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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Colorado Trust funded a research project on youth handgun violence as part of its regular
scanning program on the health and well-being of Colorado residents. The project was guided by a
series of questions:

What is the nature and extent of youth handgun violence nationally and in Colorado?

What do youth and adults across the state think about this problem and possible solutions to
it?

Avre there strategies for eliminating or reducing youth handgun violence that have been tried
in different parts of the country with any measure of success?

What promising approaches might be pursued in this state?

The focus of the research was on access to, carrying, and the intentional use of handguns by youth in
late adolescence, that is, high school age youth. The primary concern here was the mortality
associated with such violence, including homicide and suicide. The focus was noton advocacy for or
against any type of gun control policy or legislation. The findings of the research project are
organized around the questions listed above. Some key results can be summarized as follows:

National homicide rates involving youth (aged 15-18) escalated in the mid-1980s through the
early 1990s and then began to decline, yet still remaining significantly higher than the time of
onset. Colorado experienced a similar trend, although the time of onset was the late 1980s.

For both the nation and Colorado, males in this age group using handguns as lethal weapons
drove this trend.

While the national and Colorado trends are similar, the recent youth homicide rates in
Colorado are about half the magnitude of the national rates.

Concerning suicide in the nation and Colorado (1989-95), 50% to 75% of these self-inflicted
deaths involved the use of some type of firearm by youth 15-19 years of age.

The national rates for this age group have increased slightly since the early 1980s, while they
have declined slightly in Colorado.

Like homicide, the firearm suicide rates are significantly higher for males than females in this
age group, both nationally and in Colorado. However, the rate for males in this state is about
50% higher than the national rate.




These findings suggest that firearms in the hands of youth threaten the health and well-being of

Colorado residents, particularly the youth of this state. They also suggest that attempts to address the

youth handgun violence problem, be they early prevention efforts or more immediate anti-gun
violence interventions, should recognize that
risk.o This is the case, moreover, whether the
(i.e., homicide) or self-inflicted violence (i.e., suicide).

The increasing prevalence and use of handguns were also confirmed by focus group discussions

involving youth and adults conducted in rural and urban locations across the state. Those discussions
consistently revealed that handguns were readily available to virtually any youth wanting them.

However, many participants suggested that involvement with handguns is primarily a male issue,
particularly for those involved with alcohol, drugs, and gangs. This pattern is also documented with

national arrest data. Moreover, these discussions also revealed that youth tend to gain access to
handguns from parents (or at home), friendsé
their neighborhoods where guns are known to be present, or illicit gun markets.

Youth and adults also concurred that self-protection was a primary motive behind accessing,
carrying, and using handguns. However, adults often identified larger social issues, such as problems
in the family (e.g., lack of parental involvement, supervision, weak connections with parents, etc.) or
cultural traditions supporting gun ownership and use. Other reasons offered include feelings of
power, lack of hope or self-esteem, and involvement with drugs, alcohol, or gangs. Rural adults and
youth also noted the frequent carrying and use of guns for sport or hunting. It should be noted,
however, that easy accesdgo handguns in this state was more the issue than carrying and use.

Concerning solutions to the problem, a clear sense of hopelessness about blocking access to
handguns was a common theme, primarily because of the sheer volume of handguns in circulation
and the ease with which they can be acquired. However, education was acknowledged as an
important consideration. This included education about the consequences of handgun carrying and
use as well as storage and safety issues. Additionally, youth and adults, but especially adults, also
discussed the importance of strengthening families and providing opportunities for youth in
communities that provide alternatives to involvement with handguns and accompanying lifestyles. A
theme here was the earlier the intervention, the better.

What emerges from these findings is a relatively clear picture of who uses handguns and how and
where they acquire them. Further, a number of common reasons for handgun use were suggested, as
were ideas of possible solutions to the problem.

In striking contrast, however, is that while the project documented the proliferation of anti-gun
violence interventions, little scientific evidence is available regarding their effectiveness.
Specifically, 163 such programs were reviewed, and none were model programs. In fact, only one
program was deemed promising and two programs were found to provide favorable results by
utilizing scientific criteria. More systematic evaluations are currently underway for some




interventions, and perhaps those studies will yield findings warranting the classification of model or
promising programs at a later date.

Additionally, 389 suicide prevention programs were reviewed, and only 17 or about 5% explicitly
addressed the issue of handguns or other firearms. None of these were classified as model or
promising programs by scientific criteria, although three had some favorable results on knowledge
and attitudes. None of the other programs are currently being evaluated.

