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Foreword  

Of all the issues facing America today, one of the most consequential 
centers on gun violence. As the number of deaths continues to climb, 
the debate on how to make a meaningful reduction in such violence 
intensifies. Communities, neighborhoods, and families are torn 
apart. We hear the cry for justice and the call to end such violence. 
“Enough is enough” has become the common refrain.  

What can we do? To whom can people turn? What resources are 
available? Such questions have traditionally been answered with a 
focus on increasing police officer presence in the problem areas, or 
enhancing penalties for those who perpetrate such crimes. Despite 
the additional officers and /or enhanced sentencing, the tragedies 
continue, and the discussions intensify. We see people circle the 
wagons around their political ideology related to the Second 
Amendment, resulting in little, if any, meaningful progress being 
made. 

Rather than getting bogged down on the legal arguments on the 
right to bear arms, what if I told you there exists a resource that 
every community could benefit from? A resource that takes a holistic 
approach to the goal of reducing gun violence. What if I told you 
that such a resource is found in the pages of this book written by a 
Social Marketing expert, and that this expert really knows what she’s 
talking about? What if I told you that this expert has experience 
working closely with a local police department to reduce crime, and 
that her work has made a positive difference in the community? 
Would you be interested in learning more? My hope is that your 
answer would be a resounding yes! 

I have been a police officer for close to 30 years, serving as the Chief 
for most of those years. I have known social marketing expert and 
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author Nancy Lee for many years through our local service club. 
Several years ago, she worked with my staff to identify ways to 
reduce crime in our neighborhoods. She analyzed our data, 
identified a solution, and helped us market our Lock It or Lose It 
campaign. With her help she made our community safer. She has 
now taken her passion for public safety to focus on reducing gun 
violence. In this, her latest book, Reducing Gun Deaths & Injuries: A 
Social Marketing Approach, she shares 20 efforts communities can take 
to make meaningful changes to reduce gun violence. I am very 
pleased to know that Nancy’s work is now available to everyone, 
and I am equally pleased to know that she can once again help to 
make our communities safer. 

 

Ed Holmes, Chief of Police 

Mercer Island, Washington 
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Prologue 

It was on Tuesday, May 24, 2022, the day of the mass school shooting 
at Robb Elementary School in Uvalde, Texas, that I decided to author 
this book. I not only heard that 19 children and two teachers were 
killed during the shooting, I also read that the shooter had sent text 
messages to a friend sharing that “Ima go shoot up a elementary 
school rn (right now).”1 I later learned from the Sandy Hook Promise 
Foundation website that “93% of school shooters planned the attack in 
advance”2, and that “in 4 out of 5 school shootings, at least one other 
person had knowledge of the attacker’s plan but failed to report it.”3 And 
then I read that almost half of school shooters stole the gun from a family 
member.4 

It was clear to me that Social Marketing, a proven discipline for 
influencing Behavior Change for Good, is applicable for reducing 
deaths such as these, with data and research inspiring areas of focus, 
priority audiences, desired behaviors, audience insights and the 20 
program intervention strategies discussed in this book.  

Nancy R. Lee  

 
1 The Guardian, “Texas gunman allegedly texted German teenager plans for attack” 
(May 2022), accessed at  https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2022/may/26/texas-
shooter-texted-german-teenager-plans 
2 Sandy Hook Promise, “ Say Something Creates Cultural Change That Leads To Safer 
Schools” (2022), accessed September 28, 2022, https://www.sandyhookpromise.org/our-
programs/say-something/ 
3 Sandy Hook Promise, “17 Facts About Gun Violence And School shootings” (2023), 
accessed at https://www.sandyhookpromise.org/our-programs/say-something/ 
4 BROOKINGS, “School shootings: What we know about them, and what we can do to 
prevent them” (January 2022), R. Kowalski, accessed at https://www.brookings.edu/ 
blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2022/01/26/school-shootings-what-we-know-about-
them-and-what-we-can-do-to-prevent-them/ 
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Chapter 1  

The Facts 
To Inform and Inspire 

 

It was on Tuesday, May 24, 2022, the day of the mass school shooting 
at Robb Elementary School in Uvalde, Texas, that I decided to author 
this book. I not only heard that 19 children and two teachers were 
killed during the shooting, I also read that the shooter had sent text 
messages to a friend sharing that “Ima go shoot up a elementary 
school rn (right now).”1 I later learned from the Sandy Hook Promise 
Foundation website that “93% of school shooters planned the attack 
in advance”2, and that “in 4 out of 5 school shootings, at least one 
other person had knowledge of the attacker’s plan but failed to 
report it.”3 And then I read that almost half of school shooters stole the 
gun from a family member.4 

It was clear to me that Social Marketing, a proven discipline for 
influencing Behavior Change for Good, is applicable for reducing 
deaths such as these, with data and research inspiring areas of focus, 
priority audiences, desired behaviors, audience insights and 
intervention strategies.  

