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A Message From OJJDP
Although many adolescents own
and use guns for legitimate, legal
sporting activities, other youth report
that they own and carry guns for pro-
tection or for the purpose of commit-
ting a crime. Illegal gun ownership
and use among juveniles are the
focus of public concern and of this
Bulletin.

While prior research on gun owner-
ship and use has concentrated
largely on adults, the Bulletin’s
authors draw on data from OJJDP’s
Rochester Youth Development Study
to examine patterns of gun owner-
ship and gun carrying among adoles-
cents. The Bulletin also addresses
the interrelationship between gangs
and guns.

Efforts to reduce the illegal carrying
of guns by youth and juvenile gun
violence are described, in particular
the Boston Gun Initiative, the Office
of Community Oriented Policing
Services’ Youth Firearms Violence
Initiative, and OJJDP’s Partnerships
To Reduce Juvenile Gun Violence
Program.

Reducing the illegal carrying of guns
by juveniles and youth firearm vio-
lence is not just a problem for law
enforcement agencies to resolve.
Effective efforts will require support
and participation from multiple com-
munity agencies.

It is our hope that the information
that this Bulletin provides will en-
hance those efforts.
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Many adolescents own and use guns
legally for sporting activity, but there is a
perception that an increasing number of
other adolescents own guns for protection
and carry them on the street. In fact, one
study of urban juvenile arrestees found
that more than two-thirds of the juveniles
said their primary reason for owning and
carrying a weapon was self-protection; a
smaller number also reported using their
weapon for drug trafficking or other illegal
activity (Decker, Pennel, and Caldwell,
1997; Snyder and Sickmund, 1999). It is ille-
gal gun ownership and use among adoles-
cents that constitute a problem of great
concern. Researchers and policymakers
have become increasingly interested in
understanding patterns of gun ownership
and use among adolescents so that pro-
grams can be developed to respond to this
problem.

Prior research on gun ownership and use
has focused mainly on adults and has char-
acterized adults who own guns as either
low risk or high risk, reflecting the extent
to which they are likely to increase the risk
of violent crime in the general population.
Low-risk gun owners tend to be socialized
by their families into gun ownership, to
own guns legally (holding permits when
required by their jurisdiction), and to own
them for socially approved reasons (e.g.,
hunting). Because they do not tend to use
their guns in criminal activities, they are
unlikely to directly increase the risk of

This Bulletin is part of the Office of Juve-
nile Justice and Delinquency Prevention
(OJJDP) Youth Development Series, which
presents findings from the Program of Re-
search on the Causes and Correlates of
Delinquency. Teams at the University at
Albany, State University of New York; the
University of Colorado; and the University
of Pittsburgh collaborated extensively in
designing the studies. At study sites in Roch-
ester, New York; Denver, Colorado; and
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the three research
teams have interviewed 4,000 participants
at regular intervals for a decade, recording
their lives in detail. Findings to date indi-
cate that preventing delinquency requires
accurate identification of the risk factors
that increase the likelihood of delinquent
behavior and the protective factors that
enhance positive adolescent development.

Much concern has been expressed
recently, in both the popular press and
the social science literature, about the
use of firearms by adolescents—in Ameri-
can society in general and urban areas in
particular. In a 1997 national survey of
more than 16,000 students in grades 9–12,
18 percent said they had carried a weapon
outside the home in the previous 30-day
period (Kann et al., 1998). The problem is
more severe in inner-city neighborhoods.
One study involving 800 inner-city high
school students reported that 22 percent
of all students said they carried a weapon
(Sheley and Wright, 1993). 
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were eight times more likely than sport
owners to commit a gun crime, 3.5 times
more likely to commit a street crime,
nearly five times more likely to be in a
gang, and 4.5 times more likely to sell
drugs—all statistically significant
differences.

One should not necessarily infer from this
analysis that owning a gun for protection
leads to criminal activity. The opposite
may be true: involvement in criminal activ-
ity may lead to the need to own a gun for
protection. For example, a drug dealer may
obtain a gun to ply his trade, rather than
ply his trade because he happens to have
a gun. However, one thing is certain: boys
who own guns for protection have adapted
to the dangerous associations and circum-
stances that surround criminal activity.

Socialization Into Gun
Ownership—Peers and
Gangs
As mentioned earlier, boys may be social-
ized into legal gun ownership by parents
or illegal ownership by delinquent peers
and gang members.3 This appears to be
the case for the boys in the Rochester
study. Having a parent who owned a gun
for sport increased the odds more than
fivefold that a boy owned a gun for sport,
but parental gun ownership had no impact
on the likelihood that a boy owned a gun
for protection. Conversely, having peers
who owned guns for protection increased
the odds more than sixfold that a boy
owned a gun for protection. It appears
that family socialization into gun use
increases the likelihood of owning a gun

or used guns. The sample size (n) varies
slightly, depending on which waves of data
are used in each part of the analysis.

