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We're Focused on School Shootings.
But What About Youth Firearm
Suicide?

— The same measures can help prevent both atrocities
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Williams is a trauma surgeon.

For American kids, the new school year marks the return
of active shooter drills. While events like Columbine and
Sandy Hook are flash-points in the debate over gun rights
and safety, some experts suggest these drills may do
more psychological harm than good. Our priorities are
misguided because a far greater firearm threat is the
leading cause of death among children and teens: suicide.
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Since the Columbine High School massacre, the total
number of deaths from school shootings is dwarfed by
the number of young lives lost to firearm suicide.
Estimates suggest upwards of 500 K-12 students have
have died in U.S. school shootings since 1999; in contrast,
over 3,400 young people (ages 10-24) die by firearm
suicide each yearin our country. At the individual level it
is worse. American children are 20 times more likely to die
by firearm suicide at home than in a shooting at school.

This preventable loss of life from suicide and school
shootings shares a common thread: easy access to
firearms. In fact, 76% of firearms used in school shootings
and 79% used in suicides are obtained from the home of a
family member. One way to prevent these deaths is
secure storage, as promoted by campaigns like Be SMART
and proposed federal legislation like Ethan's Law.

The problem of youth suicide isn't going away: research
confirms a rise in suicidal ideation among American teens.
A CDC report based on 2023 data showed that nearly 40%
of U.S. high school students reported persistent feelings
of sadness or hopelessness. Barriers to addressing this
crisis include the shortage of adolescent mental health
professionals and the dismantling of suicide prevention
support systems. The rollback of specialized services for
LGBTQ+ youth via the National Suicide and Crisis Lifeline
and federal scientific agency layoffs are lethal. Losing this
support means losing lives because the time between
deciding to commit suicide and making the attempt is
often very short. A landmark survey of people who
survived a suicide attempt found that:

e 24% of survivors spent less than 5 minutes between
decision and attempt
e 70% of survivors took less than 1 hour
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e The average time from decision to attempt was 10
minutes

Clearly, many suicide attempts are impulsive and occur
during a brief, intense crisis.

No discussion about gun violence is complete without
discussing race -- the crisis I've detailed is not felt equally
across all populations. The firearm suicide rate for Black
youth more than tripled (a 245% increase) from 2014 to
2023. School shootings also disproportionately affect
Black students. Although Black students are about 15% of
the K-12 school population in the U.S., they make up 30%
of the average population at schools that have been
impacted by a fatal shooting. As with any public health
crisis, systemic inequality worsens disparities in gun
violence.

Life-saving change is possible. | served as a health policy
advisor for Sen. Chris Murphy (D-Conn.), who led the
effort to pass the Bipartisan Safer Communities Act after
the tragedy at Robb Elementary School in Uvalde, Texas.
The landmark gun safety bill -- which likely wouldn't have
passed without key support from Sen. John Cornyn (R-
Texas) -- was a successful, bipartisan effort that has saved
lives. Data from the Department of Justice, Everytown for
Gun Safety, and Giffords show that the law has prevented
hundreds of illegal gun purchases and provided resources
for proven interventions that reduce firearm-related
deaths.

Unfortunately, our current political climate is hostile to
building upon this work. The White House Office of Gun
Violence Prevention has been effectively shuttered, funds
to support community violence intervention programs
have been frozen, and there is a push to federalize more
permissive gun laws. Given this reality, we can expect no
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significant federal gun safety legislation to pass under an
administration seemingly beholden to the gun lobby and
not accountable to the safety of their youth constituents.

But we must not give up.

We must elect leaders who support evidence-based gun
safety policies such as safe storage, red flag laws, and
raising the minimum age to purchase a firearm. We must
address the systemic issues that contribute to racial
disparities in gun violence through a holistic approach to
combat the social drivers of youth violence. Lastly, we
must invest in mental health support and suicide
prevention resources.

A nation that fails to protect its children from the public
health crises of gun violence and suicide is failing its most
fundamental responsibility. We must double down on
interventions that prevent youth firearm suicide, as these
same measures are our best hope for preventing future
school shootings and creating a future where the start of
the school year brings only the promise of learning, not
the fear of violence.
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