
Firearm Safety, Gun Violence and 
Chicago Families
Chicago has seen continuing firearm violence, with over 2,000 shooting victims so far in 
2021.1,2 The epidemic of firearm violence impacts children across the state, as it remains  
the number one cause of death in children and youth across Illinois.3 In some of our previous 
reports, Chicago parents identified gun violence as their top social concern for kids in the 
city,4,5 and in recent years, they reported it was the main social problem getting worse the 
fastest for Chicago youth.6 

In this month’s Voices of Child Health in Chicago Report, we focus on the importance of 
firearm safety and parents’ concerns about gun violence in the city. We asked 1,505 Chicago 
parents from all 77 community areas in the city about their experiences with firearm safety 
as well as other gun violence prevention- and concern-related questions.

Firearms in the home
When we asked Chicago parents about firearms, 22% confirmed that they keep a firearm 
in the home (Figure 1). We asked these parents their reasons for keeping firearms in the 
home. The majority (77%) responded that they kept firearms in the home for protection. 
Other reasons were for hunting or target shooting (32%), as part of a collection (14%)  
and for a job of a parent (11%) (parents could select more than one reason). 

R E P O R T  H I G H L I G H T S 

Twenty-two percent of Chicago 
parents reported having a firearm 
in the home. 

Although the majority of parents 
who owned guns said their guns 
were locked away (89%), nearly 
half said their firearm was stored 
loaded (46%).

Twenty-three percent of  
parents said their family  
had been personally affected 
by gun violence.
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Figure 1. Summary of the proportion of Chicago parents for each firearm survey question 
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Parental gun ownership differed by city region. Parents in the 
Central region were more likely to own a gun than parents in all 
other city regions (59% vs. 18–30%) (see Figure 2). There were  
also differences in gun ownership by household income, parent 
race/ethnicity and parent gender. Parents who had a household 
income below the federal poverty level (FPL, which in 2021 was 
$26,500 for a family of four7) were least likely to have guns in the 
home (9%), compared with parents with middle household income 
(20%) and those with the highest household income (34%). White 
parents were more likely to own a gun than parents of other race/
ethnicity groups (32% vs. 15–21%). Additionally, dads were more 
likely to report having a gun in the home than moms (36% vs. 12%).

Several studies have demonstrated that the presence of a firearm 
in the home significantly increases the risk of unintentional firearm 
death and suicide in youth.8-10 The American Academy of Pediatrics 
maintains that a home without firearms is the safest way to prevent 
child firearm injuries or death in the home.11

Safety precautions with household firearms
We also asked parents who owned firearms about any safety 
precautions they took. Among parents who had a firearm in the 
home, the vast majority (89%) said that their firearms were locked. 

However, 46% said that the firearms in their home were stored 
loaded, contrary to safe storage recommendations. Concerningly, in 
the Central city region where rates of gun ownership among parents 
were the highest, parents also were less likely to store their guns 
safely (i.e., locked and unloaded) than parents in other regions (16% 
vs. 48–74%). Moms who reported having a gun in the home were 
more likely to have the gun safely stored than dads (72% vs. 49%).

Firearm safety in other homes
We also asked parents about safety precautions they took to 
prevent firearm injury for their children in other people’s homes. 
We found that parents were not likely to have asked another parent 
whether their home contains guns in the last 12 months. Only 20% 
of parents had asked another parent this question. Some parents 
noted that due to the COVID-19 pandemic, child interactions in 
playdates have been limited, potentially providing a reason for the 
low percentage of parents who had asked another parent about 
firearms in the home. 

Even though most parents had not asked another parent whether 
there were guns in the home, the majority of parents in our sample 
were either very worried or somewhat worried (60%) that their child 
could get hurt with a gun when at a friend’s home.  

Parents’ concerns about gun violence in Chicago
We asked parents about their concerns for their children related 
to gun violence. Parents identified multiple concerns, including 
the possibility that their child(ren) might be physically harmed by 
gun violence (56%), mental health effects that local gun violence 
might have on their child(ren) (42%), and the possibility that their 
child(ren) could gain access to a gun (27%) (Figure 3). Parents 
indicated concern about school shootings and stray bullets as 
additional worries regarding gun violence in Chicago. In general, 
parents’ concerns about gun violence were consistent across  
parent race and ethnicity, age, gender and household income level. 