Gun Ownership and
Gun Crime
Table 1 shows the percentage of boys
involved in different types of delinquent
behavior, according to their gun ownership
status: those who did not currently own
guns, those who owned guns for sport, and
those who owned guns for protection.1

Overall, boys who owned guns for sport
look more like those who didn’t own guns
at all than those who owned guns for pro-
tection. Compared with boys who did not
own guns at all, those who owned guns for
sport did have significantly elevated levels
of gun carrying, gun crime, and drug sell-
ing. (For street crime and gang member-
ship, the differences were not statistically
significant from zero.) However, boys who
owned guns for protection were signifi-
cantly and substantially more likely to
be involved in delinquent behavior than
either those who did not own guns or
those who owned guns for sport. For
example, 70 percent of protection owners
carried their guns, whereas only 11.1 per-
cent of sport owners did so, and only 3.2
percent of those who did not own a gun
had carried a gun in the past 6 months.2

In other words, a protection owner was
six times more likely than a sport owner
to carry a gun. Further, protection owners

violent crime in the general population.
High-risk owners, on the other hand, tend
to be socialized on the street into gun
ownership, to own guns illegally, and to
be more likely to use guns in criminal
activities. Because of their criminal use
of guns, they do increase the risk of vio-
lent crime in the general population (Bor-
dua and Lizotte, 1979; Harding, 1990; Hard-
ing and Blake, 1989; Lizotte, Bordua, and
White, 1981; Wright and Rossi, 1986).

As noted, most studies of gun ownership
and use have focused on adults; most of
these studies have been cross-sectional
(i.e., based on a sample of adults at a par-
ticular point). Such studies provide snap-
shots of gun ownership and use among
adults but do not show how juveniles
come to use guns illegally. Showing how
illegal gun ownership and use unfold for
juveniles requires a longitudinal analysis
that follows a sample of juveniles over an
extended period. This Bulletin provides
such an analysis using data from the
Rochester Youth Development Study. The
Bulletin also summarizes current research
and prevention efforts aimed at reducing
juvenile gun violence.

The Rochester Youth
Development Study
The Rochester Youth Development Study
(RYDS) is a longitudinal study investigating
the development of delinquent behavior,
drug use, and related behaviors among a
group of urban adolescents. RYDS sample
members and the adults primarily respon-
sible for their care (usually mothers) have
been interviewed periodically since the
1987–88 school year, when the youth were
in the seventh or eighth grade. For more
information on RYDS and the methodology
used to measure gun ownership and
crimes, see p. 3.

The following analysis is based on data for
boys only. Girls are omitted because the
girls in the Rochester sample rarely owned

1 Much more detail on the analysis presented in
Table 1 is available in Lizotte et al. (1994).

2 The carrying question asks about carrying guns “on
the street.” Boys could have carried illegal guns that
they did not own (e.g., they could have borrowed or
rented them). Sport gun owners might have misinter-
preted their legal carrying and reported it (e.g., a
boy could have carried his rifle from the car to the
house before and after going target shooting with his
parent)—this carrying issue is addressed further on
page 5.

Table 1: Percentage of Boys Involved in Delinquency, by Gun 
Ownership Status

Gun Ownership Status (%)

Type of No Gun Owned Gun Owned for  Gun Owned for  
Delinquency (n=548) Sport (n=27) Protection (n=40)

Gun carrying 3.2 11.1 70.0

Gun crime 1.3 3.7 30.0

Street crime 14.8 18.5 67.5

Gang membership 7.2 11.1 55.0

Drug selling 3.5 7.4 32.5

3 Intergenerational gangs do exist in some cities, and it
is possible that parents do socialize their children into
illegal gun ownership; however, there is no empirical
evidence of this process at this time.
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for sport but has no impact on the likeli-
hood of owning a gun for protection.

Gangs and Guns 
Media reports leave the impression that
illegal gun ownership and use by gang
members have become more and more
commonplace and are now a standard
feature of gangs. Implicit in these reports
is the assumption that gangs provide

Rochester Study Methodology

The Rochester study of gun ownership and use is part of
the ongoing Rochester Youth Development Study (RYDS) of
delinquency and drug use conducted by researchers at the
University at Albany, State University of New York. RYDS is
part of the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Pre-
vention’s (OJJDP’s) Program of Research on the Causes
and Correlates of Delinquency. An OJJDP Fact Sheet
(Browning et al., 1999) summarizes the research design
for the RYDS and other Causes and Correlates projects.

The RYDS sample of 1,000 adolescents was selected from
seventh and eighth grade public school students in Rochester,
NY—a city with a diverse population and high crime rate. The
sample was stratified to overrepresent youth at high risk of
serious delinquency and drug use. Males were oversampled
(75 percent of the sample) because they are more likely than
females to engage in serious delinquency, and students from
high-crime areas were oversampled on the assumption that
they are at greater risk of offending. In the analysis presented
in this Bulletin, the data on boys are weighted so that the
sample is random and representative of the Rochester public
school population of seventh and eighth grade students in the
1987–88 school year.

Participants were interviewed in 12 waves, beginning in the
1987–88 school year, when they were in the seventh or
eighth grade, and continuing through 1996–97, when they
were young adults (average age 22). The first nine waves of
interviews were conducted at 6-month intervals and also
included the adults primarily responsible for the care of the
adolescents (usually mothers). The latest three waves were
conducted annually. Data were also collected from schools,
police, courts, and social service agencies.

Measuring Gun Ownership and Gun Crime
Gun ownership typically is categorized as legal or illegal. For
adolescents, however, this distinction is not meaningful or
measurable. In New York, handguns require a special permit,
which must be signed by a judge. In Monroe County (where
Rochester is located), the judge responsible for permits only
rarely signed a permit for an adolescent. Thus, if a study par-
ticipant reported owning a handgun, he either owned it ille-
gally or was mistaken about his legal ownership. In the latter
case, a parent or other responsible adult may have owned
the gun, but the youth thought of it as his or thought it would
be his when he was old enough to obtain a permit. Further-
more, although a permit is not needed for long guns, persons
under 18 cannot buy such a gun, but a parent could buy it
and the youth could possess it.

