Funding for Gun-Violence Research Ends 20-Year Drought
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With the passage of the 2020 US funding bill in December, US federal funding dollars will finally be
allocated for research on gun violence and ways to prevent it. The $25 million directed to this research
topic will be evenly split between the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the
National Institutes of Health (NIH). This comes after a drought in funding for gun-violence research that
lasted more than 20 years.
Funding for gun-violence researchcame to a halt in 1996 with the passage of the Dickey Amendment.
Named afterSenator Jay Dickey (R-Ark), who led the bill, this legislation effectivelyoutlawed research
that would “advocate or promote gun control.” In March 2018,Congress decided that even with the
Dickey Amendment in place, federal fundscould be used for research on gun violence as long as they
don’t supportlobbying for gun control.
The two agencies receiving thefunding, CDC and NIH, support different research portfolios. CDC is
noted forits ability to study and detect patterns in large sets of public-health data.NIH has strengths in
looking at factors that put people at risk for harm.
While $25 million is only half ofwhat Democrats pushed for in the lead-up to the finalized budget, it

comes amidCDC reports that 39,773 people died in 2017 from gun violence. Because there islittle
understanding of the causes of gun violence and mass shootings,officials often blame mental illness as a
prime factor. APS Fellow Alan Leshnernoted this dangerous precedent last summer in “Stop Blaming
Mental Illness,”published in Science magazine and reprintedin the November 2019 Observermagazine.
“According to the National Councilfor Behavioral Health, the best estimates are that individuals with
mentalillnesses are responsible for less than 4% of all violent crimes in the UnitedStates, and less than a
third of people who commit mass shootings arediagnosably mentally ill,” Leshner wrote.
“Unfortunately it has been difficultto determine precisely the causes of mass shootings and the
appropriateapproaches to preventing them, largely because of a dearth of public fundingfor this line of
research.”
Although the ability of psychological scientists to conduct research on gun violence directly has been
limited, researchers have studied the components that underlie violence, aggression, and related factors.
For instance, psychological scientists have investigated topics such as mental illness, video games and
violence, bullying, and other topics to understand their links, if any, to violence and aggression.
Psychological scientists have much to offer this body of research and further public knowledge.
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