In the absence of compelling scientific evidence of program effectiveness, what can be done to
address the problem of youth handgun violence? Clearly, the design and evaluation of prevention and
intervention programs focusing on such violence are in its infancy. Hence, knowledge of which
youth are most at risk and the factors contributing to that risk within specific cultural and community
settings must inform prevention and intervention efforts. Such factors are likely to vary from place to
place, and all such efforts should be grounded in knowledge of the local problem.

Programs tried elsewhere that appear in their content to meet the needs of the youth population in
guestion can be incorporated as components of such interventions. The review of programs serves to
highlight some possible program components. For example, the law enforcement strategy of the
Kansas City Weed and Seed Program was found promising. Additionally, two school-based
programs, Safe Alternatives and Violence Education (SAVE) and Handgun Violence Reduction
Programs, were found to provide favorable results. Hence, collaboration between law enforcement
and schools that includes the components of such interventions might be a promising strategy for
some communities struggling with a youth handgun violence problem.

The same point applies not only to the components of interpersonal violence prevention but also to
suicide prevention (e.g., Gryphon Place, Project SOAR, Washington State Youth Suicide Prevention
Program). Clearly, more needs to be done about access to firearms concerning suicide prevention.
The overwhelming majority of the programs reviewed (i.e., approximately 95%) do nothing
whatsoever about the issue of youth and firearms of any type.

Attempts to implement intervention strategies that include anti-handgun components should be
evaluated extensively, including process, short-term outcome, and long-term impact assessments.
This is necessary, given the scarcity of systematic evidence about the effectiveness of youth handgun
prevention and intervention programs. More valid and reliable information is needed and should be
generated in conjunction with prevention and intervention efforts. Once more definitive evidence is
available, then the need for regular and extensive outcome evaluations will abate. Until that time,
however, such evaluations should be a required part of the development and implementation of
interventions. In addition to determining program effectiveness, it is equally important to determine
whether programs have unintended harmful consequences.

It is also important to recognize that any prevention or intervention effort will take place in the midst
of a culture that condones, or at least tolerates, the presence of handguns. This was a theme coming
out of focus group discussions. However, consistent with the original focus of this research project,
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advocacy for gun control policy and legislation (although logically implied) is not advisable.
Interested parties are galvanized in their positions on this matter, and the political and economic
forces in opposition to such advocacy are intense. The battle fought would decimate resources, with
little progress made. Further, the demand for legal ownership and use of guns is great, as is their
density and circulation. Hence, to engage the battle seems unwise and unrealistic. Rather, efforts
should be directed toward developing, implementing, and evaluating interventions that focus on risk
factors that can be modified using promising program components identified in this review that are
also sensitive to local conditions.




A STUDY OF YOUTH HANDGUN VIOLENCE
Introduction

Youth violence has become a common feature of public discourse, both nationally and locally. Yet

mi sconceptions of this problem persist. Todayd@
per se Rather, as documented in this report, the distinguishing characteristic of youth violence in

contemporary America is that it has become moi
going on with todayés vyout h, but it al so rai

particularly guns in the hands of teenagers.

These concerns became the impetus for the present project. Specifically, The Colorado Trust was
interested in learning more about the lethality of youth violence in Colorado. Thus, it funded a
research effort as one of its regular scanning efforts to explore current issues on the health and well-
being of the people in this state. The research effort addresses a series of questions:

What is the nature and extent of youth handgun violence, both nationally and in Colorado?

What do youth and adults across the state think about this problem and possible solutions to
it?

Avre there strategies for eliminating or reducing youth handgun violence that have been tried
in different parts of the country with some measure of success?

What promising approaches might be pursued in this state?

These questions provide the organizational framework for this report. It begins with a presentation of
trends and patterns of youth gun violence, followed by a summary of themes coming out of focus
group discussions conducted in several rural and urban locations in Colorado. The third part of the
report describes prevention and intervention programs implemented across the country to address the
problem of lethal youth violence, including a summary of evaluations of those programs, where
available. The report closes with general recommendations for actions that might be pursued to
address the issue of youth handgun violence, based on the findings of the project.

The research was conducted and this report was prepared by the Center for the Study and Prevention
of Violence (CSPV), University of Colorado at Boulder, in collaboration with the Center for Public-
Private Sector Cooperation (CPPSC), University of Colorado at Denver. The research team reached
agreement about the substantive focus of this project, which included three key components:

1. While some information gathered and analyzed includes youth in early adolescence (about
11-14 years of age), emphasis is placed on those in mid to late adolescence, that is, high-
school age youth (about 15-18 years of age).




2. The primary focus is on access to, carrying, and the intentional use of handguns by such
youth. Fatalities associated with handgun violence are the central concern here, including
both homicides and suicides.