A more reasonable strategy is to classify the boys in this
study on the basis of their motivation for owning a gun—for
sport or for protection. Adolescents who own guns for sport
should be at lower risk of using the guns for criminal activity
than those who own for protection. Adolescents who own
guns for protection probably travel in a dangerous world and
will soon find themselves involved in gun crime. If this latter
assumption is true, one would expect protection owners to
have handguns and sawed-off rifles and shotguns, because
such guns are concealed most easily and are the weapons
of choice for criminal activity. Conversely, one would expect
sport owners to have relatively few handguns and sawed-off
rifles and shotguns.

Questions about gun ownership were first asked at wave 4
of the interviews, when the boys were in the ninth or tenth
grade and were 14 or 15 years old. At this wave, 67 boys
(about 10 percent of the sample) owned guns—27 said they
owned only for sport, 30 owned only for protection, and 10
owned for both reasons. The 27 boys who owned for sport
reported owning a total of 30 guns, of which 21 were rifles
or shotguns and only 9 were handguns. (Only one of the long
guns owned for sport was sawed off. The boy who owned the
sawed-off long gun also owned a handgun. He reported no
criminal activity and did not carry the guns or use drugs.) The
30 protection owners reported owning a total of 50 guns—an
average of 1.67 guns per boy. Protection owners had more
handguns (28) than rifles and shotguns (22), and more than
half of their long guns (12) were sawed off. The 10 respon-
dents who owned for both sport and protection owned a total
of 12 guns: 5 handguns and 7 long guns (4 of which were
sawed off). Because of the types of guns owned by boys who
said they owned for both reasons, these boys were catego-
rized as owning for protection. In short, sport owners tended
to own unaltered long guns and protection owners tended to
own handguns and sawed-off rifles and shotguns. This is pre-
cisely what one would expect if sport owners were legal own-
ers and protection owners were illegal owners.

Study participants were asked whether they had participated
in 44 types of delinquent behaviors and drug use in the last
6 months. If they answered yes, they were asked followup
questions about the precise nature of the offense. Responses
were screened to ensure that the behaviors reported fit prop-
erly into the category of delinquent behavior and that the be-
haviors were “actionable” offenses. In other words, research-
ers ensured that the behaviors were not trivial offenses such
as pranks. The followup questions also determined whether a
gun was used in the commission of the crime. If a gun was
used, the crime was recorded as a gun crime.

illegal guns and training in their use. How-
ever, it is equally plausible that gangs
recruit boys who already own guns and
are well versed in their use. Table 1
shows that gang membership was more
common for boys who owned guns for
protection than for those who owned
them for sport and those who did not
own them. Do gangs recruit youth who
are already involved with guns, or does
gang membership lead to gun ownership?

Past research has usually indicated that
gangs and guns go hand in hand. Strodt-
beck and Short (1964) describe a gun dif-
fusion process that operates in gangs.
Members fear that sudden violence may
be perpetrated against them. Since most
gang activity takes place outside the
realm of police protection, gang members
see a need to protect themselves from
others who are just like them. As members
of one gang arm, members of opposing
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gangs arm for the same reason. These
observations have been confirmed by
many researchers. Horowitz (1983)
reported that gang members go armed
because their rivals have guns. Similarly,
Miller (1992), Block and Block (1993),
Sheley and Wright (1993 and 1994), Bjer-
regaard and Lizotte (1995), and Decker
and Van Winkle (1996) all found a strong
connection between illegal gun use and
gang membership. 

A longitudinal data set such as that from
the Rochester study offers the unique
advantage of allowing researchers to
determine whether gun ownership (for
sport or protection) occurs prior to, dur-
ing, or after gang participation. To examine
this relationship, researchers used three
measures of gang membership and com-
pared gang members with nonmembers, at
interview waves 7, 8, and 9. Future gang
members are boys who were not in a gang
in a preceding wave (7 or 8) but who
joined a gang in a subsequent wave (8 or
9). Current gang members are boys who
reported being in a gang during the cur-
rent wave (7, 8, or 9). Past gang members
are boys who were in a gang in a preced-
ing wave (7 or 8) but were not currently in
a gang.4 Nonmembers are boys who said
they were never in a gang. Table 2 shows
the percentage of nonmembers and future,
current, and past members who reported
owning guns for sport and protection,
carrying guns, and having peers who
owned guns for protection.5

There were no statistically significant dif-
ferences by gang status in the percentage
of boys owning guns for sport. That is,
gang membership neither enhanced nor
diminished the likelihood of owning a gun
for sport. However, gang membership did
enhance the likelihood of owning a gun for
protection. Future gang members were
somewhat more likely than nonmembers
to own guns for protection (23.1 percent
versus 14.2 percent), but current gang
members were clearly more likely than
nonmembers to own guns for protection
(30.9 percent versus 14.2 percent). 

The rate of owning illegal guns was not
significantly higher for future gang mem-
bers than for those who did not join
gangs. This finding suggests that gangs

are not particularly likely to recruit boys
who already own and carry guns for pro-
tection. Furthermore, among boys who
had left gangs, the rate of gun ownership
for protection dropped to a level similar to
that of boys who had never belonged to a
gang (13.2 percent for past members ver-
sus 14.2 percent for nonmembers). A simi-
lar pattern was found for carrying guns
on the street. These findings suggest that
boys who do not want to participate in the
violence and gun carrying associated with
gangs leave the gangs. The findings might
also suggest that when youth leave gangs,

they feel less need to carry guns because
they are no longer in a climate of conflict
and violence. Statistically, past gang
members look like nonmembers in terms
of owning guns for protection and carry-
ing guns on the street. Thus, it appears
that gangs cause new members to obtain
and then carry guns, but they do not
recruit boys who already carry guns.

