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Adolescent weapon carrying and use can be, and has been, explored in a number of 
manners. Below we discuss theories and research regarding youth’s motivations for 
carrying weapons, the demographics of weapon carriers, and predictive, protective, 
and risk factors for juvenile weapon carrying. Through exploring the literature, we 
document areas in which scholars can expand with future research and potential 
implications for policy development. While scholars have brought a great deal of 
understanding to the topic of adolescent weapon carrying and use, we argue that 
more research is necessary to comprehend the behavior.

Motivation

The potential motivations for carrying weapons as an adolescent are plentiful. 
There are multiple points of view on why adolescents carry weapons, and it is our 
intent to discuss them in this chapter. While various researchers discuss correlates 
of weapon carrying as if they stand alone, this is likely an oversimplification of a 
complex social phenomenon that drives carrying and use by adolescents (Brennan 
& Moore, 2009). Weapon carrying is multifaceted, changing with time, age, and 
other factors. So, it is not surprising that the motivations that adolescents give for 
carrying weapons vary on many social dimensions, such as use and sale of drugs, 
age, and their friends carrying weapons (Lizotte, Krohn, Howell, Tobin, & Howard, 
2000). This is important to keep in mind, as different camps initially presented the 
correlates discussed below as competing, and suggested distinct policy implica-
tions. We see the correlates as complementary rather than competing, and our 
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suggestions for preventing weapon carrying and use are integrative. For example, 
there is a chicken‐and‐egg problem between obtaining weapons and committing 
crime with them that has important policy implications. Some researchers argue 
that weapons enable otherwise normal people to commit crime (weapons cause 
crime), while others suggest that criminals obtain weapons so that they can commit 
crime (weapons don’t kill people, people do). Ironically, both arguments can be 
true, and neither side has substantiated their claims with research evaluating the 
temporal ordering of events.

Before discussing specific hypotheses of adolescent weapon carrying and use 
motivation, it is important to note that, with few exceptions, severe limitations 
exist in the research for each position. These include a lack of variety in weapon 
types explored, failure to include measures that would account for the presence of 
multiple motivations, inability to demonstrate temporal ordering, and failure to 
consider the influence of gender and age on motivation. Until future research 
overcomes these limitations, many of the correlates discussed below fail to be 
more than shots in the dark.

Fear and victimization

Fear‐and‐victimization or “fear and loathing” (Wright, Rossi, & Daly, 1983) is one 
proposed motivation for adolescent weapon carrying, suggesting that adolescents 
carry weapons because of an emotional fear of crime, a perceived risk of crime, or 
previous victimization experiences (Cao, Cullen, & Link, 1997). This suggests that 
individuals carry weapons for defensive purposes, assuming that doing so will 
reduce their fear, perceived risk, and victimization (Wilcox, May, & Roberts, 
2006). And, this conclusion may be correct. Many adolescents who initially fear 
victimization will ultimately reach for a weapon, which reduces their fear of vic-
timization (Aspy et al., 2004; Blumberg et al., 2009; Callahan & Rivera, 1992; 
DuRant, Beckford, & Kahn, 1996; DuRant, Getts, Cadenhead, & Woods, 1995; 
Sheley, McGee, & Wright, 1992). But, while this conclusion appeases some, others 
find little to no support for the fear and victimization hypothesis (Bailey, Flewelling, 
& Rosenbaum, 1997; Lane, Cunningham, & Ellen, 2004; Melde, Esbensen, & 
Taylor, 2009; Watkins, Huebner, & Decker, 2008; Webster, Gainer, & Champion, 
1993; Wilcox et al., 2006).

Scholars have posed multiple explanations for the ambiguity in results. For 
example, it is difficult to establish causal order with the cross‐sectional data used by 
many researchers. Furthermore, the causal ordering of these factors may differ by 
types of weapons: adolescents may believe guns have more protective efficacy than 
knives or other weapons. We cannot know if this is true because little if any research 
compares weapon type by efficacy of use.1 In addition, inclusion of control variables 
is inconsistent across studies. Even the meaning of fear and perceived risk may be 
more distinct than one might expect. People may be fearful not so much for them-
selves but for their loved ones, while at the same time perceiving high risk. So, the 
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measurement of these concepts are sometimes vague and clouded (Melde et al., 
2009; Warr, 2000; Wilcox et al., 2006). As such, future research concerned specifi-
cally with the fear‐and‐victimization hypothesis should attempt to overcome these 
limitations to better inform policies.

