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Preface 

The urge to put a dollar value on life and limb comes naturally 
to economists. To normal people, however, this may seem un-
necessary and even a bit perverse. What’s the point? In partic-
ular, they may question why we have gone to the trouble of 
writing an entire book that tries to measure the effect of gunshot 
injuries and deaths on our standard of living. Just how is it 
helpful to translate fear, pain, disability, and early death into 
the same metric as we ordinarily use in measuring the con-
sumption of food, shelter, and transportation? 

We have two answers. The first is that putting a monetary 
value on gun violence is useful in laying claim to public atten-
tion. If gun violence is to ‘‘compete’’ effectively in the public 
forum with other problems—highway deaths, breast cancer, 
air pollution, failing schools—then gun violence needs a dollar-
cost number, simply because such numbers have become a stan-
dard item in policy discourse. Our estimate, that gun violence 
costs something on the order of $100 billion each year, turns 
out to be large enough to support a case for greater attention 
and effort. 

Our second answer is more substantive. In conducting our 
research for this project, we have found that the economic-cost 
framework provides a different and more useful understanding 
of the problem than does the usual array of public-health sta-
tistics. Reporting 30,000 deaths and 80,000 serious injuries 
places the focus on the victims and may lead to an assessment 
of how ‘‘they’’ are different from the rest of us. It is all too easy 
to discount the suicides as mentally ill, the assault victims as 



careless or worse. But viewed from the economic perspective, 
the focus becomes far wider, encompassing not just actual vic-
tims, but potential victims and those who are linked to those 
potential victims by family, friendship, or finances. In short, 
most all of us bear some part of the costs of gun violence, in 
myriad ways: waiting in line to pass through airport security; 
buying a transparent book bag for school aged children to meet 
their school’s post-Columbine regulations; paying taxes for the 
protection of public officials, for urban renewal projects in areas 
devastated by gun violence, for subsidizing an urban trauma 
center; living in fear that one’s children may be injured by a 
stray bullet or that a despondent relative would get her hands 
on a gun. And no one is entirely safe from becoming a victim 
themselves. 

The goal is thus to document how gun violence reduces the 
quality of life for everyone in America. Recasting the problem 
in this way will, we hope, help inform the ‘‘Great American 
Gun War’’ to take us past symbolic politics to a direct engage-
ment with the costs and benefits of alternative policies. This 
shift in emphasis helps focus sustained attention on those in-
terventions that hold promise for reducing gun violence and 
may pay for themselves. 

We can briefly outline the presentation. Chapter 1 provides 
a broad overview of our main arguments and conclusions, while 
subsequent chapters develop these points in greater detail. 
Chapter 2 describes statistical patterns of gun violence in Amer-
ica. Assaults and unintentional shootings are concentrated 
among young Hispanics and especially African Americans, 
while suicide rates tend to increase in late middle age and be 
higher for whites than minorities. All types of gun violence fall 
disproportionately on the poor and overwhelmingly on males 
rather than females, but no group is entirely spared. 

Of course, guns are not the only instruments of violence; 
other weapons account for a third of homicides and 40% of 
suicides. But our focus remains on guns so as to provide a basis 
for evaluating the array of policy measures that are targeted on 
reducing gun use in violence, rather than in reducing overall 
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rates of violence. It is, in fact, the use of guns in violent crime 
that makes America unique among industrialized nations. As 
we document in Chapter 3, greater use of guns makes the prob-
lem of violence worse in America because guns are more lethal 
than the other weapons typically used in assaults and suicide 
attempts. The implication is that separating guns from violence 
saves lives. 

Chapter 4 provides an accounting framework for monetizing 
the benefits of reducing gun violence. This is not a straightfor-
ward exercise, and the literature includes a variety of methods. 
In order to understand the different ways in which gun violence 
reduces the quality of life in America, we offer the image of a 
‘‘vaccine’’ that would reduce the threat of gunshot injury; trac-
ing through all of the ways in which the public would benefit 
helps highlight a number of costs that have been ignored in 
previous studies of this topic There would be less need for 
investments in prevention, avoidance, and harm reduction, 
both public and private, and less concern about being shot or 
losing a loved one or a neighbor to gunfire. 

The traditional ‘‘Cost of Illness’’ framework used by public 
health researchers directs our attention to the medical costs and 
lost productivity associated with gunshot injuries. We look into 
these matters in Chapters 5 and 6, finding that these costs, while 
large in some absolute sense, are smaller than previous studies 
suggest and constitute only a modest share of the overall bur-
den. 

