exploited to

any great degree in past research, namel 1 i
: : nforma
the police and tha courts. , 7 Fron gathered by

Police records represent a potentially vast source of information
on.the uses of weapons in crime ~- at least, on the uses of weapons ir
?rlme§ kn?wn to the police. It ig self-evident that the use ofpwea ogr
%n crime 1s a matter to which the police are attentive and thus tﬁ t 7
immense amounts of information already exist in police’records ’Thea
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key questlons of concern to the project were the form in which this
information is stored, its completeness and availability, and the
ease with which it could be accessed and analyzed for research
purposes.

In order to answer these questions, we conducted a survey of the
US police, focused on their information-gathering, information-
recording, and data base.management policies in the weapons and crime
area. The survey is based on a stratified probability sample, and the
results, when appropriately weighted, thus generalize to the total
policing effort in the United States.

The courts, like the police, also gather and record much informa-
tion on weapons use in crime, and these data thus represent an addi-
tional possible source of research material. This is especially likely
to be true now that a standardized infarmation management system (called
Prosecutor's Management Information System, or PROMIS) has been developed
and installed in a large and increasing number of District Attorneys'
offices all over the United States. The third part of the project thus
involved an assessment of the utility of the PROMIS data for research
on weapons and crime.

To this end, PROMIS data from the Los Angeles Superior Court were
obtained and analyzed. The original design called for analysis of
PROMIS data from several (up to five) sites, but for various reasons,
this proved impossible and, in the ¢ad, only the Los Angeles data were

acquired.

The Los Angeles data record information on nearly 80,000 felony
cases processed through the court in 1977 and 1978. There is detailed
information present in the data on each case, including prior criminal
record of the offender, characteristics of the victim, information about
witnesses, and so on. There is, in addition, one variable that denotes
whether a gun or other weapon was possessed at the time of the offense.
It is therefore possible to use these data to estimate the proportional
usage of weaponry in various categories of crime and to assess the
effects of weapons usage on case disposition (for example, dismissal,
referral to a lower cour?#, sentence severity, etc.).

In general, none of the three sources cof data employed in this
project (the published literature, data from the police, and PROMIS
data) are as useful or as complete as would be desirable. Much of the
published research is methodologically flawed or of uncertain general-
izability, and there are many important topics that have scarcely been
researched at all. Weapons data from the police, while potentially of
great use, are sometimes not kept in a form that would facilitate in-
formation retrieval and analysis, and there is considerable variance
from department to department in the nature and completeness of the
data that are recorded. Tinally, the PROMIS data, while easily trans-
ferred and analyzed (the PROMIS data are fully computerized), contain
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very limited weapons information (recording only that a weapon was used
but no information about its type, whether it was fired, brandished ’
or merely possessed, and so on) and allow one to research only a biéhly
restricted range of topics -- ones, moreover, that are not among the
more pressing or critical. The major conclusion of our efforts is

thus that the information cupboard, while not entirely bare, is certainl
not well-stocked or amply supplied. g

One important implication of this conclusion is that existing
gnowledge about weapons, crime, and the relationship between them is
in gener?l,_ggg adequate as a basis for policy formulation. Even th;
T?St basic descriptive questions -- for example, the actual number of
rirearms in private hands, or the crime reduction effects, if any, of
weapons measures enacted in the past -- remain essentially unanswéred
Fo any useful degree of precision. Thus, the weapons and crime area
1S one, among many, where important policy decisions are being made in
wpat amount§ to an informatfon vacuum. In order to enhance most effec-
tlvely.the information base upon which sensible and appropriate weapons
and crime measures might be erected, two closely related questions must
be ?osed: What information do we need in order to formulate affective
policy? And how is that necessary information best obtained? Our
thoughts along these lines are contained in the final producé of the

project, the research agenda we pro
: pose for future s
and crime issues. Fudy of weapons
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The Literature Review

Private Weapons Ownership: Extent and Trends

Our review of the literature on weapons, crime, and violence
begins with an assessment of what is currently known abou* the exist-
ing stock of private armament among the US population. In general,
two methods have been used to estimate the total firearms supply:
compilations of production and import data, and estimates generated
from national surveys containing a weapons ownership question. Al-
though much is made in the literature of the apparent "disparity" in
the ensuing estimates, reconsideration of the assumptions that go into
each, and the appropriate recalculations, show that both methods tend
to converge on common values. In 1968, we estimate, there were roughly
80 + 20 million guns in private hands, and in 1978, roughly 120 * 20
million guns. 1In both years, handguns account for about 25-30% of the
total weaponry, and shoulder weapons for the remainder. Thus, the
total number of weapons in private hands has sharply increased over
the past decade(s), by an estimated 40 million guns. Further, the
growth in handguns appears-to have been disproportionately high.

What accounts for this increase? One often overlooked factor in
the 'domestic arms buildup" is the sumple matter of growth in the number
of US households. 1In 1968, there were about 60 million US households,
and in 1978, about 75 million -~ a 257% increase over ten years. (The
gorwth in households was much sharper than the growth of population
owing, mainly, to the maturation to household formation age of the post-
war "baby boom" generations.) 1In order to maintain a constant average

- density of weapons ownership across families, then, a direct implica-

tion is that the total firearms supply would also have had to increase
by 25% over the decade, just to keep pace with the growth in the number
of households. Since the existing 1968 supply is estimated at 80 million
firearms, a 25% increase would amount to (.25) x (80 million) = 20
million '"new" firearms necessary to supply the weapons demand of 15
million "new" families; and this amounts to approximately one-half of
the net projected growth of 40 million guns. Net of household increase,
then, there remain approximately 20 million "new" guns to be accounted
for by other factors. Further data and calculations suggest that about
10 million of these are handguns and the remdining 10 million are rifles
and shotguns.

Some fraction of the remaining weapons excess must be attributed
to enhanced sport and recreational demand for firearms, since the vari-
ous’ shooting sports have grown considerably in appeal over the past
years (as have all other forms of outdoor recreation). Data on sport
and recreational weapons use are extremely thin and spotty. Inferences
based on the annual number of hunting licenses issued, however, suggest
a net increase of about 5.4 million "new" hunters between 1968 and 1978,
and a further increase of perhaps 1.8 million other sports shooters,
and these estimates give a net growth in sport and recreational demand
amounting to some 7.2 million people with a "legitimate" need for fire-
arms. (All the above estimates are based on growth over and beyond
that expected just on the basis of population growth.)
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Discounting the net remaining '"mew" weapons for this source of
new demand requires an estimate of the rate at which "new" hunters
and sports shooters arm themselves. If they each acquired one and
o?ly.one firearm, the net demand growth would thus be for some 7.2
million guns, or roughly a third of the net remdining excess weaéons
If,.o? the other hand, they arm themselves at the average rate for Ué
famllles-possessing at least one firearm (the best estimate of this
?verage is 3.17 firearms per weapons-owning family), then the growth
1n sport and recreational demand would amount to about 22.8 million
weia.ponsz or 100% of the net remaining excess. Plausible compromise
za uei imply a net sport and recreational demand growth that accounts

or all (or nearly all) of the remaining excess shoulder weapons and
perhaps a third to a half of the net excess handguns. V

o grgiihpiicedlng estimates aFtribute roughly 5 million new handguns
1965 an in sport a?d Tecreational demand for weapons in the decade

o ’8, and‘thls thus contradicts the common claim that hand-
ﬁuns hZYe no legitimate sport or recreational use." In point of fact
cgngist:Eleassugzeogespgrt andtreCEeational handgun use has ever been ’

s ragments of evi i

s?ggest that handguns are Es likely tolgzngsnzgagogoseiiit Sgrongly
tion as for any other reason. g " recrea

to other factors.

pOlicjnggzzzdpgsilzly large sour?e of enhanced demand is growth in the
S arm; buzmigggz. Strlct}y speaking, police arms are not
arms out of the,trends Fii;: tzgelzp?rzént)reasons le aopon,bollce
. s Xisting supply-side esti
iicézgirZ§ap:28tmanufactured foF the military, but%ggg weassigagﬁipped
ro reflect;d ii :ﬁ or local Pollce; thus, the police demand for arms
2 comon red in t e supply—31qe trend data, Secondly, in contrast to
pbticpdilies Ofptizngominy policemen supply their own sidearms (for
prOVide,SidearmS : har.'gest @epartments in the United States do not
the fraction must g; Eosgid:£§;izriig;nd)OUtsgde o” oSt o
demand for arms is satisfied thro he ?n thu?’ ooy Of Ihe police
ugh the private firearms market.

