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Abstract

- Sana Yousuf? - Brooke Turnock? - Karen Sheehan'2

Pediatric clinics are uniquely positioned to assess and advocate for the health and safety of Chicago’s children in relation to
accidental firearm-related injury and death. The best means of counseling families should be tailored to the individual com-
munity and patient population. We aimed to determine rates of firearm ownership and attitudes towards counseling about
firearms in a community on the west side of Chicago with high rates of gun violence. An anonymous survey about gun
ownership was administered at a federally qualified health center. The survey was completed by 206 adults with children less
than 18 living in the home. A minority of participants (8.3%; n=17) indicated that a gun was kept in or around the home.
The majority of firearm owners reported using safe storage practices. However, just over half of the gun owners and non-gun
owners had a favorable opinion of counseling about firearm safety in healthcare settings. Other strategies in addition to physi-
cian counseling will be required to promote safe firearm storage in this neighborhood with high rates of community violence.
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Introduction

Gun violence is a major issue facing Chicago, particularly
in the city’s Austin neighborhood. In 2017, Austin had a
homicide rate of 55.1 per 100,000—more than ten times
that of the national rate [1]—and a rate of 47.7 per 100,000
for firearm-related homicides compared to Chicago’s over-
all rate of 18.9 per 100,000 [2]. Across the United States,
firearm-related deaths represent a leading cause of death for
children, including homicide, suicide, and accidental injury
[3]. Compared to children in other high-income countries,
children in the United States ages 5—14 years were ten times
more likely to die from unintentional firearm injuries, which
may be related to accessibility of firearms [3]. Having a fire-
arm in the home increases the risk of homicide by a factor
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of three and the risk of accidental death by a factor of four
[4, 5]. There is decreased risk of injury and death when
guns are stored unloaded and locked with ammunition stored
separately from the firearm [6].

The American Association of Pediatrics recommends
incorporating firearm screening and safety counseling into
routine anticipatory guidance [3]. However, debate exists
over the best methods of providing this counseling and
whether such counseling is appropriate or ethical [7, 8].

Given the high rate of firearm related injuries and deaths
in the Austin neighborhood, we aimed to gather more infor-
mation about the rates of firearm storage in homes with chil-
dren and attitudes towards counseling in this population.

Methods
Study Design

We performed a convenience sampling of adults 18 years
and older in the waiting area of a federally qualified health
center in Austin between June and October 2017. This
research study was reviewed and approved by the institu-
tional review board at Northwestern University. Participants
were approached and asked to complete an anonymous
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survey about gun ownership if they had children less than
18 years old living in the home. Basic demographic informa-
tion, including age and gender, was collected. The survey
also collected information on gun ownership, gun storage
practices, and attitudes towards counseling about gun safety.

Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the overall popu-
lation and the subset of the population that indicated they
had gun(s) in the home. A Likert scale was used to assess
each participant’s attitude on health professionals discussing
guns with patients.

Results

Two hundred and six participants with at least one child
less than 18 years of age living in the home completed the
survey. The mean age of participants was 34.8 years; 81.1%
of the participants identified as female. The mean number
of children per household was 2, with 29.9% of respondents
having one or more children 11 years or older (Table 1).

Among participants, 8.3% (n=17) indicated that a gun
was kept in or around the home. In households with at least
one firearm, a majority of the children in the home were
4 years or older (74.4%). Nearly three quarters (70%; n=12)
of gun owners reported storing their guns locked with over
half (n=38) reporting storing their guns locked and unloaded.
Only one respondent reported not securing gun and keeping
it loaded (Table 2).

Table 1 Overall population demographics of participants

Total N=206
Age (years), n=193
Mean (SD) 34.8 (11.8)
Sex, n (%)
Male 39 (18.9)
Female 167 (81.1)
Age of children less than 18 years of age in the home, n (%)
<1 year 44 (10.6)
1 to 2 years 63 (15.2)
3 to 4 years 72 (17.3)
5 to 6 years 32 (7.7)
7 to 8 years 43 (10.4)
9 to 10 years 37 (8.9)
11 years and up 124 (29.9)
Gun kept in or around the home, n (%)
Yes 17 (8.3)
No 186 (90.3)
Not sure/unknown 3(1.5)

Table 2 Characteristics among households with guns in the home

Total N=17
Age

Mean (SD) 32.8 (10.9)
Sex, n (%)

Male 6(35.3)