3. The project is notabout gun control or advocacy for or against any kind of gun control policy
or legislation. Rather, it is about linking the nature of the youth gun violence problem,
nationally and locally, to community-based prevention and intervention strategies.

The third component is illustrated further by Figure 1. It shows a continuum of prevention and
intervention strategies, ranging from the supply side, that is, gun control strategies, to the demand
side, that is, prevention strategies targeting youth and the neutralization of their motivation to engage
in violence, especially armed with a handgun.

Strategies to Address
Youth Handgun Violence

. Justice Systenr  Prever
Legislation Y

Interventions Progre
Safety nGun Gun n

Gun Control Regulations Court Backs

The review of programs to prevent or reduce the incidence of homicide and suicide focus on the
demand side of the continuum, as represented by the examples in bold. The emphasis in some cases
IS more on access to handguns (e.g., storage and safety issues), but in other cases, the emphasis is on
what can be done to reduce the desire or perceived necessity on the part of youth to carry and use
these weapons.




Youth Gun Violence: Trends and Patterns

Recent high-profile media accounts of incidents involving armed youth have prompted national

attention to the problem of youth gun violence. However, news media portrayals tend to highlight the
extraordinary or Anewsworthyo incidents that r
youth gun violence in Americae, 9 miol ar_be] etdhdé
media, brought much attention to youth gang violence and drive-by shootings, which make up only a

small portion of youth violent crime. To the extent that these accounts shape public perception and

policy, the image of youth gun violence may be distorted, perhaps resulting in misguided efforts to

reduce it.

Trends and patterns of youth gun violence must be accurately understood before solutions to the
problem can be offered. Accordingly, this section describes what is currently known about these
features of youth gun violence, focusing on the use of handguns in non-lethal and lethal violence,
particularly homicide and suicide.

Non-Lethal Gun Violence

Gathering information on non-lethal youth handgun violence is challenging. Difficulties arise

because the two primary national data sources on non-lethal violent crime, official arrest
statistics taken from the Federal Bureau of |
andtheBureau of Justice Statisticsdéd (BJS) National
prone to serious reporting problems. Information on age of offender can be acquired from arrest

statistics in the UCR for robbery, aggravated assault, and forcible rape. However, such

information is limited by two problems. First, some violent incidents are not reported to the

police. Second, identification and arrest of the offender is not always done, even if incidents are

reported. For example, in 1995, 45.4% of all violent crimes known to the police were cleared by

arrests, including 51.5% of all reported rapes, 24.7% of reported robberies, and 55.7% of

aggravated assaults (Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), 1996). With such low percentages,

the characteristics of arrested offenders may not be representative of all offenders, thus

potentially biasing estimated patterns and trends of youth handgun violence.

The NCVS, the second national source of information on violent crime, is based on direct reports by
victims of violence. It is a self-report telephone survey conducted with a nationally representative
sample of U.S. citizens ages 12 and older. The NCVS has reported information on victimization
experiences annually since 1972. It circumvents some of the problems with the UCR by relying on

victimsdéd rather than police reports, thereby r
to the police, or (2) a crime not being cl ear e
of offender characteristics,par t i cul arl'y an offenderdés age, is p

heightened arousal as in violent confrontations.

Given these problems, the best strategy is to use multiple sources of information on non-lethal youth
handgun violence to determine if similar conclusions can be drawn about the problem, regardless of
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the source of information used. Hence, in addition to the UCR and NCVS, we also use the Youth
Risk Behavior Surveillance System (YRBS) and other sources of information on youth gun carrying
(e.g., Sickmund, Snyder, & Poe-Yamagata, 1997). These sources are based on youth reporting on
their own involvement with carrying and using handguns. The YRBS survey collects and reports
information nationally and by state. It involves a national school-based survey conducted annually by
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) as well as state, territorial, and local school-
based surveys conducted by education and health agencies. Youth weapons violations are estimated
using UCR data for both overall national and state-level arrests.

It is important to note that an additional data source problem arises in analyzing trends and patterns
of youth handgun violence. Some data sources do not distinguish between handguns and other guns
(e.g., rifles and shotguns) in their reporting. Others report numbers or rates broken down by weapon
type, but not age (or age, but not weapon type). This makes examining only youth handgun violence
impossible. For this report, we have included as much detail as possible. In places where the term
Aguno or Afirearmo i s used, it represent
terms fihandgun, 0 fAl ong gguunno, o ra nfd efiso tahnedr
designate more detailed data collection and reporting categories. The following sections outline the
current general trends and patterns of rape, robbery, and aggravated assault committed by youth,
youth arrests for weapons offenses, and self-report data on youth gun carrying, use, and
victimization.