2-3 million of the remaining

hand
shoulder weapons. This leave ndguns and some unknown number of

S no more than about 5 million handguns

T
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to be accounted for by other factors.

The most commonly offered explanation for the private arms buildup
is that it has resulted from increasing "fear of crime, violence, and
civil disorder" (Newton and Zimring, 1969). There are several com-
pelling reasons to doubt whether this source of demand for firearms
was at all substantial during the decade:

(i) Once the other factors discussed above have been taken
into account, there are few or no remaining excess weapons to be
explained by other factors, such as fear of crime and violence.
If the estimates cited above are plausible, the overall '"fear"
demand does not amount to more than a few (perhaps five) million

handguns.

(ii) Available studies, summarized below, show that about
three~quarters of all weapons are owned mainly for sport and recrea-
tion, and about one-quarter for protection and self-defense. Assum-
ing these proprotions hold over the time series as well as in the
cross~section, then the demand for protective weapons would amount
to roughly a quarter of the 20 million firearms remaining once house-
hold increase has been factored out, and this approach also gives a
"fear" demand in the range of a few million.

(iii) National surveys have asked a gun ownership question
periodically since 1959 (Wright and Marston, 1975). The proportion
of US families claiming to possess a firearm has been about constant,
at roughly 50%, but the fractional ownership of handguns among fami-
lies owning any weapon has increased. An analysis of this increase
shows it to have been concentrated mainly in middle~sized cities,
whereas the increases in fear of crime and violence have largely
been big-city phenomena (e.g., Stinchcombe et al., 1980).

(iv) Point (iii) further implies that most of the net remain-
ing handguns have been purchased by families already possessing one
or more firearms. (If the increase in handguns was due to handgun
purchases among families otherwise owning no weapons, then one would
expect the proportion of families owning any gun to Iincrease, which
it has not.) To be sure, these handgun purchases may well have been
motivated by fear of crime and violence, but they would, in this
case, be handguns added to an existing firearms stock, that is,
weapons purchased by families that have routinely owned firearms and
who are thus, or so one presumes, familiar and comfortable with them
(as opposed to first-time purchases by previously unarmed families).

(v) Finally, several studies have inquired directly into '"fear
and loathing" as a source of the recent arms trend, and few of them
demonstrate any decisive or substantial "fear and loathing' effect.
For example, one study (Northwood, Westgard, and Barb, 1978) analyzed
permits to carry a concealed weapon in Seattle and reports that less
than 20% of the applicants "claim prior vi-timization as a reason."
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fziesamedstudy.showed that there was no relationship between crime
StUds a? peleF applications across Census tracts, Similarly, a
st mzao Ill;n01s counties (Bordua and Lizotte, 1979) found th;t
numbersg;ngreSSe county'crime rate was significantly related to the
ms Owner's Identification Cards for i
males or mino
éi::;:lzas'some apparent effect on womens' ownership, however,) e
o menti§;e§ (i3?7) tlge—series analysis of handgun demand can also
° ment H 1s study found that rates of vio i
significant effect on handgun demand. rent crine had no
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of crime, wiopy 40 s at : €en in reaction to fears
» Or civil disorder. At th i i
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Characteristicg and Motives of Firearms Owners
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ownership, the magnitude of this effect was relatively small.)

Private Weapons Ownership and Violent Crime

What relationships, if any, exist between the incidence of private
weaponry and rates of violent crime? Three hypotheses have been
offered in this connection: that private gun ownership is an effect
of (or reaction to) criminal violence; that private gun ownership is
a cause of criminal violence; and that private weapons ownership is

a deterrent to criminal violence.

The first of these has been considered above., Certainly, at
least some private weapons are possessed in reaction to crime or the
fear of crime, but the analyses summarized above suggest that the rela-
tive fraction is small. Most firearms (roughly three-quarters of the
total) are owned for entirely different reasons. If there is any note-
worthy relationship of this general sort, it is clearly a more compli~
cated matter than simply, "get victimized, buy a gun.'" 1In fact, most
relevant studies in the literature show no significant relationship
between criminal victimization and gun ownership.

Although there is much speculation, surprisingly little research
has been done on firearms as a cause of criminal violence. Most stud-
ies depend on gross comparisons of crime and weapons ownership rates
across large and heterogeneous geographical aggregates (nations,
regions, states, or counties) that differ in far too many (typically
uncontrolled) ways for much of substance to be concluded from the
results. Truly decisive evidence -- for example, evidence on the
ensuing criminality of persons who acquire firearms -- does not exist.
We conclude that there is little evidence to show that gun ownership
among the population as a whole is, per se, an important cause of

criminal violence.

Whether private firearms are an important deterrent to crime is
likewise uncertain. It is clear that much crime occurs in circum-—
stances where the victim's ownership of a gun would be irrelevant,
for example, burglaries of unoccupied residences, but this says
nothing about the effectiveness of weaponry as a deterrent in situa-
tions where the crime is potentially deterrable, for example, burglaries
of armed and occupied residences. There is some evidence (Kleck, 1979)
that the risk to a robber or burglar of being shot by the intended
victim is about the same as the risk of being apprehended, convicted,
and imprisoned (both probabilities are on the order of 1-2%). It is
thus plausible that some crime is "deterred' because those who would
otherwise commit it fear the possibility of being shot, just as it is
plausible that the fear of doing time for one's offense also deters

some crime.
Evidence on the uses of firearms by victims in crimes that are

potentially deterrable suggests that the probability of a "successful"
victimization goes down, but the probability of injury or death to the
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v1cF1m goes up, if one uses a gun (or any other physical means of
resistance) in protection (e.g., Cook, 1976).

40_50§s noted above, roughly 25% of the total private armament (and
i » of the handggns) are owned primarily for protection or self-
tg ense. Survey ev1den?e for 1978 shows that some 15% of the popula-
ion (or @embers of their households) have used a gun in self-defense
Z; some tlme,oof which about half was in defense against animals.
thso,fabout 7% of the naFion's adults say they carry handguns with
em for protection outside the home. The proportion of US adults who

g i

The Magnitude of the Crime and Violence Problem

Crimengngzh(gé;?edand ;iolence is there in the society? Uniform

’ ata for the index crimes of homicid

aggravated assault all show the Same imety cpy, and
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are committed with firearms a i
omely mmICEe » although this percentage has also appar-

o lggge Eizgg in the suicide rate is also up, although not so sharply
s were about 20,000 suicides from all causes, and in 1977'
3 5

about 30,000. The percenta ;
. e of i : : .
appears to have increased. s suieldes committed with firearms also

As s .
tion to z§§:§ds fégal tirearns accidents, their Proportional contribu-
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. . X ndicati
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a 1r 1 3 * . .
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about 170 T 75 thousand injuries due to firearms accidents in calendar
year 1975.

Taking all sources of firearms deaths for the reference year of
1975,2'we conclude that something on the order of 30,000 deaths oc-
curred as a result of the criminal, accidental, and suicidal uses of
firearms. We further estimate, for the same year, that there were
approximately 900,000 additional "incidents" where firearms were
either present, brandished or fired in criminal incidents, or where
firearms were involved in injury-producing accidents, or where fire-
arms were used in attempted suicides, or where firearms were involved
in citizen-police encounters. We thus estimate an annual total of
roughly one million "gun incidents" -- i.e., incidents where a firearm
of some sort was involved in some kind of violent or criminal incident
(whether intentional or accidental, whether fatal or not).

Characteristics of Gun Offenders and Victims

What are the characteristics of the perpetrators and victims of
these one million annual "incidents"? Young males are by far the
most likely wictims of accidental firearms violence: among males aged
15 to 24, firearms accidents are the third leading cause of accidental
death (after automobile accidents and drowning). Males are also sub-
stantially more likely than females to commit suicide with a gun. For
firearms crimes, young non-white males are by far the largest offender
category. Crimes against property are especially concentrated in the
younger age groups, crime against the person (that is, "violent"
crimes) less so. Non-whites are greatly over-represented among all
categories of offense, but more so for "violent" crimes than for prop-

erty crimes.