Table 2 also shows that joining a gang
made it more likely that a boy would
have peers who owned guns for protection.
The likelihood of peer gun ownership for
future gang members was similar to that

Table 2: Percentage of Boys Engaging in Gun-Related Behaviors,
by Gang Membership Status

Gang Membership Status (%)

Future Current 
Nonmember Member Member Past Member

Gun Behavior (n=548) (n=39) (n=81) (n=32)

Owns gun for sport 8.4 12.8 9.9 7.5

Owns gun for 
protectiona, b 14.2 23.1 30.9 13.2

Carries a guna, b 8.6 12.8 21.0 5.7

Peers own guns
for protectiona, b, c 55.1 53.8 77.8 52.8

Note: Nonmembers were never in a gang. Future members were not in a gang in a preceding inter-
view wave but joined a gang in a subsequent wave. Current members belonged to a gang at the
time of the current wave. Past members belonged to a gang in a preceding wave but not in the
current wave.

Significance tests are for 0.5-level 1-tail tests. The superscripts indicate statistically significant
differences for the following comparisons:
a Current With Past.
b Nonmember With Current.
c Current With Future.

4 Boys who were gang members in more than one wave
were included in membership prevalence rates for
the most recent wave of gang activity. Boys had two
chances to be counted as past or future gang members.

5 Much more detail on the analysis presented in
Table 2 is available in Bjerregaard and Lizotte (1995).
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for nonmembers (53.8 percent versus 55.1
percent). However, peer gun ownership
increased significantly (to nearly 78 per-
cent) for current members. For past mem-
bers, peer ownership dropped down to a
rate comparable to that for nonmembers
(52.8 percent versus 55.1 percent), sug-
gesting that gang members were the peer
owners.

These results indicate that gangs do not
recruit youth who already own and carry
guns for protection. However, gangs do
facilitate gun ownership and carrying
among current members. Boys in gangs
are more likely than others to say they
have peers who own guns for protection.
Presumably, these peer gun owners are
the other gang members. In turn, having
peers who own guns for protection makes
it more likely that a boy will own a gun for
protection and carry it.

Gun Carrying
Thus far, this analysis has considered gun
carrying for boys who report owning
guns for sport or protection. However,
one need not own a gun to carry one
either illegally6 or legally. Sport owners
may carry their guns on the street for
perfectly legal reasons. Depending on how
“carrying” is defined, boys may even carry
guns to school legally. (For example, a
boy’s father could drive him to school
with a shotgun in the back window of the
pickup truck, and if asked whether he car-
ried a gun to school, the boy might say
that he had.) Surveys that simply ask
teenagers whether they carried a gun or
carried a gun to school are inadequate.
Surveyors need to make it clear to respon-
dents that they should report only illegal
carrying. 

Another potential problem arises when
survey questions ask about “carrying a
gun” without making it clear that the gun
in question is a firearm. Such wording
could be interpreted by respondents to
include blank guns, inoperative guns, BB
guns, or pellet guns. This may be why
reported percentages of gun carriers some-
times seem shockingly high. Additionally,
surveys sometimes ask students whether
they know someone who carried a gun or
carried a gun to school. Percentages based
on such questions can be even higher,
because many respondents might report
about the same infamous individual.

To deal with these problems, the Rochester
survey asked the boys whether they had
carried a hidden weapon since the time of
the last interview. This was asked as part
of the survey battery of questions on self-
reported delinquency. If a boy said he had
carried a hidden weapon, he was asked
whether that weapon was a gun. With this
strategy, respondents did not have to own
a gun to report carrying one.

Table 3 shows that at interview waves 2
and 3 of the study, when the boys were
only 14 or 141/2 years old, 5 percent had
carried a hidden gun at least once in the
previous 6 months. In other words, sub-
stantial numbers of boys carry hidden
guns at very young ages.7

As Table 3 shows, asking boys about carry-
ing a hidden firearm (in the context of
other self-reported delinquency questions)
revealed more gun carriers than asking
about carrying a gun owned for protection
and many more carriers than asking about
carrying a gun owned for sport.8 At wave 4,
when the boys were about 15 years of age,
1 percent reported carrying a gun owned
for sport, 4 percent reported carrying a
gun owned for protection, and 6 percent re-
ported carrying a hidden gun (in response
to a survey question on self-reported
delinquency). Carrying hidden guns in-
creased as these boys became older. By
wave 10, when the boys were about 20

years old, 10 percent carried hidden guns.
It is interesting that the percentage carry-
ing hidden guns was twice the percentage
carrying guns they owned for protection.
Therefore, at age 20, half of illegal gun
carrying involved guns the boys did not
own—i.e., guns they had borrowed,
rented, or temporarily stolen.

Carrying hidden guns is somewhat
transitory. Only about one-third of the
boys carried hidden guns from one wave
to the next. The other two-thirds stopped
carrying guns after only 6 months. More-
over, of those boys who ever carried a
hidden gun, more than half (53.2 percent,
n=67) carried the gun only during one 6-
month period. About one-third (32.5 per-
cent, n=41) carried a gun during two or
three waves (1 year to 11/2 years). The
remaining 14 percent (n=21) carried a gun
consistently for 2 to 3 years. In other
words, half of the carriers of hidden guns
were very transitory carriers and half
were persistent (if intermittent) carriers.
Carrying hidden guns is probably instru-
mental (i.e., done for a specific reason), in
the sense that a boy carries a gun because
he perceives a need for protection. When
traveling in a dangerous world where oth-
ers carry guns and when part of a gang,
a boy sees the need for a gun. This might
suggest that those who are transitory
carriers are easier to deter or dissuade
from carrying guns because their need to
carry them is equally transitory.