The greater costs of gun violence stem from the fact that all 
of us must live with the risk that we or someone we care about 
will be injured by gunfire. Chapter 7 lists some of the ways in 
which private citizens, businesses, and government agencies 
attempt to reduce the risk of gunshot injury. While we cannot 
quantify most of these adaptations, we show that they are likely 
to cost at least $5–10 billion per year, and probably far more. 

To obtain a more comprehensive measure of costs, both sub-
jective and tangible, we turn to a ‘‘contingent-valuation’’ sur-
vey that asks respondents what they would pay to reduce gun 
assaults. The results, presented in Chapter 8, suggest that the 
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elimination of gun use in assault would be worth at least $80 
billion per year. Elimination of unintentional shootings and gun 
suicides would be worth another $10–20 billion. 

Chapter 9 then turns to a discussion of remedies. A variety 
of interventions hold promise for reducing misuse of guns, in-
cluding traditional gun control measures (screening and regis-
tering buyers, prohibiting ownership by teenagers and felons), 
requiring gun manufacturers to incorporate safety features in 
their products, policing against illegal carrying, and threatening 
those who use guns in crime with longer prison sentences. The 
potential benefits of several such interventions, estimated using 
the results from previous chapters, are compared with esti-
mated costs. Since some of these interventions arguably pro-
duce benefits in excess of costs, increasing their scope or inten-
sity improves the overall standard of living in America. 

Gun violence is a public health problem and a moral prob-
lem, but it is also a quality-of-life issue for all of us. We hope 
that the perspective offered in this book will provide some lev-
erage in moving the policy debate toward a more reasoned re-
sponse. 

Durham, North Carolina P. J. C. 
Washington, D.C. J. L. 
July 2000 
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1 

Gun Violence and Life in America 

At 11:21 A.M. on April 20, 1999, 18-year-old Eric Harris and 
17-year-old Dylan Klebold entered Columbine High School in 
Littleton, Colorado, from the back parking lot carrying two 
sawed-off shotguns, a Hi-Point semiautomatic rifle, and a 9 mil-
limeter Tech DC 9 semi-automatic pistol with a high-capacity 
magazine.1 The two students had earlier hidden at least 30 pipe 
bombs throughout the school for use in the attack2 and had 
planted a 25-pound propane bomb in the school’s kitchen.3 

They then proceeded to open fire, shooting 35 people before 
the end of lunch hour. By three in the afternoon, local police 
had finally evacuated the building and started their search for 
the gunmen, both of whom were found in the school library, 
dead of self-inflicted gunshot wounds.4 Among the 13 other 
victims who died were 48-year-old Dave Sanders, a popular 
teacher who was shot twice in the chest while leading others 
to safety, and Daniel Rohrbough, a 15-year-old freshman who 
was shot while holding an exit door open for other students 
and was, as the New York Times reported, ‘‘last seen alive, run-
ning, screaming for his mother.’’5 The family of Lauren Town-
send, a senior and member of the National Honor Society, re-
ceived a letter offering her a college scholarship the day of her 
funeral.6 

It is difficult to overstate the effects that this tragedy has had 
on the residents of Littleton. The Columbine High School stu-
dents’ lives and those of their friends and families will never 
be the same. And the shock wave from these shootings has 
reverberated throughout Colorado. The mother of a high school 
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student reports that up to that point, ‘‘I had total blind faith in 
the schools, but I am not going to play Russian roulette with 
her life. I just can’t do it. She thinks about where she’d run and 
how she’d get out of her school if it happened to her. How do 
you study and concentrate like that?’’ Similar sentiments by 
other parents have led to a fourfold increase in the number of 
calls received by the Christian Home Educators of Colorado, a 
home-schooling organization.7 

The Littleton shootings followed a string of similar, though 
more limited attacks by students at schools in Jonesboro, Ar-
kansas (March 1998), West Paducah, Kentucky (December 
1997), and Pearl, Mississippi (October 1997). They have touched 
parents and students across the country. After Littleton, one 
teacher in a Virginia public school with many low-income stu-
dents noted, ‘‘It may be hard for so-called safe communities to 
accept the fact that their children can inflict as much mayhem 
as, and maybe more than, those from less privileged environ-
ments and to take the tough steps that schools like mine have 
learned are the price of protection.’’8 

Metal detectors, security personnel, and other measures that 
had once been largely confined to big cities are now in schools 
across the country. Many principals and other school personnel 
spent the summer of 1999 worried primarily about student 
safety: 

