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THE SCOPE OF THE PROBLEM



48,344 suicide deaths in US (2018)

• 51% by firearms (24,432 deaths)

• Firearms were used in less than 5% of all suicide attempts



THE RISK OF FIREARMS IN THE HOME

• Suicide is up to 5x as common in homes with firearms

• Risk surges in the year following handgun purchase

• On average, individual has owned firearm for 11 years prior to using it in suicide

• Risk increases further when firearm is stored unsafely

• Partially a function of violent means

• 67% of male suicide decedents in the US utilize firearms

• 33% of female suicide decedents in the US utilize firearms

• Overdose/poisoning is most common attempt method for women

• 97% of intentional overdoses are non-fatal – 85-95% of intentional self-inflicted gunshot wounds are fatal

Brent, 2001; Simon, 2007; Studdert et al., 2020



AMONG THOSE WHO SURVIVE A SUICIDE ATTEMPT

When you prevent somebody from attempting suicide using a specific 

method on a specific occasion there is a profound chance you have 

prevented them from ever attempting suicide by any method

Never attempt suicide again

Never die by suicide

70%

90%

Owens et al., 2002



Not all groups are impacted by firearm suicide equally



FIREARM STORAGE PRACTICES AMONG 
SERVICEMEMBERS & VETERANS

• Simonetti et al (2019) recruited sample of veterans (n =3,949)

• 32.7% stored at least one firearm loaded and unlocked

• 45.2% stored at least one firearm loaded or unlocked

• Anestis et al (in preparation) recruited sample of firearm owning active duty 
servicemembers (n = 719)

• 71.7% always or almost always store all firearms at home

• 48.4% store 1+ firearm loaded > 50% of time

• 47.0% store 1+ firearm without locking device > 50% of time

• 28.2% store 1+ firearm in an unlocked location > 50% of time

Simonetti et al, 2019



Bryan, Bryan, Anestis, Khazem, Harris, May, & Thomsen (2019). 
Firearm availability and storage practices among military 
personnel who have thought about suicide: A cross-sectional 
study.  JAMA Network Open.

◦ Suicidal servicemembers less likely to have a firearm at home

◦ Suicidal servicemembers with firearms at home were far more likely to 
store them unsafely (loaded in a non-secure location)

◦ Anestis et al (2021) replicated these findings in the National Guard

Those at greatest risk – suicidal and with a 
firearm at home – are the ones most likely 

to store firearms unsafely



FIREARMS DO NOT MAKE PEOPLE SUICIDAL



CAPABILITY

• ITS & 3TS propose notion of capability

• Elevated pain tolerance

• Diminished fear of death/bodily harm

• Access to & comfort with lethal means 

KLONSKY & MAY’S 3 STEP THEORY OF SUICIDE



Anestis & Houtsma (2017).  The association between gun 
ownership and statewide overall suicide rates.  SLTB.



Anestis, Butterworth, & Houtsma (2018). Perceptions of 
firearms and suicide: The role of misinformation in storage 
practices and openness to means safety.  Journal of Affective 
Disorders.

300 American firearm owners

Less belief that firearm storage is 
related to suicide risk Less safe storage practices

Fearlessness about Death

Current storage practices Willingness to engage in means 
safety in the future

Beliefs about relationship between 
firearm storage and suicide risk



THE BOTTOM LINE

• Ready access to firearms dramatically increases the risk of death by suicide

• Means safety is perhaps our most powerful suicide prevention tool, but its use is not 

widespread

• The intended audience is not buying it – that’s a communications problem



THE 2020-2021 FIREARM PURCHASING SURGE



PURCHASING SURGE

• Firearms were purchased in 2020 at a rate that far exceeds any prior year

• 40-60% increase

• 332% increase in permit requests in New Jersey

• 6% of US adults purchased firearms March through mid-July 2020 (34% were first time purchasers – 6.5 million new 
firearm owners)

• 2.9% of US adults became new firearms owners between January 2019 and April 2021