Part of the reason that carrying  hidden
guns is transitory is that adolescent boys’
reasons for carrying guns change over the

Table 3: Percentage of Boys Carrying a Gun, Based on Alternative
Measures, by Interview Wave

Wave

Measure 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Carry a gun
owned for sport (%) 1 2 1 2 2 3 3

Carry a gun owned
for protection (%) 4 5 3 5 4 6 5

Carry a hidden gun (%) 5 5 6 7 6 6 8 8 10

Mean age at time 
of interview (years) 14 141/2 15 151/2 16 161/2 17 171/2 20

Note: The three measures reflect three ways in which the boys were asked about carrying guns.
Except in waves 2 and 3 (when the boys were only 14 or 141/2 years old), they were asked whether
they had carried a gun they owned for sport and whether they had carried a gun they owned for pro-
tection. In all waves, the boys were asked a battery of questions about various delinquent behaviors;
as part of that battery, they were asked whether they had carried a hidden weapon and, if so,
whether that weapon was a firearm.

6 Boys who do not own guns could illegally carry guns
that another household member owns or that were
borrowed or rented from someone else.

7 The study did not ask boys at these ages about
carrying guns owned for sport or protection.

8 Much more detail on the analysis presented in this
section is available in Lizotte et al. (1997).
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course of their youth. Carrying hidden
guns was found to be strongly related to
gang membership at younger ages, but
that relationship diminished as the boys
left the gangs, at around age 16. On the
other hand, involvement in drug selling
was found to be more strongly related to
carrying hidden guns in the later teens,
when serious drug dealing takes place.
For example, after age 15, involvement in
selling large amounts9 of drugs increased
the odds of gun carrying 8- to 35-fold,
depending on the exact age of the boy.
Similarly, the strong relationship between
carrying hidden guns and having peers
who owned guns for protection suggests
that changes in peer groups can influence
gun carrying (Lizotte et al., 2000).

It is also important to note that the
Rochester study found no relationship
between gun carrying and race-ethnicity
or income. This dangerous behavior
crosses racial and class lines.

Study Summary
By age 15, about 6 percent of the boys in
the Rochester study owned guns for pro-
tection. This ownership was related to a
wide range of undesirable delinquent
behaviors, including gun carrying, gun
crime, gang membership, and drug selling.
When in a gang, boys were much more
likely to have peers who owned guns for
protection, and these peers most likely
were the gang members.

Depending on their age, between 5 and
10 percent of the boys in the Rochester
study carried hidden guns on the street.
The percentage increased with age and
was associated with different types of
delinquency at different ages. This carry-
ing was instrumental, and the reason for
the instrumentality changed with the
changing delinquency. Half of the boys
who carried hidden guns did not own the
guns they carried. Much carrying was
transitory. Half of the boys who carried
hidden guns did so for 6 months or less,
but the other half were much more per-
sistent carriers.

Implications
The findings reported here suggest that
interventions to stop illegal gun use by
boys must begin when they are quite

young. Because boys’ reasons for carrying
guns change as they age, interventions
must adapt to these changes. Interven-
tions must also make boys feel safer in
their environments. Additionally, strate-
gies to reduce illegal gun carrying should
probably be different for transitory and
long-term carriers. Because there is so
much turnover in boys’ illegal gun owner-
ship and carrying, confiscating a single
illegal gun probably stops several boys
from possessing that gun over a period
of time. Finally, because such a high per-
centage of urban boys carry illegal guns
(5 to10 percent in the Rochester study),
targeting this population for interventions
might be an effective strategy.

In addition to the findings reported above,
the Rochester study compared the amount
of serious violent crime that boys commit-
ted during periods when they carried ille-
gal guns to the amount of crime the same
boys committed when they did not carry
illegal guns. The amount of serious violent
crime the boys committed during periods
of active gun carrying was more than five
times the amount they committed when
they did not carry guns. Even though the
number of boys who carried illegal guns
was relatively small, since these boys were
high-rate offenders even when they did
not carry guns, decreasing gun carrying
among them could avert many thousands
of serious crimes. This means that pre-
venting gun carrying among at-risk boys
could go a long way toward reducing the
violent crime rate. 

The remaining sections of this Bulletin
describe efforts to understand and pre-
vent juvenile gun violence. A summary
of selected research is followed by a dis-
cussion of the Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention’s (OJJDP’s)
Partnerships To Reduce Juvenile Gun Vio-
lence Program (with a focus on the Baton
Rouge (LA) Partnership and its Operation
Eiger) and comments on programs identi-
fied by OJJDP as promising strategies to
reduce gun violence.

Other Research on
Reducing Illegal Gun
Carrying and Gun
Violence

Boston Gun Initiative
Research conducted in Boston, MA, and
other cities demonstrates the value of
problem-solving planning to reduce gun

carrying and use by juveniles. In Boston,
an analysis of the city’s gun crime problem
found that approximately 1,300 gang mem-
bers, representing less than 1 percent of
the city’s youth, were responsible for
at least 60 percent of juvenile homicides
(Kennedy, Piehl, and Braga, 1996). Youth
who were victims or suspects in these
homicides had long histories of involve-
ment in the justice system. Researchers
concluded that youth homicide was con-
centrated among a small number of seri-
ally offending, gang-involved youth. In
response to this analysis, Boston police,
working with other criminal justice agen-
cies and with city social service agencies,
used a mix of strategies to discourage
juveniles—especially gang members and
probationers—from carrying guns in
public places.