General Trends in Arrest for Violent Crime. Youth arrests for forcible rapes' have remained
relatively stable between 1975 and 1995. While arrest rates rose approximately 36% between 1975
and 1993, those rates declined by 20% between 1993 and 1995 to the lowest rate since 1983.
Similarly, robbery? arrest rates for youth in 1995 were 22% higher than in 1975. Aggravated assault®
arrests, however, have shown much more dramatic increases. The arrest rates for aggravated assaults
more than doubled between 1983 and 1995. However, this increase could reflect a larger number of
crimes cleared by arrests rather than overall increases in incidents of aggravated assault. Youth
arrests for weapons violations between 1975 and 1995 increased nearly 150%, from a rate of
approximately 80 per 100,000 youth in 1975 to nearly 200 per 100,000 in 1995. While trends in
Colorado have been similar to the nation in terms of youth violent arrest rates, Colorado rates in the
early 1990s were higher than national rates. Colorado rates were lower than the national level for the
first time in several years, due to declines in youth violent arrest rates between 1993 and 1994.
Further, while the youth arrest rate for weapons violations in Colorado has been declining since

'Forcible rape is defined by the FBI as: fAthe car natb
commit rape by force or threat of force are also included; however, statutory rape (without force) and other sex offenses are not
included in this category. o

Robbery is defined by the FBIlI as: Athe taking or att
person or persons by force or violence and/or putting the victim in fear. 0

*Aggravated assault is defined by the FBI as: fAthe un
severe or aggravated bodily injury. ...usually accompanied by use of a weapon or means likely to produce death or great bodily
harm (attempts are included). o

s a da
swheoat pgc

knowl edg

empting

| awf ul a



1993, this arrest rate has been higher for youth than adults in Colorado since 1991 (Colorado
Department of Public Health and Environment, 1998).

Gun Carrying. Results from a recent Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention
(OJIDP) study (see Sickmund, Snyder, & Poe-Yamagata, 1997) indicate that youth offenders are
more likely to carry a gun and to have used a gun to commit a crime than their adult counterparts.
Twenty percent of arrested young males* reported frequently carrying a gun, compared to only 14%
of the total survey sample (both adults and youth). Further, 33% of arrested youth who reported
owning a gun also reported using one in the commission of a crime (compared to only 25% of all
youth and adults arrested). Arrested youth who were either drug sellers or gang members were more
likely to steal and use guns during the commission of a crime than other arrested youth (see Figure
2).

Figure 2
Reported Gun Theft and Gun Use
by Arrestee Characteristics
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Guns in Schools. Other studies indicate that the prevalence of youth gun possession goes beyond
youth coming into contact with the criminal justice system. In the 1995-96 YRBS, 7.6% of high
school students reported carrying a gun at least once in the 30 days prior to the survey. Nearly 5% of
high school students and 4% of junior high students reported carrying a gun to schoolin a 1995-96
PRIDE Survey (Maguire & Pastore, 1997). Nationally, more than 6,000 students were expelled for
carrying a gun to school during the 1996-97 year. Handguns were involved in 58% of these
expulsions (Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms, 1998). Colorado YRBS data show that

* The survey sample was taken from individuals arrested and/or detained in the first six months of 1995.




Colorado youth carry weapons to school at the same rate as the national average, but they are less
likely to carry guns in other places (Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment, 1998).
The YRBS further revealed that, nationally, 8% of all youth and 11% of males reported being injured
with some kind of weapon at school in the past year. In Colorado, 10% of all youth and 13% of
males reported being injured with a weapon at school. Nationally, 5% of students reported feeling
too unsafe to go to school at least once in the thirty days preceding the survey. In Colorado, 4% of
students reported feeling too unsafe to go to school (Sickmund, Snyder, & Poe-Yamagata, 1997).

Despite the prevalence of gun carrying in school, school shootings still remain relatively rare events.
Since 1992, approximately 175 shooting deaths have occurred in American schools (both student and
faculty/staff) (National School Safety Center, 1998). While this is clearly a serious issue, it must be
noted that these 175 school-related deaths represent only about 1 percent of all youth killed with
guns between 1992 and the present time.

Summary. Overall, youth non-lethal violence involving guns has increased in the past two decades.
Also, guns affect youth not only as perpetrators, but as victims as well. Youth are three times more
likely than adults to be the victims of violence, and one quarter of youth violent victimizations
involve the use of a firearm (Sickmund, Snyder, & Poe-Yamagata, 1997).

However, increases in non-lethal youth gun violence do not compare to the dramatic increase in the
lethality of violence committed by and against youth in this country. As more and more youth arm
themselves, particularly with handguns that have an ever-expanding technological capability for
serious harm, the potential for homicide and suicide grows. Thus, it is extremely important to
examine the nature of lethal youth handgun violence, both homicide and suicide.