• More likely than other firearm owners to be female, Black, or Hispanic

• We know very little about who is purchasing these firearms and why

• If these folks are different, that has substantial implications for suicide prevention in the US

• Purchasing surges can be driven by many factors

• Presidential elections, supply chain concerns, high profile mass shootings, etc…

Caputi et al., 2020; Crifasi et al., 2021; Miller et al., 2022; Schleimer et al., 2020





SURGE IMPLICATIONS

• Firearm sales tend to increase during times of economic stress, particularly for men
• Some argue firearm purchasing and concealed carry represent effort to conform to and express masculine ideals

• Masculine ideals (autonomy, suppression of emotions) represent obstacles to help-seeking and 
forthright discussions of negative emotions

• Firearm access and an unwillingness to seek out and ask for help are a dangerous combination

• This is highlighted by help-seeking patterns among groups with high firearm access and endorsement of masculine gender norms 
like the military

Anestis & Green, 2015; Carlson, 2015; Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020; Stroud, 2012





MORE ON SUICIDE RISK AND SURGE PURCHASING

• N = 6,404 (New Jersey n = 3,197; Minnesota n = 1,789; Mississippi n = 1,418) – Recruited 

January-June 2021

Lifetime Ideation Past Year Ideation Past Month Ideation
Non-Firearm Owners 32.3% 23.5% 11.5%
Non-Surge Purchasers 28.6% 17.9% 6.9%
Surge Purchasers 56.1% 42.0% 20.5%

Established Owners 41.8% 27.0% 15.6%
First Time Owners 66.6% 53.1% 24.3%

Anestis, Bandel, & Bond (2021), JAMA Network Open



WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?

• Patterns of firearm purchasing during the surge vary based individual tendencies on 
political beliefs and various health behaviors

• Firearm purchasing is often driven by anxiety

• That anxiety is not always tied to tangible threats in the immediate environment

• First time firearm owners who bought during the surge may be at particularly high risk

• Those driving the purchasing surge may be a different cohort, at greater risk for 
experiencing suicidal thoughts

• These firearms will remain in the home long after COVID-19, so this is not a momentary problem



PROJECT SAFE GUARD



SAFE FIREARM STORAGE

• A safely stored firearm offers less risk than an unsafely store firearm, but still represents far more risk than the absence of a firearm.

• Safe storage can mean many different things

• If an individual owns a firearm for protection, they may refer to “safe” as meaning having a loaded firearm “on the ready” in case of home invasion

• Safe storage ideally involves storing a firearm unloaded, separate from ammunition, in a locked location (e.g. gun safe, lock box), with a 
locking device (e.g. cable lock, trigger lock) in place.

• We do not know which storage method or combo of methods bestows the greatest protection

• There are many idiosynchratic options that exist

• Storing firearms away from home during times of stress is another key option to consider – statewide safe firearm storage maps are an emerging tool to assist with 
this







SAFE FIREARM STORAGE

• PSG was designed as a suicide prevention tool, but safe storage is relevant across forms of 

gun violence

• Safe storage reduces the odds of:

• Unintentional shootings

• Fatal domestic violence

• Theft & subsequent trafficking for use in homicide



PROJECT SAFE GUARD APPROACH

• Motivational interviewing

• Clinician is not the expert

• No arguing

• Roll with resistance

• Leverage intrinsic motivation to change

• Adapt to the values of the firearm owner

• Consider safety as existing along a spectrum

• Sessions averaged 10-15 minutes





Category N (%)/ M (SD)

Age 35.01 (10.23)

Sex

Male 203 (87.5%)

Female 29 (12.5%)

Race

White 179 (77.2%)

Black 51 (22.0%)

Political Views

Extremely Liberal 1 (0.4%)

Somewhat Liberal 9 (3.9%)

Moderate 101 (43.5%)

Somewhat Conservative 93 (40.1%)

Extremely Conservative 28 (12.1%)