The strategies developed in Boston in-
cluded gun use reduction tactics employ-
ing new gun-tracing technologies to inter-
rupt the flow of illegal firearms to youth
and a deterrence approach to inform juve-
niles of the severe criminal consequences
they would face if caught with an illegal
firearm (Kennedy, 1998). As a result of
these and other strategies initiated by
the city, youth firearm-related homicides
dropped 75 percent during 1990–98.

Youth Firearms Violence
Initiative
In 1995, the U.S. Department of Justice’s
Office of Community Oriented Policing
Services (COPS) began its Youth Firearms
Violence Initiative (YFVI). This program
provided funding to several cities for the
development of interventions to combat
recent increases in youth firearm violence.
The initiative encouraged demonstration
sites to implement community policing
strategies that would decrease violent fire-
arm crimes and reduce youth gun-related
gang and drug offenses. Five of the sites
were selected for intensive evaluation—
Baltimore, MD; Cleveland, OH; Inglewood,
CA; Salinas, CA; and San Antonio, TX.
Most of these sites developed new police
operations for suppressing firearm
violence or expanded existing ones.
Enforcement strategies generally were
based on analyses of local crime data that
enabled police to identify specific locales
and populations that were prone to youth
gun violence. The demonstration sites
used a variety of enforcement tactics. In
addition to traditional approaches such as
surveillance and intelligence gathering,

9 More than the median amount sold by all boys who
have sold drugs.
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these tactics included less traditional ap-
proaches such as police and probation
officers’ joint monitoring of gang members
on probation and school-based prevention
efforts for juveniles at risk of gun violence
(Dunworth, 2000).

Each of the intensive evaluation sites
reported that youth gun crimes declined
following implementation of the YFVI pro-
gram (Dunworth, 2000). For example, the
program had a measurable effect in reduc-
ing youth gun crimes in Inglewood and
Salinas. In Inglewood (where the program
included use of police-probation teams),
gun crimes returned to prior levels once
the program’s operational period ended.
In Salinas, however, the initial reductions
in gun crimes were sustained by the city’s
commitment to continue program opera-
tions even after YFVI funding ended.

Implications
Results from the Boston gun initiative and
the YFVI evaluation suggest that the sus-
tainability of these efforts to reduce ille-
gal gun carrying by youth depends on a
community’s commitment to engage in a
problem-solving planning process. This
commitment includes participation of
Federal and local law enforcement agen-
cies and key community stakeholders who
are willing to commit resources for the
development of a comprehensive plan.
The planning process should include a
thorough needs assessment that identifies
specific youth populations at risk for ille-
gal gun carrying and use. It should also
include development of both suppression
strategies to take illegal guns off the
streets and intervention and prevention
strategies to reduce the need and demand
for those weapons.

OJJDP’s Partnerships
To Reduce Juvenile
Gun Violence Program
In 1997, as part of its commitment to
address the continuing problem of juve-
nile gun violence, OJJDP awarded com-
munity demonstration grants to three
cities—Baton Rouge, LA; Oakland, CA; and
Syracuse, NY—to implement its Partner-
ships To Reduce Juvenile Gun Violence
Program. These communities were asked
to build extended partnerships to address
risk factors associated with juvenile gun
violence, including the carrying of illegal
guns. The partnerships were established
to develop comprehensive and effective
juvenile gun violence reduction programs

by enhancing and coordinating prevention,
intervention, and suppression strategies
and by strengthening linkages between
community residents, law enforcement,
and the juvenile justice system. 

The problem-solving approach of the Part-
nerships To Reduce Juvenile Gun Violence
Program recognizes that local community
assessment of juvenile gun violence prob-
lems should guide program development
and that strategies designed to reduce
gun violence should be comprehensive
and theory driven and should include pre-
vention, intervention, and suppression
components. The Partnerships Program
goals include reducing youth access to
illegal guns, reducing the incidence of
juveniles illegally carrying guns and com-
mitting gun-related crimes, increasing
community participation in addressing
gun violence, and coordinating juvenile
justice and social services for youth at
risk for gun violence. 

Each of the Partnerships Program com-
munities is implementing several linked
youth gun violence reduction strategies: 

◆ A firearm suppression strategy to re-
duce juvenile access to and carrying
of illegal guns. 

◆ A juvenile justice strategy to use ap-
propriate sanctions and intervention
services for juvenile gun offenders.

◆ A positive opportunities strategy, in-
volving components such as academic
tutoring, mentoring, job training and
placement, and afterschool programs.

◆ A public information strategy to com-
municate to juveniles, families, and
community residents the dangers and
consequences of gun carrying and use.

◆ A community mobilization strategy to
engage neighborhood residents, par-
ents, and youth in addressing commu-
nity risk factors associated with gun
violence.

A national cross-site evaluation assessing
the various strategies developed by the
Partnerships Program communities is
being conducted for OJJDP by COSMOS
Corporation and will be reported at a later
date.

The Baton Rouge
Partnership
The Baton Rouge Partnership is an exam-
ple of how communities have developed
and implemented their partnership

programs. The number of juveniles
arrested annually in East Baton Rouge
increased 61 percent from 1992 to 1996.
One-fourth of the juveniles arrested in
1996 were involved in multiple violent
crimes. More than 90 percent of all homi-
cides involving a juvenile were committed
with a handgun. Further analysis revealed
that a large percentage of these gun-
related crimes were being committed in a
relatively small area of the city.