Deviance and crime

Just because an adolescent obtaines a weapon in response to fearing crime, does not 
mean that same adolescent is not motivated to commit crime with it. Adolescents 
intent on committing crime or behaving deviantly can, and do, find weapons to do 
so (Bjerregaard & Smith, 1993; Black & Ricardo, 1994; Callahan & Rivera, 1992; 
DuRant et al., 1995, 1996; Sheley et al., 1992; Valois, McKeown, Garrison, & Vincent, 
1995; Vaughn et al., 2012; Webster et al., 1993). In fact, Blumberg et al. (2009) find 
that 3.8% of adolescents report their primary reason for carrying weapon is criminal 
use. Weapons can facilitate doing crime in a number of ways. Victims are more likely 
to cooperate when weapons are used, they serve as protection from both victims and 
other deviants, and weapons serve as an ace in the hole, guaranteeing the adolescent 
a feeling of confidence. In response, other adolescents feel the need to arm them-
selves, and an arms race begins. However, just like fear‐and‐victimization, research 
on this topic frequently does not establish temporal ordering, making it difficult to 
determine whether weapon carrying leads to criminal activity or criminal activity 
motivates weapon carrying.

Fighting Fighting is just a special case of what we discuss above. A weapon can facil-
itate fighting, or result from past victimization in anticipation of future victimization. 
Bringing a weapon to a fight can improve the odds of coming out ahead, regardless of 
physical strength. As we stated above, at a minimum, possession of a weapon during 
a fight serves as a backup plan for an adolescent. If one starts losing, the weapon can 
be pulled to regain the advantage. Moreover, the mere presence of a weapon sends a 
message that the carrier is not someone to trifle with. So, it is not surprising that ado-
lescents who participate in physical fighting also tend to carry weapons, if not use 
them (Callahan & Rivera, 1992; DuRant et al., 1995, 1996; DuRant, Kahn, Beckford, 
& Woods, 1997; Kodjo, Auinger, & Ryan, 2003; Simon, Crosby, & Dahlberg, 1999; 
Webster et al., 1993). One study finds that the link between physical fighting and 
weapon carrying is stronger for males than for females (DuRant et al., 1995).2

Despite knowing that a relationship exists between physical fighting and 
adolescent weapon carrying, no one has established whether physical fighting leads 
to weapon carrying, weapon carrying leads to fighting, or whether the two manifest 
simultaneously. Without knowing more about the causal ordering of these  behaviors, 
it is nearly impossible to make empirically based policy decisions or understand the 
connection between the two behaviors. But, once again it is certainly possible, if not 
highly probable, that each is true.
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Substance use and selling Similar to physical fighting, weapon carrying is 
 particularly common among youths involved with illegal substance use and 
selling (Black & Ricardo, 1994; DuRant et al., 1996; DuRant, Krowchuk, Kreiter, 
Sinal, & Woods, 1999; Kodjo et al., 2003; Kulig, Valentine, Griffith, & Ruthazer, 
1998; McKeganey & Norrie, 2000; Sheley, 1994; Vaughn et al., 2012). In one such 
study, Altschuler and Brounstein (1991) find that, in a sample of boys living 
in  Washington DC, two‐thirds of the juveniles who use or sell drugs report 
carrying concealed weapons. The type, amount, and number of different drugs 
adolescents either use or sell predict the crimes they participate in and the prob-
ability that they carry a weapon (Altschuler & Brounstein, 1991; Vaughn, 
Howard, & Harper‐Chang, 2006). For example, Lizotte et al. (2000) report that 
high levels of drug use in early adolescence and high levels of drug sales in later 
adolescence and young adulthood are associated with increased likelihoods of 
gun carrying.

Selling and using illicit substances may impact the actual use of weapons. The 
“drug–gun diffusion hypothesis” reasons that adolescents active in illegal drug 
markets carry guns for self‐protection from the dangerous environment and to 
resolve possible disputes (Blumstein, 1995a, 1995b). More precisely, weapons are 
necessary in drug trade to protect money collected from sales, to protect the dealer 
from robbery, to secure territory, and to protect that territory against “turf ” inva-
sions by competing drug sellers (Wilkinson & Fagan, 1996). Additionally, having 
taken on a normative role in the drug trade, weapons serve as a necessary status 
symbol or proof of authenticity (Wilkinson & Fagan, 1996). In arming themselves, 
adolescents involved in the drug market also pose a risk to adolescent drug buyers 
and peers with whom they interact. Ultimately, such behaviors lead to clients arm-
ing themselves against the crossfire. This perpetuates an “arms race” among local 
youths (Blumstein, 1995a), while increasing the probability of weapon use and 
weapon‐related homicides among adolescents (Bennett & Holloway, 2004; 
Blumstein, 1995a).

