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   FIREARMS CONTROL BRIEFING 
GUN CONTROL AS VIOLENCE PREVENTION  

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Violence takes many forms: it can be self-directed, interpersonal, or collective. Another form of violence that 
is relevant in South Africa is structural violence – this is where violence is built into the structures of a society 
and show up as unequal power.1 People are also affected differently by violence, for example, young people 
are most at risk for engaging in acts of violence and are most likely to be victims of violence. Preventing 
violence therefore requires a multi-sectoral and holistic approach to ensure that the impact of violence on 
individuals, communities and society as a whole, is reduced.2 This means finding out some of the key drivers 
of and risk factors for violence and developing both short and long-term interventions that will make a 
difference.  By focusing on a small number of key issues the levels of violence can be substantially reduced in 
the short-term; this includes reducing access to guns and alcohol as well as ensuring that young people stay 
in school for as long as possible.3 
 
The World Health Organization (WHO) defines violence as: 4 
 

“The intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, 
another person,   or against a group or community, that either results in or has a high 

likelihood of resulting in, injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivation.” 
 
The WHO has been in the forefront of violence prevention across the world, drawing on the experience of 
other public health efforts that have been successful such as reducing and preventing pregnancy-related 
complications and workplace injuries. One of the principles of public health is combining ongoing research 
into understanding the cause and consequences of violence as well as using an evidence-based approach to 
developing primary prevention programmes and policy interventions.5 This approach has been particularly 
useful in global efforts to reduce gun violence. 
 
The public health approach to addressing any disease aims to provide maximum benefit for the largest 
number of people.6 This approach has some resonance with other approaches to community safety and 
violence prevention as articulated in numerous policy documents in South Africa such as the National 
Development Plan (NDP), the White Paper on Safety and Security and the Integrated Social Crime Prevention 
Strategy (ISCPS): an approach which regards safety not merely as the absence of crime but embraces a broad 
range of social, cultural, economic and political aspects, and promotes a multi-stakeholder approach driven 
by an analysis of local needs.7 Community safety in South Africa is group-oriented rather than focused on the 
individual—an approach that emphasises the common good over narrow individual rights. 
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PUBLIC HEALTH APPROACH TO VIOLENCE PREVENTION: UNDERSTANDING RISK AND PROTECTIVE FACTORS 
 
The public health approach provides a framework for differentiating between risk and protective factors for 
violence: risk factors are those characteristics or conditions that increase the likelihood of violence occurring 
while protective factors are shields that reduce or eliminate these risks.8 Understanding risk factors and 
protective factors play a crucial role in effective violence prevention efforts: the evidence shows that 
reducing risk factors and/or strengthening protective factors leads to the prevention of violence and crime.9 
The public health approach has played a significant role in understanding some of the risk factors for gun 
related violence, namely: availability and easy access to guns; and availability and harmful use of alcohol.  
Furthermore, addressing some of the social determinants of violence, which are further up the causal chain, 
such as income inequality, unemployment, and access to housing, education and other public infrastructure, 
through policies directed at these macro-level social factors, is essential in reducing the inequities which fuel 
interpersonal and collective violence.10 

It is important to note that risk factors do not cause violence; but they increase the likelihood of violent 
behaviour. For example, poverty is one risk factor for violence. But most people living in poverty do not 
resort to violence. However, they are definitely more vulnerable to violence, for a multitude of reasons: e.g. 
they have less means to protect themselves and to avoid dangerous places and situations.11  

Although much of the research and interventions have explored addressing the underlying risk factors, 
increasingly attention is being given to strengthening those factors that protect an individual from becoming 
a perpetrator or victim of violence. Protective factors strengthen the capacity of people to explore 
alternatives to using violence. Although little research has been done into resilience and the impact of 
protective factors there are scientific findings to suggest that the presence of just a few protective factors 
can minimise risk factors. For example, using the WHO ecological framework,  a protective factor at the 
relationship level would include a caring environment at home, parents/caregivers who are able to provide 
appropriate care for their children, as well as teachers who have a positive influence on their students, 
through communicating positive values;  a community which offers opportunities for youth to get involved in 
community activities or service, the existence of good role models in the village or ward, as well as strict 
prohibition of selling alcohol to under-age youth, can strongly protect individuals at community level; and at 
the societal level, laws limiting access to firearms can be a protective factor. 

