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PREFACE 

It is difficult to place any kind of positive spin on the issue of adolescents 
and guns in the contemporary urban context. Like everyone else, we 
would prefer that fewer kids owned firearms and that those who do 
were just hunters and sport shooters. In fact, neither perception cap- 
tures the experience of the young males who participated in the research 
described here. Some were students in inner-city high schools; others 
resided in maximum-security correctional facilities for youth. Few 
seemed interested in hunting and sport shooting. 

We have surveyed these youths about their guns because the media 
increasingly picture violence as a way of life for urban adolescents and 
locate the problem squarely within a rapidly expanding weapons arsenal 
for youth. We do not doubt the accuracy of this picture, but we also 
realize that it is grounded mainly in anecdotes that seem to be informing 
antiviolence policy--always a dangerous precedent. Our goal is to bring 
empirical evidence to bear on the issue of urban kids and guns. Is the 
phenomenon as widespread as the media suggest? If so, what kinds of 
firearms are juveniles obtaining? How do kids get guns and at what 
price? Why do youths carry and use guns: for crime, for respect, for 
protection? Is the problem an offshoot of drug use and trafficking? Is it 
confined mainly to gangs? 

In The Line of Fire tries systematically to answer these questions. We 
have focused on adolescents who inhabit social environments that seem 
to foster gun violence: the contemporary inner city and the social world 
of the seriously criminal adolescent. We traveled to four states and to 
five cities within them to survey these youth. We began with confined 
juvenile lawbreakers and then moved our survey to inner-city high 
schools in large urban centers near the reformatories we had visited. 

Given the volatility of the topic at hand, it is important that we bal- 
ance our presentation of findings in this book with the observation that 
most inner-city adolescents do not own and carry guns. This holds even 
for those who attend classes in the particularly troubled schools in 
which we concentrated our study. Most simply are trying to get on with 
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their lives as kids are everywhere. However,  our findings indicate that 
their social world is not like that of kids everywhere. Very high percent- 
ages of their peers are carrying guns, and this convinces many more that 
they too need the protect ion--or  sense of i t - - that  comes with posses- 
sion of a firearm. To the extent that their peers are engaged in criminal 
and drug-related activity, guns become yet more prevalent. 

The level of firearm activity among our respondents has caused us to 
scrutinize carefully the oft-considered remedy for the problem: control 
of gun distribution at the retail level. The solution seems not to fit the 
problem. There is little that juveniles can now do within the law to 
obtain and carry guns. The large number of adolescents with guns in 
this society are getting them outside the law, from friends and family 
members  and through a substantial and inexpensive underground sup- 
ply. They do not need the retail market. Our look at kids and guns 
suggests to us a problem of such dimensions that it is time to shift 
attention from supply to demand. If demand remains high, it will be 
served even at higher costs for weapons.  It is time to look at the larger 
structural and cultural forces that promote an environment in which 
substantial percentages of adolescents perceive a gun as essential to 
their survival. 

The research reported in this book was funded by grants from the 
National Institute of Justice and the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delin- 
quency Prevention. While we are grateful for their support,  the conclu- 
sions we draw are ours alone and do not necessarily reflect the positions 
of our benefactors. A special note of thanks must  go to Dr. Lois Mock of 
NIJ, who  was especially helpful in the design and production of this 
study. This s tudy would not have been possible without the assistance 
of the administrators of the schools and institutions we visited, and we 
are indebted to them. Dwayne Smith, our coinvestigator, deserves spe- 
cial thanks. Tulane University's Department of Sociology was immense- 
ly supportive. Finally, we acknowledge and appreciate the efforts of 
Hennessey  Hayes, Zina McGee, Bryan Langs, Jerome McIntosh, Louis 
Corsino, Joshua Zhang, Derek Wright, Frank Bomaire, Stephen Feiler, 
and AI Sullen in the data collection and analysis phases of this project. 



1 
GUNS AND VIOLENCE AS AN 

URBAN PROBLEM 

Is this going to take long? I got someplace to go tonight. 
--An eight-year-old Chicago boy, being questioned 

by police after shooting a classmate in the spine 
with a semiautomatic pistol, quoted in Newsweek 

Violence committed by and against juveniles has come more and more 
to define the public's image of the crime problem and the larger political 
debate over anticrime policy. No longer adequately depicted as mere 
"juvenile delinquents," today's young offenders are frequently de- 
scribed as violent, hard-core felons. State legislators and local officials 
increasingly are making juveniles the target of their efforts to curb crime. 
Not so many years ago, police officers and school principals worried 
about young "hoods" who drank beer and carried brass knuckles and 
switchblade knives. Today, they are preoccupied with hardened youth 
dealing crack and carrying semiautomatic firearms (McKinney 1988:2; 
National School Boards Association 1993). It is a sobering possibility that 
many teenagers in today's cities know more about the technology and 
operation of a semiautomatic handgun than they know about personal 
computers or even automobiles. More disturbing still is the likelihood 
that their knowledge of firearms will prove more useful, at least as they 
see it. 

Most people can appreciate, if only dimly, that cit ies--more precisely, 
certain parts of most cities (Rose and McClain 1990)--have become in- 
creasingly dangerous places, but few perhaps comprehend just how 
commonplace violence has become or how thoroughly it has penetrated 
the day-to-day routine of urban existence. A recent study of inner-city 
children ages seven to nineteen in Birmingham, Alabama, for example, 
found that 43 percent had personally witnessed a homicide or the body 
left in its wake (Newsweek 9 March 1992:29). Schubiner, Scott, and 
Tzelepis (1993) report that 42 percent of Detroit inner-city African- 
American youths, ages fourteen through twenty-three, had witnessed a 
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shooting or stabbing; 22 percent had seen someone killed (see also 
Fitzpatrick 1993). Similarly, 42 percent of a sample of Baltimore inner-city 
twelve-twenty-four-year-olds had witnessed a shooting; 25 percent had 
seen a stabbing; 23 percent had seen someone murdered (Gladstein, 
Rusonis, and Heald 1992). Finally, a survey of mothers in a New Orleans 
housing project found 71 percent reporting that their children had seen 
a weapon  used, 49 percent that their children had seen someone 
wounded ,  and 39 percent that their children had seen dead bodies 
(Osofsky, Wewers, Hann, and Fick 1993). 1 

Giving these findings a somewhat  more human face, consider the 
following sampling of newspaper stories concerning weapon-related vi- 
olence involving youth in the nation's twenty-fifth largest city, New 
Orleans, during a recent eight-day period: 

Wednesday: Jasmine Burton, a seven-year-old girl, is on her way to 
the store to buy  bubble gum when gunfire breaks out. Jasmine is 
w o u n d e d  in each of her legs. The injury to the right leg is superficial but 
the wound  to the left leg is not. A six-hour operation saves her leg and 
she is in stable condition the next day, but she will likely walk with a 
limp for the rest of her life. Two other youthful bystanders (ages sixteen 
and twenty-two) are also wounded and sent to the hospital. Witnesses' 
accounts of the incident vary, but apparently there were five or six men 
shooting at one another. Police have no idea what the shooting was 
about. 

Thursday: Ike is an eighteen-year-old high school senior, the star 
quarterback on his football team, and the recipient of a full-ride athletic 
scholarship to a major university. His "up from the projects" success 
story has a hitch, however. Ike has just been arrested on a number of 
charges, including armed robbery, and the police have confiscated a 
handgun and a sawed-off shotgun at the point of arrest; bail has been set 
at $188,500. 

Friday: Undrell Hubert  is a seventeen-year-old female high school 
s tudent  in the hospital with a stab wound to the abdomen. She and 
three other girls (ages seventeen, sixteen, and sixteen) had become em- 
broiled in an argument at school. Police have no idea what the argument 
was about. As the argument became heated, one of the other girls pulled 
a knife from her purse and stabbed Undrell. The remaining two girls 
kicked Undrell after she had been stabbed and had fallen to the ground. 
Officials at the school were unavailable for comment. 

Saturday: Djuan Hills, a two-year-old toddler, has died after being 
shot in the head with a .22-caliber revolver by his nineteen-year-old 
baby-sitter. The circumstances surrounding the incident are "myste- 
rious." The sitter claims that the shooting was accidental, but his account 
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appears "inconsistent." He has been booked on a charge of murder in 
the second degree. Djuan's father heard about the shooting while watch- 
ing the television news in his jail cell, where he is serving time for 
possession of cocaine and illegal carrying of a weapon. 

Sunday: "Public Housing Tour Jolts Leaders." A small group of civic 
leaders, protected by armed guards, walks through the city's Desire, 
Fischer, and St. Thomas housing projects accompanied by the city's top 
public housing officials. A "sock-clad girl of about six" says to her city's 
leaders: "They shot somebody right here [pointing to the ground at her 
feet]. They shot someone down there and down there too. A lady got 
shot down there and a man got shot down there [pointing her hands in 
both directions]. It's pitiful." It is customary at Fischer to decorate the 
buildings with the names of people who have perished in gun battles 
there. 

Monday: One nineteen-year-old male is shot to death and another 
nineteen-year-old male is seriously wounded in a shoot-out with three 
other youths in the St. Thomas housing project, and an arrest warrant is 
issued for an eighteen-year-old male who is charged with the attempted 
murder of his girlfriend. 

Tuesday: A twenty-one-year-old male is killed and three other men 
(ages nineteen, thirty-one, and thirty-five) are wounded  in a brazen 
daytime drive-by shooting near a hospital. Based on the casings and 
bullets found at the scene, "it appears that semiautomatic weapons  were 
used." Police have no motive for the shooting, no suspects, and in fact 
are unsure even who the intended victim was. 

Elsewhere in New Orleans, a fourteen-year-old middle school stu- 
dent is accosted by two other youths who put a gun to the back of his 
head and steal his lunch money, two dollars. A nineteen-year-old male is 
riding his motorbike when several men open fire on him for no apparent 
reason. He is shot once in the buttocks and once in the back. Yet another 
young man (no age given) is held up by two youths armed with a sawed- 
off shotgun; the victim's jacket and tennis shoes are taken. Finally, a 
fifteen-year-old is accidentally shot in the left leg at a local public high 
school when the victim's fifteen-year-old cousin "handed the teen a bag 
containing a gun." 

Wednesday: Jomo-kenyatta Joseph, a fifteen-year-old high school stu- 
dent, is shot in the head and killed. Herman Tureaud, also aged fifteen, 
is booked with first-degree murder; another male, age nineteen, is 
booked as an accessory to murder. The shooting is apparently the result 
of a fight involving about ten students and takes place in a school 
breezeway. School officials note that they use hand-held metal detectors 
on the campus to keep guns out of school and that they also have a full- 
time security guard, but apparently to no avail. The school where the 
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shooting took place, incidentally, "is among the safer schools in the 
Orleans school district." 

Elsewhere, a twenty-one-year-old male is shot to death with a .45- 
caliber semiautomatic near the site of an earlier drive-by shooting, an 
"apparent escalation of a blood feud." For the second time in six weeks, 
an early morning "gun battle" is reported to have taken place in a local 
elementary school near the Magnolia project. Atwon Harris (eighteen), 
Michael Anderson (nineteen), and Leonard Jones (twenty-one) are ar- 
rested by an off-duty police officer for stealing sports team jackets and 
tennis shoes from a group of young people at gunpoint. All three men 
are armed at the time of their arrest. 

Youth Violence in Streets and Schools 

The impression one gains from newspaper accounts like those just 
summarized is amply confirmed in recent statistics; indeed, quantitative 
evidence documenting the problem of youth violence is abundant. Ho- 
micide statistics for the past few years reflect record-breaking tolls in 
many U.S. cities (though the national trend over the past decade has 
remained relatively stable). Most of the increases in urban areas appear 
to have resulted from an upsurge of youth killing (mainly) other youth 
(Allen-Hagen and Sickmund 1993; Pooley 1991; Scholastic Update 1991; 
Witkin 1991). The number of persons eighteen and under  arrested annu- 
ally for murder  increased by nearly a quarter from 1983 to 1988 (Miller 
1989) and then increased again by nearly 50 percent between 1988 and 
1990 (National Center for Juvenile Justice 1992; Snyder 1992). 

Firearms appear implicated in much of the increase of youth homi- 
cides. The United States has approximately one hundred  times more 
firearm-related homicides of young males than its nearest rival (France) 
among developed countries (Fingerhut and Kleinman 1990). Forty-eight 
percent of the deaths of black male teenagers in this country are firearm- 
related (for white youth, the comparable figure is 18 percent) (Fingerhut, 
Kleinman, Godfrey, and Rosenberg 1991). In 1990, 82 percent of the 
homicides of persons aged fifteen to nineteen were accomplished with 
guns; 76 percent of homicide victims between twenty and twenty-four 
died of gunshot  wounds  (Fingerhut 1993). By way of recent trends, for 
persons fifteen to nineteen years old, firearm-related homicides have 
increased more than 50 percent since the mid-1980s. Black males within 
that age group saw their rates approximately triple between 1985 and 
1990--from 37 to 105 per 100,000; for black males twenty to twenty-four 
years of age, the rate changed from 63 to 140 per 100,000 (Christoffel 
1992; Fingerhut 1993; U.S. Public Health Service 1992). 
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The concern with juvenile violence on the streets is matched by a 
related alarm over violence, especially gun-related violence, in schools 
(Leslie 1988; Time 1989). Interest in violence in schools certainly is not 
new (Bayh 1975; National Institute of Education 1978), though most 
systematic research suggested that the level of serious crime in schools in 
the 1970s and early 1980s was exaggerated (Duke and Perry 1979; Gott- 
fredson and Gottfredson 1985; U.S. Department of Education 1984). The 
concern has returned more recently (Parker, Smith, Smith, and Toby 
1991). While educators' journals and periodicals debated the level of 
school violence in the late sixties and early seventies (Thistle 1974), the 
same publications today offer articles urging school administrators to 
implement plans for dealing with the aftermath of violent incidents, for 
example, by providing emergency psychiatric counseling for students 
after an in-school slaying (Collison, Bowden, Patterson, et al. 1987). 
Print media articles about confiscations of firearms and attempts to pre- 
vent gun-related violence among high school students have become 
commonplace (Harrington-Lueker 1989; New Orleans Times-Picayune 
1991; U.S. News and World Report 1990, 1993). 

Recent analyses of the 1989 National Crime Victimization Survey sup- 
plementary data (Bastion and Taylor 1991; see also Whitaker and Bastion 
1991) further support the picture of violence in the nation's schools. Of 
approximately twenty-two million students aged twelve to nineteen na- 
tionwide, 2 percent had been victims of violent crime (generally of a 
lesser type) in or around their schools during the past six months; this 
translates into more than four hundred thousand violent criminal epi- 
sodes in and around schools in a single six-month period (U.S. Depart- 
ment of Justice 1991). About one in five students feared an attack at 
school; one in twenty avoided specific places in the school for fear of 
violence (see also Pearson and Toby 1991). Rates of violence were higher 
in schools where drugs were perceived as readily available and where 
youth gangs were present and active. Among those at highest risk of 
violence were males, blacks, and inner-city residents (Whitaker and Bas- 
tion 1991; see also Gottfredson and Gottfredson 1985). 

Many now argue that schools no longer have distinct roles in the 
etiology of youth violence; rather they have become the physical loca- 
tions where larger community problems are manifested (Sheley, McGee, 
and Wright 1992). Such factors as community size, crime rate, economic 
stability, and the racial composition of neighborhoods appear related to 
school crime. Gottfredson and Gottfredson (1985) found higher levels of 
victimization among those students reporting crime problems such as 
robbery, burglary, and gang wars in their neighborhoods. Hellman and 
Beaton (1986), in an examination of school crime, school characteristics, 
and community characteristics, found greater support for the effects of 
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school characteristics (i.e., dropout rate, academic performance, school 
size) on crime among middle school students and more support for the 
influence of community  characteristics (i.e., family structure, housing 
quality, crime rate in the neighborhood) on crime among high school 
students. Finally, research findings suggest that the presence of high- 
crime schools within high-crime communities intensifies the level of fear 
and apprehension experienced by many students (McDermott 1983). 

Weapons in the Hands of Kids 

Recent National Samples 

A number  of studies conducted since 1980 and using national-level 
data (or data pertaining to large areas of the United States) provide 
empirically grounded information about the prevalence of weapons use 
and violence among high school (or high school age) youth. A Bureau of 
Justice Statistics report (Rand 1990) based on analysis of 1979-1987 Na- 
tional Crime Survey data indicates that youth sixteen to nineteen years 
of age are at exceptionally high risk of victimization through a handgun 
crime. This holds for males and females, whites and blacks, and central 
city, suburban, and rural residents. 2 Analysis of 1985-1989 National 
Crime Survey data finds that a weapon (gun, knife, other, or "not ascer- 
tained") was used in 25 percent of the violent crimes committed against 
youth twelve to fifteen years of age and in 36 percent of the violent 
crimes against youth sixteen to nineteen years old (Whitaker and Bastian 
1991). Guns were used in 20 percent of the weapon-related crimes 
against the younger  youth and in 33 percent of those against the older 
youth. For the two age categories combined, 12 percent of the violent 
crimes committed in school, 21 percent committed on school property, 
and 37 percent of those committed on the street involved weapons. 

Turning from victimization to the carrying of weapons, 3 percent of 
the males in a 1987 survey of 11,000 eighth- and tenth-grade students in 
twenty states reported bringing a handgun to school during the year 
preceding the survey; 23 percent reported carrying a knife to school 
(National School Safety Center 1989). Similarly, analysis of 1989 supple- 
mentary National Crime Survey data (Bastion and Taylor 1991) finds that 
3 percent of the males and 1 percent of the females in a nationally 
representative sample of 10,000 students between the ages of twelve and 
nineteen had carried a weapon ("a gun, knife, brass knuckles, or things 
that could be used as weapons--razor  blades, spiked jewelry") or other 
object ("capable of hurting an assailant") to school for protection at least 
once during a specified six-month period. In 1990, 20 percent of a na- 
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tionally representative sample of 11,631 students in grades nine through 
twelve reported carrying a weapon at least once within the thirty days 
prior to being surveyed (U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser- 
vices 1991). Knives and razors (55 percent of the weapons reported) 
were more common than clubs (24 percent) or firearms (20 percent). 
Four percent of the students (21 percent of the black males) in the sam- 
ple had carried guns during the previous month. Finally, a 1993 survey 
of 2,508 students in grades six through twelve in 96 schools nationwide 
found that 15 percent of the respondents had carried a handgun in the 
preceding thirty days; one in ten claimed to have shot a gun at someone 
(according to LH Research, Inc., in unpublished 1993 survey results 
obtained in a study conducted for the Harvard School of Public Health). 
[Notably, serious methodological questions have been raised about this 
study. Kleck (1993) argues that the data reflect a response-set bias 
whereby the respondents "were encouraged [via the introduction to the 
survey and the order of items] to provide responses indicating a gun 
violence problem more widespread than it really was."] 

Selected Samples 

Several studies utilizing selected samples during the past decade also 
provide insights into the issue of youth and weapons. In 1985, Fagan 
(1990) surveyed high school students and school dropouts in one select 
neighborhood in each of three cities (Chicago, Los Angeles, and San 
Diego) concerning a number of delinquent acts. He found that 18 per- 
cent of non-gang-affiliated males and 42 percent of gang-affiliated males 
had carried weapons (unspecified) illegally in the course of the previous 
year; percentages for females were fourteen and twenty-eight, respec- 
tively. His findings are not dissimilar to those reported by Fagan, Piper, 
and Moore (1986) and based upon samples of 660 male high school 
students and school dropouts from four inner-city, high-crime neighbor- 
hoods (one neighborhood each in Boston, Newark, Memphis, and De- 
troit). Of the high school students, 27 percent had threatened an adult 
with a weapon during the past twelve months, 20 percent had carried a 
weapon in a fight, 7 percent had used a weapon "to get something," and 
9 percent had shot someone. Percentages for the school dropouts were 
14, 28, 14, and 9, respectively. Similarly, Altschuler and Brounstein 
(1991) report that, of 387 ninth- and tenth-grade minority inner-city 
males they surveyed in Washington, D.C., in 1988, 27 percent had car- 
ried a concealed weapon in the past year, 11 percent had used a weapon 
to threaten another person, and 5 percent had "shot, stabbed, or killed 
someone." 

Turning attention away from the metropolis, Asmussen (1992) reports 
that of 859 tenth-, eleventh-, and twelfth-grade students surveyed in a 



8 Guns and Violence As an Urban Problem 

Midwestern "small, urban, public school system," 6 percent had carried 
a weapon  to school at least six times during the school year while 12 
percent had done so between one and five times. Ten percent of the 
respondents  had carried a weapon to school "during the past 30 days." 
Males were more than three times as likely as females to carry weapons.  
Knives were the most commonly carried weapon followed by hand- 
guns, clubs, and other weapons. 

Regarding firearms more specifically, a 1987 survey of 390 high school 
students in Baltimore found that almost half of the males had carried a 
gun to school at least once (Hackett, Sandza, Gibney, and Gareiss 1988). 
Sadowski, Cairns, and Earp (1989) report that 5 percent of 664 teenagers 
they surveyed in 1987 in two suburban and rural southeastern school 
districts reported owning a handgun. A survey of fourteen- and fifteen- 
year-old male public school students in Rochester, New York, in 1990 
found 6 percent owning a gun for "protection" (as opposed to owner- 
ship for sporting purposes; in the authors' opinion, protective guns 
primarily were handguns and sawed-off long guns). Seventy percent of 
the protective gun owners and 11 percent of the sport owners carried a 
gun on a regular basis (Lizotte, Tesoriero, Thornberry, and Krohn 1994). 

Callahan and Rivara (1992), through a survey of eleventh-grade stu- 
dents in Seattle, found that 11 percent of the males in their s tudy reported 
owning a handgun; 6 percent had carried a gun to school sometime in the 
past. In a related s tudy of young male delinquents (fifteen-eighteen years 
of age) in a detention center in Seattle, the same research team found that 
59 percent of their respondents had owned a handgun and that 70 percent 
of the gun owners had carried one to school (Callahan, Rivara, and 
Farrow 1993). Two of every three handgun owners and one of every two 
members  of the whole sample reported shooting at another person. 

Finally, Webster, Gainer, and Champion (1993) have reported recently 
that one in four of the male students they surveyed in two Washington, 
D.C., public junior high schools had carried a gun for protection or use 
in a fight. Among the subsample of gun possessors, 16 percent had 
carried the firearm on more than seven days of the prior two weeks. 

Seeking Causes: Guns, Drugs, and Gangs 

The Committee on the Judiciary of the U.S. Senate argues in its major- 
ity report, Murder Toll: Initial Projections, that the causes of the recent 
increases in violence in America are indisputable: 

[W]e need look no further than the "three Ds": drugs, and the mayhem 
caused by hard-core drug addicts and dealers; deadly weapons, partic- 
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ularly the easily available military-style assault weapons; and demograph- 
ics, fueling a growth in violent teenaged gangs. (1991:1) 

While factors other than those cited by the Committee on the Judici- 
ary surely influence the rates of violence in American cities, the Commit- 
tee is not alone in its emphasis on guns, drugs, and gangs. Indeed, most 
popular discussions of gun-related violence by youth have emphasized 
the connection with drugs and gangs (Eskin 1989; Popkin 1991; Reinhold 
1988; U.S. News and World Report 1993). School administrators increas- 
ingly worry about these phenomena (Stephens 1989). Popular sentiment 
generally points to drugs, mainly crack cocaine, as an especially corro- 
sive influence that may precipitate considerable gun-related conflict 
both inside and outside schools (Treaster and Taylor 1992; Washington 
Post 1992; Wolff 1990). As well, emphasis on criminal activity tradi- 
tionally has been a staple, though not the sole focus of research on gangs 
(Thrasher 1936; Miller 1958; Short and Strodtbeck 1965). The emphasis 
remains, though the criminal activity of interest is increasingly violent 
(Horowitz 1983; Jankowski 1991). Gang violence and gang-related drug 
trafficking are believed to have risen in recent years in a number of large 
cities and in many middle-sized and smaller cities and suburban com- 
munities as well (Spergel, Chance, and Curry 1990). "[Recent] research 
suggests higher levels of violence, greater numbers and sophistication of 
weaponry, broader age r a n g e s . . ,  and increasing involvement of gang 
members in drug distribution systems" (Maxson and Klein 1990:71-72). 
The apparently large profits to be made in the drug trade provide both 
the reason for violence and the means and motive to procure the most 
sophisticated and lethal small-arms technology available. 

Research Issues 

Popular impressions notwithstanding, the available research evi- 
dence concerning guns and violence leaves many important questions 
unanswered. The single largest study of criminal weapons acquisition 
and use to date centers on adults (Wright and Rossi 1986). Similarly, 
though much anticrime policy discussion focuses on keeping firearms 
out of the hands of youth, Kleck's (1991) encyclopedic review of gun 
control research through the 1990s contains no chapter or section de- 
voted to juveniles and has no listing in the index under juveniles, ado- 
lescents, teenagers, or youth. Though a number of studies cited above 
address the issue of the distribution of weapons (not always firearms) 
among juveniles, we are left nonetheless with an incomplete picture of 
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how many adolescents own, carry, and use firearms, especially on a 
routine basis. 

If guns are indeed prevalent among youth, what kinds of guns are 
they? Much emphasis has been placed in recent years on the so-called 
military-style weapons,  the automatic and semiautomatic rifles that were 
popularized in several graphic movies of the 1980s and early 1990s. How 
many juvenile criminals (or, for that matter, inner-city high school stu- 
dents) have owned such a gun? Where and how do juveniles obtain 
these or other types of firearms? How easily and at what cost? Again, 
there is a popular impression that guns of all sorts are widely and rou- 
tinely available to youth, that any fifteen-year-old can obtain a gun with 
only a modest  investment of effort and money. Can it really be that easy? 
Federal law prohibits juveniles from legally purchasing guns. By what  
means is the law circumvented? 

Many explanations have been advanced for the rising tide of school- 
related violence, among them the recurring struggle over power and 
control of the schools between students and teachers (David and 
Siegenthaler 1985), and the negative labeling of "disruptive" students 
and subsequent  engendering of secondary deviance (Rich 1981, 1982). It 
is of interest that none of the most commonly offered theories of school 
violence direct any attention at all to the means and sources of weapons 
acquisition as a necessary precondition. It seems simply to be assumed 
that any juvenile who wishes to be armed will find the means to do so. 
H o w  they actually go about it is therefore rarely discussed, although a 
moment 's  reflection will confirm that this must lie at the very heart of 
the problem. As well, relatively little of the research on the topic of guns 
in schools has focused specifically on inner-city schools, where the prob- 
lem of school violence seems most widespread. How prevalent is gun 
possession, carrying, and use among students in these institutions? 

Where do adolescents get their guns? A recent review of the literature 
on drugs and gangs (Spergel 1990) notes the increasing violence perpe- 
t-rated by drug gangs, the utter viciousness of many gang members, and  
the prevalence of serious weaponry ("AK 47s, 357 magnums, Uzis," 
p. 190), but as to how this all came to be notes only that gangs have more 
and better weapons.  Juveniles, whether or not gang members, must 
obtain their weapons  from somewhere or somebody; cash or other 
goods must  be exchanged; a system of commerce must exist. Are the 
guns available to youth primarily stolen from the homes and cars of 
legitimate firearms owners? If not, then where are they procured? 

To what  ends are guns possessed and carried? What empirical rela- 
tionships can be discerned between firearm-related behaviors and in- 
volvement  in crime, or in the drug trade, or in gangs? How much of 
what  we believe to be true about gangs, drugs, and guns can be substan- 
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tiated and how much is modem urban myth? What is the motivation for 
a young person to acquire and carry firearms? Do youth acquire guns 
mainly for offensive or defensive purposes? And how are the firearms of 
the young actually used: to commit crimes, to achieve status, to intimi- 
date victims, to protect oneself in a hostile and violent setting? 

The number of such questions that can be raised instantly points to a 
need for information that is not presently available. The same array of 
unanswered questions suggests, as well, that we do not yet know nearly 
enough about how, where, and why juveniles obtain and carry guns to 
design policies that would get them to stop it. 

The Present Study 

In this book we report the results of research funded by the National 
Institute of Justice and the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention and designed to provide answers to many of the questions 
posed above. Through collection of extensive survey data from two 
groups of young males--incarcerated juveniles and inner-city high 
school s tuden ts - -we  have sought to address issues that previously have 
not been researched in depth. We have concentrated our efforts on 
incarcerated (thus criminally active) juveniles and inner-city youth be- 
cause these are precisely the youth popularly considered to engage in 
and experience violence (especially gun-related violence), to belong to 
the urban street gangs, and to participate in the drug trafficking thought 
to lead to intense gun violence. 3 

Specifically, our book addresses the following topics: 

• respondents'  exposure to guns, crime, and violence, 
• respondents'  criminal activities, 
• respondents'  drug activity profiles, 
• respondents'  gang membership profiles, 
• gun possession and carrying patterns, including types of guns 

owned, 
• important features of respondents'  handguns, 
• methods and cost of obtaining guns, 
• reasons for carrying guns and situations in which guns are fired, 
• gun sales by respondents, 
• drug use and sales, crime, and gun activity, and 
• gangs, guns, and criminal activity. 

Chapter 2 describes the methodology employed in this research. 
Chapter 3 focuses upon the distribution of guns among juveniles as well 
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as the sources of the guns. Motivations for obtaining guns are considered 
in Chapter 4. The relationships of drug activity and gang activity to gun- 
related behavior are explored in Chapters 5 and 6, respectively. Chapter 7 
explores three themes related to the issue of "kids and guns": firearms in 
the hands of female inner-city juveniles, factors associated with weapon- 
related victimization, and the extent to which firearm-related activity 
characterizes suburban youth. 4 The final chapter examines the policy 
implications of the various findings discussed in this book. 

Notes 

1. Especially frightening is the possibility that the such experiences 
become so routine that they no longer have any effect at all. Consider the 
following account of a colleague who has befriended a twelve-year-old 
girl from the housing projects of New Orleans. During a recent outing, 
the girl and our colleague happened upon a murder scene at a busy 
intersection. Off to the side of the road, police and medical technicians 
were zipping up a body bag. The twelve-year-old expressed no curiosity 
about the body bag or its contents. There was no expression of horror or 
fright, no apparent anxiety or concern. She said simply: "Well, look at 
that. Some fool got hisself killed," and went back to eating her ice cream 
cone. Had the girl ever seen a dead person before? "Oh yeah, lots of 
times." Had she, personally, ever actually seen someone being shot? 
"Sure!" What did she do when gunshots rang out in the project? "We 
jump in the closet and shut the door." How often did that happen? "All 
the time." Had stray rounds ever ended up inside the apartment? "Last 
weekend."  

2. More often than not, the rate of victimization for this category is 
the highest of any of the numerous categories employed in the report. 
When it is not, it is second only to the twenty- twenty-four  age category. 

3. We especially feel that to ignore incarcerated juveniles because 
they represent a select sample both by virtue of their extreme behavior 
and the fact that they "got caught" is tantamount to ignoring the source of 
much of the gunplay and violence about which this study is interested. 
These youth likely are responsible for a very high percentage of the 
serious crime committed by juveniles, and are far more criminal than the 
most  criminal of nonincarcerated youth (see Cernkovich, Giordano, and 
Pugh 1985). They were apprehended and incarcerated because they com- 
mitted so many serious crimes that the odds finally caught up with them. 

4. The discussion of guns in the hands of suburban youth relies on 
exploratory data collected after the data for the inner-city and serious 
offender respondents  were gathered (see Chapter 7). 
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ASKING DIRECTLY: 

THE 1991 YOUTH GUN SURVEY 

The aim of quantity in science is not mere maximum precision, 
but approximations reliable enough to argue from. 

--Philip Morrison, "Book Review," Scientific American 

Both sampling and the manner of obtaining information from youth 
about their acquisition, possession, and use of firearms are problematic 
for researchers. What kinds of research sites should be chosen and what 
types of youth in them should be studied? How are respondents to be 
found? One might venture onto urban streets and down back alleys to 
survey juveniles who could as easily respond with a gun as with an 
answer. Surveys of more captive respondents by nature are safer, but 
invariably some portion of the population of interest is not within such 
groups. Does their loss matter? If the researcher focuses upon incarcer- 
ated and inner-city high school youth--as  we have done - -how are rea- 
sonable samples of such juveniles possible? As importantly, how much 
detail about gun acquisition, possession, and use can be elicited from the 
young respondents in these select populations? 

These issues inform the present chapter. The findings and analyses 
reported in this book derive from responses to self-administered ques- 
tionnaires completed by 835 male inmates in six correctional facilities 
and 758 male students I in ten inner-city high schools in the United 
States. The institutions and schools were located in four states. Work 
began on the project in September 1990; questionnaires were developed, 
pretested, and refined in October and November. Negotiations with 
correctional facilities and school administrators occurred between No- 
vember 1990, and February 1991. Data collection took place during Janu- 
ary through April 1991. 

The survey was introduced to students and to inmates as a national 
study of firearms and violence among youth. Respondents were told 
that we sought information about what they knew about guns in their 
neighborhoods and peer groups as well as information about their per- 
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sonal knowledge and experience. In all cases, students and inmates 
were assured that their participation in the study was voluntary and 
anonymous.  

Research Sites 

Absent  the resources for a fully national, random sample of research 
sites, our site selection strategy was highly purposive. We wanted to 
target areas in which gun-related activities were considered relatively 
extensive. We also sought sites that, though providing data technically 
not generalizable, were not obviously and seriously deviant from most 
sites. Within a given site, we desired gun-related information from crim- 
inally active youth and from inner-city youth. The former could be 
reached through surveys of inmates in major juvenile correction facili- 
ties, the latter through surveys of high school students (ninth- through 
twelfth-graders) in large, inner-city public schools. Thus, our site selec- 
tion task required us to gain cooperation from two distinct governmental 
organizations: corrections systems (usually state operated) and local 
school districts. Our strategy therefore took the form of gaining entry to 
a juvenile correction facility within a state and then to schools in a major 
city near the correctional facility. 

Pursuing the above criteria and circumscribed by the denial of simul- 
taneous access to correctional and educational units in some states of 
interest, we chose as research sites two states with known problems of 
youth violence and two states with lesser but nonetheless recognizable 
problems: California, Illinois, Louisiana, and New Jersey. The former 
two reputedly have serious problems regarding gang activity, primarily 
in Los Angeles and Chicago, respectively (Klein and Maxson 1989; Sper- 
gel 1990). The remaining two are less well known for these features. 
However,  New Orleans, the principal city in Louisiana, consistently has 
high homicide rates relative to those of other cities in the United States 
(Federal Bureau of Investigation 1993). New Jersey contains a number of 
older cities, such as Newark, that have exhibited severe economic diffi- 
culties and high levels of crime (Bluestone and Harrison 1982; Federal 
Bureau of Investigation 1993; Wallace and Rothschild 1988). 

Correctional Institutions 

Ultimately, we obtained permission to enter six juvenile correction 
facilities in the selected states--three in California and one each in the 
remaining states. The incarcerated populations of these institutions var- 
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ied from 172 to 850. Each was a standard state facility housing serious 
juvenile offenders. The offenses for which the inmates in these sites 
were incarcerated ranged from drug trafficking to armed robbery to 
homicide. All but the New Jersey site were maximum security facilities 
(completely enclosed, heavily guarded, razor-wired). The New Jersey 
inmates had offense profiles similar to those in the other facilities. How- 
ever, the facility was not enclosed and so the ambience was less pris- 
onlike; inmates were monitored instead by constant dormitory and 
classroom roll calls. 

Inner-City Schools 

The carrying and use of guns and other weapons by high school 
students, especially while they are in or on the way to and from school, 
is a highly controversial matter that could reflect poorly on the adminis- 
tration of the schools in question. Thus, access to appropriate high 
schools was much more difficult than access to correctional facilities. In 
all cases, the administrators of the local schools from which we gathered 
our data consented to our research only on the condition that they, their 
districts, and their specific schools not be identified in any published 
version of our results. Respecting these wishes, we note here only that 
we obtained respondents from ten high schools located in five large, 
prominent cities proximate to the correctional facilities to which we had 
access. Schools selected for study within these cities were identified by 
the district administrators as inner-city schools that had experienced 
firearms incidents in the recent past and whose students likely had 
encountered gun-related violence (as victims, perpetrators, or by- 
standers) out of school. Enrollments in these ten inner-city high schools 
ranged from 900 to 2,100. 

Respondent Representativeness 

A number of caveats are in order regarding generalizations from our 
sample of respondents. Just as the four states we visited were not a 
probability sample of states, the six reformatories and ten schools in 
which we conducted our surveys were not probability samples of refor- 
matories and inner-city schools. As expected, responses to the question- 
naires showed some variation across reformatories and schools, but 
reflected no systematic site-to-site patterns; that is, different sites 
emerged as deviant cases for different items, and no general pattern was 
discernible in these deviations. Most importantly, site differences most 
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often reduced to a single site at variance with the others. For these 
reasons, the reporting of site-to-site differences throughout this docu- 
ment  would occur in an explanatory vacuum. For the student sample, 
it would also occur without meaningful identification. In the analyses 
that follow, therefore, the datasets are treated as two simple cross sec- 
tions. Site (state in which inmates were incarcerated or the students 
at tended school) is controlled in all multivariate analyses reported in 
later chapters. 

Inmate Sample 

While we have reason to believe that respondents within our correc- 
tional facilities were "typical," the specific inmates who completed our 
questionnaires were not chosen randomly; rather, we solicited volun- 
teers and administered the survey to all who came forth. We asked 
superintendents of the correctional facilities to grant us access to at least a 

quarter of the inmates when we visited their institutions (the number 
actually surveyed varied from 22 percent of the facility's population to 62 
percent, wi th  a mean of 41 percent; percentage surveyed was in large 
part a function of the size of the facility), and we also stressed that we 
sought a sample as "representative" as possible (allowing for unique 
security issues facing each superintendent and emphasizing that, in the 
end, inmate participation in the study must be voluntary). 

In all of the facilities in question, administrators responded by an- 
nouncing the study to wards in each of the smaller facilities' dormitories 
and to those in about half of the larger facilities' dormitories. Each ward 
was offered the opportunity to participate. Those who volunteered were 
then addressed by us on the day of the survey, listened to our explana- 
tion of the research project, and chose to take part in it or to return to 
their dormitories or classrooms. Beyond this, we sought to maximize 
response rates by offering five-dollar inducements to participate in the 
research, by providing Spanish-language versions of the questionnaire 
to inmates who preferred them, and by conducting personal interviews 
(covering the entire questionnaire) with inmates whose reading skills 
were insufficient to complete the questionnaire on their own. The meth- 
od of distributing the survey to correctional inmates was uniform across 
sites. In all cases, groups of ten to twenty inmates completed the ques- 
tionnaire at a time. Average completion time for the survey was about 
one hour. 

Ultimately, then, we missed inmates who were inaccessible for disci- 
plinary or health reasons and those who chose not to participate in the 
survey. Our interviews with both administrators and inmates suggested 
that the absentees differed little from the participants. In the one Califor- 
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nia facility in which  data concern ing  race of res idents  were  m a d e  avail- 
able to us, their  percept ion  s e e m e d  accurate. Of  the 237 inmates  h o u s e d  
in the dormi tor ies  in which  our  s t udy  was  announced ,  24 pe rcen t  we re  
white,  37 percent  black, 31 percent  hispanic,  and  8 percent  "o ther . "  Of  
the 144 (61 percent)  w h o  vo lun tee red  for the project, the co r r e spond ing  
percentages  were  24, 36, 34, and  6. 

Additionally, compar i son  of our  r e sponden t s '  profiles wi th  those  of 
inmates  in o ther  insti tutions indicates that  ours  was  a reasonable  cross 
section of i n m a t e s - - a t  least those  about  w h o m  researchers  have  data.  
Table 2.1 offers compar i sons  of our  sample  of inmates  wi th  those  of the 
1987 Survey of Youth in Custody conduc ted  by  the D e p a r t m e n t  of Justice 
(Beck, Kline, and  Greenfeld  1988), concerning variables for which  data  
are mutua l ly  available. The two popula t ions  are not  strictly comparab le  

Table 2.1. Present (1991) Inmate Sample Characteristics vs. Those of Incarcer- 
ated Youth in 1987 (N Not Reported) a 

1987 1991 
% % (N) 

(783) Times incarcerated 
1-2 68 71 
3-6 24 20 
7-10 5 5 
11 + 3 4 

Times arrested 
1-2 28 20 
3-5 29 24 
6-10 21 26 
11+ 22 30 

11-14 15-17 18+ 

(By age, years) 1987 1991 1987 1991 1987 1991 

(746) 

Race (799) 
White ~ 46 38 54 43 55 50 
Black 47 57 40 48 41 42 
Other 7 5 6 9 5 8 

Hispanic 10 14 16 29 31 29 (799) 
Grade level (797) 

6th or less 46 39 9 5 4 2 
7th or 8th 51 42 49 27 18 17 
Some high school 3 19 41 67 68 75 
High school 0 0 1 1 10 6 

continued 
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Table 2.1 (Continued) 

Asking Directly: The 1991 Youth Gun Survey 

1987 1991 
% % (N) 

Under 18 18 or older 

(By age, years) 1987 1991 1987 1991 

Prior living situation (738) 
Both parents 28 23 35 16 
Mother only 50 35 44 37 
Father only 6 6 5 9 
Other 16 36 16 38 

Sibling incarcerated 24 47 29 48 (753) 
Drug use 

Marijuana 81 84 86 81 (711) 
Cocaine 43 47 55 46 (712) 
Heroin 12 23 16 22 (712) 

First major drug use c (794) 
Under 12 14 20 10 15 
12-13 33 26 20 22 
14-17 53 54 64 58 
18+ 6 5 

a Age categories are those employed by Beck et al. 
b Includes Hispanics. 
c For 1987 youth: heroin, cocaine, LSD, PCP. For 1991 sample: "hard" drugs. 

since the  latter inc luded inmates  in all types  of s ta te-operated facilities 
and  inc luded  a small percentage (7 percent)  of females, while ours was 
c o m p o s e d  of more  seriously criminal males only. As well, since we are 
deal ing  wi th  more  serious offenders ,  we compare  in Table 2.2 the race 
and  d rug  use  characteristics of those in our  sample e ighteen years  and  
older  wi th  those  of incarcerated male felons of all ages in e leven state 
pr i sons  w h o  part icipated in a 1982 s tudy  of pat terns  of adul t  f irearm 
acquisi t ion and  use (Wright and  Rossi 1986) and  with 1986 k n o w n  char- 
acteristics of male state prison inmates  of all ages in the United States 
(U.S. D e p a r t m e n t  of Justice 1988). Our  assumpt ion  is that inmates  in our  
sample  w h o  were  e ighteen years  of age or older  technically could have 
be e n  serving t ime in a state prison for adult  offenders.  