While this is one possible explanation for the drug/weapon link among adoles-
cents, complementary explanations exist. Frequent drug users may carry weapons 
for committing crimes, such as robberies, to generate the money necessary to buy 
drugs (Lizotte et al., 2000). Or, drug use may prevent juveniles from considering the 
consequences of weapon carrying, thus increasing the probability of weapon 
carrying by adolescent substance abusers (Kodjo et al., 2003).

Despite the breadth of literature regarding adolescents, substance use/selling, 
and weapon behaviors, research has focused more on guns than other weapon 
types. For example, research regarding the “drug–gun diffusion hypothesis” only 
considers the association between drugs and gun carrying. Ultimately, by focusing 
specifically on gun carrying, literature on the connection between substance activity 
and weapon carrying has a blind spot. Understanding the broader association of 
substance use, selling, and weapons would provide necessary knowledge on the 
issue at hand.
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Peer carrying

Peer weapon carrying is a consistent indicator of adolescent weapon carrying (Bailey 
et al., 1997; Hemenway, Vriniotis, Johnson, Miller, & Azrael, 2011; Sheley et al., 
1992; Williams, Mulhall, Reis, & DeVille, 2002). Similar to deviance or crime and 
weapon carrying, multiple explanations exist to explain how peer carrying  influences 
adolescent weapon carrying. Some argue that perceived or actual peer carrying 
 suggests to other adolescents that carrying is normative (Lizotte et al., 2000). If ado-
lescents feel that carrying a weapon is an expected or acceptable behavior among 
their peers, they will likely follow suit. In a sense, weapon carrying can function as a 
fashion statement in some circles, conveying status, edginess, or participation in a 
certain crowd (Cook, Ludwig, Venkatesh, & Braga, 2007). However, the cool factor 
of carrying a weapon quickly translates to real danger.

Thus, another reason for “packing” a weapon is that peer carrying causes adoles-
cents to perceive that they are at risk of victimization from their peers. Because of 
the frequency of interaction, the likelihood of being victimized by a peer is high. So, 
if peers carry, it is in adolescents’ best interests to arm themselves. Concern can 
result from fear of direct victimization from a peer, or indirect victimization result-
ing from peers’ carrying that draws danger (Lizotte et al., 2000). This is just another 
manifestation of the arms race we discuss above.

Of course, adolescents and their peers are likely to share contextual factors 
operating at the school, neighborhood, or community level. Thus, the same factors 
may influence adolescents and their peers to carry weapons. For example, rampant 
crime in a neighborhood may independently motivate youth to carry weapons. Or, 
adolescents who carry weapons may associate more with peers who carry (Bailey 
et al., 1997; Bauman, Botvin, Botvin, & Baker, 1992).

Additionally, in surveys where adolescents report their own carrying and their 
perception of peer carrying, correlations between the two may result from adoles-
cents projecting their own behaviors on to others. In other words, adolescents may 
think their peers carry even when peers do not. Additionally, adolescents have a 
 propensity for overestimating the percentage of their peers that participate in risky 
behaviors, including weapon carrying (Hemenway et al., 2011).3 This suggests that 
survey results showing an association between perceived peer carrying and 
adolescent weapon carrying are likely biased by the adolescent’s inability to estimate 
accurately the proportion of their peers who in fact carry weapons. Considered as 
a whole, juveniles are likely motivated to carry weapons based on potentially 
 inaccurate or vastly inflated perceptions of peer weapon carrying, resulting from 
misunderstanding normative behaviors or the projection of their own behavior 
onto others.