In dozens of locales as disparate as Pittsburgh and Palm Beach 
County, SWAT teams have spent the summer learning the lay-
outs of high schools and conducting drills involving mock 
hostage-taking. Many students returning to school will find 
metal detectors and armed security guards at the doors, while 
others will have to trade their canvas backpacks for see-
through bags designed to make it harder to conceal a weapon. 
. . . In  Allen, Texas, a suburb of Dallas that cut back its class 
schedule last spring after a series of bomb threats, officials are 
spending $1 million to bring in metal detectors, surveillance 
cameras and a new security force, and are requiring students 
to wear identification badges.9 
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The Lessons of Littleton 

The Littleton tragedy highlights several lessons that are impor-
tant for addressing the problem of gun violence in America. 
First is the key role of technology. There have been endless 
commentaries on what could possibly have driven Harris and 
Klebold, sons of prosperous families with seemingly bright fu-
tures, to plan and execute the mass killing of their classmates 
and teachers. The suggestions range from the sterility of life in 
upscale subdivisions to the violent fantasies encouraged by 
television and computer games to general societal permissive-
ness. Whatever the merits of these various perspectives, one 
feature of this attack cannot be ignored: Harris and Klebold, 
like the other student killers before them, used guns to accom-
plish their grim purpose. They also tried, unsuccessfully, to use 
bombs, but without guns, the enterprise would have been un-
thinkable. 

Of course, guns are not necessary to perpetrate more ordi-
nary violence, whether in schools or homes or on the street. 
Knives, fists, and clubs are far more common. The importance 
of guns in routine fights and robberies is that they intensify 
violence, increasing the likelihood of death. Because guns in-
crease the scope and lethality of violence, keeping them away 
from violent encounters is a vital public goal. This goal is dis-
tinct from the goal of reducing overall violence rates. Gun-
oriented policies, if they are successful, may save lives even if 
assault and robbery rates stay at current levels. 

A second lesson is that the consequences of Littleton and the 
other school shootings extend well beyond the injuries and loss 
of life. These tragedies created a new arena for worry, a violent 
scenario that parents and principals everywhere could not ig-
nore. The anguish of the victims and their families and friends 
was just the beginning—throughout America the emotional 
response to the shootings engendered a demand for prevention 
and protection efforts. 

Third, in aggregate these efforts to repair the damage 
to peace of mind are not cheap. The effort to prevent subse-
quent shootings has greatly added to the costs of the shootings 
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themselves. That is, in assessing the comprehensive costs of 
gun violence in schools, we must include the direct burden 
created by the threat and the indirect burden on parents and 
children who are complying with the new rules, not to 
mention the taxpayers who are paying for the extra pro-
tection. 

Fourth, in the costly pursuit of safety, it’s possible to err on 
the side of ‘‘too much.’’ While many schools responded to the 
Littleton shootings by substantially changing their security 
practices, others have rejected the use of metal detectors 
and similar measures as ‘‘an affront to educational openness.’’10 

One superintendent from Massachusetts said ‘‘We don’t want 
to create an image of a police state, and we don’t want dogs 
sniffing around,’’ while the Los Angeles public schools decided 
against screening every student because of the loss in class 
time that would result.11 The trade-off appears in the private 
sector as well: As one bank president said, ‘‘you don’t want to 
have so much security that you inconvenience your custom-
ers.’’12 

Systematic evaluation of policies to reduce gun violence thus 
requires that the costs on both sides be weighed and compared. 
But it is more common in debates over gun-oriented policies 
that the two sides talk past each other. Consider, for example, 
the use of aggressive police patrols against illegal gun carrying 
in New York. Mayor Rudolph Guiliani supports these patrols, 
arguing that they may well have contributed to the reduction 
in gun crime in the city. Opponents such as the Reverend Al 
Sharpton argue that the patrols should be ended in light of the 
inconvenience to large numbers of innocent and predominantly 
minority citizens. But presumably most observers will synthe-
size the two arguments and recognize that police patrols against 
illegal gun carrying involve both benefits and costs. In the ab-
sence of more information about the relative importance of 
each, members of the public are left to form their own opinions 
on the basis of other things, such as which spokesperson has 
the less unpleasant personality. 
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A More Comprehensive Perspective 

To the extent that data rather than rhetoric are brought to bear 
in public discourse on gun problems, they consist of counts of 
injuries and deaths, rather than broader measures of effects on 
society and standards of living. Of course the immediate damage 
guns do in assaults, homicides, unintentional shootings, and 
suicides, amounting to more than a million deaths since 1965 
and about three times that number of injuries, cannot be de-
nied. Indeed, in considering the potential benefits of sentencing 
enhancements for gun use in crime, a ban on particularly dan-
gerous types of guns, or more stringent regulation of gun com-
merce, the first question must be whether that policy will save 
lives and increase public safety. But even if the answer is yes, 
then there remains a second, more subtle question—what is the 
value of this increase in public safety, and how does it compare 
with the costs of the program? 

