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SUMMARY

The United States has seen the collision of two major

public health crises over the past year: COVID-19 and

gun violence. We still don’t fully understand how

damaging this collision has been, and we don’t yet

fully know how it will continue to affect Americans.

But what we do know is the effects have been far-

ranging. For one, the pandemic has had a pronounced

impact on gun violence in the United States as both

homicides and unintentional shootings increased to

record levels in 2020.

Introduction

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) announced the first US

death from COVID-19 on March 1, 2020. One year later, there were over 28.7

million confirmed cases of COVID-19 in the United States and 515,700 deaths.

Over this same period, the gun violence epidemic has also surged.

Record increases in gun sales, children homebound like never before, social

isolation, and economic struggles due to COVID-19 put many people at increased

risk for gun violence. In fact, 2020 was one of the deadliest years on record for

the United States. Gun homicides and non-suicide-related shootings took

approximately 19,300 lives, a 25 percent increase from 2019.  While o�cial 2020

data on all gun deaths is not yet available, an Everytown analysis of data from
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Firearm Deaths and Injuries: 2019 to 2020

Everytown analysis of Gun Violence Archive data.

Gun Violence Archive reveals that gun violence-related deaths in 2020 will likely

exceed 40,000, a rate of 12.3 gun deaths per 100,000 people.  This translates to

the highest rate of gun deaths in the last two decades.

The pandemic has highlighted the danger of having weak gun laws that enable

firearms to fall into the wrong hands. It has also shed light on how vulnerable

communities experience disproportionate harm. The deadly impact of these

crises, though devastating, helps point the way to solutions that can keep people

safe and healthy—now and on the other side of the COVID-19 pandemic. The

collision of these two public health crises o�ers possibility amid great loss.
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Key Findings

The COVID-19 pandemic has intensified the impact of our country’s gun

violence crisis. There were 3,906 additional firearm deaths and 9,278

additional firearm injuries in 2020 compared to 2019.

1

Cities saw historic levels of violence last year. Three in four big-city law

enforcement agencies saw increases in firearm homicides in 2020. And as

the coronavirus has rolled across the country, the impacts of both COVID-

19 and gun violence have not been evenly felt. Black Americans, while not

more susceptible to contracting the disease, are nearly twice as likely as

white Americans to die from COVID-19. They are also 10 times as likely as

white people to die by firearm homicide. 

2

Gun sales have surged during the coronavirus pandemic. Based on the

number of background checks, Everytown estimates that people

purchased 22 million guns in 2020, a 64 percent increase over 2019.

3

Unintentional shooting deaths by children increased by nearly one-third

comparing incidents in March to December of 2020 to the same months in

2019. The pandemic saw millions of children out of school while gun sales

hit record highs, bringing more guns into homes. This resulted in a tragic

surge in the number of children accessing firearms and unintentionally

shooting themselves or someone else.

4

Domestic violence spikes during times of prolonged emotional and

financial stress. Stay-at-home orders and reduced capacity in shelters left

domestic violence victims trapped with abusive partners. Too many of

these abusers had easy access to guns. Data from over 40 states showed

about half of domestic violence service providers surveyed saw an increase

in gun threats toward survivors of intimate partner violence in their

communities during the pandemic.

5

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been a rise in

violence against the Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI)

community, particularly against AAPI women. Violence against women
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Historic Levels of City Gun Violence

At the beginning of the pandemic, governments enacted shelter-in-place orders

and social distancing requirements. There was hope that these measures would

not only reduce the spread of COVID-19 but also help reduce city-based gun

violence. Yet starting in the summer of 2020 and continuing through the rest of

the year, city gun violence surged. 

In many cities, the number of people shot and wounded or killed increased

during the COVID-19 pandemic. In January 2021, researchers surveyed 129 law

enforcement agencies representing a diverse set of cities across the United States

in terms of size, demographics, and geographic coverage. They found that in

nearly 70 percent of these agencies, nonfatal shootings increased, and in 57

percent, there was an increase in gun homicides from 2019 to 2020. This survey

also found that the largest agencies—that is, those serving the largest cities—were

more likely to report an increase in gun homicides and nonfatal shootings:

Nearly three in four reported an increase in firearm homicides and four out of

five saw increases in nonfatal shootings.

Law Enforcement Agencies Reporting Increased Firearm
Homicide or Nonfatal Shootings, Percent Change Since 2019

and the AAPI community, fueled by hate, is made more deadly by easy

access to guns.