Rank

Enlisted 141 (60.8%)

Non-Commissioned Officer 28 (12.1%)

Warrant Officer 7 (3.0%)

Officer 53 (22.8%)



Category N (%)/ M (SD)

Diagnostic Status

Past or Recurrent Depressive Episode 73 (31.4%)

Current or Lifetime Panic Disorder 24 (10.3%)

Suicidality

Lifetime Suicidal Ideation 49 (21.1%)

Past Year Suicidal Ideation 14 (6.0%)

Past Month Suicidal Ideation 1 (0.4%)

Lifetime Suicide Plan 15 (6.5%)

Plan Involved Firearms 11 (73.3%)

Lifetime Suicide Attempt   *8 attempts involved firearm*         13 (5.6%)

Most firearm attempts were aborted or interrupted, although one involved Russian Roulette



On average, participants own 5.91 firearms (range = 1-80)

Type
Handgun – 91.4%
Shotgun – 57.8%
Rifle – 70.7%
Other – 3.4%

Storage Practices
At home – 96.1%
Gun safe – 31.0%
Locking device – 28.4%
Unloaded – 49.6%

Primary reason for ownership
Safety at or away from home – 52.6%
Recreational purposes (e.g. hunting) – 25.4%
Basic interest (e.g. maintaining a collection) – 1.3%
Expression of freedom – 5.2%
Other – 15.6%





FINDINGS

Did it work?

• Lethal means counseling resulted in greater adoption of gun safes and locking devices relative to control

• Distribution of cable locks resulted in greater adoption of locking devices relative to control

Did service members like it?

• >90% of baseline sample completed all three sessions

• 100% of those who received LMC or cable locks said they would recommend the intervention to a peer



MEANS SAFETY MESSAGING



WHAT SHOULD BE SAID AND WHO SHOULD SAY IT?

• Firearm suicide prevention likely requires a primary prevention approach with upstream adoption of behavior 

changes

• Inspiring such changes at scale is a challenge, particularly when the topic is politicized and the intended audience 

views the issue in a manner that is not data-informed

• We not only need the right message – we need it delivered by the right person in the right way

• Science has not yet told us how to do that…



THE RIGHT MESSAGE?

• “Gun culture friendly”

• Acknowledgement of need for home protection

• Use of “firearm” vs “gun”

Butterworth, Bond, & Anestis, under review; Marino et al., 2018; Pallin et al., 2018





PRELIMINARY DATA

• Allie Bond recently published data from her thesis that expanded on these findings

• 1 national sample, 1 sample of 3 states (NJ, MS, MN), plus analyzed each of the 3 states individually

• Latent class analysis – are there different groups of firearm owners defined by demographic, psychosocial, and 
firearms-related variables?

• Single handgun class

• Few firearms class

• Many firearms class

• Long gun class

• Who do those classes want to hear from?

• Law enforcement, family members, suicide prevention groups, and physicians largely rated as highly credible

• Firearms groups (lobbying groups, manufacturers, retailers) and celebrities frequently rated as not credible

Bond, Bandel, & Anestis, 2022





MOST RECENT STUDY

• 719 firearm owning active duty service members

• Recruited via IPSOS/KnowledgePanel

• 2x2x3 design

• All participants received a visual message with text describing importance of safe firearm storage for suicide prevention

• 50% get “gun culture friendly” addition/50% do not

• 50% get “enhanced safety messaging” addition/50% do not

• Safe stock photo of service member presented to all, but participants randomized to receive 1 of 3 potential military 
professions describing the person in the image (e.g. purported messenger)

• Will examine immediate shifts in openness to safe firearm storage



OVERALL SUMMARY

• Firearms play a pivotal role in US suicide

• We have many viable options or addressing the issue, but most are not widely used

• Need to better understand how to promote meaningful and sustainable behavior change

• This likely involves shifts in cultural norms akin to drunk driving shifts

• A ton of work remains to be done – lots of room for young scientists to make their mark
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