UNDERSTANDING COMPLEXITY: THE WHO ECOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
Based on the understanding that no single factor can explain why some people or groups are at higher risk of 
interpersonal violence, while others are more protected from it, the WHO ecological framework is a useful 
tool for violence prevention efforts as it views violence as an outcome of the interaction among many 
factors operating at four levels – the individual, the relationship, the community, and the societal.12 Based on 
scientific studies, the factors that contribute to violent responses – whether they are factors of attitude and 
behaviour or related to larger social, economic, political and cultural conditions— can be changed.13 
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PUBLIC HEALTH APPROACH TO REDUCING GUN VIOLENCE 
 
As with violence, a variety of risk and protective factors makes a person more or less likely to use a firearm 
against themselves or others. Gun violence is most often associated with a combination of individual, family, 
school, peer, community, and sociocultural risk factors that interact over time during childhood and 
adolescence.14  However, the most consistent predictor of gun violence is a history of violent behaviour, 
including witnessing violence. In addition, the easy availability or access to firearms whether in a home or a 
community, constitutes one of the key risk factors across all four levels in the ecological model above. 
 
Most gun control advocates and organisations across the world have used the public health framework in 
understanding the nature and extent of gun violence within a particular context, and using the evidence to 
find out what works to prevent gun violence. The four basic steps of the public health approach to 
preventing violence are easily applied to efforts to reduce and prevent gun violence. These include: 
 

 Defining the problem through the systematic collection of data (example, using mortuary data and 
SAPS annual crime reports to determine the number of gun-related deaths and injury in South 
Africa); 

 Conducting research, or using existing data, to explore why violence occurs and who it affects; this 
includes identifying risk and protective factors for engaging in acts of violence or being a victim of 
violence (for example, in South Africa we know that 89% of firearm homicides are male; and that 
women are most at risk to being shot and killed in their home by someone they know with a legal 
gun); 
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 Designing, implementing and evaluating interventions to see what works (drawing on global 
research in the 90s which showed promising results that strong gun laws can reduce gun deaths, 
Parliament passed the Firearms Control Act in 2000; and in 2009 research done by the SA Medical 
Research Council shows that the FCA played a major role in contributing to an almost 50 per cent 
reduction in gun deaths); 

 Scaling-up effective policy and programmes (one avenue to do this is through the NDP and ISCPS as 
well as through efforts to strengthen the FCA). 

 
Evidence shows that limiting access to firearms (especially for young men between 15-29 years-old) can 
prevent homicides, suicides and injuries, thereby reducing the costs of these forms of violence. The data also 
shows that countries with ‘restrictive’ firearms law and lower firearm ownership levels tend to have lower 
levels of gun violence.15  
 
Other interventions that have shown some success in reducing gun deaths include:16 
Legislative measures: these include the strengthening of national gun laws that control and manage the 
supply, possession, safe storage, transfer and use of firearms. Legislative measures can also include 
prohibitions on certain types of firearms such as banning the civilian use of handguns or any semi-automatic 
handgun or rifle, as well as limits on the number of firearms, and controls on the public carrying of guns. 
 
Improving enforcement of legislation: legislation to reduce access to firearms can only be effective if it is 
enforced; this includes ensuring accurate record-keeping as well as reducing the risk for corruption and fraud 
along the firearms control management chain. 
 
Firearms amnesties and collection schemes: civilian firearms amnesties and buy-back schemes are 
commonly used to remove illicit firearms from public possession and when combined with legislative reform 
as well as awareness-raising activities, have been found to be successful in removing illegal weapons from 
circulation. 
 
Managing state weapons stockpiles: poorly secured state weapons can be a major source of access to illicit 
firearms through theft or unlawful sales. 
 
Reducing demand for guns: in countries with high levels of violence and weak criminal justice systems, 
coupled with civilian insecurity and a lack of faith in the ability of the police to protect them from violence, 
people’s perceived need for protection can drive the demand for guns. Therefore, making criminal justice 
systems more effective is one of the steps to reduce demand. 

 
CONCLUSION 
Violence can be prevented: the factors that contribute to people engaging in violence can be changed. 
Prevention is most effective when efforts are coordinated across different sectors (e.g. early childhood 
development, education, criminal justice, family care, health care, youth work, social services), and at 
different levels of the ecological model.17 Using a combination of short-term goals that can yield immediate 
results (i.e. reducing access to guns) with long-term goals that require an investment in influencing 
behaviour change (i.e. early childhood education) as well as systemic institutional change (i.e. a more 
effective criminal justice system) can ensure long lasting impacts that help reduce overall levels of violence 
and help build safe communities in South Africa. 
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