5

javascript:void(0)


12/12/21, 1:20 PM Gun Violence and COVID-19 in 2020: A Year of Colliding Crises | Everytown Research & Policy | Everytown Research & Policy

https://everytownresearch.org/report/gun-violence-and-covid-19-in-2020-a-year-of-colliding-crises/ 6/28

Police Executive Forum Critical Issues Report, January 26, 2021.

One explanation for this rise is that the pandemic aggravated the very factors

driving city gun violence. Black and Latino communities have borne the heaviest

burden of gun violence in cities for years. Generations of systemic racial

discrimination and inequities in health care, housing, education, and other

factors have exacerbated the risks of gun violence.  These inequities have also

made Black and Latino communities more vulnerable to the devastating e�ects

of COVID-19.  In fact, Black people in the United States are nearly twice as

likely as white people to die from COVID-19.  They are also 10 times as likely to

die by gun homicide as white people.  The disproportionate impact of both the

virus and gun homicide on Black communities reflects and intensifies the United

States’ persistent racial inequities and underscores the need for meaningful

structural change and for sustained financial investment in previously under

resourced communities. 
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DISPROPORTIONATE IMPACT OF COVID-19 DEATHS AND GUN HOMICIDE ON BLACK

COMMUNITIES

Why? Both the pandemic and gun homicide reflect and intensify this

country’s long-standing racial inequities in health care, housing,

education, exposure to environmental hazards, and more.

Unemployment resulting from the pandemic has also contributed to the

disproportionate impact of city gun violence on Black communities. To contain

the virus, thousands of businesses temporarily closed, and many of those

closures turned permanent.  These layo�s disproportionately a�ected Black

communities because they are overrepresented in jobs that cannot be done

remotely—jobs that needed to be cut as the pandemic worsened.  This kind of

economic distress has a significant bearing on all forms of gun violence, as

research shows that neighborhoods with high unemployment or high poverty

rates have higher rates of gun homicide.  

Employment opportunities can serve as a critical protective factor in disrupting

cycles of violence. Another proven way to mitigate the e�ects of city gun violence

is through funding community-based violence intervention programs. These

programs work with individuals at the highest risk of shooting or being shot and

help reduce violence through targeted interventions—including job readiness and

workforce development programming—in their communities and in hospitals.

Despite their e�ectiveness,  these programs are too often underfunded.  Street

The COVID-19 death rate of Black Americans is double the rate of

white Americans, despite similar rates of infection. 10

Black Americans are 10 times more likely than white Americans to

die by gun homicide. 11
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outreach organizations, in particular, have long been at the front lines of gun

violence prevention work in our cities. Now they must battle two public health

crises at once, as they also face the challenge of being frontline workers.

Cities and states are grappling with the financial impact of COVID-19. Despite

this, it is imperative that they sustain funding for these critical gun violence

prevention programs. Localities can bolster funding for these programs by

drawing from the American Rescue Plan. Signed into law in March 2021, the law

authorizes $130 billion for local governments to counter the economic toll of the

pandemic, which can include investment in violence intervention programs.

Support for these programs is an investment in reducing gun violence in cities.

It is imperative that cities and states sustain
funding for gun violence prevention

programs.

Of course, community gun violence intervention programs alone cannot

mitigate the structural inequity that fuels gun violence. Lessons learned from

this pandemic include the imperative to invest in the broader resources

communities require to be safe and healthy. Long-term interventions include

support for community-driven crime prevention by environmental design (e.g.,

cleaning vacant lots, greening parks, and providing additional outdoor

lighting)  and summer youth employment programs.  Counseling and

mentorship services for youth  and cognitive behavioral therapy  are also

proven to help reduce violence.

Surging Gun Sales
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The US government declared a national emergency and states released social

distancing guidelines in mid-March 2020. Almost immediately after, many

Americans purchased guns; they felt they had to protect themselves, partially in

response to gun lobby propaganda that social unrest was inevitable and that the

government would not protect them.

People responded to these messages. Throughout 2020, federally licensed gun

dealers requested nearly 40 million background checks—40 percent more than

during 2019. Based on these checks, Everytown estimates that people purchased

22 million guns in 2020, a 64 percent increase over 2019.  According to FBI

data, nine out of the 10 weeks with the highest demand for National Instant

Criminal Background Check System (NICS) checks since the system became

operational in 1998 occurred during 2020.

There were an estimated 22 million guns purchased in 2020, a
64% increase over 2019.

Everytown estimates using FBI, NICS Firearm Checks, Nov 1998–Dec 2020.
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This surge in gun sales has continued into 2021. In January 2021, it is estimated

that 2.1 million guns were sold.  These sales contributed to January setting an

all-time record for the highest number of NICS checks requested in a one-month

period since the system’s creation. That record was broken again in March, with

an estimated 5.9 million guns sold in the period from January to March 2021.