Lethal Youth Gun Violence

Lethal gun violence can be documented more accurately than non-lethal violence for two reasons.
First, deaths are more likely to be discovered and reported than violent crimes in general, and second,
homicides have a much higher clearance rate than do other violent crimes, meaning that more known
incidence of homicide result in the arrest of suspected offenders than other violent crimes. Homicide
datareported herearetakenf r om t he FBI 6s Suppl ementary
provide the richest source of information on the characteristics of homicide offenders. Suicide data is
taken from the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS) Mortality File.

Youth Homicide. Males are overwhelmingly the perpetrators in homicide incidents involving youth.
They account for over 90% of incidents involving youth 10-17 years of age. Moreover, as illustrated
in Figure 3, handgun homicides committed by young males (15-18) between 1980 and 1995,
increased by more than 150%, while the rate for females remained low and relatively stable.

Given these striking gender differences, the remainder of this analysis focuses solely on male
offenders.
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Figure 3
National Handgun-Related Homicides
Youth ages 15-18, by Gender of Offender
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While trends in homicide rates differ drastically by gender, they also differ by age. Figure 4 shows
the national homicide rates for youth 10-14; 15-18; and 19-24 years of age. Since 1980, the rate of
homicides committed by youth 10-14 has remained very low and has shown only a slight increase.

However, for youth 15-18 and young adults 19-24, homicide rates have increased, with the largest
change occurring for youth 15-18.

Figure 4
National Firearm Homicide Rates
by age group
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Young male offenders clearly have driven the increases in youth homicide since the low point of
1984. Given this trend and the focus of this project on handguns, the 15-18 age group of male
offenders will be the focus of subsequent documentation of youth homicide trends. Figures 5 and 6
show the youth (15-18) homicide rates, by type of weapon used.

Figure 5
National Homicides Committed by Males, 15-18
by type of weapon used
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Fgure 6
Colorado Homicides: Males, 15-18
by type of weapon used

20

18

16

14 4

12

—&— Handgun
10 4 —&— Other Gun
Other Weapon

8 4

°] /_ T rTT—

z--\.'\.-—\.-.—-/.'/.-/.-/.-/.-/.k.-.-.---

80 81 82 83 84 85 86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95

Rate per 100,000

Year

Source: Supplementary Homicide Reports

12




Nationally, the increase in youth homicides has been fueled by the use of handguns. The rate at
which other types of guns (shotguns, rifles, etc.) and other types of weapons have been used to
commit homicides has remained relatively stable since 1980. However, the trends are slightly
different in Colorado. They differ from national trends in that the increase in youth handgun
homicides was sharper and began at a later date (1988, compared to 1984, nationally). Most of the
increases in youth homicide rates are handgun-related, but unlike the nation, Colorado experienced a
small increase in youth homicides involving other guns between 1983 and the early 90s, when they
leveled off. Colorado has also experienced an increase in homicide with other weapons in the 1990s
that was not present throughout the country.

Youth Suicide. National statistics indicate that youth gun violence is not confined to homicide.
OJJDP reported that in 1994, for every two youth murdered in the United States, one youth
committed suicide (Sickmund, Snyder, & Poe-Yamagata, 1997). In the last half of this century, youth
suicide rates have increased by more than 250 percent (see Figure 7).

Figure 7
National Suicide Rates: Adolescents 15-19
1950-1994
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Youth suicide rates increased substantially between 1950 and 1990, gradually leveling at a much
higher rate than previous decades. Figure 8 shows that, like homicide rates, rates of gun-related
suicide for youth 10-14 remain both unchanged and much lower than for 15-19 year-olds. Gun
suicide rates for young adults (aged 20-24) also stayed relatively stable. Only older adolescents (ages
15-19) experienced an increase in gun suicide rates between 1981 and 1995.

Figure 8
National Firearm Suicide Rates
by age group
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Figures 9 and 10 indicate that gender differences in gun suicides follow similar patterns as gun
homicides. While males have experienced some increase in firearm suicide rates since 1981, rates at
which young females use guns to commit suicides have either declined or stayed the same, the
exception being a very small increase in gun suicides for 10-14 year-old females. Like homicide

rates, increases in gun suicide rates indicate that the growth in lethal gun violence remains largely a
young, male behavior.
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Figure 9

National Firearm Suicide Rates

Males, by age group
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Figure 10
National Firearm Suicide Rates
Females, by age group
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While trends in lethal violence primarily involve males, they also clearly involve the use of guns.
The homicide data presented showed the recent increases in male homicides involving handguns.
Similarly, Figure 11 shows that male suicide rate increases are also being driven by the use of guns.