As no t e d  in Table 2.1, our  sample was very  m u ch  like inmates  in state 
you th  facilities in number  of t imes incarcerated,  though  more  l ike ly- -  
no t  surprisingly,  g iven their more  serious criminal r e c o r d s - - t o  have 
bee n  ar res ted  more  often. Our  sample conta ined a somewha t  lower  
pe rcen tage  of whi te  youth  and  somewha t  h igher  percentages  of black 
and  hispanic  you th  than were  found  in the average institution. It was 
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also somewha t  higher  in n u m b e r  of years  of schooling, even  after con- 
trolling for age of respondents .  Prior to being incarcerated,  our  respon-  
dents  were  generally less likely to have lived in some sort of parenta l  
househo ld  situation and,  as befits the seriousness of their  crime pat- 
terns, more  likely to have lived in o ther  ar rangements ,  primari ly wi th  
fr iends and on the street, again even  after controll ing for age. 2 A m u c h  
h igher  percentage also came from families in which  brothers  or sisters 
had  been  incarcerated. Involvement  in mari juana and  cocaine use  was 
roughly  the same for bo th  groups,  t hough  members  of our  sample were  
somewha t  more  likely to have used  heroin.  Age at en t ry  into "major"  
drug  use also was roughly  the same for bo th  groups.  

We found  similarities as well, repor ted  in Table 2.2, in compar isons  of 
the race and ethnic and drug  use characteristics of wards  in our  sample 
w ho  were  at least e ighteen years old with those of the incarcerated adul t  
felon sample from the 1982 s tudy  and those of males in state pr isons in 
1986. The race/ethnici ty profiles of all three groups  were  strikingly simi- 
lar, a l though percentage of Hispanics among  whites  was not  un i fo rm 
across all three groups.  Marijuana use was nearly identical across the 
two groups  for w h o m  comparisons  were  possible; the adult  felons were  
more  likely to have used both  cocaine and  heroin.  

In sum, we did not  seek a pure ly  r andom sample of inmates f rom the 
institutions we visited. However ,  our  r e sponden t s  displayed m u c h  the 
same characteristics as did inmates in similar settings. Our  sample,  
d rawn purpose ly  to maximize our  information about  gun-rela ted activ- 

Table 2.2. 1990 Inmate Sample, 18 Years and Older, vs. 1982 Adult Felons ~ 
and 1986 Inmates in State Prisons b Concerning Race/Ethnicity and Drug 
Characteristics 

1982 Felons 1986 Prisoners 1990 Sample 

% (N) % (N) % (N) 

Race (*) (13,573) (115) 
White 50 52 50 
Black 40 45 42 
Other 10 3 8 

Hispanic 7 (*) 13 (13,025) 14 (115) 
Drug use 

Marijuana 84 (1648) [Data not 81 (105) 
Cocaine 56 (1622) available] 46 (101) 
Heroin 34 (1614) 22 (103) 

Wright and Rossi (1986). 
b U.S. Department of Justice. 
" N not provided. 
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ities, was clearly not an unusual or atypical cross section of youth incar- 
cerated in maximum-security settings. 

Student Sample 

Selection of respondents from among the high school population for 
this study proceeded along the same lines and posed essentially the 
same problems as did sampling among the inmate population. Princi- 
pals were asked to grant us access to 150 to 200 students in each of the 
schools we entered and, within the practical constraints faced by princi- 
pals and teachers, to make the sample--students  in grades nine through 
twelve--as  representative of their students as possible. In six instances, 
principals arranged for the survey to take place during homeroom peri- 
ods. These periods were uniform for the student body; thus, theoreti- 
cally, we had access to the entire student population. In two schools, the 
survey was given during the physical education hours, and in two 
schools we were granted access to all students enrolled in social studies 
courses. In the former two sites, physical education was mandatory and 
its hours were uniform for all students; thus, here too, theoretically, we 
had access to all students. In the two sites in which we entered social 
studies courses, our access to the entire student body was more limited. 

In some schools, the survey was administered to groups of twenty to 
thirty students at a time. In others, it was given to larger assemblies of 
100 to 200 students. Method of distribution did not influence responses 
to the questionnaire items. In four schools, principals permitted us to 
offer a five-dollar inducement to students to participate in the study. 
While this reward, or its absence, may have influenced the percentage of 
students who volunteered for the study, it was not tied to variation in 
the percentage of students surveyed across schools (in fact, the highest 
participation rates derived from schools without financial incentives). 
Nor was there any relationship between responses to questionnaire 
items and whether or not students were rewarded for their participa- 
tion. As with the inmate study, we offered Spanish-language versions of 
the questionnaire to students who preferred them. 

The number of students surveyed in each school ranged from 109 to 229 
(with a mean of 165). Percentage of student populations surveyed across 
schools ranged from 7 to 21 (with a mean of 10 percent; as with the inmate 
survey, lower percentages were a function of larger-size schools). Since our 
selection of schools was not random, since participation in the study was 
voluntary, and since we had no access to students absent on the day of the 
survey, we cannot claim that the students we questioned were representa- 
tive of inner-city students generally nor necessarily representative of stu- 
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Table 2.3. Present Student Sample Characterisitics vs. Those of a Sample of Inner- 
City Students from Four Cities a 

Four-cities sample Present sample 

% (N) b % (N) b 

Race/ethnicity (403) 
White 2 
Black 65 
Hispanic 26 
Other 7 

Age (403) 
14 11 
15 25 
16 25 
17 21 
18+ 18 

Single-parent home 56 (403) 
Used hard drugs c 6 (403) 
Used alcohol 22 (403) 
Sold drugs 5 (403) 
Victim of violence d 50 (403) 

3 
72 
19 
6 

7 
24 
27 
23 
19 
45 

6 
58 
18 
30 

(756) 

(753) 

(752) 
(574) 
(741) 
(560) 
(583) 

a Source: Fagan et al. (1986), Fagan et al. (1987). 
b Missing cases not noted. 
c For four-cities study: heroin, cocaine, PCP, barbiturates, amphetamines. For the 
present study: heroin, cocaine, barbituates, amphetamines. 

For four-cities study: roberry by force or threat of force, attack with a weapon, 
beating, or threat of beating. For the present study: shot at, stabbed with a knife, 
injured with some other weapon. 

dents  in the schools we visited. However ,  principals and  teachers indi- 
cated that they considered them representat ive of their s tudents .  As a 
limited check on this percept ion,  we had ascertained from the schools,  
prior to administrat ion of our  survey, estimates of the racial and  ethnic 
distribution of their  s tudents .  In all instances, distributions within our  
samples fell within 4 percent  of those of the larger populat ions .  

As well, a 1984 s tudy of inner-city high school s tudents '  criminal 
behavior  permits  a limited assessment  of comparabil i ty concerning se- 
lected characteristics. In that s tudy of violent delinquency,  Fagan, Piper, 
and Moore  (1986) and  Fagan, Piper, and Cheng  (1987) e m p l o y e d  data 
collected from randomly  selected high school s tudents  f rom inner-city, 
high-crime ne ighborhoods  in the Bronx, Dallas, Miami, and Chicago. As 
the comparisons  with the present  sample in Table 2.3 indicate, age and  race 
b reakdowns  for the two samples are similar. A lower percentage  of 
our  r e sponden t s  lived in single-parent  households .  3 Use of the drugs  of 
interest  to Fagan and his colleagues was the same for both samples  t hough  
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the present sample was considerably more likely to have sold drugs. 4 
Alcohol use was also much higher in the present sample. Finally, using a 
more liberal measure of violent victimization (including both use of force 
and threat of use of force), Fagan et al. report that 50 percent of their sample 
had been victimized in the past year. Our respondents were asked more 
narrowly whether  they had been shot at with a gun, stabbed with a knife, or 
injured with some other weapon in the past few years. Thirty percent had 
been so victimized. 

The behavioral discrepancies between the two samples may result from 
our use of students from specifically identified "problem" schools as op- 
posed to the use by Fagan et al. of randomly sampled students in schools in 
"problem" neighborhoods. That is, even in high-problem neighborhoods, 
less problematic schools may have produced a less criminal sample. The 
difference in victimization rate likely would disappear with more similar 
measurement.  In sum, based on limited comparative data, our respon- 
dents appear similar sociodemographically to inner-city students sampled 
in other studies. However,  because we sought schools known to have had 
weapons  problems, our average respondent appears more criminally 
involved than the average inner-city student, s 

Finally, we reemphasize that we have focused our attention exclusively 
on inner-city public schools with well-publicized violence problems. Not 
all inner-city public schools are as troubled as the ten in which we 
surveyed students. As important, nothing in our data reflects the situa- 
tion in suburban or rural high schools. If media and some scholarly 
accounts are correct, the problems of gangs, drugs, guns, and violence 
have begun to spread outward from the central cities and into the subur- 
ban fringe (e.g., Spergel, Chance, and Curry 1990). Our data say nothing 
about these developments,  nor do they speak to the situation of urban 
private, parochial, or elite public high schools. Research that extends our 
results to the suburban and rural areas would be useful (see Chapter 7). 

Missing Data 

Yet another element of the issue of representativeness concerns miss- 
ing data on individual items throughout the questionnaire. Considerable 
missing data were expected given that ours was a long survey, that time 
limits were imposed on some groups of respondents (especially stu- 
dents in courses), and that we had told respondents that answering any 
given item in the survey was discretionary. Analysis of the missing data 
in the present s tudy suggests that most stern from time constraints. That 
is, the vast majority of incomplete items occurred at the end of the 
survey, and these were more characteristic of respondents, particularly 
students,  who  had to leave the survey setting at a given time for another 
class. For the inmate sample (generally with more time allotted for ques- 
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tionnaire completion), missing cases averaged 7.8 percent across items, 
within a range of 2.3 to 16.5 percent. Students averaged 13.9 percent 
within a range of 3.2 to 29.3 percent. Randomly cross-tabulating any two 
items that appeared in the first two-thirds of the questionnaire, we 
found little in the way of systematic nonresponse (as opposed to that 
associated with incomplete items in the last third of the survey due to 
time limitation). Average percentage of inmate respondents who failed 
to complete both items in any set was 1.41 within a range of 0.11 (liter- 
ally, one case) to 4.1 percent. The average for students was 3.1 percent 
within a range of 0.7 to 3.9 percent. 

Throughout this book the number of cases varies across items and, 
when items are cross-tabulated (especially items from the last third of the 
survey), the number of missing cases can grow quite large. The primary 
issue in this regard is whether those who responded to items differed 
from those who did not. Thus, for both inmates and students, we com- 
pared missing cases on a number of items (gun possession, drug activ- 
ity, victimization, criminality) against responding cases controlling for 
age, race/ethnicity, and grade level. For both samples, missing and re- 
sponding cases differed little in terms of age and grade-level profiles. 
However,  race and ethnicity did enter into the picture for both samples 
regarding all but, importantly, gun possession items. Among inmates, 
missing cases for drug-related and victimization items were more likely 
to be Hispanic than were responding cases. Missing cases for items 
tapping use of weapons in crimes more likely pertained to black respon- 
dents than did responding cases. Among students, blacks were more 
highly represented among missing cases for drug-related and victimiza- 
tion items; no differences were found for items regarding criminal activ- 
ity with weapons.  Given that prior research has found that blacks tend 
to underreport  criminal activity in self-report surveys (Huizinga and 
Elliott 1986; Hindelang, Hirschi, and Weis 1981), these findings were not 
unexpected. They also prompted a further important check on missing 
data whereby we replicated the analyses reported below substituting 
predicted values for all missing cases (Anderson, Basilevsky, and Hum 
1983). The results were substantially unchanged. 

Methodological Issues 

Survey Items 

The research questionnaires employed in this study covered roughly 
the same core topics for both inmates and students. Items were primari- 
ly forced-choice. They dealt with sociodemographic characteristics, 
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school experiences, gun ownership, gun use (for several types of fire- 
arms), gun acquisition patterns, gun-carrying habits, use of other weap- 
ons, gang membership and gang activities, self-reported criminality and 
criminal justice record, victimization patterns, drug and alcohol use, and 
attitudes concerning guns, crime, and violence. In both questionnaires, 
the majority of items dealt with firearms knowledge, acquisition, and 
use. The remaining items in the inmate survey were devoted primarily 
to criminal behavior and secondarily to victimization histories; in the 
student survey, these priorities were reversed. This translates to missing 
cells regarding student criminality items in many tables to follow. In the 
coming pages, specific measurements derived from the questionnaire 
items are described on a topic-by-topic basis. 

Reliability and Validity 

Self-reported criminality always has been a two-edged sword for re- 
searchers. On the one hand, this form of data is absolutely necessary to 
the study of most types of deviance. Official data simply do not provide 
the level of information appropriate to attempts to link, for example, 
drug-related activity and ownership of automatic weapons. On the other 
hand, beyond technical concerns with such matters as preferred-offense 
items, response categories, and time-frame (see Elliott and Ageton 1980; 
Jensen and Rojek 1980), issues of reliability and validity cast large shad- 
ows upon self-reported criminality investigations. 

However, self-reported criminality data probably suffer less from 
problems of reliability and validity than most observers would guess 
(Horney and Marshall 1992). Using polygraph tests, for example, Clark 
and Tifft (1966) found most responses by juveniles to self-report items 
truthful (see also Akers, Massey, Clarke, and Lauer 1983). Researchers 
have found that few respondents who report no offenses have police 
records (Elliott and Voss 1974; Hardt and Peterson-Hardt 1977; Hirschi 
1969). Others have established that.self-report data generally are free of 
dishonesty by questioning the respondents' peers and teachers about 
the veracity of their statements. Farrington (1973) noted that 75 percent 
of the self-reported delinquency in one study was re-reported in a 
second study two years later. Indeed, systematic reviews of the litera- 
ture generally have accorded self-reported criminality data fairly high 
marks (O'Brien 1985). As Hindelang, Hirschi, and Weis commented: 
"Reliability measures are impressive and the majority of studies produce 
validity coefficients in the moderate to strong range" (1981:114). To the 
extent that problems have arisen, they have indicated that more seri- 
ously criminal respondents are more subject to memory lapses and tele- 
scoping of their reports. Data from black respondents also may be less 
reliable and valid than those from white respondents (Huizinga and 
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Elliott 1986), and females and males may respond unevenly to preva- 
lence questions (Sampson 1985). 

Our attempts to establish levels of reliability and validity in the pre- 
sent study centered on responses to a number of items. In each instance, 
responses to a pair of items were checked for logical consistency. For 
example, respondents who claimed never to have owned a military-style 
weapon at any time in their lives should not have responded affir- 
matively to a later item regarding ownership of such a weapon just prior 
to incarceration (for the inmates) or at the present time (for the stu- 
dents). Fourteen such items were examined for the inmates. Percentage 
of inconsistent answers ranged from 1.2 to 3.4; average percentage of 
inconsistency was 2.4. Eleven items were examined for the student sam- 
ple. Inconsistent responses averaged 1.5 percent within a range of 0.7 to 
3.1 percent. To determine how systematic were the inconsistencies, we 
scored each respondent  on number of inconsistent answers. Among the 
inmates, each of whom received an inconsistency score between 0 and 
14, only 4 percent scored above 2; no one scored above 6 (one case only 
at 6). Students received a score between 0 and 11. Only I percent scored 
above 2; no score exceeded 4. 

Beyond the consistency check, validity becomes difficult to assess, 
since we have no official records against which to compare our self- 
report data. Our analysis of missing cases suggested a lower validity 
level for black inmates (via underreporting of criminal offenses) though 
not for black students (see above). Generally, however, validity in stud- 
ies like this one must rely primarily upon degree of correlation regarding 
measures concerning apparently similar attitudes and behaviors (also a 
measure of reliability) and correlations between variables known to be 
related through prior research. 

Our examination of such relationships suggests a reasonably high 
level of validity for both samples. For example, respondents who attri- 
buted respect from peers to ownership of a gun also felt that friends 
would look down on them if they did not carry a gun (Pearson's r = .638 
for inmates, .587 for students). Regarding relationships found in prior 
research, we have focused on drug-use patterns. For both samples, level 
of use of heroin, crack, and regular cocaine was associated with extent of 
commission of property crimes to gain drug money (for inmates, r 
ranges between .245 and .384; for students, r ranges between .395 and 
.453)--a finding consistent with those of previous researchers (Chaiken 
and Chaiken 1990:212). Among the students, heroin, crack, and regular 
cocaine use were very highly correlated (r between any two exceeds 
.820); for inmates, the relationship was milder (r = .320 through .527). In 
either case, the tendency toward polydrug use by heavy users of any 
type of drug has been reported in other research (Elliott, Huizinga, and 
Menard 1989; Wish and Johnson 1986). In sum, reliability and validity 
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levels for bo th  samples  seem to exceed wha t  might  be expected for 
r e s p o n d e n t s  of the type  surveyed  in the present  s tudy  and  for the sub- 
ject mat te r  of interest  here. Though  it is easy to imagine r e sponden t s  
t reat ing our  su rvey  less than seriously, it seems, quite to the contrary, 
that  fr ivolous and  inaccurate responses  were  relatively infrequent .  

Respondent Sociodemographic Characteristics 

I n m a t e  Sample  

Table 2.4 presen ts  descriptive data on  the social and demograph ic  
characteristics of ou r  insti tutionalized respondents .  Since all but  one  of 

Table 2.4. Sododemographic Characteristics of Incarcerated and Student Samples 

Inmates Students 

Characteristics % (N) % (N) 

Age 
<15 3 
15 9 
16 20 
17 27 
18 27 
19+ 14 

Race/ethnicity 
White 16 
Black 46 
Hispanic 29 
Asian 3 
Other 6 

Education (grade) 
6th or less 4 
7th or 8th 24 
9th 25 
10th 27 
11th 18 
12th 2 

Size of city of residence 
<50,000 20 
50,000-100,000 11 
100,001-250,000 13 
250,001-500,000 29 
500,001 + 27 

(814) (753) 

(821) 

(799) 

(702) 

7 
24 
27 
23 
16 
3 

3 
72 
19 
5 

25 
32 
21 
22 

26 
74 

(756) 

(747) 

(758) 
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these institutions were maximum-security facilities, the age distribution 
of the respondents, not surprisingly, is skewed toward the upper end of 
the spectrum (mean = 17 years). Blacks comprised nearly half (46 per- 
cent) of the inmate sample; Hispanics comprised 29 percent (possibly 
misleading since three of the six facilities were in California). Whites 
made up only 16 percent of the sample; Asians and others comprised the 
remaining 9 percent. Twenty-eight percent of the sample had no more 
than an eighth-grade education; the modal educational attainment was 
tenth grade; practically none had completed a high school degree. Most 
inmates were from cities of at least 250,000 residents. Thus, ours was a 
sample largely of young, nonwhite, undereducated, inner-city males. 

Student Sample 

Table 2.4 also provides the sociodemographic profile of our high 
school respondents. The sample was 72 percent black; only 3 percent of 
the students were white. The Hispanic and Asian portions of the sample 
(19 and 5 percent, respectively) were found predominantly in the Cali- 
fornia schools. Most students were between fifteen and seventeen years 
old (mean age = 16); the modal grade level was tenth. 

The relative socioeconomic homogeneity of our two samples pre- 
cludes much in the way of differences across sociodemographic lines 
regarding the behaviors presently of interest. However, in Chapter 3, 
we explore the relationship of firearms ownership and carrying to site 
and pertinent sociodemographic variables, and in succeeding chapters 
we control for these and other variables in multivariate analyses. 

Sociocriminal Profiles 

Hostile Environment 

Prior to examining the gun-related behaviors of our respondents, it is 
important to place those behaviors in a larger social context. Most people 
perceive the social worlds of youth as increasingly violent and hostile. 
However, the magnitude of the problem as it is experienced by persons 
like our respondents may surpass common perceptions. Much that ap- 
pears aberrant or deviant when assessed against a middle-class standard 
has become in fact a commonplace feature of life for many of them. 

Table 2.5 presents data on the exposure of both our samples to guns, 
crime, and violence in their family, peer, and neighborhood contexts. 6 
Among the incarcerated juveniles, a third reported siblings who had 
committed "serious" (unspecified) crimes; two in ten had siblings who 
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Table 2.5. Exposure to Guns, Crime, and Violence--Inmates and Students a 

Inmates Students 

% (N) % (N) 

Sibling records (% yes) 
Committed "serious" crime 35 (800) 12 (723) 
Arrested 55 (799) • 
Incarcerated 42 (800) • 

Guns in the family (% yes) 
Handguns in home • 37 (555) 
Siblings own guns 47 (794) • 
Siblings own handguns • 28 (710) 
Males in family own guns 79 (754) 69 (692) 
Males in family carry guns 62 (730) 37 (692) 

Friends and guns (% yes) 
Friends own guns 90' (763) 57 (692) 
Friends carry guns 89 (728) 42 (684) 

Respondent's victimization history (% yes) 
Threatened with gun or shot at 84 (731) 45 (697) 
Stabbed with a knife 50 (729) • 
stabbed with a knife in or on way to • 10 (591) 

school 
Beaten up 82 (728) , 
Beaten up in or on way to school • 30 (591) 
Injured with weapon (not knife or gun) • 17 (590) 

in or on way to school 

a Measurement described in text. 
* Item not included in this sample's survey. 

h a d  b e e n  a r res ted  for a crime; four  in ten inmates  had  siblings w h o  had  
b e e n  incarcera ted .  Forty-seven percen t  had  siblings w h o  o w n e d  guns .  
More  general ly,  79 percen t  of  the inmates  came  f rom families in which  at 
least  s o m e  of the  males  o w n e d  guns .  Sixty-two percent  had  male  family 
m e m b e r s  w h o  carried guns  rout inely  outside the  home .  A m o n g  fathers,  
siblings,  a n d  o the r  male  family m e m b e r s ,  in short ,  mos t  of our  inmate  
r e s p o n d e n t s  g r e w  u p  in families w h e r e  f i rearms were  rout inely  p re sen t  
a n d  w h e r e  g u n  car ry ing  was  appa ren t l y  the no rm.  

The  pa t t e rn  is e v e n  sharper  concern ing  the peers  of the incarcerated 
juveni les .  N i n e t y  pe rcen t  of the i nma te s  had  at least  some  fr iends and  
associa tes  w h o  o w n e d  and carried guns  routinely. Thus ,  in the street  
e n v i r o n m e n t  inhabi ted  by  these  juveni le  offenders ,  o w n i n g  and  carry- 
ing g u n s  were  vir tual ly universal  b e h a v i o r s - - n o t  an  aber ra t ion  charac- 
teristic of only  a few but  a no rma t ive  and  w i d e s p r e a d  s tandard .  Further,  
in this s a m e  env i ronmen t ,  our  inmate  r e s p o n d e n t s  regular ly  experi-  
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enced threats of violence and violence itself. Eighty-four percent report- 
ed that they themselves had been threatened with a gun or shot at 
during their lives. 7 Half had been stabbed with a knife. More than eight 
in ten (82 percent) had been beaten. 

If the social world of the student respondents seems less dangerous 
or hostile, it is only by comparison to that of the inmates. Twelve percent 
of the students reported siblings who had committed serious crimes. 
Seven out of ten students said there were males in their families who 
owned guns; handguns were present in 37 percent of the homes. [In the 
nation as a whole, about half of all households possess a firearm of some 
sort, and handguns are present in approximately a quarter (Wright, 
Rossi, and Daly 1983; Kleck 1991)]. Sixty-nine percent had males in their 
families who owned guns. Two-fifths of the students reported that 
males in their families carried guns routinely outside the home. 

Gun owning and carrying were also common among the friends and 
peers of our student sample. More than half (57 percent) of our respon- 
dents had friends who owned guns; 42 percent had friends who carried 
guns routinely outside the home. Like members of the inmate sample, 
the student respondents also were frequently threatened and victimized 
by violence. Forty-five percent had been threatened with a gun or shot at 
while on the way to or from school in the last few years. One in ten had 
been stabbed, and one in three beaten up in or on the way to school. 
Nearly a fifth (17 percent) had been wounded with some form of weap- 
on other than a knife or a gun in or near the school. 

Victimization aside, our data also permit some comment concerning 
violence in the inner-city schools in which we surveyed students. Nearly 
a quarter (22 percent) of the students we surveyed reported that the 
carrying of weapons to their school was common [i.e., agreed or strong- 
ly agreed (as opposed to disagreeing or strongly disagreeing) that "lots 
of kids carry weapons to school"]. Nearly half (47 percent) personally 
knew schoolmates at whom shots had been fired in the last few years. 
Fifteen percent personally knew someone who had carried a weapon to 
school; 8 percent personally knew someone who had brought a gun to 
school. Not surprisingly then, more than a third (35 percent) of the 
student respondents agreed or strongly agreed that "there is a lot of 
violence in this school." Perhaps indicative of adaptation or resignation 
to these obviously dangerous elements, only 14 percent of the respon- 
dents described themselves as "scared in school most of the t i m e " -  
though one in seven students expressing such fears is hardly trivial. 8 

The reality of violence in the respondents' worlds shapes or is shaped 
by their attitudes about violence. We asked both samples a series of 
questions about when they felt it was acceptable ("okay") to shoot some- 
one. Response possibilities were strongly disagree, disagree, agree, 
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strongly agree. Thirty-five percent of the inmates and 10 percent of the 
students  agreed or strongly agreed that "it is okay to shoot a person if 
that is what  it takes to get something you want." Was it "okay to shoot 
some guy who  doesn ' t  belong in your neighborhood?" Twenty-nine 
percent of the inmates and ten percent of the students agreed or strong- 
ly agreed that it was. Elements of insult and injury inevitably increased 
the perceived acceptance of violent responses. It was considered "okay 
[agree or strongly agree] to shoot someone who hurts or insults you" by 
61 percent of the inmates and 28 percent of the students. If one's family 
was the target of the insult or injury, the percentage agreeing rose to 74 
among the inmates, 24 percent agreeing and 50 percent agreeing 
strongly. 9 

In general, the students were relatively less accepting of violence than 
were the inmates. It may be that young people with attitudes that con- 
done violence are more likely to commit violence and therefore end up 
in juvenile corrections facilities; alternatively, the experience of incarcer- 
ation itself may cause juveniles to be more accepting of violence as a 
means of settling interpersonal conflicts. Nonetheless, one out of ten 
s tudents  in our sample found it acceptable to shoot a stranger in his 
neighborhood or to shoot someone to get something he coveted. 

Criminal Histories 

A general profile of the criminal histories and activities of youth in the 
correctional facilities is provided in Table 2.6. (We focus here on non -  
drug offenses; drug activities are covered in the next section.) Although 
our average respondent  was only seventeen years old, arrest records 
were lengthy, with more than half the sample having been arrested six 
or more times. More than a third (36 percent) experienced their first 
arrest before they were ten years old, and the average age at first arrest 
was about thirteen. Approximately half had been in a correctional facili- 
ty at least once prior to their current incarceration; nearly a fourth had 
experienced their first incarceration prior to age thirteen. Thus, as a 
whole,  these respondents had been arrested and jailed with some fre- 
quency. Although still too young, perhaps, to be considered "career 
criminals," they were at least active apprentices. 10 

We asked respondents  whether  they had ever committed an armed 
robbery ("stuck up stores or people") or committed a burglary ("broke into 
houses,  stores, or shops"), regardless of the offense for which they were 
currently incarcerated. Half had committed a robbery; 65 percent had 
committed burglary. As well, 38 percent had committed "a property crime 
specifically because [the respondent] needed money for alcohol or drugs." 

By way  of comparison to the results for the inmates, our data for the 
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Table 2.6. Inmates' Criminal Profiles 

31 

% (N) 

Age at first arrest (815) 
Never arrested 2 
5-9 35 
10-12 13 
13-16 47 
17+ 3 

Number of arrests (761) 
None 2 
1-5 42 
6-10 18 
11-15 15 
16-20 7 
21+ 11 

Age at first time in correctional facility (741) 
5-9 3 
10-12 23 
13-16 66 
17+ 8 

Number of times in correctional facilities (783) 
1 (first time) 51 
2 20 
3 9 
4 6 
5+ 14 

Crimes committed (% yes) a 
Robbery 49 (811) 
Burglary 65 (814) 
Property crime for drug money 38 (750) 

a Measurement described in text. 

high school s tudents  indicate substantially less criminal activity. Still, 43 
percent  of the s tudents  repor ted  having been "arrested or picked up  by  
the police" at least once; 6 percent  had been arrested or picked u p  
" m a n y "  times; 23 percent  repor ted having "stolen someth ing  wor th  
more than $50." Finally, 6 percent  had commit ted  "a p roper ty  crime 
specifically because [he] needed  m o n e y  for alcohol or d rugs . "  

Hard Drug Activi ty 

Respondents  in both  samples were  asked the f requency of use of 
heroin,  cocaine, and  crack dur ing  the "year  or two"  preceding adminis-  
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trafion of the survey (for the inmates, during the year or two preceding 
confinement). As reported in Table 2.7, 43 percent of the inmates had 
used cocaine, 25 percent crack, and 21 percent heroin. Forty-seven per- 
cent reported some use of heroin, cocaine, and crack in the aggregate. 
Most use of hard drugs occurred no more than "a few times." Use of any 
individual hard drug was reported by only 5 or 6 percent of the students; 
use of hard drugs in the aggregate was reported by only 7 percent of the 
students  (again, most use was confined to "a few times'), n 

Table 2.7 also presents distributions regarding a hard-drug use score. 
Hard-drug use was measured by combining responses concerning use 
of each of the three substances in question: heroin, cocaine, and crack. A 
respondent  might have used each "never" (scored 0), "once" (scored 1), 
"only a few times" (scored 2), "many times" (scored 3), or "almost all the 
time" (scored 4) in the year or two preceding confinement. Summing 
responses to these items produces a hard-drug use score that can range 
from 0 to 12 (used all three substances "almost all the time"). Thirteen 
percent of the inmates had hard-drug use scores of no more than 2 (two 
drugs once each or one drug "a few times"). Thirty-four percent had 
scores of 3 or higher. 

Due to the attention in the literature to potentially differential crimi- 
nal involvement across types of "heavy" drug users (Gentry 1995), we 
also have typed such users in our samples (those who used heroin, 
cocaine, or crack, individually or in combination, "many times" or "al- 
most all the time" during the past year or two) into four categories: 
heroin users only, cocaine users only, crack users only, and polydrug 
users only (used at least two of the three drug types). The last of these 
does not include members of the first three categories. As the findings in 
Table 2.7 indicate, the inmate sample included 183 "heavy" drug users 
(25 percent of the sample), 40 percent of whom were cocaine and 39 
percent of w h o m  were polydrug users; among the students were 31 
"heavy" drug users (5 percent of the sample), 71 percent of whom were 
polydrug users. 

A third of the inmates (but only 4 percent of the students) had been in 
alcohol or drug treatment programs. Often, such programs are manda- 
tory for users upon admission to a correctional facility. They also may 
have been requirements of earlier probation sentences imposed by the 
juvenile courts. 

Finally, respondents  were asked which of the following best de- 
scribed their involvement in drug sales: (a) never used or sold drugs, 
(b) was a user only, (c) was a dealer myself, (d) worked for a dealer, and 
(e) was both a user and a dealer. Those who chose response (c), (d), or 
(e) were classified as dealers for the purposes of this study. Seventy- 
three percent of the inmates had sold drugs (48 percent had sold but not 



Table 2.7 Respondents '  Drug Involvement  a 

Inmates Students 

Item b % (N) % (N) 

Frequency of use 
Heroin (716) (579) 
Never 79 96 
Few times or less 12 3 
Many times 5 0.8 
Almost all the time 4 0.2 

Regular cocaine (717) (579) 
Never 57 94 
Few times or less 21 3 
Many times 11 1 
Almost all the time 11 2 

Crack cocaine (721) (582) 
Never 75 95 
Few times or less 13 2 
Many times 5 1 
Almost all the time 7 2 

Use of any of heroin, cocaine, 47 (689) 7 (586) 
or crack 

Hard-drug score c (719) (576) 
0 53 93 
1 3 1 
2 10 1 
3 7 0.5 
4 or more 27 4.5 

"Heavy" drug users d 25 (725) 5 (581) 
Ever in alcohol or drug treat- (751) (592) 

ment  program? 
Never 64 96 
Once 20 2 
Few times 12 1 
Many times 4 1 

Drug sales b 72 (695) 18 (581) 
Sales only 47 16 
Use and sales 25 2 

a Year or two immediately preceding incarceration for inmates; past year or two 
for students. 
b Measurement described in text. 
c Sum of the frequency scores for each of the three drugs; range = 0-12. 
d Use of any or a combination of heroin, cocaine, or crack "many times" or 
"almost all the time" in the previous year or two. 
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used drugs; 25 percent had both used and sold drugs). Eighteen percent 
of the students  had sold drugs (16 percent had sold but not used drugs; 2 
percent had both used and sold drugs). 

Gang Membership 

As noted earlier, the notion of a link between gangs and gun-related 
violence is common in most discussions of crime in the nation's urban 
centers, yet researchers in this area have found definitions and typolog- 
ies of gangs hard to construct. Whether definitions should include the 
criminal behavior whose explanation is the object of the defining or 
typing is problematic (Morash 1983). As well, some observers debate 
distinctions between gangs and delinquent groups (Morash 1983; Sper- 
gel 1990:179-80). Conventional wisdom suggests such a distinction, as- 
signing a looseness and transiency of organization and activity to 
delinquent groups and defining gang activity thus: 

[L]aw-violating behavior committed by juveniles or adults in or related 
to groups that are complexly organized although sometimes diffuse, 
sometimes cohesive with established leadership and rules. The gang also 
engages in a range of crime but significantly more violence [than mere 
delinquent groups] within a framework of communal values in respect to 
mutual support, conflict relations with other gangs, and a tradition often 
of turf, colors, signs, and symbols. (Curry and Spergel 1988:382; see also 
Klein and Maxson 1989:212) 

While the above definition permits distinctions between delinquent 
groups and gangs, it does not emphasize differences among gangs in 
their structural features and activities. Expanding the definition then, 
we argue first that gangs should be defined as such by their members. 
Second, they should possess, though differentially, such organizational 
features as a name, designated leadership, turf, colors, and regular 
"meetings." Whether or not these elements are linked to criminal 
behavior--f irearms activity in the present s tudy-- i s  the topic of our 
inquiry. 

In the present study, respondents were asked if, in the past year or 
two (for the inmates, prior to confinement), they belonged to a "gang" 
and, if so, whether  or not it was organized and possessed a number of 
characteristics. These included size of the gang and attributes normally 
associated with gangs- -an  "official" name, designated leadership, regu- 
lar meetings, designated clothing, and a specified turf to be defended 
(Curry and Spergel 1988; Fagan 1989). "Gangness," as opposed to 
"groupness ,"  was determined by the respondent 's  designation of his 
gang as "organized" or as "just a bunch of people." Gang size was col- 
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lapsed into two categories, one above and the other at or below the 
mean (50 for the inmates, 10 for the students). A gang attribute score 
ranging from 0 to 5 was calculated via the sum of responses to the five 
above-named gang characteristics. Latent class analysis of the cross- 
classification of these three variables (Lazarsfeld and Henry 1968; Clogg 
1981) found them adequately described by a two-class model (L 2 = 15.78, 
X 2 = 12.5, df = 8 for the inmate gang members; L 2 = 13.37, ×2 = 13.2, 
df = 8 for the student gang members). The resulting classes could be 
characterized substantively as "structured" vs. "unstructured" gangs. 
Fifty-nine percent of the inmates belonged to gangs: 74 percent of these 
were affiliated with structured gangs and 26 percent with unstructured 
gangs. Twenty-two percent of the students claimed gang affiliation: 39 
percent of these with structured and 61 percent with unstructured 
gangs. Structured gangs were characterized by high conditional proba- 
bilities of having fifty or more members among inmates and ten or more 
among students, of being called "organized" by their members, and of 
having a gang attribute score of 3 or higher for inmates and 2 or higher 
for students. 

Having examined the sociodemographic and sociocriminal profiles of 
the profiles of our respondents, we turn in Chapter 3 to the focus of the 
present study: gun acquisition, possession, and sale among adolescents. 

N o t e s  

1. Data were also collected from female students in these schools, 
but the percentage of these respondents engaging in gun-related activ- 
ities was sufficiently limited that little would be gained by introducing 
the gender variable into a study already complicated by a focus on 
different samples of males. Summary results regarding female firearm- 
related behavior are reported in Chapter 7. 

2. Only a quarter of the inmates (26 percent) lived with both par- 
ents prior to their current incarceration. A plurality (33 percent) lived 
with mothers only (that is, in female-headed households); a fifth lived 
with fathers (3 percent) or other relatives (17 percent); and the remain- 
der were dispersed across a variety of living situations, including some 
who were living in the streets (that is, were homeless) and some who 
were living in foster care arrangements. On average, our respondents 
came from large families; the mean number of siblings was 4.2. 

3. More of the students than the inmates lived in two-parent 
households, but the majority (56 percent) still lived in other arrange- 
ments; the most common of the other living arrangements was with 
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mother  only (38 percent). Twenty-six percent of the students had five or 
more siblings; the mean number of siblings was 3.5. 

4. By way  of comparison, in a study involving a random sample of 
minority inner-city males in the ninth and tenth grades in Washington, 
D.C., Altschuler and Brounstein (1991) found that 10 percent of their 
subjects had sold drugs. Callahan and Rivara (1992) found that 10 per- 
cent of their Seattle eleventh-grade respondents (male and female) had 
sold drugs. 

5. Overall, our decision to survey incarcerated juveniles and high 
school students means that we have no data on the large group of urban 
youth who were neither in school nor incarcerated. Given the substan- 
tial high school dropout rates in the cities we surveyed, this is not a 
trivial omission. Still, we could find no practical way to obtain a large or 
"representative" sample of this group. Fagan et al. (1986) compared 
school dropouts to students in inner-city schools in the same neighbor- 
hoods and both groups to a sample of incarcerated youth. The school 
dropouts fell be tween the students and the incarcerated youth in preva- 
lence of every type of delinquency examined in their study. 

6. Survey items utilized in this section included the following: In- 
mates were asked if "any of your brothers and sisters have e v e r . . .  " 
"committed a serious crime," "been arrested for a crime," or "served 
time in a prison or jail?" (response categories: yes, no, don' t  know). 
Students were asked only the sibling "serious crime" item. Regarding 
guns among family members and friends, students were asked: "Does 
anyone who currently lives in your house or apartment own a handgun 
of any sort?" (response categories: yes, no) and "Have any of your 
brothers and sisters ever owned a handgun?" (response categories: yes, 
no, don ' t  know). Inmates were asked, "Have any of your brothers and 
sisters ever owned a gun?" (response categories: yes, no, don't  know). 
Both samples were asked whether (a) "the people you hang around with 
[hung around with, for inmates]" and (b) "males in your family--your  
father, brothers, uncles, cousins, and so on" (a) owned a gun and 
(b) "made a habit of carrying guns outside their homes."  We have di- 
chotomized responses into yes or no. Regarding victimization, inmates 
were asked if they had ever been, and students if, in school or on their way 
to or from school in the last few years, they had been "threatened or shot at 
with a gun," "stabbed with a knife," "beaten up," or (students only) 
"injured by some other weapon [not a gun or knife]." We have dichot- 
omized responses into yes or no. 

7. The annual General Social Survey conducted by the National 
Opinion Research Center occasionally asks national samples of adult 
respondents  whether  they had ever been "threatened with a gun or shot 
at." The proportion responding yes is always approximately 20 percent. 
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The experience is surprisingly common in the U.S. population as a 
whole, but some four times more common among the incarcerated youth 
in our sample. 

8. By way of comparison, analysis of national victimization data 
(Bastion and Taylor 1991) found, among students of all types (male and 
female, from urban as well as suburban areas, enrolled in both private 
and public and troubled and untroubled schools), 25 percent who had 
been violently attacked, and 4 percent of those who had not feared an 
attack at school. The same percentages avoided specific places in their 
schools out of fear of being victimized. 

9. The evident willingness of our respondents to employ violence 
to redress insult or injury to their families suggests, perhaps, that "fami- 
ly values" remain much stronger among inner-city residents than some 
social commentators would have us believe. 

10. Several studies of adult felons have suggested that a history of 
juvenile criminality is the single best predictor of high-rate criminal ac- 
tivity among adults (Chaiken and Chaiken 1982; Visher 1991; Wolfgang, 
Thornberry, and Figlio 1987; Wright and Rossi 1986:49-50). As these 
studies have also found, serious, hard-core felons (whether adult or 
juvenile) tend to begin their criminal activities at a very early age. The 
majority of our incarcerated juveniles had committed at least one armed 
crime and had experienced at least one arrest before they were legally 
old enough to drive. 

11. It is worth emphasizing, as other researchers also have noted 
(Akers 1992; Fagan et al. 1986), that alcohol and marijuana use was far 
more common among our respondents than was the use of harder 
drugs. Nearly 60 percent of the high school students had used alcohol, 
the majority no more than "a few times" in the last year or so. A quarter 
had used marijuana, the majority also no more than "a few times" in the 
last year or so. Similar patterns characterized the incarcerated juveniles: 
82 percent had used alcohol at least occasionally in the year or so before 
their current incarceration, and 84 percent had used marijuana, though 
most had used each more than "a few times." 
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G U N S  IN THE H A N D S  OF KIDS 

That [.38 caliber revolver] was the third gun I owned. 
It cost me a bag of dope. 

--a  nineteen-year-old Shreveport, Louisiana, youth 
convicted of murdering a man during a robbery 

The media depiction of the firearms environment for juveniles is one in 
which guns of all types, even sophisticated military-style weapons,  are 
widely and easily available. The average inner-city youth seemingly 
need only approach a street source, pay but a few dollars, and depart 
with a firearm. However, no one has documented any of these percep- 
tions systematically, especially regarding the types of guns youths are 
obtaining. How many and what types of guns do inner-city and crimi- 
nally active youths actually possess? Do they own or borrow their guns? 
Who supplies the firearms to juveniles? Are the sources always illegal? 
Are the guns easily obtained? Can they be had cheaply? Is cost not an 
issue because most guns are stolen by the youth who possess them? 