Facts highlighted in this chapter related to gun deaths and injuries 
in the U.S. informed the selection of the 20 strategies outlined in this 
book to influence voluntary behaviors to help reduce gun deaths 
and injuries, and the selection of successful program efforts that 
highlight each approach. Major data points address the following 
key questions: 
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• What are Basic Firearm Statistics in the U.S. and how do we 
compare with other countries? 

• What is known about Gun Owners? 
• What is known about Gun Shooters? 
• What is known about Ownership of Guns That Were Used? 
• What is known About Homicide Victims? 

Readers should note that most gun-related statistics noted 
throughout this book are those reported prior to 2020, given the 
unusual increases in violence and changes in circumstances due to 
the impact of the pandemic. 

BASIC FIREARM STATISTICS IN THE U.S. & COMPARISONS 
TO OTHER COUNTRIES 

 
How many people are injured and die from gun-related injuries 
every year? 

• Nearly 40,000 Americans died from gun-related injuries 
every year from 2015 to 2019, an average of more than 100 a 
day.5 And 200 more are shot and wounded a day.6 

• On a per capita basis, there were 13.6 gun deaths per 100,000 
people in 2020, the highest rate since the mid-1990s, but 
below a peak in 1974 of 16.3 gun deaths per 100,000 people.7 
Notably, the year 2020 saw the highest number of gun sales 
on record.8 

• Gun injuries are the leading cause of death for children and 
teens since 2020 (Reported in 2023).9 

What percentage of gun deaths are Suicides? 

• The majority, more than 60%, of firearm deaths with intent 
each year are a result of suicides (2015 – 2019), with nearly 
24,000 gun deaths from suicide in 2019.10 That’s more than 65 
suicides on average every day.  
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• An estimated 90% of suicide attempts involving a gun ended 
in death.11  

What percentage of gun deaths are Homicides? 

• Homicide is most often described as the killing of a person 
by another with intent and does not include suicide. 
Homicides include different types of gun violence including 
mass shootings (e.g., at workplaces), community violence (e.g., 
street gangs, robberies), domestic violence and police 
shootings.12 

• More than a third (36%) of gun shootings each year (2015-
2019) are homicides.13 

• An estimated 75% of all homicides are committed by 
firearm.14  

How many homicides are Mass Shootings? 

• Mass shootings are most often described as ones in which 
four or more people are shot and killed.15  

• From 2015-2019, there were nearly 400 mass shooting incidents 
per year, more than 1 a day on average. In 2020-2022, this 
number increased by more than 50% to more than 600 mass 
shootings per year.16 

What percentage of gun deaths are categorized as Legal 
Interventions, ones primarily related to police-involved injuries or 
deaths? 

• In 2019, CDC data indicated that less than 1% of gun deaths 
were due to legal interventions.17 

How many School Shootings are there every year? 

• For school years between 2015 and 2019 there were almost a 
total of 300 school shootings, with more than 50, on average, 
each year, almost one a week.18  
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• It is noted that more than 80 school shootings happened in the 
2020-21 school year.19 

Where do School Shootings happen most? 

• States with the highest rates of school shootings per 
population (1970-2019) were the District of Columbia, Alaska, 
and Louisiana. States with the highest number of school 
shootings since 1970 are California, Texas, Florida, Michigan, 
Illinois.20 

• States with the lowest rates of school shootings per 
population (1970-2019) were New Jersey, Idaho, North Dakota, 
Maine, and West Virginia. States with the lowest number of 
school shootings since 1970 are: North Dakota, Wyoming, 
Vermont, Maine, and Idaho.21  

• Most common physical locations where school shootings 
happened in the 2020-21 school year were parking lots, and 
on the side, or in front, of the school building.22 

How many civilian guns are there in the U.S.? 

