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I n 1997, 43,458 persons died from motor rather than rifles or other long guns, are used 
vehicle crashes, and 32,436 died from in a majority of suicides and homicides (6). 
firearms (1).  The number of vehicle-relat- Personalized firearms might reduce nonfatal 

ed deaths would be even higher if it were not injuries and the occurrence of some crimes 
for the efforts of safety engineers, the com- (7). Personalized handguns would prevent 
rnitrnent of the automobile in- 
dustry, and regulation and 
oversight by a federal agency, 
which have led to injury-reduc- 
ing designs such as collapsible 
steering columns and restraint 
systems (2). There is no "mag- 
ic bullet" for reducing firearm- 
related injuries and deaths. 
However, a design approach to 
firearms, analogous to those 
applied to motor vehicles, 
medication packaging, and 
other consumer products, has 
been proposed by researchers 
in public health (3,4) . 

For example, manufacturing 
guns that require a certain grip 
strength of the user might re- 
duce children's accidental 
shootings of playmates or them- 
selves. The technology for such 
a design is available; Smith and 
Wesson first manufactured and 
marketed as "child-proof" a 
handgun using this principle 
over a century ago (5). 

Accidental shootings by 
children are a small component 
of the problem; most firearm- 
related deaths are suicides or 
homicides ( I ) .  Another design 
possibility is to personalize 
firearms so that, through the 
use of a fingerprint, transpon- 
der, or other mechanism to 
identify a specific individual, 
they can be fired only by an au- 
thorized user. The National In- 
stitute of Justice funded the de- 

of about half a dozen law enforcement ofFi- 
cers annually (10). Whether such numbers are 
large enough to merit design regulation is a 
value judgment. The point is that technology 
might be used to prevent these deaths. 

At the same time, firearms are durable. 
They last longer than many other consumer 
products, including many automobiles. A 
large number of guns are already in U.S. 
homes and, most likely, out of reach of future 
safety standards. Establishing standards for 
fmarms is a long-term public health strategy. 

Firearms, however, are not currently sub- 
ject to federal safety standards or other com- 
prehensive governmental quality controls. A 

velopment of prototypes of personalized 
handguns, and Colt's Manufacturing Compa- 
ny, Inc., and Fulton Arms, Inc., have indicated 
their intent to market personalized firearms in 
the near future (3). Handguns, in particular, 
are a logical product choice because they, 
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handgun shootings by adolescents, who are 
more likely than their older counterparts to 
use a firearm in the commission of a suicide 
or a homicide (8) and who obtain their guns 
most often through family, fiends, and other 
personal contacts (9). Annually, personalized 
handguns might prevent many of the deaths 
of children under the age of 14 who are acci- 
dentally shot and killed ( I ) .  Their use also 
would prevent the in-the-line-of-duty deaths 

recent Indtute of Medicine report called for 
the establishment of firearm safety regulations 
(11). A key question is whether governmental 
safety standards for fmarms would fmd broad 
support among the general population. 

Survey of Public Support 
Data were collected from 1204 adults living 
in all 50 states who completed a 20-minute 
telephone interview (12). Although a major- 
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ity (62.6%) believed that "government does 
too many things already." and oilly 44.2% 
belie\ ed that "government programs usually 
are effectne," 74 9% favored "go17ernment 
safe@ regulations for the des~gn of guns." 
About half (5 1 3%) mistakenly believed that 
guns are already regulated by federal safety 
standards; 19.1% did not know 

Handgun and long-gun owners often 
are lumped together as one group, but 
when it comes to favoring safety regula- 
tion, they part company. Th~ee  subsets of 
~ndiv~duals [men, self-described conserva- 
tives (13), and handgun owners (see table)] 
were associated w ~ t h  less support, albeit a 
substantial majority st111 favored safety 
standards for firearms (14). 

Policies addressing specific design issues 
also garnered substailtial support. Strong 
back~ng was found for inaking firearins 
child proof (87.9%) and for personalizing 
handguns (72.2%). A slight majority fa- 
vored a ban on small, easily concealed, and 
inexpensive handguns that are known as 
Saturday Night Specials (56.5%). The idea 
of U.S.-made firearms needing to meet the 
same quality standards as imported guns re- 
ceived broad support; among those ~ ~ ~ l l o  fa- 
vored this idea. 95.8% indicated that they 
\vould continue to support it even if it meant 
that firearms would cost more. 

Of those surveyed, 75.3% supported 
congressional hearings on the firearms in- 
dustry, similar to hearings conducted to in- 
vestigate the tobacco industry. In contrast, 
only about one-third supported the idea of 
cities and states "suing gun manufacturers 
for the medical costs of gun victiins and 
injuries" or a "ban on the possession of 
handguns except by the police and other 
authorized persons." 

As before. men. self-identified conser- 
vat~ves,  and handgun owners were less 
l~kely t ohqpor t  the po l~c~es  described in 
the survey. Bath wh~tes and those w ~ t h  an- 
nual incomes of at least $40,000 were less 
likely to suppoit cong~essional hea~ings, 
suing manufacturers. and banning personal 
possession of handguns. Those who did 
not complete high school were less likely 
than those who did to support the idea of 
requiring U.S.-made guns to meet stan- 
dards for iinported guns but were more 
likely to support the idea of congressional 
hear~ngs. Whether the respondent was reg- 
istered to vote was not associated with any 
of the policy options examined (14). 

ma~lufacturing is concentrated in privately 
held companies, whose practices, policies. 
and profits are not open to public scrutiny. 
Safety standards and congressional hear- 
ings garnered far more support than suing 
manufacturers or imposing an outright ban 
on personal possession of handguns. 

Some states (such as California and 
Massachusetts) have taken action in the 
absence of federal safety standards to reg- 
ulate the manufact~lre of f~rearrns in thew 
jurisdictions. M~lltiple. diverse. and soine- 
tiines conflicting ordinances will inake it 
difficult for the firearins industry to com- 
ply. Federal regulations be preferable 
to a patchwork of state legislation and 
local ordinances. 

If firearin design was to be regulated by 
the federal government, where inight this 
effort be best located? One choice wo~lld 
be the Consuiner Product Safety Commis- 
sion, which was established by Congress to 
"protect the public against unreasonable 
risks of injuries and deaths associated with 
consuiner products." (15). Although soine 
of the agency's law enforcement actions 
have been controversial in recent years. the 
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms 
(ATF), which focuses primarily on the 
criminal aspects of firearins use, might be 
an alternative home for reg~llatory authori- 
ty over firearms (16). Establishing a sepa- 
rate agency to regulate firearms is another 
option. The National Highway Safety Traf- 
fic Administration (NHTSA) is an example 
of federal efforts to regulate a commonly 
used, widely available. and potentially 
highly lethal consumer product (1 7). 

Whether safety standards for firearins 
are properly within the p~lrview of the fed- 
eral government and how such an effort 
might best be administered are questions 
to be addressed by elected officials. agen- 
cy personnel, and the public. Results from 
this survey indicate that the general public 
in the Un~ted States substantially supports 
the idea of safety standards for firearms. 
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