Bearing in mind these revelations, an important policy consideration in com-
batting adolescent weapon carrying is to educate juveniles about the true likelihood 
of youth weapon carrying, and encourage them to approach an authority figure if 
they are concerned about others being armed, as opposed to carrying weapons 
themselves.
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Gangs Gangs are just an example of delinquent peer groups on steroids, with an axe 
to grind and a propensity for finding trouble (Thornberry, Krohn, Lizotte, Smith, & 
Tobin, 2003, p. 42). Gang members not only encourage antisocial behavior among 
members, but in a structural way they facilitate it. For example, gang members can 
help each other obtain weapons for individual use and they can share them. So, one 
weapon can be involved with many crimes for each of many individuals in the gang. 
In a sense, within gangs, there are more crimes than members of the gang, and more 
members than weapons. The interconnectedness of gang involvement and weapon 
carrying and use, particularly for guns, has been thoroughly explored (Bjerregaard & 
Lizotte, 1995; Decker & Van Winkle, 1996; Melde et al., 2009; Sheley et al., 1992; 
Thornberry et al., 2003; Watkins et al., 2008). Not surprisingly, all suggest that gang 
membership and weapon carrying by adolescents are highly associated. However, 
gang research overwhelmingly focuses on guns and not on other weapons.

Bearing in mind that adolescents’ motivations for carrying firearms change over 
time, gang membership is the largest influence for carrying before the age of 16 
(Lizotte et al., 2000). And, when compared with adolescents who are not gang mem-
bers, adolescent gang members are twice as likely to own guns and carry their guns 
outside the home (Bjerregaard & Lizotte, 1995). Similarly, juvenile arrestees who 
report gang involvement demonstrate three times higher odds of reporting gun 
ownership, carrying, and use (Watkins et al., 2008). One reason for this development 
is the sharing of guns within gangs. As mentioned above, although there are more 
gang members than weapons, everyone in the gang has access to the “weapon 
cabinet” (Lizotte, Bonsell, McDowall, Thornberry, & Krohn, 2002; Thornberry 
et al., 2003). Thus, a large proportion of juveniles involved in gangs report having 
carried at one point in time.

Weapon carrying by gang members is especially alarming when we realize the 
frequency with which gang members use their weapons. Adolescents who report 
participation in a gang are four times as likely to also report firing a gun in the past 
year compared with adolescent non‐gang members (Watkins et al., 2008). Two‐
thirds of active gang members who report carrying guns report having used their 
gun at least once (Decker & Van Winkle, 1996). While gang fights are the most com-
monly reported use, occasional use in drivebys, attacks on strangers, and other inci-
dents are reported (Decker & Van Winkle, 1996). In other words, gangs most often 
use guns against other gangs.

Consensus suggests that the motivation for carrying weapons when in a gang 
results from members’ perceived or actual need for protection (Decker & Van 
Winkle, 1996; Horowitz, 1990; Lizotte et al., 2000; Sheley & Wright, 1993; Strodtbeck 
& Short, 1964; Wright, Sheley, & Smith, 1992). Often described as a gun diffusion 
process, gang members’ perception or observation that their rivals or fellow gang 
members carry guns encourages weapon carrying by other gang youth, in order to 
prevent a perceived or actual disadvantage, and for protection against a dangerous 
environment. Once again, this fuels an arms race.

With the majority of literature discussing gangs and guns, future research can 
easily expand current understandings by exploring gangs’ involvement with other 
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weapon types. Additionally, future policy and initiatives may benefit from weapon 
interventions that focus specifically on gangs (Melde et al., 2009).

Characteristics of Weapon Carriers

In order to implement policy, it is necessary to know precisely who carries specific 
types of weapons. It is not enough simply to know that adolescents carry out of fear, 
to commit crime, or to fit in with peers. Powerful policies should target specific 
populations. For this very reason, it is important to explore current understandings 
of demographic characteristics among adolescent weapon carriers. To accomplish 
this we focus on gender, age, race, and income.

Gender

Gender is often considered a decisive divider of weapon carriers. Many people, 
including scholars and politicians, assume that males participate in weapon behav-
iors more frequently than females. In survey snapshots, males do seem more likely 
to carry. For example, between 15% and 35.4% of males report carrying weapons, 
while only 5% to 19.3% of females carry weapons (Callahan & Rivera, 1992; DuRant 
et al., 1995, 1997; Lewis et al., 2007; Muula, Rudatsikira, & Siziya, 2008). More 
importantly, compared with females, males are more likely to do so both on and off 
school property (Aspy et al., 2004; Bailey et al., 1997; Blum et al., 2000; Kodjo et al., 
2003). Overall, adolescent males hold more supportive beliefs about weapon 
carrying compared with females. This includes reporting a perceived need for a 
weapon that is 1.7 times higher than that reported by females (Lewis et al., 2007; 
Penny, Walker, & Gudjonsson, 2011).

