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Chairman Blumenthal, Ranking Member Cruz, and Distinguished Members of the Senate Judiciary
Subcommittee on the Constitution,

Founded in 1974, Brady works across Congress, courts, and communities, uniting gun owners and non-
gun owners alike, to take action, not sides, and end America’s gun violence epidemic. Our organization
today carries the name of Jim Brady, who was shot and severely injured in the assassination attempt on
President Ronald Reagan. Jim and his wife, Sarah, led the fight to pass federal legislation requiring
background checks for gun sales. Brady continues to uphold Jim and Sarah’s legacy by uniting Americans
from coast to coast, red and blue, young and old, liberal and conservative, to combat the epidemic of gun
violence.

Thank you for allowing me to submit testimony before this Subcommittee today on the importance of safe
storage and suicide prevention. I’ve worked directly with the military-connected community throughout
my professional career. | completed my training at the Jesse Brown VA Medical Center in Chicago. | have
held clinical positions at three universities where | worked with veterans on campus. | have worked
directly with service members, veterans, and their families as a Subject Matter Expert with PsychArmor,
and the Center for Deployment Psychology. | have spoken at over 200 university and civilian training
events where | provided advanced training to mental health professionals seeking to better serve the
military-connected community.

I have worked as a professional mental health provider and advocate with and for service members,
veterans, and their friends and families since 2005. As a civilian without military experience, 1 am
committed to narrowing the military-civilian divide, and | have been honored and humbled to work closely
with many in the military-connected community.



I am currently the Director of End Family Fire with Brady. Recognizing that the safe storage of firearms
in the home could save countless lives per day, Brady launched End Family Fire in 2018, a campaign in
partnership with the Ad Council, that speaks directly to gun owners about the safe storage of firearms.
Family fire is a shooting involving an improperly stored or misused gun found in the home, resulting in
death or injury. Unintentional shootings, suicides, and intentional shootings are all forms of family fire.

Suicide represents over 60 percent of all gun deaths. In 2019, there were a total of 41,935 suicides in the
United States, and 21,709 — over 51 percent — were firearm suicides. Firearm suicides have accouted
for about half of all suicide deaths for many years, with the number of firearm suicides reaching roughly
24,000 per year prior to 2019. Over the last five years, an average of 64 Americans have died by firearm
suicide each day.! An average of eight children and teens (between the ages of one and 17) sustain
unintentional gunshot wounds today, tomorrow, and every single day due to family fire.? Among children,
the majority unintentional shooting deaths occur in the home.?

This written testimony will examine suicide, including service member and veteran, as well as youth
suicide, unintentional shootings, the safe storage of firearms, and public education strategies shown to be
effective in the prevention of injury or death by firearm.

Suicide and Firearms:

While the public health problem of suicide is multifactorial, there is one variable that stands above all
others as a determinant to a death by suicide in the United States — the use of a firearm. When firearms
are used in a suicide attempt, the result is death about 90 percent of the time.* Simply stated, we can
effectively reduce the number of suicides in the United States through strategies that expand and
strengthen the practice of safe storage of firearms.

There are four important points about suicide and firearms critical to understand:

First: There is a common belief that the majority of people who die by suicide take action impulsively.
Most people who attempt suicide have thought about the plan and action well-ahead of time. Their moment
of decision comes after experiencing intense psychological pain and the deep desire to be free of that pain.
However, most suicide attempts occur within less than an hour of the decision to make an attempt,® and
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25 percent of individuals who attempt suicide make an attempt within five minutes of deciding to end
their lives.® While the decision to act can be made quickly, decision differs from impulse. To suggest that
suicide is impulsive is to suggest that there is nothing we can do to plan, intervene, or prevent a suicide
attempt. This is false.

Second: Firearms are the method of suicide that results in death far more often than any other lethal means.
The use of a gun in a suicide attempt results in death 90 percent of of the time, compared to less than two
percent of intentional drug poisoning attempts, which is, by far, the most common attempt method.’
Simply and bluntly, when used during a suicide attempt, guns are effective in almost every case.

Epidemiological studies directly link access to firearms to higher suicide rates. States with the highest
rates of household firearm ownership have higher rates of suicide overall than states with the lowest
household firearm ownership rates, even though rates of non-firearm suicide are comparable across these
states.® A recent study identified handgun acquisitions and deaths in a cohort of 26.3 million residents of
California over the age of 21 and found that the rate of suicide among male handgun owners was three
times higher than non-owners and the rate of suicide among female handgun owners was seven times as
high as non-owners.® The elevated rates of suicide among these handgun owners was driven by much
higher rates of gun suicide, not of higher rates of suicide by other methods. Research in this area indicates
that “gun ownership and unsafe gun storage likely do not initiate risk, but may amplify existing risk.”*°