We begin our quest for answers to these questions by assessing the 
numbers and types of guns owned by youth in our two samples. To 
measure firearms possession, we gave the respondents a list of firearms 
and asked them to check which they had owned or possessed (a) over 
the course of their lifetimes and (b) immediately prior to incarceration 
(for inmates) or at the time of the survey (for students). Types included 
(a) hunting and target rifles, (b) military-style automatic or semiautoma- 
tic rifles, (c) regular shotguns, (d) sawed-off shotguns, (e) revolvers (also 
called "regular handguns"), (f) automatic or semiautomatic handguns,  
(g) derringers or other single-shot handguns, (h) homemade guns (also 
called "zip guns"). No distinction was made between automatic and 
semiautomatic weapons because pilot study interviews indicated that 
juveniles often failed to make such distinctions. Authorities in the area 
(police, gun experts, criminologists) all suggest, however, that few juve- 
niles possess truly automatic weapons; rather, theirs more likely are 
semiautomatic. 

39 
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Numbers and Types of Guns 

Inmates and Guns 

Table 3.1 presents  data on gun  possession among  the inmate sample; 
at least regarding this group, the media depiction is largely accurate. 
Eighty-six percent  of the inmates had owned  at least one firearm at some 
time in their y o u n g  lives;1 83 percent  owned  a gun  at the time they  were 
incarcerated. 2 A large majority of the sample (73 percent) had owned  
three or more types of guns in their lifetimes; 54 percent  had possessed 
three or more types of guns just  prior to being locked up. Nearly two- 
thirds (65 percent) had  owned at least three firearms of any  type just  
before being jailed. In short, these young  inmates tended to own  guns  in 
both  quant i ty  and  variety. 

A m o n g  these youths ,  the revolver was the most  commonly  o w n e d  
firearm; 72 percent  had  owned  a revolver at some time in their lives, and  
58 percent  o w n e d  one at the time of their current incarceration. Next in 
popular i ty  were automatic and  semiautomatic handguns .  Two-thirds of 
the sample had  o w n e d  such a gun  at some time; 55 percent owned  one 

Table 3.1. Inmate Gun Possession a 

Owned just prior 
Ever owned to confinement 

Firearm type % (N) % (N) 

Any type of gun 86 (811) 83 (815) 
Target or hunting rifle 38 (804) 22 (823) 
Military-style automatic or 46 (808) 35 (823) 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 60 (807) 39 (823) 
Sawed-off shotgun 63 (811) 51 (823) 
Revolver 72 (809) 58 (823) 
Automatic or semiautomatic 66 (816) 55 (823) 

handgun 
Derringer or single-shot 32 (779) 19 (822) 

handgun 
Homemade (Zip) handgun 11 (774) 6 (823) 
Owned 3 or more types of 73 (744) 54 (822) 

guns 
Owned 3 or more of any 65 (815) 

type of gun just prior to 
confinement 

a Measurement described in text. 
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at the time of their incarceration. The shotgun, whether sawed-off or 
unaltered, also represented a major weapon of choice. More than half 
the sample (51 percent) possessed a sawed-off shotgun at the time of 
their incarceration; 63 percent had owned one at some time. Relevant 
percentages for regular shotguns were 39 and 60, respectively. (A bit less 
than half, 47 percent, reported that they personally had cut down a 
shotgun or rifle to make it easier to carry or conceal at some point in their 
lives.) Next in popularity were the military-style automatic and semi- 
automatic rifles that have figured so prominently in recent media ac- 
counts. Nearly half our respondents said that they had owned such a 
weapon at some time; more than a third (35 percent) had owned one at 
the time they went to prison. Other types of guns--regular  hunting 
rifles, derringers, zip guns, e tc . - - found little favor, having been owned 
at the time of incarceration by fewer than a quarter. 

Absent additional data, it is hard to be certain which aspects of the 
pattern of ownership reflect preferences and which aspects reflect avail- 
ability (see below, "Choosing a Handgun,"  for further comment on this 
issue). Considering the ease with which these young felons obtained 
firearms and the number and variety of guns apparently in circulation in 
their neighborhoods (also see below), it is a reasonable assumption that 
they possessed what they preferred to possess and that differential 
availability had little or no import. There was an evident preference for 
concealable firearms (handguns and sawed-off shotguns), but hard-to- 
conceal shoulder weapons, whether mihtary-style or not, were also 
quite common. These details, however, while of some interest, are as 
nothing compared to the broad patterns. Four in five incarcerated juve- 
niles in our sample owned at least one gun when they were incarcer- 
ated; two-thirds owned three or more guns; one-third owned a military- 
style rifle. 

Students and Guns 

Similar patterns of ownership, although on a considerably dimin- 
ished scale, were found for the high school students as well (Table 3.2). 
Nearly a third (30 percent) had owned at least one gun in their lives; 22 
percent possessed a gun at the time the survey was completed. The 
most commonly owned weapon was again the revolver (29 percent over 
the lifetime), followed by the automatic or semiautomatic handgun (27 
percent). Fifteen percent owned (or possessed) a revolver, and 18 per- 
cent an automatic or semiautomatic handgun at the time of the study. 3 
Fifteen percent owned three or more guns when they were surveyed. 
Shoulder weapons of all sorts were less likely to be owned by the stu- 
dents than were handguns; still, 14 percent had owned a sawed-off 
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Table 3.2. Student Gun Possession a 

Guns in the Hands of Kids 

Ever owned Currently owned 

Firearm type % (N) % (N) 

Any type of gun 30 (733) 22 (741) 
Target or hunting rifle 13 (731) 8 (728) 
Military-style automatic or 14 (729) 6 (728) 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 14 (730) 10 (728) 
Sawed-off shotgun 14 (728) 9 (728) 
Revolver 29 (734) 15 (728) 
Automatic or semiautomatic 27 (732) 18 (728) 

handgun 
Derringer or single-shot 9 (728) 4 (728) 

handgun 
Homemade (Zip) handgun 11 (725) 4 (727) 
Owned 3 or more types of 13 (718) 6 (727) 

guns 
Currently owns 3 or more 15 (741) 

guns of any type 

a Measurement described in text. 

sho tgun  at some time, 14 percent had  owned  an unmodif ied  shotgun,  
and  14 percent  had  owned  a military-style rifle (6 percent  owned  a 
military-style rifle at the time of the survey). In the general gun- 
own ing  populat ion,  shoulder  weapons  are about twice as numerous  
as h a n d g u n s  (Kleck 1991:47), so it is perhaps no tewor thy  that  the stu- 
dents  in this sample were more likely to own  handguns  than  shoul- 
der  weapons .  

Owning versus Carrying Guns 

The quest ions addressed so far have involved guns that  our respon- 
dents  had  o w n e d  (or considered "theirs" even if they did not  own 
them). Obviously, one need not  actually own a gun  in order to carry one. 
Since most  of the incarcerated juveniles in our  sample (83 percent) 
o w n e d  a gun  of their own at the time of their arrest, the distinction may  
be relatively meaningless  for them. But it is easy to imagine high school 
s tudents  who  carry guns  that  they  do not  own  (for example, guns  that  
have been bor rowed from or otherwise made  available by friends and  
family members ,  or possibly guns that are jointly owned  by multiple 
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Table 3.3. Frequency (%) of Gun Carrying--Inmates 
and Students a 

Inmates 
In two years preceding confinement, carried gun 

outside home, including in car (N = 802): 
All the time 24 
Most of the time 31 
Only now and then 29 
Never 16 

Students 
Currently carry gun outside home, including car, 

but not including in school (N = 699): 
All the time 4 
Most of the time 8 
Only now and then 23 
Never 65 

Currently carrying gun in school (N = 709) 
All the time 1.5 
Most of the time 1.5 
Only now and then 6 
Never 91 

a Measurement described in text. 

students).  It is possible, in o ther  words ,  that our  focus on  ownersh ip  in 
fact p roduces  an underestimation of the number  of guns  in the hands  of 
the s tudents  in our  study. 

Table 3.3 reports  findings on gun-carrying behavior.  4 A m o n g  the in- 
mate  sample,  carrying a firearm was about as c o m m o n  as own ing  one: 
55 percent  carried a gun "all of the t ime" or "mos t  of the t ime" in the year  
or two before being incarcerated, and 84 percent  carried a gun  at least 
"only now and  then ,"  the latter figure nearly identical to the percentage  
w ho  o w n e d  a gun.  Among  the s tudent  sample,  carrying a gun at least 
occasionally was more common than gun ownership.  Twenty- two percent  
of the s tudents  o w n e d  a gun  at the time of the survey; 12 percent  of 
them repor ted  current ly  carrying a gun  "all of the t ime" or "mos t  of the 
t ime,"  and  ano the r  23 percent  did so at least "only  now and then , "  for a 
combined percentage  of 35 percent who carried firearms regularly or occasion- 
ally. Thus,  by this more  liberal measure ,  guns  were  in the hands  of one  
out of three male, central-city high school s tudents  we surveyed.  Be- 
yond  this, 3 percent  of the s tudents  repor ted  carrying a gun  to school 
"all of the t ime" or "most  of the time;" an addit ional  6 percent  did so 

"only  now and then ."  
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Choosing a Handgun 

Handguns  were the most frequently owned type of gun among both 
inmates and students in our samples. Inmates, to be sure, were likely to 
have owned a number and variety of different guns; the students less 
so, but both groups owned more handguns than shoulder weapons. 
What, then, did these youths look for in choosing a handgun? What 
were the characteristics of the handguns they actually owned? 

We asked inmates (but not students) to imagine that they had just 
been released from prison and had decided to obtain a handgun.  Would 
they prefer a revolver or an automatic or semiautomatic handgun? The 
respondents expressed a strong preference for automatic and semi- 
automatic handguns  over revolvers; 64 percent would prefer the former, 
9 percent the latter (the remainder said it would make no difference to 
them). We find this surprising since, among the guns actually owned at 
the point of arrest, revolvers were slightly more numerous than auto- 
matics and semiautomatics. However, 55 percent of the inmates in fact 
did own an automatic or semiautomatic handgun when incarcerated, 
which implies that most who preferred such guns owned them, with 
many owning revolvers as well. Whatever the ownership patterns or the 
reasons behind them, automatic and semiautomatic handguns were the 
sidearms of preference among our respondents. 

Table 3.4. Features of Respondent's Most Recent Handgun 
(for Respondents Who Had Ever Owned a Handgun) a 

Inmates Students 

Feature % (N) % (N) 

Handgun type 
Automatic 29 
Semiautomatic 28 
Revolver 36 
Other (single-shot, etc.) 7 

Caliber 
.22 13 
.25 8 
.32 4 
.357 13 
.38 16 
.44 4 
.45 9 
9 millimeter 33 

(647) (228) 

(593) 

24 
25 
42 
9 

16 
13 
5 

10 
16 
3 

11 
26 

(224) 

a Measurement described in text. 
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Table 3.5. "Very Important" Features of a Handgun a 
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Percentage rating each feature 
as "very important" 

Feature Inmates (N) Students (N) 

Cheap 28 (703) 27 (589) 
Easily concealed 43 (705) 36 (577) 
Accurate 56 (694) 52 (580) 
Easy to shoot 58 (716) 53 (582) 
Scary looking 21 (690) 15 (583) 
Good-looking 35 (697) 24 (584) 
Lot of firepower 68 (704) 48 (584) 
Well made 66 (707) 56 (587) 
Not easily traced 66 (708) 52 (580) 
Uses cheap amino 23 (688) 26 (577) 
Amino easily obtained 46 (693) 43 (578) 
Better than police use 36 (703) 26 (580) 

a Measurement described in text. 

Students and inmates who reported ever owning a handgun were 
asked to describe the characteristics of the most recent handgun they had 
owned (Table 3.4). (If a respondent owned more than one handgun at 
the time of the survey, he was asked to describe the one he had obtained 
most recently.) Among these most recently acquired handguns, the au- 
tomatics and semiautomatics predominated: 57 percent of the inmates' 
and 49 percent of the students' most recent handguns were automatics 
or semiautomatics. The percentages owning revolvers as their most re- 
cent handgun (among those who owned any handgun) were 36 and 42 
for inmates and students, respectively, with small proportions (7 and 9 
percent) owning other types of handguns. Regardless of type, both in- 
mates and students tended to own large-caliber guns. Three-fourths of 
the inmates and two-thirds of the students who owned handguns pos- 
sessed guns of large caliber, 5 with the 9 mm showing up as the most 
popular caliber of all. In short, cheap, small caliber weapons (often 
called Saturday Night Specials) were of little interest to our respondents. 

The preferences inferred from patterns of ownership are confirmed in 
direct questions about desirable handgun features. We asked respon- 
dents (both samples) what features, if they were looking for a handgun, 
they considered important; Table 3.5 displays the percentages of those 
who rated various features as "very important" (as opposed to "some- 
what important" and "not important"). The profile of desirable features 
was remarkably similar in both groups. Among inmates, the three high- 
est rated traits were firepower, quality of construction, and difficulty in 
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tracing ownership, followed by being easy to shoot and accurate. 
Among students, quality of construction was the highest rated trait, 
followed by being easy to shoot, accurate, untraceable, and with high 
firepower. Neither inmates nor students indicated much preference for 
small, cheap guns, nor were they attracted to ephemeral characteristics 
of weapons such as "scary looking" or "good looking." The preference 
clearly was for high-firepower hand weapons that were well-made, ac- 
curate, easy to shoot and not easily traced. 

Where and How Juveniles Obtain Guns 

Our findings to this point indicate that most types of guns are rela- 
tively abundant  and readily accessible to juveniles--at  least to those in 
our limited samples. Regarding access, we asked our respondents how 
difficult they thought it would be to obtain a gun if they desired one 
("upon release" for the incarcerated youth). Seventy percent of the in- 
mates and 41 percent of the students felt that they could get a gun with 
"no trouble at all"; an additional 17 percent of the inmates and 24 per- 
cent of the students said it would be "only a little trouble. ,'6 Only 13 
percent of the inmates and 35 percent of the students perceived access to 
guns as a "lot of trouble" or "nearly impossible." Whether these percep- 
tions were entirely accurate is a different matter, of course, but they are 
certainly consistent with the ownership data already reviewed. 

After the question about ease of access, we asked both groups of 
respondents to indicate the ways they would go about getting the gun. 
Responses are shown in Table 3.6. Note that multiple responses were 
allowed and frequent, which is to say that most respondents felt there 
were numerous ways that they might obtain a firearm. 

It is entirely obvious from these data that family, friends, and street 
sources were the main sources of guns for the juveniles in our samples. 
Drug dealers and addicts seemed to be the major suppliers after family, 
friends, and other street sources, this for both inmates and students. 
Purchasing a gun at a gun shop (or asking someone else to do so--see 
below) was perceived by 28 percent of the students as a reliable method; 
only 12 percent of the inmates considered it so (or viewed it as neces- 
sary). Theft was twice as likely to be mentioned by the inmates as by the 
students, although relative to other sources, it was not prominent for 
either group. 

In addition to asking our respondents how they would go about 
obtaining a gun if they decided they needed one, we asked a number of 
questions about where and how they had in fact obtained their most 
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Table 3.6. Likely Means of Obtaining Guns a 

47 

Inmates (%) Students (%) 
Source (N = 738) (N = 623) 

Already have one 
Steal from a person or car 
Steal from house or apartment 
Steal from a store or pawnshop 
Borrow one from family member or friend 
Buy one from family member or friend 
Get one off the street 
Get one from a drug dealer 
Get one from a junkie 
Buy one from gun shop 

46 26 
14 7 
17 8 
8 4 

45 53 
36 35 
54 37 
36 22 
35 22 
12 28 

a Item: "How would you go about getting a gun if you decided you wanted 
one?" (multiple responses permitted). 

recent  handgun.s,  military-style weapons ,  and convent ional  rifles and  
shotguns ,  respectively. The pat terns of actual acquisition closely mir- 
rored the results repor ted  in Table 3.6 (these data are not  sh o w n  in the 
tables). Informal purchases ,  swaps,  and trades with family, friends, ac- 
quaintances,  and  street  sources were the p redominan t  means  of gun  
acquisition for bo th  inmates and high school s tudents;  convent ional  
cash transactions with legitimate over- the-counter  retailers were uncom-  
m on  (al though somewha t  more  common  for s tudents  than inmates). 

These findings suggest,  perhaps ,  that there is little need  to seek guns  
th rough  theft  (or to bother  with normal  retail outlets) w h e n  they are 
readily available th rough  personal  contacts (friends and  family mem- 
bers) or easily obta ined th rough  street sources. It is wor th  not ing in this 
connect ion that while relatively few inmates ment ioned  theft  as a means  
th rough  which they would a t tempt  to obtain a gun  u p o n  release, far 
more  had actually stolen guns  at some time in their lives. About  30 
percent  of the inmates  said they had stolen rifles, shotguns ,  and 
military-style weapons;  50 percent  had stolen revolvers;  and  44 percent  
had stolen automatic or semiautomatic handguns  at some point  in their 
criminal careers. 

We also asked the locations from which they had stolen guns.  Usu- 
ally, it was from houses  and apar tments  (42 percent)  or cars (35 percent).  
When  the inmates  sold or t raded their guns,  they did so to friends (31 
percent  had done  so) or o ther  t rusted persons  (23 percent  had sold or 
t raded a gun  to a fellow gang member,  for instance). Thus,  these juve- 
nile inmates both suppl ied guns  to and obtained guns  from the informal  
ne twork  of family, friends, and street sources. 



48 Guns in the Hands of Kids 

Guns are easily stolen and they are apparently stolen in large num- 
bers by both juvenile and adult criminals, not so much because felons 
look for guns to steal but because guns are commonly owned consumer 
goods that are encountered routinely during crimes (Wright and Rossi 
1986:Ch. 10). Since our respondents could only trace the lineage of their 
firearms to the persons from whom they obtained them, our data are 
inadequate to estimate the percentage of the juvenile firearms supply 
that originally enters the chain of commerce through theft, but the per- 
centage must  certainly be a large one. Guns obtained from addicts, drug 
dealers, and other street sources are almost certainly stolen weapons in 
the large majority; otherwise, the street price of guns (see below) pre- 
sumably would be much higher. And obviously, many of the guns that 
our respondents  obtained from their interpersonal networks were stolen 
somewhere  along the way. It is therefore highly likely that theft and 
burglary were the ultimate source of many (perhaps most) of the guns 
possessed by the juveniles in our study, but only occasionally the proxi- 
mate source; firearms in circulation (through theft or other means) were 
sufficiently numerous that a youth seeking a gun need only have 
checked his network of family, friends, and street contacts to obtain one. 
Besides, shopping around in the network could better produce the type 
of weapon the juvenile desired; burglary and theft left the type to fate. 

The role of the personal network in obtaining guns is demonstrated 
by yet another finding. Federal law bars juveniles from purchasing fire- 
arms through normal retail outlets; the age cutoff is eighteen for rifles 
and shotguns and twenty-one for handguns. This provision of the law is 
readily circumvented by persuading someone who is of legal age to 
make the purchase in one's behalf, and so we asked both groups of 
respondents  whether  they had ever done so. Thirty-two percent of the 
inmates and 18 percent of the student respondents had indeed asked 
someone to purchase a gun for them in a gun shop, pawnshop, or other 
retail outlet. When queried of whom they had asked to purchase these 
guns, 49 percent of the inmates and 52 percent of the students men- 
tioned a friend; 14 percent of the inmates and 18 percent of the students 
had turned to family members. Only 7 and 6 percent of the inmates and 
students,  respectively, had sought help from strangers. Returning to 
Table 3.6, we recall that, for inmates, purchase from a gun shop was 
viewed as a far less likely means of quick acquisition of a gun than 
procuring one from an informal source. However, a large percentage 
actually had used the gun shop indirectly as a source at least once, by 
asking someone else to make a purchase for them. It seems then that the 
inmates had access to an informal network that made gun acquisition 
cheaper and easier; turning to retail channels was generally not neces- 
sary. Less streetwise and less hardened, perhaps, the students saw 
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Table 3.7. Cost of Most Recent Firearm (for Respondents Who Had Purchased 
Gun for Cash) ~ 

Inmates (%) Students (%) 

Gun Type Total Retail Informal Total Retail Informal 

Handguns 
Less than $50 41 17 21 21 0 25 
$50-$100 24 22 48 53 27 58 
More than $100 35 61 31 26 73 17 

N 235 23 201 64 11 48 

Military-style rifles 
Less than $100 22 28 21 28 0 29 
$100-$300 48 7 50 21 40 45 
More than $300 30 65 29 51 60 35 

N 165 14 151 38 5 31 

Rifles or shotguns 
Less than $100 54 32 51 47 25 52 
$100-$150 13 14 20 29 25 28 
More than $150 33 54 29 24 50 20 

N 153 19 134 30 4 25 

By way of interpretation of the results, of 235 inmates whose most recently 
acquired gun was a handgun and who said they paid cash for that handgun, 
41% paid $50 or less and 35% paid $100 or more; likewise, among 38 students 
whose most recently acquired gun was a military rifle that had been purchased 
for cash, 51% paid more than $300 for it. "Retail" means a gun shop, pawnshop, 
or other retail outlet; "informal" is a cash purchase from any other source. 

themse lves  as more  d e p e n d e n t  u p o n  the retail shop  if they  n e e d e d  a 
gun,  a l though  only 18 percent  had  ever  used  that  source.  7 

Aside f rom convenience ,  there is ano ther  good  reason  w h y  juveni les  
migh t  prefer  informal  and  street  sources over  normal  retail outlets. G u n s  
obta ined  f rom informal  and  street  sources  are cons iderably  less expen-  
sive. We asked  our  r e s p o n d e n t s  (both groups)  h o w  m u c h  they had  paid  
for their mos t  recent  handgun ,  military-style rifle, and  s t andard  rifle or 
sho tgun ,  respectively. (The quest ion was only asked  of r e s p o n d e n t s  w h o  
indicated that  the acquisit ion had  been a cash purchase ,  as o p p o s e d  to 
barter, t rade,  or theft). The  f indings (Table 3.7) sugges t  that  s treet  prices 
were  quite low. The substantial  majori ty of h a n d g u n s  and  convent iona l  
shou lder  w e a p o n s  ob ta ined  by  our  r e sponden t s  in a cash t ransact ion with  
an informal  source were  pu rchased  for one  h u n d r e d  dollars or less; mos t  
of the mili tary-style rifles ob ta ined  f rom such sources  were  pu rchased  for 
three h u n d r e d  dollars or less. Cons ider ing  the general  quali ty of the 
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f i rearms in ques t ion  (see above), the cash prices paid on  the street  were  
clearly m u c h  less than  the normal  retail cost. 

The  sources  and  me thods  by which the juveniles in our  samples 
ob ta ined  guns  are strikingly similar to the sources and me thods  exploit- 
ed  by adul t  felons for the same purpose  (Wright and  Rossi 1986); in bo th  
cases, informal,  off- the-record transactions p redomina te  (as they very  
well  ma y  even  a m o n g  adult,  nonfe lon  buyers).  Most  of the sources for 
bo th  juveni le  and  adult  felon firearms can be coun ted  on  to ask no 
quest ions;  mos t  of the transactions are entirely private affairs that  are 
(for all practical purposes)  impossible to regulate and leave no  discern- 
ible trace. Keeping guns  out of the hands  of juveniles then  apparent ly  
involves  exactly the same difficulties as keeping them out of the hands  of 
adul t  felons. While many  mechanisms  have been  suggested  to accom- 
plish this wor thwhi le  goal, none  has yet  p roven  very  effective (Kleck 
1991:Ch. 10). 

Dealing Guns 

Given the means  and  sources of firearms acquisition for both  inmate 
and  s tuden t  respondents ,  it is obvious that there is a large, informal 
s treet  marke t  in guns ,  one in which persons  like our  inmate  r e sponden t s  
are likely to be regular  suppliers as well as f requent  consumers .  Table 3.8 

Table 3.8. Gun Sales by Inmates 

Item % N 

Percentage who have dealt guns ~ 51 732 
If respondent ever dealt guns, what was the source 371 b 

of guns? 
Theft from cars and houses 37 
Theft from stores or shipping trucks 8 
Got them from drug addicts 26 
Got them from drug dealers 6 
Bought them in state 7 
Bought them out of state 16 

Has respondent gone to places with easy gun laws to 759 
buy guns for later sale? c 
A few times 15 
Many times 5 

Respondents who had "personally been involved in dealing guns," that is, 
buying, selling, or trading for a lot of guns. 
b N represents those who had dealt guns. 
c Measurement described in text. 
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reports findings on gun-dealing among the inmate sample (these ques- 
tions were not asked of students). Fifty-one percent reported having 
dealt guns (personally bought, sold, or traded a lot of guns). Of those 
who described themselves as dealers, the majority reported their most 
common source as theft from homes or cars and acquisitions from drug 
addicts. Sixteen percent had bought guns for purposes of gun dealing 
out of state; another 7 percent had done so in state; nearly one in ten (8 
percent) had stolen guns in quantity from stores or off trucks during 
shipment. 

The findings reported in Table 3.8 suggest that there were two very 
different types of "gun dealers" in our inmate sample. One was com- 
prised of juveniles who occasionally came into possession of surplus 
firearms and then sold or traded them to street sources. They may have 
come across firearms in the course of burglaries or break-ins, or taken 
firearms from drug addicts in exchange for drugs, but they were not 
systematically in the business of gun-dealing; their involvement in gun 
deals was mainly a matter of disposing of surplus merchandise for 
which they had no other use. The other group was more systematic in 
its gun-dealing activities and looked on gun deals as a business, seeking, 
if necessary, to purchase guns both in and out of state to supply their 
consumers. This group presumably would include the one inmate in 
five (see Table 3.8) who had gone (a few times or many times) to states 
"with very easy gun laws" to buy up guns for resale in their own neigh- 
borhoods, in direct defiance of federal firearms laws. s 

Multivariate Considerations 

We noted in the introductory chapter that site was related, apparently 
not systematically, to some findings of this study. As well, we pointed to 
general self-report findings that race of the respondent may play a role 
in his answers to items concerning illegal behavior. To address this issue 
more directly, we have controlled age and race/ethnicity of the respon- 
dent as well as state in which the survey was administered for both 
samples. 9 For the inmate sample, we have controlled for size of respon- 
dent's hometown ("city size") as well. Tables 3.9 (inmates) and 3.10 
(students) report the findings of logistic regression analyses concerning 
the influence of these variables upon whether or not respondents 
owned automatic or semiautomatic handguns, revolvers, and sawed-off 
shotguns and whether or not they carried guns routinely ("most of the 
time" or "all of the time") outside their homes. 10 The analyses are based 
on samples with missing cases excluded. In the present and in most 
instances reported in coming chapters, exclusion of missing cases had 
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Table 3.9. Logistic Regression of Firearm-Related Activities on Sociodemographic 
and Site Variables--Inmate Sample (N = 803); Beta Coefficients 

Variable 
Owned Handgun Owned Carried gun 

Auto~semi-auto Revolver sawed-off shotgun routinely 

Age .098 .022 .041 .056 
Race/ethnici ty ~ 

Black - .173 .044 - .095  - .012  
Hispanic  -.603* - .150  - .114  - .337  
Whi te  - .506  - . 268  - . 497  - .598"  

City size .028 .040 - . 006  .066 
Site b 

California .231 .736" .891" .680" 
Illinois - .274 .339 .219 .434 
Louisiana .365 .481 .098 .330 

Cons tan t  - 1.403 - .  679 - .  786 - 1.285 
Model  ×2 (df = 8) 16.060" 16.133" 8.551 23.447* 

* p < .05. ~ "Other"  omitted, b New Jersey omitted.  

l i t t le  e f fec t  o n  o u t c o m e ;  w h e r e  a d i f f e r e n c e  w a s  o b s e r v e d  (see  e s p e c i a l l y  
C h a p t e r  6), t h e  r e s u l t s  f rom a n a l y s e s  w i t h  m i s s i n g  c a s e s  i n c l u d e d  (via 
m e a n  s u b s t i t u t i o n )  a r e  a l so  r e p o r t e d  in  f o o t n o t e s .  

Fo r  b o t h  s a m p l e s ,  a g e  h a d  l i t t le  effect  o n  t h e  b e h a v i o r s  in  q u e s t i o n ;  for  
t h e  i n m a t e  s a m p l e ,  s ize  o f  h o m e t o w n  w a s  s i m i l a r l y  w i t h o u t  i m p o r t .  
R a c e / e t h n i c i t y  a l so  h a d  l i t t le  ef fec t  w i t h  a f e w  n o t a b l e  e x c e p t i o n s .  

Table 3.10. Logistic Regression of Firearm-Related Activities on Socio- 
demograph ic  and Site Var iables- -Student  Sample (N = 723); Beta 
Coefficients 

Variable 
Owned Handgun Owned Carried gun 

Auto~semi-auto Revolver sawed-off shotgun routinely 

Age .105 - . 017  .095 .098 
Race/Ethnicity a 

Black 1.276* .485 .354 .448 
Hispanic  .074 - .093  - .601 - . 117  

Site b 
California .961" .803* 2.810" 1.576" 
Illinois .888* .948* 2.919* 1.352* 
Louisiana .620 .338 2.450* 1.221 * 

Cons tan t  -4.986* -2 .427 -6.647* -5.128" 
Model  ×2 (df = 6) 27.035* 12.211 23.261" 13.920" 

" p < .05. a "Other"  omitted,  b New Jersey omitted.  
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Among inmates, Hispanics were less likely than were other inmates to 
own an automatic or semiautomatic handgun; whites were less likely 
than were other inmates to carry a gun routinely. 11 Among students, 
blacks were more likely to own an automatic or semiautomatic handgun.  
Finally, among inmate respondents, Californians consistently were more 
involved in most of the behaviors in question. Among students, consid- 
erable site influence was obvious regarding these same behaviors. It 
seems wise, therefore, to introduce controls for all of these variables in 
multivariate analyses presented in later chapters. 

Summary 

Owning and carrying guns were fairly common behaviors among our 
respondents, especially among the inmates we surveyed. The guns they 
possessed and carried were high-quality, sophisticated weapons, the 
most common of which were revolvers. The possession of military-style 
assault weapons was common but less so than media attention to that 
type of weapon would suggest. Despite their apparent quality, these 
firearms were acquired cheaply and most often through friends and 
family members and secondarily from street sources. When respondents 
stole guns, their common targets were homes and cars. When they 
sold or traded guns, they generally did so within the same network 
from which they obtained them--family members, friends, and street 
sources. Gun dealing had been practiced by half of the inmate respon- 
dents prior to their incarceration. Most such activity was of a lesser scale: 
the unsystematic sale or exchange of arms obtained through burglaries 
or drug deals. 

Possession of and commerce in firearms by juveniles are problematic, 
but this problem is relatively minor compared to the more pressing issue 
of the actual use of guns by respondents in our study. Are the firearms 
owned by juveniles of the type we surveyed used for crime? Are they 
status symbols? Is a gun the perceived means of survival in the inner 
city? These questions form the heart of Chapter 4. 

Notes 

1. Of those who had ever owned a gun, it is notable that 67 percent 
acquired their first firearm by the age of fourteen. 

2. By way of comparison, Callahan et al. (1993) report that 59 per- 
cent of their sample of youths held in a Seattle-area short-term detention 
facility reported owning a handgun. 



54 Guns in the Hands of Kids 

3. By way of comparison, in their survey of eleven-grade Seattle 
students (from all types of schools), Callahan and Rivara (1992) found 
that 11 percent of the male respondents had owned a handgun.  

4. Specifically, inmates were asked, "Thinking about the year or 
two before you came to this facility, about how often would you say you 
carried a gun with you when you were outside your home (including in 
your car)?" Students were asked, "About how often would you say you 
carry a gun with you when you are outside your home but not at school 
(that is, when you are not on school property)--including in your car?" 
As well, students were asked about how often they carried guns when at 
school. For each item, possible responses were "all of the time," "most 
of the time," "only now and then," and "never." 

5. For purposes of this report, "large"- or "big"-caliber firearms are 
those whose calibers were reported as .357, .38, .44, .45, or 9 millimeter. 
"Small"-caliber guns are those of .22, .25, and .32 caliber. 

6. Callahan and Rivara (1992) report that 47 percent of their 
eleventh-grade, male respondents in Seattle viewed access to a handgun 
as nonproblematic. 

7. Our data were gathered, of course, prior to the enactment of the 
Brady Law, which imposes a mandatory five-day waiting period for 
purchase of handguns,  ostensibly so that local police can conduct a 
background check on potential purchasers. Having someone who is 
"clean" (e.g., old enough, no prior felony convictions, not otherwise 
proscribed from buying firearms) make proxy purchases in one's behalf 
is one among many obvious methods by which to circumvent Brady and 
related measures imposed at the point of retail sale--a method that 
evidently occurred to about one in three of our inmate respondents and 
one in five of our student respondents. We can only wonder what these 
percentages would look like presently, a year after Brady's passage. 

8. Respondents were asked: "Some of the people we have talked to 
have told us that they have gone to places with very easy gun laws, 
bought up a lot of guns, and brought them back to their own neighbor- 
hoods to deal. Have you personally ever done something like that?" 
Response categories included "never, . . . .  just once," "a few times," 
"many times." 

9. As nominal variables, race/ethnicity and site were entered into 
the regression equations as dummy variables. For the inmate sample, 
respondents who were not white, black, or Hispanic were treated as the 
category against which to compare others. For students, white and oth- 
ers were combined into one reference group against which to compare 
blacks and Hispanics. New Jersey was designated the "omitted" or refer- 
ence category among the four states serving as research sites. 

10. We also categorized gun-carrying as "none" and "any" ("only 
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now and then," "most of the time," "all of the time"). In this, and 
analyses reported in coming chapters, differences in findings as a func- 
tion of measurement of gun-carrying are reported in footnotes. 

11. When analyses are conducted with missing cases included via 
mean substitution, Hispanic respondents are no more likely than others 
to own automatic or semiautomatic weapons. Nor are whites more likely 
to carry firearms routinely. In both cases, the relationship barely misses 
statistical significance at the .05 level. 





4 
GUN POSSESSION: 

CRIME, STATUS, OR PROTECTION 

I got it [a handgun] just in case something happens. Every time somebody 
gets shot, everybody says, "Yo, man, I'm getting me a gun." I ain't letting 
anybody smoke me. 

--Kevin, from Jersey City, New Jersey, on why he bought his first gun 
at age seventeen (quoted in a Newhouse News Service article 

appearing in the New Orleans Times-Picayune) 

Conventional wisdom suggests that guns in the hands of kids equate to 
crime by kids. Without indicting the logic of this position, it is also fair to say 
that it reflects the worries of real and potential victims more than their 
thoughtful analysis of all the roles guns may play in the lives of youth. For 
example, 2 percent of the students in one national-level study had carried a 
weapon (including, but not limited to guns) to school for protection at least 
once during a six-month period (Bastion and Taylor 1991; see also Asmus- 
sen 1992). In a second national-level study, one in five high school students 
reported carrying a weapon (including, but not limited to guns; also not li- 
mited to weapon-carrying in schools) during the past thirty days for protec- 
tion or use in aright (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 1991). 

Thus, the issue of motivation for possession and carrying of firearms 
remains open for the present. To what ends are guns carried by youth: self- 
protection, intimidation, crime, status enhancement? Without examining 
the importance of guns as seen through their eyes, we cannot begin to 
understand, let alone direct policy toward this problem. In this chapter, we 
attempt to do precisely that: to examine why youth carry and use firearms 
through analysis of a number of survey responses pertinent to the issue. 

Guns and Crime 

We noted previously that more than half of our inmate respondents 
made a habit of carrying guns nearly all the time and that almost all carried 
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guns at least occasionally. Even among the high school student respon- 
dents, one in three had carried a gun at least "only now and then." We also 
found, as expected in a group of wards in maximum security reformatories, 
that the criminal records of the inmates in our study were extensive. Half 
had committed armed robberies, for example. Far less criminal on average, 
the student  respondents nonetheless lived in environments in which 
crime was common: two-thirds had had encounters with the police; one- 
quarter had committed nontrivial property crimes. 

To gain an enhanced sense of the seriousness of the criminality of our 
inmate respondents, we asked them several questions specifically about 
crimes committed with guns and other weapons (see Table 4.1). 1 
Seventy-three percent had used a weapon of some sort to commit a 
crime at least once. About 80 percent of those who had ever committed a 
crime while so armed did so before they were sixteen years of age. Forty- 
four percent reported using a weapon to commit a crime at least weekly. 
Nearly two of every three respondents (63 percent) had used a gun to 
commit a crime. Better than two-thirds of the incarcerated juveniles who 
had committed gun-related crimes did so before age sixteen. Forty per- 
cent of the inmates had procured a gun specifically for use in a crime. 
Seventy-six percent claimed to have fired a gun at someone at some 
time. Fifty-nine percent had committed a crime with a revolver, and 56 
percent had done so with an automatic or semiautomatic firearm. Fifty- 
five percent reported actually firing a gun during the commission of a 
crime. 2 Nine percent of the student sample, by contrast, reported using 
a weapon (not necessarily a gun) to commit a crime (finding not report- 
ed in Table 4.1). 3 In short, the popular fear concerning victimization by 
armed juveniles is not wholly unfounded.  

Our immediate task is to gain some sense of patterns of gun use by 
respondents who reported having committed violent acts. We take care 
here to assume no particular causal direction regarding the guns-crime 
relationship. It may well be, for example, that predators seek out guns or 
certain types of guns; it may as easily be that persons with guns or 
certain types of guns are more likely to rob or kill. The former possibility 
is, of course, a relative truism given that the crimes examined in this 
study are directly firearm related. As expected, inmate and student re- 
spondents involved in violence were indeed significantly more likely 
than those who were not to own every kind of gun of interest here 4 and 
to carry firearms routinely, though it is noteworthy that reasonably high 
percentages of those who did not engage in crimes of violence owned 
and carried firearms. Involvement in crime was particularly associated 
with possession of handguns and sawed-off shotguns, less so with pos- 
session of regular shotguns and automatic and semiautomatic rifles. 

While these findings may not surprise, those displayed in Tables 4.2 
and 4.3 may - - a t  least in terms of the strength of the associations found 
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Table 4.1. Commit t ing Crimes with Guns and Other Weapons:  Inmates  

59 

Item ~ % 

Ever used a weapon to commit  a crime (N = 806) 
Yes 73 
No 27 

Age at first weapon  use in crime (subsample = 588) 
12 years or under  26 
13-15 54 
16+ 20 

Frequency of weapon use in crime (subsample = 588) 
Less than monthly  34 
Monthly 22 
Weekly 21 
Daily 23 

Ever used a gun for crime? (N = 800) 
Yes 63 
No 37 

Age at first gun use in crime (subsample = 504) 
12 years and under  19 
13-15 52 
16+ 29 

Ever procured a gun for crimes (N = 762) 
Yes 40 
No 60 

Ever shot at someone (N = 801) 
Yes 76 
No 24 

Ever commit ted a crime with a revolver (N = 756) 
Yes 59 
No 41 

Ever commit ted a crime with an automatic or semiautomatic weapon 
(N = 758) 
Yes 56 
No 44 

Ever fired a gun during a crime (N = 800) 
Yes 55 
No 45 

a Measurement  described in text. 

b e t w e e n  t y p e s  of  g u n s  o w n e d  a n d  i n v o l v e m e n t  in v i o l e n t  c r ime .  O w n e r -  
s h i p  of  a n y  g i v e n  t y p e  of  f i r ea rm,  o w n e r s h i p  of t h r e e  o r  m o r e  g u n s ,  a n d  
the  r ou t i ne  c a r r y i n g  of  a g u n  a re  all s ign i f i can t ly  a n d  s t r o n g l y  r e l a t e d  to 
t he  i n m a t e s '  v i o l e n t  c r i m i n a l  ac t iv i ty  (Table 4.2). I n d e e d ,  o u r  ab i l i t y  to 
p r e d i c t  v i o l e n c e  on  the  bas i s  of  g u n  o w n e r s h i p  e q u a l s  o r  e x c e e d s  o u r  
ab i l i t y  to p r e d i c t  g u n  o w n e r s h i p  o n  the  bas i s  of i n v o l v e m e n t  in  v i o l e n c e .  
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Again,  however ,  we note  the substantial  percentage  of n o n - g u n  owners  
w h o  did not  engage  in the forms of violence examined  here.  

The f indings regarding the inmates  are essentially replicated in the 
s t u de n t  sample.  Here  we have only one  measure  of violence: use of a 
w e a p o n  to commi t  a crime (see above). But we are also able to distin- 
guish  s tuden ts  w h o  have been arrested f rom those w h o  have not  and  
s tuden t s  w h o  have stolen someth ing  wor th  fifty dollars or more from 
those  w h o  have not,  and thus  to treat these activities as indicators of 
more  general  criminality, s As the findings in Table 4.3 indicate, in all 
instances ,  possess ion  and carrying of a f irearm by a s tudent  correlate 
wi th  invo lvemen t  in violent and proper ty  crime and arrest. 