Female 11 (64.7)
Ownership, n (%)

Personally owns 5(29.4)

Other household member owns 8 (47.1)

Other 1(5.9)

Unknown 3(17.6)
Gun(s) is/are loaded in or around the home, n (%)

Always 4(23.5)

Sometimes 1(5.9

Never 12 (70.6)
Storage, n (%)*

Bedroom 6(27.3)

Closet 10 (45.5)

Other 1(4.5)

Not sure 5(22.7)
Stored along with ammunition, n (%)

Yes 3(17.6)

No 9 (52.9)

Not sure/unknown 5(29.4)
Locked up when stored, n (%)

Yes 12 (70.6)

No 2(11.8)

Not sure/unknown 3(17.6)
Reason(s) for gun(s) in the home, n (%)*

Personal safety/protection 12 (54.5)

Have always owned/raised with guns/family tradition 3(13.6)

Related to line of work (e.g. police, military) 3(13.6)

Other 2(9.1)

Unknown 209.1)

#Not mutually exclusive categories

Over half of gun owners (52.9%) and 54.8% of non-gun
owners always or usually thought it was appropriate for
health care professionals to talk to their patients about gun
safety (Fig. 1).

Discussion

In Chicago and throughout the United States, gun violence is
a major public health issue [9]. Shootings disproportionately
affect racial minority neighborhoods of low socioeconomic
status [3, 10], such as the one in which this study was con-
ducted. While multiple studies have shown that the safest
environment for a child is a home without a gun [5, 11-13],
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Participants without guns in the home (n = 186)
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
Always appropriate Usually appropriate Sometimes appropriate
M Never appropriate B No answer
Participants with guns in the home (n = 17)
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Always appropriate

W Never appropriate

Fig. 1 Attitudes towards physician counseling about firearms

and a majority of Americans feel that more guns make their
communities less safe [14], many Americans in urban and
rural communities keep guns in the home. Guns in the home
increase the risk for homicide, suicide, and accidental injury
in children [4, 5].

Given that the presence of firearms in the home is a sig-
nificant risk factor for firearm-related injury and death in
children, it is encouraging that a minority of participants
indicated the presence of firearms in the home. It is further
encouraging that the majority of gun owners participating
endorsed safe storage practices. However, our data likely
represents an underestimation given that nearly 40% of US
households have at least one firearm [15, 16] and given the
burden of gun violence in the Austin community. Moreover,
in one nationally-representative online survey of gun own-
ers, only 46% of gun owners reported safe firearm storage
[17], which was different from our findings.

In this study, over half of participants with firearms in the
home indicated “Personal safety/protection” as a reason for
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Sometimes appropriate

keeping a firearm. National surveys of firearm owners have
found that people were more likely to keep their guns loaded
if this were the primary reason for gun ownership [18, 19].
While our survey did not reproduce these findings, this rep-
resents an important area to address in firearm counseling.

Nearly one half of participants in our survey had nega-
tive opinions towards firearm counseling in pediatric clin-
ics, which may represent a barrier to effective counseling.
It is important for providers to address concerns regarding
firearm counseling and acknowledge the social and cultural
attitudes towards firearms that may be different from other
areas of pediatric anticipatory guidance.

Given these attitudes, additional strategies to prevent
firearm injuries beyond counseling in the healthcare setting
warrant further investigation. This includes community-
based interventions, firearm buyback programs, and firearm
safety technology, such as trigger locks. In a meta-analysis
of primary prevention strategies aimed at preventing injury
and death among children and adolescents, Ngo et al. found
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that robust data on the efficacy of primary prevention pro-
grams is lacking [20]. Further research is needed to assess
the efficacy of such interventions.

This study was limited by a small sample size and small
number of participants indicating the presence of fire-
arms in the home. A majority of participants were female,
which may not be representative of the population. The
use of convenience sampling is a further limitation. While
this study aimed to assess the rate of firearm storage in a
child’s primary residence, it did not assess rates in other
locations where children may be exposed to firearms, such
as in schools, friends’ homes, or homes of non-primary
caregivers.

Parents and guardians can take simple steps to ensure
their children do not gain access to any firearms stored in
the home. Firearms should be kept unloaded with the fire-
arm locked up separately from the ammunition. Pediatricians
play an important role in disseminating this information to
families; however, special attention must be paid to reasons
for gun ownership and attitudes towards counseling.
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