


  CHAPTER ONE


  Introduction The Problem of Gun Violence in America and How Psychology Can Help


  ON MAY 24, 2022, AN 18-YEAR-OLD ARMED WITH AN AR-15-STYLE RIFLE entered Robb Elementary School in Uvalde, Texas. He* shut himself in two adjoining classrooms and within minutes murdered 19 fourth graders and two teachers, while also wounding 17 others. The shooter carried with him seven 30-round magazines, so he could shoot 210 times. He had recently turned 18 so he could legally buy an assault weapon in Texas and that’s just what he had done. Those who were trapped with him in the classrooms frantically called 911 or friends and relatives. Teacher Eva Mireles, in one of the classrooms, called her husband, Ruben Ruiz, telling him that she was shot and dying. Ruiz was actually just outside the school. When he tried to get in to save his wife, law enforcement stopped him and took away his gun. Eva Mireles later died, one of the two teachers who lost their lives, in one of the most horrific mass shootings in US history.


  The statistics on gun violence are sobering. In the United States each year, roughly 43,000 people die by firearms.1 That’s more than 120 deaths per day. Of those deaths, 54 percent are suicides, 43 percent are homicides, and the remaining 3 percent are due to unintentional shootings, “legal interventions” (police shootings), and undetermined causes.


  These gun deaths are not distributed equally across the US population. They differ by gender, age, and economic status. For gun homicides, 85 percent of the victims are males.2 In 2020, for the first time in US history, guns surpassed automobile accidents as the leading cause of death for children under 18.3 Every year in the United States, 4,000 children and teens die by guns, more than 10 deaths every day.4 Of these deaths, 62 percent are homicides, 33 percent are suicides, and most of the remaining 5 percent are unintentional deaths; for example, when a child finds an unlocked, loaded gun in the home and accidentally kills themselves or others. Lastly, the rate of gun homicides for the poorest 25 percent of Americans is about four times higher than the rate for the wealthiest 25 percent of Americans.5 The uneven distribution of gun deaths is one of the many reasons that the problem is so complex and why it demands a multipronged approach to solutions.


  Gun violence levies an incredible cost on both individuals and society. One estimate puts the economic cost of gun deaths and injuries at $557 billion per year in the United States, $12.6 billion of which is paid by taxpayers.6 Bills footed by taxpayers include the need for greater numbers of police to deal with gun crimes, the increased number of cases passing through the courts to prosecute shooters, and larger bills to Medicaid for medical care for those who are wounded.


  The societal cost is a culture of fear and depression. And the individual costs—to the body, mind, and spirit—are life changing. Youth who are wounded often suffer disfiguring injuries.7 In a study of 28,000 children who suffered firearm injuries, most of them between ages 13 and 18, 220 suffered an amputation and 191 were given a craniectomy (removal of a portion of the skull). For survivors of gun violence—family and friends of people who died by gun suicide, coworkers who survive a workplace shooting, children who survive a shooting in their school, victims of domestic violence who manage to get out before they are killed, and physicians in the emergency department who treat the victims—there are often overlooked effects. When we calculate the toll of gun violence, we must also consider and count the enduring psychological costs.


  A PSYCHOLOGICAL APPROACH


  If we are going to reduce gun violence in America, we must understand the psychology behind it, and then use strategies and interventions based on solid scientific evidence to halt the epidemic. These evidence-based strategies help us make smart choices, as individuals and as a nation. The psychology behind the issue is important because the act of shooting another human being is a behavior. It’s not a biochemical reaction or an astronomical event. As the science of behavior and mental processes, psychology is crucial in understanding the behavior of a shooter and the mental processes that led up to it.


  Psychology is essential to understanding motivation. What motivates people to buy guns? To carry them? To use them?


  A well-known slogan of the Gun Lobby is “Guns don’t kill people, people kill people.” In other words, it’s all about the person and not at all about the environment. But psychology shows that the issue is a person-environment interaction; both the person and the environment contribute to the behavior. If a mass shooter had been in an environment free from guns, or at least with less easy access to them, they probably wouldn’t have committed the mass shooting. Both the weapon and the person are required for a shooting.


  Psychology has established powerful concepts about how to change behavior most effectively. That knowledge can help in the development of interventions to prevent gun violence. Psychological research has tackled and provided solutions for issues related to gender, identity, age, and economic status, and is crucial for solving this complex issue that takes a monumental toll on our society and individuals.


  Consider the paradoxical phenomenon that occurs after a mass shooting in the United States. You might think that the horror of such an occurrence would propel citizens and legislators to pass a ban on assault weapons immediately. After a 1996 firearm massacre in Australia that killed 35 people, Australia enacted legislation banning semiautomatic shotguns and rifles.8 In the 10 years following the legislation, there was not a single mass shooting in Australia! Why does similar action not occur in the United States?


  The (admittedly oversimplified) answer is that we have a different culture in the United States. Another Gun Lobby slogan is “The only thing that stops a bad guy with a gun is a good guy with a gun”—that is, the solution to gun violence is more guns in the hands of presumably honorable “guys.” The Gun Lobby has convinced many Americans to believe this. Many others, however, believe that the solution to gun violence is fewer guns, making them less readily available.


  To see whether Americans’ attitudes about gun control laws changed after mass shootings, researchers collected national survey data in two studies, one immediately after the 2016 killing of 49 people in Orlando’s Pulse nightclub, and the other after the 2019 mass shooting at an El Paso Walmart.9 In both studies, those who believed that more guns will reduce crime showed little support for stricter gun laws before the mass shooting and their attitudes remained unchanged following it. They don’t believe that guns play a role in mass shootings and they support an armed citizenry. For those with the opposite point of view, who believe that the availability of guns is a major cause of mass shootings, support for stricter gun laws was already high before the mass shooting and support increased following the shooting.


  This study illuminates the psychological processes involved with people’s responses to mass shootings and why these horrifying events do not yield sensible gun legislation in the United States. A segment of Americans, including many members of Congress, simply don’t believe that gun deaths can be reduced with stricter gun laws, despite the fact that the scientific data say otherwise. Their preexisting beliefs profoundly affect their cognitive processing of information about an event like a mass shooting.


  In 2024, I was meeting with a state legislator about some gun bills that had been introduced. At the time, that state permitted schools to
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