There are several reasons these snapshots could be wrong. First, the gender gap in 
weapon carrying is decreasing, possibly as a result of reductions in male violent 
offending (Lauritsen, Heimer, & Lynch, 2009; Penny et al., 2011), gender equality 
demonstrated in female carrying and violent offending, or both. Second, Emmert 
and Lizotte (2014) find that weapon carrying differs based on gender and weapon 
type. More specifically, males and females are equally likely to report carrying guns 
at some point in time, while males are more likely than females to report carrying 
(Emmert & Lizotte, 2014). While Emmert and Lizotte’s (2014) finding regarding 
guns is at odds with those finding a gender difference, methodological design 
 differences between studies may explain the contradiction. For example, surveys 
that use cross‐sections find that girls are less likely than boys to carry weapons 
(DuRant et al., 1995; Muula et al., 2008). However, if females move in and out 
of weapon carrying more quickly than males, they would appear to be less likely to 
carry. Longitudinal designs better capture the more intermittent nature of female 
carrying. Additionally, allowing adolescents to self‐define weapon carrying broadens 
the research focus beyond a single weapon type. Finally, studies of weapon carrying 
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overwhelming focus on carrying in schools (Brennan & Moore, 2009). Unfortunately, 
this focus could be limiting the scope through which we consider adolescent carrying 
behaviors. Since males and females might carry in different environments, it is 
important that future studies do not limit their attention to weapon carrying in 
schools.

Based on the discussion above, it is clear that any policy on adolescent weapon 
carrying needs to focus on both boys and girls. But our understanding that females 
and males carry different types of weapons allows for cutting‐edge and targeted 
intervention policies. Meanwhile, future research can explore the continuity or 
intermittency of long‐term weapon carrying by gender.

Age

The relationship between age and adolescent weapon carrying has received appropriate 
and in depth attention. Perhaps surprisingly, early adolescents, between ages 13 and 16, 
are the most frequent weapon carriers in the US (DuRant et al., 1999). A number of 
factors may contribute to this phenomenon. First, young adolescents are smaller than 
their older peers, thus weapons serve as equalizers. Additionally, immaturity and an 
inability to think through the consequences of carrying weapons likely contribute to 
young adolescents demonstrating higher carrying frequencies. Such explanations are 
supported by the finding that, compared with adult arrestees, adolescent arrestees are 
more willing to carry and use firearms (Decker, Pennell, & Caldwell, 1997; Watkins 
et al., 2008). However, it is interesting to note that within the juvenile age group, research 
demonstrates that as adolescents increase in age, so too does the frequency with which 
they carry weapons (Dukes, Stein, & Zane, 2010; Forrest, Zychowski, Stuhldreher, & 
Ryan, 2000; Lowry, Powell, Kann, Collins, & Kolbe, 1998). In other words, younger 
adolescents are more likely to carry weapons at some point, but as adolescents get older, 
they are more likely to carry weapons on a regular basis.

Despite the frequency with which older adolescents carry weapons, when partic-
ipation in delinquent activity is controlled, age fails to predict weapon carrying 
(Barlas & Egan, 2006; Muula et al., 2008). In other words, as adolescents get older 
their opportunities and frequencies of participating in delinquency increase, and 
weapon carrying is associated more with delinquent behavior than age.

Other research has found that age of initial delinquent behaviors predicts weapon 
carrying (Brennan, Shepherd, & Moore, 2010). As discussed above, participation in 
gangs before the age of 16 and drug dealing after 16 years old both predict firearm 
carrying (Lizotte et al., 2000). Similarly, contact with police before the age of 14 
doubles the likelihood of being arrested for a firearm related offense compared with 
offenders whose first contact with police occurs after the age of 14 (McCluskey, 
McCluskey, & Bynum, 2006).

In summary, we know that adolescents, specifically between the ages of 13 
and  16  years old, are the most likely carriers of weapons, and that age of initial 
delinquent behavior can predict weapon carrying. Additionally, the frequency with 
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which adolescents carry weapons increases with age. This suggests that programs 
and policies interested in reducing the frequency of juvenile weapon carrying will be 
most successful if focused on adolescents aged 15 and 16, while policies and initia-
tives attempting to prevent adolescents from ever carrying weapons might do best 
to focus on juveniles participating in delinquency between ages 11 and 13.