Third: When a person is at risk for suicide, we want to create as much time and distance between them
and the method as possible. While moments of crisis are extremely dangerous, they are often temporary.
If a firearm is safely stored, it is less likely to be used during a moment of urgent — but temporary —
distress. The availability and effectiveness of firearms greatly increases the risk of a fatal outcome, should
someone attempt suicide.** The majority of those who survive a suicide attempt — 70 percent — do not
make another attempt to end their life.1? Putting barriers in place between a person thinking of suicide and
their preferred method of suicide can delay or prevent a suicide attempt altogether. Storing firearms locked
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and unloaded, with ammunition stored separately, can thus be an effective measure to reduce the risk of
suicide.®3

There are countless methods of safe storage of firearms that respect the rights of firearm owners and
decrease the likelihood that a firearm might be used in a suicide attempt.

Fourth, and perhaps most importantly: There is a belief that if someone wants to die, they will end their
life through any method possible. This is the idea of “means substitution,” which implies that methods of
suicide are interchangeable. The scientific and lived-experience research clearly demonstrates that means
for suicide are rarely substituted by those considering a suicide attempt. The method a person chooses to
attempt suicide generally has purpose and reason for the individual. For example, for those with
experience in the military or law enforcement, or the many owners of firearms in this country, the lethality
of guns is not an abstract concept. For a person from one of these groups to choose a firearm as a method
for suicide is an informed decision. If a firearm is chosen, it is not easily substituted.

Service Members and Veterans Unique Risk of Suicide:

Some communities are uniquely at risk of increased suicide attempts and death by suicide. The military-
connected community, including all service members and veterans, is one such group. While only about
7 percent of the U.S. adult population,** veterans account for 18 percent of the nation’s gun suicide
deaths.’® Female veterans have an even higher rate — more than twice that of their civilian counterparts,
and nearly half of all women veterans who died by suicide use a firearm, compared to just over a quarter
of civilian women.!® Service members and veterans are more likely than their civilian counterparts to have
access to firearms, and they possess the knowledge and training in how to use them. Nearly half of all
veterans own at least one firearm,'’ while about one-third of U.S. adults own a firearm.8
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Firearms are used in 68 percent of veteran suicides compared to 48 percent of non-veteran suicides.*®
Among military service members, firearms were used in 60 percent of suicides among the Active
Component, 66 percent of suicides among the Reserve, and 79 percent among the National Guard.? A
2019 study of active-duty military personnel revealed that military personnel with recent thoughts about
death or self-harm were much less likely to store their firearms locked and unloaded than non-suicidal
service members.?!

Military-connected individuals have a unique relationship with weapons. Firearm training is foundational
within the experience and culture of our armed forces. Safety is considered a value in these training
sessions, as mission security and task completion are non-negotiable. The lethality of weapons is not an
abstract concept for this community. Individuals from this culture may have relied upon weapons for
survival while serving. If they did not personally experience firearms as tools for survival (e.g. from
personal experience in combat), they certainly know people who have, and are each aware that they might
have been called for this responsibility. Military experience and firearms cannot be separated.

Transition from military to civilian life, therefore, does not always include the separation of veterans from
weapons. Many veterans see firearms as more than a lethal tool that is needed for protection, safety, and
survival; firearms can be an aspect of a person’s identity. Within some communities, firearm ownership
is expected. And, indeed, the Oath of Enlistment begins with a sworn oath to “...support, and defend the
Constitution of the United States against all enemies...”?> Owning a firearm following service may
therefore be understood as a direct extension of this oath by veterans.

A military-connected individual’s experience, values, and identity is entirely consistent with the
understanding that, when used, firearms are lethal weapons. When used during a suicide attempt, they are
effective. Service-members and veterans use firearms during suicide attempts more often than non
military-connected people. The rates of suicide by firearm among all military-connected people are higher
than in non-military individuals. Increased safe storage practices for military-connected individuals is
consistent with safety, security, identity, and the Constitutional rights for which these individuals served
our country.
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Suicide Risk Among Youth:

Over the past decade, the rate of firearm suicide among children under the age of 18 has been increasing.?
Results from recent research on Americans between the ages of 10 and 24 show that after 2008, instances
of non-fatal self-inflicted injuries among this group increased almost 6 percent per year.?* In 2019, 1,646
children died by suicide, and firearms were the method used in about 40 percent of those reported deaths.
Almost 4.6 million minors, or, about 7 percent of all U.S. children, live in homes with at least one firearm
that is stored both loaded and unlocked.?® In one state-level analysis controlling for the prevalence of
youth suicide attempts, researchers found that the youth suicide rate increased by 26.9 percent for each 10
percentage-point increase in household gun ownership.?

A study published by the American Academy of Pediatrics in 2018 found that within a sample of parents
who owned guns, only one-third stored all household firearms locked and unloaded,?” indicating that two-
thirds of parents who own guns could increase the time and distance between a youth thinking of suicide
and a suicide attempt by firearm through enhancing their safe storage practices.