With the Mayor’s Office serving as lead,
the Baton Rouge program built a partner-
ship structure that includes local, State,
and Federal law enforcement agencies;
the U.S. Attorney’s Office, the East Baton
Rouge District Attorney, the courts, and
juvenile and adult probation agencies;
public and private service providers; the
faith community; and community grass-
roots organizations. The Baton Rouge
Partnership consists of task forces that
focus on enforcement (suppression),
intervention, prevention, and grassroots
mobilization. 

The Partnership monitors the tracing
and seizure of crime guns by the Federal
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms
and the Baton Rouge Police Department
and also reviews Brady Bill background
checks of residents applying for gun per-
mits. The Partnership uses this informa-
tion to identify juvenile and young adult
gun offenders and also to provide local,
State, and Federal law enforcement agen-
cies with information on gun applicants
who have felony records or who are
known associates of individuals with
felony records. A Judicial Advisory Com-
mittee, composed of the District Attorney
and juvenile court judges, also advises
the Partnership on justice system reforms
and on available residential and nonresi-
dential treatment services. The Partner-
ship also has played an integral role in
the formation of ACT NOW, a grassroots
organization that links a diverse array
of 54 community and faith leaders to re-
spond to violence in their neighborhoods
and to work with the Partnership’s target
population and families. One of the pro-
grams developed by the Partnership to
address the needs of the target population
was Operation Eiger, a comprehensive
program that links juvenile gun violence
suppression, intervention, and prevention
strategies. The structure, activities, and
outcomes of Operation Eiger are described
on pages 8–9.
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Promising Strategies
To Reduce Gun
Violence
Firearm violence has often been assumed
to be largely impervious to law enforce-
ment and community interventions. Re-
cent experiences in several cities that have
developed and implemented effective
strategies to reduce gun violence suggest
that this assumption may be erroneous.
In 1998, OJJDP identified more than 400
gun violence reduction programs around
the Nation. A study of these programs
yielded 60 individual programs that were
featured in the report Promising Strategies
To Reduce Gun Violence (Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 1999).

The report highlights the programs in
Baton Rouge and Boston and in COPS’
YFVI as examples of comprehensive initi-
atives that use multiple strategies to ad-
dress risk factors associated with gun
violence. These risk factors include ag-
gressive behaviors at an early age, gun
possession and carrying, substance
abuse, exposure to violence, conflicts
with authority, lack of anger management
skills, poor parental supervision, low aca-
demic achievement, truancy, delinquent
peers, and unemployment (Loeber and
Farrington, 1998). Rather than focusing
on one or two risk factors, these collabo-
rative programs recognize that success
is more likely to result from strategies
that address identified risk factors in
multiple ways.

Baton Rouge’s Operation Eiger: Linked Strategies To Address Juveniles at 
Risk for Gun Violence

The Baton Rouge Partnership devel-
oped Operation Eiger, a comprehensive
set of problem-solving strategies that
link the resources of the juvenile justice
system, law enforcement, public and pri-
vate service providers, and community
grassroots organizations (see figure).
The Partnership designated juveniles
and young adults on probation for a
gun-related offense as “Eigers.” (Eiger is
a mountain in Switzerland reported to
be one of the world’s most difficult to
climb.)

The Partnership’s case coordinator
records conditions of probation im-
posed by the juvenile court on juveniles
identified as Eigers. The juveniles are
placed on a contact list for the Eiger
police-probation teams, composed of
specially trained police and probation
officers. These teams conduct unsched-
uled evening visits to each Eiger’s home
an average of six times per month.
During the visits, the teams check for
compliance with conditions of probation
and assess the youth’s needs and fami-
ly situation.

The juvenile court enhances the effec-
tiveness of the process by setting
enforceable conditions of probation to
help Eiger youth and family members
address risk factors associated with the
youth’s violent behaviors. Such condi-
tions might pertain to curfews, school
attendance, possession of illegal guns
or other weapons, association with
delinquent peers, and abstinence from
drugs and alcohol. Through a zero

tolerance policy, the court imposes sanc-
tions on Eigers who violate conditions
of probation or commit new offenses.
Sanctions can include jail sentences.
The Police Department’s Operation
Takedown, a drug trafficking enforce-
ment program, also identifies any viola-
tions committed by Eigers and reports
the violations to the court and the
Partnership.

Police and other Partnership partici-
pants bring needs of Eiger youth to
the attention of the Partnership’s case
coordinator, who develops and oversees
an individual case plan for each Eiger.
(The case plan remains in effect even
when the juvenile leaves the Eiger pro-
gram or is no longer on probation.) A
three-pronged service program for the
Eigers includes the following strategies:

◆ Provide intensive intervention ser-
vices to address substance abuse,
anger management, academic fail-
ure, and unemployment. A primary
component of the intervention strate-
gy is the Life Skills Academy, which
addresses character strengthening
and parenting skills for Eigers, their
siblings, and their parents. Held in
participating churches in target areas,
the Academy covers 12 skill areas
over a 22-week period; involves 20
grassroots leaders as speakers, men-
tors, and tutors; and offers direct
access to a wide variety of social
services and recreational programs 

either operated or coordinated by the
Baton Rouge Partnership.

◆ Strengthen Eigers’ families by helping
resolve intrafamily and interfamily
disputes and by addressing alcohol
and drug abuse problems. Parents of
Eiger youth may be referred to family
counseling and other family manage-
ment services, if needed. Siblings
also can be referred to myriad pre-
vention services coordinated by the
Partnership.