Race and income

Stereotypes of weapon carrying and use emphasize a race effect, primarily suggest-
ing that blacks, and in some cases Hispanics, are more likely to carry or use 
weapons than non‐Hispanic whites. However, while numerous studies have attempted 
to  isolate a race effect on weapon carrying or use (Aspy et al., 2004; Bjerregaard & 
Lizotte, 1995; Blum et al., 2000; Cook & Ludwig, 2004; Lizotte et al., 2000; Smith, 
Lizotte, Thornberry, & Krohn, 1997; Vanderschmidt, Lang, Knight‐Williams, & 
Vanderschmidt, 1993; Watkins et al., 2008), consensus has yet to be reached. Race 
may act as a risk marker – “a characteristic or condition that is associated with known 
risk factors but exert no causal influence of its own” – as opposed to being a causal 
factor of violent behavior (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2001).

Similarly, income has an indirect effect on weapon carrying (Blum et al., 2000; Kodjo 
et al., 2003; Lizotte et al., 2000). Income affects the financial and economic resources of 
families, and often reflects the economic resources of the community in which families 
live. As such, low family income and or neighborhood poverty both increase weapon 
carrying (Blum et al., 2000; Kodjo et al., 2003). Similarly, low family income and neigh-
borhood poverty may reflect dangerous environments that beget armed responses.

Ultimately, race and income likely reflect other causal factors that lead more 
directly to adolescent weapon carrying, as opposed to demonstrating race or 
income effects. These may include peer, family, and neighborhood characteristics 
that are more appropriate for policy development.

Predicting and Protecting Factors

Beyond the demographic characteristics of adolescent weapon carriers and users, a 
more complex set of factors predict adolescent weapon carrying. While numerous 
measures successfully predict adolescent weapon behaviors, we will limit our 
discussion to family, maltreatment, and community involvement.

Family

Overwhelming consensus establishes that family can serve as a protective factor 
against adolescent weapon carrying. In fact, multiple aspects of family dynamics play 
an important role, including family structure, family or parental involvement and 
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supervision, family communication, and the absence of family conflict. Taken as a 
whole, family factors serve as a powerful tool against adolescent weapon carrying.

As mentioned above, the mere structure of juveniles’ families impacts their 
weapon carrying behaviors. Adolescents living in homes that include both natural 
parents are less likely to report carrying weapons (Bailey et al., 1997; Orpinas, 
Murray, & Kelder, 1999). However, a study of gun‐related violence in an inner‐city 
environment did not find family structure to be a significant predictor of juvenile 
weapon carrying (Sheley et al., 1992). This contradiction may result from methodo-
logical differences in weapon type, since Sheley et al. (1992) only studied guns, while 
Bailey et al. (1997) and Orpinas et al. (1999) considered all weapon types. Or, envi-
ronment might dictate the differences observed, as Bailey et al. (1997) included a 
sample of urban, suburban, and rural adolescents, while Sheley et al. (1992) focused 
on urban youth. As such, it would be interesting for future research to explore 
whether weapon type or environment impact the influence of family structure on 
teen weapon behaviors. Additionally, we need more details about why family struc-
ture influences adolescent behaviors.

Beyond mere structure, family interactions and communication prove to be 
important in various forms. Adolescents who report that a parent is involved in their 
life or monitors their actions and behaviors – even those not related to delinquency 
or weapons – are less likely to carry weapons (Ferguson & Meehan, 2010; Orpinas 
et al., 1999; Vaughn et al., 2012). Proactively discussing delinquency or topics such 
as the dangers of tobacco, alcohol, and drugs proves to protect juveniles against 
weapon carrying as well (Vaughn et al., 2012). In other words, adolescents who 
 discuss  prosocial behaviors with their families are less likely to carry weapons. 
Thus, action in the forms of both supervision and communication serve to reduce 
youth weapon behaviors.

In general, family communication reduces the likelihood of juveniles carrying 
weapons (Aspy et al., 2004; Black & Ricardo, 1994). This relationship is evident 
again in the influence of parental approval on adolescent weapon carrying. Juveniles 
who report that their parents express pride or appreciation in something they have 
done are less likely to report carrying weapons (Vaughn et al., 2012). Lack of adult 
support, along with the presence of family or parent–child conflict, whether it be 
verbal or physical in nature, predicts youth weapon carrying (Bailey et al., 1997; 
Hemenway et al., 2011; Orpinas et al., 1999). More simply, adolescents who feel 
close to the people they live with or get along well with their family are less likely to 
carry weapons.