• As of 2017, there were an estimated 393 million guns in 
civilian hands.23 

• As of 2023, it is estimated to be at 466 million due to increased 
sales during the pandemic.24  

How many guns are not stored safely? 

• 63% of gun owners say they have at least one gun that is never 
locked up.25 

• About 40% of gun owners have at least one gun that is loaded 
and easily accessible at all times.26 

• Roughly 4.6 million children live in a home with loaded and 
unlocked firearms.27  

• An estimated 300,000 guns are stolen each year from private 
owners, more than 800 a day (2020).28  
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What states have the highest gun related mortality rates?29  

• As of 2020, states with the highest gun-related mortality rates 
are Mississippi, Louisiana, Wyoming, Missouri, Alabama, and 
Alaska.  

• States with the highest gun-related mortality rates are among 
the ones with the highest gun ownership rates. 

What states have the fewest gun related deaths?30  

• As of 2020, states with the lowest gun-related mortality rates 
are Hawaii, Massachusetts, New Jersey, Rhode Island, and New 
York.  

• States with the lowest gun-related mortality rates had fewer 
gun ownership rates. 

How does the U.S. compare to other countries in terms of deaths 
and gun ownership? 

• The U.S. has far higher rates of firearm death than any of the more 
than two dozen other high income countries including: Australia, 
Canada, Germany, Italy, Japan, Norway, Spain, and the 
UK.31 

• A correlated factor to firearm deaths is firearm possession, 
with it reported in 2017 that U.S. civilians had the highest rate 
in the world of firearm possession.32 

What is known about the economic impact of gun violence?  

• A 2019 report from the U.S. Congress Joint Economic 
Committee estimated that gun violence as $229 billion a year 
when considering lost income, employer costs, heath care, 
and police and criminal justice expenses.33 

• Similarly, Everytown for Gun Safety estimates that amount 
to be $280 billion annually.34 
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How has the rate of U.S. gun deaths changed over time?  

In 2022, the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health 
summarized “Gun Deaths Over the Last 40 Years” for suicide and 
homicide rates:35 

• Overall, the firearm suicide rate has not fluctuated significantly 
over the last 40 years. Even in 2020, the firearm suicide rate 
remained at the same rate as in 1981. 

• Firearm homicide rates have fluctuated more than the suicide rate, 
although it is still lower than it was in the early 1990s. Notably, 
in 2020 however, the gun homicide rate experienced the 
largest one-year increase in modern history. 

Relative to Mass Shootings, the Gun Violence Archive reports that: 

• Mass shooting rates have risen from 272 in 2014 to 415 in 2019, 
prior to the pandemic. Post pandemic there have been more 
than 600 annual mass shootings in 2020, 2021 and 2022.36 

How do gun deaths compare to other leading causes of death? 

• Based on 5-year averages in the U.S. there were: 
o 43,000 Gun deaths37 
o 37,000 Motor Vehicle deaths38 
o 43,000 Breast Cancer deaths39 
o 49,000 Pancreatic cancer deaths40 

• Gun deaths are the leading cause of death for children and teens 
since 2020.41 (Note that infants are not including in the 
category of children.) 
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WHAT IS KNOWN ABOUT GUN OWNERS? 

 
What percent of Americans have at least gun in their household? 

• 44% of Americans have at least one gun in their household, 
according to a Gallup poll in 2020.42  

• About two-thirds of gun owners have more than one firearm, 
with the average gun owner having eight firearms.43 

• Almost half of gun owners say that all or most of their friends 
own guns. Among those who don’t own a gun, only about 
10% say all or most of their friends own a gun.44  

What is known about the reasons for owning a gun? 

According to the Pew Research Center:45 

• Most (67%) gun owners say the major reason they own a gun 
is for protection. 

• More than a third (38%) indicate the major reason is for 
hunting, and almost a third (30%) for sport shooting. 

What types of guns are owned? 

• Among gunowners in 2020, 72% owned a handgun/pistol, 
62% owned a rifle (including AR-15s), and 54% owned a 
shotgun.46 

WHAT IS KNOWN ABOUT GUN SHOOTERS? 

 
What is known about the profile of those Committing Suicide?  

Everytown Research & Policy reports that firearm suicides have 
sharply divergent demographic rates:47  

• Males represent 87% of firearm suicides.  
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• Firearm suicide rates increase with age, and especially high 
for males 55 and older. 

