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GUN VIOLENCE IN THE UNITED STATES 

Gun violence in the United States (U.S.) is a crisis that threatens rights enshrined in the Charter 

of the United Nations and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: Gun violence in the U.S. 

assaults people’s fundamental rights to life, liberty, and security. On average 36,000 people in 

the U.S. are killed with guns every year in suicides, homicides, and unintentional shootings and 

tens of thousands more are grievously injured by gunshots. When compared to peer nations, the 

crisis within the U.S. is evident: The rate of gun homicides in the U.S. is 25 times higher than other 

high-income nations.1 Individuals in the U.S. live in an environment with a significantly greater 

risk of gun violence than their international peers. The heightened risks of gun violence within 

the U.S. calls into question whether the U.S. government is meeting its obligations to adequately 

protect the human rights of all people within the nation, which includes creating a safe 

environment free from violence.  

Mass shootings in the U.S. garner significant media attention and have the impact of terrorizing 

communities around the country. According to Gun Violence Archive, 1,980 mass shootings took 

place in the U.S. from January 2014 through September 2019, meaning a mass shooting occurs 

every 25 hours.2 While most mass shootings occur within homes, often as deadly manifestations 

of domestic violence, mass shootings have also occurred in public spaces like schools, colleges, 

movie theaters, malls, concerts, night clubs, workplaces, and places of worship. The pervasive 

nature of gun violence exposed by these instances of mass violence highlights clear attacks on 

the rights to life, liberty and security within the U.S.  

However, mass shootings only represent a small fraction of the gun homicides. According to the 

Centers for Disease Control (CDC), there were more than 64,000 gun homicides in the United 

States from 2013 through 2018, meaning that a person is murdered with a gun every 41 minutes.3 

While overwhelming in numbers, gun homicides in the U.S. are not a universally shared 

experience of violence.  

Communities of color are disproportionately impacted by gun homicides due to a combination 

of factors that include the prevalence of guns, socio-economic factors like poverty, 

unemployment, educational opportunities, and the police-community relationship. 

Approximately 57 percent of the United States’ gun homicide victims are Black.4 And young Black 

males are even more at risk,  presenting a rate of gun homicide victimization of 76 gun-homicides 

per every 100,000 people, a rate that is almost 22 times higher than their white peers.5 

While young Black males are most acutely impacted by gun homicides, young Americans in 

general are at heightened risk of being shot to death. A report from the Center for American 

Progress found that while young people ages 15 to 29 made up 2.2 percent of all deaths in the 

country, they represented half of all gun homicides in 2016.6 Similarly, a 2018 study concluded 

that young Americans ages 15 to 19 are 82 times more likely to die from gun homicides when 

compared to peer nations.7  
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Within domestic disputes, women in the U.S. are at heightened risk of experiencing gun violence. 

A firearm in a household with domestic violence raises the risk that a woman will be murdered 

by 500 percent.8 Data from the FBI indicates that close to 50 percent of reported homicides of 

women from 2007 through 2016 were perpetrated by an intimate partner.9 Out of those, 55 

percent were perpetrated with a gun.10 This means that one in every four murdered women were 

shot to death by an intimate partner.   

Further aggravating the insecure environment within the U.S created by the prevalence of gun 

violence is the issue of unintentional shootings. Unintentional fatal shootings occur within the 

U.S. with staggering frequency. According to data from the CDC, 486 people were unintentionally 

killed with a gun during 2017.11 With a person unintentionally killed with a gun every 18 hours, 

the United States has a rate of unintentional firearm deaths 6.2 times higher than its peer 

nations.12  

Compounding the risks associated with gun violence in the U.S. is the reality that not all acts of 

gun violence result in death. Every year in the U.S., thousands are injured in shootings. Brady 

United Against Gun Violence has estimated that close to 210 individuals are injured by a gun 

daily.13 Guns are also used as a method of intimidation. A 2016 study found that close to 4.5 

million women in the United States had been threatened with a gun by an abusive partner.14 

These incidents often involve permanent physical and psychological damage, directly infringing 

on individual rights to high standards of physical and mental well-being.  

