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The Honorable Gene L. Dodaro
Comptroller General of the United States
Government Accountability Office

441 G Street, N.W,

Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Comptroller General Dodaro:

We are writing to request that the Government Accountability Office (GAO) conduct a
review of the total annual medical costs associated with gun violence in the United States.

The gun violence epidemic is one of the most pressing public health crises facing our
nation. Each year, more thar 30,000 people in the United States are killed by guns, and nearly
70,000 others suffer gun-related injuries.' Guns are also the leading method of attempted suicide
in the United States, resulting in death approximately 85 percent of the time.?

Rates of gun violence in the United States are significantly higher than in comparable
nations. ‘Across the board, Ameéricans are much more likely to be killed by gun violence than
people in other high-income countries. Our gun suicide rate is almost 10 times higher than in
other high-income countries, and our gun homicide rate is approximately 25 times higher.’
Nearly half of American adults (44 percent) say they personally know someone who has been
shot, and approximately three million children in America witness gun violence each year.*
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The rate of gun violence in the United States is rising. In 2017, there were nearly 40,000
gun deaths—the highest level in at least 50 years.® Mass shootings are also on the rise.
According to one estimate, there were nearly 200 mass shootings in the United States between
2009 and 2018, resulting in at least 1,957 people being shot.°

Despite the escalating rates of gun violence, there are few comprehensive studies of the
health care costs associated with gun-related injuries. Studies of the immediate medical costs of
gun violence have found that gun-related injuries cost $2.8 billion in emergency department and
inpatient hospital costs each year and that the largest share of these costs—nearly 35 percent—is
borne by Medicaid.’

Yet, existing studies do not capture the longer term medical costs of gun injuries—such
as readmissions, rehabilitation, long-term care, physical therapy, behavioral health services,
personal care, and disability—that fall on American taxpayers.! Researchers at Carolinas
Medical Center found that long-term medical complications experienced by gunshot victims—
including permanent neurologic deficits and infections—are “a growing public health problem in
the United States.” In addition, a recent study shows that gun violence survivors suffer from
increased alcohol and drug abuse and post-traumatic stress disorder after their injury.!'?

One study suggests that the longer-term medical costs resulting from gun violence—
including those associated with physical therapy, trauma counseling, and in-home care—could
significantly raise the annual cost of gun violence. The authors note: “Although firearm-related
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injuries are a major public health concern with significant financial consequences, research in
this area has been limited as a result of a lack of funding.”"!

A more comprehensive understanding of how these costs are borne by federal health care
programs—particularly Medicaid and Medicare—would help inform congressional deliberations
on this critical topic. For these reasons, we request that GAO assess the medical costs associated
with gun-related injuries and address the following questions to the extent reliable data are
available:

1. What are the costs associated with initial emergency department and inpatient
hospitalizations as a result of gun-related injuries?

2 What additional services, including follow-up inpatient and outpatient medical
visits, physical therapy treatments, mental health and trauma counseling, drugs
prescribed to treat gun-related injuries and mental health conditions, and other
long-term care, may be required for survivors of gun injuries and their family
members, and what are the associated costs of these services?

5 How do these gun-related injuries affect Medicaid and Medicare program
spending and operations?

We ask that this work be initiated as soon as possible. Please contact Miles Lichtman
with Chairwoman Maloney’s staff at (202) 225-5051 and Laura Aguilar with Senator Warren’s
staff at (202) 224-4543 with any questions or concemns.

Sincerely,
Carolyn B. I\?faloney Elizabeth Warren
Chairwoman United Stafes Senator

Committee on Oversight and Reform
U.S. House of Representatives

cc:  The Honorable Jim Jordan, Ranking Member
House Committee on Oversight and Reform
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