For both  samples  then,  it is as likely that gun possess ion leads to 
violent  crime as it is that  violent crime p romotes  gun  possession.  More 

Table 4.2. Inmates' Involvement in Violent Activity by Gun Ownership 
and Gun Carrying a 

Armed Procured gun Fired gun Fired gun 
Owned/carried firearm robbery for crime during crime at someone 

Revolver 
Yes/no (%) 57/37 48/26 65/40 89/57 
(N) (802) (754) (698) (789) 

Auto/semiauto handgun 
Yes/no (%) 59/36 49/27 68/38 90/58 
(N) (802) (754) (698) (789) 

Auto/semiauto rifle 
Yes/no (%) 56/44 56/30 43/25 93/67 
(N) (802) (754) (698) (789) 

Regular shotgun 
Yes/no (%) 58/42 53/24 71/36 93/58 
(N) (802) (754) (698) (789) 

Sawed-off shotgun 
Yes/no (%) 61/35 53/24 71/36 93/58 
(N) (802) (754) (698) (789) 

Owned 3 or more guns 
Yes/no (%) 59/30 55/21 74/31 94/53 
(N) (793) (750) (691) (780) 

Carried guns routinely b 
Yes/no (%) 61/35 55/21 74/31 94/53 
(N) (780) (777) (685) (745) 

Measurement described in text. All relationships described in this table are 
statistically significant. Interpretation: Table displays the percentage of criminals 
among those who owned or carried guns vs. the percentage of criminals among 
those who did not. For example, 57% of those who owned a revolver had 
committed an armed robbery while only 37% of those who did not own a 
revolver had committed an armed robbery. 
b Carried gun "most" or "all" of the time preceding confinement. 
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Table 4.3. Students' Involvement in Criminal Activity by Gun Ownership 
and Gun Carrying a 
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Used weapon Theft 
Owned~carried firearm for crime of $50+ Arrested 

Revolver 
Yes/no (%) 27/7 48/20 66/39 
(N) (668) (665) (659) 

Auto/semiauto handgun 
Yes/no (%) 20/7 47/19 66/39 
(N) (668) (665) (659) 

Auto/semiauto rifle 
Yes/no (%) 30/8 47/22 59/41 
(N) (668) (665) (659) 

Regular shotgun 
Yes/no (%) 32/7 53/21 71/40 
(N) (668) (665) (659) 

Sawed-off shotgun 
Yes/no (%) 40/7 59/21 67/40 
(N) (668) (665) (659) 

Owned 2 or more guns 
Yes/no (%) 22/6 46/18 63/38 
(N) (679) (678) (672) 

Carried guns routinely ~' 
Yes/no (%) 34/7 49/20 66/40 
(N) (651) (642) (636) 

Measurement described in text. All relationships described in this table are 
statistically significant. Interpretation: Table displays the precentage of criminals 
among those who owned or carried guns vs. the percentage of criminals among 
those who did not. For example, 27% of those who owned a revolver had used a 
weapon for a crime while only 7% of those who did not own a revolver had used 
a weapon for a crime. 
t, Carried gun "most" or "all" of the time. 

likely still, the findings point  less to a causal possibility than to an envi- 
ronment  characterized by both firearms and crime. Firearms are carried 
for numerous  reasons; they are also useful in the commission of crimes, 
most  of which would be a t tempted  even if firearms were  not  available. 
This is suggested particularly by the findings in the last co lumn of Table 
4.2: possession and carrying of guns are more strongly linked to an 
inmate's general ly having fired at someone  than to having engaged in 
the preda tory  offenses indexed in the table (first three columns).  

Why do juveniles carry or use firearms in the commission of crimes? 
Some research at tent ion has been given to possession of guns  by criminals 
as "tools of the t rade."  Cook (1976) argues, for example,  that robbers prefer  
guns because they permit  robbery of more  lucrative targets; others  point  to 
guns  as highly int imidating and thus more facilitative of robbery. Injury to 
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victims is inversely related to the use of a gun as the robber's weapon (Cook 
1980; Skogan 1978). Wright and Rossi (1986) argue that much gun use in 
predatory crimes is motivated by the felon's perceived need to protect 
himself from potentially aggressive victims. Much regarding choice and 
use of weapons by criminals likely depends upon whether or not the 
offenders are "professionals" or "career" offenders (Conklin 1972; Green- 
wood 1980). Criminologists long have recognized, for example, that injury 
to robbery victims is often a matter of an amateurish response to a 
recalcitrant victim by an unprofessional robber (likely to be the more 
juvenile offender who lacks the skills to gain compliance). 

We are able to gain some insight into the issue of the motivations for 
firearm use in crimes by juveniles through examination of a number of 
survey items. Specifically, we asked respondents who reported "al- 
ways"  or "usually" being armed with a gun during the commission of a 
crime the importance of each of five possible reasons for carrying a gun. 6 

Table 4.4 presents the percentage of armed-crime inmates who con- 
sidered a given reason to carry a weapon during a crime "very impor- 
tant." Two items touched on the intimidating effect of a weapon used in 
a crime: 45 percent felt a weapon decreased the odds that a victim would 
resist the offender, and 42 percent reasoned that people do not "mess 
with" someone with a weapon. However, important though it seems to 
be for the type of juvenile studied here, intimidation takes a back seat to 
protection in weapon-related crimes. The two reasons considered most 
important by the inmates in question pointed to the offender's sense of 
risk of harm associated with the crime. Eighty percent considered it very 
important to be ready to defend oneself in a crime, and 58 percent 
expressed concern that a victim may be armed. In a related vein, 49 percent 
thought a weapon might facilitate an escape from a crime scene. 7 

The perception of risk to the offender in a crime situation probably is 
not groundless. A juvenile in the process of deciding to commit a crime 
contemplates a range of risks and benefits. The benefits consist of finan- 
cial or other gains. The costs include the possibility of being caught and 

Table 4.4. "Very Important" Reasons for Carrying a Weapon During a Crime-- 
Inmates Who Routinely Carried Guns during Crime a (N = 393) 

Reasons for carrying a gun during crime Very Important (%) 

Have to be ready to defend self 
Chance victim would be armed 
Might need weapon to escape 
Victim won't put up a fight 
People don't "mess with" armed offender 

80 
58 
49 
45 
42 

Measurement described in text. Routinely carrying guns refers to the practice 
of "always" or "usually" arming oneself for crime. 
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impr i soned  as well as being shot  (or otherwise injured) in the course of 
the crime either by the victim, a bystander ,  or the police. The probabil i ty 
of encounte r ing  a victim who  possesses a firearm is by  no means  trivial. 
Many  private citizens claim to own  guns for self-defense (Wright et al. 
1983). Indeed,  36 percent  of the responden ts  in our  s tudy repor ted  hav- 
ing decided at least "a few t imes" not  to commit  a crime because they  
believed the potential  victim was armed.  Seventy  percent  of the respon-  
dents  repor ted  having been  "scared off, shot  at, w o u n d e d ,  or cap tured  
by  an a rmed crime victim." 

Gun Dealing, Gun Possession, and Crime 

We have to this point  concentra ted  on preda tory  crime. Our  focus on  
guns  necessitates at least a cursory look at a related criminal p h e n o m e -  

Table 4.5. Inmates' Gun Dealing, Gun Possession, and Criminal Activity" 

Sold guns obtained 
Gun dealing elsewhere 

Item ~, (Yes~no)(%) (N) (Yes~no)(%) (N) 

Gun possession 
Owned military gun 57/24 (659) 66/39 (738) 
Owned shotgun 69/43 (656) 80/54 (734) 
Owned sawed-off shotgun 77/41 (659) 85/57 (738) 
Owned revolver 82/55 (657) 87/69 (737) 
Owned automatic hand- 79/46 (664) 80/62 (744) 

gun 
Carried gun routinely 72/35 (708) 76/47 (732) 

Criminal activity 
Burglary 68/53 (662) 78/60 (740) 
Robbery 56/33 (659) 66/43 (736) 
Homicide 48/20 (611) 63/31 (682) 
Property crime for drug 43/28 (655) 57/33 (733) 

money 
Shooting incidents 

Fired gun during crime 88152 (673) 94169 (754) 
Fired gun at someone 88154 (656) 96170 (732) 

Willingness to shoot for gain 
OK to shoot someone who 72152 (646) 83159 (723) 

has something you want 

" All relationships described in this table are statistically significant at least at the 
.05 level. 
l, All measures utilized in this table have been described earlier in this book. 
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non: selling guns. We noted in the previous chapter that 51 percent of 
the inmate respondents reported having dealt guns and that dealers 
tended to be of two types: juveniles who occasionally came into posses- 
sion of surplus firearms and then sold or traded them to street sources, 
and juveniles who were more systematic in their gun-dealing activities 
and looked on gun deals as a business, seeking (if need be) to purchase 
guns both in and out of state to supply their consumers. 

Those who said they had ever dealt guns, whether systematically or 
not, were more involved in gun possession, gun use, and criminal activ- 
ity than those who had not dealt guns at all (Table 4.5, first column); 
those who were more systematic in their gun deals (having gone out of 
state to buy guns for resale) were even more involved (Table 4.5, third 
column). By either measure, inmates who had dealt guns were more 
likely to own all types of firearms, more likely to carry a gun routinely, 
more involved in crime and shooting incidents, and more accepting of 
shooting someone to get something they wanted. In short, for our re- 
spondents,  dealing firearms seems to have been part of a larger complex 
of deviant and illegal behavior that also includes owning, carrying and 
firing guns, committing crimes, and otherwise wreaking social havoc. 

Guns as Status Symbols  

As aspects of the preceding results suggest, to find that criminal 
violence and gun ownership, carrying, and dealing are related is not 
necessarily to find that the reason (or, at least, the primary reason) 
juveniles own and carry guns is to commit crimes. Indeed, the percent- 
age of inmates who had procured a gun specifically for use in a crime (40 
percent) was considerably less than the percentage of inmates who had 
committed gun-related crimes (63 percent). It is possible then that crimes 
often were committed with guns that were obtained or carried routinely 
with other ends in mind. 

According to some media reviews of the issue, "respect" is a major 
element in the decision to carry a gun (Hackett et al. 1988; New Orleans 
Times-Picayune 1993). In this view, the gun is principally a symbolic totem 
that displays "toughness" or "machismo" and whose primary function 
is thus to make an impression on one's peers. This portrait does not 
appear to describe our respondents. Table 4.6 presents findings concern- 
ing whether or not the juveniles we surveyed owned and carried guns 
mainly as a means of achieving or maintaining status among their peers. 
We asked both inmates and students to agree strongly, agree, disagree, 
or disagree strongly, "In my crowd, if you don't  have a gun people don't  
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Table 4.6 Guns as a Symbol of Respect among Peers 

65 

Item 

Inmates Students 

Whole Gun Whole Gun 
sample carriers sample carriers 

"In my crowd, if you don't have a 
gun, people don't respect you." 
Strongly disagree (%) 53 50 63 48 
Disagree (%) 33 33 27 29 
Agree or strongly agree (%) 14 17 10 23 
(N) (745) (446) (590) (85) 

"My friends would look down on me 
if I did not carry a gun." 
Strongly disagree (%) 58 57 67 42 
Disagree (%) 31 31 24 33 
Agree or strongly agree (%) 11 12 9 25 
(N) (740) (446) (579) (84) 

respect  you . "  Eighty-six percent  of the inmates and 90 percent  of the 
s tudents  rejected this statement,  most  of them strongly. We also asked 
them to agree or disagree (strongly or otherwise), "My friends wou ld  
look d o w n  on me if I did not carry a gun ."  Eighty-nine percent  of the 
inmates and  91 percent  of the s tudents  also disagreed with this s ta tement  

Table 4.7. When Were Inmates Likely to Carry Guns? a 

"Very likely" (%) 

Whole Armed Armed 
How likely were you to carry a sample robbers b criminals c 
gun when: a (N = 477) (N = 416) (N = 427) 

Doing a drug deal 50 57 71 
Raising hell 32 39 43 
In a strange area 72 79 86 
At night 58 64 74 
Hanging out with friends 38 43 49 
Friends were carrying guns 39 42 47 
Needing protection 75 78 82 
Planning to do a crime 37 50 61 

a Respondents who had carried guns "now and then" or "most of the time". 
Measurement described in text. 

Inmates who had committed armed robbery. 
c Inmates who "always" or "usually" were armed with a gun when committing a 
crime. 
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Table 4.8. "Very Important" Reasons for Purchasing Most Recent Gun a 

Percentage stating that each reason was 
"very important" 

Inmates Students 

Whole Armed Whole Armed 
Gun type sample Robbers b criminals c sample criminals a 

Military-Style Guns 
(N) (335) (224) (260) (83) (33) 
Protection 73 74 78 75 78 
Enemies had guns 60 60 65 42 79 
Use in crimes 40 50 49 e e 
To get someone 43 46 51 25 48 
Friends had one 20 23 22 16 33 
To impress people 10 12 11 9 12 
To sell 11 13 14 6 0 

Handguns 
(N) (611) (329) (317) (180) (29) 
Protection 74 77 82 70 79 
Enemies had guns 52 54 61 28 75 
Use in crimes 36 47 52 e e 
To get someone 37 44 49 13 33 
Friends had one 16 20 20 7 25 
To impress people 10 11 10 10 20 
To sell 10 13 11 4 0 

Rifles or shotguns 
(N) (470) (279) (290) (107) (28) 
Protection 64 66 73 59 78 
Enemies had guns 47 51 56 29 54 
Use in crimes 35 48 48 e e 
To get someone 37 43 45 20 37 
Friends had one 16 19 21 5 16 
To impress people 10 12 11 7 12 
To sell 10 11 12 8 4 

a Measurement described in text. 
b Inmates who had committed armed robbery. 
c Inmates who "always" or "usually" were armed with a gun when committing a 
crime. 

Students who had committed a crime with a weapon. 
e Item not asked of students. 

(most,  again, strongly). These f indings hold as well for inmates  and  
s tuden t s  w h o  had  carried guns,  t hough  a m o n g  s tudent  gun  carriers a 
s o m e w h a t  h igher  percentage of respondents  agreed (Table 4.6). 

A similar conclusion is evident  f rom the f indings presented in Table 
4.7. Inmates  w h o  said they carried guns  at least occasionally but not  "all 
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of the time" were asked about the circumstances in which they were 
most likely to carry a gun. 8 (The question is, of course, meaningless for 
those who never carried and for those who carried all the time.) The least 
likely circumstance in which inmates would carry guns was when they 
were "out raising hell," presumably a peer-linked activity. They were 
also relatively unlikely to carry guns when they were "hanging out with 
friends" or when they were with friends who were themselves carrying 
guns. If it were simply a matter of status or reputation, one would expect 
these to be the most (not the least) likely circumstances in which they 
would carry. These findings pertain not only to the larger sample of 
inmates but to subsamples of those who had committed armed robbery 
and those who "always" or "usually" were armed when committing a 
crime. Finally, we asked both samples about the reasons why they pur- 
chased their most recent weapons (Table 4.8). 9 "To impress people" and 
"because my friends had one" were among the least important of all the 
reasons we asked about, regardless of weapon type, regardless of in- 
volvement in violent predatory crime, and for students and inmates 
equally. It thus appears that we can dismiss the "symbolism" or "status" 
hypothesis with a great deal of confidence, at least for the samples 
studied here. 

G u n s  as Protec t ion  

In fact, a number of lines of evidence converge on the possibility--as 
yet underemphasized in the literature and not well appreciated in the 
public sector--that the juvenile's decision to arm himself is motivated 
primarily by a sensed need for self-preservation. Rather than signaling a 
concern with status, the responses summarized in Tables 4.7 and 4.8 are 
dominated overwhelmingly by themes of self-protection. Inmates who 
carried guns did so most frequently when they were in a strange area (72 
percent), when they were out at night (58 percent), and whenever they 
thought they might face a need for self-protection (75 percent). The same 
themes emerge when we examine responses among subsamples of rob- 
bers and armed offenders. Likewise, the results in Table 4.8 indicate 
that, for any of the three types of guns purchased by either inmates or 
students, use in crime or to "get someone" was very important for no 
more than 40 percent. Here too, the desire for protection and the need to 
arm oneself against enemies were the primary reasons to obtain a gun, 
easily outpacing all other motivations. 

The theme of self-protection is again evident, though less clearly so, 
in the circumstances in which the inmate respondents had actually fired 
their guns (Table 4.9). l° Here the most frequent circumstance was "while 
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Table 4.9. When Had the Inmates Fired Their Guns? 

Percentage who fired (N) 

Whole Armed 
Circumstance a sample Robbers b criminals c 

In self-defense 69 (718) 81 (352) 87 (318) 
During a crime 55 (704) 76 (356) 79 (320) 
During drug deals 53 (697) 66 (342) 76 (318) 
While hanging out with friends 75 (711) 89 (358) 89 (324) 
While high or drunk 54 (691) 71 (346) 69 (314) 
While fleeing from police 35 (682) 48 (340) 53 (312) 
During a fight 61 (709) 75 (351) 80 (321) 
To scare someone 66 (720) 80 (359) 76 (325) 

a Measurement described in text. 
b Inmates who had committed armed robbery. 
c Inmates who "always" or "usually" were armed with a gun when committing a 
crime. 

hanging out with friends" (one of the less frequent reasons for carrying a 
gun; see Table 4.7), regardless of whether or not the respondents had 
committed violent crimes. The second most frequent circumstance in- 
volved self-defense; this also held true regardless of the respondent's 
involvement in violent crime. Sixty-nine percent of the inmates had fired 
a gun in what  they considered self-defense. More than eight in ten of 
those who had committed armed robbery or generally were armed when 
committing crimes had fired in self-defense as well. Aside from the low 
percentage of inmates who had fired while fleeing from the police, most 
of the other circumstances examined here drew similar, relatively high 
percentages across inmate categories: shooting during a crime, firing to 
scare someone, and firing during drug deals and fights. 

The earlier findings regarding reasons for the purchase and carrying 
of firearms pointed clearly to a perceived need for self-protection among 
members of both samples. The findings in Table 4.9 suggest a complex of 
reasons why the inmates (serious offenders who would be expected to 
have fired guns during crimes) might shoot a gun. That same complex 
suggests that these juveniles, both by design and by fate, find them- 
selves in circumstances that, in their judgment, require gunfire. It is 
likely that their distinction between victim and perpetrator is often 
vague. Most of our inmate respondents had used guns to intimidate 
others and had had guns used against them. Much of the self-protection 
they sought, in short, was protection against one another. Likewise, it 
seems probable that many of our high school student respondents felt 
some need to protect themselves against one another and nearly certain 
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that  they  felt a need  to protect  against  the sorts of juveni les  r ep re sen t ed  
in the inmate  sample .  

M u l t i v a r i a t e  C o n s i d e r a t i o n s  

In the p rev ious  chapte r  we  d e e m e d  it wise to control  for socio- 
d e m o g r a p h i c  characteristics and  research site w h e n  discuss ing distr ibu- 
t ions and  re la t ionships  in this study. In the p resen t  chapter ,  we  have  
found  that  criminal activity and  the perce ived  need  for protect ion s eem 
to influence the gun-re la ted  behaviors  of r e sponden t s ;  s ta tus  enhance -  
m e n t  does  not  seem influential.  However ,  we  canno t  be  sure that  these  
f indings hold i ndep enden t l y  of each other. For this reason,  we  have  
en te red  criminal activity, s ta tus  enhancemen t ,  and  need  for protec t ion  
as i n d e p e n d e n t  variables in the logistic regress ion mode l  p re sen ted  at 
the conclusion of the last chapter .  Additionally, a four th  d e p e n d e n t  vari-  

Table 4.10. Logistic Regression of Firearm-Related Activities on Motivational, 
Sociodemographic, and Site Variables--Inmate Sample (N = 632) 

Beta coefficients 

Owned 
Owned handgun sawed-off Carried gun Fired gun 

Variable auto/semiauto Revolver shotgun routinely at someone 

Criminal activity .266* .182" .265* .318" .423* 
Status enhancement .036 -.049 .050 .202 .006 
Need for protection .769* .538* .620* .892* 1.152" 
Age .047 .023 .045 -.010 .039 
Race/ethnicity ~ 

Black .088 .227 .085 .298 .653 
Hispanic -.304 .233 .251 -.100 .307 
White .134 .007 -.285 -.288 -.132 

City size .020 .009 .075 .012 -.011 
Site b 

California -.247 .639* .258 .370 .555 
Illinois -.834* .432 .105 .283 .599 
Louisiana .475 .737* .453 .257 .413 

Constant -2.145 -1.865" -2.311 -2.343 -2.463 
Model ×2 (df = 11) 128.522" 77.818" 103.080" 162.846" 187.486" 

* p < .05. 
a "Other" omitted. 
b New Jersey omitted. 



70 Gun Possession: Crime, Status, or Protection 

Table 4.11. Logistic Regression of Firearm-Related Activities on Motivational, 
Sociodemographic, and Site Variables--Student Sample (N = 532) 

Variable 
Owned handgun Owned Carried gun 

Auto/semiauto Revolver Sawed-off shotgun routinely 

Beta Coefficients 
Criminal activity .608 .435 1.373" 1.663" 
Status enhancement .198 .329* .335 .230 
Need for protection .755* .762* .220 .601" 
Age .062 .025 .106 .043 
Race ethnicity a 

Black .665 - .012 - .218 1.152 
Hispanic - . 4 8 8  -.811 -1.666" .150 

Site b 
California .615 .441 8.808 1.900* 
Illinois .669 .533 7.746 .855 
Louisiana .540 - .  212 7.724 1.527* 

Constant -4.746* -2.818 -12.569" -6.333* 
Model ×2 (df = 9) 58.973* 54.156" 41.518" 63.444* 

*p < .05. 
a "Other" omitted. 
b New Jersey omitted. 

able has  been  a dded  for the inmate  sample: having fired a gun  at some- 
one.  No  comparable  i tem exists for the s tudent  sample.  

Criminal  activity is measured ,  for inmates,  in terms of invo lvement  in 
a rmed  robbery  and ,  for s tudents ,  in terms of use of a w e a p o n  to commit  
a crime. Status e n h a n c e m e n t  is measu red  for both  samples  in terms of 
ag r e e me n t  that  "In m y  crowd, if you  don ' t  have a gun,  people  don ' t  
respect  you . "  N e e d  for protect ion is measured  for both  samples  in terms 
of w h e t h e r  or not  the r e sponden t  has been  threa tened  or shot  at with a 
gun;  this item, more  than any  o ther  individual  i tem c o m m o n  to both  
samples  appears  to indicate level of danger  in the r e sponden t ' s  social 
wor ld  (see Chap te r  2). Findings are displayed in Table 4.10 and  4.11. 

Ne t  of the effects of site and  sociodemographic  variables, and net  of 
the effects of each other,  criminal activity and  need  for protect ion are 
l inked consis tent ly  and  posit ively to the gun-related activities of the 
inmate  responden t s .  Those w h o  have commit ted  a rmed robbery  and  
those  w h o  have been  threa tened  or shot  at wi th  a gun  are more  likely to 
o w n  h a n d g u n s  and  sawed-off  shotguns ,  more  likely to carry guns  rou- 
tinely, and  more  likely to have fired a gun  at someone.  Status enhance-  
m e n t  clearly is not  related to these behaviors.  

Ne t  of the effects of the same variables, a so m ew h a t  different  picture 
emerges  for s tudents  regarding criminality and  the need  for protect ion.  
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Students who have committed crimes with weapons are more likely to 
own sawed-off shotguns and to carry guns routinely. They are not more 
likely to own handguns. 11 Conversely, those who have been threatened 
with a gun or shot at are more likely to own a handgun but not to own a 
sawed-off shotgun or to carry a gun routinely. Transport of guns and 
ownership of sawed-off shotguns thus seems a function of participation 
in crime and has nothing to do with protection for students. But hand- 
gun ownership is related to the need for protection independent  of 
criminal involvement. As well, status enhancement seems to influence 
ownership of a revolver though not an automatic or semiautomatic 
handgun or sawed-off shotgun, and not the carrying of a gun. 12 

Summary 

All the evidence reviewed here intimates that, among the juveniles 
we studied, the odds of surviving in a hostile environment were better if 
one were armed than if not. We commented in Chapter 2 on the excep- 
tional rates of crime, violence, and gun activity that plagued the commu- 
nities from which our respondents (both groups) were drawn. We noted 
the significant percentages of respondents in both samples who felt that 
shooting another person was justified under circumstances that conven- 
tional society would not deem appropriate. 13 In such an environment, 
juveniles in both samples, and especially in the inmate sample, ran 
significant risks of physical injury and intimidation in their streets and 
neighborhoods. Indeed, substantial numbers had been shot, shot at, 
stabbed, or otherwise wounded in their young lives; even more had 
been threatened with physical violence at one or another time. If their 
enemies and even perfect strangers possessed the weapons and mental- 
ity that allowed them to take a life quickly and easily from a distance, 
our respondents likely reasoned that arming themselves was necessary. 
Even the perpetrators of violence faced significant risks from their vic- 
tims and rivals; to illustrate, 70 percent of the inmate sample had been 
"scared off, shot at, wounded, or captured" by an armed victim at least 
once in their lives. 

We hesitate to label the juvenile's use of a gun in crime as peripheral 
to the possession of a gun, since so many of the inmate respondents had 
used guns for crime. We suspect instead that any gun that is procured 
for protection (or status) is viewed as well as potentially instrumental in 
committing crimes. Unfortunately, the implications of these results are 
not encouraging. The perception that one's very survival depends on 
being armed makes a weapon a necessity at nearly any cost. Attempts to 
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reduce juvenile gun-related crime through threat of criminal justice 
sanctions can hardly be expected to produce results if a juvenile "must" 
have a gun to survive, and crimes are committed with guns because they 
happen to be in the youth's possession. Gun-related crime (though not 
necessarily all weapon-related crime) then likely will decrease only 
when juveniles are convinced that they do not have to carry guns for 
protection. 

N o t e s  

1. Items used to assess weapon and gun use in crimes included the 
following: "How old were you the first time you committed a crime with 
a weapon?" "with a gun? .... Before you came to this facility about how 
often did you use a weapon to commit a crime?" (Response categories 
included "almost every day, . . . .  a few times each week," "a few times 
each month,"  "a few times a year, . . . .  only once or twice in my life," 
"never.") Regarding specific gun-related crimes, respondents were 
asked: "Did you ever get a gun specifically to use in committing crimes?" 
"Have you ever actually fired a gun at someone?" "Have you ever com- 
mitted a crime while armed with a revolver (regular handgun)? .... with a 
military-style automatic or semiautomatic rifle?" "with an automatic or 
semiautomatic handgun? .... Have you ever fired a gun during a crime?" 
(Response categories included "yes," "no.") 

2. By comparison, according to the official court records of a sam- 
ple of 203 violent adjudicated delinquents from Boston, Newark, Mem- 
phis, and Detroit in the early 1980s, 43 percent had threatened an adult 
with a weapon, 45 percent had used a weapon "to get something," and 
23 percent had shot someone (Fagan et al. 1986). 

3. No specific item in our survey asked students about this behav- 
ior. Our estimate derives first from asking students if they carried a 
weapon and, if so, from their rating of the importance ("not at all," 
"somewhat ,"  "very") of the following statement as a reason for carrying 
a weapon: "Sometimes I use weapons to commit crimes." Students who 
rated the statement as somewhat or very important (9 percent) are as- 
sumed to have used a weapon in a crime. By comparison, Altschuler 
and Brounstein (1991) report that, of a sample of 387 Washington, D.C. 
minority, inner-city ninth and tenth graders, 11 percent had used a 
weapon to threaten someone, 9 percent had robbed someone, 11 per- 
cent had assaulted an adult, and 5 percent had shot, stabbed, or killed 
someone. 

4. We exclude from discussion here possession of hunting rifles, 
derringers, zip guns, and so forth. Fewer respondents owned such 
guns, and such guns are generally not associated with criminal activity. 



Notes 73 

5. Theft  and arrest  history are relatively strongly related (r = .402). 
Commiss ion  of a crime with a w e a p o n  is considerably less related to 
arrest  history (r = .160) and somewha t  more  strongly related to theft  
(r = .233). 

6. We repeated  the analysis with those who  repor ted  having com- 
mit ted armed robbery and obtained identical results. The i tem regarding 
being a rmed with a gun dur ing commiss ion of a crime asked: " W h e n  
you  commit ted  your  crimes, about how often were  you  armed with a 
gun?"  (Response categories were "always,"  "usually, . . . .  somet imes ,"  
and "neve r . ' )  The item regarding reasons  for carrying a w eap o n  dur ing  
commiss ion of a crime stated: "There  are many  different  reasons w h y  a 
person  like yourself  might  decide to carry a weapon  while doing a crime. 
Read over  the following reasons and,  for each one, indicate how impor- 
tant the reason was to you  in your  decision to  carry a weapon . "  The list 
of reasons included: 

"There 's  always a chance the victim would  be a rmed ."  
"You have to be ready to defend  yourself ."  
"If you  have a weapon,  your  victim doesn ' t  put  up  a fight, and  that 

way you  don ' t  have to hurt  them."  
"I felt I might  need a weapon  to escape."  
"People just don ' t  mess with you w h e n  you  have a w eap o n . "  
For each item, responden ts  were  asked to check "Very Impor tan t , "  

"Somewha t  Impor tan t , "  or "Not  Impor tant . "  
7. This same pat tern is borne out in an examinat ion of the correla- 

tion coefficients describing the relat ionships among  the reasons to bear  
arms. The highest  coefficient (r = .415) emerged  be tween  the perceived 
need  to de fend  oneself  dur ing a crime and the concern that a victim 
might  be armed.  The possible need  for a weapon  to facilitate an escape 
was also related to these two items (r = .300 and .310, respectively). The 
items pertaining to intimidation th rough  a weap o n  were  more  highly 
related than ei ther  was to two of the other  three reasons in the quest ion 
(r = .302). The exception per ta ined to the relat ionship be tween  the per- 
ceived need to defend  oneself  dur ing  a crime and the view that  a weap-  
on discourages a victim from resisting an offender.  

8. The specific item stated: " H o w  likely were  you  to carry a gun  
with you  in each of the following situations?" For each situation (see 
Table 4.7 for the possibilities), r e sponden ts  could check "very  likely," 
" somewha t  likely," or "not  too likely." 

9. This i tem was asked of each r e sponden t  w h o  had obta ined a 
military-style weapon ,  a handgun ,  or a rifle or shotgun.  Specifically, it 
stated: "Look over  the list of reasons below and circle the n u m b er  that  
comes closest to saying how important  that reason was to you  w h e n  you  
got your  most  recent  rifle or sho tgun ."  For each possible response  (see 
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Table 4.8 for possibilities), respondents could reply, "very important," 
"somewhat  important," or "not important." 

10. Specifically, the inmates were asked: "Have you ever fired a gun 
in any of the following situations?" For each situation (see Table 4.9 for 
possibilities), response categories included "never," "once," "a few 
times," and "many times." 

11. When missing cases are included in the analysis, the relation- 
ship be tween criminal activity and ownership of both types of handgun 
becomes significant. 

12. When the alternative measure of carrying a gun is employed 
(i.e., no carrying vs. any carrying), the relationship between status en- 
hancement  and carrying is significant. 

13. Recall that we asked respondents the extent to which they 
agreed or disagreed that it is acceptable to shoot someone to get some- 
thing you want, to shoot someone who hurts or insults you, to shoot 
someone who hurts or insults your family (asked of inmates only), and 
to shoot some guy if he doesn't  belong in your neighborhood. For each 
item, respondents  who expressed agreement reported higher levels of 
gun possession and carrying. Though the differences were less pro- 
nounced among those who had committed robbery, they were generally 
significant. Among those who had never fired a gun at anyone, agree- 
ment  or disagreement with a statement was not associated with level of 
gun possession and carrying; among those who had, the opposite was 
true. Overall, it appears that personal antivictimization policy in an 
environment in which people are willing to shoot strangers or those 
who  insult them reduces to avoiding the streets almost entirely or to be 
armed when out. 



5 
YOUTH, DRUGS, AND GUNS 

It's the dope, man, it has tore the 'hood up . . . .  But De wasn't like the 
others. He cared about the homies and put a lot of the li'l homies down 
with crack and straps. He got caught up in some bullshit and was gaffled 
for two hot ones. ]Translation: Drug dealing has caused neighborhood 
instability. But De took care of the neighborhood guys and supplied a lot of 
the younger neighborhood guys with crack and guns. Unfortunately, he is 
now awaiting trial for two murders.] 

--quoted in K. Scott, Monster: The Autobiography of an L.A. Gang Member 

As we noted in Chapter 1, a presumed link between drug activity (use 
and sales) and the possession, carrying, and use of firearms is a relative 
staple of governmental and media analyses of crime and violence by 
youth in the United States. Military-style automatic firearms are afforded 
special attention as the weapons of choice of drug traffickers. Popular 
perceptions aside, little research has been conducted concerning drug 
use and weapons generally, much less concerning drug use and firearms 
specifically. Only somewhat more is known empirically about the rela- 
tion of firearms to drug distribution. 

In the present chapter, we examine a number of issues: links between 
hard drug use and gun-related activity and between "heavy" drug use 
and gun-related activity; the association between drug distribution and 
firearms; and the interrelationships among drug use and sales, preda- 
tory violence, and firearms. 

Prior Research on Drugs and Guns 

Much about drug use and weapons is assumed by virtue of possible 
links between hard-drug abuse (heroin, cocaine, crack) and predatory 
crime. Students of the issue generally conclude that such relationships 
exist, but that the direction of causation and its application to all 
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forms of drug users and predation and across levels of addiction are 
unclear (Chaiken and Johnson 1988; Gentry 1995). As well, much of the 
link between predatory crime and drug abuse is confounded by relation- 
ships between each of these variables and such factors as IQ level, 
school record, and inadequate parental supervision (Blumstein et al. 
1985). 

Fourteen percent of juveniles incarcerated for the crime of robbery in 
long-term, state-operated facilities in 1987 had committed their crimes 
while under  the influence of drugs; another 31 percent were under  the 
combined influence of drugs and alcohol (Beck, Kline, and Greenfeld 
1988). Yet, there is only limited evidence that ingestion of substances is a 
direct, pharmacological cause of aggression (Fagan and Weis 1990:241). 
An indirect association between drug abuse and violence, primarily 
through criminal attempts to support a habit, is more likely. Robbery, 
presumably accomplished through use of some form of weapon, is ap- 
parently not uncommon among serious users of hard drugs and espe- 
cially among those whose addictions require daily or multiple daily use 
(Johnson, Williams, Dei, and Sanabria 1990:42). Among heroin users 
with a high rate of predatory crime, intensity of offending seems to vary 
directly with intensity of drug use (Anglin and Speckart 1986; Nurco, 
Hanlon, Kinlock, and Dusczinski 1988). 

Beyond relationships inferred from links between predatory crime 
and drug abuse, empirically documented associations between abuse 
and weapons activity are scarce. Altschuler and Brounstein (1991) report 
statistically significant associations between the carrying and use of 
weapons and the level of drug use in a sample of inner-city youth. 
Thirty-one percent of those who used but did not sell drugs had carried a 
concealed weapon; 14 percent had threatened another person with a 
weapon. Fifteen percent of the whole sample reported threatening an- 
other person with a weapon while under the influence of drugs; 13 
percent did so in order to obtain drugs. Callahan and Rivara (1992) find 
that 20 percent of the students in their Seattle sample of eleventh 
graders who had used cocaine also owned a gun. Lizotte et al. (1994) 
report that 60 percent of their Rochester adolescent respondents who 
owned guns for protective purposes used drugs other than alcohol; this 
compared to 48 and 26 percent of the respondents who owned guns for 
sporting reasons or who owned no guns, respectively. 

Particular public concern has been directed at the link between vio- 
lence and drug trafficking. Importantly, a strong relationship between 
drug use and drug sales should not be assumed: drug users and drug 
distributors are not necessarily the same persons (Altschuler and 
Brounstein 1991). Not uncommonly, for example, gangs engaged in 
drug sales strongly discourage drug use among members (Chin 1990; 
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Cooper 1987; Mieczkowski 1986; Stumphauzer, Veloz, and Aiken 1981). 
In this light, there seems considerable consensus that much of drug- 
related violence today is linked to the distribution rather than the abuse 
of drugs (Chaiken and Chaiken 1990; Johnson et al. 1990; Wright and 
Devine 1994). Altschuler and Brounstein (1991) find higher levels of 
personal crime, weapons carrying, and weapons use among drug- 
selling youth than among drug-using youth (though the latter are higher 
in property crime). Callahan and Rivara (1992) report that 32 percent of 
their sample of high school students who had sold drugs had owned a 
handgun; only 4 percent of those who had not sold drugs had owned 
such a firearm. Lizotte et al. (1994) find that, among Rochester public 
school students, nearly one-third of those who owned guns for other 
than sporting reasons also had sold drugs. 

It is generally thought that drug-selling organizations recruit physi- 
cally violent employees who may themselves seek out such organiza- 
tions (Chaiken and Chaiken 1982). As well, persons who sell drugs 
publicly (as opposed to private selling among friends) appear to commit 
predatory offenses at higher rates than do persons who commit such 
offenses but do not sell drugs (Chaiken and Chaiken 1990; Williams and 
Kornblum 1985). This is the case even for drug sellers without a use 
habit. Pertinent to the topic of this report, drugs sales have also been 
linked to substantially higher rates of armed robbery by urban youth 
(Fagan and Weis 1990). Fagan (1992:118) reports that robberies and as- 
saults increase to the extent that offenders move from nonsales to inde- 
pendent sales to group sales of drugs. 

The above notwithstanding, most of the violence involved in drug 
trafficking seems systemic (Fagan and Chin 1990; Goldstein 1985). Weap- 
ons are used to intimidate workers, competitors, and neighborhood 
residents. Such intimidation by persons with little training in the use of 
firearms often produces injuries to innocent bystanders (Johnson et al. 
1990:35, 38). However, beyond speculation that rates of violence by drug 
sellers appear to have risen due to increased availability of automatic 
firearms (Kleiman and Smith 1990:91; U.S. Senate, Committee on the 
Judiciary 1991), little actually is known about links between drug traffick- 
ing and such weapons. 

Drugs and Guns in the Present Samples 

It is clear from the above review that little has occurred in the way of a 
systematic assessment of the gun possession and gun use profiles of young 
persons involved in the use and distribution of drugs. We are able to shed 
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some light on the issue. Both inmate and student respondents were asked 
the frequency of their use of heroin, cocaine, and crack--during the "year 
or two" preceding confinement for the inmates and during the past "year 
or two" for the students (see Chapter 2). Forty-three percent of the inmates 
had used cocaine, 25 percent crack, and 21 percent heroin. Forty-seven 
percent reported use of at least one of these drugs, and 53 percent of the 
inmates had not used hard drugs at all in the year or two preceding 
confinement. Thirteen percent of the inmates had hard-drug use scores 
(sum of the frequencies of each type of drug used; scores ranged from 0 to 
12) of no more than 2 (two drugs once each or one drug "a few times"), and 
34 percent had scores of 3 or higher. One-quarter of the inmates were 
"heavy" drug users (using heroin, cocaine, or crack, individually or in 
combination, "many times" or "almost all the time" during the year or two 
preceding confinement)--40 percent of whom were cocaine and 39 per- 
cent of whom were polydrug users. 

Four percent of the student sample had used heroin, 6 percent co- 
caine, and 5 percent crack. Seven percent reported use of at least one of 
these drugs, and 93 percent of the students had not used hard drugs at 
all in the previous year or two. Two percent of the students had hard- 
drug use scores of no more than 2 (two drugs once each or one drug "a 
few times"). Five percent had scores of 3 or higher. Five percent of the 
s tudents  were "heavy" drug users (71 percent of whom were polydrug 
users). 

In addition to questions regarding drug use, respondents were asked 
to describe their involvement in drug sales. Three-quarters of the in- 
mates had sold drugs (48 percent had sold but not used drugs; 25 per- 
cent had both used and sold drugs). Eighteen percent of the students 
had sold drugs (16 percent had sold but not used drugs; 2 percent had 
both used and sold drugs). 

Drug Use and Gun Activity 

To gain a sense of the potential link between drug use and gun activ- 
ity, we rely upon responses regarding those guns considered most asso- 
ciated with drugs, crime, and violence: revolvers, automatic or semi- 
automatic handguns,  military-style automatic or semiautomatic rifles, 
and regular or sawed-off shotguns (see discussion in Chapter 4). We 
examine as well possible links between routine gun carrying (carrying 
"all of the time" or "most of the time") and drug use and, for the inmates 
only, the relation of drug use to having fired a gun at someone. 

The findings presented in Table 5.1 make apparent, first of all, that 



Table 5.1. Inmates '  Firearm Possession by Hard-Drug Use Score 

Hard drug use score" (%) 

0 1 2 3 4+ 

Firearm activity t' (N = 365) (N = 23) (N = 66) (N = 51) (N = 182) (N) 

Possession 
No gun 22 9 14 14 13 (681) 
Revolver 58 61 56 59 58 (681) 
Automatic or semiautomatic handgun 53 52 46 61 57 (681) 
Military-style automatic or semiautomatic rifle 35 35 36 24 35 (681) 
Regular shotgun c 32 30 41 41 47 (681) 
Sawed-off shotgun 46 48 56 55 54 (681) 
Owned  3 or more guns 62 64 61 65 66 (675) 

Carrying and use 
Carried gun routinely 51 65 48 44 56 (666) 
Fired at someone 72 82 74 74 79 (668) 

" See text for measurement  details. N in parentheses for hard-drug use score refers to distribution prior to 
with gun possession items. 
~' Item refers to gun possession immediately prior to confinement. 
c p < .01; all other relationships described in this table are not statistically significant. 

cross-tabulation 
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substantial  n u m b e r s  of nonuser s  among  the inmate sample engaged  in all 
the behaviors  in quest ion.  That  impor tan t  point  made,  it is also clear that 
there  is little re la t ionship be tween  hard-drug  use score and  gun  activity 
a m o n g  the inmates.  The t endency  to have o w n e d  a regular  sho tgun  
genera l ly  increased with level of d rug  use. However ,  no  statistically 
significant association emerged  concerning ownersh ip  of revolvers ,  au- 
tomat ic  or semiautomatic handguns ,  or military-style automatic and 
semiautomat ic  rifles and  an inmate 's  ha rd-drug  use score. Nor  was drug  
use  related to n u m b e r  of guns  o w n e d  or to the routine carrying of guns.  
Indeed ,  carrying and  using guns  were  most  c o m m o n  among  those with 
ha rd - d r ug  use  scores of 1. 

The  f indings p resen ted  in Table 5.2 indicate that  modera te  numbers  
of n o n u s e r s  a m o n g  the s tudents  engaged in all the f irearms-related be- 
haviors  in quest ion.  As with the inmates,  apar t  f rom differences be- 
tween  s tuden t  non -d rug  users and  drug  users,  there  is little relat ionship 
b e t w e e n  ha rd -d rug  use score and  gun  activity. The t endency  to have 
o w n e d  a regular  sho tgun  decreased with level of d rug  use. Yet, no statis- 
tically significant association emerged  concerning ownersh ip  of revolv- 
ers, automatic  or semiautomatic handguns ,  or military-style automatic 
and  semiautomat ic  rifles and hard-drug  use score. Drug use was related 
to the rout ine carrying of guns.  However ,  as with possess ion of a rifle, 
car rying a gun  was more  c o m m o n  among  s tudents  with ha rd-drug  use 
scores below 4. 

Table 5.2. Students' Firearm Possession by Hard-Drug Use Score 

Possession: firearm type b 

Hard-drug use score a (%) 

0 1-3 4+ 
(N = 538) (N = 15) (N = 27) (N) 

No gun 73 50 48 (555) 
Revolver 13 15 30 (555) 
Automatic or semiautomatic 14 32 30 (555) 

handgun 
Military-style automatic or 5 7 9 (555) 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun c 7 36 22 (555) 
Sawed-off shotgun 5 21 22 (555) 
Owned 3 or more guns 11 29 30 (567) 
Carries gun routinely c 8 43 26 (535) 

See text for measurement details. N in parentheses for hard drug use score 
refers to distribution prior to cross-tabulations with gun possession items. 
b Item refers to gun possession at present time. 
c p < .05. All other relationships described in this table are not statistically 
significant. 