The first question is challenging enough and produces any 
number of skirmishes among analysts. A case in point concerns 
the consequences of putting more guns on the street by easing 
restrictions on carrying a concealed weapon. The claim that 
gun-toting citizens will deter homicidal assaults contends with 
the claim that more guns on the street will simply escalate the 
‘‘arms race.’’ There is evidence on both sides, though in our 
judgment these policies have likely had little effect either way. 

For other policies, such as sentencing enhancements for gun 
use in crime, the evidence of effectiveness is more clear cut. But 
knowing that a policy of this sort saves lives isn’t enough for 
setting public policy, given the considerable costs of increasing 
our society’s already high rate of incarceration. 

The effort to place a value on increased safety expands the 
discussion. As in the Littleton example, the cost of gun violence 
is not limited to the immediate damage but has broad conse-
quences for peace of mind, private investment in protection 
and avoidance, and the expenditure of tax revenues. With this 
broader perspective comes a surprising answer to the question 
of whose problem this is: While gun assaults and unintentional 
injuries are concentrated to a remarkable degree among a nar-
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row demographic slice of the population—younger black or 
Hispanic men—the rest of the population is by no means im-
mune. And in seeking to reduce our vulnerability, or paying 
our share of the public bill for responding to violence, the bur-
den is widely shared. 

This more comprehensive approach, defining gun violence 
as, in effect, a tax on our standard of living as well as a public 
health or crime issue, may help in the effort to create and sustain 
public attention on the problem. Too often, gun policies are 
adopted in response to highly publicized shootings.13 The ten-
dency is to focus on preventing similar events in the future, 
rather than on those policies that hold the most promise for 
reducing gunshot injuries over the long run. For example, be-
cause some of the weapons used in the Columbine school shoot-
ings were obtained from a gun show, a number of proposals 
have been made to regulate gun sales at gun shows—even 
though only a very small share of teens and convicted criminals 
obtain their firearms from this source. Scarce public attention 
and government resources are thus diverted toward programs 
that have narrow scope. Documenting the ongoing shared costs 
of gun violence may provide a more broad-gauged perspective 
on policymaking. 

The Benefits of Reducing Gun Violence 

Can we assign a monetary value to a human life, or to the suf-
fering of someone who has been paralyzed by a gunshot wound, 
or to the effects of such injuries on the lives of family and 
friends? As difficult and unpleasant as this task may seem, the 
fact is that the courts regularly place a price on life and limb in 
setting damages for personal-injury suits; more to the point, 
legislatures and regulatory agencies are routinely required to 
decide how much an increment in safety is worth. When Con-
gress established a national speed limit of 55 in 1974, the high-
way fatality rate dropped dramatically.14 But much of the pub-
lic, including the commercial trucking interests, eventually 
demanded a return to higher speed limits despite the likely 
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increase in fatalities that would result, and Congress complied. 
Individual consumers are also forced to make decisions in the 
face of what might be thought of as a ‘‘quantity-quality’’ trade-
off for our lives. Should we spend extra to obtain a car with 
dual air bags or antilock breaks, or save the money for a cruise 
in the Bahamas? Is that job cleaning windows on the exterior 
of the Empire State Building worth the extra pay? Should we 
pay an extra $10,000 to buy a house that is farther away from 
the local nuclear plant? And so forth. 

To be clear, policymakers and private citizens are making 
judgments about the value of ex ante reductions in the risk of 
injury, before the identity of those who will be injured is 
known. While most people would give up much of their net 
worth to save themselves or a loved one from certain death, 
their willingness to pay for small reductions in the risk of death 
is more limited. It is the summation of what people will pay for 
small reductions in the probability of death that defines what 
is known as the ‘‘value of a statistical life,’’ with values defined 
similarly for statistical injuries and other health hazards. If each 
person in a community of 100,000 is willing to pay $50 to reduce 
the number of injury deaths in that community by one per year, 
then the value of a statistical life to these residents equals $5 
million. 