With the exception of homicide and some categories of assault,
most criminal incidents involve persons unknown to each other before

2We have chosen 1975 as the reference year in these (and certain other
analyses because it is the most recent yvear for which complete data
of high reliability are available. There is some evidence, however,
that 1975 represented something of a "high point" (if that is an

appropriate term in context) for weapons violence in the United States,

and as such, the data summarized here for 1975 may well be mislead-
ingly high as a guess about average levels of weapons violence in a

"typical" vear.

3This summary ficure ~~ one million annual incidents -~ is offered as
a "best guess'" about the approximate order of magnitude of the prob-

lem of gun violence in the United States, where "gun violence'" is con-
It is assuredly not an estimate of the number
The general con-

sensus on this latter figure is that there are about 300,000 reported

strued very inclusively.
of chargeable gun crimes committed in a typica}l year.

gun-related violent crimes annually.
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lezsezsnt. Robbery 1s especially likely to involve strangers, assault
+ Interestingly, women are much more likely than men to b

assaulted by people they know. :

demog:ZEhgzog;blllty ?f ?eing victimized by crime varies by socio-
naler énd thea;z&g:ilsgégs.ldThi highest probabilities are for young
T Sy : : > £ elderly women. The probability of suffer—
;:gu;?Ju;zniiiew1s§ varles.. égain, young males are the hzghest risi
Sonditionnal Vs t'e probablllty of suffering property loss is also
Tiherte ¥y social characteristics. The poor are about twice ag

¥y to suffer a property-loss victimization as the more affluent.

The Weapons Used in Crime

. . .
theredziz E;nﬁ:tzgnjiisaizsr:;: gs:@ indviolent crime? Remarkably,

: 1o ns y rer ntative data on the tovoiec, with th
E;zzli;eeﬁgzg;ignioftgom1c1de. Eviqence from several so;rces con?irms
firearme o f B-§11 e preferred firearm in most crimes involving
260, 60 firégéés ;1 s 197?). The literature suggests that some
and of there e er§ Sonflscated by state and local police in 1971,
percentapes ’ Thout hOA were handguns. Other studies show similar
Phoerasa WeE.lponsus, gndguns predominate among crime guns, whereas
population AlSOarc:: y far thg more common firearm among the larger
Popu 70-75% o ali 1n.all studies reporting evidence on the mattef,
Tome. Cono o _crime handguns @ave barrel lengths of 3 inches or

cealability, therefore, is evidently an important factor.

StateHizggun: gonfisca?ed and traced are often found to have crossed
Seate .u§§ d? ore hav1?g been used in a criminal incident. This flow
Jurisdictional lines of firearms into criminal hands tends

Stolen handguns appar i
of cri?e firearmg. Bade szti;7gozszi?:EECEUbstantially oty Supply
we estimate that some 275,000 handguns potenti
channels each year merely through the theft o
dences. Several studies also confirm that cri

" Tn ime guns tend t
young About one-half of all handguns confiscated during Zr?;es

have been manufactured in the previous five years (Zimring 1976)
. s .

It is a widely held view that much homicide
y

) a : s
in general, does not result so much from lethal in nd criminal violence

s '?5 Again, the avail-

able : evidence is firm -

cks with a gun lead to the death of the victim some 2 to 6t:?;e:t
more
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en than attacks with knives (Zimring, 1968). This might imply that
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definitively between these possibilities. Indeed, much of the evidence
commonly cited on this matter turns out, on closer inspection, not to
bear on the question of intent, one way or the other.

Analysis of weapons use in armed robberies tends also to show
that robberies committed with firearms are more likely to lead to .the
death of the victim than robberies.committed through other means (Cook,
1976). Since it is plausible to assume that the underlying motive in
all robberies is the same (economic gain to the offender), the robbery
evidence is thus the strongest in the literature showing that a gun is
intrinsically more lethal than other weapons, net of possible differ-
ences in underlying motives.

Weanons and Their Control

Evidence from two recent national surveys on public opinion about
gun control, and from many previous surveys, shows that large majori-
ties of the public favor measures that would require the registration
or licensing of firearms. The public ‘would not favor such measures if
their costs were inordinately high, and there is considerable senti-
ment that any such measure would only be effective were it uniform
across all the states. Equally large majorities oppose an outright ban
on private handgun ownership, although there is a majority sentiment
favoring a ban on the manufacture and sale of cheap, low-quality hand-
guns. Majorities approaching 90% believe they have a constitutional
right to own a gun; but majorities also agree that a licensing require-
ment for handgun ownership would not violate their rights. Although
there is a high level of support for registration or licensing meas-
ures, no more than about half the population feels that these measures
would cause crime to decrease; many measures other than firearms regu-~
lations are thought to be more effective towards this end.

The existing firearms control measures in the United States en-
compass a vast congeries of Federal, state, and local regulations,
many of them working at cross-purposes with others. Jurisdictions
with extremely restrictive gun control policies often abut jurisdic-
tions with barely any controls at all. This fact, plus the substan-
tial interstate commerce in "crime guns'" noted above, make it plain
that gun control measures in a single jurisdiction will have no direct
or necessary implication for the availability of firearms for illicit
criminal purposes in that same jurisdiction.

There is a substantial research literature evaluating the effects
of weapons control legislation on violent crime. This literature falls
into three broad categories: (1) studies that compare crime rates

across jurisdictions (typically, cities ox states) with variable weapons

control legislation in force; (ii) "process" studies that examine the

actual implementation of various gun control measures; and (iii) time-
series or before-after studies that follow trends in crime before and

after the introduction of new legislative measures.
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Studies of the first type (e.g., Geisel, et al., 1969; Murray,
1975) depend critically on the ability of the analyst to model -the
underlying causes of the crime phenemena in question; this is simply
because jurisdictions differ in large numbers of ways, other than in
gun control measures on the bocks, that might plausibly affect crime
rates, Conclusions about the impact of firearms controls are thus
valid only the to the extent that these "extraneous" factors are identi-
fied and held constant in the analysis. And since there is, as yet,
no firm theory of crime and how it is produced, none of the studies
of this type can be said to provide conclusive evidence, either way,
on whether or how firearms controls influence crime rates,

"Process" studies have generally been more informative in that
they often point out major gaps between legislation~as-enacted and
legislation~as—implemented. Indifferent or hostile implementation of
even the most aggressive and well-considered measures will necessarily
mitigate legislative effects. Zimring's (1975) analysis of the imple-
mentation of the Gun Control Act of 1968, and Beha's (1977) study of

the implementation of the Massachusetts Bartley-Fox Amendment, are
both excellent examples.

Persons unfamiliar with the methodology of the social sciences some-
times do not adequately appreciate the nature of this point. Tor
example, it seems perfectly straightforward that a comparison of the
crime rate in a jurisdiction with very restrictive weapons policies

tive policy. This, however, is not the case. Suppose, for example,
that the jurisdiction with the more restrictive policy also had a
lower level of poverty. We know from other research that the poverty
level of a jurisdiction is strongly related to its crime rate. In
this case, we might well find less crime in the jurisdiction with the
more restrictive policy -- not, however, because of the restrictive
policy, but rather because of its lower poverty level. Tn short, in
this example, we mistake a poverty effect for a weapons~policy effect.

Jurisdictions, of course, - differ in all manner of ways other than
their poverty levels or extant weapons legislation; many of the ways

in which they differ might, like poverty, be a cause of crime. In
order to be certain that we are seeing a weapons-policy effect when

we compare crime rates across jurisdictions, we must therefore control
statistically all these other factors that might be producing the crime
rate difference, But we can only hold these "other factors" constant
if we know what they are, which in turn means that research of this
general sort can only be informative with resp ]
weapons legislation on crime if it is based on an adequate theory or
"model" of the crime Phenomenon being investigated. ‘

e
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In the absence of any opportunities to conduct genui?glranig$zfed
experiments, perhaps the best hope of uncover%ng E?e p?iszo iailed
i trol legislation lies i -
reductive effects of weapons con z . o
quasi-experimental, or time-series, research designs, aniriim;ezsures
i done on various weapons con ;
search of this sort has been . ; Frol measures
The general logic of suc
e.g., Deutsch and Alt, 1977). ; : reh
étriiébtforward: some criterion variable (e.g., the v1olentt§2 $ntr0—
rate) is followed over some extended time period ghi? sz?ier e imtro-
i H tions of the trend line
ction of a new measure; deflec of ¢ ; e
S; this new measure are then taken to indicate the measure's effec