The finding that adolescent weapon carrying is linked to family characteristics is 
simply an extension of studies that find that family factors are connected to 
adolescent delinquency (Bailey et al., 1997; Hirschi, 1969; Jessor & Jessor, 1977; 
Rankin, 1983). Such conclusions suggest that parents and families have a great deal 
of influence on adolescent weapon carrying. Thus, attempts to prevent juvenile 
weapon carrying should consider including mechanisms designed to strengthen 
parent–child relationships and improve healthy parental supervision of children 
and adolescents.
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Maltreatment and exposure to violence

Research has established that maltreatment and exposure to violence predict 
adolescent weapon carrying, and pose strong policy implications. In general, 
childhood abuse is linked to delinquent behavior among adolescents (DuRant et al., 
1995; Hamilton, Falshaw, & Browne, 2002; Herrera & McCloskey, 2001; Stewart, 
Dennison, & Waterson, 2002; Stouthamer‐Loeber, Wei, Homish, & Loeber, 2002). 
As a subset of delinquency, weapon carrying is associated with childhood maltreat-
ment. Youths with histories of physical abuse are almost three times more likely to 
carry weapons than youths who report no physical abuse in their past (Lewis et al., 
2007). Juveniles who report sexual assault demonstrate even higher odds, being 4.4 
times more likely than those without a sexual assault history to report carrying 
weapons (Lewis et al., 2007). “The direct experience of abuse, coupled with a  tendency 
to misperceive hostile intent (Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1997), may lead youth to iden-
tify an extreme measure (i.e., a weapon) as a viable option for self‐protection, which 
may subsequently lead to weapon carrying or weapon use” (Lewis et al., 2007, 
p. 265). Alternatively, abuse may push youth from the home, resulting in the poten-
tial for greater exposure to negative influences in the community, and vulnerability 
due to lack of positive role models.

More generally, simple exposure to violence predicts weapon carrying by adoles-
cents (Hemenway et al., 2011; Henrich, Brookmeyer, & Shahar, 2005; Kodjo et al., 
2003; Leeb, Barker, & Strine, 2007; Molnar, Miller, Azrael, & Buka, 2004). And, 
not  only does witnessing violence predict weapon carrying; it also increases the 
likelihood that adolescents will commit weapon offenses at a later time.

To combat the influence of physical abuse, sexual abuse, and observed violence on 
juvenile weapon behaviors, policy‐makers might pursue efforts to encourage or 
enhance therapy or counseling for children and adolescents following abusive expe-
riences or witnessing violence. Additionally, strengthening policies that remove 
adolescents from abusive home situations might reduce a host of delinquent behav-
iors, including weapon carrying. More research looking for the nexus on how exactly 
this operates would inform better policy.

Community involvement

Getting youths involved in their communities has served as a longstanding solution 
to delinquency in the popular media. Novels and movies teem with stories of chil-
dren saved from their own negative behaviors by participating in football, choir, and 
the like. However, when it comes to diverting adolescent weapon carrying, the 
influence of community involvement is unclear. In fact, contradictory findings exist 
for the influence of religion, sports, community groups, and extracurricular activ-
ities on youth weapon behaviors (see Aspy et al., 2004; Jessor, van den Bos, 
Vanderryn, Costa, & Turbin, 1995). However, research suggests that adolescents 
who are positively involved in school are less likely to carry weapons. More 
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specifically, getting good grades, having positive relationships with teachers and/or 
peers, happiness at school, and good school attendance all reduce the likelihood that 
juveniles will carry weapons on or off school grounds (Aspy et al., 2004; Bailey et al., 
1997; Kodjo et al., 2003).

Because engagement in community activities is such a popular technique for 
deterring and interrupting adolescent misbehaviors, it is imperative for future 
research to explore the influence of community engagement on adolescent weapon 
carrying. We recommend this research takes at least two forms. Since the literature 
currently fails to reach consensus on the impact of community activity (in the forms 
of religion, sports, community groups, and extracurricular activities) on weapon 
carrying, we would first recommend that future research establishes whether a rela-
tionship exists between adolescent involvement in community activities and weapon 
carrying. Second, in order to accurately inform policy, it is necessary to demonstrate 
that a causal relationship exists between community involvement and desistance 
from weapon carrying; thus we recommend research using longitudinal data to 
determine the time ordering of events. Armed with this information, policy‐makers 
can better determine whether community activities serve as successful intervention 
methods for adolescent weapon carrying.