Most firearm owners indicate that safety and protection of family is a primary reason for gun ownership.
The knowledge of firearms and the lethality of weapons is considered the reason that guns are the preferred
method of family protection. While the purpose of owning a firearm is oftentimes for protection, gun
owners generally attribute the risk of suicide in the home as a low-probability event, even though at the
population level it is, on average, more likely to occur than self-defensive gun use. A University of
Washington study in King County, Washington, found that between the years of 2011-2018, for every
case of killing in self-defense involving a firearm kept in the home there were 37 suicides involving
firearms.?® While suicide is indeed a low-probability event from an epidemiological standpoint, it is a
higher-probability event for firearm owners than non-firearm owners, simply due to the effectiveness of
firearms when used in a suicide attempt. Increased safe storage practices that align with the values of
safety and security of gun owners are consistent with the purpose for which a firearm is valued, and remain
consistent with Constitutional rights.
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Unintentional Shootings:

Many people believe that teaching children about gun safety is sufficient to prevent them from handling
firearms. Data indicates, however, that safety training alone is an insufficient intervention to prevent
unintentional shootings. A systematic review of the data on school and community-based gun safety
programs for children between the ages of 3 and 18 showed that firearm education programs are not always
effective in preventing kids from handling firearms in an unsupervised situation.?® Researchers caution
that while firearm safety education has value, people should not rely solely on teaching these skills and
should not assume that children will avoid handling firearms simply because they have been warned not
to.%0

Survey data published in The Journal of the American Medical Association shows that in homes where a
gun was stored unlocked, 45 percent of children reported that they could access a loaded firearm in less
than five minutes.3! This number was significantly lower in homes where all guns were stored locked, in
which only 24 percent of children reported they were able to access a loaded firearm within five minutes.
This research also revealed that 33 percent of gun-owning parents who thought their child could not access
a household firearm had a child who reported they could.3? Other research from a family practice clinic in
rural Alabama found that over 70 percent of children who lived in homes with guns knew the storage
location of the household firearm and that 1 in 5 parents who reported that their child had never handled
the gun were contradicted by their child’s report.

Unintentional shootings that involve minors are preventable. Safe storage of firearms, where all firearms
are stored locked, unloaded, with ammunition stored separately, is a primary strategy to reduce
unintentional injury or death of a child.3* These are strategies directly in line with the values of gun owners
who place protection of family above all other reasons to own firearms, and also inherently respect all
individual’s Constitutional rights.
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Safe Firearm Storage: An Effective Preventative Measure:

Safe firearm storage is not only an effective mechanism to prevent unintentional injury or death, but it is
also consistent with all Constitutional rights.

About 1 in 3 adults in the U.S. personally owns a firearm,® and 63 percent say that personal safety or
protection is a reason for their gun ownership.3® Many safety options are available to firearm owners that
allow for quick access to the firearm, when necessary, that concurrently reduce the risk of injury or death.
Further, safe operation of firearms is a fundamental value and skill; the entirety of the National Rifle
Association’s “Handgun 101 - Safe Handling of Firearms” course describes safe operation and storage of
guns in detail. Safe storage of firearms is consistent with the culture, value, practice, skill, and
Constitutional rights of all gun owners. Consistency with culture and Constitutional rights is evident by
the geographic diversity of Child Access Prevention laws, a form of safe storage legislation that seeks to
prevent unsupervised access to firearms by minors, enacted in 29 states that include Utah, Texas, and
lowa.%’

Increasing the accessibility of safe storage devices can help to improve firearm storage practices. An
evaluation of a community-based giveaway of gun storage devices indicated that the intervention
improved safe firearm storage practices among those who participated.3 In follow up assessment surveys
with participants, a significantly greater proportion reported that they were storing their firearms locked
and/or unloaded compared to the baseline assessment.®® It is estimated that if just 20 percent of households
storing at least one gun unlocked changed their storage practices to locking up all their firearms, we could
reduce firearm suicide and unintentional firearm fatalities among youth by up to 32 percent.*
Interventions and strategies that include safe storage devices can help to improve the storage practices of
gun owners, thereby reducing the risk of unintentional injury or death by firearm. Congress could also
take measures to incentivize safe storage through other means, for instance the Prevent Family Fire Act,
which was introduced last Congress, would create tax incentives to promote the sale of safe storage
devices.
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Conclusion:
It is critically important that we talk about these issues. Safe storage has a measurable impact on
reducing the rate of suicide, including veteran suicide and youth suicide, and in preventing unintentional

shootings that result in the injury or death of children. Laws around safe storage have been upheld by the
courts nationwide and the research is conclusive: safe storage saves lives.

Respectfully submitted,

Ted C. Bonar, PsyD



