Background Checks Save Lives and Protect Our Communities
Bottom Line: The 116th Congress’ top priority should be passing legislation to require background
checks on all gun sales. Background checks are associated with reduced rates of firearm homicide,
suicide and firearm trafficking, and they are the backbone of any comprehensive gun violence
prevention policy.
⮚ 93% of American voters support requiring background checks on all gun sales, including 89% of
Republicans and 87% of gun owners.1
❑ A loophole in federal law enables people with felony convictions, domestic abusers, fugitives from
justice, and people prohibited from possessing guns due to mental illness to buy guns with no
background checks and no questions asked.
⮚ Under federal law, certain categories of people are not allowed to buy or possess firearms, including
convicted felons, domestic abusers and people who have been adjudicated mentally ill by a court of
law.
⮚ For 25 years, federal law has enforced this prohibition by requiring a background check before
anyone buys a gun from a licensed dealer.
⮚ But the law does not cover sales by any non-dealers (“unlicensed sellers”), enabling criminals and
other prohibited people to buy guns from unlicensed sellers with no background checks and no
questions asked—even from strangers they meet online.
❑ A federal background checks law would block prohibited people from buying guns by requiring
background checks for all gun sales.
⮚ No one should be able to avoid a background check simply by purchasing a gun from an unlicensed
seller.
⮚ If a federal law requiring background checks on all gun sales were enacted, unlicensed sellers would
meet their buyers at a licensed gun dealer, who would run a background check using the same
process already used for sales from their own inventory.
⮚ Twenty-one states and D.C. already require background checks for all handgun sales—either via
point-of-sale background checks, as part of a purchase permit, or both.2
⮚ Twelve states have passed new or improved background checks laws since the Sandy Hook
massacre,3 and half of Americans are now covered by these comprehensive background checks laws. 4
❑ Criminals routinely exploit the massive background check loophole, going online to get armed
with no questions asked.
⮚ Background checks stop sales to prohibited people every day. Since 1994, over 3.5 million sales
have been blocked to violent criminals and other prohibited people.5 In 2017 alone, over
170,000 sales were denied—39 percent of them to convicted felons.6
⮚ Since the introduction of the federal background check system twenty-five years ago, the Internet
has emerged as a massive, unregulated marketplace.
⮚ An investigation found that in 2018 alone, there were nearly 1.2 million gun ads on an online gun
marketplace called Armslist.com for gun sales where no background check was legally required. And
research shows that prohibited people seek guns in those unlicensed gun sales at a disproportionate

rate. Of those looking to purchase firearms on Armslist.com, 1 in 9 prospective buyers had
prohibiting histories or status - a rate 7 times higher than buyers who fail background checks at
licensed dealers or in other contexts where background checks are required. 7
❑ Evidence shows that requiring background checks on all gun sales save lives and make American
communities safer.
⮚ State laws requiring background checks for all handgun sales—by point-of-sale check and/or
permit—are associated with lower firearm homicide rates,8 lower firearm suicide rates9 and
lower firearm trafficking.10
▪

A 2019 analysis found that states with laws requiring background checks for all gun sales are
associated with 10 percent lower homicide rates.11

▪

State laws requiring background checks for all handgun sales are associated with 48 percent
lower rates of gun trafficking in cities12 and 29 percent lower rates of gun trafficking across
state lines.13

⮚ When Connecticut passed a law requiring all handgun buyers to pass a background check both at
the point of sale and as part of a permit process, it was associated with a 40 percent reduction in
the gun homicide rate14 and a 15 percent reduction in the gun suicide rate.15
⮚ By contrast, when Missouri decided to repealed its purchase permit law requiring background checks,
the state experienced an up to 27 percent increase in its firearm homicide rate16 and a 16 percent
increase in its firearm suicide rate.17
⮚ An investigation found that, among unlicensed sellers on Armslist.com, 84% of those in states with
background checks laws stated the sale would require a check, while only 6% of those in states
without those laws indicated they would require a background check.18
❑ Background checks are the primary method to enforce gun possession laws.
⮚ Strong laws targeted at people who pose a risk of violence to themselves and others have been
shown to disrupt firearm access and save lives.
▪

For instance, research has found that state laws barring firearm access by domestic abusers
reduce intimate partner homicide rates. 19 20

▪

Similarly, state laws that prohibit violent misdemeanor offenders from possessing firearms are
associated with lower rates of homicides and intimate partner homicides.21

⮚ Requiring background checks for gun buyers is the most comprehensive intervention to keep guns
out of the wrong hands. Loopholes in our background check system weaken gun possession laws,
enabling criminals to get armed with no questions asked and making it difficult to enforce the law
and protect communities from gun violence.
❑ In too many tragic homicide cases, prohibited purchasers have been able to arm themselves
simply because the law didn’t require a background check. A few recent examples include:
⮚ A background check requirement for unlicensed sales could have saved a woman who was shot and
killed in January 2018 in Appleton, WI by her husband, who was able to purchase the firearm from a
seller he met online, despite his prohibiting felony conviction.22
⮚ It could have saved a woman, her husband, and six children—aged 6 to 13—who were all killed by
her former partner in August 2015 near Houston, TX. Despite an extensive prohibiting criminal
history, the killer was able to buy a gun from a stranger he met online. 23
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⮚ Or another woman who was shot and killed by her ex-boyfriend in May 2016 in North Las Vegas, NV.
The killer, who also seriously injured her two children in the shooting, had a prohibiting restraining
order against him, but was able to purchase a firearm from an unlicensed seller. 24
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