• Veterans represent almost 18% of firearm suicides, even 
though they make up about 7% of the U.S. adult 
population.48 

• White Americans represent 83% of all firearm suicide victims, 
with American Indians/Alaska Natives also disproportion-
ately high with the second highest rate among the country’s 
five major racial and ethnic groups.49 

• Americans living in rural areas have far higher rates of firearm 
suicide than those living in urban areas, with rates 2.1 times 
higher in rural versus urban counties. Johns Hopkins 
Bloomberg School of Public Health notes that this significant 
difference may be correlated with more limited access to 
mental health services, high rates of alcohol use, and the 
highest rates of gun ownership.50 

Additional informative facts from a variety of sources include: 

• Most people who attempt suicide do not die unless they use 
a gun.51 

• Increased access to mental health services may help prevent 
suicide deaths.52 

• The vast majority of those surviving a suicide attempt do not 
go on to die by suicide.53 

What is known about the profile of Mass Shooters? 

A research report by Statista on a sampling of 142 mass shootings 
between 1982 and 2023 indicated the following by race, 54 with 
comparable proportions in the general population from 2022 U.S. 
Census Data. The fact that 10% were not known makes it difficult to 
draw conclusions related to racial profiles.55  

• 52% of shooters were White vs. 59% of population 



Reducing Gun Deaths and Injuries                     9 
 

• 18% were Black vs. 14% of population 
• 8% were Latino vs. 19% of population (Latino/Hispanic) 
• 7% were Asian vs. 6% of population 
• 2% were Native American vs. 1% of population 
• 4% were Other 
• 10% were Unknown/Unclear 

For gender, the Statista report indicated that among mass shooters:56 

• 96% were male (versus 49% of population) 
• 3% were female 
• 1% were male & female 

For age, The Rockefeller Institute of Government reports:57 

• The average age of mass shooters is 33.2 years old. 

A 2022 National Institute of Justice study that conducted 
quantitative and qualitative research on mass shooters between 1966 
and 1999 notes the following highlights:58 

• Most had a prior criminal record (64.5%). 
• Suicidality was found to be a strong predictor of mass 

shooters, with 30% suicidal prior to the shooting and 39% 
suicidal during the shooting. 

• Nearly half of shooters (48%) “leaked” their plans in advance 
to others including family members, friends, and colleagues.  

• 70% of mass shooters knew at least some of the victims.  

What is known about the profile of School Mass Shooters? 

Brookings Institution, a nonprofit public policy organization in 
Washington, DC, that conducts in-depth research regarding societal 
problems, reported in 2022 that:  
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• A majority of school shooters are reported as being male 
(95%) and white (61%).59 

• K-12 shooters often report a history of rejection, have 
psychological problems (e.g., depression, suicidal ideation), 
and/or display a fascination with guns.60 

• Many shooters communicate about their plans before the 
shooting (e.g., warn certain classmates not to attend school 
on a particular day).61 In fact, the Department of Homeland 
Security reports that “93% of school shooters planned the 
attack in advance.”62 And “in 4 out of 5 school shootings, at 
least one other person had knowledge of the attacker’s plan 
but failed to report it.”63 

In terms of age: 

• Between 1970 and 2020, the highest number of school 
shootings were perpetrated by 17, 16 and 15-year olds.64 

WHAT IS KNOWN ABOUT OWNERSHIP OF GUNS THAT 
WERE USED? 

Whose guns are used for Suicide?  

• Among children and youth under 18, over 80% of firearm 
suicides involved a gun belonging to a family member.65  

• APHA notes that “States with higher rates of gun ownership 
have higher suicide rates than states with low gun ownership  
...  indicating that firearm access drives overall suicide rates.”66 

Whose guns are used for School Shootings? 

• Almost half of school shooters stole the gun from a family 
member.67 



Reducing Gun Deaths and Injuries                     11 
 

WHAT IS KNOWN ABOUT HOMICIDE VICTIMS? 

 
What is known about the profile of Homicide victims?  

Homicide rates have increased 26% from 2010 to 2019, with one-
third of all gun deaths categorized as homicides.68 CDC’s data 
include the following highlights for 2019, indicating rates 
disproportionately highest among:  

• Males, at 84% of firearm homicide deaths. 69 
• Black/African Americans, at 53% of firearm homicide deaths.70 
• Youth, with the highest risk age for dying by firearm 

homicide were 15-24 year olds.71  

When are women the most likely victims? 

