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Safer Homes, Safer Communities: 

Firearms, Safety, and Culture

I live in a home with firearms.
 43% of surgeons have at least one firearm in the home (Kuhls, et al., 2016).

 13% of pediatricians own at least one firearm (Olson, et al., 2007).

 14% of medical students have at least one firearm in the home (Frank, et al., 2006).

 42% of all Americans have at least one firearm in the home (Parler, et al., 2017).

People with mental health illness should be prevented from purchasing firearms.
 92% of surgeons agree (Kuhls, et al., 2016).

 Psychiatrists advocate for non-discrimination against people with mental illness who 
wish to own firearms (Bonnie, et al., 2015).

The sale of some types of firearms should be banned.
 64% of pediatricians support legislation banning the sale and possession of handguns 

(Olson, et al., 2007).
 90% of surgeons without firearms in the home and 44% of surgeons with firearms in the 

home support restricting civilian access to semi-automatic rifles (Kuhls, et al., 2016). 

Participant poll: Agree or Disagree
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SAMHSA: The Strategic Prevention Framework

Culture: “…the integrated pattern of 
human behavior that includes thoughts, 

communications, actions, customs, beliefs, 
values, and institutions of a racial, ethnic, 

religious, or social group.” (Cross, et al., 1989)

“By involving community members in all 
aspects of prevention planning, 

implementation, and evaluation, planners 
demonstrate respect for the people they 

serve and are more likely to develop 
prevention services that meet genuine 
needs, build on strengths, and produce 

positive outcomes.”

SAMHSA: The Strategic Prevention Framework

Culture: “…the integrated pattern of 
human behavior that includes thoughts, 

communications, actions, customs, beliefs, 
values, and institutions of a racial, ethnic, 

religious, or social group.” (Cross, et al., 1989)
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Patient Clinician

• Access to care

• Quality of care

?

Cultural 
Competency 

in Health Care

Health care

• Individual factors

• Structural factors

Cultural factors

• Morbidity

• Mortality

Health status

• Limits of the categorical 
approach

• Evidence-based factors

Knowledge

Obtaining and 
using information

• Clinical skills
• Clinical tools

Skills

• Definition of culture
• Cultural humility

Attitudes

Suicidal 
capability

Coping and 
problem-solving

Suicidal storyline
Alone, worthless, hopeless

Tunnel vision

Motivated action
Emotion-regulation, problem-

solving, communication

Suicidal desire

SymptomaticSituationalDemographic P

P

Protective factors

Treatment of mental health 
and substance use disorders

1

Fostering connectedness

Safety planning

2

3

Lethal means safety

4

Interventions for Suicide Risk

Scope of the Problem: Suicide Methods
(CDC for 2018-2020)
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Scope of the Problem: Fatal Firearm Injury
(CDC for 2018-2020) 
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Populations at Risk: Race, Ethnicity, Gender
CDC for 2018-2020, HHS Region 10
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Populations at Risk: Gender, Age
CDC for 2018-2020, HHS Region 10
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Populations at Risk & Patterns of Firearm Ownership

• Pre-existing, often longstanding ownership:

 Median of 11 years before firearm suicide (Cummings, et al., 1997).

 Ownership >1 month in 85% (Studdert, et al., 2020).

 Less than 10% with recent firearm purchase (Vriniotis, et al., 2015).

• Legal ownership: 92% of Utah firearm suicide decedents could have 
passed a background check (Barber, et al., 2019). 

• Who owned the firearm used in suicide? (Barber, et al., 2022)

• Adult male 21+: 88% used their own firearm

• Adult female 21+: 52% self, 32% partner’s

• Youth 18-20: 42% self, 43% family member’s, 8% friend’s
• Children: 19% self (typically long gun), 79% family member’s

Firearms and Suicide: Summary

Suicide Firearm 
fatality

• All ages, genders, 
races, ethnicities 
potentially affected.

• Numerical burden 
among white males.

• Mostly adults.

Scope of the 
problem

Populations 
at risk

Patterns of ownership

Recent 
purchase

Prohibited 
person

Longstanding

Pre-existing
Legal

Self-owned

78%53%

Firearms and Suicide: Types of Intervention

Patterns of ownership

Recent 
purchase

Prohibited 
person Community-based:

Education, training, policy 
from firearms organizations 

Health Care:
Education, training, policy 

on lethal means safety 

Legislation & Policy:
Prevent/delay firearm 
ownership; storage

Longstanding

Pre-existing
Legal

Self-owned

Firearms and Suicide Risk: What is the Message?