In principle, '"before-after" designs of this sorziize Zﬁzypzzzzf

ful techhiques for detecting causal effects. Ig przc Cr;de e
tial of these designs has se’dom bgen fully achieve éhelsecond mpar?
sons of crime rates at two time points (one before,. e e
enactment) are, of course, of little or no value, 31?cht hese expécted
ons, typically, tell us very little abo?t what we‘m%g have ex
Ead ;he measure not been enacted:‘.Likew1se, thelt1$1$isz aglow renough"

actment observations can be critical: the analys LV e
i?me for the effects of the measure to shov up, but noz Egl?ty nat
these effects become diluted beyond the point of‘detﬁg zase by. o
final problem is similar to the one noted above 1nt B e O T e
sectional studies: in order to takg post—enactment e ioarity be able
trend line as a measure of program impact, onelguﬁ S htooeney to the
to' say with some degree of confidence what wou av P e
trend line had the measure in question not'been ena?te ;f pich mea
that the variables that govern the underlying behav1zznt") N the impact
series have to be discovered and modeled (''held coms L irieally

is is to have meaning. So here, too, the absence o empirica Y

anaigstie;iy of crime and how it is produced tends to render the
zzzer" literature equally inconclusive.

i the
The best example of problems of the sor? just noted ;ozﬁzrns
several efforts to evaluate the crime—red?ctlve c.affe(c]tsion e monthly
Massachusetts Bartley-Fox law. Using a time-series i37§) o
observations for roughly ten years, Deu;schbzziiiitaid L eeomulte
ifi duced armed ro
that the law significantly re fun aseaw
i.ci leary (1979) have ques
t not homicide). Hay and McC 7 . ne
;Eﬁropriateness of the underlying theoreglcai.aisg?piizniogzltand o
v i i ; ecificatio
Deutsch-Alt time-series model; a resp e ot
i duce the armed robbery
lysis of the data failed to repro ; ct
?gieyeffect on gun assault was equally gpparent in ?oth igziyﬁ:ve)al—
Thus, depending on certain highly technical as;uﬁptlzgzr hat have
’ i i ime ut ra b
othing to do with either guns or crim ] 2the L oa
Eoszogriategstatistical model for the analysis of tlmg sgg:ziedif ;rmed
oﬁz can conclude either that Bartley-Fox red?ced tﬁe 1nc;fect o axme
robbery in Boston, or that the bill had no dlscernlblele ion oyt
robber& in Boston. Which of these is the correct conclus

to be determined.
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Summary
et

The ext
ant literature on weapons, crime, and violence in the

United States is extremely inconclusive:

some areas have scarcely been

researched at all, others ha i

binaeton ’ ve been researched ip detail :

pin prOduzgdhgszﬁzzrd research‘designs and small-secale léc:;ts:QSIS:m—

ot Hothing ot SUbntarray of Inconsistency in the published results

deacrigtim oesnn stance can be concluded. Even the most basic

in clyiliee pues ons, for example, the number of firearms presentl
nds, can only be answered to an approximate ogder gf 7

magnitude,

In th ¢ " .
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nd body of knowiedge to emerge as fhe final product
uc

§1¥?1¥ Primitive state of the literature
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. . : S the fina
the literature review, but given itg impir

whole, a brief gy .
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The Police Department Survey

Local law enforcement agencies represent an important potential
source of information on weapons and crime. The police deal directly
with criminal incidents, with persons accused of crimes, with victims
of crime and, in many areas, are given the responsibility of adminis-
tering local weapons regulations. The records generated, maintained
and archived by them in their ordinary duties might, therefore, con-
tain the raw ingredients for useful, informative and relatively accurate
statistics on firearms and crime. Our survey of the US police was
designed to inquire whether this is, in fact, the case. Thus, the
purpose of the survey was to investigate whether existing police records
would be efficient sources of detailed information about weapons and

crime.
]

The survey centers around two main issues. First, what weapons
information are the local police routinely collecting in their current
case reports? Secondly, how willing and able would police departments
be to process such information into a useful, national-level reporting

system?

The survey was based on a sample of 609 local law enforcement
agencies, drawn with probabilities proportionate to the size of the
department. The survey was a mailout/mailback; nonetheless, a response
rate in excess of 70% was attained. Among other topics, we asked re-
spondents to specify what they actually do in the areas of weapons
records, report writing and other police procedures concerning weapons,
and what more they might be willing to do, if asked, to collect addi-
tional information or to prepare specialized reports of their informa-
tion. Thus, the results speak to the sensibility of a data strategy
that would rely heavily on the weapons information in local departmental
case reports and on the cooperation of the local police to systemati-

cally prepare summary reports.

Results show that local departments are not, on the average, eager
to cooperate with additional summary report requests. However, they do
not report much resentment against future such requests.
to comply with additional information requests is, in part, a function
of the perception of the local police of the seriousness of the weapons
and crime problem and police involvement with weapons regulation.

Willingness

Our survey verifies that the local police see the problem of
weapons and crime as a substantial part of their local crime problem,
and the more serious they think the problem is, the more willing they
are to cooperate with information requests. Seriousness is related to
both region and size of department. Departments in the Northeast and
North Central regions see less of a problem than do departments in the
West and South, and, as expected, larger departments report a more

serious problem than smaller departments.

Willingness to provide additional weapons information is also a

[ A e S
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function of the number of weapons regulations which the local police
administer. The more weapons regulations performed by the local police,

the more willing they are, on the average, to provide more summary
information.

Most jurisdictions have weapons regulations on the books, and local
departments are often involved in their administration. TIn particular,
the local police are most likely to administer any required handgun
regulations and to perform any requirad investigations for firearms
permits. Overall, however, the involvement of the local police in
weapons regulations is fairly low; on the average, the police perform
3.8 of the 15 weapons regulaticns specified in our questionnaire. The
other regulations are either not in force in the jurisdiction or are
administered by some other agency.

®

recording details about weapons which could provide useful research
data. Our survey asked the departments to specify the types of weapon
information recorded in the case report in ten different situations
where a weapon was involved. We expected that the type of information
recorded might vary by situation. However, by their own account, the
local police record most of the weapon information in the case report,
regardless of situation. The type of firearm, serial number, manufac-
turer, caliber, prior firearms record of the suspect, and whether the
firearm was loaded or fired are recorded in the case report by nearly
all local departments. The only two categories of information which
are not usually recorded are the value and the age of the firearm.
Thus, according to respondents, the individual case reports within

local departments provide a potential wealth of detailed information
on firearms used in crime. :

The survey analysis shows that many departments are currently

If this is true, then tha problem becomes one of information
retrieval. Is the weapons information recorded as part of a narrative
account of the crime or incident, or is there a separate section or
question with categories where weapons information is recorded? Our
analysis of the standard report forms (incident, complaint, arrest,
and property forms) actually used by local departments shows that most
local departments use forms which facilitate the recording of and
retrieval of weapons information to some extent.

Close to half the local departments in our survey use an incident
report form with an opén space or area labeled "WEAPON." Another third
use an incident report form with a special box, code or category that
explicitly requests weapon detail. On the report forms that request
details, the type of weapon and type of firearm are most likely to be
the information requested. Other information (such as caliber, serial
number, age) is requested on only half of the incident report forms.

An analysis of the standard property report forms shows a similar
distribution.

Thus, we find that useful, detailed weapons information is being

B LTI
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recorded by local police and that thie information is, for many of the
departments, fairly easy to rétrieve. It should be noted thgt, wgg?
asked to specify the changes that would be necessary to provide a ?—
tional summary information about weapons, the most frequent answer iz
"New forms, or changes in existing forms." This type of change cou
easily be made, presumably with a small cost.

In addition to recording detailed weapons information, the local
police in our survey report that other procedures are also standard
when a weapon is involved in a case. All local departments ¥eport
that a stolen gun is reported to the National Crime Information Centez
(NCIC) system, and 83% report that a stolen gun woulq also be g;po;te
to a regional or local weapons tracing system. We fl?d that’8 o ;
the local police departments have their own NCIC terminal, with the
remaining departments having access to NCIC through a§other ggency.'
Almost all departments report that every firearw 1mp£1cated in a crime
or found, confiscated or recovered is checked w1§h NuIC.. Overai!_l},l _—
three-quarters cf the local departments rate their experience w1tb
as usually useful. The reported use of the ?ureau of Alcghol, Tolacco,
and Firearms (BATF) weapons tracing system, in contrast, is very low.
Over half of the departments report that firearms are very s?ldom'
checked or never checked with BATF, whether involved in a crime 31§ua—
tion or found, lost or recovered. Of the departwents that repirte
some use of BATF, only a third rated their experience as useful.