The NCHS data do not allow for the calculation of suicide rates for handguns vs. other types of
weapons.

Figure 11
National Suicide Rates
Males, 15-19
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Colorado firearm suicide rates, unlike national rates, have shown declines for both 10-14 and 15-

19 year olds. However, the gun suicide rate for youth ages 10-14 remains much lower than for
older adolescents (see Figure 12).
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Figure 12
Colorado Firearm Suicide Rates
by age group
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For both genders, youth firearm suicide rates in Colorado have decreased in recent years, with the
exception of 10-14 female gun suicides (and young adult females), that have experienced modest
increases. These increases reflect a change from zero to one or two female gun suicides, and
therefore are of a smaller magnitude than Figure 14 would indicate. As seen in Figures 13 and 14,
while gun suicides for older adolescents, both male and female, are decreasing, the male rate remains
much higher than the female rate and has exhibited a much slower decline. This indicates that youth
lethal violence in Colorado closely follows the national pattern by being largely a male behavior.

Figure 13
Colorado Firearm Suicide Rates
Males by age group
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Figure 14
Colorado Firearm Suicide Rates
Females by age group
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Figure 15 indicates that both firearm suicides and total suicides are declining in Colorado. However,
firearm suicide rates have been declining since 1989 at a slower rate than total suicides, indicating
that this trend in declining suicide rates in Colorado is due more to a decline in non-gun suicides than
in suicides using a firearm. Like suicide trends nationally, firearms are used more often in Colorado
youth suicides than any other weapon type (see Figure 16).

Figure 15
Colorado Suicide Rates
Males ages 15-19
1989-1995
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Figure 16
Percent of Suicides Involving a Firearm
Youth 15-19
Colorado and National
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Summary. Guns are playing a lethal role in lives of youth. Both in Colorado and nationally, lethal
gun violence has risen significantly. However, it is important to consider that youth gun violence has
a very specific and definable character. First, non-lethal youth gun violence does not seem to be
growing at the same rate as lethal gun violence. Also, it is largely a male behavior. Female rates of
gun violence have always been very low and remain so today. Further, homicide and suicide trends
reveal lethal gun violence to be the domain of older adolescents (15-19). Despite widespread
attention paid to younger offenders in school shootings, very few younger adolescents (10-14)
commit homicide or suicide, and those numbers have not risen substantially in the last 20 years.
Youth suicide, while not growing as rapidly or recently as youth homicide, remains at rates that are
2.5 times higher than they were in the middle of this century.

The trends reported above suggest that guns

suicide and homicide. The use of handguns in particular seems to be driving trends throughout the
country and within the state of Colorado. However, the nature of the role played by guns in the lives
of youth remains unclear, as does the relative emphasis of reducing youth gun violence by targeting
access to guns or focusing more generally on comprehensive violence prevention efforts.
Accordingly, we chose to listen to the voices of adults and youth in Colorado to determine what they
had to say about these issues. This was done through focus group discussions in rural and urban
locations across the state. The results are summarized in the following section.
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VOICES IN COLORADO: FOCUS GROUP FINDINGS

Between April and September of 1998, the Center for Public-Private Sector Cooperation (CPPSC),
in collaboration with the Center for the Study and Prevention of Violence (CSPV), conducted focus
group discussions about the issue of youth access to, carrying, and use of handguns in Colorado.

CPPSC conducted sixteen (16) focus group discussions in various locations throughout the state with
knowledgeable adult and youth respondents, held separately. At each of the following locations,
CPPSC conducted two focus group meetings, one with adults and one with youth:

Durango

Grand Junction

West Denver
Greeley/Weld County
Adams County
Northeast Denver
Colorado Springs
The San Luis Valley

In addition, CPPSC conducted one-on-one interviews with several leader/opinion-makers having
particular expertise about the issue of youth and handguns.

This qualitative research was conducted with the approval of and in accordance with the procedures
of the Human Research Committee of the University of Colorado-Boulder. Consent forms were
obtained from all adult focus group participants. Consent forms were also obtained from the parents
of all youth participating in focus groups as well as from each youth.

Examples of consent forms are included in Appendix D. All focus groups were given the following
instructions and assurances:

Avoid self-disclosure of sensitive or incriminating information.

Avoid using the names of anyone who may be involved in handgun or other illegal
activities.

Focus group data is confidential. It is summarized without identification of any
individual or group.

Sessions are tape recorded and transcribed, but all identifying or incriminating
information is deleted from the transcript and the tapes are ultimately destroyed.