The surge in guns purchased from federal dealers put a huge strain on the

background check system. It also highlighted that this otherwise strong system is

exposed to a series of loopholes and end runs that undermine our gun safety laws

and gun violence prevention e�orts. The NRA-backed  “Charleston

loophole”  and unlicensed seller loophole, as well as the ATF’s flawed

interpretation of law that has allowed for the proliferation of ghosts guns, have

made it far more likely that guns will fall into the wrong hands.

The surge in gun sales put a huge strain on
the background check system.

These loopholes and end runs can be closed. Some states have already

implemented laws to require background checks for gun sales by unlicensed

sellers, to give authorities more than three business days to complete a

background check, and to regulate the sale of ghost guns and the parts necessary

to build them. Recently, Congress and the Biden-Harris Administration have

started to take steps to address these issues. In March 2021, the House of

Representatives passed the Bipartisan Background Checks Act of 2021, which

would update federal law to require background checks on all gun sales  and

passed the Enhanced Background Checks Act of 2021, to address the Charleston

loophole.  In April 2021, the Biden administration announced it would be

taking action to stop the spread of ghost guns.  Swift action by state legislatures

and the US Senate can help change the tide of the spikes in gun violence we have

seen across the country. 
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Unintentional Shootings by Children and the
Risk of Youth Gun Suicide

One defining aspect of the COVID-19 crisis has been the closing of America’s

schools. This kept children home across the country and, in too many cases, put

them into direct contact with the millions of guns in American homes. In some

households, these were first-time gun owners, who were often unable to access

training due to the pandemic—leaving many of them without essential

knowledge on how to securely store firearms. 

Before the pandemic, on average nearly one child per day was accessing a gun

and unintentionally shooting themselves or another person.  With children

stuck at home, we clearly see the consequences of guns not being stored

properly. The period from March to December 2020 saw a 31 percent increase

over the same months in 2019 in unintentional shooting deaths by children. In

total, there were 314 incidents of unintentional shootings by children between

March and December of 2020, resulting in 128 gun deaths and 199 nonfatal gun

injuries.  This includes toddlers, young children, and teenagers 17 and younger

accessing a gun and unintentionally injuring or fatally wounding a sibling, a

schoolmate, another family member or friend, or themselves.

While millions of responsible gun owners store their firearms securely—that is,

unloaded and locked, with ammunition kept in a separate place—more than half

of gun owners do not store all of their guns securely.  Researchers estimate that

at least 5.4 million children in the United States live in a home with an unsecured

firearm.  This has likely increased as gun sales have surged. A recent survey of

teens in gun-owning households found that more than half reported they could

access a loaded gun in their home in under an hour. And most said they could

access the gun in under five minutes.  This easy access to firearms by children

increases the risk of unintentional shootings and suicides. 

Unintentional Shooting Deaths by Children Went Up Over 30%
in March to December of 2020 Compared to 2019
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  March–December 2019
March–December

2020
  March–December 2019

March–December

2020

Unintentional gun

injuries 

(by a child 0–17)

169 199

Unintentional gun deaths 

(by a child 0–17)

98 128

Unintentional shootings 

(by a child 0–17)

255 314

The COVID-19 pandemic fractured the lives of young people in the United States.

Being socially isolated from others as a precaution against COVID-19, though

necessary, has been damaging to their mental health. Many young people,

particularly teenagers, remain socially isolated at home or on campus, missing

out on peer interactions and milestones they have been looking forward to for

years.  One study found that precautions related to the pandemic cut in half the

amount of time young adults spent socializing.

Social isolation along with fear about the virus increased feelings of anxiety and

loneliness.  These two factors elevate the risk of suicide for people of all ages. A

2020 study from the CDC found that a quarter of young adults (ages 18–24)

contemplated suicide since the beginning of the pandemic.  The proportion of

young people at risk for clinical depression nearly doubled in the early months of
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5.4M
5.4 million children live in a home with at least one unlocked and

loaded firearm.

Personal communication from Deborah Azrael and Matthew Miller to Everytown based on 2021 Nat…
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the pandemic compared to before the pandemic.  This is particularly troubling

since students have been away from school counselors and other mental health

resources. Schools have proven to be an important place to receive mental health

services for children and youth, especially for some Black students who may not

have access to medical care in other settings.

With 70 percent of unintentional shootings by children (of themselves or

others)  and 80 percent of child gun suicides  taking place at a home,

practicing secure firearm storage can prevent access by children and save lives.

