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Nearly 2,400 children and adolescents aged 5-18 died by suicide in the United States in 2018, 
making suicide the second leading cause of death in this age group.1 Suicide rates among children 
and adolescents have increased by over 80% over the past decade in the U.S. Of those deaths, about 40% 
involved firearms. Suicide rates among children and adolescents who live in homes with guns are four 
times higher than among those in homes without guns. Evidence shows that the suicide risk associated 
with firearm possession in homes with children can be reduced, though not eliminated, by storing 
firearms locked, unloaded, and separate from ammunition. Research also shows that pediatrician-provided 
counseling to parents can improve firearm storage practices in the home, especially when the counseling 
is supplemented with free firearm storage devices. Expanded gun violence research is needed to better 
understand and to successfully reduce rates of child and adolescent gun suicides.  

Access to Firearms Dramatically Raises  
the Likelihood of Dying by Suicide 
Extensive evidence finds that access to firearms increases 
the likelihood of death by suicide among children and 
adolescents. Forty percent of suicides in this age group 
involve firearms, due both to the ubiquity of access to 
guns and to the far greater lethality of suicide attempts 
by gun versus other means.1 And nine out of ten child 
and adolescent suicides by gun involve firearms from the 
victim’s own home or that of a relative.2,3,4 The risk of 
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suicide death is three times higher for persons of any age 
who live in homes with, compared to without, firearms.5 
For children and adolescents, the rates of death by suicide 
are over four times higher in households with firearms.6 In 
short, where there are more guns, there are more firearm 
suicides, but not more suicides from other methods.7,8 

Given the increased risk of suicide in households 
containing firearms, the prevalence of firearms in 
households with children and adolescents is a major 
public health concern. Approximately one in three 

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2019). Web-based Injury Statistics  
Query and Reporting System (WISQARS). https://www.cdc.gov/injury/wisqars 
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households with children and adolescents contain 
firearms.9 Thus, about 30 million children under the age 
of 18 live in a home with at least one firearm.10 Of these 
homes, approximately half contain at least one firearm  
that is unlocked and 20% contain at least one firearm  
that is both unlocked and loaded.11 

Safe Firearm Storage Practices  
Decrease Risks 
Accordingly, gun safety practices that reduce children’s 
and adolescents’ access to firearms can reduce the risk 
of suicide by gun, and thus decrease the total number of 
children and adolescents dying by suicide. Numerous gun 
storage practices are linked to suicide: 
•	When a home contains unlocked guns the odds of a child 

or adolescent dying by firearm suicide is more than twice 
as high as in households where all guns are locked.12 

•	The risk of suicide by gun is more than twice as high 
in households with loaded guns, as compared to 
households with unloaded guns.11

•	Storing ammunition together with firearms as opposed 
to separately also increases the risk of suicide two-fold.11 

A recent study estimated that approximately 100 suicides 
among 5 to 19-year-olds could be prevented annually if 
the proportion of unlocked firearms in households with 
children or adolescents decreased from 50%, as is the case 
today, to 30%.13 Yet, parents (and other adults) appear to be 
unaware of the heightened risks of suicide associated with 
children’s access to household firearms. Indeed, less than 
10% of gun-owning adults with children agree the presence 
of a firearm in the home increases the risk of suicide.14

Efforts to Reduce Child and Adolescent  
Suicide by Reducing Access to Firearms
U.S. interventions to reduce child and adolescent access to 
firearms in their homes generally take one of two approaches. 
One approach has been Child Access Prevention (CAP) 
laws— state legislation imposing penalties on adults if a 
child could gain or gains access to their guns, especially if 
access results in a fatal or non-fatal injury. Some research 
suggests that CAP laws may lower rates of child suicide. 

But the limited available evidence is mixed, and the most 
rigorous assessments to date suggest that insufficient data 
are available to draw strong conclusions.15,16

A second approach to reducing child and adolescent ac-
cess to firearms is to have pediatricians (and emergency 
department clinicians who see at-risk children) counsel 
parents about firearm safety. Interventions that counsel 
parents to either remove guns from their home or, if that is 
not possible, to store all firearms locked and unloaded in 
their homes have generally been found to improve parental 
firearm storage practices. These efforts appear to be more 
effective when counseling is augmented with the provision 
of firearm storage devices.17,18 

Conclusion
The presence of a firearm in one’s home dramatically 
increases the risk of death by suicide for children and 
adolescents. Locking and unloading all household firearms 
and storing firearms separately from ammunition substan-
tially mitigates, but does not eliminate, the heightened risk 
of suicide associated with the presence of household guns. 
The Dickey amendment, an annual federal spending bill 
provision that was long-interpreted as prohibiting research 
on gun violence, has hampered scientific understanding 
of firearm-related violence and discouraged the evaluation 
of prevention efforts. As such, it has impeded progress on 
understanding how to intervene most effectively to reduce 
firearm and thus overall suicide deaths. It is essential to 
dramatically expand rigorous evaluations of efforts to 
decrease suicide rates for U.S. children and adolescents. 
Increasing effective and safe firearm storage is one much-
needed step that can help prevent the loss of so many 
young lives to gun violence.
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“Increasing effective and safe firearm storage is 
one much-needed step that can help prevent the 

loss of so many young lives to gun violence.”
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