Households without firearms Households with firearms

Lower 
risk of 
suicide

Higher 
risk of 
suicide1

Lower 
risk of 
suicide

Higher 
risk of 
suicide2

Unloaded
Locked

Ammunition 
separate

Loaded

Unlocked

Firearm 
presence

Firearm 
access

Anglemyer, et al., 2014 in AIM; Dempsey, et al., 2019 in JAMA; Miller, et al., 2016 in ER; Pallin, et al., 2019 in AIM

Firearms and Suicide Risk: What is the Message?
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Apply the same level of safety, 
protection and responsibility to 
the number one cause of fatal 

firearm injury. 

Increase the security of in-home 
storage by unloading and locking 

firearms and ammunition.

Remove firearms from the 
home temporarily until 

someone has recovered.

Firearms and Suicide Risk: What is the Message?

Out-of-home transfer

Higher in-home security

Just as with unintentional injury

Suicide Unintentional1

2

3
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When Counseling Parents on Guns Doesn’t Work: 
Why don’t they get it?  (Brent, et al., 2000 & Christoffel, 2000)

?

Clinician Parent

26 families with 
a depressed 

adolescent and 
firearms in the 

home

73% retained 
firearms

WHY DON’T 
THEY GET IT?

4 families 
later re-
acquired

27% removed 
firearms

Credible messengers (Anestis, et al., 2021)

• High credibility: Law enforcement, 
current military, veterans.
• Low credibility: Physicians, celebrities.

Following advice (Shaughnessy, et al., 1999)

• 91% did not view physicians as a source 
of information on firearm safety.
• 71% would not follow advice.

Opposite beliefs (Ye, et al., 2022)

• 60.5% of firearm owners with children 
cite defense as the primary reason for 
ownership – 92% to protect family.

Cultural Factors
Bias, Ethnocentrism, Implicit Beliefs

Clinician Patient

?

Gun violence 
prevention

Gun rights

Firearms = Violence 

Firearms threaten 
freedom

Firearms = Freedom 

Firearms represent and 
protect freedom

I and others need to be kept 
safe from guns

I and others keep ourselves 
safe with guns

Stewart & Kuhls, 2016 in JTACS; Yamane, 2017; Yamane, 2018

Unloaded

Locked

Ammunition separate

Inaccessible to others, 
esp. children

Safety from 
unintentional injury

Gun ownerClinician

Unloaded

Locked

Ammunition 
separate

Temporary off-
site storage

Inaccessible to 
the owner and 
others at risk

Safety from 
suicide

Readily 
accessible

Safety from home 
invasion and attack 

(Self-defense)

Are your 
firearms 
stored 
safely? Yes

Values and Beliefs

What is safety?
(Pruitt, Sung & Walker, 2022)

SAMHSA: The Strategic Prevention Framework

Culture: “…the integrated pattern of 
human behavior that includes thoughts, 

communications, actions, customs, beliefs, 
values, and institutions of a racial, ethnic, 

religious, or social group.” (Cross, et al., 1989)

Race

EthnicityGender

Language

SES

Sexual orientation

Age

Geography

Education

Disability

Spirituality

Firearm 
ownership

?

Firearms and Culture

Physician Counseling on Firearm Safety: 
A New Kind of Cultural Competence
(Betz & Wintemute, 2015)

A culture gap in the United States: 
Implications for policy on limiting 
access to firearms for suicidal persons
(Marino, et al., 2016)

What is “safety”?: Lethal means 
counseling as a cross-cultural 
communication
(Pruitt, et al., 2022)

“Gun Shop Projects” for Suicide Prevention in the U.S. 

Firearms 
retailer

Suicide 
data analyst 

Did you know 
this was 

happening?

• Within 1 week
• 3 suicides using 

firearms

• Recent purchase
• Same gun shop

Gun shop 
projects

No.  We have to
do something

about it.

“By involving community members 
in all aspects of prevention planning, 

implementation, and evaluation, 
planners demonstrate respect for 

the people they serve and are 
more likely to develop prevention 
services that meet genuine needs, 
build on strengths, and produce 

positive outcomes.”