Current summary reporting done by local departments appears to be
mainly that required by the Uniform Crime Reports. Thesg reportsl?rited
filed monthly and annually by local departmenFs.and provide some lim
amount of weapons information: number of homicides by type of ¥eap:non
and type of firearm, number of robberies and assaults by type o We pon,
and number of arrests for illegal possession and other w?apons crimes.
However, we also know that additional and much more detailed weaponsh
information is often recorded in the individual case repo?ts. 'Aie t :
local police currently preparing additional report summaries w1; mor
detailed information about weapons? The results suggest not. For ;
example, only about a third prepare summary reoort§ on the numbei o
fireérms stolen and on the number of firearms confiscated annually. _
The local departments that do not prepare summary reports on weagonECh
related topics indicated, on the average,qthat the preparation of s
reports would be neither easy nor difficult.

The amount of trouble caused by current report summary prepa?aFlonl
significantly affects the department's willingness to prepﬁ?ed?dgzt;gza
reports. Some local departments (about a quarte¥ Fo one t 1rtion Ee_
that report preparation is very burdensome. A similar propor o e r
port that current reports are no trouble at all. The latter are b3
the more willing to prepare additional reports.

The level of computerization within the local p?lice degéiFﬁentsTo
is one indication of the department's summary reporting cgpadl ;dzitional
the extent that the arrest and crime reports are computerized,
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We find that the trend

+ Three-quarters of th
: 1 e
computerized departmental records; in partic

ﬁ?ehlevel of computerized arrest and crime report records ig quiteU1ar’
gn. Forty percent of the departments that use

. a computer report that

put?r installation. A Separate computer
t is negatively related to the amount

: This variable is also signifi-
8NeSs to prepare additional

Summaries, four oyt of five report that so
necessary, Specifically, changes in

ing of personnel conducted,

and i i
pPotentially fruitful. Many departments currently use report forms

whic i i
h request more weapons information than is found inp existing aggre-

ate
gepariszm:ry reports, such as the UCR reports. Respondents in local
Nts are concerned about weapons and crime, and there is some

willd . e :
abiilggnsss to provide additional information. However, it would prob~
€cessary to provide some incentiveg (financial Support, computer

softvare, model report forms) to the local police departments to ease
: - An expansion of the we
e for Uniform Crime Reports, or th:nggigigi of
ing "Supplemental Homicide
hod for gathering addi-
The use of an exist-
bly be less costly and

establishment of g New organization to gather

weapons and crime information.
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Data from the Los Angeles Superior Court

The acquisition and analysis of Prosecutor's Management Informa-
tion System (PROMIS) data from Los Angeles was intended to serve two
purposes: substantively, to replicate and extend the analysis by Cook
and Nagin (1979) of the effects of weapons use on felony case disposi-
tion; and procedurally, to assess the general utility of the PROMIS
data for subsequent research on issues of weapons and crime.

Concerning the first of these, our analysis assumes that a large
number of variables affect case outcomes at each stage, among them the
nature and seriousness of the charge, the strength of the evidence,
characteristics of the offender, the case load being managed by the
prosecutor at the time, the "convictability" of the case, and so on.
A unique feature of the PROMIS data is that it contains enough infor-
mation to allow one to model these various factors and to hold them
constant in the analysis. Thus, the estimates of weapons effects are
estimates net of these many, potentially confounding, factors.

The major shortcoming of the PROMIS data for research purposes is
that the weapon variable is relatively crude. There is, in fact, one
and only one weapon variable in the data, with each case scored into
one of the following four categories: gun used, other weapon used, no
weapon used, or unknown. For the sample of 5,000 felony charges upon
which the analysis is based, the distribution on this variable was as
follows:

Weapon at Time of Offense

Gun 13.9%
Other weapon 9.8
No weapon 60.4
Unknown _15.9
100.0%
(N = 5,000)

Notice that roughly a sixth of the total have missing data on the
weapons variable. Notice further that the data base does not contain
many other potentially relevant items about weapons use that might be
important in ascertaining the effect of the weapon on case disposition:
for example, whether the weapon was fired during the incident, only
brandished, or was merely being possessed by the offender at the time;
or information on the caliber or type of the weapon; and so on. Given
that this information is not available in the data, the analysis is
necessarily rather crude.

It is iﬁportant to emphasize that all the cases considered in the
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analysis are felony cases. Most of the weapons use represented in the
data is weapons use in the context of committing some other crime;.
illegal possession or use of firearms charges are rare in the data,
constituting only 1.9%7 of the total offenses. Since the seriousness
of the offense is among the variables held constant in our statistical

models, we have not attempted to analyze each major crime category
separately,

Findings of the analysis, stage by stage, are as follows. First,
we find a statistically significant and positive effect for gun use at
the stage of initial screeniné by the Los Angeles District Attorney.
That is, holding other relevant variables constant, the probability
that the case will be accepted at initial screening is higher if the

case involves a gun than if no weapon was used. The effect for "other
weapon' on initial screening, however, was insignificant.

Once a case passes through initial screening, it goes to a
preliminary hearing, and here, too, we find a positive and statistically
significant gun effect. The probability of a case being accepted at
the preliminary hearing is notably higher if a gun was used than if no

weapon was used. And here, too, the effect for "other weapon" was not
significant.

Once the case clears
felony arraignment in Los
case may be dismissed, or
may be sent to trial. We

preliminary hearings, it is presented for
Angeles Superior Court. At arraignment, the
the defendant may plead guilty, or the case
find that .the probability of a dismissal at
the arraignment stage is not significantly affected by either gun use

or the use of any other weapon; all estimated coefficients are trivially
small in magnitude and not statistically different from zero.

How does weapon use influence whether the case is resolved by
guilty plea or continuance to trial at the arraignment stage? We find,
at this stage, that gun offenders are less likely to plead guilty than

offenders using no weapons at all, regardless of the seriousness of
the charges and other offender characteristics.

Thus, in the Los Angeles case, gun offenders (but not cther weapons
offenders) are move likely to pass through initial screening to a pre-
liminary hearing, more likely to pass from a preliminary hearing to
formal arraignment, and more likely to pass from formal arraignment

into trial. How are trial outcomes themselves affected by the presence
of a weapon in the crime?

Trial outcomes, of course, are of two sorts: first, the finding
as to guilt or innocence, and then for the guilty, the sentence received

for the crime. Concerning the first, we find no significant gun or
other weapon effect.

Felons are judged guilty either by plea or finding; once judged
guilty, they may receive a prison or jail sentence or some other sentence
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not involving prison (i.e., a suspended sentence, or,a sentinzzigo
probation rather than prison, etc.). Am?ng felozzﬂizt?zz zni 1en§th)
i ility of a prison sen !
or found guilty, the probabili . 8¢ . vy
' i i i1s involved in the crime
is very much higher if a weapon CTime e en ofe
3 ilty and gsentenced to pr , :
Further, for those found guil ° e e elons
i i ials lse equal, the use oI a g

t is again substantial: all e al, th

giﬁnd gui%ty and sentenced to prison Or 3allllncreisiznigzla;izaizlons
ffect is also subs

trence by about 600 days. The e . o

3§2 plead Zuilty and are sentenced, amounting to some 450 extra day

For both guilty pleas and guilty findings, thenc,1 zztlioagzirent
that substantially stiffer prison sentences are meteith o B ene
offenders than to offenders using no weapons, even w
tially relevant factors held comstant.

These findings make it clear that the court.system in ?§2n22§?191
ays considerable attention to the uses of guns in felonyazs throuéh
gun offenders are more 1likely than non-gun Oiﬁiéisriot;epincarcerated,

ike
rious filters of the system, are more 0 erate
;23 z:ceive, on the average, substantially longer pilsog ;Zr?i (19799 .
these findings are similar to those reported by Cook an g

cas on
Concerning the more general utility of ?ROMIS for ?esearch
weapons and crime issues, we note the following caveats:

(i) The weapons information currently called forTiz gzia?igfiid
system is better than nothing, but only slightly so. L T e
ey un. other weapon, Or NoO weapon was present in ne
o et » ao%d ;any other potentially interesting or crucial Zeiios
and‘doant r;;e research utility of PROMIS data in the area woul n:
ZirliZaii§ enhanced were a more detailed question sequence ON weapo
usegadded to the information system.