◆ Build resiliency in the community by
addressing risk factors associated
with gun violence. These community-
strengthening initiatives include
efforts to reduce neighborhood
deterioration, promote activities
that increase community cohesion,
and address factors that contribute
to economic deprivation.

The Partnership tracks the Eigers as
they complete the terms of their proba-
tion and records their progress while
they are receiving social services. The
results of this monitoring activity are
used to refine and modify the Partner-
ship’s comprehensive plan. During
Operation Eiger’s first 22 months, 304
juveniles were identified and police-
probation teams conducted 9,600 home
visits. The percentage of contacts for
which probation violations were report-
ed decreased from 44 percent when
the program began in September 1997
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The communities profiled in Promising
Strategies incorporated productive
capacity-building characteristics in
developing their program structures.
These activities included identification
of high-risk populations and target neigh-
borhoods based on data-driven problem-
solving processes, enlistment of law
enforcement agencies and other key stake-
holders in a collaborative partnership,
and development of a comprehensive plan
with multiple strategies and measurable
goals and objectives (Sheppard et al.,
2000). The communities’ programs dem-
onstrate the value of a local collaborative
group’s ability to mobilize resources and
transform them into strategies that ad-
dress risk factors associated with gun vio-
lence (Kumpfer et al., 1997). Each program

has involved community residents, law
enforcement agencies, and other public
and private agencies in developing a com-
prehensive plan and has created a strong
collaborative structure to mobilize and
sustain gun violence reduction strategies. 

Conclusion
Research conducted in Baton Rouge,
Boston, and other cities suggests that
reducing illegal gun carrying and firearm
violence is not just a law enforcement
problem. Effective efforts are as dependent
on community participation as on actions
taken by police and other criminal  and
juvenile justice agencies. Law enforcement
agencies can do their job more effectively
when community priorities shape their

actions. Evidence suggests that the build-
up of trust engendered by such an ap-
proach enhances the partnership between
police and the communities they serve,
resulting in greater police-community
cooperation and mutual support (Skogan
et al., 2000). Research also shows that
rates of violent crime are lower in urban
communities where police and residents
have a higher level of mutual trust than
exists in similar communities and where
residents in high-crime neighborhoods are
willing to intervene on behalf of the com-
mon good (Sampson, Raudenbush, and
Earls, 1998). Neighborhoods that scored
high on “mutual trust” and “willingness to
intervene” factors had violent crime rates
40 percent lower than those in other, less
cohesive communities. Such findings

Suppression
Enforce zero tolerance sanctions for 
probation violations.

◆ Juvenile court sets enforceable
conditions of probation for Eigers.

◆ Police-probation teams monitor 
Eiger compliance with court-ordered 
conditions of probation.

◆ Police Department’s Operation 
Takedown identifies and reports 
Eiger probation violations.

Intervention
Provide intensive intervention services 
for Eiger youth and families.

◆ Juvenile court refers probationers to 
Eiger program.

◆ Police-probation teams assess Eiger 
service needs and family situation.

◆ Eiger case coordinator develops and 
oversees a case plan for each Eiger.

◆ Life Skills Academy offers mentoring, 
anger management, educational/

employment, and family 
strengthening programs.

Prevention
Build resiliency in the community by addressing 
risk factors.

◆ Eiger and Probation Department staff work
with the community to identify Eiger siblings 
and other youth at risk.

◆ School- and community-based programs 
and Life Skills Academy address needs 
of  at-risk youth. 

◆ Community-strengthening initiatives 
reduce neighborhood deterioration, 
promote community cohesion, and 

address economic factors.

Baton Rouge Operation Eiger’s Linked Strategies

to 26 percent in December 1999. In
addition, preliminary results show that
gun-related homicides as a percentage
of all homicides in the program’s target
area decreased from 91 percent in 1996
to 63 percent in 1999 (Sheppard, 1999).

Although Federal funding for Operation
Eiger has terminated, the program
continues through funding from the
City of Baton Rouge. For more infor-
mation on the program, contact 

Ms. Yvonne Day, Baton Rouge Partner-
ships for Prevention, 222 St. Louis
Street, Room 936, Baton Rouge, LA
70802; phone 225–389–7871.
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demonstrate the value of forming com-
munity collaboratives to address risk
factors associated with gun violence.

Research also consistently finds that ille-
gal firearm use among juveniles is a rela-
tively small and localized problem. For
example, as noted recently, “one in four
reported murders of juveniles in 1997
occurred in just 5 of the Nation’s more
than 3,000 counties” (Snyder and Sick-
mund, 1999:21). Similarly, research in
Boston and other cities suggests that
within specific cities or counties, very
specific neighborhoods harbor most of
the juvenile illegal firearm problem. Fur-
thermore, survey data from the Rochester
study show that relatively small percent-
ages of youth within that urban area are
responsible for the majority of illegal gun
carrying and gun crime. In addition, illegal
gun carrying among juveniles tends to
be transitory (Lizotte et al., 1997; Cook,
Molliconi, and Cole, 1995). Such findings
suggest that illegal gun carrying can be
deterred. The Rochester study’s finding
that boys quickly move out of illegal gun
ownership and carrying suggests that
their illegal guns get passed along to other
boys, and that likelihood in turn suggests
that the number of illegal guns used is
smaller than the number of boys using
them. Taken together, these facts suggest
that interventions targeting specific “hot
spots” (locales with a high incidence of
gun problems) could succeed in deter-
ring illegal gun use among boys, whereas
broad policies directed at large popula-
tions of young people might be too diffuse
to be effective.
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