A Suicide Prevention Campaign for Firearm Dealers in NH 
(Vriniotis, et al., 2015)

Reducing Suicides Through Partnerships Between Health 
Professionals and Gun Owner Groups (Barber, et al., 2017)

‘Gun Shop Projects’ for Suicide Prevention (Polzer, et al., 2020)
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Individual-Level Lethal Means Safety
(Barber & Miller, 2014)

?

Clinician Parent
At-risk 

populations
Messenger

Message

Acceptable messengers delivering 
acceptable messages to the at-risk 

populations to facilitate behavior change.

Behavior change
?

2

3 4

1

WHY DON’T 
THEY GET IT?

Cultural Knowledge

Cultural factors related to 
firearm ownership and use

• Sub-populations and 
motivations for ownership

• Types of firearms

• Values

• Trusted messengers

• Practical knowledge
• Safety goals, beliefs, practices

• Self-defense

• Unintentional injury

• Suicide

Trusted Messengers: 
Language Choices

Talking About “Firearm Injury” and 
“Gun Violence”:  Words Matter

(Betz, et al., 2022)

Rather than… Consider…

Gun violence Firearm injury

Gun Firearm

Restriction,
Surrender

Transfer,
Temporary 

removal

Assault rifle AR-15 style rifle

Cultural Knowledge

The Suicide Prevention 
Collaborative of El Paso County

A county partner of the Colorado-
National Collaborative

Community outreach
• SAFER in-person events
• Tele-SAFER
• Firearms ranges and retailers

Community engagement
• Washington Department of 

Veterans Affairs
• Law Enforcement Mental Health 

Task Force
• Legislative advocacy 

Training
• Firearms retailers
• Firearm safety webinar
• Health care professionals
• Veterans

1175 participants
• 14 gun shows (N=772)
• 2 military/veteran events (N=289)
• 2 community safety events (N=114)

Demographics: 76% men, 53% age 35-64

Firearm ownership
• 85% with firearms in the home
• 54% with a dedicated home defense firearm

372 with pre- and post-assessment

SAFER
• S: Signpost 
• A: Assess
• F: Facts
• E: Emotion
• R: Recommend

66%

All firearms locked up

51%

Community-based 
guided conversation

Distribution of firearm
locking device, 

medication lock box or 
disposal kit

(Stuber, et al., 2020)

68%

All medication locked up

46%
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We are all on the same side

Everyone values safety, 
protection, responsibility, 
freedom and community.

Values

No one wants suicide 
as an outcome.
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Firearm safety goal Beliefs Practices

Self-defense “Firearm availability and ready access improve 
home safety.”

Concealed carry.
Staging for home defense.

Unintentional 
injury prevention

“Unintentional injury is a high priority and 
entirely preventable safety risk.” 

Cooper’s four rules.
Safe storage practices.

Suicide prevention
Prevalence, inevitability, method substitution 
“Firearm suicide is not common, not preventable, 
and not related to firearm availability.”

Low engagement of practices to 
manage firearm availability and 
access in response to suicide risk. 

• Self-defense
• Hunting
• Sport shooting /

competitive
• Antiques / collectibles
• Professional use

Sub-populations 
and motivations 

for ownership

Handguns
• Pistols
• Revolvers
Long guns
• Rifles
• Shotguns

Types of 
firearms

Safety Protection   Responsibility    Freedom    Community 

Values

Safety

• Law enforcement
• Hunting/outdoor

organization or
magazine

• Active-duty military

• Military veterans
• NRA
• Gun dealers
• Family members

Trusted messengers about safety

• Safe handling and storage for safety, loss
prevention and access control.

• Locking and storage devices.
• In-home and out-of-home storage.
• Laws on firearm possession and transfer.

Practical knowledge

HANDOUT 1

Targeted Interventions: Firearms, Culture & Suicide Care
Cultural Knowledge

Multiple sub-populations of firearm owners share common values and have overlapping motivations for 
ownership and use of different types of firearms.  Based on information from trusted messengers and practical 
knowledge about firearms, firearm owners develop beliefs and practices to achieve different firearm safety 
goals.  Most commonly, the risks perceived as most relevant relate to self-defense and unintentional injury.  
Beliefs and practices associated with suicide prevention have received less attention.    

Targeted Interventions: Firearms, Culture & Suicide Care 
Jeffrey C. Sung, M.D. • Safer Homes, Suicide Aware