A fact sheet describing this research project
also made available to each focus group (see Appendix E). Generally, adult focus group participants
were comprised of local law enforcement officials, youth probation officers and other personnel
within the juvenile justice system who work with youth, social workers, and leaders and staff of
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community-based organizations who work with youth and families. Youth focus groups were
generally balanced between youth having histories of violent/unlawful behavior and youth that did
not. Adult focus groups and youth focus groups were asked similar questions to elicit the data sought
by the research project. Copies of the specific questionnaires used for adults and youth, as well as
details of the focus group protocol, are included in Appendix F. All focus group meetings were
facilitated by certified professionals from CPPSC, with assistance from CSPV.

The selection of the focus group locations was the result of deliberations by staff from The Colorado
Trust, CPPSC, and CSPV. The purposive selection of sites was guided by the desire to gain rural and
urban representation across the different regions of Colorado. Focus group participants were not
selected through an equal probability design (e.g., simple random sampling). Rather, participants
were selected purposively, based on their knowledge of the handgun issue. Hence, the results of the
focus group discussion cannot be generalized to the state and should not be viewed as truly
representative of the general Colorado population. However, the results are illustrative of the views
informed adults and adolescents have of the youth handgun violence problem in different areas of the
state.

The findings reported below generally follow the organization suggested by the focus group
questions. Common themes have been distilled from the detailed notes taken by the facilitators and
from a computer-based qualitative analysis of tape transcriptions of the sessions using Q.S.R.
NUD*IST software. The findings reflect the data received from the focus groups as well as input
from one-on-one interviews with key leaders.

What is the Prevalence of Youth Access to Handguns?
In response to questions about the extent to which access to handguns by adolescents under the age

of 18 is a problem, adult and youth groups universally reported that access is wides{Be#d.
adult and youth groups stated that adolescents who were determined to get access to a handgun could

do so without significant difficulty. As one Yy
or something. They can ¢heote dt hseunec hf rao ns t aan yeormeen.t o
access. | mean |l etbdés face it, i f a kid wants a

that Ain good neighborhoods and good school so

Some law enforcement officials reported that while the total number of juveniles arrested for

carrying handguns is flat, or even down, the proportion of first-time offenders charged with handgun

violations is up significantly. One criminal justice official noted that arrests for handgun violations

rose in the period 1988-93, but since the passage of state legislation on youth and handguns, arrests

for possession have declined. This was attributed to the 1993 law, which permits the presumption

that a youthf ul hagegumw ahdemcéar tiherafdde be
1993, this offense would have resulted in a t
peer network that possessionwilll and t he offender #fAin the sl amme
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Some respondents noted a significant difference between urban and rural contexts. One focus group

participant said that Ain this rural caemuni ty

not probl ems. 0 Otuhlareaswererrhoce apttd temch nesped fortartu safe use
of firearms supported this. Many respondents noted that the prevalence of handgun ownership in
Colorado translates into easy access for youth. Also, to some extent, attitudes about handgun
ownership create a cultural climate that is conducive to easy access.

One respondent noted that it is hypocritical for adults to condemn youth for gaining access to
handguns when the legislature and some sheriffs actively oppose most efforts to limit access for
adults and actively support routine issuance of permits to carry handguns.

For Whom is Access, Carrying, and Use of Handguns Problematic?

Both adult and youth focus groups generally concurred that any adolescent who wants access can

achieve itFocus groups in smaller communities were more likely to observe that access to, carrying,
and even use of handguns is rather uniformly spread throughout their communities, irrespective of
social class and ethnic/cultural affiliation. Focus groups in larger cities reported a strong correlation

bet ween gang membership, illegal drug trade,
gang, then you have easy adtwatevayyou tcodd ggandhet, 0 no't
somebody. 0 Some youth reported that gang me m|
handguns was assured and that carrying and use of those weapons would depend on circumstances of
situations they encountered.
Most gang members, you want to kick with the homies, you want to get drunk, you
want to get high. You know, then you have to earn respect from your homeboys.
Thatds how you prove yourself. Thatoés why |
Most focus group participants related that access to handguns is overwhelmingly a male issueThis
extended to carrying and use as well. However, in urban areas some youth and adults reported that
females were becoming more involved, usually as the carrier of a weapon for a boyfriend or another
male. One adult participant noted that females are less likely to be searched by police:
The girls with the gangs are the ones that
these size 48 waist pants that are hanging down to their kneecaps. And most male
cops will not go up to those females and have them pull those pants up and pat them
down because of sexual harassment and assal
go right to the males when the females are standing there. Los Angeles has had
several cases recently where an officer patting down a male was shot and killed by a
female standing 10, 12, 15 feet [ away] . B ¢