One study in JAMA Pediatrics estimated that if half of households with children

that contain at least one unlocked gun switched to locking all their guns, one-

third of youth gun suicides and unintentional deaths could be prevented.

Across the country, medical professionals, gun dealers, law enforcement,

community members, and local leaders are working to promote public awareness

campaigns. Moms Demand Action for Gun Sense in America’s Be SMART

program, for example, encourages secure gun storage practices. The initiative

also highlights the role of guns in suicide and unintentional shootings. As more

adults have brought guns into their homes during the pandemic, the need for

secure firearm storage has become even more critical.

Impact on Gun Suicide

COVID-19 created a perfect storm of risk factors for suicide and the fear that we

would add additional firearm suicides to what is already an epidemic at crisis

proportions. These risk factors included financial distress, social isolation caused

by lockdowns, anxiety about a new disease with many unknowns, increased

alcohol use, and vulnerability of frontline workers to exposure to the disease.

Further, as gun purchases surged, the risk of a worsened gun suicide crisis

intensified.

While we are not out of the woods yet, preliminary CDC data on overall suicides

in 2020 shows the possibility that suicide may have gone down slightly compared

to 2019.  Final data on firearm suicide during the pandemic is still forthcoming.

But this early promising news may be due, in part, to a set of concerted relief
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e�orts that address economic, mental health, and other suicide risk factors:

Congress enacted three stimulus packages;  Rent assistance and eviction

moratoriums were implemented;  Insurance companies increased coverage of

mental health services;  Health equity e�orts were deployed;  And access to

suicide prevention services were strengthened.

Notwithstanding this preliminary data on 2020, research on the impact of the

pandemic on suicide risks shows that cause for concern persists. One survey of

people who bought guns during the summer of 2020 found they were more likely

to report thoughts of suicide than gun owners who did not buy them during the

pandemic.  This finding is alarming since access to a firearm in the home triples

the risk of death by suicide.  The firearm suicide risk is exponentially higher—

100 times higher—immediately after buying a handgun.  Tracking of mental

health throughout the pandemic showed that approximately two in five US

adults reported symptoms of anxiety or depression. This is a rate four times

higher than pre-pandemic levels.  It is not surprising, then, that the volume of

calls and texts to crisis helplines spiked in March 2020 and stayed high

throughout the year.

Focusing in particular on the economic impacts of the pandemic, historical

research indicates that access to a gun and economic stress significantly increase

the risk of adult suicide.  In March and April 2020, unemployment in the

United States approached levels not seen since the Great Depression. Nearly a

year later, 9.7 million people were still unemployed in March 2021. Job loss,

particularly when sustained, can result in eviction, foreclosure, and increased
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3x
Access to a gun increases the risk of death by suicide by three times.

Anglemyer A., Horvath T., & Rutherford G. “The accessibility of firearms and risk for suicide and ho…
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debt. These extreme economic stressors contribute to a sense of hopelessness,

depression, and strained relationships. All of these can lead to suicidal

behaviors.

Access to a gun and economic stress
significantly increase the risk of adult suicide.

An important tool to prevent gun suicide is Extreme Risk laws. They empower

loved ones and/or law enforcement to intervene to prevent someone in crisis

from accessing firearms. These laws, enacted in 19 states and DC,  have

continued to be lifesaving tools during the COVID-19 pandemic. States and court

systems have protected public safety by adapting to the challenges created by the

pandemic, taking measures to ensure that Extreme Risk interventions can

continue even with social distancing restrictions in place. 

Impact on Domestic Violence

Prevention measures to stop the spread of COVID-19 had an immediate and grave

impact on domestic violence. In the early days of the pandemic, countries around

the world were reporting increases in domestic abuse.  Victims and their

children were trapped at home with abusive partners and the financial stressors

of the dramatic economic downturn and the social isolation of lockdown orders

worsened this abuse. Ready access to guns can make this problem more deadly.
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Fast forward to later in 2020, and while hard data is not yet fully available, a

survey conducted in the final quarter of 2020 of domestic violence service

providers in over 40 states shed some light on domestic violence and guns. A

significant proportion of respondents identified guns as a larger threat in

intimate partner violence during the pandemic and about half were seeing an

increase in gun threats toward survivors of intimate partner violence in their

communities.  Additionally, a study of 14 large US cities found that the COVID-

19 pandemic was associated with an eight percent increase in domestic violence

calls to police in the initial three months of the pandemic. Households without a

recent history of domestic violence calls drove much of this increase.