(ii) At present, the accessibility of PROMIS for ;iSEZZ;hjziiS—
tially at the discretion of the District Attorney e iling
ziiiﬁon %he Los Angeles DA office was extremely helpfut anGatheriné
to coopérate, but other sites that we approached Were zz ﬁt e e
up PROMIS data for more than a small handful of sites 2
be a.formidable problem.

(iii) Although PROMIS has now been instal%ed in zeviziisdzgzn
surisdictions, these jurisdictions are w1d?1y dlsge;ggMI: O That
1ountry and there is no centralized repository ©

3
would facilitate regearch access.

i ive. The
(iv) In all jurisdictions, the PROMIS da?a @ase Zieiaiszgeﬁvear
1A data contain mofe than 80,000 felony.cases‘ln Juit ve records'and
eriod. Moreover, the data files contaln varlablev_eggrmation o
i > . I .
zonsiderable amounts of alphabetlch(vi.tzuZizlizi%einczmbersome P
. a .
certain other reasons, the ; e lysis
22;225232 to analyze, and the purely mechanical problems of t
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multiply.as the number of jurisdictions in the analysis increases. A
comparative analysisg along the lines discussed above for a relétively

large‘number of jurisdictiong (say, ten or more) would be an immensely
complicated and expensive undertaking. )

of weapons use on case
an important topic, but
e-grained detail, we would
e number of other issues that are

disposition. Each of these is, to be sure,

even if both were eventually answered in fin
still not know much about a larg
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T e s ey e e

VI.

-29-

A Recommended Agenda for Future Weapons Research

Some attention to three closely related questions: First, What is the
nature of the problem at hand and what options for dealing with it are
open to us? This first question, in short, concerns the characterig-
tics and magnitude of the problem and the range of open, viable policy
alternatives, Assuming a range of possible actions can be imagined

to choose intelligently among the many options open to us? Once we are
clear on the information we need to choose among options, then we may

turn to the third question, How do we best obtain the information we
need?

At the present moment in American political history, there is
little or no consensus even on the first of these, much less the second
or the third. There is some generalized recognition and agreement that
we have a serious "violent crime" problem, but what can or should be
done about the problem are matters of much disagreement and political
dispute. Some favor additional restrictions on the ownership and use
of firearms; some even favor that certain classes of firearms be banned
altogether. Others believe, not without justification, that laws of
any sort tend to affect only the 1aw—abiding, and that the criminal uses
of firearms would therefore be largely untouched by additional weaoons
regulations. TIn the same vein, some believe that the widespread avail-
ability and ownership of firearms are important causes of criminal
violence, whereas the same phenomena are, for others, important crime
deterrents. Some believe that general restrictions on private weapons
ownership would tend to reduce the available supply of firearms for
criminal purposes; others anticipate only that a black market in illegal
weaponry would spring up to service the criminal demand. Some feel
that the solution to firearms abuse is to keep guns out of the hands -
of potential abusers; others, that the solution is to mete out stiff
and certain punishments once an abuse has occurred. Thus, while there
is some consensus that the United States faces a very definite "violent
crime" problem, the exact nature and magnitude of that problem, its
Causes, and the means with which it is most effectively and judiciously
handled, are matters of fearsome political dispute.

Given the nature of these disputes, it is apparent that no agenda
for research, even if followed diligently and funded generously, will
be decisive on the question of what the nation should do about violent
crime. Answers to such questions depend more on philosophy and values
than on matters of scientific fact. On the other hand, policy issues
can be informed by high-quality research, even if seldom decided by it.
The intent of the Research Agenda is thus far more descriptive than
prescriptive; its aim is to narrow the wide band of misinformation and
simple lack of empirical knowledge that tend to surround all the major
issues involved in firearms and crime, but assuredly not to show that
the nation should go this way or that in dealing with its violent
crime problem.
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In one way or another, every piece of weapons-and-crime legis-

lation ever enacted or proposed is meant to intervene in some way in
the weapons market. As all other markets, the weapons market consists
of three major components: supply, distribution, and demand. 1In the

case of the weapons market (and many others), demand can be further
differentiated into licit and illicit components.

All policy initiatives in this area can be seen as interventions
in one or more of these aspects of the firearms market. The Gun Control
Act of 1968, for example, intervenes in the supply by bamnning the
importation of certain classes of weapons, intervenes in the distribu~
tion system by requiring Federal licensure of firearms dealers, and
intervenes in the demand by outlawing weapons purchases among certain
classes of persons (e.g., felons). Even measures such as mandatory
sentencing can be construed as an intervention in demand, since the
intent of such measures is to raise the cost of using a weapon in the
commission of crime (and thus, to lower the criminal ''demand').

Given the points just made, it is clear that every conceivable
weapons~and-crime policy suggestion would be informed by a sound empiri-
cal understanding of the various parts of the firearms market, and the
bulk of the proposed Research Agenda is directed towards that end.

The proposed researches are intended to fill the gaps in four major
areas. First, we propose that research be undertaken to provide an
accurate and valid description of the current stock of firearms held by
individuals and households, that is, of the characteristics of legiti-
mate firearms demand. Secondly, we are concerned to develop a better
understanding of how firearms are circulated, starting with their manu~
facture or importation to their eventual removal from the stock of
privately held firearms, with special attention paid to how the firearms
used in crimes of various sorts are acquired and disposed of, Thirdly,
we propose that some effort be given to the development of theoretical
models of firearms usage in crime. In this connection we suggest that
micro-economic models of the decision to engage in crime be examined

to see how the use of firearms fits into the structure of anticipated
benefits and costs (the "expected utilities'") associated with crime
choices. Finally, since it seems certain that jurisdictions will con-
tinue to experiment with legislative measures to regulate in some way
the possession, use, manufacture, or distribution of firearms, or change
penalties associated with the criminal use of firearms, several alterna-
tive strategies for appropriate monitoring of the implementation of such
laws and assessing their effects on gun-related crimes are described.

Measuring the Stock of Firearms Held Privately:
A National Household Survey

There is a considerable ambiguity about the size, distribution,
and condition of the stock of firearms held by private individuals and
We thus propose that the National Institute of Justice fund

a large-scale national household survey centering around the following
topics:
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1. An Inventory of Household and Individual Possession and
Ownership of Firearms, including firearm type, age, con~
dition, and purchase cost.

2. 7Purposes for Each Firearm and Frequencies of Use.

3. Acquisition and Disposition of Firearms.

4. Handling and Storage of Firearms: Where kept? How often
maintained? Inventory of ammunition? Firearm loaded or
unloaded in storage?

5. Tifetime Experiences with Firearms: Has household always
had Firearms? First experiences with firearms and types
of socialization (e.g., military, hunting, target shoot-
ing, etc.).

Since considerable skepticism nas frequently been expressed ébo§t
the validity of respomses to such surveys, some Dre?a¥atory technlczs
regsearch ought to be undertaken to test out the valld}ty of ngpon;
of critical groups of respondents. For e*ample, spe§1al studies zration
registered owners ought to be undertaken in states with gg? Eegli racon
laws (e.g., Massachusetts), to see whether kn9wn anq verified gu
are willing to identify themselves in survey interviews.

The utility of a national firearms survey'of the sort Dropzsiiizire,
of course, is not so much that it would bear qlrectIY on the pg i o
effects or advisability of one or another.pollcy ontion, ?ut t ?dence
would provide useful, and nresently nonexistent, descr1p?1v$ eviiVate
on the nature, conditiom, and patterns of use of the nation's p
firearms stock.