Theydébre holding the weapthergeoplee And t heydre g
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Many respondents in various communities repor:t
to have access to and carry a handgun. At risk youth are those struggling with personal or social

issues that increase the chances of serious violent offending. For example, both youth and adult

respondents said such youth are likely to be disesmpowered, abused, members of dysfunctional and

violent families where substance abuse may be present, and to have low impulse control and low

self-esteem. The examples below summarize what many youth participants said about peers who

carry and use guns.

ltds how they grew up. People that are aro
t heyodére d@algwiifag Hopy do you think youdre goi
going to be |ike, | dondét care. | know a | c

All crazy in the head. Because everyone was a jerk to them when they were little and
now they donoéd&l levkeinl Ic asemeodrheyl i ke [it was]

hurt . I mean basicall

People that have bee
hat 6s not normally invol v

n
hurt by someone t 0
Many described gun carrying and use as symptomatic of deeper problems these particular youth
have, such as failure in school, problems at home, living in an impoverished environment, use of
drugs and/or alcohol, and an inability to manage strong emotions such as anger appropriately. Some
focus group participants noted that middle class adolescents who are angry at their parents are likely
to get involved with handguns.

Respondents, particularly in youth focus groups, also reported that adolescents involved in dealing

illicit drugs would be much more likely to have access to a handgun and to carry it. References were

made in several focus groups to the correlation between traffic in methamphetamines, cocaine, and

crack, and the carrying/use of handguns. They also noted that many male youth, responding to the

media glorification of handguns, are quite simply fascinated and curiosb o ut handguns . i
that the kids are curious. They want to know,
without the cartoon characters having guns. Andespecially wi t h boys, thereds a
of curiosity, 06 said one adult participant.

Where Do Adolescents Get Handguns?

There was strong concurrence between youth and adult focus groups that adolescents under the age
of 18 get handguns from the following sources, in rough order of priority:

Parents/close relatves Respondents reported that theft
handguns from adults in the same household was the single most frequent source of supply.

Some adults noted that it is almost impossible to prevent a determined adolescent from

gaining access to a household handgun, no matter how securely the weapon is stored. Youth

generally echoed this observation. A few reported that parents and/or close relatives would

actually allow them access to a handgun.
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Other Youth Adults and youth reported that there is a sufficient illicit supply of handguns
among underage youth to satisfy unlawful demand. Kids can get guns from other kids. Youth
in particular reported that they could bor

Older Adults Youth also reported that, like the underage purchase of alcohol, they could get
someone they know who is over 18 to buy a handgun for them. Many youth, particularly in
urban areas, reported that wunl awful retail
transactions were described as taking plac

Theft and Burglary Adults and youth focus groups noted that some adolescents would
commit thefts/burglaries with the specific intention of stealing handguns. Typically, these
respondents noted that adolescents know those households in the community that have
handguns (such as gun collectors) and that these households become targets for burglary and
theft. Adult groups noted that with household handgun possession rates running between
50% and 65% in Colorado, there is about a 50/50 chance that a burglary committed by an
underage youth will net a handgun. Again, however, the most common victims of handgun
thefts were reported to be the parents of adolescents.

lllicitVendors: I n urban areas, a few youth, and ev
vendor so would sell handguns to underage you

In What Circumstances Do Adolescents Carry Handguns?

Virtually all respondents, youth and adult, reported that the most common motivation for carrying

(and possibly using) handguns was perceived selfiefense or protectioldults and youth reported a

perceived need to protect themselves from others with handguns, or to prevent victimization from

assaults (perpetrated with or without handguns). Youth were more expansive in answering this

question, but they generally concurred with adult respondents. Some alluded to the need to carry a

gun for protection against predators. They not
youbre dealing. ointedait: one mal e youth p

So the only empowering thing | have, the only great equalizer | have, bottom line, is a

gun. You know, the cops arendét going to be
know, theydre not goieng otuo almal tmeer éA.n dl tedvse n
kid, doing well in school , |l 6m involved i
thereds some situations where if you do eve

a helplessness, where you are at the mercy. And that is the biggest fear, | think, of any

child out there is being at the mercy of another child, or a group of children, or adults,

and not being able to rely on morals, a sense of justice, or any of those life rules that

kind of keep us in line. Not realizing that there are those things that will keep someone

from literally killing you. Youbve got to
myself.
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All suggested that known gang membership/affiliation carried such a great threat of gun violence that
having access to and/or carrying a handgun was almost a necessity for protection.

Almost as many respondents reported that adolescents carried guns to show off to their friends. Some
reported that youth carried handguns when committing other crimes (burglary/theft) or when
involved in dealing illicit drugs.

In What Circumstances Do Adolescents Use Handguns?

Among all respondents, with the exception of law enforcement and juvenile justice personnel, very
few had any direct knowledge of youth who had actua