Furthermore, when recognizing the human rights crisis created by the gun violence problem 

within the U.S., it is necessary to grapple with the fact that the consequences of gun violence 

within the U.S. are not confined to the nation’s borders. Weak gun laws that fuel much of the 

violence within the U.S. also create an ideal environment for gun trafficking that is abused by 

violent actors outside the U.S. Guns sourced from the U.S. are fueling violence abroad, directly 

contributing to major human rights violations. A report from the Center for American Progress 

showed that, from 2014 through 2016, more than 50,000 U.S. firearms were recovered in crimes 

in 15 countries in North America, Central America, and the Caribbean.15 These guns are 

frequently used by criminal organizations to commit homicides, kidnappings, extortions and 

robberies. 

While high levels of gun ownership in the United States play an important role in this crisis, to 

reduce the problems of gun violence and trafficking, weak gun laws must be addressed. The 

Center for American Progress recommends that the U.S. government begin to address this 

human rights crisis by enacting the following policies:  

1) Ban Assault Weapons and High Capacity Magazines 

Assault weapons are semi-automatic firearms that can accept a detachable magazine and 

have an additional military-style feature. High capacity magazines are ammunition-feeding 

devices that can accept more than 10 rounds. There are currently no federal prohibitions and 

very few state prohibitions on the commercial sale of these weapons, making them easily 
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accessible on the civilian market. Consequently, both assault weapons and high capacity 

magazines are often used to commit gun crimes.  

When used in mass shootings, they significantly increase levels of lethality and injury; 

Everytown for Gun Safety found that 155 percent more people are shot and 47 percent more 

are killed during a mass shooting if offenders use assault weapons or high-capacity 

magazines.16 These military-grade weapons are also used to commit other gun crimes. Data 

from a 2018 study found that these weapons are used in up to 36 percent of all crimes where 

a gun is involved.17 Similarly, assault weapons are often used against police officers in the line 

of duty. Studies show that one in five law enforcement officers killed in the line of duty are 

murdered with an assault weapon.18 

While unfettered access to these weapons is clearly responsible for a significant portion of 

the crisis within the U.S., the lack of stringent regulation of assault weapons within the U.S. 

is also responsible for gun violence and human rights abuses in other nations. Data shows 

that the U.S. is a source country for assault weapons used to commit acts of violence in 

neighboring countries. A 2013 study found that after the U.S. Assault Weapons Ban expired 

in 2004, gun homicide rates rose in those Mexican municipalities bordering states within the 

U.S. that did not have any state-level restrictions on assault weapons.19  

The heightened lethality of shootings perpetrated with assault weapons and high-capacity 

magazines within the U.S. and beyond cannot be understated. These weapons are used to 

commit unconscionable acts of violence, leaving communities devastated. In order to protect 

the rights to life, liberty, and security, the U.S. needs to issue strict laws that ban the sale of 

assault weapons and high capacity magazines. 

2) Require Background Checks for All Gun Sales 

Certain individuals are prohibited from possessing or purchasing firearms under U.S. federal 

law. However, there are significant gaps in the enforcement of that law. Currently, only 

federally licensed gun dealers are required to conduct a background check before completing 

a gun transfer. Private sales and transfers completed from non-licensed sellers have no 

requirement to conduct a background check before completing the transaction. While some 

states have enacted laws to close this gap in federal law, 33 states have no such 

requirement.20 Therefore, in the majority of states within the U.S., persons who are legally 

prohibited from purchasing a gun can acquire one at a gun show or online from a private 

seller without any restrictions. While the exact number of guns transferred without 

background checks cannot be known, the scale of problem is significant, with a 2017 study 

finding that close to 50 percent of gun owners who had acquired their most recent gun 

through a private purchase did not undergo a background check.21 

Implementing background checks on all gun sales is an important step in addressing the gun 

violence crisis in the U.S. Studies show that background checks work. After Connecticut 

passed a law that required individuals to obtain a permit that included a background check 
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before purchasing a handgun, gun homicides fell 40 percent. In contrast, when Missouri 

repealed a similar measure, eliminating the mandate for a background check before buying 

a handgun, gun homicides increased by 25 percent.22  

It is paramount that the United States mandate background checks on all gun sales and 

transfers in order to protect the rights of life, liberty, and security.  