• On average, every day, almost two women are killed by an 
intimate partner with a firearm.72 

• Between 1990 and 2021, about 14% of firearm deaths were 
women.73 

Summary 

In the end, these facts led to the prioritization in this book of four 
areas of focus for Social Marketing approaches to reducing gun 
deaths and gun injuries. They can be thought of as “The 4Ss”:  

• Safe Gun Storage: This area of primary focus is inspired by 
the data mentioned that almost half of school shooters stole 
the gun from a family member;74 and among children and 
youth under 18, over 80% of firearm suicides involved a gun 
belonging to a family member.75 In addition, 63% of gun 
owners say they have at least one gun that is never locked 
up,76 and about 40% have at least one gun that is loaded and 
easily accessible.77 
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• Suicide Prevention: The majority, more than 60%, of firearm 
deaths with intent each year are a result of suicides.78 Most 
who attempt suicide do not die unless they use a gun.79 And 
the vast majority of those surviving a suicide attempt do not 
go on to die by suicide.80 An intervention is key. 

• Say Something If See Something: This act can have a huge 
impact given that nearly half of mass shooters (48%) 
“leaked” their plans in advance to others including family 
members, friends, and colleagues.81 And “in 4 out of 5 school 
shootings, at least one other person had knowledge of the 
attacker’s plan but failed to report it.”82 

• Social Equity Lens: Given the disproportionate gender, race, 
age, and poverty levels of offenders, as well as victims, 
program planners and campaign managers need to use a 
social equity lens when developing interventions that will 
have the most impact, such as the data from Johns Hopkins 
that states that young black males (15-34) accounted for 38% 
of all gun homicide fatalities in 2020 and yet they represent 
only 2% of the total U.S. population.83   
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Chapter 2  

A Social Marketing Approach 
Behavior Change for Good 

Social Marketing Defined  

The discipline of Social Marketing was first distinguished more than 
50 years ago by Professors Philip Kotler at Northwestern University, 
and Gerald Zaltman at Harvard University, in an article in the 
Journal of Marketing in 1971, “Social Marketing: An Approach to 
Planned Social Change.” The article addressed the question: ”Can 
marketing concepts and techniques be effectively applied to the 
promotion of social objectives such as brotherhood, safe driving, and 
family planning? ... The authors show how social causes can be 
advanced more successfully through applying principles of 
marketing analysis, planning, and control to problems of social 
change.”1  

Defined more formally by the International Social Marketing 
Association as of 2023: 

“Social marketing seeks to develop and integrate marketing 
concepts with other approaches to influence behaviours that 
benefit individuals and communities for the greater social 
good.” 2 

Over the past 50 years this behavior change approach has been used 
to improve public health (e.g., reducing the spread of COVID-19), 
prevent injuries (e.g., reducing youth suicides), protect the 
environment (e.g., increasing recycling), and engage communities 
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(e.g., increasing blood donations). As of 2022, there are 8 Global 
Professional Marketing Membership Associations, an estimated 
2,500 Social Marketing Association Members around the world, 
more than 40 books with Social Marketing titles, 2 Academic 
Journals, and academic course offerings around the globe.3  

In terms of related terminology: 

Some might think of social marketing as a Public Health 
Approach, such as one to reduce gun violence. As the Johns 
Hopkins Center for Gun Violence Solutions elaborates: “Gun 
violence is a public health epidemic ... The public health 
approach addresses the many forms of gun violence by 
focusing both on firearm access and underlying risk factors 
that contribute to gun violence ... By using a public health 
approach, we can prevent gun violence in all its forms and 
strive towards health equity, where everyone can live free 
from gun violence.”4 Social marketing can be thought of as a 
relevant discipline to be employed, given that behavior change 
is its objective. 

It wouldn’t be surprising if, when you first heard the term 
Social Marketing, you assumed it to be the same as Social 
Media. You’re not alone. The distinction between the two is 
that social media is a tactic that social marketers, and others, 
use to influence priority audiences. But it is only “an 
attachment” to one of the 4 major intervention tools, Promotion, 
that marketers use to influence a desired action. Behavior 
change takes more than communication. It almost always 
takes all 4Ps, with the other standard influential marketing 
tools being the Product, Price, and Place that are then Promoted.  


