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suicide rates—leading the researchers to suggest that more restrictive states 
“have the potential to reduce the suicide rate.”39 In a similar fashion, another 
study found that the more available guns are in a state, the higher the likeli-
hood of unintentional deaths by firearms.40 Policies controlling the availability 
of guns, then, should reduce the likelihood of injuries from firearms.

After reviewing dozens of studies on gun and violence policies, 
Sherman concluded that just two strategies have conclusively demonstrated 
“what works”: gun crime hot spots law enforcement and background 
checks.41 Other researchers examining state background checks have also 
demonstrated the success of the policies. One study found that “states with 
less stringent background checks on firearms purchases were significantly 
associated with firearms homicides.”42

The War on Drugs and Drug Legalization
Drug laws govern the possession, use, sales, and trafficking of drugs. In the 
United States, most of the major drugs (heroin, cocaine, and marijuana) that 
are now illegal were legal through the early 1900s. Between the early 1900s 
and 1970s, a number of state laws were passed that criminalized different 
drugs in varying ways. In 1970, the Comprehensive Drug Abuse and 
Control Act created the most comprehensive federal legislation governing 
drug laws. By the 1980s, the federal government officially declared its “war 
on drugs” with a series of laws that greatly stiffened the penalties for various 
drug offenses. First Lady Nancy Reagan even appeared on the popular tele-
vision show Diff’rent Strokes to help educate young people about the travails 
of drugs. Apparently the teen actors on the series did not get the message as 
two of them eventually faced drug problems later in their own lives.

As shown in Figure 15.5, the number of drug arrests increased dra-
matically between 1980 and 2012. More than three times as many offend-
ers were arrested for drug offenses in 2007, compared with 1980. Many 
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Comprehensive Drug 
Abuse and Control Act: 
Comprehensive federal 
legislation governing drug laws.


