Counseling Patients about Firearms

Sample Letter to Legislator
[DATE]
The Honorable [FULL NAME]

[NAME OF LEGISLATIVE CHAMBER]

[ADDRESS]

Dear [FULL NAME AND TITLE]:
As a child and adolescent psychiatric physician, I am writing to strongly request that you oppose [BILL NUMBER], which would prohibit physicians from asking patients about the presence of firearms in their homes.  If passed, the legislation would compromises physicians’ ability to use our medical judgment as to the information or treatment that is in the best interest of our patients and puts the safety of [STATE] at risk, particularly our children. 
Guns are an unfortunate and dangerous reality in the lives of youth in the United States.  Gun violence accounts for over 3,000 deaths and over 20,000 injuries each year among children and adolescents.  Twenty-five percent of homes with children and guns have a loaded firearm and more than 40% of gun-owning households with children store their guns unlocked.  Studies indicate that if a gun is stored in a home, the risk of homicide increases threefold and the risk of suicide increases fivefold. 
However, we cannot gun proof our children and adolescents.  Children are playful and active, while adolescents are curious and impulsive.  These are healthy traits that when mixed with guns, can cause death. Physicians, such as child psychiatrists, play a key role in injury prevention for children and adolescents by providing guidance to patients and parents, especially those at risk of harming themselves or others.  For example, when evaluating a child or adolescent at risk of depression or suicidal behavior, it is the standard of care to ascertain the presence of guns in the home and recommend that they be removed.   Research shows that individuals who were counseled by a physician were more likely to report adopting safe gun-storage practices.

The patient-physician relationship is a confidential one.  If the government begins to restrict the trust and confidentiality between a physician and a patient, you place their health and well-being in jeopardy, as well as violate physicians’ First Amendment right to free speech.  Any legislation that attempts to limit what a physician can or cannot ask a patient amounts to nothing more than a gag order.  

For the reasons listed above, I urge you to oppose [BILL NUMBER].  I ask that you protect patient safety, particularly for children, and uphold the trust of the patient-physician relationship.

I would be pleased to supply additional information on this issue and answer any questions you may have.  You may contact me at [CONTACT INFORMATION]. 
Sincerely,

[NAME], M.D.

[TITLE, ORGANIZATION]