Describing the Firearms Distribution System

The privately held stock of weapons is replenished and incr;asid
by transfers from dealers, and ultimately from manufacgurezsngrthzo
ili Properly to understa
other stocks (e.g., military weapons) . roT and the  ome
i ibution, it is necessary to under
total system of weapons dlstrlbu. s
specialystudies of particularly important segments of the system, as
follows:

(1) Manufacturers and Importers

One important source of new entries into the total sto;ktgf ii;i;
e -
i i i{s the output of manufacturers an
arms in the United States 1S : ; e oatt
i i i this source consists of a re

actions of importers. Since . by sma

i td onitored by Federal agenc s

f corporate entities who are m . :

2E$2?§igg of getailed data from them on numbers, typ?s, ca11§ers, 3rz§iz,
and other qualitative features of firearms in their inventories an

by them should be possible.
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(2) Dealers' Transactions

Since there are from 150,000 to 200,000 dealers licensed under
the 1968 Gun Control Act, collection of complete data on acquisitions
and sales from such sources will likely be expensive and fraught with
data quality problems. Since dealers are required to keep records of
transactions and to make such records available to ATF, basic data
likely exist. Because of the large numbers, it seems sensible to under-
take a sampling of dealers and their transactions. Undoubtedly, as in
other businesses, considerable size discrepancies exist among dealers
with some small proportion of dealers making up the bulk of total
transactions; hence, a sampling strategy in which dealers are sampled

with probability proportionate to their business wvolumes would be
efficient.

(3) Transfers from Military, Police and GCorporate Stocks to
Household Stocks ‘

A potentially important source of replenishment for the privately
held stock of firearms is the transfer of surplus, outmoded, or inap-
propriate firearms from the stocks held by the military, police forces,
and by corporate bodies (including government agencies as well as
corporations). Given the attention to éolice armament by firearms
manufacturers, we can expect that the turnover of police firearms may

be an important (if minor) source of additiomns to the private stock
each year.

(4) Special Studiés of Transfers into Criminal Possession

Critical to many of the issues in the controversies over weapons
and crime policy is a good understanding of how firearms are obtained

by persons who commit crimes, that is, the characteristics of the il~
licit firearms demand. The main source of information about weapons

used in connection with crimes is from weapons that are detained or
confiscated by the police. We recommend that such studies be continued

_and enlarged, drawing possibly on data from our police survey about

which departments maintain the best records for these purposes. Espe-
cially critical would be attempts to obtain information about how and

at what period firearms were acquired from the persons from whom the
weapons were confiscated.

An alternative to the use of police records to study illicit fire-
arms demand is direct data collection from weapons offenders, or in
short, an "offender's survey." A prototype for research of this sort
exists in a study by Burr (1977) of weapons felons in the Florida
jails. Burr's data are seriously hampered because they generalize
only to a single jurisdiction; a replicaticn based on offenders from

several jurisdictioms (ideally, jurisdictions with variable weapons
reguiations in force) would be far more informative.
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Developing a Differentiated Cpime Classification System

The crime classification systems currently in use are based
essentially on the criminal codes of our federal gover?ment anddthe
fifty states. Despite periodic overhaulings, these criminal ;o.esl
have been built by accretion with more recently recognized crimina )
acts added into existing categories. As a consequence, some categor
{es are so gross that they hide within the same rubric acts that are
decidedly distinct when looked at behaviorally. For example, aﬁ ereons
"agsault” may vary from an attempted murder to a rough shove, the p 59
involved may be intimately connected or strangers and bg of the same
different sex, the incident might involve a firearm or Jﬁst thi oRe?S o
palm of a hand, and so on. To classify all of these as "assaults
obscure essential differences among assaultive acts. In other ca;ziiin
categories may be so specific that few acts are ever ?ecorded ai o g
within that clamsification; for example, the California Crimina
contains "theft of an avocado' as a distinct crime.

One consequence of the current classifigatio? system‘is to oEs:zre
the nature of crime and the use of weaponry in crime. Ev1dencehs Z 5
that "violent crime" has risen over the past two decades,-but F eanp
cific kinds of violence reflected in this trend ar§ not kLownlln enz o
precise sense. While some progress has been m?de in the g;velipﬁo ooty
crime seriousness measures, these overall metrics ar§ dif iﬁe existing
to specific events because such measures are often tied to
criminal classification system.

We propose that the National Institpte of Jus?ice fund atﬁeﬁpgz to
develop a more differentiated criminal classiflca§1on iYStinz an S at
- i i 1ice and crime investiga
feasible to use in the field by po myes® .
acts that have
i i tion on the nature of the crimina
provides more informa : - o e e of
1 ei r observed by them. P
beer either reported to the police ° e pu
such a crime classification system is not t? Feplaee the exiiziggmen~
criminal code, but to supplement it by providing richer, mu
sional descriptions of criminal acts.

For example, one potentially fruitful iiriczign is tzrizzzlgzczrd_
i be filled in by P -
dard set of checklist questions, Fo : '
i;;nan alleged crime, that would provide 1nformaF10n on Zgzggize:ndon
here the crime was s
weapon was used, on the place W ; .
Zﬁz :elat?onship betwéen perpetrator and v1§t§?, ?nd sonzn%urﬁzdgziiiz s
is highly variable Irom one .
the recording of such details is . one S rets
g tions would pertain to
the next. ' Obviously, not all ques
EZcognized as crimes in criminal codes, butiazy suchoi;vizz Zg:ﬁifgi
i i tiation am
i roviding some critical dlfferen '
Ziizuth:: zre currently being dumped into such omnibus cateiorie:mzs'
"theft," "burglary,' and "agsault.'" This in turn shouli hergmgrand N
researéhers to understand more clearly what are trends ndcdata e le-
provide policy makers with something more than gross tren
mented with dramatic case descriptions.
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Mutual Effects of Gun Ownership and Crime

Gun ownership in the United States is claimed to be at least
partially influenced by individuals' desires to protect themselves
against crime. Some observers have noted that this pattern of arming
may have the effect of motivating criminals to arm themseives and to
carry arms while committing crimes in which weapons are not intrinsi~
cally necessary (e.g., burglary). Others claim that widespread posses-
sion of firearms makes it easier for criminals to obtain arms through
theft. On the other side, there are claims that widespread gun owner-

ship reduces some types of crimes because criminals are not willing to
risk encountering an armed potential victim.

To cast some definitive light from hard evidence on this issue
would require time-series data on both crime and weapons ownership
that are virtually impossible to obtain. But, it would be worthwhile
encouraging researchers to investigate the utility of gun licensing
information in states that have had licensing laws over a sufficient
period of time, and to relate any trends therein to the crime rates.
Especially useful would be licensing data that can be related to smaller
areas within states and that are generated by a system that requires
frequent renewals. More feasible, if less definitive, are cross-
sectional studies which would relate crime rates for political jurisdic~

tions to patterns of gun possession within those areas, assuming good
local-area data on gun ownership can be obtained.

The Effects of Gun Control Legislation

It can be anticipated that some states and some local jurisdictions
will change their gun control legislation over the next decade. For
example, several states have begun to experiment with "mandatory sen-
tencing"” policies, These changes present an opportunity to study the
effects of gun control legislation on crime rates through interrupted
time-series analyses, as in the excellent attempts to study the impact
of the Bartley-Fox amendment in Massachusetts. We recommend that simi-
lar research be undertaken whenever significant policy changes occur.

We further recommend special attention to the implementation and enforce-
ment of any new measures. Accumulation of evidence of high plausibility
from several state and local jurisdictions will begin to provide knowl-
edge on what kinds of gun control legislation work with what kinds of
jurisdictions and with what effects on which types of crime.

Theoretical Models of the Use of Firearms in Crime

While the use of weapons in crime appears superficially to be so
transparently obvious that there may be no good reason to investigate
this topic further, more thoughtful consideration suggests that this
topic may be of utmost importance. It is clear that policies designed
to affect gun-related crimes are based on models of why and how guns
are used in crime and more careful thought to such models, as well as

P

empirical tests, may allow for the formulation of more effective
policies.

First of all, while many commentators.upon weapons anq crime
distinguish roughly between assaults, homicides and econom1call¥
motivated crimes, it is not at all clear that the patterns.of firearms
use connected with those crimes are different. A model wh%ch S?ates
that crimes will be committed with guns if guns are accessible is often
an extrapolation from the self-evident truth that if th§re were no gugs
available, no crimes would be committed Wit@ them. .It is also ahmo e
which implies that whether or not a weapon 18 used is no? so much a
matter of calculated costs and benefits as one of convenience. A gun
assault in a bar arising out of an altercation occurs only becauge the
assailant carries guns; a street robbery involving a gu% also ar;ge;
out of gun carrying. Note that this mode% leads to a stra?egy Whlcé
attempts to lower the possession or carrying of guns, and is per ii
the basic view underlying the Bartley-Fox amendment in Massachusetts,

Secondly, careful attention has not been given.to the ant1c1gated
costs and benefits of using weapons in crime, es?ec1a11y those.crlmeis
that would appear to have more of a rational basis. Here tﬁe'lsigz s
say, why would a burglar carry a gun? The structure of.antlclz? S
costs and benefits include considerations of the following sort: oo
much is the anticipated gain from the crime affected bzkth?A??i.o‘ 2
gun? How much is the risk of apprehension lowered by uue.car;ylngthe
a weapon? Will armed robbers be more successful at esgapl?g lliom the
ccene of a crime than those who use strong-arm methods.‘ Flnarizé
the possession of a gun and its use (or threat of use) in a ¢
increase the expected punishment if apprehended.

