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Access to firearms and adolescent suicide
Age limits on purchasing won’t protect the many young people already living with firearms
Ann John, 1 Deborah Azrael, 2 Matthew Miller3
Policies that effectively reduce access to lethal means
of suicide save lives.1 We know, for example, that a
ban on the most highly toxic pesticides in Sri Lanka
was associated with noticeably lower overall suicide
rates in the 1990s because studies observed a
post-ban decline in pesticide related and overall
suicide rates consistent with substantial declines in
availability.2 3 The story of coal gas in the UK similarly
illustrates the promise of reducing exposure to highly
lethal means of suicide: carbon monoxide related
(and overall) suicide rates in the UK declined in the
1960s as more and more households switched from
coal gas to detoxified gas.4 5

age of gun sales, not the null effect observed in the
two states that actually raised the age threshold to
21 years.

The linked study by Raifman and colleagues
(doi:10.1136/bmj.m2436) assesses the impact of means
restriction by looking at how suicide rates change in
relation to changes in laws governing the minimum
age at which adolescents in the US can legally buy
handguns from unlicensed sellers (such as friends
or family).6 But Raifman and colleagues are up
against serious challenges not faced by researchers
studying pesticide bans or a wholesale switch to
cheaper and safer household gas. The laws they
analyse are unlikely to drive large changes in overall
exposure to firearms among young people, making
it difficult to observe and therefore estimate the true
effect of these laws on suicide rates.

A national registry would allow researchers to
measure, rather than assume, changes in firearms
availability related to legislative policies. Registries
would also help researchers to quantify changes in
exposure to firearms after secular shocks—such as
the covid-19 pandemic and Black Lives Matter
protests—both of which have been associated with
spikes in firearm purchases.11 12

The authors estimate that hundreds of suicides could
be prevented annually in the US if the 33 states where
18 year olds can still buy handguns raised the age
limit to 21 years. However, for several reasons, policy
makers and suicide prevention advocates should be
wary of expecting this extent of life saving benefits:
laws governing age of purchase can only affect
exposure to firearms among 18-20 year olds who do
not already have access to a firearm. Firstly, 18-20
year olds who could not purchase a handgun because
of age restrictions would still be able to buy long guns
of the kind used in one third to one half of all suicides
among young people.7 Secondly, most firearms used
by people who die from suicide have been in their
homes for years: many young people have access to
firearms in the household without having to purchase
one. In the US, one in three homes with children
contain firearms8 and in half of these homes, the
firearms are not locked up.8 Moreover, 40% of
adolescents in homes with firearms report that they
can easily access these guns.9
With these considerations in mind, even Raifman
and colleagues’ more conservative estimate (that 35%
of all firearm related suicides would be prevented by
enactment of age restricting handgun laws) seems
overly optimistic. Notably, the estimate of lives saved
by raising the age limit is based on the extra suicides
observed in the two states that decreased the legal
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National registry
Raiffman and colleagues were unable to report how
exposure to firearms changed as a result of the
legislation studied. This is not their fault—the data
do not exist. Unlike other high income countries, the
US does not maintain a national firearms registry
with information about who owns guns and how
many. Indeed, California is the only state that
routinely collects these data.10

Knowing that firearm sales have spiked is a poor
substitute for knowing how many firearm purchases
were made by people who already owned firearms
and how many by those who did not (ie, newly
exposed). Accurate registry data would allow
quantification of this aetiologically pertinent change
in relation to exposure. As such, registry data would
help put in perspective the magnitude of benefit or
harm that reasonably can be expected from policies
that restrict or expand access to firearms.
Whether or not the magnitude of benefit Raifman and
colleagues suggest can be expected, legislation that
increases the age at which handguns can be acquired
will likely prevent at least some suicides in young
people. This might well be a good enough argument
to pass legislation that enjoys popular support.13
However, without accompanying efforts to
substantially reduce young people’s access to
household firearms (both long guns and handguns),
sales laws alone might make us feel better but are
unlikely to save many lives.
Competing interests: The BMJ has judged that there are no disqualifying financial
ties to commercial companies. The authors declare the following other interests:
AJ chairs the National Advisory Group to Welsh Government on Suicide and
Self-harm prevention.
Provenance and peer review: Commissioned; not externally peer reviewed.
1

Azrael D, Miller M. Reducing suicide without affecting underlying mental
health. In: The International Handbook of Suicide Prevention. 2nd ed.
Wiley-Blackwell, 2016: 637-62doi: 10.1002/9781118903223.ch36.

2

Eddleston M, Bateman DN. Major reductions in global suicide numbers
can be made rapidly through pesticide regulation without the need for
psychosocial interventions. Soc Sci Med 2011;72:1-2, discussion 3-5.
doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2010.10.013 pmid: 21106286

1

EDITORIALS

3

Gunnell D, Fernando R, Hewagama M, Priyangika WD, Konradsen F, Eddleston M. The impact
of pesticide regulations on suicide in Sri Lanka. Int J Epidemiol 2007;36:1235-42.
doi: 10.1093/ije/dym164 pmid: 17726039

4

Kreitman N. The coal gas story. United Kingdom suicide rates, 1960-71. Br J Prev Soc Med
1976;30:86-93. doi: 10.1136/jech.30.2.86. pmid: 953381

5

Kreitman N, Platt S. Suicide, unemployment, and domestic gas detoxification in Britain. J Epidemiol
Community Health 1984;38:1-6. doi: 10.1136/jech.38.1.1 pmid: 6707556

6

Raifman J, Larson E, Barry CL, etal. Age limits on handgun sales in the US and suicides in
adolescents. BMJ 2020;370:m2436.

7

Hanlon TJ, Barber C, Azrael D, Miller M. Type of firearm used in suicides: findings from 13 states
in the national violent death reporting system, 2005–2015. J Adolesc Health 2019;65:366-70.
doi: 10.1016/j.jadohealth.2019.03.015 pmid: 31227389

8

Azrael D, Cohen J, Salhi C, Miller M. Firearm storage in gun owning households with children:
Results of a 2015 National Survey. J Urban Health 2018;95:295-304.
doi: 10.1007/s11524-018-0261-7. pmid: 29748766

9

Simonetti JA, Mackelprang JL, Rowhani-Rahbar A, Zatzick D, Rivara FP. Psychiatric comorbidity,
suicidality, and in-home firearm access among a nationally representative sample of adolescents.
JAMA Psychiatry 2015;72:152-9. doi: 10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2014.1760 pmid: 25548879

10

Studdert DM, Zhang Y, Rodden JA, Hyndman RJ, Wintemute GJ. Handgun Acquisitions in California
After Two Mass Shootings. Ann Intern Med 2017;166:698-706.
doi: 10.7326/M16-1574 pmid: 28462425

11

Mannix R, Lee LK, Fleegler EW. Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) and Firearms in the United
States: Will an Epidemic of Suicide Follow?Ann Intern Med 2020;0.
doi: 10.7326/M20-1678. pmid: 32320463

12

Gunnell D, Appleby L, Arensman E, etalCOVID-19 Suicide Prevention Research Collaboration.
Suicide risk and prevention during the COVID-19 pandemic. Lancet Psychiatry 2020;7:468-71.
doi: 10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30171-1. pmid: 32330430

13

Gallup I. 2020. Guns. Gallup.com. https://news.gallup.com/poll/1645/guns.aspx [Accessed 2 July
2020].

2

the bmj | BMJ 2020;370:m2829 | doi: 10.1136/bmj.m2829

