A trauma-informed approach to
understanding firearm decision-making
among Black adolescents: Implications

for prevention

This study addresses the public health crisis of firearm violence in marginalized urban
communities, focusing on Black adolescents who are disproportionately affected by firearm

homicides and injuries. It examines the decision-making processes behind firearm behav-
iors among this group, proposing a trauma-informed approach to understand the variabili-
ty in decisions to acquire, carry, and use firearms. The study emphasizes the need for
targeted interventions that consider the trauma exposure and symptoms experienced by

Black youth.

BACKGROUND

Utilizing a review of recent literature, this study highlights the diversity in firearm behavior
among Black adolescents and underscores the necessity for research on decision-making
processes related to firearms. It considers the disproportionate exposure to trauma and the
presence of trauma symptoms such as PTSD in Black adolescents, which influence their
decisions regarding firearms. The trauma-informed approach proposed aims to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the factors driving risky firearm behavior and to enhance

preventive strategies.

KEY FINDINGS

» Trauma-Informed Understanding: A
trauma-informed approach is essential to
understand firearm decision-making
among Black adolescents, linking trauma
exposure and symptoms to risky firearm
behaviors.

» High Trauma Exposure: Black adoles-
cents in marginalized urban areas face
high trauma levels, including community
violence and systemic racism, affecting
their brain function and decision-making,
which increases risky firearm behaviors.

y Stress-Driven Decisions: Under high
stress, these adolescents prioritize safety
over risks, leading to riskier firearm
decisions due to altered stress response
and decision-making processes.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Y Risk Screening Measures:Incorporate
trauma exposure and symptoms into
risk screening tools to better identify
adolescents who may be at risk of
engaging in firearm behaviors and
match them with appropriate interven-
tions that address unresolved trauma.

» Motivational Interviewing:Utilize
trauma-focused motivational interview-
ing techniques to help adolescents
explore the connections between their
trauma experiences and firearm behav-
iors, enhancing their motivation to
change these risky behaviors.

CONCLUSION

» Improving Prevention Strategies:
Current prevention efforts lack effective-
ness due to ignoring individual trauma
differences. Integrating trauma-informed
methods like risk screening and motiva-
tional interviewing could improve inter-
ventions.

» Need for Further Research: More
research is needed to explore how trauma
influences firearm decision-making, using
models that account for trauma to develop
tailored and effective interventions for
Black adolescents.

¥ Decisional Balance Exercises:Implement
trauma-informed decisional balance
exercises that allow youth to weigh the
benefits and risks of firearm behavior in
the context of their real-world experienc-
es, fostering engagement and improving
intervention outcomes.

To effectively reduce firearm violence among Black adolescents, it is crucial to adopt a
trauma-informed approach that considers the extensive impact of trauma on
decision-making. Understanding the heterogeneity in firearm behaviors through the lens
of trauma can guide the development of targeted, contextually relevant interventions that
address both the psychological needs and safety concerns of Black youth in high-risk
urban environments. This approach not only enhances the effectiveness of prevention
strategies but also supports the overall well-being of adolescents navigating these

challenging circumstances.

BURDEN OF FIREARM
VIOLENCE

Black youth are eight
times more likely to die
from firearm homicides
compared to their White
counterparts, and firearm
violence is the leading
cause of death for Black
boys starting at age 15.

HETEROGENEITY IN
FIREARM BEHAVIOR

Despite similar risk
factors, there is significant
variability in firearm
carrying and usage
among Black adolescents,
indicating that traditional
demographic and
structural risk factors do
not fully capture
individual differences in
behavior.

TRAUMA
EXPOSURE

Between 50% to 97% of Black
adolescents in urban
communities report exposure
to community violence,
which includes both
witnessing and direct
victimization, contributing to
a pervasive sense of insecurity
and influencing firearm
behavior.

TRAUMA
SYMPTOMS AND
DECISION-MAKING
Trauma symptoms, such as
hypervigilance and emotional
numbing, impact cognitive
processes related to
decision-making, often
leading to riskier firearm
behaviors as a means of
perceived self-protection.

PREVENTION AND
INTERVENTION

Effective prevention strategies
must integrate trauma-in-
formed approaches that
account for the unique
psychological impacts of
trauma on decision-making
processes among Black
adolescents, rather than
relying solely on general risk
factor assessments.



