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in many states, and certain kinds of individuals cannot legally 
carry handguns. For instance, in Virginia, people who have cer-
tain types of criminal histories, have been civilly committed, 
have been dishonorably discharged from the military, or have 
a protective order against them are prohibited from either pur-
chasing or carrying firearms. Other restrictions found in differ-
ent states focus on limiting access of young people to guns. For 
instance, in Virginia, guns must be locked up in the presence 
of children, juveniles must have parental permission  to possess 
handguns, and handguns cannot be sold to those under age 18.32

Critics dismiss these policies on the grounds that only 
law-abiding citizens follow the laws in the first place and that 
offenders will carry guns regardless of these restrictions. Still, 
the policies send a message about the tolerance of guns.

Pulling-levers policies are used by law enforcement and 
prosecutors to identify and send a message to specific individ-
uals and groups at risk of gun violence so that they know these 
offenses will not be tolerated. Part of sending the message may 
involve carrying out the threat against a high-profile offender 
to show potential offenders in the community that criminal jus-
tice officials mean business. In these situations, law enforce-
ment and prosecutors work closely with community partners 
to ensure that those most at risk of future offending “get the 
message.” Figure 15.4 shows a poster that was used as part of 
one city’s pulling-levers efforts. The posters were hung in locations that 
potential gun offenders were believed to frequent. Other cities have even 
placed such notices on their public transportation buses.

Confiscated guns, such as those shown here, are 
eventually melted into scrap metal.
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pulling-levers policies: 
With regard to gun crimes, 
targeted efforts by law 
enforcement and prosecutors 
to identify and send a message 
to specific individuals and 
groups at risk of gun violence 
so that they know these 
offenses will not be tolerated.