Table 5.3. Inmates '  Firearm Possession by "Heavy" Drug Use 

Type of "heavy" drug use ~ (%) 

None Cocaine Heroin Crack Poly 
Firearm activity b (N = 504) (N = 72) (N = 21) (N = 17) (N = 73) (N) 

Possession 
No gun 19 14 14 14 16 (681) 
Revolver 58 55 57 62 60 (681) 
Automatic or semiautomatic handgun 52 55 64 57 60 (681) 
Military-style automatic or semiautomatic rifle 34 34 14 19 41 (681) 
Regular shotgun c 35 44 21 43 55 (681) 
Sawed-off shotgun 48 62 43 48 55 (681) 
Owned  3 or more guns 61 65 71 67 74 (675) 

Carrying and use 
Carried gun routinely 51 55 36 50 67 (666) 
Fired at someone 73 76 71 81 79 (670) 

See text for measurement  details. N in parentheses  for heavy drug use score refers to distribution prior to cross-tabulation 
with gun possession items. Polydrug users include no members  of the remaining categories. 
i, Item refers to gun possession immediately prior to confinement. 
c p < .01; all other relationships described in this table are not statistically significant. 
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As previously indicated, it is possible that relationships between drug 
use and gun possession and use may be more prominent among and 
may vary across different types of "heavy" drug users. The findings 
displayed in Table 5.3 bear on this question. Among the inmate respon- 
dents, gun possession generally was not a function of "heavy" drug use; 
the difference between non-"heavy" users and "heavy" users was mini- 
mal. Only regarding possession of a regular shotgun was a statistically 
significant relationship apparent ("heavy" polydrug users were espe- 
cially more likely to possess such a gun). However, momentarily ignor- 
ing the lack of statistical significance across all categories and focusing on 
the extremes, we encounter some differences in gun possession and 
carrying. "Heavy" polydrug users, for example, were more than twice 
as likely than "heavy" heroin users to possess a military-style rifle. 
"Heavy" cocaine users greatly exceeded "heavy" heroin users in posses- 
sion of a sawed-off shotgun. "Heavy" polydrug users nearly doubled 
"heavy" heroin users in the percentage carrying guns routinely. To the 
extent that patterns arise regarding "heavy" use and gun possession 
then, they seem most likely to involve heroin and polydrug users. 

Though the number of "heavy" drug users among the student re- 
spondents limits interpretation of the findings somewhat (in that it pro- 
hibits assessment of relationships between type of "heavy" use and gun 
possession), it is fairly clear from the results displayed in Table 5.4 that 
gun possession was associated with "heavy" drug use; the difference 
between student non-"heavy"  users and "heavy" users was substantial. 
It appears that, despite the findings of no linear relationship between 

Table 5.4. Students' Firearm Possession by "Heavy" Drug Use a 

Possession: firearm type c 

"Heavy" drug use b (%) 

No Yes 
(N = 553) (N = 30) (N) 

No gun 72 
Revolver 13 
Automatic or semiautomatic handgun 15 
Military-style automatic or semiautomatic rifle 11 
Regular shotgun 8 
Sawed-off shotgun 6 
Owned 3 or more guns 12 
Carried guns routinely 10 

55 (555) 
72 (555) 
72 (555) 
88 (555) 
77 (555) 
83 (555) 
77 (567) 
72 (535) 

a All relationships reported in this table are statistically significant. 
b See text for measurement details. N in parentheses for heavy drug use refers to 
distribution prior to cross-tabulation with gun possession items. 
c Item refers to gun possession at present time. 
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hard-drug score and gun possession among students, there was a point 
at which gun activity increased among users. Those who were involved 
in "heavy" use were more likely to possess guns than were those who 
were not. We suspect that the world of the student "heavy" drug user 
differed considerably from that of the student who had not become or 
was on his way to becoming a "heavy" user. 

Drug Distribution and Gun Activity 

Prior research points to drug sellers as highly involved in violence, 
this primarily by virtue of the systemic violence attendant to their trade 
and perhaps because the trade attracts particularly violent participants. 
The issue of whether or not inmate drug sellers were more or less likely 
to possess or use guns than were nonsellers is addressed in Table 5.5. 

In Table 5.5, respondents are divided into four categories: (1) those 
who neither used nor sold drugs, (2) those who used but did not sell 
drugs, (3) those who used and sold drugs, and (4) those who sold but 
did not use drugs. It is clear quickly that sellers of drugs among the 
inmates were far more likely to have owned every type of weapon in 
question, to have possessed three or more guns, to have carried a gun 
routinely, and to have fired a gun at someone than were those who 
neither used nor sold drugs. In most cases, the percentage of sellers 
(i.e., sold but did not use drugs) possessing, carrying, or using firearms 
was at least double the percentage of those who did not use or se l l  
drugs. The findings (columns 2 and 3) also indicate a progression in gun 
activity as inmates moved from drug use to both using and selling; the 
one exception concerns possession of military-style weapons. It is appar- 
ent also (columns 3 and 4) that sellers who did not use drugs were more 
likely than those who combined use and sales to possess and carry 
firearms; the only exceptions pertained to possession of unaltered and 
altered shotguns (the latter separated by only two percentage points). 
But sellers who did not use drugs were not more likely to have fired a 
gun at someone. 

Essentially the same disparities occur when we look solely at the 
"heavy" drug users among the inmates (Table 5.6). Dividing "heavy" 
users into two groups--users only and users and sellers--we find that 
users who were involved in sales were more likely to possess a gun 
generally, to possess an automatic or semiautomatic handgun, to own at 
least three guns, and to carry a gun routinely. Differences pertaining to 
other possession and use items were not statistically significant. 

Regarding firearm possession and drug selling among the student 



Table 5.5. Inmates'  Firearm Possession by Drug Use and Sales a,b 

Firearm activity 

No use~no Use and 
sale (%) Use only (%) sale (%) Sale only (%) 

(N = 113) (N = 85) (N = 324) (N = 173) (N) 

Possession 
No gun 43 29 12 9 (686) 
Revolver 37 49 57 69 (686) 
Automatic or semiautomatic handgun 29 45 58 66 (686) 
Military-style automatic or semiautomatic rifle 18 28 29 45 (686) 
Regular shotgun 20 34 45 39 (686) 
Sawed-off shotgun 25 31 57 59 (686) 
Owned 3 or more guns 38 50 66 75 (634) 

Carrying and use 
Carried gun routinely 29 42 57 66 (671) 
Fired at someone 45 63 85 78 (672) 

a All relationships reported in this table are statistically significant. 
b Measurement described in text. Firearm possession and carrying refers to practices immediately prior to incarceration. N in 
parentheses for use or sales refers to distribution prior to cross-tabulation with gun possession items. 



Table 5.6. Inmates'  Firearm Possession by "Heavy" Drug Use and Sales 

"Heavy" drug use and 
use~sales ~ (%) 

"Heavy . . . .  Heavy" use 
use only and sales 

Firearm activity (N = 27) (N = 154) (N) 

Possession 
No gun  b 23 11 (173) 
Revolver 54 60 (173) 
Automatic or semiautomatic 44 65 (173) 

handgun  b 
Military-style automatic or 28 36 (173) 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 40 49 (173) 
Sawed-off shotgun 46 60 (173) 
Owned 3 or more guns b 58 74 (164) 

Carrying and use 
Carried gun routinely b 41 65 (174) 
Fired at someone 73 80 (176) 

Measurement  described in text. Firearm possession and carrying refers to prac- 
tices at the time of incarceration. N in parentheses for use or sales refers to 
distribution prior to cross-tabulation with gun possession items. 
bp ( .05. 

Table 5.7. Students '  Firearm Possession by Drug Use and Sales a 

Firearm possession~carrying 

Drug use and drug sales b (%) 

No use/ Use~use 
No sale and sale Sale only 

(N = 446) (N = 21) (N = 93) (N) 

No gun c 80 28 38 (539) 
Revolver 8 38 32 (539) 
Automatic or semiautomatic 8 33 45 (539) 

handgun  c 
Military-style automatic or 4 14 11 (539) 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun c 5 38 16 (539) 
Sawed-off shotgun 3 23 14 (539) 
Owned 3 or more guns 8 28 28 (550) 
Carried guns routinely c 5 19 19 (525) 

a Measurement  described in text. Firearm possession and carrying refer to prac- 
tices at the time of the survey. 
b N in parentheses for use or sales refers to distribution prior to cross-tabulation 
with gun  possession items. 
cp < .05. 
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sample, respondents who were drug sellers were indeed highly active 
relative to students who neither used nor sold drugs, though differences 
were less pronounced than among the inmate population. In an attempt 
to sort out the effects of using drugs from selling drugs, in Table 5.7 we 
have separated users and user/sellers (a small number of respondents) 
from those who were nonusing sellers. Interestingly, respondents who 
both used and sold drugs exceeded those who sold drugs only both in 
possession of firearms generally and in possession of regular shotguns. 
Yet, in line with public perceptions of drug dealers as gun oriented, we 
found those in the business of selling drugs-- tha t  is, those who sold but 
did not  use d rugs - -more  likely to possess an automatic or semiautoma- 
tic handgun  and to carry a firearm routinely.1 

Drugs, Predation, and Gun Activity 

According to the literature on crime and drug activity, levels of preda- 
tory crime, especially armed robbery, appear to increase with movement  
into drug sales. The issue of interest here involves differences between 
drug sellers who commit predatory crimes and those who do not in the 
types of firearm possessed, number of guns possessed, the practice of 
routinely carrying guns, and, for inmates, firing a gun at someone. To 
provide an answer, we examine differences between subsets of inmates 
uninvolved and involved in drug activity: nonusers/nonsellers (no in- 
volvement in drug activity), users (who did not sell drugs), user/sellers 
(who used and sold drugs), and sellers (who did not use drugs). For each 
category, predatory criminal activity is measured in terms of whether  or 
not the respondent  had ever committed an armed robbery. 

The findings reported in Table 5.8 indicate that, with few exceptions, 
inmate robbers exceeded nonrobbers in firearm activity across all drug 
user/seller subgroups. This was especially the case (using statistical sig- 
nificance as the criterion) for drug sellers who did not use drugs (column 
4). Notably, however, the highest levels of gun involvement occurred 
among those who both used and sold drugs. The major exceptions to the 
pattern pertain to possession of regular shotguns and military-style au- 
tomatic or semiautomatic rifles. Robbers did not differ from nonrobbers 
in possession of such weapons across the categories of those without 
drug activity, those who used but did not sell drugs, and those who used 
and sold drugs (columns 1, 2, and 3). Beyond this, the only nonsignifi- 
cant differences appeared regarding possession of automatic or semi- 
automatic handguns by nonusers/nonsellers and the ownership of three 
or more guns by users who did not sell. 
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Table 5.8. Drug Users' and Sellers" Firearm Possession by Involvement in 
Armed Robbery a 

Non-robber~robber (NR/ R) (%) 

No use~no sale Use only Use and sale Sale only 
Firearm activity (N = 107) (N = 84) (N = 310) (N = 168) 

Possession 
No gun 52/17" 40/15" 15/3" 25/5" 
Revolver 29/60" 40/62" 62/75" 48/63" 
Automatic or semi- 25/40 36/56" 58/74* 44/68" 

automatic handgun 
Military-style automat- 16/23 24/35 40/51 18/37" 

ic or semiautomatic 
rifle 

Regular shotgun 18/23 36/32 35/44 32/56" 
Sawed-off shotgun 21/40" 20/47" 49/70" 43/70" 
Owned 3 or more guns 29/63" 43/62 66/86" 42/82" 

Carrying and use 
Carried gun routinely 17/52" 30/59" 58/74" 44/66" 
Fired at someone 34/76" 52/78" 78/96" 61/89" 

a Measurement described in text. Firearm possession and carrying refers to prac- 
tices immediately prior to incarceration. 
" p < .05. Statistical significance refers to differences within drug user and drug 
seller pairs. 

The issue at ha nd  becomes somewha t  more  c loudy w h e n  we examine 
it utilizing data collected from the high school s tudents .  Preda tory  crimi- 
nal activity a mong  s tudents  is measured  in terms of w h e t h e r  the respon-  
den t  had ever  commit ted  a crime with a weapon.  Since the n u m b e r  of 
s tudents  who  both  used  and sold drugs  is too small to permi t  fully 
answer ing  the ques t ion at hand,  we limit our  analysis to r e sponden t s  
w ho  had sold but  not  used drugs.  2 We note,  however ,  that,  for some 
gun possession categories, users and user/sellers repor ted  higher  in- 
vo lvement  than did nonuser/sel lers .  

The findings repor ted  in Table 5.9 indicate that,  somewha t  sur- 
prisingly, s tudent  drug  sellers who  had commit ted  crimes with w eap o n s  
were statistically no more likely than those wh o  had  not  to possess  
firearms in general,  regular and automatic or semiautomatic handguns ,  
military-style firearms, and regular shotguns.  Drug sellers w h o  had  
commit ted  crimes with weapons  were,  however ,  statistically more  likely 
to own  sawed-off  shotguns,  to possess three or more  guns,  and to carry 
guns  routinely. 

Given that these are cross-sectional data, we cannot  k n o w  w h e t h e r  
ei ther sample 's  p r e d a t o r - d r u g  sellers' involvement  in firearm activity 
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reflected sellers' choice to commit predatory crimes or predatory of- 
fenders' choice to sell drugs. The findings point generally to the conclu- 
sion that the most dangerous inmates (in terms of firearm activity) in our 
sample were those who combined robbery with drug sales (including 
those who robbed and used and sold drugs)--see columns 3 and 4 of 
Table 5.8. Looking only at columns 2 and 4 of Table 5.8 (i.e., looking at 
users only versus sellers only) it is clear that robbery raised the odds of 
firearm activity among drug sellers though it is still not known whether 
drug sales attracted or produced such relatively more dangerous per- 
sons. However, across most variables, the highest gun activity levels 
were recorded by robbers who engaged in both drug use and sales. This 
suggests what is likely a less organized and structured, more oppor- 
tunistic involvement in all three activities; this offender profile approxi- 
mates the public stereotype of the "urban marauder" that fuels crime 
fears and informs anticrime policy. 

These same conclusions are less apparent regarding the student drug 
sellers who committed predatory crimes. They more likely owned more 
guns and carried guns more often; yet the quality of their arsenal, with 
the exception of sawed-off shotguns, was little different from that of 
sellers who did not commit predatory crimes. On the one hand, we 
could argue that since drug sellers already were better armed than non-  
drug sellers (see Table 5.7), their need to arm themselves further for 
predation was low. On the other hand, the findings from the inmate 
sample should lend themselves to the same logic but do not. It may be 
that the forms of predation practiced by the inmate sellers differed from 

Table 5.9. Student Drug Sellers' Firearm Possession by Involvement in Crimes 
Committed with Weapons a 

Firearm possession~carrying 

Committed crime with a 
weapon (%) (N = 80) 

Yes No 

No gun 
Revolver 
Automatic or semiautomatic handgun 
Military-style automatic or semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 
Sawed-off shotgun 
Owned 3 or more guns 
Carried guns routinely 

33 39 
27 34 
53 45 
20 10 
33 15 
33 9" 
53 23" 
57 28" 

a Measurement described in text. Firearm possession and 
rices at the rime of the survey. 
*p < .05. 

carrying refers to prac- 
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or were  done  m o r e  f requent ly  than  those  by  s tuden t  sellers. The inma te  
" u r b a n  m a r a u d e r "  m a y  have  been  so active that  he  accumula ted ,  car- 
ded ,  and  used  near ly  eve ry  type  of gun  more  than  did his coun te rpa r t  
a m o n g  the s tudents .  The  latter m a y  have been  a far less active p reda to r  
w h o  needed  s o m e w h a t  less an arsenal.  

Multivariate Considerations 

As in the p rev ious  two  chapters ,  we  have  e m p l o y e d  logistic regres-  
sion models  to sort  out the re la t ionship be t ween  d rug  activity and  g u n  
activity i n d e p e n d e n t  of the effects of soc iodemograph ic  characteristics,  
site, and  mot iva t ions  for gun  possess ion.  In the p resen t  instance,  d rug  
use  is m e a s u r e d  in t e rms  of h a r d - d r u g  use score. Drug  selling is mea-  

Table 5.10. Logistic Regression of Firearm-Related Activities on Motivational, Drug 
Activity, Sociodemographic, and Site Variables--Inmate Sample (N = 530) 

Beta coefficients 

Owned handgun Owned 

Auto/ sawed-off Carried gun Fired gun 
Variable semiauto Revolver shotgun routinely at someone 

Criminal activity .230* .209* .278* .292* .413" 
Status enhancement -.034 -.101 .070 .128 - .047 
Prior gun threats .779* .659* .590* 1.038" 1.152" 
Drug use -.015 -.107" - .037 .012 -.061 
Drug sales .526* .454 .899* .576* .627 
Age .034 -.008 .014 -.089 .005 
Race/ethnicity ~ 

Black -.102 -.376 -.367 .073 .343 
Hispanic - .147 -.086 -.067 -.109 .301 
White -.154 -.349 -.446 -.399 -.070 

City Size .014 .013 -.048 .002 .031 
Site b 

California -.057 .741" .404 .731" .766* 
Illinois -.515 .847* .393 .813 .998 
Louisiana .501 1.038" .674 .354 .160 

Constant -2.309 -1.609 -2.267 -1.706 -2.350 
Model ×2 (df = 13) 116.036" 99.379* 111.431" 173.244" 177.923" 

"p < .05. 
a "Other" omitted. 
b New Jersey omitted. 
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Table 5.11. Logistic Regression of Firearm-Related Activities on Motivational, Drug 
Activity, Sociodemographic, and Site Variables--Student Sample (N = 465) 

Variable 

Beta coefficients 

Owned handgun Owned Carried gun 

Auto/semiauto Revolver sawed-off shotgun routinely 

Criminal activity .570 -.090 1.545" 1.749" 
Status enhancement .084 .297 .297 .024 
Prior gun threats .559* .575* -.074 .315 
Drug use -.045 -.005 .034 -.016 
Drug sales 1.855" 1.052" 1.309" 1.694" 
Age .112 .019 .238 .111 
Race/ethnicity a 

Black .184 .079 -.319 .874 
Hispanic -.486 - .  445 - 1.690 .115 

Site b 
California .947 .447 8.030 1.851 * 
Illinois 1.214" .711 7.855 .758 
Louisiana .755 .064 6.885 1.409* 

Constant -5.650 -3.748 -14.829 -7.112 
Model x 2 ( d f  = 11) 95.607* 51.645" 47.887* 73.508* 

"p < .05. 
a "Other" omitted. 
b New Jersey omitted. 

su red  in terms of whe the r  of not  a r e sponden t  had  sold drugs  in the last 
year  or two or, for inmates,  in the year  or two preceding conf inement  
(see Chap te r  2). 

The f indings d isplayed in Tables 5.10 (inmates) and  5.11 (students)  
bear  out  fairly s t ra ightforwardly  those discussed above.  At the bivariate 
level, the  link b e t w e e n  drug  use and  gun-rela ted activity was not  whol ly  
clear. Here ,  i n d e p e n d e n t  of the effects of o ther  variables, d rug  use is 
l inked only  to the ownersh ip  of a revolver  am o n g  inmates,  and  this 
re la t ionship  is negat ive.  Otherwise,  the f irearm-related behaviors  of in- 
terest  are no t  inf luenced  by  d rug  use for ei ther inmates  and  s tudents .  
Drug  sales by  inmates  is related to their possess ion of all but  revolvers,  
to carrying guns  routinely, and  to having fired a gun  at someone.  For the 
s tudents ,  d rug  selling influences all of the behaviors  we have examined.  3 

S u m m a r y  

Exploring the possibility of a relat ionship be tween  drug  activity and 
possess ion  and  use  of firearms, we no ted  early in this chapter  that 
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substantial numbers of nonusers of drugs in the inmate sample and mod- 
erate numbers of nonusers in the student sample engaged in all forms of 
gun activity examined here. We found little by way of a progressive, 
linear relationship between either hard-drug use score and gun posses- 
sion, including number of guns owned and the routine carrying of guns. 
We did find, however, that when we compared nonusers with users of 
drugs and, among students but not among inmates, non-"heavy" users 
with "heavy" users, significant differences in levels of gun activity did 
appear. As well, when we compared users who did not sell drugs with 
users who did, the latter generally displayed higher levels of gun pos- 
session, carrying, and use. Drug selling clearly increased levels of gun 
activity among the respondents. Finally, drug users and sellers who also 
committed predatory crimes exceeded nonpredator counterparts in in- 
volvement in most forms of gun activity, though this was truer of the 
inmates than of the students. 

There is clearly no certainty that relationships between drug activity 
and gun activity are causal. Most studies that report an association be- 
tween delinquency or crime and drug use are careful to note "that the 
relationship may be spurious rather than causal" (Fagan 1990:184). An 
argument can easily be made that involvement in drugs leads one to 
possess, carry, and use firearms (Inciardi 1992:Ch. 5); recent longitudinal 
data analyses regarding gang members also point to such a conclusion 
(Thornberry, Krohn, Lizotte, and Wierschem 1993). It is obvious, how- 
ever, that the use of drugs is not a necessary precondition of gun activity 
since nonusers in our sample were also heavily involved in all such 
activity. 

It might also be argued that drug- and gun-related activity are both 
manifestations of an emerging normative structure, perhaps even a 
subculture, and that participation in this structure itself is the critical 
variable, not participation in any particular manifestation of it. The sug- 
gestion, in other words, is not that some youth become involved in 
drugs, which then leads them causally to guns, but that these youth get 
involved with peer structures and values whereby hanging out, getting 
high, and carrying and using guns become part and parcel of the daily 
routine of existence. In the same vein, Fagan has pointed out that "the 
association [between drug use and crime among youth] seems to be 
facilitated by the strength of involvement in peer social networks where 
drug use and delinquency are normative" (1990:184; see also White, 
Johnson, and Garrison 1985; White, Pandina, and LaGrange 1987). In 
sum, no one element may be causally prior to any other. 

Whatever the causal links may be, the current cross-sectional findings 
suggest that the relationship between drug use and the possession, car- 
rying, and use of guns is less direct than seems to be assumed by press 
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and publ ic- -a t  least regarding seriously offending youth like those in 
the inmate sample. Dichotomizing drug users into those who neither 
use nor sell drugs and those who use but do not sell drugs produces 
evidence of some link between drug use and gun activity. However,  we 
also find that gun activity does not increase in linear fashion with rises in 
level of drug use (except for students who seem to have crossed a 
threshold into "heavy" use). This might be explained by the likelihood 
that entry into drug use by a youth increases the probability that the 
youth associates more frequently with other juveniles who possess and 
carry guns and that the drug user at times feels sufficiently threatened in 
drug transactions to carry or use a gun. Beyond this, there is nothing to 
suggest  that further movement  into drug use increases directly the ne- 
cessity to possess, carry, and use guns. 

The case for a link between drug sales and gun activity is more com- 
pelling. Among the inmates, drug sellers (including nonusers and users 
of drugs) were especially likely to possess handguns (regular and auto- 
matic) and to carry and use firearms. Suggesting their involvement in a 
more dangerous business, drug sellers also were more likely to possess 
sawed-off shotguns. Essentially the same findings occurred among the 
s tudent  respondents,  though we were unable to separate drug use and 
sales among the students as we were for the inmates. 

The findings regarding predatory behavior among drug sellers were 
somewhat  mixed, though generally supported the assertion of a link. It 
is clear that if gun activity is employed as a measure of dangerousness,  
those who both sold drugs and committed crimes with weapons were 
the most dangerous of the respondents in this investigation. In this 
sense, themes in the current literature find support  in these findings. 

Finally, the present results suggest that current policy aimed at deter- 
ring gun possession by drug sellers likely will produce little by way  of 
reduction in their levels of gun activity. First, far more policy attention is 
given to military-style automatic rifles than is warranted by our findings. 
While ownership of such weapons was not infrequent, it is very clear 
that handguns  (revolvers and automatic and semiautomatic sidearms) 
were the firearms of choice for respondents who were drug sellers. 
Sawed-off shotguns also were more prominent than military-style auto- 
matic or semiautomatic rifles. Second, the patterns of possession and 
use of guns found in this s tudy suggest that drug sellers do not just 
happen  upon  firearms. Clearly, they find it in their interest to be armed 
and, in the face of a reduced supply of arms, probably would be willing 
to pay what  is necessary for a gun. 

In the coming chapter, we examine yet another element of the public 
perception of the gun problem: the relationship between gang member- 
ship and the various firearm-related activities of interest in this study. 
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We examine as well whether or not the findings regarding drug activity 
and gun-related activity hold once gang membership is controlled. 

N o t e s  

1. The number of "heavy" users among students was too small to 
conduct a meaningful analysis of the relationship between selling and 
nonselling statuses and gun possession. To the extent that differences 
seemed likely, they pertained only to routine carrying of a firearm; to the 
extent that "heavy" users also engaged in drug sales, their likelihood of 
routine gun carrying rose dramatically. 

2. Recall that, of the total sample, only 9 percent had committed a 
crime with a weapon. Among the small number of drug users who had 
committed a crime with a weapon, 60 percent owned a gun of some 
kind, whereas only 22 percent of the entire sample owned a gun. 

3. Some changes in these results occur when we include missing 
cases in the analysis. Relationships between drug sales and possession 
of a revolver, gun carrying, and firing at someone lose statistical signifi- 
cance for the inmates. For the students, possession of a sawed-off shot- 
gun is not statistically significantly related to drug sales. 





6 
YOUTH, GANGS, AND GUNS 

[W]hen I was first told [by the gang] to shoot somebody . . . I was ner- 
vous, but I had this automatic rifle, and when I started to shoot, man, it 
was ea sy . . . .  [I]t's fast and there's nothing personal in it like when you 
use a knife. 

--Biggy, a Los Angeles Chicano gang member, 
quoted by M. S. Jankowski in Islands in the Street 

Gangs have become the focus of much anticrime attention on the parts 
of media and government. The seriousness of the gang problem varies 
across states (California, for example, is considered particularly troubled 
by gangs) and across cities (large industrial cities like Chicago seem to 
have the most serious problems). The response to the problem at the 
local and state levels often is panic (Jackson and Rudman 1993). The 
federal government too has become preoccupied with gangs recently: in 
1992, the FBI made the investigation of street gangs a major law enforce- 
ment priority (New Orleans Times-Picayune 1992) and the Office of Justice 
Programs is focusing many of its resources on combatting gangs (Gurule 
1991). 

Gangs, Weaponry, and Violence 

Gangs are thought of popularly as highly involved in firearm use and 
transport. However, there is surprisingly little available research on the 
issue of gangs and weapons. Hagedorn (1988:141-43) points to high 
rates of gun possession among the Milwaukee gang members he stud- 
ied, and Moore (1991:59-60) attributes rises in violence among Chicano 
gangs to the increasing presence of guns among gang members. Max- 
son, Gordon, and Klein (1985; see also Klein, Gordon, and Maxson 1986) 
report that Los Angeles's gang-related homicides are more likely than 
non-gang-related homicides to be committed with firearms (see also 
Spergel 1983; Spergel, Ross, Curry, and Chance 1989). More generally, 

95 
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Jankowski correlates the intensity of gang violence with the availability 
of weapons to gangs and with their willingness to use them. More 
sophisticated weaponry "makes it psychologically easy for [gang mem- 
bers] to indulge in such violence" (1991:172). Similarly, Klein and Max- 
son (1989:219) suggest that, in the gangs' world of confrontational crime 
and violence, more firearms lead to more attacks, which in turn prompt 
retaliation. Spergel (1990:190) extends this same theme, noting that 
more sophisticated weaponry has moved gang violence from foot (i.e., 
close combat) to vehicle and produced smaller, more mobile attack 
teams. 

Gangs and Violence 

Much of the concern about gangs and firearms stems from notions of 
gang members  as particularly criminal and as increasingly involved in 
drug use and sales--behaviors thought to promote and attract violence. 
Indeed, gang members apparently are more seriously criminal than are 
non-gang  member  offenders (Fagan 1990; Tracy 1987). As well, gangs 
seem to promote criminality rather than simply to attract more criminal 
youths (Thornberry et al. 1993). The traditionally best-known gang of- 
fense, fighting, is common to most gangs, but seems relatively sporadic, 
less a goal of the gang than a response to threats to gang solidarity 
(Spergel 1990; Vigil 1990). To the extent that planned, collective violence 
characterizes gangs, it occurs to expand gang territories or markets (Jan- 
kowski 1991; Padilla 1992). 

On the whole, versatility rather than specialization seems the norm 
regarding such criminal activities as robbery and theft (Klein 1984; Curry 
and Spergel 1988:382). Gangs whose members are involved in drug use 
tend to engage in multiple forms of crime (Fagan 1989). Highly orga- 
nized urban Chinese youth gangs characteristically engage in such di- 
verse activities as street robbery, extortion of businesses, and the 
gambling rackets (Chin 1990). Chicago Puerto Rican gang members em- 
ploy numerous  methods by which to raise money for their gangs and 
themselves: burglaries of houses and cars, car thefts, fencing of stolen 
goods and car parts, dealing drugs (Padilla 1992). Jankowski (1991:132) 
argues that to the extent that gangs engage collectively in cruder preda- 
tory offenses, it is less likely a patterned activity than an ad hog  emer- 
gency measure. 

Overall, there is little "conclusive" evidence, according to Spergel 
(1990:196), of strong links among drug use, drug sales, gang member- 
ship, and violence. Regarding drug use and gangs, Fagan (1990) finds a 
higher prevalence of use among inner-city gang members than among 
inner-city adolescents in general. Hagedorn (1988) notes widespread 
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drug use among Milwaukee gang members. Moore (1991) reports recent 
rises in drug use and violence among Los Angeles Chicano gangs. How- 
ever, in the past, gangs have not engaged heavily in drug use (Spergel 
1964; Short and Strodtbeck 1965), and some observers of recent gangs 
note that while recreational use may be common, addiction is not (Fagan 
1989). As noted in the previous chapter, even among gangs engaged 
in drug sales, drug use may be highly discouraged (Chin 1990; 
Mieczkowski 1986). 

Degree of organization and specialization and their relation to vio- 
lence are not even wholly clear among gangs whose members distribute 
drugs. In the most specific reference to patterned criminal activity, 
Skolnick, Bluthenthal, and Correl (1993) argue that Southern California 
gangs are undergoing a transition from noninstrumental to instrumental 
organization; the change is shaped by the business nature of the gangs' 
increased involvement in drug distribution and its equally instrumental 
attendant violence. Padilla (1992) describes drug selling as the most 
organized of the many activities engaged in by the Chicago gang mem- 
bers he studied. More cautiously, Fagan (1989, 1990) finds inner-city 
gang members more heavily involved than non-gang members in drug 
sales, but he argues also that drug dealing behavior and related organi- 
zation are. highly unevenly distributed across gang types. Important as 
well, some highly organized and specialized drug distribution organiza- 
tions term themselves gangs though they possess none of the traditional 
characteristics of gangs (Mieczkowski 1986; Taylor 1990). 

In sum, there is much to learn about gangs and firearms. To the extent 
that gangs are involved in violence-related activities [and many ob- 
servers feel they are increasingly so involved (Maxson and Klein 1990; 
Spergel et al. 1990)], it does seem likely that they acquire and use fire- 
arms. But available research does not make even this wholly clear. Our 
review of the literature regarding gangs and weapons offers little be- 
yond basic observations. We cannot, of course, answer all pertinent 
questions. But we are able to describe the gun-related activities of the 
gangs in which our respondents claim membership. We can describe the 
types of guns these same respondents say they own. We can compare 
the gun carrying and gun use levels of gang members with those of 
non-gang members. Finally, we can assess whether or not the type of 
gang to which the respondent refers (unstructured vs. structured) is 
linked to firearm-related activity. 

Conceptual Issues and Measurement 

At the heart of difficulties in describing the gun-related behaviors of 
gangs are the related problems of conceptualizing "gang" and the link 
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be tween individual members' and organizations' behaviors. More gener- 
ally, the extent to which a collection of youths moves from mere group to 
more formal gang seems positively related to involvement in crime, 
presumably including gun-related activities (Cartwright, Howard,  and 
Reuterman 1970; Spergel 1990). How patterned are such activities is less 
well understood.  Researchers address the issue differently, depending 
upon  whether  their interest is in governance structure or in gang activ- 
ities. Jankowski (1991), for example, distinguishes three types of gangs 
according to their authority structures and concludes that the more hier- 
archically organized a gang, the greater its involvement in collective 
violence. Fagan (1989), in turn, distinguishes gangs primarily in terms of 
their involvement in criminal and drug activities. He reports that gangs 
displaying higher levels of both serious and collective delinquency are 
more formally structured. 

The relation of individual gang members' firearm-related activity also 
is not always clear. On the one hand, there is ample reason to suspect a 
strong influence of collectivity upon members. Numerous ethnogra- 
phers and other researchers have argued that gangs (even those of rela- 
tively short duration) pursue social solidarity through selective 
recruitment of youth of like background and maintain it through rites of 
passage, cultivated loyalty to the gang and its traditions, and subser- 
vience to a chain of command (Miller, Geertz, and Cutter 1961; Jansyn 
1966; Jackson and McBride 1985; Vigil 1988). 

On the other hand, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990:209) conceptualize 
gangs as congregations of youths pursuing their individual interests. 
Klein and Maxson (1989:211) argue that gangs generally are not cohesive 
but instead tend to be more temporary and elastic in structure (and thus 
in social control efforts). Jankowski (1991) offers a portrait of gangs bal- 
ancing individual and collective needs: individuals necessarily incorpo- 
rate into organizations; organizations constantly must accommodate the 
individual's material and social expectations and sense of autonomy. In 
short, it is possible that gang and individual gang members'  profiles may 
not be consistent. If gangs are in fact little more than congregations of 
individuals, there may be no behavioral differences between members 
of more and of less structured gangs. 

Resolution of all of these problems is clearly beyond our present ca- 
pacity and interest. Nevertheless, awareness of them informed our con- 
ceptualization and measurement of gangs. In Chapter 2 we argued that 
gangs should be defined as such by their members; they should possess, 
though differentially, such organizational features as a name and desig- 
nated leadership. Thus, respondents were asked if, in the past year or 
two (for the inmates, prior to confinement), they belonged to a gang 
and, if so, whether  or not it was organized and possessed a number of 
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characteristics. These included size of the gang and attributes normally 
associated with gangs: an "official" name, designated leadership, regu- 
lar meetings, designated clothing, and a specified turf to be defended. 
"Gangness" was determined by the respondent 's designation of his 
gang as "organized," as opposed to "just a bunch of people." Gang size 
was collapsed into two categories, one above and the other at or below 
the mean. A gang attribute score was calculated, and latent class analy- 
sis produced a two-class model: structured and unstructured gangs. 
Two-thirds of our inmate respondents claimed prior affiliation with a 
gang. Twenty-six percent of the gang members belonged to unstruc- 
tured gangs and 74 percent to structured gangs. Only 22 percent of the 
student sample were affiliated with a gang; of those gang members, 57 
percent belonged to structured gangs and 43 percent to unstructured 
gangs. 

Our typology admittedly is crude and fails to capture some essential 
features of gangs, including their differential age structures. Nor can we 
know whether a respondent 's sense of gang attributes and behaviors is 
influenced by his status within his gang. To the extent this matters, we 
assume that it is randomly distributed across the sample or addressed 
through the site control we institute in the multivariate analysis reported 
at the close of the chapter. 

Gangs and Guns 

Based on responses to our survey, gangs in fact are highly involved in 
various forms of gun possession. 1 For the inmates especially, movement  
from unstructured gang to structured gang brought relatively substan- 
tial increases in most of the behaviors in question. More than eight in ten 
members of structured gangs (85 percent) said that their gang possessed 
"a stash of guns members can use when they want to" and a nearly 
equal proportion (88 percent) described guns as plentiful "whenever the 
gang gets together." Nearly half (46 percent) described gun thefts as a 
regular gang activity; two-thirds (66 percent) said their gang regularly 
bought and sold guns. Nine of every ten inmate members of structured 
gangs (88 percent) stated that most of their gangs' members carried 
guns. An astonishing 58 percent described "driving around shooting at 
people you didn't like" as a regular gang activity. For most such behav- 
iors, the percentage of unstructured gang members describing their 
gangs as participants was smaller than the percentage of structured 
gang members involved, but nonetheless substantial. 2 

The findings pertaining to the student respondents produced much 
the same portrait of gangs and guns. Two-thirds (65 percent) of the 
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members  of structured gangs described guns as plentiful "whenever  the 
gang got together." Eight in ten (79 percent) said their gang possessed "a 
stash of guns members could use when they wanted to." A quarter 
described gun thefts as a regular gang activity; more than four in ten (45 
percent) said their gang regularly bought and sold guns. Eight of every 
ten s tudent  members of structured gangs (79 percent) stated that most of 
their gangs' members carried guns. Twenty-four percent described 
"driving around shooting at people you didn't  like" as a regular gang 
activity, a percentage much lower than that for inmate structured gangs. 
As with the inmate respondents,  members of unstructured gangs re- 
ported lower percentages of gang involvement in these activities than 
did members  of structured gangs. 3 

Individual Gang Members and Guns 

As our review of the literature indicated, it is not clear that all gang 
members  behave as their gangs do. In Tables 6.1 and 6 .2--for  inmate 
and s tudent  respondents,  respect ively--we examine the gun-related be- 
haviors of individual members of gangs (as opposed to their perceptions 
of their gangs' activities) as against the same behaviors of non-gang  

Table 6.1. Gang Affiliation and Firearm Activity--Inmates a 

Firearm activity 

No Unstructured Structured 
gang (%) gang (%) gang (%) 
(N = 338) (N = 132) (N = 353) 

Possession 
Any type of gun 74 78 93 
Revolver 48 55 69 
Automatic or semiautomatic 47 51 66 

handgun 
Military-style automatic or 27 24 47 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 30 33 49 
Sawed-off shotgun 41 48 61 
Owned 3 or more guns 35 44 60 

Carrying and use 
Carried gun routinely 44 47 69 
Fired at someone 65 67 89 

a Measurement described in text. Items refer to gun possession immediately 
prior to confinement. All relationships reported in this table are significant at 
least at the .05 level. 
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Table 6.2. Gang Affiliation and Firearm Possession--Students a 
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Firearm possession 

No Unstructured Structured 
gang (%) gang (%) gang (%) 
(N = 564) (N = 99) (N = 65) 

Any type of gun 26 58 60 
Revolver 11 26 35 
Automatic or semiautomatic 13 30 45 

handgun 
Military-style automatic or 4 15 14 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 6 22 28 
Sawed-off shotgun 6 16 22 
Owned 3 or more guns 6 19 20 
Carried gun routinely 9 19 38 

s Measurement described in text. All relationships reported in this table are 
significant at least at the .05 level. 

members .  The compar ison also permits  examinat ion of differences in 
levels of involvement  in gun-related activities be tween  members  of 
s t ructured and uns t ruc tured  gangs. 

It is apparen t  f rom the findings in Table 6.1 that  inmate gang mem-  
bers were  considerably more  involved in firearm activities than  were  
their n o n - g a n g  counterpar ts .  They  were more  likely to o w n  every  type 
of gun in quest ion and more  likely to carry a gun  routinely. Higher  
percentages  of gang members  had fired guns  at o ther  persons.  Table 6.2 
indicates much  the same findings regarding s tudent  gang members .  

The same two tables point  to differences in level of gun-rela ted activ- 
ity be tween  members  of more  and less s t ructured gangs,  especially re- 
garding inmates.  For all behaviors in question,  inmate  members  of 
s t ructured gangs were  substantially more  involved than were  their  un- 
s t ructured gang counterpar ts .  Two-thirds of the former  o w n e d  revolvers  
and automatic or semiautomatic handguns ,  for example,  while only 
about half of the latter repor ted  ownership.  The percentage of s t ructured 
gang members  who  claimed possession of military-style rifles was dou-  
ble that of uns t ruc tured  gang members .  Similar differences charac- 
terized routine gun  carrying and firing at another  person.  Overall,  the 
differences be tween  inmate s tructured and uns t ruc tured  gang members  
greatly exceeded those be tween  uns t ruc tured  gang members  and  re- 
sponden ts  with no gang affiliation (in some instances,  the latter two 
groups  differed not  at all). 

Overall, s tuden t  members  of s t ructured gangs also displayed greater  
levels of invo lvement  in the behaviors in quest ion than did members  of 
uns t ruc tured  gangs,  and the latter's level of involvement  substantially 
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exceeded  that  of r e sponden t s  wi th  no gang affiliation. Exceptions per- 
tain to owne r sh ip  of military-style rifles, of any  type  of gun  generally, 
and  of three  or more  guns; here  gang members  exceeded n o n - g a n g  
m e m b e r s  in involvement ,  but  degree  of gang structure p layed  no  role. 

S i t u a t i o n s  o f  Gun  Carry ing  

In Chap te r  4 we  explored the various circumstances u n d e r  which  the 
m e m b e r s  of the inmate  sample were  likely to carry guns;  this informa- 
t ion was  not  available for the s tuden t  sample. In this chapter  (Table 6.3), 
we  are able to assess whe the r  or not  gang affiliation inf luences the same 
behav io r  though ,  because we are more  interested in gang-related rou- 
fines, we  presen t ly  look only at r e sponden t s  w h o  carried guns  "mos t  of 
the t ime"  or "all of the t ime" (as opposed  to those w h o  carried "never"  
or "on ly  n o w  and  then").  Much  as we found  in our  earlier examinat ion,  
the likeliest s i tuat ions of carrying per ta ined to a sense of the environ-  
m e n t  as dangerous :  r e sponden t s  carried guns  most  of ten w h e n  they  
were  in s t range areas or out at night  or w h e n  they perceived themselves  
as be ing  in ne e d  of protection.  Overall,  however ,  gang affiliation and  
degree  of gang s t ructure  had little influence on  these behaviors.  Differ- 
ences  pe r ta ined  to three situations: Members  of uns t ruc tu red  gangs 
were  more  likely than  their two counterpar ts  (who did not  differ) to 
carry a gun  dur ing  d rug  deals. Members  of s t ructured gangs exceeded 
their  two counte rpar t s  (who did not  differ) in the l ikelihood that  they  
w o u l d  carry guns  w h e n  out raising hell and  w h e n  they  were  in a strange 

Table 6.3. Gang Affiliation and Gun-Carrying Situations--Inmates a 

No Unstructured Structured 
Very likely to carry gang (%) gang (%) gang (%) 
a gun when: (N = 123) (N = 53) (N = 233) 

Doing a drug deal b 71 92 73 
Raising hell b 48 45 57 
In a strange area b 81 83 91 
At night 83 79 83 
Hanging out with friends 53 60 65 
Friends were carrying guns 57 57 60 
Needing protection 85 82 89 
Planning to do a crime 54 52 61 

a Inmate respondents who had carried guns "now and then" or "most of the 
time." Measurement described in text. 
b Significant at the .05 level. 
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Gun dealing 

No Unstructured Structured 
gang (%) gang (%) gang (%) 
(N = 296) (N = 122) (N = 314) 

Involved in dealing guns 
(buying selling, or trad- 
ing for "a lot of guns "b 

Gone to places with easy 
gun laws to buy guns 
for later sale b at least a 
few times c 

36 46 68 

15 20 29 

a Measurement described in text. 
b Significant at .05 level. 
c "At least a few times" includes "many times," as opposed to "never" and "just 
once." 

area. Regarding the last of these,  we  a s sume  that  m e m b e r s  of s t ruc tured  
gangs,  turf  conscious,  were  more  concerned  wi th  geograph ic  b o u n d -  
aries and  the con.sequences of crossing them.  