What people will pay to reduce the risk of gunshot injury 
will presumably depend on how it affects them, their families, 
and their communities. Sometimes the monetary value of 
greater safety comes right off a spreadsheet. For example, the 
sharp declines in the rate of violent crime during the 1990s have 
brought windfall gains in property values to many property 
owners in urban neighborhoods. But most of what’s at stake 
here are intangible commodities not traded in the marketplace— 
freedom from the threat of gun violence, relief from the neces-
sity of taking steps to reduce the threat. 

The most straightforward way to determine what people will 
pay to reduce gun violence is to ask them. When 1,200 Amer-
ican adults were asked such a question in 1998 by the National 
Opinion Research Center (NORC) at the University of Chicago, 
the average household was willing to pay around $240 per year 
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to reduce gun crime by 30% in their community. Multiplying 
by the total number of households in the United States implies 
that a 30% reduction in gun assaults is worth nearly $24 billion, 
or approximately $1 million per gunshot injury. Extrapolating 
from that, we find the total cost of gunshot injuries from crime 
is about $80 billion per year. 

Many economists (and other people as well) are understand-
ably dubious about how seriously to take responses to surveys, 
particularly when they relate to what respondents would hy-
pothetically be willing to pay for government programs (rather 
than for items with which they may have more direct knowl-
edge). Nevertheless, the results of this survey imply a value per 
statistical life that is remarkably consistent with those derived 
from studies of actual behavior in other contexts.15 Further, an 
extra $240 per year to reduce gun assaults by 30% does not 
seem unreasonable compared with the $1,800 that crime-
prevention efforts cost the average American household each 
year,16 especially since people’s fear of crime seems to be moti-
vated largely by the fear of violent crime.17 

Moreover, the use of survey data is preferable to the main 
alternative, which is to extrapolate the value of what people 
would pay to reduce gun violence from the implied value of 
improved safety as revealed in workplace and other settings. 
On the one hand, a large percentage of gunshot victims are 
engaged in highly risky activity and appear to place relatively 
little value on their own lives. On the other hand, the payment 
that people will require to accept riskier jobs only captures the 
value of improvements in personal safety and excludes some of 
the most important benefits from reducing gun violence, such 
as a diminished risk of injury to loved ones and reduced need 
for caution in everyday life. 

However, our survey data cover only assault and homicide. 
To place a value on unintentional shootings or gun suicides, we 
do, with some trepidation, borrow numbers from other arenas. 
After adjusting for differences in age and risk between those at 
high risk of gunshot injury and the population as a whole, our 
calculations suggest that the elimination of unintentional gun-
shot injuries and gun suicides is probably worth as much as 
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$20 billion per year. Adding these estimates to those obtained 
from our survey data for gun assaults suggests that the annual 
costs of gun violence are on the order of $100 billion. 

These results serve to highlight the importance of using the 
right accounting framework. Traditionally, policymakers have 
focused on a framework known as the ‘‘cost of illness’’ method, 
which in practice is the sum of victims’ medical expenses (and 
other ‘‘direct costs’’ of injuries) and the value of their lost earn-
ings. In spirit, this method borrows from national-product ac-
counting and ignores most of what is captured in the will-
ingness-to-pay approach: the subjective value of safety, concern 
about others’ welfare, and the costs of prevention and avoid-
ance. The bottom line is that medical expenses and lost pro-
ductivity make up very little of the societal burden of gun 
violence. 

Policy Evaluation 

With more than 200 million guns in private hands,18 many peo-
ple are understandably skeptical about the ability of public 
policy to reduce the burden of gun violence. Yet there are in-
terventions that hold promise in reducing the volume of gun-
shot injuries in America and may have benefits that exceed the 
costs. 

Efforts to keep guns away from those deemed at high risk 
for misusing them has been an important goal of gun policy, 
though these policies have been criticized for their potentially 
negative effects on the ability of citizens to defend themselves. 
For example, James Q. Wilson has argued that ‘‘Guns are almost 
certainly contributors to the lethality of American violence, but 
there is no politically or legally feasible way to reduce the stock 
of guns now in private possession to the point that their avail-
ability to criminals would be much affected. . . . And  even  if  
there were, law-abiding people would lose a means of protecting 
themselves long before criminals lost a means of attacking 
them.’’19 Yet we believe that Wilson exaggerates the difficulty 
of discriminating between law-abiding adults, on the one hand, 
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