How has gun violence impacted Chicago families’ 
behaviors and activities?
Fear of firearm violence has a significant impact on Chicago 
families. Parents reported changing their behavior in the following 
ways to keep their families safe from gun violence: 56% of parents 
avoided being out at times that are less safe, 53% of parents had 
talked with their children about safety related to gun violence,  
35% had taken steps to secure their homes, 34% had talked with 
their children about safety around police officers and 25% used 
local resources less often than they would have liked (Figure 4). 
Other parents noted that they had missed work or medical 
appointments to avoid local gun violence and that they had 
cautioned their children about playing with toy guns. In our  
sample, 23% of parents said their family had been personally 
affected by gun violence. Research has shown that youth who are 
exposed to gun violence in their communities are more likely to 
feel anxious or depressed than their peers, and to have reduced 
academic achievement that can be long-lasting.12,13
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Figure 2. Proportion of Chicago parents who have a gun in the home by city region
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There were some differences by city region in the precautions 
parents took to keep their families safe from gun violence. For 
instance, parents in the Far South region were more likely to say 
that they used local resources less than they would have liked  
(37%) than parents in the North (17%) or Northwest (18%) regions. 
Talking to children about safety around police officers also varied  
by city region: parents in the South region were more than twice  
as likely to have talked with their children about safety around 
police officers (53%) compared with parents from the North  
region (21%). Black and Latinx parents also were more likely  
to have talked with their children about safety around police  
officers (37-49%) than white parents (23%). 

Keep your children safe from firearm violence:
Lurie Children’s supports and builds upon recommendations from 
the American Academy of Pediatrics and other injury prevention 
organizations to keep your children safe from firearm violence:13

•	 Maintaining a home without guns is the most effective way to 
keep your child safe from unintentional firearm injury, suicide  
and homicide. Are you interested in safely removing guns in  
your home? You can contact your local law enforcement agency 
to see if they accept unwanted firearms. Other organizations  
such as the National Center for Unwanted Firearms will also 
accept unwanted firearms (833.GIV.GUNS).

•	 If there are firearms in the home, store firearms unloaded 
and locked14 in a lockbox or gun safe. Store and lock away 
ammunition separately. Storing firearms safely in the home may 
prevent up to 32% of youth firearm deaths.15,16 Keep your children 
safe when they visit another home by asking the other child’s 
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Figure 3. Proportion of Chicago parents who reported being concerned about each firearm issue

Figure 4. Proportion of Chicago parents who reported gun violence had affected 
them in each of the following ways
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HOW THE SURVEY WAS CONDUCTED 
This report is based on data from the Voices of Child Health in Chicago 
Parent Panel Survey. The survey is administered to a sample of Chicago 
parents by Lurie Children’s and NORC at the University of Chicago via 
internet and telephone. The survey is administered to the same panel of 
parents three times each year. The data in this report was collected from 
November 2020 through February 2021. The sample consisted of 1,505 
Chicago parents, step-parents, or guardians who had at least one child 
under 18 years of age in the household (referred to as “parents” in this 
report). Parents were from all 77 community areas in Chicago. The survey 
completion rate was 56% and the cumulative survey response rate was 
1.5%. All analyses were conducted with statistical weighting so that the 
results are representative of the parent population in the City of Chicago 
during the time period of data collection. For more information about the 
VOCHIC Parent Panel Survey, visit luriechildrens.org/ParentPanel and our 
page on Open Science Framework at https://osf.io/cjz82/. 
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parent or guardian, “Is there an unlocked gun in your house?”  
Find tips for having this conversation from the ASK Campaign.17

•	 Teach your children that if they ever encounter a gun, they  
should leave the room immediately without touching the  
gun, and tell a trusted adult.

•	 Join Lurie Children’s and Strengthening Chicago’s Youth18 in 
supporting firearm legislation that has been proven to decrease 
gun violence in states that have enacted similar laws.

•	 Become an active member of your community and support 
agencies that address violence prevention. 

•	 Social connectedness is a factor that can protect19 youth from 
gun violence. You can foster social connectedness by helping 
your children build close social bonds with family, trusted adults, 
and peers, and by supporting local youth development programs. 

•	 Learn about safe storage of firearms20 and gunlocks.21

•	 For more information, check out: Guns in the Home — 
HealthyChildren.org.11