3) Support Local Violence Prevention and Intervention Programs 

Gun homicides committed in the U.S. tend to be concentrated in a small number of urban 

communities and the victims and perpetrators of this form of gun violence tend to be a small 

and distinct group. There are a number of evidence-based programs designed to engage and 

empower community stakeholders to disrupt cyclical violence and prevent future harm.  

These programs have proven to successfully reduce gun violence. For example, from 2011 

through 2016, Project Longevity was implemented in three cities in the state of Connecticut; 

those cities saw a fall in gun homicides by more than 50 percent.23 As a result of local violence 

intervention programs, the city of  Richmond, California, saw a 71 percent reduction in gun 

violence from 2007 through 2016.24  

Investment in local community interventions are effective means to reduce gun violence. 

Policymakers in the U.S. need to increase funding and support for these programs to ensure 

people’s rights are protected.  

4) Disarm Domestic Abusers 

While U.S. federal law currently prohibits persons convicted of misdemeanor domestic 

violence crimes or persons subject to a domestic violence restraining order from owning a 

gun, gaps remain that leave victims of domestic violence vulnerable to gun violence. Federal 

law does not prohibit individuals convicted of misdemeanor stalking against an intimate 

partner or individuals subject to a temporary domestic violence restraining order from 

possessing guns. These distinctions are not merely a matter of semantics.  Stalking is often a 

precursor to acts of violence while the period immediately following the issuance of a 

temporary restraining order can be the most vulnerable time for women suffering from 

abusive relationships. 

Moreover, individuals that are convicted of domestic abuse or subject to a restraining order 

for abuses against a dating partner25 may still purchase and possess a gun, despite the 

overwhelming evidence indicating that abusive dating relationships can be extremely 

dangerous for women. In fact, in 2015, 51 percent of intimate partner homicides of women 

were perpetrated by a dating partner.26 

U.S. policymakers must prohibit all domestic abusers from buying and possessing firearms to 

protect the human rights of those victimized by abusive partners. 
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5) Make Extreme Risk Protection Orders Available in Every Sate 

Individuals that pose a risk to themselves or to others usually exhibit warning signs. While 

these signs are often identified by close relatives and other members of the community, often 

there is no effective mechanism to prevent individuals at risk from using their guns to hurt 

themselves or others.    

Extreme Risk Protection Laws allow family members or law enforcement officers to petition 

a court to temporarily remove an individual’s access to guns if the court deems that person 

has shown significant signs of being a risk to themselves or to others.27 

Evidence indicates that, when properly implemented, this measure could prevent mass 

shootings and gun suicides. A 2019 analysis showed that a mass shooting was prevented in 

21 cases where Extreme Risk Protection Orders were used in California.28 Similarly, just 

months after Maryland implemented its Extreme Risk Protection Law, at least four individuals 

that threatened schools were disarmed.29  

These laws provide an intervention that could help reduce gun violence, protecting the rights 

to life, liberty and security for individuals in communities across the U.S.  

Overall, there is no single solution to end the gun violence crisis within the U.S. Nonetheless, 

these policy actions are an important starting point to close major gaps within the existing legal 

framework around guns. Furthermore, it is important to highlight that these recommendations 

are broadly support by the majority of the U.S. population. These policies do not infringe on any 

of the rights enshrined in the United States’ Constitution nor do they stand in opposition with 

the rights protected by the UN Charter. Rather, they will protect the rights of people in the U.S., 

keeping them safe from the scourge of gun violence.  
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