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Context
Gun violence affects more than survival. It can shape how people think about their future. More
people survive firearm injuries today, but we know less about how gun violence (or the threat of gun
violence) affects their long-term choices, recovery, and investments in their futures.

Approach
We conducted 50 interviews with men ages 18 to 35 who live in neighborhoods where gun violence is
high on Chicago’s South Side. Half had been shot, half had not. These young men were asked
questions about their experiences with gun violence, their recovery (if shot), how they think about
their future, and how they invest in their future through opportunities like education or training. We
then compared responses between those who have experienced a firearm injury and those who
haven't to see if they responded differently. In addition, we interviewed 10 University of Chicago
Medical Center trauma staff members to understand how firearm injury patients can be best
supported after hospital discharge.

We also used publicly available data to estimate how risks like death, injury, and incarceration
change the value of education and other long-term goals.

Key Findings
1. Exposure to Violence Changes How Young Men See Their Futures, Even If They Haven’t
Been Shot. Risks like death and jail make long-term goals feel less worth it. This includes goals
like finishing school. In Cook County, these risks are 4.6 times more likely to affect high school
enrollment decisions for Black men than for White men. This shows how violence shapes how
people see their future.

‘Because gun violence, it got me felonies... It stopped me from being the person who | wanted to
be—a firefighter, police officer, whatever the case may be...Only reason why | can’t get into
Amazon, | have a robbery...They don't like that... | done got hired at Ford. They fired me in two
weeks because of my background.” (31-year-old Black male community member)

2. Uncertain Futures Keep Focus on Today. Men in this study said fear about the future makes it
hard to plan for school, work, and other goals. Many focus on what they need right now, especially
those who have been shot. 44% of those who had been shot saw no value in something that
would help them one year later.

“If 'm investing into it, I'm putting time into it... and if | don’t get no finances from it, | don’t get my
time back.” (21-year-old Black male firearm injury survivor)

3. Trauma Makes It Harder to Reach Goals. Young men in both groups shared goals for school,
work, and family. But violence made these goals harder to reach. Barriers included fear, injury,
money problems, and not feeling safe in some places.
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“...I might have a job opportunity... and | look at the area and it’s like, oh, | don’t want to go over
there. I'm scared to go over there. I'm nervous to go in that area because | feel like if | go over
there for sure I'm going to get shot” (26-year-old Black firearm injury survivor)

4. Risk Changes How People Think About Survival. Men in this study said living around violence
changes how they think about safety. It also changes how long they think they will live, particularly
those who have been shot. 46% of those who had been shot believed they were more likely
to die young than others their age.

“.. I think one of my nervous things about education is the fear of sinking so much time into a
bachelor's degree, a master's degree, a doctorate degree, and sinking so much time into it to
achieve it, to possibly land a better job as a result... So something could happen and I'm not here
anymore... | think just knowing that the money I'm putting in a 401k and in a Roth IRA and all
these investments... It's good to do because if obviously you do end up living that long, it pays off.
But if you don't, again, it just kind of feels like you might just be throwing money at a future that
you never get’ (21-year-old Black male firearm injury survivor)

5. Support is Hard to Access. Men in both groups said they need mentors, money, mental health
care, and jobs. These supports help them reach their goals. But many said these supports are
hard to find or not enough. Trauma staff echoed the important need for additional supports for
firearm injury survivors.

“I think just scholarship opportunities--- and any sort of financial help that would help assist
covering the cost of school.” (21-year-old Black male firearm injury survivor)

6. Faith and family ties reinforce hope, resilience, and self-efficacy. Men in both groups noted
religious faith and family connection as key motivators and resources.

‘IMy mom hasn'’t left my side.] For real... my family members. Just uplifting me.... | want to get
back on my feet. | want to show my family. | could be, | just want another second chance at life. |
want to show everybody, including God, that | could be a better person. | could be the man my
mom always wanted me to be.” (24-year-old Black male firearm injury survivor)

Implications for Action
Support GSW survivors beyond hospital care
Invest in mentors and job exposure
Help cover school and living costs
Improve access to jobs, including for people with records
Expand mental health care to fit the needs of young men
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Health Lab works closely with government, nonprofit, civic, and business partners to identify, rigorously evaluate, and help
scale programs and policies that improve health outcomes, particularly for low-income urban residents. If you are
interested in learning more about this project or our other work, please contact us at healthlab@uchicago.edu.
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