And, just as youths can become engaged in the community, communities should 
become involved with adolescents. It is possible, and even likely, that community 
intervention, in the form of teachers, social workers, coaches, parents, and criminal 
justice actors, working to resolve individual instances of adolescent weapon carrying, 
would serve to interrupt the behavior and de‐escalate the arms race. It is imperative 
not only to institute community intervention techniques, but also to continue 
research to evaluate interruptive interventions by community members.

Summary

Having discussed the current state of research knowledge concerning adolescent 
weapon carrying motivations, demographics, and protective and risk factors, it is 
important to re‐emphasize the policy implications that can be derived from those 
findings and the areas in which future research can expand. First, it is clear that very 
few studies explore adolescent weapon use. This is a substantial gap in the literature. 
Adolescent weapon use desperately needs attention. For example, we know that ado-
lescents who carry guns participate in more crime (Lizotte et al., 2002), but we do 
not know whether this applies to other weapons.

A second problem we see in the research literature is an overemphasis on 
adolescent weapon carrying in school. While incidents of mass school violence are 
horrific and receive a great deal of media attention, they are extremely rare. School‐
related violence accounted for less than 0.3% of US violent deaths between 2005 and 
2009,4 and homicides in schools accounted for approximately 1.3% of homicides of 
juveniles aged 5 to 18 from 1992 to 2009 (Robers, Zhang, & Truman, 2012). In fact, 
the rarity of school shootings and violence partially explains the overwhelming 
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attention these incidents receive. Research regarding adolescent weapon carrying in 
schools could prove to be significant to policy if we could identify separate or specific 
protective or risk factors for carrying on and off school property. Such information 
would enable educators to employ intervention techniques against school weapon 
carrying. However, with the majority of research currently available focusing on 
school weapon carrying, comparative information regarding general adolescent 
weapon carrying is in short supply. As such, further research into general juvenile 
weapon carrying is necessary to the field of study.

Third, we emphasize three issues we discussed above: causal ordering, variety of 
weapon types, and gender. To substantiate causal explanations of adolescent weapon 
carrying and use, research needs to use longitudinal data and establish the time 
ordering of events. For example, does criminal behavior precede weapon carrying or 
follow it? Additionally, an overemphasis is often placed on guns and adolescents. 
Future research can vastly increase our current understanding of adolescents and 
weapons by broadening its scope to include the full arsenal of weapons that adoles-
cents choose to carry. A single gender perspective on weapons similarly limits our 
understanding of adolescent weapon behaviors. Future literature should attempt to 
fill in the gaps of previous literature by studying female weapon carrying, or male 
and female weapon carrying.

Fourth, qualitative research could greatly expand current understandings of 
adolescent weapon carrying and use motivations. Ethnographic, mixed methods, or 
other qualitative pursuits can better explore how weapon carrying leads to delinquency, 
adolescent motivations for carrying, and other correlations observed with carrying, by 
asking and observing adolescents as they participate in carrying behaviors.

Finally, we recommend various policy implications throughout this chapter, but 
when reviewed as a whole, it is clear that drugs, violence, peers, family, and school 
all play a role in influencing weapon behaviors among adolescents. Policies and 
interventions focused on single influences will likely miss the bigger picture. As 
such, a holistic approach that attempts to change an adolescent’s world through mul-
tiple avenues at once could be the most successful tactic to intervention.5 
Unfortunately, this approach is both underutilized and severely under‐evaluated. 
We recommend that more practitioners use this intervention approach when con-
fronting juvenile weapon carrying, and more scholars conduct research on the 
approach. Techniques for preventing and interrupting adolescent weapon carrying 
and use are vital to developing successful public policy.

Notes

1 Discussion does exist on the effectiveness of guns (see Kleck, 1991) and the interaction 
between weapon choice and intent to do harm, on level of injury by weapon type (see 
Wells & Horney, 2002).

2 Not to say that females do not participate in physical fights, just that participation in 
fights is not as likely to be linked with female weapon carrying.
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3 In local samples where respondents know a large percentage of the local population, 
reports of peer weapon carrying may overlap as respondents all know a single peer who 
carries. This can result in overestimation of peer carrying.

4 Calculated based on data from the National Center for Education Statistics and National 
Violent Death Reporting System.

5 Similar proposals have been made for combatting general delinquency and gang mem-
bership (Thornberry et al., 2003).
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