Gang Members and Gun Dealing 

The c o m m o n  public percept ion  is that  gangs  " m o v e "  a lot of guns:  
buy, sell, and  t rade large quanti t ies  of guns  as their  current  envi ron-  
m e n t s  and  bus iness  interests  dictate. In Chap te r  3 we  examined  g u n  
sales for our  inmate  sample;  we  lacked comparab le  data  for the s tuden t  
sample .  Presently,  we  can examine  the same issue wi th  an eye to differ- 
ences be tween  gang  and  n o n - g a n g  m e m b e r s  and  b e t w e e n  m e m b e r s  of 
s t ruc tured  and  uns t ruc tu red  gangs.  

As the f indings in Table 6.4 indicate, public pe rcep t ions  are fairly 
accurate regard ing  gangs  and  gun  sales. Gang  m e m b e r s  were  more  
likely than  n o n - g a n g  m e m b e r s  to identify themse lves  as hav ing  deal t  
guns  and  as having  b o u g h t  guns  in places with more  lenient  laws for the 
p u r p o s e  of selling t hem at a later date. Clearly, degree  of s t ructure  of the 
r e s p o n d e n t ' s  gang  inf luenced his answers  to these  i tems.  M e m b e r s  of 
s t ruc tured  gangs  were  about  50 percent  more  likely to engage  in gun  
sales than  were  m e m b e r s  of uns t ruc tu red  gangs.  

If gang  
s t ructured 

Gangs and Motivations for Firearm Activity 

m e m b e r s  are more  involved in gun-re la ted  activities and  
gangs  are more  involved than are uns t ruc tu red  gangs  in 
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those  same activities, wha t  accounts for it? Is there  someth ing  about  the 
gang  per  se that  perpe tua tes  gun  behaviors? Is gun carrying, for exam- 
ple, intrinsically va lued  by gang members?  Or are gang member s  more  
invo lved  in f irearm-related activities because more  of their  members  
engage  in behaviors  that  " require"  g u n s - - c r i m e  and  drug  distribution, 
for instance? In this section, we explore such possibilities. 

Status Enhancement, Gangs, and Guns 

We repor ted  in Chapter  4 that status enhan cem en t  p layed  little role in 
the decision of e i ther  inmate or s tudent  to arm himself.  Nonetheless ,  
some r e sponde n t s  did agree that  respect  f rom their  peers  der ived  in part  
f rom gun  ownersh ip  and that their fr iends would  look d o w n  u p o n  them 
if they  did not  carry a gun.  Given the apparen t  s t rength  of the social 
b o n d  a m o n g  m ember s  of gangs,  we would  expect  that  status enhance-  
m e n t  wou ld  be likely to play a role in gun  possession.  In fact, while the 

Table 6.5. Gang Affiliation, Status Enhancement, and Firearm Activity-- 
Inmates a 

Firearm activity 

Agree that peer respect follows gun 
possession b 

No Unstructured Structured 
gang (%) gang(%) gang (%) 
(N= 279) (N= 118) (N= 328) 

No~yes No~yes No~yes 

Possession 
Any type of gun 73/86 77/92 94/90 
Revolver 47/50 54/77 70/67 
Automatic or semiautomatic 47/50 51/54 67/62 

handgun 
Military-style automatic or 24/42" 23/23 46/48 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 29/31 35/33 46/50 
Sawed-off shotgun 39/47 47/54 56/62 
Owned 3 or more guns 30/40 42/45 56/62 

Carrying and use 
Carried gun routinely 39/69" 45/68 69/71 
Fired at someone 61/86" 67/69 91/78" 

a Measurement described in text. Items refer to gun possession immediately 
prior to confinement. 
b Item: "In my crowd, if you don't have a gun, people don't respect you." 
" Significant at least at .05 level. 
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Table 6.6. Gang Affiliation, Status Enhancement, and Firearm Possession-- 
Students a 

Firearm possession 

Agree that peer respect follows gun 
possession b 

No Unstructured Structured 
gang (%) gang (%) gang (%) 
(N = 445) (N = 77) (N = 46) 

No~yes No~yes No~yes 

Any type of gun 79/69 51/80 57/82 
Revolver 9/18 24/40 29/64 
Automatic or semiautomatic 10/15 29/30 43/46 

handgun 
Military-style automatic or 3/5 12/20 11/36 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 5/6 6/34" 26/30 
Sawed-off shotgun 3/8 9/50" 17/46 
Owned 3 or more guns 3/5 13/24 21/26 
Carried gun routinely 6/15" 17/30 29/55 

a Measurement described in text. 
b Item: "In my crowd, if you don't  have a gun, people don't  respect you." 
" Significant at least at .05 level. 

vas t  major i ty  of n o n - g a n g  and  gang  m e m b e r s  of bo th  our  s amp le s  
did not  v iew gun  possess ion  as a c o m p o n e n t  of s ta tus  e n h a n c e m e n t ,  
gang  m e m b e r s h i p  did influence the re la t ionship for s tuden ts  t h o u g h  
not  for inmates .  A m o n g  the s tuden t  r e sponden t s ,  a g r e e m e n t  that  
peers  do not  respect  those  w h o  do not  possess  a gun  and  a g r e e m e n t  
that  one ' s  f r iends would  look negat ively  u p o n  one for failing to carry 
a gun  were  positively, if weak ly  related to gang  m e m b e r s h i p  and ,  for 
gang  member s ,  to affiliation with  a s t ructured ra ther  than  an uns t ruc-  
tured gang.  4 

Whe the r  or not  any  such re la t ionship  translates into i n v o l v e m e n t  in 
var ious  kinds  of f i rearm-related activities can be ascer ta ined t h r o u g h  
examina t ion  of Tables 6.5 and  6.6. The tables display the re la t ionship  
be tween  s ta tus  e n h a n c e m e n t  and  gun  possess ion,  carrying,  and  (for 
inmates)  use  for r e sponden t s  w h o  were  not  affiliated with  a gang  and  
for m e m b e r s  of both  uns t ruc tu red  and  s t ructured gangs.  It is clear that ,  
for both  inmate  and  s tuden t  samples ,  there was little re la t ionship  be- 
tween  s tatus  e n h a n c e m e n t  and  gun-re la ted  activity for e i ther  g a n g  or 
n o n - g a n g  responden t s .  The social bond ing  that  appa ren t l y  occurs  
a m o n g  gang  m e m b e r s  did not  result  in social p ressure  to bear  a rms  
a m o n g  our  respondents .  
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Violent Crime, Gangs, and Guns 

A link b e t w e e n  violent  criminality and gang membersh ip  also is a 
relat ive staple of media  discussions of u rban  you th  and  social problems;  
this seems part icularly true of en te r ta inment  media.  Our  data suggest  
that  the media  are accurate in their  portrayal .  For bo th  our  samples,  
i nvo lvemen t  in violent  crime (armed robbery  for inmates;  crimes com- 
mi t ted  wi th  w e a p o n s  for s tudents)  was h igher  for gang than  for n o n -  
gang  member s  and  was less in evidence  for uns t ruc tu red  than  for 
s t ruc tured  gang  members ,  s Again, wha t  is of interest  present ly  is 
w h e t h e r  or not,  wi th in  and wi thout  gangs,  violent  criminality is related 
to i nvo lvemen t  in f irearm-related activities. To this end,  Tables 6.7 and  
6.8 display the relat ionship be tween  commiss ion of violent  offenses and  
gu n  possess ion,  carrying, and (for inmates) use for r e sponden t s  w h o  
were  no t  affiliated wi th  a gang and  for members  of bo th  uns t ruc tu red  
and  s t ruc tured  gangs.  

The f indings displayed in bo th  tables mirror  those repor ted  in Chap-  
ter  4: i nvo lvemen t  in violent crime was related to mos t  forms of gun  
possess ion,  carrying,  and use  for both  samples.  The same findings make  

Table 6.7. Gang Affiliation, Violent Crime, and Firearm Activity--Inmates a 

Firearm activity 

Committed armed robbery 

No Unstructured Structured 
gang (%) gang (%) gang (%) 
(N = 338) (N = 132) (N = 353) 

No~yes No~yes No~yes 

Possession 
Any type of gun 65/88* 69/90* 87/97* 
Revolver 41/57* 42/72 ° 64/72 
Automatic or semiautomatic 38/57* 42/62" 55/73" 

handgun 
Military-style automatic or 24/32 20/29 45/48 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 26/36 28/40 42/53" 
Sawed-off shotgun 30/57* 37/62* 51/67. 
Owned 3 or more guns 28/46" 34/57* 50/66* 

Carrying and use 
Carried gun routinely 36/56" 38/59" 57/77* 
Fired at someone 55/80" 57/80* 78/96" 

s Measurement described in text. Items refer to gun 
prior to confinement. 
* Significant at least at .05 level. 

possession immediately 
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Table 6.8. Gang Affiliation, Violent Crime, and Firearm Possession--Students ~ 

Firearm possession 

Committed crime with weapon 

No Unstructured Structured 
gang (%) gang (%) gang (%) 
(N = 541) (N = 94) (N = 60) 

No~yes No~yes No~yes 

Any type of gun 22/46" 52/85" 52/87" 
Revolver 10/15 20/54" 30/56 
Automatic or semiautomatic 10/24" 26/31 41/56 

handgun 
Military-style automatic or 3/6 14/31 7/31 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 4/21" 16/54" 23/43 
Sawed-off shotgun 4/18" 16/54" 14/44" 
Owned 3 or more guns 3/18" 11/54" 14/38" 
Carried gun routinely 6/15 10/53" 26/75" 

Measurement described in text. 
• Significant at least at .05 level. 

clear as well that gang membership had little bearing on this relation- 
ship. That is, among inmate respondents, armed robbery and gun pos- 
session, carrying, and use went hand in hand for non-gang  members 
and gang members alike and for members of unstructured as well as 
structured gangs. Among student respondents,  commission of crimes 
with weapons was related to gun possession and carrying no matter the 
status of gang affiliation. Ultimately, then, it may not be gang 
membership--general ly  or with respect to type of gang- - tha t  increases 
the chances of gun-related activity. It may be, instead, that gangs attract 
more violent offenders and, therefore, more firearm activity. 

Drug Act iv i ty ,  Gangs, and Guns 

Drug use and distribution are not uncommon but also are by no 
means universal gang activities. Our own data regarding hard-drug use 
and gang membership indicate that, among inmates, use is unrelated to 
gang membership and, among gang members, to gang structure. 
Among students, gang members reported significantly higher levels of 
drug use than did non-gang  members though structure of the gang had 
no influence on drug use. 6 The findings regarding drug distribution 
indicate that, among respondents of both samples, drug selling was 
higher among gang members but that members of unstructured and 
structured gangs did not differ in involvement in sales. 7 As we have 
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done with the other potential motivations to engage in gun-related be- 
havior among gang members, we examine in Tables 6.9 through 6.12, for 
inmates and students respectively, the relationship between drug use 
and distribution and gun possession, carrying, and (for inmates) use for 
respondents who were not affiliated with a gang and for members of 
both unstructured and structured gangs. 

As was indicated in Chapter 5, hard-drug use was not linked to 
firearm-related activity. This finding appears again in Tables 6.9 and 
6.10. With only a few exceptions, drug use was not predictive of firearm 
possession, carrying, and use for members of either sample and across 
all three categories of gang affiliation. As the findings presented in Ta- 
bles 6.11 and 6.12 indicate, drug selling did predict these behaviors for 
both samples--as  it did more generally in Chapter 5. However, among 
inmates, the relationship held for non-gang  members and members of 
unstructured gangs relatively evenly; it was considerably less obvious 
among members of structured gangs. For student respondents, drug 
selling was clearly linked to gun possession and carrying among non-  
gang members but, with two exceptions (possession of an automatic or 
semiautomatic handgun and routine gun carrying by members of un- 

Table 6.9. Gang Affiliation, Hard Drug Use, and Firearm Activity--Inmates a 

Firearm activity 

Used hard drugs 

No Unstructured Structured 
gang (%) gang (%) gang (%) 
(N = 272) (N = 118) (N = 291) 

No~yes No~yes No~yes 

Possession 
Any type of gun 68/79" 75/79 91/95 
Revolver 44/49 60/53 72/66 
Automatic or semiautomatic 44/44 48/53 64/65 

handgun 
Military-style automatic or 26/27 31/15 47/45 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 24/33 34/36 40/55" 
Sawed-off shotgun 39/40 45/57 54/64 
Owned 3 or more guns 33/33 42/47 56/61 

Carrying and Use 
Carried gun routinely 37/40 45/49 69/68 
Fired at someone 60/66 63/70 90/88 

a Measurement described in text. Items refer to gun 
prior to confinement. 
" Significant at least at .05 level. 

possession immediately 
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Table 6.10. Hard Drug Use, Gang Affiliation, and Firearm Possession--Students  a 

Firearm possession 

Used Hard Drugs 

No Unstructured Structured 
gang (%) gang (%) gang (%) 
(N = 565) (N = 98) (N = 65) 

No~yes No~yes No~yes 

Any type of gun 26/31 57/58 58/70 
Revolver 11 / 13 26/25 35/40 
Automatic or semiautomatic 13/13 29/33 46/40 

handgun  
Military-style automatic or 4/0 16/8 13/20 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 6/13 21/33 26/40 
Sawed-off shotgun 5/19 15/25 22/20 
Owned  3 or more guns 5/6 19/25 20/20 
Carried gun routinely 8/17 15/54" 38/40 

a Measurement  described in text. 
" Significant at least at .05 level. 

Table 6.11. Gang Affiliation, Drug Sales, and Firearm Act iv i ty - - Inmates  a 

Firearm activity 

Sold drugs 

No Unstructured Structured 
gang (%) gang (%) gang (%) 
(N = 337) (N = 132) (N = 350) 

No~yes No~yes No~yes 

Possession 
Any  type of gun 66/82" 60/88 • 87/96 
Revolver 42/53" 36/66" 65/71 
Automatic or semiautomatic 35/56" 34/60" 57/70" 

handgun  
Military-style automatic or 21/33" 13/31" 46/47 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 26/35 28/37 49/48 
Sawed-off shotgun 33/49 30/58" 51/66" 
Owned  3 or more guns 27/43" 30/52" 53/63 

Carrying and use 
Carried gun routinely 35/52" 38/52 61/74" 
Fired at someone 55/74" 50/77' 84/92 

" Measurement  described in text. Items refer to gun 
prior to confinement.  
• Significant at least at .05 level. 

possession immediate ly  
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Table 6.12. Gang Affiliation, Drug Sales, and Firearm Possession--Students a 

Firearm possession 

Sold Drugs 

No Unstructured Structured 
gang (%) gang (%) gang (%) 
(N = 565) (N = 98) (N = 65) 

No~yes No~yes No~yes 

Any type of gun 22/58" 52/71 57/67 
Revolver 8/32" 23/32 34/39 
Automatic or semiautomatic 10/37" 21/50" 38/61 

handgun 
Military-style automatic or 3/7 14/18 13/17 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 5/16" 21/25 32/17 
Sawed-off shotgun 5/11 16/18 19/28 
Owned 3 or more guns 5/12" 17/25 19/22 
Carried gun routinely 6/25" 14/32" 36/44 

a Measurement described in text. 
" Significant at least at .05 level. 

structured gangs) was decidedly unrelated to these behaviors among 
gang members. In short, involvement in drug distribution may account 
for the higher involvement of non-gang  members and of members of 
unstructured gangs in some forms of gun-related behavior. Overall, in- 
volvement  in drug distribution does not appear to account for the higher 
levels of firearm-related activity by members of structured gangs. 

Exposure to Gun Threats, Gangs, and Guns 

We turn now to a potentially key element of life in a gang: risk of 
becoming a gunshot  victim. Are gang members more likely to carry guns 
because they occupy especially dangerous niches within their social 
worlds? Asked otherwise, do gang members carry guns because they 
perceive others to be gunning for them? In seeking an answer, we em- 
ploy the same measure of such risk that we have in the logistic regres- 
sion analyses reported in previous chapters. Respondents in both 
samples were asked whether or not they personally had been threat- 
ened with a gun or shot at. Presently, we distinguish between those who 
have been threatened or shot at a few or many times from those who 
have never or only once experienced such an event. 8 

Importantly, we do not assume here that this measure taps victimiza- 
tion, for it is quite possible that respondents had been fired upon by 
persons against whom they were committing crimes, by participants in 
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d rug  deals  gone  sour, or by  o ther  pe r sons  against  w h o m  r e s p o n d e n t s  
were  direct ing aggression.  Nor  do  we a s s um e  that  g u n  possess ion  fol- 
lowed  threat .  It is equally likely that  gun  possess ion  placed r e s p o n d e n t s  
in si tuat ions of threat.  Our  in tent  is s imply  to m e a s u r e  the extent  to 
which  a r e s p o n d e n t  exists in a hostile e n v i r o n m e n t  and  thus  runs  the 
risk of ha rm.  

O u r  data  sugges t  that  gang  m e m b e r s h i p  does  increase the l ikel ihood 
of be ing  th rea tened  with  a gun  or shot  at. For the inmate  r e sponden t s ,  
m e m b e r s  of s t ruc tured  gangs  were  40 percent  more  likely than  m e m b e r s  
of uns t ruc tu red  gangs  to have  exper ienced such an event .  Howeve r ,  
m e m b e r s  of uns t ruc tu red  gangs  were  only 6 percent  more  likely to have  
been  so th rea tened  than  were  those not  affiliated with  gangs.  For the 
s tuden t  r e sponden t s ,  the pa t te rn  was  more  dramatic.  Those  w h o  be- 
longed  to s t ruc tured  gangs  were  44 percent  more  likely to have  been  
th rea tened  or shot  at wi th  a gun  than  were  m e m b e r s  of uns t ruc tu red  
gangs.  The latter, in turn,  were  more  than twice as likely to have  experi-  
enced  such an event .  9 

Does  the re la t ionship be tween  gang  m e m b e r s h i p  and  exposure  to gun  

Table 6.13. Gang Affiliation, Prior Gun Threats, and Firearm Activity--lnmates a 

Firearm activity 

Exposure to gun threats b 

No Unstructured Structured 
gang (%) gang (%) gang (%) 
(N = 337) (N = 132) (N = 350) 

No~yes No~yes No~yes 

Possession 
Any type of gun 58/91" 60/95" 83/96" 
Revolver 35/61" 31/74" 58/72" 
Automatic or semiautomatic 33/59" 29/68" 51/70" 

handgun 
Military-style automatic or 17/37" 15/31" 30/52" 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 28/57" 32/55" 32/52" 
Sawed-off shotgun 29/53" 28/63" 51/63" 
Owned 3 or more guns 24/46" 26/58" 46/64" 

Carrying and use 
Carried gun routinely 28/59" 26/62" 49/75" 
Fired at someone 48/81" 40/87" 69/95" 

a Measurement described in text. Items refer to gun 
prior to confinement. 
b Respondent has personally been threatened with a 
many times (as opposed to never or once). 
• Significant at least at .05 level. 

possession immediately 

gun or shot at a few or 
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Table 6.14. Gang Affiliation, Prior Gun Threats, and Firearm Possession--Students a 

Firearm possession 

Exposure to gun threats b 

No Unstructured Structured 
gang (%) gang (%) gang (%) 
(N = 565) (N = 98) (N = 65) 

No~yes No~yes No~yes 

Any type of gun 24/40" 52/68 55/67 
Revolver 9/19" 19/38" 21/50" 
Automatic or semiautomatic 12/20" 25/38 42/47 

handgun 
Military-style automatic or 4/3 14/18 6/22 

semiautomatic rifle 
Regular shotgun 5/6 13/19 13/28 
Sawed-off shotgun 5/9 16/18 12/31 
Owned 3 or more guns 18/36" 41/56 46/66 
Carried gun routinely 7/13 15/26 19/56" 

a Measurement described in text. 
b Respondent has personally been threatened with a 
many times (as opposed to never or once). 
" Significant at least at .05 level. 

gun or shot at a few or 

th rea t s  bear  on  differential  i n v o l v e m e n t  in f i rearm-rela ted activity across 
g a n g  a n d  n o n - g a n g  m em ber s ?  The ans wer  regard ing  the inmate  r e spon-  
den t s  is dec ided ly  yes.  As the f indings in Table 6.13 indicate,  prior  gun  
threa ts  we re  significantly related to every  fo rm of g u n  possess ion ,  carry- 
ing, a n d  use  e x a m i n e d  a m o n g  each type  of gang  ca tegory  examined.  
A m o n g  s t uden t  r e sponden t s ,  the re la t ionship  is less obvious .  As indicated 
in Table 6.14, o w n e r s h i p  of a revolver  was  tied to pr ior  g u n  threats  for n o n -  
g a n g  r e s p o n d e n t s  a n d  for bo th  types  of gang  m e m b e r s .  N o n - g a n g  respon-  
den t s  w h o  h a d  b e e n  th rea tened  were  also more  likely to have  o w n e d  an  
au tomat ic  or  semiautomat ic  h a n d g u n  and,  more  generally, to have  o w n e d  
a n y  type  of g u n  or three  or more  guns .  Beyond  this, gang  m e m b e r s h i p  
coun t s  for no th ing  in the p re sen t  context  except,  important ly ,  that  m e m -  
bers  of s t ruc tu red  gangs  w h o  had  been  th rea tened  or shot  at were  m o r e  
likely t han  those  w h o  had  not  to have  carried a g u n  routinely. This was  not  
the  case for m e m b e r s  of the two compar i son  groups .  

In sum,  whi le  w e  are uncer ta in  w h e t h e r  or not  occupat ion  of a hostile 
e n v i r o n m e n t  is essent ial  to explaining a s tuden t  gang  m e m b e r ' s  grea ter  
i n v o l v e m e n t  in f i rearm-rela ted behaviors ,  we  note  wi th  cer ta inty that  
host i le  e n v i r o n m e n t  does account  for at least  some  of the difference in 
possess ion ,  carrying,  and use  of f i rearms b e t w e e n  those  inmates  w h o  
w e r e  affi l iated wi th  s t ruc tured  gangs  and  those  w h o  were  ei ther  affili- 
a ted  w i th  u n s t r u c t u r e d  gangs  or wi th  no gang.  Hosti le  e n v i r o n m e n t  also 
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appears  to explain differences be tween uns t ruc tured  and structured 
gang members  in these same behaviors. 

M u l t i v a r i a t e  C o n s i d e r a t i o n s  

We recognize that many  of the variables we have examined as poten-  
tially influencing gun-related behavior may  be strongly related to each 
other; gang membersh ip  is no exception. The logistic regression results 
presented in Tables 6.15 (inmates) and 6.16 (students) reflect our  a t tempt  

Table 6.15. Logistic Regression of Firearm-Related Activities on Motivational, 
Drug and Gang Activity, Sociodemographic, and Site Variables--Inmate 
Sample (N = 530) 

Beta coefficients 

Owned handgun Owned 

Auto/ sawed-off Carried gun Fired gun 
Variable semiauto Revolver shotgun routinely at someone 

Criminal activity .224* .203* .277* .278* .401" 
Status enhancement -.044 -.113 .067 .105 -.081 
Prior gun threats .760* .621" .513" .987* 1.104" 
Drug use -.012 -.103" -.035 .016 -.058 
Drug sales .531" .420 .871" .550* .637* 
Gang member a 

Unstructured gang -.269 .143 .263 -.133 -.274 
Structured gang .117 .348 .176 .474 .497 

Age .030 .012 .022 -.087 -.008 
Race/Ethnicity b 

Black -.058 -.359 -.377 .126 .377 
Hispanic -.153 -.114 -.083 -.125 .243 
White -.093 -.307 -.453 -.287 .042 

City size .012 .015 -.047 .001 .031 
Site c 

California -.010 .677* .392 .604 .659 
Illinois -.619 .759 .384 .626 .781 
Louisiana .555  1.058" .671 .461 .262 

Constant -2.173 -1.706 -2.459 -1.721 -2.181 
Model ×2 (df = 15) 118.321" 101.523" 112.479" 178.264" 182.442" 

• p < .05. 
a Non-gang member omitted. 
b "Other" omitted. 
c New Jersey omitted. 
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Table 6.16. Logistic Regression of Firearm-Related Activities on Motivational, 
Drug and Gang Activity, Sociodemographic, and Site Variables--Student 
Sample (N = 465) 

Variable 

Beta coefficients 

Owned handgun Owned Carried gun 

Auto/semiauto Revolver sawed-off shotgun routinely 

Criminal activity .456 -.132 1.379" 1.637" 
Status enhancement .053 .289 .274 .004 
Prior gun threats .456* .516" -.217 .267 
Drug use -.034 -.005 .062 -.001 
Drug sales 1.783" .958* 1.136" 1.666" 
Gang member a 

Unstructured gang .344 .383 .331 -.086 
Structured gang 1.003" .478 1.264" .687 

Age .126 .027 .273 .116 
Race/ethnicity b 

Black .217 .121 -.292 . 858  

Hispanic -.494 -.447 -1.757 .110 
Site c 

California .927 .468 7.658 1.793* 
Illinois 1.118* .701 7.658 .617 
Louisiana .742 .083 6.742 1.375* 

Constant -5.868 -3.942 -15.339 -7.104 
Model ×2 (df = 13) 100.070" 55.559* 51.612" 75.335* 

" p < .05 .  
s Non-gang member omitted. 
b "Other" omitted. 
c New Jersey omitted. 

to address  this possibility. Importantly,  while the inclusion and  exclu- 
sion of missing cases had little effect on  multivariate outcomes in prior  
chapters ,  they  are more  telling here.  

Excluding miss ing cases, as has been  our  practice th roughou t  this 
study,  we find our  regression results essentially confirming those report-  
ed  t h r o u g h o u t  this chapter. At least among  our  inmate  respondents ,  
once  the effects of involvement  in criminal and  drug  activity and  prior  
gun  threats  were  controlled,  gang membersh ip  had  little effect on  the 
possess ion,  carrying,  and use of firearms. A m o n g  the s tudent  respon-  
dents ,  the picture  differed somewhat .  Members  of s t ructured gangs 
were  more  likely to possess automatic or semiautomatic h a n d g u n s  and  
sawed-off  sho tguns  than were  n o n - g a n g  members  and  members  of 
uns t r uc tu r e d  gangs  (who did not  differ in involvement  in these behav- 
iors). Yet, these f indings are m u d d i e d  somewha t  w h e n  we in t roduce the 
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missing cases into the analysis. For the inmate sample, structured gang 
membership attained statistically significant relationships with all but 
possession of a sawed-off shotgun, though the findings regarding un- 
structured gang membership remained the same. 1° Among student re- 
spondents,  membership in a structured gang became significantly 
statistically related to all four gun-related behaviors. With one exception 
(possession of an automatic or semiautomatic handgun), unstructured 
gang membership remained unrelated to the behaviors in question, n 

In short, it may well be that aspects of membership in a structured 
gang do account for higher levels of firearm-related behavior apart from 
the influential effects of other independent variables. The possibility 
awaits further research. Beyond this, however, it is noteworthy that the 
same variables appear in the present analysis to influence gun-related 
behavior as have consistently done so in prior chapters (this time net of 
the effects of gang membership): criminal activity, prior gun threats, and 
drug distribution. 

Summary 

Are gangs at the heart of America's problem of youths and guns? Our 
findings point to a definite relationship, though they also suggest that it 
is far from a simple one. To the extent that we may generalize from our 
present findings, gangs engage in high levels of firearm possession, 
carrying, and use - -a t  least as their individual members describe them. 
Individual gang members participate in firearm-related activity to a 
greater extent than do individuals who are not affiliated with gangs. To 
the extent that the gang to which an individual belongs is structured 
(a more formal, classic-style gang), involvement in these activities 
increases. 

Why these findings are so is less clear. Is there something about gangs 
per se that accounts for them or do gangs simply engage in more of the 
behaviors commonly associated with gun possession and use? It ap- 
pears from our findings that the need for status enhancement- - thought  
commonsensically so important among gang members - -does  not ac- 
count for higher levels of gun use among gang members. Violent crimi- 
nality is related to firearm-related activity, but our findings suggest that 
the relationship holds across non-gang and gang categories. Indeed, 
violent criminality seems more characteristic of non-gang individuals 
than of gang members and less common among structured than among 
unstructured gang members. Drug use seems no more frequent among 
gang members than among youth unaffiliated with gangs (though, 
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among our student respondents, some evidence of a connection ex- 
isted), and our findings do not point to it as related to firearm activity 
differentials. Drug sales seem more common among gang members than 
among those without gang member status but not more common among 
structured as opposed to unstructured gang members. Yet, here again, 
the relationship between gun-related behaviors and drug sales seems 
strongest for non-gang  members and weakest (though clearly at work) 
among members of structured gangs. 

We suspect that what lies behind at least a portion of the differential 
involvement in firearm-related activity by gang members is the degree to 
which they live in a dangerous social world. This clearly is the case 
among youths like those in our inmate sample. It seems to us that, 
overall, gang members are more visible in a hostile world than are 
youths who do not belong to gangs. They are more turf conscious. They 
cluster. They wear apparel that signals solidarity and aggression. They 
are targets of violence by virtue of their aggression against other gangs 
and their efforts to avoid counteraggression. 

We have no data bearing directly on this conclusion, but we do note 
that, among our inmate respondents- -gang and non-gang  members 
al ike-- the perceived need for protection and the traversing of strange 
areas highly influenced gun-carrying behavior. As well, prior exposure 
to threats of gun violence (whether or not accumulated in socially ac- 
ceptable roles) was a clear predictor of most forms of gun possession, 
carrying, and use among our respondents. Among the inmate respon- 
dents, structured gang members reported significantly higher levels of 
such exposure, and exposure predicted gun-related activity within this 
subset. 

Our attempt to sort out these issues through multivariate analysis has 
been compromised somewhat by the problem of differential impact of 
missing cases. To the extent that gang membership bears on gun posses- 
sion, carrying, and use independent  of drug distribution profile and 
prior exposure to gun threats (as well as the other variables of interest in 
this study), it seems to more likely to do so among members of struc- 
tured gangs. 

Ultimately, of course, we must  offer the same caveat about gangs and 
guns as we did about drugs and guns. There is a considerable difference 
be tween pointing to a relationship and arguing that it causes all our 
troubles. Gang members may engage to greater degrees in gun activity, 
but our findings point unequivocally to high levels of gun possession, 
carrying, and use among adolescents who are not affiliated with gangs. 
We have found no magical, single-variable, explanatory bul le t - -no 
"single-variable" answer-- in  this chapter nor, more generally, in this 
study. In other words, like drugs, gangs may well be a part of the 
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answer to the "kids and violence" question, but the high level of posses- 
sion and carrying among non-gang teens implies that we would contin- 
ue to have a problem with juveniles and firearms even if every gang in 
every city disappeared tomorrow. 

N o t e s  

1. A number of items were presented to respondents of both sam- 
ples who reported belonging to gangs. One set was introduced this way: 
"Was your gang or group ever involved with any of the following activ- 
ities? Stealing guns. Buying and selling guns. Shooting guns. Driving 
around shooting at people you didn't  like." For each activity item, three 
responses were possible: "yes, regularly, . . . .  yes, from time to time," 
"never." A second set was introduced this way: "Following are some 
statements that may or may not be true of your gang or group. For each 
statement, indicate whether that is true or not of your gang or group: 
'Most of the people in my gang or group carry guns'. 'There are always 
lots of guns around whenever the gang or group get together'. 'You 
have to have a gun to join my gang or group'. 'You have to show you can 
use a gun to be in my gang or group.' 'My gang or group has a stash of 
guns members can use when they want to. '" Statements were phrased 
in the past tense for inmate respondents. For each item, respondents 
could indicate "yes" or "no." 

2. Six in ten members of structured gangs (58 percent) reported 
that their gang possessed "a stash of guns members can use when they 
want to," and 60 percent) described guns as plentiful "whenever the 
gang gets together." Nearly a quarter (23 percent) described gun thefts 
as a regular gang activity; one-third (35 percent) reported that their gang 
regularly bought and sold guns. Sixty-two percent stated that most of 
their gangs' members carried guns. One-third (34 percent) described 
"driving around shooting at people you didn't  like" as a regular gang 
activity. 

3. One-third (35 percent) described guns as plentiful "whenever 
the gang gets together," and 49 percent said their gang possessed "a 
stash of guns members can use when they want to." One in ten (11 
percent) described gun thefts as a regular gang activity; 19 percent said 
that their gang regularly bought and sold guns. Four of every ten (42 
percent) stated that most of their gangs' members carried guns. Fifteen 
percent described "driving around shooting at people you didn't  like" as 
a regular gang activity. 

4. Specifically, 24 percent of the student structured gang members 
agreed that peers do not respect those who do not possess a gun; only 13 
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percent of members of unstructured gangs and 9 percent of those un- 
affiliated with a gang agreed (p = .028). While 22 percent of those affili- 
ated with structured gangs agreed that one's friends would look down 
on one for failing to carry a gun, only 10 percent of those in unstructured 
gangs and 7 percent of those who did not belong to a gang agreed 
(p = .049). 

5. Sixty-one percent of the inmate members of structured gangs 
had committed armed robbery; 42 percent of unstructured gang mem- 
bers and 38 percent of unaffiliated respondents had committed that 
crime (p = .000). Among students, 27 percent who claimed structured 
gang affiliation had committed a crime with a weapon, while only 16 
percent of the members of unstructured gangs and 7 percent of those 
who were not affiliated with gangs had committed such a crime 
(p = .000). 

6. Fifteen percent of structured gang members reported hard-drug 
use; 12 percent of unstructured gang members reported hard-drug use; 
and only 3 percent of those who did not belong to gangs had used hard 
drugs. 

7. Among inmate respondents, 66 percent of the members of struc- 
tured gangs and 64 percent of those in unstructured gangs had sold 
drugs; 51 percent of those unaffiliated with gangs had done so (p = 
.000). Among student respondents, 28 percent of both structured and 
unstructured gang members had sold drugs, but only 10 percent of non-  
gang members had done so (p = .000). 

8. Since the item contained no temporal element, the categoriza- 
tion system was thought to increase the likelihood that the threat events 
were more recent. 

9. Among inmate respondents, 78 percent of those in structured 
gangs, 56 percent of those in unstructured gangs, and 50 percent of 
those unaffiliated with gangs had been shot at or threatened with a gun. 
Within the student sample, 49 percent of the structured gang members, 
34 percent of the unstructured gang members, and 14 percent of those 
who did not belong to a gang had been threatened or shot at with a gun. 

10. When missing cases were included in the analysis, drug use also 
was no longer significantly related to possession of a revolver and drug 
sales were no longer significantly related to the routine carrying of a 
firearm and to having fired a gun at someone. 

11. Here, the inclusion of missing cases resulted in a lack of statisti- 
cal significance regarding the link between prior gun threats and posses- 
sion of an automatic or semi-automatic handgun; it also resulted in the 
presence of a significant relationship between gun threats and routine 
gun carrying. Drug dealing no longer was related to possession of a 
sawed-off shotgun. 
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RELATED THEMES FOR RESEARCH 

Danny [a New Orleans suburban teenager, sixteen,] was 11 when he 
got his first handgun . . . .  Since then, he has illegally purchased several 
other handguns and now shares a .22-caliber sawed-off rifle with some 
friends . . . .  Carl, 19, of [a New Orleans suburb] . . . has been shot nine 
times in two separate incidents . . . .  Said one boy from a middle-class 
neighborhood: "It's straight-up dangerous out there." 

--"Kids and Guns," New Orleans Times-Picayune 

Our  focus to this point  has been on the same segment  of the popula t ion  
that captures the at tention of legislators, law enforcement  personnel ,  
and the media: inner-city, adolescent  males. We have described the guns  
they acquire, w h y  they carry guns,  how they use firearms, their connec-  
tions to the worlds  of drugs  and gangs. But there are o ther  quest ions to 
be asked about kids and guns,  quest ions that ul t imately deserve  the 
same degree  of scrutiny that we have given our  present  topic and  sam- 
ple. In this chapter,  we will explore briefly three such quest ions.  First, 
what  of inner-city females? They  live in the same dangerous  environ-  
ments  as do  the males we have studied here.  Do they acquire and carry 
firearms at comparable  rates? Second, who  are the victims of adoles- 
cents' use  of firearms: innocent  bys tanders  or juveniles involved more  
proactively in the cycle of violence? Finally, what  of the suburbs:  are 
guns  in the hands  of adolescents a problem there too? 

Girls  a nd  G u n s  I 

Few people  think of female adolescents when  they consider  the prob- 
lem of guns  in this society, but  the pat tern  of criminal activities by  
females, save for the most  serious of violent offenses,  greatly resembles  
that of young  male offenders  (Steffensmeier and Allan 1995). Given 
these similarities, there is no reason to assume that females are uninvol-  
ved in firearm-related activity. 

119 
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There is little by way of a research literature against which to test this 
assumption.  Sixteen percent of female adolescents in select urban neigh- 
borhoods reported having carried unspecified weapons illegally in the 
course of the year prior to being surveyed (Fagan 1990). A 1990 survey of 
11,631 students in grades nine through twelve found that 8 percent of 
the female respondents had carried a weapon to school; the weapon 
may or may not have been a firearm (U.S. Department of Health and 
Human  Services 1991). Seven percent of the females in a sample of 
public high school students in a midwestern city had carried an un- 
specified weapon to school at least once over the course of a year (As- 
mussen 1992). In fact, only two studies refer directly to firearms: 
(a) Sadowski et al. (1989) found that I percent of a 1987 nonurban sam- 
ple of female adolescents owned a handgun; and (b) slightly more than 1 
percent of the females in a 1990 sample of Seattle eleventh-grade stu- 
dents reported owning a handgun (Callahan and Rivara 1992). In short, 
we have only the most general information about female firearm activ- 
ities. Some studies fail to specify the type of weapon in question; most 
do not delve into patterns of firearm acquisition and carrying. 

As we noted at the beginning of this book, we collected data from 
inner-city females as well as from males. Relative to the involvement of 
high school boys in gun-related behaviors, high school girls" involve- 
ment  was sufficiently low that we chose to address it separately. The 
patterns nonetheless are intriguing. 

Exposure to Firearms 

As they were for the males in our sample, firearms were characteristic 
of the immediate social environments of the female respondents. As 
indicated in Table 7.1, a substantial majority (68 percent) of respondents 
reported that males in their families owned guns; half of these indicated 
that most or all of their male relatives did so. Forty-two percent reported 
that these same males carried guns outside the home routinely. A third 
of the respondents  reported that their friends owned guns; a slightly 
smaller percentage (28) indicated that these friends carried their guns 
outside the home regularly. Forty-five percent noted that they knew of at 
least one person who had carried a gun to school within the past year; 5 
percent indicated that they knew of many persons who had done so. 

Many of the respondents had been exposed in some fashion to gun- 
related violence. Thirteen percent reported that they had been threat- 
ened with a gun "in the last few years" while traveling to and from 
school. Six percent reported having been shot at on at least one occa- 
sion. The respondents  reported that classmates also had a high level of 
victimization experiences involving guns. For instance, 43 percent indi- 



Table 7.1. Female Respondents '  Exposure to Firearms 

Items (N) % 

Guns among family and friends 
Males in the family owning guns (790) 

None 32 
Some of them 38 
Most  of them 20 
All of them 10 

Males in the family routinely carrying guns out- (790) 
side their homes  

None 58 
Some of them 28 
Most of them 9 
All of them 5 

Friends owning guns (784) 
None 67 
Some of them 24 
Most of them 7 
All of them 2 

Friends routinely carrying guns outside the (783) 
home 

None 72 
Some of them 19 
Most o f t h e m  7 
All of them 2 

Personally knows someone who has carried a (804) 
gun to school in the past  year  

No 55 
Yes, just  one 18 
Yes, a few 21 
Yes, many  6 

Exposure to firearm violence 
While in school or on the way to and from 
school in the last few years, has respondent :  
Been threatened with a gun (733) 

Never  87 
Once 8 
A few times 4 
Many times 1 

Been shot at with a gun (733) 
Never  94 
Once 4 
A few times 1 
Many times 1 

continued 
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Table 7.1. Continued 

Related Themes for Research 

Items (N) % 

In the last few years, have any students respon- 
dent knows personally in school: 
Been threatened with a gun 

None 
One or two 
A few 
Many 

Been shot at with a gun 
None 
One or two 
Yes, a few 
Many 

(719) 

(714) 

57 
24 
13 
6 

55 
20 
14 
10 

cated that they knew someone personally who had been threatened 
with a gun; 44 percent knew of someone who had been shot at. 

Gun Possession and Carrying 

As indicated in Table 7.2, 9 percent of the sample reported having 
owned a revolver in the course of their lives, 5 percent had owned an 
automatic or semiautomatic handgun, regular shotguns were owned by 
7 percent of the respondents, and other types of firearms were owned 
by fewer than 5 percent of the sample. Among guns currently in the 
students'  possession, revolvers were again most likely to be owned (6 
percent). Shotguns and automatic or semiautomatic handguns were the 
next most popular: 4 percent of the sample reported that they owned 
one or the other. 

