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ABSTRACT

BACKGROUND: A variety of claims about possible associations between gun ownership rates, mental illness
burden, and the risk of firearm-related deaths have been put forward. However, systematic data on this issue
among various countries remain scant. Our objective was to assess whether the popular notion “guns make
a nation safer” has any merits.
METHODS: Data on gun ownership were obtained from the Small Arms Survey, and for firearm-related
deaths from a European detailed mortality database (World Health Organization), the National Center
for Health Statistics, and others. Crime rate was used as an indicator of safety of the nation and was
obtained from the United Nations Surveys of Crime Trends. Age-standardized disability-adjusted life-
year rates due to major depressive disorder per 100,000 inhabitants with data obtained from the World
Health Organization database were used as a putative indicator for mental illness burden in a given
country.
RESULTS: Among the 27 developed countries, there was a significant positive correlation between guns per
capita per country and the rate of firearm-related deaths (r ¼ 0.80; P <.0001). In addition, there was a
positive correlation (r ¼ 0.52; P ¼ .005) between mental illness burden in a country and firearm-related
deaths. However, there was no significant correlation (P ¼ .10) between guns per capita per country and
crime rate (r ¼ .33), or between mental illness and crime rate (r ¼ 0.32; P ¼ .11). In a linear regression
model with firearm-related deaths as the dependent variable with gun ownership and mental illness as
independent covariates, gun ownership was a significant predictor (P <.0001) of firearm-related deaths,
whereas mental illness was of borderline significance (P ¼ .05) only.
CONCLUSION: The number of guns per capita per country was a strong and independent predictor of
firearm-related death in a given country, whereas the predictive power of the mental illness burden was of
borderline significance in a multivariable model. Regardless of exact cause and effect, however, the current
study debunks the widely quoted hypothesis that guns make a nation safer.
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For more than 200 years, ever since the second amend-
ment stating “A well regulated militia being necessary to
the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep
and bear arms shall not be infringed” was passed in 1791,
there has been a debate over guns in the US. On one end
is the contention that there is no evidence suggesting that
banning assault weapons would reduce crime, and gun
control laws are an infringement on the right of self-
defense and on constitutional rights. In addition, the
notion that “guns make the nation safer” has become
exceedingly popular.1 Others have suggested that violence
is often due to the perpetrator’s mental illness and
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therefore, lack of treatment for mental illness may be more
of a pressing problem than mere availability of guns.2

This thought implies that mental illness and not merely
the access to guns is the driving force for criminal ac-
tivities. There is little question that the combination of
mental illness and easy access to guns may prove to be
synergistic in their lethality, as
was seen in the shootings in
Aurora, Tucson, at Virginia
Tech, in Oak Creek, and other
places in recent years. On the
opposite end stands the conten-
tion that fewer firearms would
reduce crime rates and overall
lead to greater safety. Yet many
of these arguments from both
sides are based on little or no
evidence. We sought to evaluate
the relationship between preva-
lence of gun ownership and
mental illness on firearm-related
death in a given country.

METHODS

Definition and Data
Sources
All data were restricted to the 27 developed countries lis-
ted, not currently in civil war and with data available on
gun ownership, as outlined in the Table. Data on gun
ownership per capita per country were obtained from the
Small Arms Survey 2007.3 Data on firearm-related deaths
per 100,000 population per country were obtained from a
European detailed mortality database (World Health Or-
ganization)4 based on the following International Classi-
fication of Diseases-10th Revision codes: unintentional
handgun discharge (W32); unintentional rifle, shotgun, and
larger firearm discharge (W33); unintentional discharge
from other and unspecified firearms (W34); intentional
self-harm by handgun discharge (X72); intentional self-
harm by rifle, shotgun, and larger firearm discharge (X73);
intentional self-harm by other and unspecified firearm
discharge (X74); assault by handgun discharge (X93); as-
sault by rifle, shotgun, and larger firearm discharge (X94);
assault by other and unspecified firearm discharge (X95);
handgun discharge, undetermined intent (Y22); rifle,
shotgun, and larger firearm discharge, undetermined intent
(Y23); other and unspecified firearm discharge, undeter-
mined intent (Y24); and from other sources.5,6 Crime rate
was used as a putative indicator of safety of a nation
and was obtained from the United Nations Surveys of
Crime Trends.7 Crime rate was defined as the grand total
of all recorded crimes as described in the survey. Age-
standardized disability-adjusted life-year rates due to major
depressive disorder per 100,000 inhabitants with data
obtained from the World Health Organization database

was used as a putative indicator for mental illness burden
in a country.8

Statistical Analysis
All variables were tested for normality, and non-normal
distributed variables were log-transformed. Box plots were

used to identify outliers. Pearson’s
correlation coefficient was used to
assess the correlation between the
above measures. In addition, a
linear regression model was used
to evaluate the predictors of
firearm-related deaths with gun
ownership and mental illness as
the independent covariates. P <.05
was used to denote statistical
significance.

RESULTS

Gun Ownership and
Firearm-related Deaths
In having almost as many guns
as it has people, prevalence of
private gun ownership was the

highest in the US among both developed and developing
countries. Japan, on the other end, had an extremely low
gun ownership rate (Table). Similarly, South Africa
(9.4 per 100,000) and the US (10.2 per 100,000) had
extremely high firearm-related deaths, whereas the United
Kingdom (0.25 per 100,000) had an extremely low rate of
firearm-related deaths. There was a significant positive
correlation between guns per capita per country and the
rate of firearm-related deaths (r ¼ 0.80; P <.0001)
(Figure, A), with Japan being on one end of the spectrum
and the US being on the other. In this correlation, South
Africa was the only outlier in that the observed firearms-
related death rate was several times higher than expected
from gun ownership.

Do Guns Make a Nation Safer?
We then sought to evaluate whether possessing guns would
make a nation safer, as has been a widespread contention.
We used the crime rate per 100,000 population as an indi-
cator of safety of the nation. There was no significant cor-
relation (r ¼ 0.33) between guns per capita per country and
crime rate (P ¼ .10), arguing against the notion of more
guns translating into less crime (Figure, B).

Mental Illness and Firearm-related Deaths
We sought to assess whether the mental illness burden of
a country correlated with the firearm-related deaths.
Given the difficulty in a uniform quantification of mental
illness, we used the age-standardized rates due to major
depressive disorder per 100,000 inhabitants in a country

CLINICAL SIGNIFICANCE

� The association between gun owner-
ship, mental illness, and firearm-related
deaths has been hotly debated.

� Among the 27 developed countries, the
gun ownership rate was a strong and
independent predictor of firearm-related
death, whereas the predictive power of
mental illness burden was of borderline
significance.

� Regardless of exact cause and effect,
the current study debunks the widely
quoted hypothesis that guns make a
nation safer.
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