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A B S T R A C T   

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed some of our best and worst qualities as a country. This commentary on 
“Domestic Firearm Violence Against Women (2018-2021)” discusses weaknesses in federal legislation and pro-
poses ways for states to fill these gaps.   

As our country continues to tackle the aftermath of the COVID-19 
pandemic, we are frequently reminded of the severe and long-lasting 
public health implications it generated. While some were the direct 
result of the morbidity and mortality of the virus itself, others were 
brought on by the restrictions that were necessary to contain this novel 
disease. The physical, mental, economic, and social disruptions of the 
pandemic exacerbated numerous social vulnerabilities, many of which 
were present long before the chaos. The disproportionate effect that the 
pandemic had on victims of domestic violence once again demonstrated 
how an alarming pre-existing public health crisis was intensified by the 
stressors of the COVID-19 crisis. 

As healthcare professionals, we often feel a duty to protect vulner-
able populations. It's why we frequently support COVID-19 restrictions 
like social distancing, mandatory masking, and stay-home orders when 
they are necessary. So why do we repeatedly fail to protect victims of 
domestic abuse, and what can we do in the future to prevent it? As the 
authors have demonstrated here, we can start by supporting laws that 
aim to prevent domestic firearm abuse. Admittedly, gun safety regula-
tions may not prevent every domestic abuse injury, but they can 
certainly be the difference between life and death for numerous victims 
of abuse. 

This article demonstrates that states with less restrictive gun laws 
experienced higher incidents of domestic firearm violence during the 
COVID-19 pandemic compared to states with more restrictive laws. 
However, federal rather than state firearm regulations are generally 
more relevant to cases of domestic violence. For example, the Gun 
Control Act of 1968 and the Violence Against Women Act of 1994 pro-
hibit the purchase or possession of a firearm by anyone who has been 
convicted of a crime of domestic violence. Although these laws histori-
cally were associated with decreased domestic violence homicide rates, 
recently, the incidence of domestic firearm violence has increased. This 
escalation is partly due to the following fundamental gaps in federal 
legislation, emphasizing the need for supplemental regulations:  

• Federal law mandates universal background checks, yet these are 
only required for licensed gun sellers, making them far from uni-
versal. In many states, unlicensed private sellers can transfer firearm 
ownership with no obligation to follow this mandate. Currently, 21 

states have attempted to close this legislative gap by instituting 
background checks beyond the federal mandate. Sixteen of these 
states have expanded it to include all gun sales.  

• Since 1968, federal law has prohibited individuals charged with a 
felony crime from purchasing or possessing a firearm. In 1996, this 
ban was expanded to include people convicted of misdemeanors of 
domestic violence. Unfortunately, federal law has a narrow defini-
tion of crimes of domestic abuse. In response to this oversight, thirty- 
four states have passed laws that broaden the definition of domestic 
violence. For example, many states now include offenders convicted 
of stalking crimes and have expanded the definition to include of-
fenses against individuals who had any type of past relationship with 
the offender. 

• Although federal legislation prevents individuals convicted of do-
mestic abuse crimes from purchasing or possessing a firearm, the 
federal mandate provides no standard mechanism to ensure relin-
quishment of previously owned firearms. In many states, defendants 
are simply told they are prohibited from owning firearms, but no 
further action is taken to ensure that all firearms are removed from 
the offender's possession. In response to this gap, many states have 
passed laws outlining standard protocols that facilitate the removal 
of firearms from those convicted of domestic abuse-related crimes. 
Studies have shown that states with strict relinquishment laws are 
linked to a 16 % reduction in domestic firearm homicides [1]. Un-
surprisingly, studies have also demonstrated that domestic abuse 
victims report feeling safer after the successful removal of firearms 
from their abuser [2]. 

Initially, closing these gaps appears straightforward. Doing so gar-
ners popular bipartisan backing, with over 81 % of surveyed Americans 
favoring legislation to prohibit individuals who commit domestic 
violence from owning firearms [3]. Yet deep political and cultural di-
vides intermittently threaten our ability to protect this vulnerable pop-
ulation. Even as we write this commentary, the United States Supreme 
Court is deliberating on the case of the United States v. Rahimi to 
determine the constitutionality of federal laws that prohibit individuals 
with domestic violence restraining orders from possessing firearms. This 
case stems from a U.S. Court of Appeals ruling which reversed the 
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indictment of Zackery Rahimi. In 2019, Rahimi was issued a restraining 
order after assaulting his girlfriend. Over the course of the next two 
years, Rahimi was involved in several more shooting incidents, ulti-
mately prompting the police to search Rahimi's home. During this 
search, police discovered that he illegally possessed a rifle and a pistol. 
Rahimi was charged with breaking federal laws that prohibited him 
from owning firearms. Rahimi appealed the charges, arguing that laws 
prohibiting domestic violence offenders from possessing guns were un-
constitutional. The Court of Appeals initially dismissed his appeal but 
later upheld it citing the Supreme Court's decision in New York State 
Rifle & Pistol Association v. Bruen, which ruled that New York state's 
handgun licensing laws were unconstitutional. The Bruen ruling was 
based on the precedent that courts should uphold firearm restrictions 
only when there was a tradition of such regulation in U.S. history. 
Although no decision has been made yet, it does appear that a majority 
of Supreme Court Justices are concerned about the consequences of 
reversing federal domestic firearm violence restrictions, highlighting 
our country's common desire to protect vulnerable populations. At a 
time when it can seem that the rights of gun owners can threaten the 
safety of victims of domestic violence, it is crucial for us to remember 
that bipartisan legislation has helped reduce domestic violence in the 
past, and we believe it can do so again in the future. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed some of our best and worst 
qualities as a country. This article highlights how social isolation during 
this period exacerbated domestic firearm violence against women and 
how we continue to contend with the healthcare crisis of domestic 
firearm violence against women as a society. 
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