
Unlocking Gun-Violence Solutions: 

The Necessity and Power of Lived 

Experience

This study explores gun violence from the perspectives of young Black men in urban areas 

who are most likely to be victims or perpetrators. It aims to provide a deeper understand-

ing of the environmental factors influencing gun possession among this demographic, 

challenging the narrow focus on mass shootings by highlighting the unique conditions of 

urban gun violence.

The research utilizes a grounded-theory approach to examine why young Black men in 

high-crime cities possess guns. The study involved 364 participants from Baltimore, MD, 

Jackson, MS, Houston, TX, and Wilmington, DE, conducted in collaboration with commu-

nity partners. The focus is on understanding the lived experiences and the environments 

that contribute to their gun possession decisions, emphasizing the contextual differences 

between urban gun violence and other forms, such as mass shootings.

Community-Based Programs: Increase 

funding and support for education, 

employment opportunities, and 

community engagement initiatives 

targeting youth in high-crime areas.

Stricter Gun Laws: Implement more 

robust measures to control gun access, 

particularly illegal firearms, alongside 

stronger penalties for unlawful 

possession.

Trauma-Informed Interventions:Uti-

lize trauma-informed care and 

community-level programs that 

address the long-term effects of 

exposure to gun violence.

Inclusive Policy Development:Engage 

those directly impacted by gun 

violence in the policymaking process 

to ensure that responses are informed 

by lived experiences.

The study emphasizes the importance of addressing the broader socio-economic and 

environmental factors that contribute to gun violence in urban areas. To effectively 

reduce gun violence among young Black men, policies must go beyond gun control and 

include comprehensive community and systemic interventions that tackle poverty, lack of 

opportunities, and the specific needs of those living in high-crime environments.

Environmental Influence: Young 

Black men in high-crime urban areas 

often carry guns for protection due to 

the violent environment, lack of oppor-

tunities, and early exposure to gun 

violence.

Early Exposure: Most participants 

experienced gun violence by age 15, 

knowing several people who had been 

shot or killed, which heavily influenced 

their decision to carry guns.

Need for Safety: Guns are primarily 

carried for self-defense. Many would 

only consider not carrying a gun if their 

safety could be assured or if they left 

their current environments.

Social Influences: Factors such as 

poverty, lack of community resources, 

gang influence, and social media 

contribute to escalating gun violence 

from minor disputes.

Reducing Violence: Participants 

recommended increasing community 

resources, stricter gun laws, and better 

engagement between officials and 

residents to reduce violence.
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By age 15, most partici-

pants knew someone who 

had been shot, and many 

had lost family or friends 

to gun violence.

Two-thirds of respondents 

had possessed a gun, 

primarily for protection, 

reflecting the dangerous 

environments they 

navigate.

The cities were commonly 

described as violent, with 

limited opportunities, 

impacting residents' sense of 

safety and survival strategies.

PERCEIVED 

CAUSES OF 

VIOLENCE

Common reasons for violence 

included personal disputes, 

social media influence, gang 

involvement, and lack of 

community resources.

POLICY 

IMPLICATIONS

Respondents suggested both 

stricter gun control measures 

and increased community 

support and engagement as 

necessary interventions.
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