Research shows that access to a gun makes it five times more likely that a woman

will die at the hands of a domestic abuser.  The COVID-19 crisis worsened the

factors that contribute to our current gun-related domestic violence crisis. Gun

ownership surged and personal finances were strained. Quarantine requirements

and school closures meant victims and children had fewer opportunities to

interact with friends, teachers, co-workers, and others who might see signs of

abuse or help to report them. Nationwide social distancing measures have

ravaged sectors (such as retail and hospitality) where female workers constitute a

significant portion of the workforce.  The culmination of all of these factors

has made women especially vulnerable during this time. 
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5x
Access to a gun makes it five times more likely that the abusive

partner will kill his female victim.

Campbell, J. C. et al. “Risk factors for femicide in abusive relationships: results from a multisite cas…
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Domestic violence and the compounding e�ects of the pandemic highlight the

importance of strengthening and enforcing laws to keep guns out of the hands of

abusive partners and of providing support to domestic violence shelters,

hotlines, and courts. States can help keep guns from domestic abusers not only

by prohibiting abusive spouses from having guns, but also by prohibiting abusive

dating partners from having them  and by requiring abusers to relinquish the

guns they already own. Currently, 26 states and DC prohibit abusive dating

partners from having guns,  and 23 states and DC require prohibited domestic

abusers to relinquish their guns.  Research shows that states that have these

prohibitions from possessing guns for both spouses and dating partners have

seen a 13 percent reduction in intimate partner firearm homicide rates. Those

that also require abusers to turn in guns they already own have a 16 percent lower

intimate partner firearm homicide rate.

Increases in Anti-Asian Hate Crimes

In March 2021, a gunman took eight lives—six of whom were Asian women—in

an act of hate-related violence at spas in metro Atlanta.  This was a

continuation of violence against the Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI)

community that exploded throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. Stop AAPI Hate,

an organization tracking incidents of hate and discrimination against the AAPI

community, received nearly 3,800 reports of anti-Asian hate incidents from
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13%
States that prohibit domestic abusers from possessing guns have

seen a 13 percent reduction in intimate partner firearm homicide

rates.
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March 2020 to February 2021.  This is an average of roughly 10 incidents every

day. Police departments in the 16 largest US cities reported a nearly 150 percent

increase in hate crimes targeting Asian Americans in 2020.  AAPI women have

been particularly targeted during the pandemic. Nationally, Asian American

women were more than twice as likely to be targeted in hate incidents as Asian

American men.  But violence against women, fueled by misogyny, racism, and

fetishization, has plagued the United States for generations. Easy access to guns

makes all hate-motivated violence, including that against AAPI women, even

deadlier. 

Easy access to guns makes all hate-related
violence, including that against AAPI

women, even deadlier. 

We must invest in protecting marginalized communities, especially during this

critical time. The root causes of hate-fueled violence will take a long time to

address. But strengthening our gun laws by reauthorizing the Violence Against

Women Act  can go a long way toward protecting women right now.

The Path Forward

Over the last year, the United States has seen the collision of two major public

health crises: COVID-19 and gun violence. A full understanding of this collision’s

impact on our country is still developing. But a few things are clear. Millions of

Americans bought guns in the middle of a global pandemic. They bought these

guns to protect themselves in the midst of one public health crisis but exposed

themselves to the risks of another: gun violence. With more guns came exposure

to higher risks of suicide, and more homicides and unintentional shootings.
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At the same time, the pandemic exacerbated economic and social inequities

fueling gun violence. These inequities subject marginalized communities to

structural and interpersonal violence that is damaging and can be deadly. The

pandemic has become a sobering wake-up call to this country. It alerts us to

existing issues that put all Americans, especially those in vulnerable

communities, in harm’s way.

The increase in gun deaths during this pandemic has shined a light on our

nation’s shortcomings. But it has also illuminated the path forward. Our work

must include implementing proven policies that protect ourselves and others. We

must strengthen our background check system and promote secure gun storage.

It is imperative that we fund community-based violence intervention and suicide

prevention programs. And that we adopt and implement Extreme Risk laws and

policies separating domestic abusers from their guns, both of which are proven

to save lives. 

We need to advance the essential work of rectifying the ills of economic, social,

and structural inequity. This means ensuring access to fundamental services such

as health care and domestic violence and mental health services. The benefits of

instituting evidence-informed policies are manifold. In doing so, we invest in the

cost-e�ective strategy of prevention, improve the plight of Americans across the

country, and ultimately save lives.

Everytown Research & Policy is a program of Everytown for Gun Safety Support

Fund, an independent, non-partisan organization dedicated to understanding

and reducing gun violence. Everytown Research & Policy works to do so by

conducting methodologically rigorous research, supporting evidence-based

policies, and communicating this knowledge to the American public.
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