These issues cannot be settled'easily. The best.we can reﬁo:gzzd
at this point is that the National Institu?e fund basic zesiizi oot
attempts to model the commission of gun c¥xmes. Some at eg ton ©
to beipaid to the problem of differentlatlng among tipes ?rom whi;h
e e aa inVOlVing injuglesSiiogziion:ozzistsgzsld be constructed

i can be reaped. , :

iﬁ?ih823222;i %2i20nceptualizz the costs and bgnefits to be derived from
the use of weapons on a variety of types of crime.
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Recommendations

Although we stated in the Foreword that we do not intend to make
recommendations to policy makers or criminal justice agencies about
weapons and crime policy, we do have recommendations that deal with
policy on a somewhat more specific research level and whose adoption,
we believe, would strengthen our understanding of the role of firearms
in crime. The recommendations primarily concern the data generated at

various points in the criminal justice systems and how it could be
improved.

Policy Recommendations for Police Departments

Local police departments constitute the ultimate source of data on
the use of firearms in the commission of crimes. As our survey of

police departments reveals, most departments record highly differentiated

data on weapons, but because this information is not collected in a uni-
form way nor stored in an easily retrievable form, it is not currently
available either for operational or research purposes. We recommend
that police departments establish uniform data recording procedures for
‘every crime reportcd to the police that would establish the presence or
absence of weapons at the commission of a crime, whether the weapon was
used, how used, type of weapon, and disposition of the weapon. ALl
such information is currently collected by most police departments but
often stored in the body of a narrative report from which it is diffi-
cult to retrieve any specific items of information. Checklists incor-
porated into current reports that lend themselves easily to conversion

into machine readable records are the obvious implementation of this
recommendation.

Policy Recommendations for Court Systems

Although the fairly widespread adoption of the PROMIS system (and
similar machine readabls court data systems) has made it possible to
develop a better understanding of how the courts process arrests, the
data systems are still somewhat insensitive to issues arising around
the role of weapons in crime. As noted earlier, the Los Angeles system
enters into each arrest record whether or not a weapon was present in
the offense upon which the arrest was based. Since this information in
turn is transferred from the arrest records filed by the Los Angeles
police, it can be no better nor more revealing than the data forwarded
by the arresting authorities., Hence, the PROMIS system's crudity re-
flects in part the problems in police department data bases referred to
above. But, to¢ the extent that more specific data are available in
arrest charges, the PROMIS data base certainly should reflect it.
Furthermore, given the sensitivity that court processing shows to the
use of a weapon (as our analyses reveal), arrest processing might also
be facilitated by more specific and richer data on the presence of

weapons (especially firearms) and their use in specific ways in the
commission of crimes.
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We thus recommend that the PROMIS data systems be modified to
record at least the following informationm: First, the dat? shquld.
differentiate between the mere possession of a weapon and %t§ use in
an act resulting in an arrest charge. Secondly, more sp§c1f1c infor-
mation should be obtained about the weapons the@selves, %.e., whethir
long gun or handgun, and perhaps even more detgll on callber,lkarrg
length, and other weapons characteristics. Thirdly, the results o s
weapons checks through the BATF or NCIC systems should also bg entere
i{n the PROMIS data base. Fourth, PROMIS should note any special
"anhancements' being carried with the main charge; for example, sen-
tencing enhancements due to previous convictions on the same chang,
or enhancements due to weapons use. Finally, the charge with whic
the weapon is associated ought also to be enFered. %t the pres§?§
time there is no way to connect the weapons 1?format10n on the file
with the specific charge (or charges) with which the weapons presence
is associated.

Policy Recommendations for Congress and State Legislatures

Our recommendations to legislative bodies do not take the form of
guidance about which, if any, laws ought ?o be passed, as we havi n:
expertise in this topic.. Our recommendaFlons, rather, concern ; ipits
that should be taken before any measure 1S ena?ted,.no m?tter W 3 i
specific form or content. And our recom@endatlons in thlslr?gar Zum )
be quickly summarized: First, be explicit about the under ging ii thg
tions upon which the proposed measures-are based; anq sec?n 1¥,ht o
extent possible, be sure these assumptions are plausible in 1lig
current evidence and research.

Any attempt to control crime through controlling firearm§r1§ based
on assumptions and presuppositions about how weapons are acqu;cz 15
distributed, and used. At present, knowledge ab?ut these t;p o evine
highly limited, although it is transparently ?bv1ous that s ihus cne
distribution system is quite complex and multl—facgted,'an ntéd
simple-minded interventions in the system.are readlly c1?c;mven deélers
For example, controls achieved by regulations ?f comﬂerﬁla gﬁ e
can be easily bypassed by relying on ;he moreclnforma% swais o o
market in firearms, which is extensive. In like fash%on, t et o
Control Act ban on cheap, foreign-made héndguns wgs c1§?umvensedomisﬂ
importing unrestricted parts and assembling them into filrearm
tically.

Common-sense definitions are often difficult or.imposs1?lelzoent
translate into specific policy guidelines or are noxious to 122 tge
in practice. For example, many current policy prgposalz arg'te
effect of limiting or banning outright so:called Sa?ur ;y 1  is
Specials.”" Such proposals overlook tﬁa? Saturdéy Nite E;c zefinition
almost impossible to define with sufficient clarity that ¢ ea etinte
is useful for policy purposes (Cook, 1979). Such proposals z Nl
based on two additional assumptions that have ?ot been adequadefyirrearm
searched: (i) that the Saturday Nite Special is the preferre
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for criminal purposes (it is still an open question whether the pro-
portion of SNS's among "crime guns" is any different than the propor-
tion among legitimate handguns owned by the population at large); and
(ii) that in the absence of SNS's, that is, lacking access to cheap
low-caliber handguns, criminals would "drop down' to some less lethal
weapon; for example, a knife. Nothing in the existing literature,
however, rules out the possibility that they would "go up" to substan-
tially more lethal weapons; for example, to higher-quality, higher-
caliber handguns, instead, in which case the overall effect might

well be a sharp increase in the death resulting from criminal violence.

Other policies either currently in force or recently proposed
seek to forbid the sale of firearms to certain classes of persons.
these "classes'" cannot be easily defined, then such measures provide
only rhetorical security at best. For example, a ban on sales to "the

mentally ill" supposes that there is an agreed-upon definition of mental
illness, which there is not.

If

Further, even if there were, the "mental
illness" of applicants to purchase weapons could only be reliably

ascertainedat an awesome social expense; for example, through extensive,
detailed psychological testing of each applicant. There may be very
good reasons to keep firearms out of the hands of the mentally ill,

but if "mental illness” canmnot be precisely defined and cheaply and
routinely detected, then the possibilities of actually implementing

such a ban are extremely limited, and enactment in the face of such

difficulties only invites widespread abuse and discretionary or in-
equitable enforcement.

For good and obvious reasons, policy makers are concerned to
develop "interventions' that somehow influence the criminal market for
firearms but do not infringe on the rights of legitimate firearms owners.
Again, this is a laudable goal, but it presupposes that these two parts
of the market are sufficiently distinct that policy efforts can be
focused, somehow, on the one but not the other. There is nothing in
the literature suggesting this to be the case, with the exception that
the proportion of handguns among "crime guns' is higher than the equiv-
alent proportion among the general private firearms stock. Policy
makers should thus be aware that any action taken to deny firearms to
would-be criminals will necessarily deny them to a wvastly larger group
of persons who will never even contemplate, much less commit, a violent
criminal act. This, of course, is not to argue that such actions should
not be undertaken, which is an entirely separate matter. It is to argue
that infringements on access to guns by legitimate firearms consumers is
one, among many, costs of a firearms regulation policy, and one which

must, therefore, be weighed against the anticipated benefits before a
rational policy decision can be made.
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