As we noted for male respondents, gun ownership does not equate 
necessarily with the carrying of guns outside the home. Responses to 
items concerning gun carrying also are shown in Table 7.2. While 89 
percent of the sample reported that they never carried firearms, 11 per- 
cent indicated that they carried a gun at least "now and then," though 
only 1 percent did so "all the time." Only 3 percent of the students 
reported carrying a gun to school on some occasion, with less than 1 
percent claiming to do so "all the time." 

Motives for Gun Carrying 

We noted that a perceived need for protection seemed to motivate 
gun acquisition and carrying among the male inner-city students we 
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studied.  We find an even  more  p ronounced  pat tern  of protect ion-  
or iented behavior  among  our  female respondents .  Shown  in Table 7.3 
are responses  f rom those w h o  repor ted  possessing a h a n d g u n  (the most  
commonly  o w n e d  gun); they refer  to the respondent ' s  "mos t  recent  
h a n d g u n . "  By far the major  reason cited for obtaining such a w e a p o n  
was self-protection. Virtually all of those possessing a h a n d g u n  cited 
this factor, 89 percent  deeming  it "very  impor tan t . "  Presumably  in the 
same vein, 52 percent  felt it was impor tan t  to be a rmed because they  
believed their enemies  had guns.  Beyond this, a host  of o ther  reasons  
were  repor ted ,  though  they assumed  considerably less importance.  
Roughly 27 percent  repor ted  that they wan ted  a h a n d g u n  "to get some- 

Table 7.2. Female Respondents' Gun Ownership and Carrying 

Item (N) % 

Lifetime ownership a 
Hunting rifle (824) 3 
Regular shotgun (823) 7 
Sawed-off shotgun (823) 3 
Military-style rifle (822) 3 
Revolver (891) 9 
Automatic or semiautomatic handgun (819) 5 

Current ownership b 
Hunting rifle (814) 2 
Regular shotgun (812) 4 
Sawed-off shotgun (814) 2 
Military-style rifle (814) 1 
Revolver (813) 6 
Automatic or semiautomatic handgun (813) 4 

Respondent carries a gun outside the home (762) 
but not at school, including in car 

All the time 1 
Most of the time 2 
Only now and then 8 
Never 89 

Respondent carries gun when at school (775) 
All the time <1 
Most of the time 1 
Only now and then 2 
Never 97 

Item: "For every weapon on the list, please indicate whether you personally 
have ever owned such a weapon, or had such a weapon that you considered 
yours even if you did not actually own it." 
b Item: "Which of the following kinds of guns do you own or possess at this 
time?" 
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Table 7.3. Reasons for Obtaining Most Recent Handgun and Source of Gun- -  
Female Respondents Claiming to Have Obtained a Handgun 

How important? 

Reason a (N) Very (%) Somewhat (%) Not (%) 

To protect myself (71) 89 10 1 
All my enemies were (56) 27 25 48 

carrying guns 
Needed a gun to get (56) 9 18 73 

somebody 
To impress people (56) 7 2 91 
All my friends were (56) 4 13 83 

carrying guns 
To sell (54) 2 7 91 

Source b (N = 74) % 
From a friend 41 
From a member of my family 30 
From a gun shop 9 
Off the street 8 
From a drug dealer or addict 8 
All other 4 

a Item: "Look over the list below and circle [the response] which comes closest to 
saying how important that reason was to you when you obtained your most 
recent handgun." 
b Item: "Please circle below the [means] that best says where you got your most 
recent handgun." 

one , "  t h o u g h  only  9 percent  said this was "very  impor tan t . "  Even fewer  
said they  ob ta ined  handguns  because their  fr iends had  them,  to impress  
people ,  or to sell. 

Acquis i t ion  of  Firearms 

Table 7.3 also explores the issue of the means  by  which our  respon-  
den t s  r epor t ed  obtaining their firearms. An i tem in the survey  asked 
specifically whe r e  responden ts  had obta ined their  most  recent  handgun .  
Modes  of acquisit ion are displayed in Table 7.3 for that  port ion of the 
sample  claiming to possess such a gun.  Friends and  family emerged  by  
far as the p r imary  means  of obtaining handguns :  combined,  71 percent  
of the sample  cited these two sources. Purchases  f rom gun  stores also 
appe a re d  as a source,  with 9 percent  of the sample claiming to have 
got ten  their  h a n d g u n s  there. (Since all of our  r e sponden t s  were  u n d e r  
the age of twenty-one ,  purchases  of this nature  would  be illegal; some 
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proportion of those claiming this as a source may have used a confeder- 
ate above the age of twenty-one to purchase the gun, and a segment 
may also have utilized false identifications.) Street sources, as well as 
those involved in drug sales and use, were also mentioned, though to a 
considerably lesser degree than family and friends. 

Drugs and Guns 

We have referred several times to the common stereotype of a link 
between gun possession by juveniles and drug-related activity. This 
issue is addressed presently in Table 7.4. As it was for the male sample, 
drug use is operationalized for females as self-reported use, during the 
past two years, of heroin, regular cocaine, or crack (see Chapter 5). The 
reported use of such drugs was rare; crack was reported by 1.1 percent 
of the females, cocaine by 1.5 percent, and heroin by 1.5 percent. In the 
aggregate, only 14 respondents reported having used "hard" drugs. 
Greater numbers (9 percent of the sample) reported having sold drugs, 
measured in the same manner as for male respondents. 

Our findings suggest a link between drug use and gun possession 
among our female respondents. Although their numbers were quite small, 
more than half of those who reported using "hard" drugs also reported 
possessing a firearm; only 5 percent of those who did not use drugs pos- 
sessed a firearm. None of the students who used drugs carried guns 

Table 7.4. Female Respondents' Gun Ownership and Gun Carrying by Drug 
and Gang Activity 

Gun ownership Gun carrying 

(N) % (N) % 

Hard-drug use (heroin, 
cocaine, crack) 

No (775) 5 (760) 5 
Yes (14) 57* (12) 0 

Drug sales 
No (601) 9 (611) 7 
Yes (56) 26* (58) 24* 

Gang affiliation 
None (647) 10 (611) 8 
Unstructured gang (110) 14 (104) 20** 
Structured gang (19) 58*** (19) 58*** 

* Different from "no," p < .05. 
** Different from "no gang affiliation," p < .05. 

*** Different from "unstructured gang," p < .05. 
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(though, again, the small number of persons using drugs in this sample 
means that little can be said about links between the two). Respondents 
who sold drugs reported substantially higher levels of gun possession 
than those who  claimed not to have engaged in this practice (26 versus 9 
percent) as well as higher levels of gun carrying (24 versus 7 percent). 

Gangs and Guns 

The role of females in urban gangs seems to be quite different from 
that of male gang members; females often are only indirect participants 
in gang-related illegal activities (Campbell 1990; Moore 1991). Conse- 
quently, we suspect that, to the extent that a gang-gun relationship 
holds for females in our sample, it is more a matter of association than of 
participation in overt gang activity, particularly in its most violent forms. 

We employed the same measurement regarding gang membership for 
female as for male respondents (see Chapter 6). As shown in Table 7.4, a 
relationship be tween gang membership and gun possession and carrying 
is quite apparent for the female students. Of those with no gang affiliation 
(84 percent of the sample), only 10 percent reported possession of a gun and 
only 8 percent had carried one. The percentage of unstructured gang 
members  who possessed a gun (14 percent) differed little from that of non -  
gang members; but those who carried guns (20 percent) greatly exceeded 
the number  of gun carriers among non-gang  members. Finally, females 
who  were affiliated with structured gangs were by far the most likely to 
possess and carry guns (58 percent in both instances). 

In sum, it is clear that, though their exposure to a firearm-related 
environment parallelled that of our male inner-city students, our female 
students  were far less likely to possess and carry guns than were males. 
Nonetheless,  for females who did engage in gun-related activities, the 
relationships that characterized males held as well for females. Gun 
possession and carrying were related to the perceived need for protec- 
tion (even more so than for males), to involvement in drug activity, and 
to affiliation with gangs (especially more structured ones). These rela- 
tionships bear watching over the next several years for signs of change. 
As conditions in the inner city seem to be recruiting more and more 
young men into firearm-related activity, can we expect to see an increase 
in young women's  involvement in the same activity? Will that increase 
occur at a faster rate than for males? 

Weapon-Related Victimization 

The issue of juveniles and guns is set in the larger context of violence 
perpetrated by and against youth. National victimization survey data 



Weapon-Related Victimization 127 

indicate that, in 1991, over two million teenagers were the victims of 
violent crime (U.S. Department of Justice 1992:28; see also Whitaker and 
Bastion 1991; and Bastion and Taylor 1991:23). On the one hand, most of 
the violence discovered through the national victimization studies 
amounted to simple assaults involving minor injuries and committed 
without the use of weapons. On the other hand, the sense of teen- 
related violence as generally of lesser seriousness is not easily reconciled 
with the results of the present study and with popular reports of vio- 
lence and weapon carrying among teenagers. 

In fact, the pictures provided by victimization and weapon-carrying 
surveys are not necessarily contradictory. It may well be that the trans- 
port of weapons by youth does not translate to serious injury to youth. 
However, it may also be that the victimization studies do not focus, at 
least in sufficient depth, on the weapon-related victimization of inner- 
city youth, adolescents thought popularly to experience violence at rates 
exceeding those of other groups (see Chapter 1). In this vein, the present 
chapter summarizes the results of an exploration of victimization, not 
simply through firearms but through knives and other weapons as well, 
of the male and female students comprising our inner-city high school 
sample. We have broadened the notion of victimization beyond firearm- 
related attacks because, theoretically, the independent variables exam- 
ined here- - the  dangerous environment and high-risk illegal behaviors 
- -a re  not gun specific. 2 

Victimization Levels 

Students in our sample were asked whether they had experienced 
any of the following assaults while at school or in transit to or from 
school in the last few years: shot at with a gun, stabbed with a knife, 
injured with a weapon other than a gun or a knife. Limitation of victim- 
ization incidents to those at or associated with travel to and from school 
necessarily produces a conservative portrait of students' violent experi- 
ences. School tends to aggregate youth in a fashion that increases the 
odds of disputes. However, it also constrains the amount and types of 
violence that emerge from such conflict. It is assumed that any relation- 
ships described here would increase in magnitude were the focus on 
violence away from school. 

For each of the three victimization items, response categories in- 
cluded never (0), just once (1), a few times (2), and many times (3). 
Combining responses to the victimization items permits the calculation 
of a victimization score for each respondent ranging from 0 (never vic- 
timized) to 9 (shot at, stabbed, and otherwise injured many times each). 

Table 7.5 displays patterns of victimization by sex. Two in ten stu- 
dents had had a victimization score of at least 1. Males (30 percent) were 
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Table 7.5. Weapon-Related Victimization Profiles a 

Victimization Total (%) Males (%) Females (%) 

Shot at 12 20 6 
(N) (1380) (592) (733) 

Stabbed 8 10 7 
(N) (1378) (591) (734) 

Injured with other 13 17 10 
weapon type 

(N) (1374) (590) (730) 
Victimization Score 

0 79 70 84 
1 9 11 8 
2 5 8 3 
3+ 7 11 5 
(N) (1363) (583) (727) 

a N in parentheses represents sample and subsample populations upon which 
percentages are based. All differences between males and females reported are 
statistically significant at least at the .05 level. 

twice as likely as females (16 percent) to have been attacked. More than 
half of those assaulted had experienced multiple victimizations. Type of 
weapon used in the assaults varied. Students were as likely to have been 
shot at as injured with a weapon other than a gun or a knife; the odds of 
having been stabbed were somewhat lower. Higher percentages of 
males than of females reported shootings. Females most likely were 
victimized with a weapon other than a gun or knife. 

Dangerous Environments 

Attention to the life-styles or routine activities of victims of violent 
crime has become a staple of much analysis of victimization patterns 
(Miethe, Stafford, and Long 1987; Felson 1994). In brief, students of the 
issue argue that the occurrence of a crime reflects the coincidence of a 
motivated offender, a suitable target, and the absence of capable guard- 
ians against predation (Felson 1987). All else equal, persons whose 
routine activities place them in locations more likely frequented by of- 
fenders and less well policed than other places stand the better chance of 
becoming victims of such crimes as robbery and assault. 

Many of the victim's activities studied by researchers in this vein are 
derivative of demographic status; youth and single persons, for exam- 
ple, are at greater risk simply by virtue of life-styles that take them out of 
the home and into more trafficked areas, thus increasing their level of 
exposure as potential targets of violence (Miethe et al. 1987). Association 
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with members of demographic categories disproportionately populated 
with predators (e.g., young males) increases the likehhood of victimiza- 
tion (Lauritsen, Laub, and Sampson 1992). Victimization for these indi- 
viduals is more or less random within the categories to which they 
belong. Apart from these social-category-based activities, certain behav- 
ioral choices may put one at higher risk of victimization: accepting rides 
with strangers, frequenting dangerous bars, walking alone at night in 
parks, and so forth. 

As we noted (for males only) in Chapter 2, many students in the 
present study were exposed to dangerous environments. Four in ten (39 
percent; 37 percent of the males and 42 percent of the females) reported 
that male relatives carried guns outside their homes. One in three (35 
percent; 42 percent of the males and 28 percent of the females) had 
friends who carried guns outside the home. One in four (23 percent; 
males and females equally) considered guns easy to get in their neigh- 
borhoods. Eighty percent of the respondents, males and females equal- 
ly, reported that other students carried weapons to school. Sixty-six 
percent of the respondents (again, males and females alike) personally 
knew someone who had done so. Two-thirds also personally knew 
someone who had been shot at, stabbed, or otherwise assaulted while in 
school. Finally, a third of the respondents (38 percent; 35 percent of 
males and 41 percent of females) agreed or strongly agreed--as  opposed 
to disagreeing strongly or otherwise-- that  "there is a lot of violence in 
this school." 

High-Risk Illegal Activities 

Nothing in any explication of the routine activities approach specifies 
that the activities in question must be legal. Indeed, Jensen and Brown- 
field (1986), Lauritsen, Sampson, and Laub (1991), and Sheley et al. 
(1992) have argued persuasively that a victim's high-risk routine activ- 
ities as easily can be illegal as legal. That is, routinely engaging in illegal 
activities (e.g., drug transactions or robberies) or belonging to groups 
that routinely engage in or attract violence (sometimes proactively, as do 
certain youth gangs) would seem to place individuals in exceptionally 
high-risk categories. 

As noted earlier, many students in the present sample reported en- 
gaging in behaviors that likely increased the risk of violent victimization: 
criminal activity, drug use and trafficking, gang activity. Twenty-seven 
percent of the respondents (42 percent of males and 14 percent of fe- 
males) reported having been arrested or picked up by the police at least 
once; 2 percent (6 percent of males, 1 percent of females) had been 
arrested or picked up "many" times. Fifteen percent (23 percent of 
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males, 9 percent of females) reported having stolen something worth at 
least $50. Five percent (9 percent of males, less than I percent of females) 
reported using a weapon to commit a crime. Use of hard drugs was 
reported by 4 percent (7 percent of males, 2 percent of females). A 
greater percentage of students (13 percent; 18 percent for males and 9 
percent for females) had either themselves dealt drugs or worked for 
someone who did. Nineteen percent of the students (22 percent of the 
males, 16 percent of the females) were affiliated with a gang of some 
kind. 

One in four students (males and females roughly equally) reported 
carrying a weapon while in school, and more than four in ten (44 per- 
cent; 51 percent of males and 38 percent of females) carried a weapon 
outside school. Whether or not weapon carrying by the students was 
proactive (related to criminality, for example) or reactive (fear-driven), it 
can be hypothesized reasonably that the behavior raised the stakes in 
disputes that otherwise might have been settled nonviolently, leaving all 
parties at higher risk of injury. 

Who Is Victimized? 

At least among inner-city students of the kind sampled in this study, 
sociodemographic characteristics are not highly predictive of violent 
victimization. Victimization status generally, as well as reports of shoot- 
ings, stabbings, and other injuries treated separately, differed insignifi- 
cantly among respondents across racial and ethnic lines, age categories, 
and grade levels. Only sex seemed to influence victimization levels. For 
each type of victimization and for victimization generally, males were 
statistically significantly more likely to have experienced an assault. 

As the findings in Table 7.6 suggest, exposure to a dangerous envi- 
ronment  significantly raises the risk of weapon-related victimization for 
students of the type studied here. Since the same results pertained for 
victimization status generally as for each victimization item separately, 
only relationships regarding the former are reported in the table. Re- 
spondents with male relatives who carried guns were more likely than 
those without such relatives to have been violently victimized. Those 
whose friends carried guns and those who perceived guns as readily 
available in the neighborhood also were more likely to report assaults. 
Students who reported that their peers carried weapons to school and 
who personally knew other students who had done so were more like- 
ly to report having been victimized. Higher percentages of those who 
personally knew other students who had been shot at, stabbed, or 
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Table 7.6. Dangerous Environment and Weapon-Related Victimization a 
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Victimization score (%) 

Item 0 1 2 3+ 

Male relatives carry guns (1329) 
No 85* 8 3 3 
Yes 67 10 8 14 

Friends carry guns (1310) 
No 85* 8 3 4 
Yes 65 10 10 15 

Guns accessible in neighborhood (1252) 
No 86* 6 3 4 
Yes 72 11 7 10 

Peers carry weapons to school (1314) 
No more than a few 87* 7 4 3 
More than a few 73 11 6 10 

Personally know kids who carry 
weapons to school (1323) 

No 82* 8 5 5 
Yes 67 11 6 16 

Personally know kids victimized with 
weapons at school (1363) 

No 90* 6 2 2 
Yes 68 11 8 12 

Violence level high in school (1211) 
Disagree 81 9 5 5 
Agree 77 8 5 10 

a N in parentheses. 
* p < .001. 

o therwise  in jured in school repor ted  assaults.  Of  all the m e a s u r e s  of 
env i ronmen t ,  only  the percept ion  of one ' s  school  as violent  was  not  
l inked to vict imizat ion status. 

Given the f indings regarding env i ronment ,  those  repor ted  in Table 
7.7 concerning higher-r isk activities are not  surpris ing.  Again,  since the 
same  results  per ta ined  for vict imization s ta tus  general ly  as for each vic- 
t imization i tem separately,  only relat ionships  regard ing  the fo rmer  are 
repor ted  in the table. Criminal  activity increases the risk of w e a p o n -  
related victimization.  Those  with  arrest  records,  those  w h o  had  s tolen 
some th ing  wor th  at least fifty dollars, and  those  w h o  had  used  a w e a p -  
on to commi t  a cr ime were  more  likely to have been  vict imized.  So also 
were  those  w h o  repor ted  carrying w e a p o n s  in and  out of school,  us ing  
hard  drugs ,  selling drugs,  and  be longing to a gang.  3 
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Table 7.7. High-Risk Activities and Weapon-Related Victimization a 

Victimization Score (%) 

Item 0 1 2 3 + 

Arrest record (1331) 
No 87* 7 4 3 
Yes 60 14 7 19 

Theft worth $50+ (1336) 
No 83* 8 4 5 
Yes 59 11 10 20 

Used weapon in crime (1363) 
No 80* 9 5 6 
Yes 71 6 6 17 

Carried weapon to and from 
school (1363) 

No 84* 8 4 4 
Yes 61 13 9 17 

Carried weapon while out of 
school (1363) 

No 89* 7 3 1 
Yes 64 12 9 15 

Used hard drugs (1363) 
No 80* 9 5 6 
Yes 40 9 11 40 

Sold drugs (1259) 
NO 84* 8 4 5 
Yes 50 16 9 24 

Gang member (1349) 
No 83* 8 5 4 
Yes 61 13 8 19 

a N in parentheses. 
* p < .001. 

M u l t i v a r i a t e  C o n s i d e r a t i o n s  

Few of the var iables  examined  in this s t udy  as potent ia l ly  l inked to 
w e a p o n - r e l a t e d  vict imizat ion are uncorre la ted  wi th  the others .  It is pos-  
sible, then ,  tha t  m o s t  of the re la t ionships  r epor t ed  in Tables 7.6 and  7.7 
actual ly s imp ly  echo others;  m a n y  m a y  be r educed  to a few. To test  this 
possibili ty,  mul t ivar ia te  analysis  was  conduc ted  to assess  the relation- 
sh ip  b e t w e e n  a n y  g iven  i n d e p e n d e n t  variable and  violent  vict imizat ion 
score ne t  of the effects of o ther  i n d e p e n d e n t  variables.  4 

As the f indings  d isp layed  in Table 7.8 indicate,  and  as our  bivariate  
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analyses suggested earlier, sex is the only sociodemographic variable 
related to weapon-related victimization; males are more likely to be vic- 
tims of violence. The dangerous environment outside school is related to 
violent victimization, but the dangerous environment inside school is less 
obviously related. Independent of the effects of other variables, personal 
acquaintance with those who carry weapons to school and perceiving 
one's school as a violent place are not linked to victimization (perhaps 
indicating rational decisions to maintain a low profile in the dangerous 
environment). Only personal acquaintance with those who have been 
victimized in school is related to victimization level (perhaps suggesting 
the possibility of simultaneous victimization of respondent and friends). 
High-risk activities, for the most part, increase the likelihood that a 
student will experience weapon-related victimization. Net of the effects 
of the other variables, only drug-related activity (drug selling and hard- 
drug use) is not related to the victimization of students of the type 
surveyed in this study. 

In sum, while hardly universal and perhaps even surprisingly infre- 
quent given common stereotypes about inner-city life, weapon-related 

Table 7.8. TOBIT Coefficients Relating Victimization Score to Sociodemographic 
Characteristics, Dangerous Environment, and High-Risk Illegal Activities 

Independent variables Victimization score 

Sociodemographic 
Sex 1.090** 
Age -.067 
Race/ethnicity a 

Black - .431 
Hispanic - . 6 8 0  

Dangerous environment 
Male relatives carry guns .363* 
Guns accessible in neighborhood .274* 
Personally know kids who carry weapons to school .161 
Violence level high in school .014 
Personally know kids victimized at school .213"* 

High-risk illegal activities 
Arrest record .803** 
Carried weapon while out of school .472* 
Sold drugs .424 
Gang member .669** 

Constant 2.993 

" p  < .05 .  "" p < . 0 0 1 .  
a Other races and ethnic groups comprise reference category. 
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victimization is not uncommon among inner-city high school s tudents - -  
in the present study, among students in particularly troubled inner-city 
schools. One in five students (nearly one in three males) among the 
current respondents  had been shot at, stabbed, or otherwise injured 
with a weapon at or in transit to or from school in the last few years. One 
in ten had been so victimized more than once. 

Many students in the present sample reported engaging in behaviors 
that likely increased the risk of violent victimization: criminal activity, 
drug use and trafficking, gang activity, the carrying of weapons.  Most 
such behaviors were linked to victimization level. At the multivariate 
level, criminal activity, gang membership, and the carrying of weapons 
all increased the likelihood of violent victimization. Net of the effects of 
the other variables presently studied, drug-related activity (relatively 
rare among the respondents) had no impact on the chances of 
victimization. 

Importantly, at the multivariate level, dangerous environment outside 
the school, as opposed to dangerous environment in school, was the 
better predictor of weapon-related victimization at or during travel to and 
from school. Judging from the present findings (and recognizing that the 
present respondents  are students in particularly troubled schools), it 
appears that schools do not generate weapon-related violence as much as 
they represent the location where violence spawned outside the institu- 
tion is played out (see Parker et al. 1991). That is, inner-city youth do not 
assume new personas upon passing through school gates. Most weapon- 
related violence in schools is imported and occurs because the social 
worlds of some students encourage use of weapons (students see males 
in their families carrying guns, for example), because some pupils engage 
in behaviors known to perpetuate violence (criminal activity, for exam- 
ple), or because simply carrying weapons promotes more injurious out- 
comes of standard juvenile disputes. 

Given these findings, it cannot be assumed that increased security 
within schools will reduce the weapon-related victimization levels of 
students.  It must  be remembered that the schools represented in the 
present s tudy have histories of violence and maintain considerable secu- 
rity. As well, little difference has been found in rates of violent victimiza- 
tion in schools with and without conventional security measures such as 
patrolled hallways and visitor checks-ins (Bastion and Taylor 1991). This 
is not to suggest that school administrators should abandon all efforts at 
safer schools. Indeed, it is assumed that differences in administrations, 
teachers, and physical layouts are linked to differential rates of violence 
across school sites. But, no matter the differential, the source of trouble 
lies outside the school, and schools are more likely to displace than to 
reduce violence. Reduction in the levels of violence against students, as 
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opposed to reduction of violence on school grounds, will follow only 
after the external conditions promoting the violence are addressed. 

G u n s  in  the  S u b u r b s  5 

To this date, studies of juveniles and guns, including our own, have 
focused either on urban youth or on nationally representative samples 
that blur urban and nonurban distinctions. Only one study (Sadowski et 
al. 1989) cited in this book pertains directly to nonurban youth. Unfor- 
tunately its sample is highly select, and the report of findings does not 
distinguish suburban from rural respondents. 

However, a considerable body of anecdotal evidence points to the 
spread of firearms beyond city limits and into the hands of suburban 
juveniles (Chicago Tribune 1992; Washington Post 1992; Newsweek 1992; 
Time 1993; U.S. News and World Report 1993). To the extent that this is the 
case, it necessitates a reconceptualization of the "kids and guns" prob- 
lem: no longer can we portray juvenile firearm activity, at least exclu- 
sively, as a reflection of urban poverty. 

Research Site 

This section describes the first systematic empirical study specifically 
of a suburban population of juveniles. The study was conducted in 
Jefferson Parish, Louisiana. Jefferson Parish borders the city of New 
Orleans on the west. Its approximately 450,000 residents place it one- 
hundredth among the nation's 3,319 counties. It is classically suburban, 
comprised of little industry and nearly entirely of housing develop- 
ments, apartment complexes, and shopping centers. Predominantly 
white (78 percent), it is the wealthiest of Louisiana's parishes and is 
known statewide as a "white-flight" area (since 1960, its general popula- 
tion has more than doubled, while New Orleans's has decreased and 
become increasingly African-American). Like most suburban areas, 
Jefferson Parish has a low crime rate relative to its adjacent urban neigh- 
bor and has experienced little gang activity. 6 

Admittedly, no single suburban locale is "representative" of all such 
locales; what are labeled suburbs in America display considerable varia- 
tion, perhaps more than what we term cities. Nonetheless, Jefferson 
Parish does not appear unusual in any obvious way. Its 1990 per capita 
income stood at $12,845, with a median household income of $27,916. 
Of the adult population, 76 percent have a high school diploma or some 
college education; 19 percent have college degrees. Two-thirds of the 
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population is in the labor force; unemployment in recent years has aver- 
aged about seven percent. Twenty-seven percent of the parish's popula- 
tion is under eighteen years of age. 

Sample  

Representative samples of students in three of Jefferson Parish's 
seven public high schools were surveyed in the spring of 1993. 7 Impor- 
tantly, school affiliation had no influence on any finding reported below. 
The number of respondents for this survey ultimately totaled 432:133 
from one school, 139 from a second, and 160 from the third. Conser- 
vatively, 14 cases were excluded from analysis (leaving 418 cases) be- 
cause the respondents failed to answer more than five of the 
questionnaire items. Missing cases in the analyses to follow average 
only 1.62% per item. 8 

The sample contained nearly equal numbers of males (48 percent) and 
females (52 percent). Sixty-six percent of the respondents were white 
and 21 percent black. The remaining respondents were Hispanic, Asian, 
and "other"; these respondents, 13 percent of the total, have been com- 
bined into a single category: "other." Sixty-six percent of the students 
were in the tenth grade, and 34 percent were in the eleventh. Finally, 
only one-fifth of the respondents were under sixteen years of age (modal 
age = 16; mean age = 16.27). 

Firearm A c t i v i t y  

Table 7.9 offers descriptive data for each firearm-activity measure em- 
ployed in this study. Students were asked whether or not they presently 
possessed (a) a revolver (regular handgun) and (b) an automatic or semi- 
automatic handgun.  Thirteen percent of the respondents owned or pos- 
sessed a revolver and 9 percent an automatic or semiautomatic handgun 

Table 7.9. Gender and Race/Ethnicity Effects on Firearm Activity a (%) 

Total Male Female Black White Other 
Variable (418) (200) (218) (88) (274) (55) 

Owns revolver 12.9 19.5 6.9** 8.0 16.8 1.8" 
Owns automatic or 9.1 16.5 2.3** 10.2 9.1 5.5 

semiautomatic 
Carries a gun 17.2 27.6 7.8** 14.8 19.8 7.3 

a Measurement described in text (N in parentheses). 
* p < . 0 1 .  "* p < .001. 
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at the time of the survey. Eighteen percent of the total sample owned at 
least one type of handgun (4 percent owned both types). Respondents 
also were asked whether or not they carried a gun outside their homes, 
including in their cars (0 = no; 1 = yes). Seventeen percent reported 
engaging in this behavior. Of the total number of respondents who 
reported engaging in ownership or in gun carrying (99), only 47 percent 
had done both. 

In addition to descriptive data for the entire sample, Table 7.9 pro- 
vides sex and race differences regarding firearm activity. 9 Males clearly 
were more actively involved in all of the behaviors examined here. 
White students were more likely to own revolvers, though race other- 
wise was unrelated to participation in gun activities. 

Drug and Criminal Activi ty 

Only 4 percent of the respondents reported heroin, cocaine, or crack 
use "during the past year"; 7 percent had been "involved in dealing 
heroin, cocaine, or crack either as a seller or working for a seller." Twelve 
percent of the respondents had either used or sold heroin, cocaine, or 
crack at least once during the past year. Six percent of the students 
during the past year had "committed a crime with a weapon."  At the 
bivariate level, both drug activity and violent criminality were statis- 
tically significantly related to both gun ownership and gun carrying. 

Dangerous Environment I° 

To assess the extent to which respondents perceived their social envi- 
ronments to be dangerous, they were asked whether or not in the past 
year they had been threatened with a gun ("never, .... just once," "a few 
times," and "many times"). Twenty-three percent had been so threat- 
ened; 12 percent at least a few t imesJ 1 Additionally, 40 percent of the 
students during the past year had attended parties (or other recreational 
events) at which guns had been firedJ 2 As well, respondents were 
asked how often, on an average day and when not in school, they feared 
a violent attack. Eighty-one percent "never" or "rarely" felt fearful; 13 
percent "sometimes" experienced such fear; and 6 percent were afraid 
"often." Finally, respondents were asked the likelihood that, by age 
twenty-five, they personally will have been shot. Most (83 percent) con- 
sidered the possibility "very unlikely" or "unlikely"; 12 percent thought 
it "likely," and 5 percent "very likely. "13 At the bivariate level, only one 
of the dangerous-environment indicators (fear of attack) was not statis- 
tically significantly related to both gun ownership and gun carrying. 
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Mul t ivar ia te  Considerations 

Modera t e  interrelat ionships among  m a n y  of the i n d e p e n d e n t  vari- 
ables sugges ted  the need  for multivariate analysis3 4 Table 7.10 displays 
logistic regress ion  results describing the relation of ownersh ip  of a re- 
volver  to the demograph ic  and i n d e p e n d e n t  variables of interest  in this 
study. Table 7.11 duplicates presenta t ion  of this analysis after substitut- 
ing owne r sh ip  of an automatic or semiautomatic h a n d g u n  as the depen-  
den t  variable.  

An examinat ion  of the findings in the tables indicates that ownersh ip  

Table 7.10 Logistic Regression of Selected Variables on Ownership of a Revolver a 

Variables Total Males Females 

Demographic variables 
Sex (female omitted) 

Male 

Race (other omitted) 
White 

Black 

Drug activity 

Violent criminality 

Dangerous environment 
Threatened with a gun 

Guns fired at social events 

Fears violent attack 

Fears being shot by age 25 

Constant 

Likelihood ratio X 2 
Degrees of freedom 

N 

.8204* 
(.3492) 

2.5587* 8.0661 1.4012 
(1.0479) (19.6320) (1.1466) 
1.1140 6.7631 -.1887 

(1.1231) (19.6370) (1.4956) 
.7451 .7763 .6451 

(.4406) (.5203) (.8533) 
.5442 .3648 1.1781 

(.5553) (.6693) (1.0068) 

.3368 .3957 .2413 
(.1867) (.2179) (.4079) 
.3145 .2555 .3520 

(. 1988) (.2409) (.3582) 
-.3302 -.4232 -.1892 
(.2123) (.2812) (.3346) 

-.0316 -.0948 .1552 
(.2009) (.2475) (.3512) 

-5.1487"** -9.5387 -4.5897** 
(1.1689) (19.6432) (1.3256) 
49.860*** 27.596** 11.580 

9 8 8 
411 196 215 

a Standard errors in parentheses. 
* p . <  . 0 5 .  *" p < . 0 1 .  "** p < .001. 
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Table 7.11. Logistic Regression of Selected Variables on Ownership of Auto- 
matic or Semiautomatic Handgu na 

Variables Total Males Females 

Demographic variables 
Sex (female omitted) 

Male 

Race (other omitted) 
White 
Black 

1.8919"* 
(.5585) 

.4821 1.7312 - 1.3191 
(.6907) (1.1247) (1.2223) 
.0800 1.3258 -8.8029 

(.7895) (1.1797) (61.0015) 
Drug activity .5041 .3667 1.3711 

(.4934) (.5388) (1.9870) 
Violent criminality 1.1558" 1.4087* -9.4562 

(. 5745) (. 6247) (168.4740) 
Dangerous environment 

Threatened with a gun .2802 .0603 1.6327. 
(.2166) (.2348) (.7386) 

Guns fired at social events .3163 .4194 -.1867 
(.2261) (.2451) (.8257) 

Fears violent attack -.4318 -.2579 -.7050 
(.2719) (.2928) (.8913) 

Fears being shot by age 25 .1694 .1965 -.2529 
(.2330) (.2565) (.8756) 

Constant -4.8786*** -4.3242** -3.9115" 
(.9967) (1.3378) (1.7573) 

Likelihood ratio X 2 50.971"** 23.310"* 14.395 
Degrees of freedom 9 8 8 

N 411 196 215 

a Standard errors in parentheses. 
" p < . 0 5 .  "" p < . 0 1 .  "" p < .001. 

of ei ther type  of h a n d g u n  is related to sex of the respondent .  As well, 
net  of the effects of o ther  variables, whites  are more  likely than member s  
of o ther  racial and  ethnic categories to possess a revolver,  t hough  not  an 
automatic or semiautomatic handgun .  Beyond this, while none  of the 
i n d e p e n d e n t  variables is related to ownersh ip  of a revolver,  possess ion 
of an automatic or semiautomatic h a n d g u n  is associated, for males, with 
violent criminality and,  for females, with having been th rea tened  with 
a gun.iS 

Logistic regression results regarding gun carrying are p resen ted  in 
Table 7.12. As with gun ownership,  sex and race of the r e s p o n d e n t  
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Table 7.12. Logistic Regression of Selected Variables on Gun Carrying ~ 

Variables Total Males Females 

Demographic variables 
Sex (Female omitted) 

Male 

Race (other) 
White 

Black 

Drug activity 

Violent criminality 

Dangerous environment 
Threatened with a gun 

Guns fired at social events 

Fears violent attack 

Fears being shot by age 25 

Constant 

Likelihood ratio X 2 
Degrees of freedom 

N 

1.0477.* 
(.3477) 

1.4323" 1.1758 1.7720 
(.6432) (.7805) (1.1741) 
.3920 .3858 -•1805 

(.7349) (.8970) (1•5225) 
1.2390** 1.2977** 1.0865 
(.4327) (. 5207) (.8236) 
1.7217"* 2•3162"* .4347 
(•5652) (.7591) (1•0666) 

• 5387"* .6455"* .5391 
(•1817) (.2200) (.3828) 
.3547 .2377 .6763 

(•1884) (.2317) (.3455) 
-•1709 -.1696 -.3040 
(.2024) (.2628) (.3422) 
• 1582 - .  1684 .6692" 

(. 1948) (. 2520) (. 3332) 
-5.1584"** -3.3119"* -6•5576*** 

(.8348) (•9933) (1.4940) 
101.977"** 53.757*** 30•086 

9 8 8 
410 195 215 

a Standard errors in parentheses. 
" p < . 0 5 •  ** p < . 0 1 .  "" p < .001. 

influence gun  carrying net of the effects of other variables. Beyond this, 
however ,  the picture differs considerably from that regarding gun  own- 
ership. S tudents- -especia l ly  m a l e s - - w h o  carry guns are more likely to be 
involved in drug  activity and  more likely to have commit ted crimes wi th  
weapons .  For males, dangerous envi ronment  has little to do with gun  
carrying; only  having been threa tened with a gun  (likely, given the 
p re sumed  life-styles of those involved in drug trafficking and  violent 
criminal activity) is related to the dependen t  variable. Gun  carrying (much 
less f requent  among  females) is l inked among  females only to the percep- 
tion that  the responden t  is likely to suffer a gunshot  w o u n d  by age twenty- 
five. 16 
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Implicat ions 

Are guns showing up in the hands of suburban juveniles to any great 
extent? To the extent our findings are generalizable, it seems so. 17 The 
numbers of students in this study reporting gun ownership and carrying 
are significant--at least relative to those found in our inner-city study 
and to those reported in the investigations cited in this book. Nearly one 
in five Jefferson Parish students owned a handgun. Better than one in 
four males (28 percent) owned such a gun. Comparable figures for gun 
carrying in this suburban sample are one in six (17 percent) for the whole 
sample and one in four (28 percent) for males. 

Contrast these findings with those reported in a s tudy of high school 
juniors in the city (not the suburbs) of Seattle: 11 percent of the males 
reported owning a handgun; six percent had carried a gun to school 
sometime in the past (Callahan and Rivara 1992). As well, one in six 
male students in our inner-city sample reported owning an automatic or 
semiautomatic handgun; one in seven owned a revolver; one in three 
carried a gun at least occasionally. 

If our findings are representative of suburbs as a whole (as yet undeter- 
mined definitively), we can no longer conceptualize the problem of guns in 
the hands of juveniles as an urban phenomenon. Firearm activity by 
suburban youth either has gone undetected while we concentrated on 
urban gun activity, or (more likely) firearms more recently have found their 
way into the hands of suburban youth. The present data afford us no 
indication of the relationship, if any exists, between urban and suburban 
firearm patterns; i.e., we cannot know whether suburban adolescent 
firearm activity reflects the latest wave of an urban dispersion process. We 
cannot determine the character of the first juveniles to become suburban 
gun possessors or the age of those youths. It is unlikely that the firearm 
activity was drug or crime related--at  least judging by the low percentage 
of youth in the present sample who participated in such behaviors. 
However, whatever its source, it is clear that firearm activity has spread 
well into the juvenile population of the suburban area in question. 

Why are adolescents becoming armed in the suburbs? This book and 
other research locate the source of gun activity among contemporary 
urban youth in their perception that their social environment is hostile. 
Though bivariate results point to such a link in the present sample, 
multivariate results do not. Those who owned handguns did not inhabit 
discernibly more hostile environments than did nonowners - -beyond  
the danger that characterized the violent criminality of owners of auto- 
matic or semiautomatic weapons. Nor were those who carried handguns 
more likely the products of dangerous surroundings, net of involvement 
in drug and criminal activity. 
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Since criminality and drug activity characterized only a minority of 
gun possessors and carriers, what motivated the firearm activity of the 
majority if not self-protection? Though our urban youth and serious 
juvenile offenders rather clearly were not motivated to possess guns for 
purposes  of status enhancement, perhaps suburban youth were. This 
would  suggest some form of subculture (however amorphous) of seg- 
ments  of suburban youth whereby status is accrued through gun posses- 
sion, and the spread of firearms among juveniles reflects imitation or 
contagion. The public vocabularies of motive underlying such behaviors 
probably center more on self-protection than on overt efforts to enhance 
status, but the private evaluation of one's environment as dangerous or 
safe need not correspond to one's publicly stated evaluation. We have no 
data by which to investigate these possibilities, so they remain purely 
speculative. Nonetheless, whether grounded in status enhancement or 
otherwise, to the extent that gun possession and carrying increase 
among suburban adolescents, we can expect to observe an escalation of 
ownership, transport, and use of firearms for "protective" purposes. 

Conclusions 

It is clear that the problem of the acquisition of firearms by juveniles 
in the main is an urban, male phenomenon.  Inner-city females--at  least 
those of the type looked at in this s tudy- - seem little involved in gun- 
related activity relative to males; suburban females-- judging by our 
limited sample- -are  even less involved in such behaviors. We do not 
mean, however,  to characterize the issue of females and guns as trivial. 
One of every twenty female students in our sample, after all, claimed 
ownership of an automatic or semiautomatic handgun. Nearly the same 
number  reported carrying a gun most or all of the time; another 8 per- 
cent did so at least occasionally. 

If young, inner-city women obtain and carry guns for protection, then 
it is very possible that the ownership and carrying numbers we have 
found here will increase over time. Protection seems to be defined in 
terms of the likelihood that others are armed and therefore dangerous 
even in minor disputes. Large numbers of males in the social environ- 
ments of these young women carry guns routinely. Not insignificant 
numbers  of females do too. Absent the introduction of serious guardian- 
ship into those environments, the move toward arming oneself seems as 
logical a response for females as for males. 

Of course, the tragedy of this response lies in the fact that behaviors 
such as carrying weapons seem to increase rather than decrease the 
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likelihood of violent victimization. Our analysis of the victimization re- 
ports of our inner-city respondents demonstrates clearly that the carry- 
ing of weapons is linked to violent victimization independent  of 
whether or not an individual occupies a dangerous environment or en- 
gages in criminal, drug, or gang activities--all of which (save drug activ- 
ity) also independently raise one's risk of victimization. 

What we have seen in the inner city, we might also soon see in the 
suburbs. Again, we stress that our study of guns in the hands of suburban 
juveniles was exploratory. To the extent that its findings are generalizable, 
we have learned that, at least in some suburban neighborhoods, male 
adolescents now find guns a significant part of their social worlds. It 
seems that suburban gun-related activity is not yet sufficiently dispersed 
to prompt "protective" carrying of guns (though protection is commonly 
cited as motive), but the same process that drives the gun-related behav- 
iors of inner-city youth probably will take hold in the suburbs as well. 
There is likely a level of gun possession that, once achieved, motivates yet 
more possession. That escalation, almost by definition, raises the "neces- 
sity" of acquisition and carrying of firearms by others. Suburban youth 
may not have reached the precipitating level yet, since dangerous envi- 
ronment, net of other factors, is unrelated to their firearm activity. But for 
each suburban youth who succumbs to the lure of status attainment 
through gun possession, the suburban "protective" arms race draws 
nearer. 

N o t e s  

1. Parts of this section are taken from Smith and Sheley (1995). 
2. With few exceptions, findings pertaining to victimization through 

our aggregated measure of weaponry pertain as well to victimization 
through firearms alone. 

3. Gang members who belonged to unstructured gangs were more 
susceptible to violent victimization than were non-gang members but 
less susceptible than were members of structured gangs. 

4. The specific multivariate technique employed in this analysis 
was TOBIT (McDonald and Moffitt 1980), employed because the depen- 
dent variable has a high proportion of its cases (79 percent) clustered at a 
limiting value (zero or "no victimization"). The high degree of intercor- 
relation among the independent variables in the present study necessi- 
tated the analysis of many TOBIT models, alternating highly related 
variables from model to model. Essentially the same patterns emerged 
with each model. For those unfamiliar with TOBIT procedures, what is 
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important in the present context is whether a given coefficient is statis- 
tically significant. 

5. Parts of this section are taken from Sheley and Brewer (1995). 
6. As the findings of this study were being analyzed, Jefferson 

Parish recorded its first incident of a public high school teacher being 
shot by a s tudent - - in  this instance, a fourteen-year-old boy upset over a 
change in the classroom seating arrangement. 

7. The three schools from which students were sampled were se- 
lected on the basis of their academic profiles. That is, Jefferson Parish 
high schools were divided into thirds (two schools in the top and bottom 
thirds, three in the middle third) based on the percentage of their stu- 
dents scoring above the fiftieth percentile on the California Achievement 
Test (CAT); one school was chosen from each third. Principals in each of 
the schools provided access to as random a sample of sophomores and 
juniors in attendance on a given day as was practically possible. In two 
schools, this meant distribution of the questionnaire in randomly chosen 
English classes required of all students. In the third school, students 
were surveyed in their homerooms (mandatory for all students) at ran- 
domly chosen times. In short, all sophomores and juniors in attendance 
theoretically had the same chance to be included in the sample. Atten- 
dance in two schools on the day of administration was roughly 90 per- 
cent, and in the third, roughly 70 percent. In each school in which 
respondents were surveyed, over 95 percent of the students who were 
addressed by the researchers chose to participate in the study. 

8. As they did for our larger study of inner-city youth and incarcer- 
ated juveniles, attempts to establish the level of reliability in the present 
s tudy centered on pairs of items, the responses to which were checked 
for logical consistency. For example, respondents who claimed never to 
carry a gun should not have identified, in a later item, their reason for 
carrying a gun. Four such pairs of items were examined. Inconsistent 
.responses averaged only 1.4 percent within a range of .5 to 3.4 percent. 
To determine how systematic were the inconsistencies, we scored each 
respondent  on number of inconsistent answers; respondents could re- 
ceive scores between 0 and 4. Only one respondent scored above 1, and 
that case received a score of 2. 

Validity was more difficult to assess, absent official records against 
which to compare the self-report data. However, seeking construct val- 
idation, we note that respondents who reported committing a crime 
with a weapon also were more likely to have been arrested (r = .339). 
Those reporting drug use were also more likely than those who did not 
to have been arrested and to have committed a crime with a weapon 
(r = .307 and .289, respectively). Respondents involved in drug dealing 
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also were more likely to have been arrested (r = .325) and to have 
committed a crime with a weapon (r = .269). 

9. Respondent's school affiliation (see above), age, and grade level 
were unrelated to these same variables and are not reported in Table 7.9. 

10. In the context of a cross-sectional survey, treatment of the dan- 
gerous environment as an independent  variable poses problems. We 
cannot ascertain definitively, for example, whether the absence of a link 
between fear of attack and gun possession indicates no actual associa- 
tion or a decrease in fear after the acquisition of a gun. Nor can we be 
sure whether  being threatened with a gun increases the likelihood of 
carrying a gun or vice versa. Recognizing that we cannot eliminate this 
problem, we have attempted nonetheless to blunt its impact through use 
of four different types of indicators of dangerous environment: One 
measures fear, two address events that suggest high risk of violence, 
and the fourth characterizes the environment in terms of the respon- 
dent's self-assessed prospects for violent victimization. In the final 
analysis, of course, the issue of which came f irs t--danger or f i rearm--  
matters less than the issue of the association of dangerous environment  
with gun possession. If the two are linked, then policy must address 
that link. 

11. Importantly, this item does not distinguish type of threat. It is 
unclear whether, for example, the respondent  had been personally and 
directly threatened with a gun or had been more generally th rea tened- -  
as a member of group at whom a gun was pointed. 

12. Since schoolmates socialize with each other so often, we assume 
that the events in question number fewer than the number of students 
citing them. The exact number cannot be estimated presently. Since 
school affiliation is unrelated to any of the findings discussed here, we 
are able to state that the percentage of students attending recreational 
events of the type in question here is not a function of problematic 
activity by the students of one school. 

13. The four measures indexing "dangerous environment" vary in 
their relationships to each other (r ranges from .049 to .373) and do not 
scale (o~ = .516). Sex was related to responses to each of the items 
indexing dangerous environment. Females registered greater fear of vio- 
lent attack, but males were more likely to have been threatened with a 
gun, to have attended social events at which shots had been fired, and 
to judge themselves vulnerable to being shot by age twenty-five. With 
one exception (African-American students were more likely than others 
to have attended social events where shots had been fired), socio- 
demographic characteristics beyond sex were unassociated with re- 
sponses to indicators of dangerous environment. 
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14. For example, violent criminality is significantly related to in- 
volvement  in drug activity (r = .306), to attendance at social events at 
which guns were fired (r = .263), and to having been threatened with a 
gun (r = .212). Having been threatened with a gun is linked to atten- 
dance at social events at which guns were fired (r = .373) and to fear of 
being shot by age 25 (r = .342). 

15. The picture is largely the same when we combine types of gun 
ownership into a single variable: ownership of at least one handgun of 
either type. Again, males and whites are more likely than their respec- 
tive counterparts to own a handgun. For females, having been threat- 
ened with a gun increases the odds of gun ownership. For males, 
however,  criminality is not associated with gun ownership but, in this 
instance, attendance at social events where guns have been fired is. 

16. Removal of this variable from the equation results in the trans- 
formation of the association between attendance at social events and 
gun carrying from statistically insignificant (though barely so) to statis- 
tically significant. This seems to reflect a life-style pattern. Among fe- 
males, those who attend such social events also are likely to perceive 
themselves as vulnerable to being shot. This differs from an overall 
sense of fear of being violently attacked and need not suggest that any- 
one has threatened the respondent directly with a gun. Instead, the 
respondent  whose  life-style involves dangerous settings likely views 
herself as someday being in a situation necessitating the use of the gun 
she carries. 

17. No attempt was made to sample students who were not in atten- 
dance on the day the survey was administered nor to sample high 
school dropouts in the parish. Assuming correlations between absence 
and behavioral problems and between dropping out and behavioral 
problems, however, we would argue that the findings reported below 
represent somewhat  conservative estimates of the behaviors and atti- 
tudes of interest in this study. 
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KIDS, GUNS, AND VIOLENCE: 
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

[W]e as a society are doing a very poor job at protecting our youth. If we 
don't get guns off the streets and change our criminal justice system, we 
risk losing a whole generation of kids. 

--U.S. Rep. Charles Schumer of New York, commenting on victimiza- 
tion survey findings, "Young People Are Victimized Most," 

New York Times 

The contemporary discussion of juvenile crime is dominated by the 
imagery of guns, drugs, gangs, and wanton violence. As the rates of 
crime and violence committed by and against juveniles have increased, 
the imagery has become progressively more alarmist and terrifying. The 
"troubled teens" of a decade or two ago have been transformed in media 
and scholarly accounts into roving bands of well-armed marauders 
spraying bullets indiscriminately at all who venture near. For all the 
media copy these themes and images command, there has been rela- 
tively little previous research concerning where, how, and why juveniles 
acquire, carry, and use guns. The research reported here was designed 
to provide some reliable, quantitative information on these topics. 

Our assessment has centered on two critical groups: criminally active 
juveniles currently incarcerated in state reformatories and inner-city 
youth in ten urban high schools. Both these groups represent extreme 
cases. The average criminally active juvenile is probably not nearly as 
active or as violent as were the juveniles who are now incarcerated for 
their crimes; and likewise, students in ten of the nation's more troubled 
urban high schools are certainly not "representative" of high school 
students in general or even of central-city public high school students in 
particular. Thus, the depiction of youth crime and violence that emerges 
from our study is doubtlessly more ominous than it would be had we 
surveyed a nationally representative sample of inner-city teens. 

Still, while ours is not a probability sample of juveniles or of crimi- 
nally active juveniles, we think it is a fair sampling of the juvenile vio- 
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lence problem. Our findings are not radically at odds with those of other 
studies of the topic; also, as the material in Chapter 7 suggests, problems 
that only a few years ago were concentrated in "troubled" inner-city 
high schools have begun to spread noticeably into once-safe neighbor- 
hoods and communities. Thus, while the results we have reported do 
not generalize in the statistical sense to larger or wider populations, they 
may well be pointing to what is to come for those larger populations. 

Among the many findings reported here, which ones are most rele- 
vant to public policy issues? First, we have learned that owning and 
carrying guns were fairly common behaviors in both our samples. About 
nine of every ten inmates had owned a gun at some time. Fifty-five 
percent had carried a gun routinely before being incarcerated. One in 
five male students possessed a gun during the period of our survey; one 
in three had access to a gun; 12 percent carried guns routinely. Thus, 
while these behaviors are by no means universal, least of all among the 
s tudent  sample, neither are they unusual. In the inner-city neighbor- 
hoods from which our respondents are drawn, firearms seem to have 
become part of the landscape, one among the many cheerless realities of 
daily existence. 

The evident implication of these findings is that the problem of juve- 
nile violence seems not to be confined to a small group of deviant "bad 
apples." Violence and the means by which it is perpetrated, rather, have 
come to be widespread in the impoverished inner city and may be 
spreading outward. Indeed, a leading concern voiced by many ob- 
servers of the contemporary urban scene is that violent behavior has 
become culturally normative in the context of underclass life (Auletta 
1983; Devine and Wright 1993; Harrington 1984; Jencks and Peterson 
1991; Rose and McClain 1990; Wilson 1987). We are left, then, pondering 
whether  we should attempt to control the flow of guns to juveniles or to 
attack the conditions producing gun-related behaviors. Controlling the 
flow of guns--"cracking down" on guns is the colloquial phrase-- is  a 
euphemism for enacting stricter gun control laws, increasing penalties 
for juveniles caught carrying guns, and disrupting the flow of arms 
traffic among youth. Policy discussions of conditions that generate vio- 
lence generally focus attention on drugs and gangs as youth problems 
and on the larger issue of poverty and the underclass in this country. Let 
us consider gun control efforts first. 

Controlling Guns 

Much of the recent policy debate over firearms has concerned the 
wisdom of banning ownership or sales of military-style combat rifles to 
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the general public and, as a matter of fact, sales of many of these weap- 
ons were banned federally by provisions of the 1994 Crime Bill. (Several 
states had already enacted bans on the ownership of these kinds of 
firearms.) Just as the small, cheap Saturday Night Special once was 
thought to be the "weapon of choice" for criminals (but turned out not to 
be), assault weapons are now commonly said to be the weapons of 
choice for drug dealers, youth gangs, and juvenile offenders of the sort 
studied here. There is practically no systematic evidence to support  such 
an assertion. The fraction of guns confiscated from criminals by police 
that could be called assault weapons, even using liberal definitions, is 
not more than 1 or 2 percent (Kleck 1991:73). 

For all the attention these assault weapons have received, it is worth 
stressing that, whether a matter of accessibility or preference, the most 
likely owned gun of either sample was a hand weapon (automatic or 
not) of at least .357 caliber. This is not to say they are uninterested in 
military-style equipment; more than one-third possessed a military-style 
assault rifle at the time of their incarceration. Still, these are highly 
specialized weapons that are generally ill suited for the day-to-day busi- 
ness of urban thuggery (or for protecting oneself against that thuggery). 
Outfitted with high-capacity magazines or clips, these weapons are 
bulky, relatively hard to handle, and impossible to conceal, and it would 
be a rare circumstance indeed that would require the firepower such 
weapons represent. For most offensive and defensive purposes, hand 
weapons are much better suited and, indeed, are far more commonly 
owned in both of our samples, as among the gun-owning public at large. 

The recurrent emphasis in policy circles on specific types of guns 
(whether today's emphasis on military-style guns or the earlier emphasis 
on small, cheap handguns) is generally misplaced (Kleck 1991:Ch. 3). 
There may well be good reasons to restrict the availability of certain 
types of guns, but the attention now being given to military-style weap- 
ons illustrates what Kleck has called "searching for 'bad' guns," the 
persistent hope among gun control advocates that if we can just find a 
way to ban "bad guns" and leave "good guns" alone, we will reduce the 
level of crime and violence but not infringe on the rights of legitimate 
gun owners. Yet, since the "goodness" or "badness" of a gun surely 
inheres in the motivations and intentions of its user, not in the features 
of the gun itself, this approach, although commonly urged, is likely to 
be unproductive. 

Turning from the issue of gun type to motivation, perhaps the most 
striking feature of our findings on juveniles' gun ownership is the quality 
of the firearms they possess. Theirs are not lesser weapons,  Saturday 
Night Specials, homemade zip guns, or anything of the sort. Rather, 
they are mostly well made, easy to shoot, accurate, reliable firearms 
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with considerable firepower. Many of the incarcerated juvenile felons 
we  surveyed were as well armed as the police. Given the apparently 
pervasive atmosphere of violence and desperation (certainly given the 
perception of such an atmosphere by our respondents), the preference for 
high-quality, high-firepower small arms hardly comes as a surprise. 
Whether the intention is to protect what one has or to take by force what  
one wants, success depends on being adequately armed. The inner logic 
of an "arms race" seems altogether too apt. No street criminal (whether 
juvenile or adult) would willingly carry anything other than the best 
small arms he could lay hands on; neither would anyone seeking protec- 
tion from those criminals. Given the evidently heavy flow of firearms of 
all sorts through the neighborhoods in question, the natural process of 
selection obviously favors large, well-made, highly lethal guns among 
both perpetrators and their possible victims, which is to say, among 
nearly everybody. 1 

The national alarm over youth and violence has been accompanied by 
insistent demands  for "tough," "new" gun control legislation of one or 
another sort. We think there is probably some merit in increasing crimi- 
nal penalties for the unlawful transfer of firearms to juveniles; if nothing 
else, this would  give the police and the courts an extra plea-bargaining 
chip. But it is a sobering lesson that most of the methods used by juve- 
niles to obtain guns already are against the law. Consider: It is already 
illegal for juveniles to purchase handguns through normal retail chan- 

. nels, pawnshops  included. Likewise, it is already illegal to cross state 
lines to obtain guns. Theft of guns from homes, cars, and shipments is 
against the law; transferring or selling stolen property is also illegal. 
Transferring a firearm to a person with a criminal record is against the 
law. Possession of guns by persons with histories of alcohol or drug 
abuse is against the law. Street sources and friends who deal firearms to 
or make proxy purchases for juveniles are surely contributing to the 
delinquency of minors and are probably in violation of other laws as 
well. 

Likewise, nearly everything juveniles do with their guns is already 
against the law. Unlicensed carrying of firearms is illegal everywhere; 
discharging firearms within city limits is illegal almost everywhere; 
bringing a gun onto school property is unlawful in most jurisdictions; 
assaults, robbery, murder, and other acts of violence are unlawful in 
every jurisdiction. Since we are not deterring juveniles from engaging in 
these behaviors in the first place, it is doubtful that increased threats 
regarding procurement  of the tools to engage in the behaviors will ac- 
complish much. The problem, it seems, is not that the appropriate laws 
do not exist. The problem instead is that the laws that do exist either are 
not or cannot be enforced due to the enormity of the problem and the 
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lack of sufficient resources, and that the persons who are involved in 
firearms transactions with juveniles clearly are not concerned in the least 
with the legality of the transaction. 

Informal commerce in small arms involving purchases, swaps, and 
trades among private parties is inherently difficult or impossible to regu- 
late, is heavily exploited by juveniles as well as adults to obtain guns, 
and successfully subverts the legal apparatus we have erected to prevent 
guns from falling into the wrong hands (that is, controls imposed at the 
point of retail purchase). That much of the illicit commerce involves 
informal buys, swaps, and trades poses strict and obvious limits on the 
effectiveness of gun controls enacted at the point of retail sale, for exam- 
ple, the recently enacted Brady Law, which establishes a national five- 
day waiting period for handgun purchases. Since most "bad guys," 
adult and juvenile, do not obtain guns through normal retail channels, a 
five-day waiting period will not affect their firearms acquisitions. So far 
as juveniles specifically are concerned, retail sale of handguns is already 
illegal for persons under the age of twenty-one and retail sale of rifles 
and shotguns illegal for persons under age eighteen. 

If retail sales are not the source of firearms for juveniles, then the 
illegal gun suppl), merits attention. It is fairly obvious that theft is the 
ultimate (if not proximate) source of many or most of the firearms that 
now circulate in the informal street market; otherwise, prices presum- 
ably would be higher. Theft erodes the distinction between legitimate 
and illegitimate firearms (or between "right hands" and "wrong 
hands"), since any firearm that can be legally possessed by a legitimate 
owner can be stolen from that owner and thus enter the illicit street 
commerce in guns. We feel there is merit in a national campaign to 
encourage responsible firearm ownership and to persuade legitimate 
firearm owners to store their weapons in such a way as to discourage 
theft. However, so long as guns are available to anyone, they will also be 
available to any juvenile or any felon with the means and motives to steal 
one or to exploit the informal network of family and friends to obtain a 
gun stolen by someone else. Surveys dating to the 1950s confirm that 
half the households in the United States possess one or more guns, and 
so on the average, a gun is available to be stolen in every second home. 2 

Seeing little hope in deterring juveniles from stealing legitimately 
owned guns, some gun control advocates reason that if guns were gen- 
erally more difficult to obtain by the public at large, then there would be 
fewer guns available to steal. This in turn would reduce the number of 
guns circulating in the street market and thus decrease the number that 
fall into the "wrong hands." It seems to us that the "restricted-market" 
model is an example of reasoning from a correlation to a cause in exactly 
the wrong direction. If there were many fewer guns available to steal 
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from the general gun-owning public, the street market in guns would 
not magically disappear; rather, more organized street sources would 
obtain the requisite supply of firearms from other sources. The general 
lack of organized supply at the moment is mostly a function of the 
relatively low profit associated with selling guns to juveniles: the supply 
is just too great. Even if we could halt the entire domestic production of 
firearms, which is very unlikely, and also confiscate the larger share of 
the two hundred million or so firearms currently in circulation in the 
United States (Wright et al. 1983; Kleck 1991), even less likely, there is 
little we could do to prevent the manufacture of firearms elsewhere in 
the world or their illegal importation into this country. If it is possible to 
organize a system of commerce to bring hundreds of tons of cocaine 
from Colombia and get it into the hands of people on the streets of our 
cities, it is certainly possible to organize a system that will bring hun- 
dreds of tons of small arms from Israel or Switzerland or the Czech 
Republic or Brazil and supply a street market in firearms as well. 

We have no evidence in the present study to suggest that an interna- 
tional illicit market in small arms already exists (at least not as a supplier 
to our kind of respondent). That is because theft is a convenient way to 
obtain firearms for street sale in the current regulatory and gun owner- 
ship environment. It does not follow that if we could eliminate that 
convenience by reducing household stockpiles, we would therefore shut 
down the street market entirely. More generally, if a demand for some 
commodity exists, be it guns, drugs, pornography, or whatever, then 
satisfying that demand will be a profitable enterprise. The commodity 
will be supplied through an illegal network of smuggling and distribu- 
tion if no other market mechanism is available. Bans on otherwise de- 
sired commodities will sometimes affect their price but generally not 
their availability to anyone willing to pay the price. And if, as we have 
suggested, guns may now be a bargain at any price (standing as the last 
line of defense against predation, intimidation, or death), then efforts to 
deal with the violence problem through restrictions on the potential 
supply of firearms are bound not to be very effective. A juvenile who 
"must  have a gun" now can easily steal enough money to purchase one 
on the street; that same juvenile likely will work somewhat harder to 
steal more money to obtain the more expensive weapon. 

Recognizing that prohibition of retail gun sales to juveniles has gener- 
ally not prevented young people from arming themselves, many juris- 
dictions are currently contemplating the passage of legislation that 
would make it illegal for juveniles even to possess guns. Presumably, 
the point of such legislation is to give the police a reason to arrest a 
young person found to be carrying a gun. But unlicensed carrying of 
guns is already illegal for juveniles and adults alike; more generally, it is 
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hard to believe that the police could not find a legitimate reason to arrest 
virtually any juvenile they thought to be carrying a gun in the absence of 
a legal prohibition against juvenile firearms possession. Thus it is diffi- 
cult to see the exact point of this sort of legislation. As in many other 
cases involving "gun control," the point seems more symbolic than prac- 
tical; the intent is more to strike a posture of concern about the problem 
of juvenile violence than to provide police or the courts with legislative 
tools necessary to do their job. 

Disrupting the Illegal Gun Market 

Assuming that little can be done to alter the number of guns circulat- 
ing in this country, some have suggested harassing the sellers of guns to 
the point that it is just too difficult to do business profitably. Reiss and 
Roth (1993), for example, argue for centralized and street-level tactics to 
disrupt illegal gun sales, like those now used to intervene in illegal drug 
markets. Such tactics might include 

buy-bust operations, high-priority investigation and prosecution of al- 
leged unregulated gun dealers, the development of minors arrested in 
possession of guns as informants against gun sources, phony fencing 
operations for stolen guns, high priority investigations and prosecutions 
of burglaries and robberies in which guns are stolen, and high mandatory 
minimum sentences for those who steal or illegally sell guns. (p. 280) 

On the one hand, it is hard to imagine a "war on guns" that borrows 
tactics from a fairly obviously failed "war on drugs" (Inciardi 1992). On 
the other, according to researcher David M. Kennedy (1994), a disrup- 
tion experiment in Tampa, Florida, seems to have had a noticeable im- 
pact on drug dealing in that city. A heavy and directed police presence 
around known dealing sites forced drug dealers to move around more 
than they wished. "Reverse stings" (in which buyers were arrested by 
police posing as dealers) frightened potential customers. Dealers' drug 
stashes were located and seized. Dealers' places of business (abandoned 
houses, shops, etc.) were closed or torn down. Local ordinances were 
employed to clear crowds from known trafficking sites. The power  of 
such harassment lay in its multiple attacks on the free functioning of the 
drug market. In Kennedy's estimation, six months of concentrated dis- 
ruption virtually eliminated dealers from public activity. 

Can such tactics be applied to the suppliers of guns on the illegal 
market? Kennedy sees possible parallels. By way of illustration, he sug- 
gests that police could cultivate informants who could identify persons 
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with stockpiles of guns and could offer juveniles caught with guns plea 
bargains based on giving up their suppliers. They could press for state 
laws making those who sell guns to juveniles jointly liable for crimes 
committed with those guns. They could mount  reverse sting operations 
and coordinate drug and firearm offensives so that drug dealers who 
also profit from gun sales would view the police attention to guns as bad 
for the drug business. Stores, bars, and other businesses that front for 
those selling guns to juveniles could be shut down through civil or 
licensing proceedings. In short, there seem to be a number of means by 
which to make the sale of firearms to juveniles more difficult and less 
profitable. 

Until such tactics are evaluated experimentally, their potency is uncer- 
tain. Undoubtedly,  they will have s o m e  positive effect. Overall, though, 
there are some serious issues to be addressed. First, the cost of pro- 
longed concentration of police resources to the level of harassment in 
question may be prohibitive for many communities. Second, Kennedy 
argues that the goal of harassment of drug dealers is the absence of 
public drug dealing, and thus the public perception of community disor- 
der. Clearly, highly visible, public gun transactions can and should be 
discouraged. But most illegal gun transactions are not so blatant; most 
citizens have observed drugs being sold at one time or another, but few 
have seen firearms peddled. While the public feels better when drug 
transactions are driven underground, the issue regarding guns is not 
transactions but uses of guns. Harassment of gun dealers may disrupt 
sales, but will they influence gun use patterns? 

Third and related, though juveniles appear interested in new and 
better guns, the fact remains that a given juvenile only needs o n e  fire- 
arm. Here the interest in acquiring firearms differs from that associated 
with acquiring drugs. Drugs disappear when used, and stocks must  be 
replenished. Guns need only be reloaded. 3 In the final analysis, disrup- 
tion of the gun market likely will have two results: guns will cost more 
but interested youth will raise the funds to make the one purchase they 
see as necessary; they will then hold onto that one gun for a longer 
period before "trading up." The accuracy of this gaze into the crystal 
ball, of course, is as open to refutation as are any of the potential disrup- 
tion possibilities Kennedy suggests. 

Drugs and Guns 

If controlling guns and disrupting gun sales is not likely to reduce 
firearm-related violence, where then do we turn? As we have suggested, 
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the key to understanding the problem of juveniles and guns lies not in 
the trigger that is being pulled but in the juvenile's perceived need and 
evident willingness to pull that trigger. In short, we need to explore the 
juvenile's motivation for carrying and using firearms if we are to devise 
strategies to reduce such activities. 

Much has been made in the media of the role that drugs play in gun- 
related violence among juveniles. Our findings do not belie these under- 
standings, but they do suggest greater complexity to the relationships 
than is ordinarily assumed. We note, first, that it is not wholly clear that 
drug activity drives gun activity today as it may have some years ago. 
Street gang homicide in Chicago, for example, has had relatively little to 
do with drugs in recent years (Block and Block 1993; see also Klein, 
Maxson, and Cunningham. 1991). We believe that ten years ago the 
average urban juvenile with a gun likely had some connection to drug 
trafficking. Picture such youths as lying at the core of a series of concen- 
tric circles. Those in the circle immediately adjacent to the core, only 
marginally involved in drugs, nonetheless felt endangered by the youth 
at the core and responded by carrying guns. Those in the next ring then 
were threatened and followed suit. Ultimately, the problem rippled to 
urban areas (and, if our data concerning suburban gun use are generaliz- 
able, beyond urban areas) once considered immune to it. And with that 
spread came a shift in the mean use of a gun. The norm no longer 
appears drug related, but protection or dispute related. 

Second, it is abundantly clear that to the extent drug use of any kind 
increases, so also do criminal behavior, gun possession, and gun use. 
Drug dealing at any level is also linked to higher levels of crime and gun- 
related activity. Nonetheless, the majority of both inmate and student 
respondents did not use hard drugs and few who did used regularly 
(i.e., more than a few times a year). The popular image of inner-city 
youth and, especially, criminally involved inner-city youth as drug ad- 
dicts one and all finds little support here. Substantial numbers of non- 
users among our respondents had committed serious crimes and had 
significant levels of gun-related activities. 

Our interpretation of these findings is that drug activity is less a 
precipitant of crime and gun use than one crucial element in the new 
subculture of inner-city underclass youth. That is, the drug epidemic in 
the inner cities has certainly worsened the problems of crime and vio- 
lence, but it is misleading to think that drugs per se are their ultimate or 
final cause (Wright and Devine 1994). The primal attraction of drugs is 
that they provide immediate gratification; they give a sense of euphoria 
or well-being right now. Arguments against using drugs- - tha t  one might 
become an addict or eventually destroy one's physical health--all require 
an orientation toward the future, a concern, in short, about tomorrow's 
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consequences of today's behaviors. And this is precisely the sort of 
orientation, we argue below, that the structural conditions of the inner 
city have destroyed among many of its youth. 

In this sense, drugs are not the cause of crime and violence so much 
as they are indicative or symptomatic of a more general unraveling of 
social norms, values, and expectations that otherwise constrain behav- 
ior. What has arisen in the inner city is a subculture where anything 
goes, a subculture that is essentially defined by estrangement f rom--  
indeed, hostility to - - the  norms and conventions of the larger society. 
That this subculture is rejected and even despised by the majority of 
inner-city residents does not exempt the majority from the need to live 
with and deal with its consequences. 

When all is said and done, the drug epidemic has become a conve- 
nient scapegoat for many of the ills of the inner city. This, however, 
mistakes a symptom for a cause. Three-quarters of our juvenile inmates 
have fired a gun at someone. Most did not do so because they were high 
on drugs or because they were strung out and needed more drugs; most 
did so because they live in a moral universe that ascribes no particular 
value to a human life, that counsels no hesitance in pulling the trigger, 
that promotes immediate gratification for the very simple reason that 
tomorrow may never come. Inner-city juveniles (or more accurately put, 
that minority of inner-city juveniles whose anomic and antisocial behav- 
ior.now defines the conditions of life in the cities) own and carry guns, 
use and deal drugs, and perpetrate crimes and violence all for the same 
reasons: because they have little or no discernible future to which they 
can aspire and therefore nothing much better to do. 

Gangs and Guns 

What has just been said about drugs and guns can also be said about 
gangs and guns. The public image linking youth gangs with urban vio- 
lence is not wholly supported by our findings. On the one hand, youth 
who  are involved in gang activities also show higher levels of gun pos- 
session and use; the more structured the gang involvement, the stronger 
these tendencies. Yet, one-third of our inmate respondents claimed no 
prior affiliation with a gang. Only 22 percent of the student sample were 
affiliated with a gang. Thus, judging from our findings, a sizable per- 
centage of criminally active youth and a very large percentage of inner- 
city high school students have no gang involvements. Gun possession 
and usage is far more common than is gang membership. 

Like drugs, the gang has become an all-purpose scapegoat for the 
afflictions of the inner city. As a form of social organization, gangs exist 
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for some purpose and reason. In the context of the contemporary urban 
underclass, gangs exist because there is safety in numbers and because 
they provide some degree of organization and control in what  are other- 
wise disorganized, out-of-control neighborhoods. In many cases, urban 
gangs have assumed the "social control" function that the customary 
agents of social control can no longer adequately provide. They also give 
estranged youth something meaningful to which to belong, a source of 
identity that is otherwise lacking. Gangs express the pathology of inner- 
city underclass life and the new urban culture of violence, but are the 
consequence of these developments more than the cause. 

Urban Structure and Culture 

It is probably true that every major U.S. city could make a substantial 
short-term dent in its crime and violence problems by incarcerating sev- 
eral hundred of its high-rate juvenile offenders; mandatory and severe 
sentencing is yet another commonly urged approach to the juvenile 
violence problem. But all else equal in terms of extant social environ- 
ment, there will soon be several hundred new high-rate juvenile of- 
fenders to take their place. Shall we continue this process until we have 
incarcerated an entire class of the urban population? 

There is a useful analogy to be drawn between the violence problem 
and the yellow fever problem that plagued many southern cities in the 
nineteenth century. The vector for the yellow fever infection was even- 
tually found to be the mosquito; once that essential fact was learned, it 
became possible to control yellow fever by eradicating the conditions 
under which mosquitoes bred. No one suggested that the solution to 
yellow fever was to wander  through the swamps of Louisiana removing 
the mouthparts of mosquitoes with little tweezers, so they could no 
longer bite people and thereby spread the infection. Guns, we suggest, 
are the "mouthparts" of our contemporary epidemic of violence; as 
such, "gun control" has no better chance of solving the violence problem 
than "proboscis control" had to solve the yellow fever problem. 

Daniel Polsby (1994) offers a similarly useful analogy, in this instance 
between the population of violent offenders and the population of game 
animals such as deer. His essential insight is that the size of the herd is 
determined strictly by the carrying capacity of the habitat, not by annual 
efforts to cull it, for example, through hunting. Imprisoning violent 
juvenile offenders is very much like culling the herd; the measure will 
result in a short-term reduction in herd size but the herd will quickly 
breed back up to the carrying capacity limit. The opportunities and 
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motivations to commit crime, and therefore the number  of crimes that 
are committed, are features of the urban habitat. Over any sufficiently 
long period, therefore, the number of offenders and offenses will not be 
affected by the rate of incarceration. In the absence of attention to the 
defining features of the urban habitat, proposals to control juvenile 
crime through increased incarceration are doomed. 

To this point, our search for policy to reduce gun-related violence has 
focused on attempts to keep firearms out of the hands of juveniles. We 
see little hope in this vein. As well, we have examined the presence of 
drug and gang activities as central features of the violent social environ- 
ment  and have found them implicated in but not wholly explicative of 
urban violence. Strictly speaking, the nature of our data on juveniles 
and guns permits exploration of little else. However,  two findings surely 
point toward contemporary urban structure and culture as the source of 
gun-related activity among youth and as the necessary target of change 
in the level of that activity. First, there are simply too many juveniles in 
possession of and carrying guns to indicate that the cause and cure lie 
with individual carriers or even with social phenomena like gangs and 
drugs. Second, our findings indicate dramatically that, for the majority 
of inner-city youth, inmates and students alike, self-protection in a hos- 
tile, violent, and dangerous world is the chief reason to own and carry 
guns. By default, these findings indicate the need to reduce the demand 
for guns, which implies addressing the inner-city problems (beyond 
drugs and gangs) for which guns have become the perceived solution. 

It is erroneous to depict every poor neighborhood in every large city 
as a killing field or to suggest that all residents of the inner city now go 
about their daily business armed. At the same time, it is also a mistake to 
understate the levels of violence and fear of violence that now pervade 
inner-city life. In the past few years, homicide rates in nearly every 
major city have reached record highs. Arrests for drug offenses have 
swollen jail and prison populations beyond capacity; most cities of 
which we are aware find themselves plagued by increasingly violent 
youth gangs. Surveys of young children in inner cities report aston- 
ishingly high percentages who say they have seen someone shot or seen 
a dead body in the streets. In circumstances such as these, possession of 
a firearm provides a necessary if otherwise undesirable edge against the 
uncertainty of police protection and the daily threat of intimidation or 
victimization. 

The pervasive atmosphere of violence extends from the streets into 
the schools. Male and female respondents to our survey alike viewed 
their schools as relatively violent places. Fourteen percent of the males 
and 15 percent of the females described themselves as scared in school 
most  of the time. Just under 50 percent of each group knew schoolmates 
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at whom shots had been fired. The level of violent victimization among 
the students was exceptionally high. Twenty percent of the males and 6 
percent of the females had been shot at in or on the way to or from 
school. Ten percent of the males and 7 percent of the females had been 
stabbed. Both reacting to and promoting this violence, 3 percent of the 
males and 1 percent of the females carry a gun to school all or most of 
the time. 

The perception that so many people are armed presumably combines 
with the reality of frequent victimization and with routine transit 
through precarious places (including schools) and involvement in dan- 
gerous activities (such as drug deals, gang ventures, and crimes) to 
create what amounts to a siege mentality among individuals and a sub- 
culture of fear for inner-city youth in the aggregate. More than two- 
thirds of the inmates we surveyed, for example, said they had fired guns 
in self-defense. Among the activities that increase the likelihood of gun 
possession and use are gun dealing and drug dealing (nearly half of the 
inmates had dealt guns, more than 80 percent had dealt drugs). Gun and 
drug dealers are considerably more likely to engage in serious criminal 
activity as well. In general, the more dangerous the environment and 
activities of juveniles, the more likely they are to own and carry 
firearms. 

The apparent implication of these findings is that our juveniles are 
strongly, not weakly, motivated to own and carry guns; these behaviors 
appear, in our findings at least, to be largely utilitarian reactions to life in 
neighborhoods ruled more and more by predation, that is, neighbor- 
hoods where the police cannot be counted on to protect life and proper- 
ty. Surely, when people have concluded that their very ability to survive 
depends on the protection and power that having a gun affords, then 
arguments against owning and carrying guns become unpersuasive. 
That many of our juveniles seek protection from one another does not 
diminish the point; if the issue is indeed survival, then weapons are a 
bargain at nearly any price. 

It is not necessary to review here all the various social, economic, and 
structural conditions that have created this emergent underclass culture. 
In brief, the national poverty rate has been generally increasing since 
about 1980, and so the sheer number of the poor has increased, espe- 
cially in the central cities. Even more troubling, the rate of chronic pover- 
ty has increased (Devine, Plunkett, and Wright 1992). At the same time, 
the poverty of the poor has deepened as the gap between affluence and 
poverty has widened; the proportion of total national income going to 
the poorest quintile now stands at the lowest point in the twentieth 
century. Simultaneously, nearly all central cities have been losing popu- 
lation for the past two decades as more affluent middle-class families, 
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black and white, leave for the suburban fringe. The net result of these 
economic and demographic developments is an increasing concentra- 
tion of increasingly poor people in inner-city areas and a substantially 
reduced tax base to provide the revenues required to respond to the 
increasingly deeper needs of the population that remains. The neighbor- 
hoods are deteriorating, infested with dealers, addicts, criminals, and 
other vermin, both human and otherwise (Skogan 1990). City services 
range from pathetic to nonexistent; no one tends to public spaces or 
collects the trash and litter. Many areas are essentially unpoliced, their 
perimeters defined more or less officially as the boundaries of free-fire 
zones within which anything goes. 

Other developments have exacerbated the resulting problems. Crit- 
ically, the proportion of young people among the inner-city poor has 
also sharply increased (Wilson 1987:36-37). Public schools are generally 
in disarray, dropout  rates are high and increasing, joblessness among 
young central city nonwhite males now routinely exceeds 40 or 50 per- 
cent, and vast numbers  of entry-level manufacturing jobs have exited 
the urban areas for the suburbs or abroad (Kasarda 1985). The conse- 
quence is an increasingly large cohort of impoverished young people 
without adequate educations and with little or no prospects for decent 
j obs - - a  cohort to whom, in essence, conventional routes of upward 
mobility have been closed off. Many of these youth have a much better 
chance of going to prison than going to college, a better chance of be- 
coming homeless or addicted than of becoming stably employed. 

Within African-American communities, the exodus of successful, up- 
wardly mobile persons from the inner city has left the young with fewer 
and fewer role models; the steady deterioration of the inner-city eco- 
nomic structure has created joblessness and underemployment  on a vast 
scale; the decline of indigenous community organizations such as black 
churches and black-owned businesses has further reduced the presence 
of successful lives to emulate and respect. "Thus, in such neighbor- 
hoods the chances are overwhelming that children will seldom interact 
on a sustained basis with people who are employed or with families that 
have a steady breadwinner" (Wilson 1987:57). The role models that re- 
main are the drug dealers, pimps, and thugs who play by a different set 
of rules and, within the context, prove relatively successful at it. 

Lacking an attainable future, or at least the belief in one, and absent 
models  of deferred gratification and conventional success, it is all too 
easy to see how life can quickly become a quest for the immediate 
gratification of present impulses, a moment-to-moment existence where 
weighing the consequences of today's behavior against their future im- 
plications is largely pointless. Given, too, a larger culture that increas- 
ingly defines personal worth in terms of one's ability to consume, and a 
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social and economic situation wherein one's ability to consume often 
depends on being able to take what one wants, the sense of personal 
merit or self-esteem easily comes to imply being stronger, meaner, and 
better armed than others. 

Much is written these days about "empowerment" as the nearly uni- 
versal solution to the problems of the disenfranchised. The point is well 
taken in that the powerless are forever at the mercy of others. And 
certainly, poor urban minority youth must be counted as among the 
most disadvantaged and least powerful groups in American society. 
Imagine, then, the empowerment  that results when inner-city teenagers 
wrap their fingers around firearms. In that act, they suddenly become 
people to be feared, whose wishes must be respected, whose bidding 
must be done. With so much of the day-to-day reality of existence clearly 
beyond their control, they can at least decide where to point the gun and 
when to pull the trigger. It is very clearly agency of a high order. 

To avoid misunderstanding, it must be stressed that underclass cul- 
ture is not a majority culture among the inner-city poor, not even among 
the poor inner-city youth represented (for example) by our high school 
respondents. It should go without saying that the majority of poor 
people in the inner cities remain hard-working, law-abiding people. The 
concern, rather, is that the culture of the underclass has become (or is 
becoming) the defining aspect of the inner city, such that even those who 
reject it in entirety must nonetheless organize their lives around the 
reality it represents. In exactly this sense, Wilson (1987:38; see also Rose 
and McClain 1990) posits a "critical mass" of disaffected and hostile 
youth that, once exceeded, can literally explode into a "self-sustaining 
chain reaction" of crime, violence, addiction, and predation, a relatively 
small group whose influence on the life of the inner city is all out of 
proportion to its actual numbers. 

Against this backdrop, what do our findings and interpretations sug- 
gest about the ongoing policy debate concerning juveniles and violence? 
Many of the terms of debate--drugs,  gangs, even guns themselves--  
prove to be essentially epiphenomenal. They provide a method of re- 
stating the problem but do not and cannot suggest a solution. Guns, 
drugs, gangs, crime, and violence are all expressions of a pervasive 
alienation of certain inner-city youth from the conventions of larger soci- 
ety. We can seek to impose our will, pass new legislation to outlaw that 
of which we disapprove, and insist on harsher punishments for those 
who defy our rules. Ultimately, however, convincing inner-city juveniles 
(or adults) not to own, carry, and use guns requires convincing them 
that they can survive in their neighborhoods without being armed, that 
they can come and go in peace, that their unarmed condition will not 
cause them to be victimized, intimidated, or slain. Until we attend to the 
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conditions that promote insecurity and fear and that breed hostility, 
estrangement, futility, and hopelessness, the perception that firearms 
are necessary to survival in the inner city will endure• 

Notes 

1. In this vein consider the description of firearms given by one Los 
Angeles central city youth to another who just got out of prison: "[L]et 
me explain what fullies do. They don't  blow you up, they don't  shoot 
you, they spray you . . . .  Sprays are permanent. They ain't no joke. We 
got shit that shoots seventy-five times . . . .  The latest things out are 
fullies, body armor, and pagers. Offense, defense, and communication• 
• . . I got a Glock model seventeen that shoots eighteen times. It's a hand 
strap. Bro, this is the real world" (Scott 1993:366-67). 

2. It should not be assumed that guns owned by adults and stored 
in homes and cars were purchased legally, i.e., not "hot," on the black 
market. In short, juvenile demand may be only one element driving an 
illegal gun market; the problem of illegal access to guns may involve 
more citizens of more ages than we think. 

3. There is considerable attention now being given to the issue of 
control of ammunit ion supplies as a form of gun control (see Moynihan 
1993). It is doubtful that such a tactic will produce large-scale results. 
Ammunit ion is even easier to produce and export into the United States 
than are guns. For that matter, black market demands for ammunition 
likely will foster the creation of domestic cottage industries to produce 
bullets. 
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