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In the United States over 600,000 violent crimes are perpetrated involving guns. According to research conducted by the Constitutional Rights Foundation, the resolution to reduce gun violence is split among Americans.  Some believe policies that restrict or prohibit gun ownership offer the best solution. Others contradict this idea, supporting the premise that guns are necessary for protection of persons and property. (Constitutional Rights Foundation, 2012).
The juxtaposition of the public’s views on guns is further enhanced when you consider guns are a multi-billion-dollar industry that employs hundreds of thousands of people. Despite the actions of the few that use guns to engage in criminal activities, the majority of gun owners use their firearms responsibly. Furthermore, an overwhelming majority of the American population which includes gun advocates, support gun legislation that lessen the likelihood of mass murders, an incident where four or more victims are killed by gunfire. These facts underscore the necessity to further the public discussion between gun advocates and those that oppose their point of view. 
Several policy framework theories can explain why policymakers’ behaviors are not in sync with the public sentiment shared by a majority of Americans.  However, it is the author's premise that policymakers are using a form of pluralism as a framework to enact policy to lessen the likelihood of mass murders. By using this approach policymakers’ actions have been insufficient in addressing the problem and should revert to using the punctuated equilibrium theory that focuses on the wants of the public as the basis for gun policy development. The foundation for this paper is to understand why in the United States pluralism has not been an effective framework in developing gun legislation. Also, provide evidence that the punctuated equilibrium theory is a better framework than the pluralism theory framework in the development of policy that will lessen gun violence.
The premise when pluralism is applied to policy development is that all groups contribute to the policy debate and influence decisions on legislation.  This idea would be accurate in a perfect union, as the framers wrote in the Preamble to the Constitution. In a more perfect union, resources would be equitable, and each group would have a voice. Ideally policymakers would introduce appropriate resolutions to gun violence in America, in particularly school shootings. In contrast the punctuated equilibrium theory details how long periods of stability are disrupted by a short period of crisis. According to Jones & Baumgartner what should occur during these periods is renewed enlightenment, that transforms into legislation to resolve existing problems (2012). Policymakers during these times would take into account policy positions of both endogenous and exogenous groups when developing policies necessary to improve social instabilities.
While the public conversation continues policymakers in America have a responsibility to provide effective and comprehensive gun legislation that addresses the public debate. However, policymakers’ intent for proposed and enacted legislation is questionable.  The public questions whether policymakers have a genuine interest in policies that will protect the public. Even though policymakers have passed legislation, the policies on the books have not been effective in lessening the likelihood of mass murders. According to USAFacts.org, firearm deaths per year have risen significantly from approximately 28,000 in 2004 to over 39,000 per year in 2018, a level not seen since 1993.  In 2018, there were 39,740 firearm deaths; 24,432 from suicide, 13,958 from homicide, 539 legal intervention and 1,011 determined as unintentional or undefined (2020).  
Policymakers in the United States have focused on economic initiatives regarding guns, addressing privacy concerns of gun owners, and limiting transfer and access of firearms rather than prohibition.  The basis for the National Firearm Act in 1934 was the implementation of a $200 transfer tax on all firearms to discourage guns being transferred across state lines and the establishment of a national gun registry. The Gun Control Act of 1968 removed the provision of requiring unregistered firearms to be registered as well as prohibiting information obtained from a firearm application or from the national registry to be used in criminal proceedings.  The Firearm Owners Protection Act prohibited the ownership of silencer devices and restricted the transfers of firearms across state lines designated as machine guns to government entities and to those who were in possession of this type of firearm prior to May 19, 1986 (Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, 2020). 
The 2nd Amendment of the United States Constitution which states, “a well-regulated militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear arms, shall not be infringed” (U.S. Const. amend) is a pillar of America’s gun policy. The National Firearm Act of 1934, the Gun Control Act of 1968 and the Firearm Owners Protection Act are also considered fundamental to understanding the United States’ policy on guns. There have been several legal tests that required adjudication on whether individual state’s rights have the ability to impose measures that are extensively more prohibitive in nature. However, due to several United States Supreme Court’s decisions and the lack of policymakers possessing the will to change gun policy, gun laws have remained unchanged and continue to focus on the ancillary problems of firearms instead of squarely on guns and developing policies to stop mass murders. 
However, in these moments of crisis policymakers are often overwhelmed and uncertain how to respond to a predicament. When you exclude the policymakers response, what remains are the fervent opposing sides of the gun policy debate. The inability to navigate or present ideas on how to resolve a crisis renders policymakers ineffective, but often in a purposeful manner. Resulting in a phenomenon called disproportionate attention, where policymakers either fully engage in an issue or pay little to no attention to what is happening or has occurred (Jones, 2020). In relation to gun violence in America the latter is more prevalent. The lack of attention helps explain why most destabilizing events involving guns do not change gun policy when biased pluralism is applied.
Purportedly, nations around the world perceive everyone in the United States owns a gun.  However, it's easy to understand why this misconception exists. It can be supported by the fact that America has the highest rate of gun ownership in the world (Klaas, 2019). The Washington Post, estimates there are approximately 1.2 guns for every person in the United States, which equates to more that 390 million privately owned guns in circulation in the United States (2019). To the rest of the world America’s relationship with guns and the absence of policies to address violence involving guns is disconcerting (Klaas, 2019). Regardless of personal opinions on guns, the United States’ overarching policy on guns is derived from America’s Second Amendment. Any action that could potentially infringe on the right to bear arms in America triggers impassioned policy debates among policymakers and the general public.
In late April Canada suffered its worst mass shooting incident in Canadian history. The Globe and Mail reported that what started as domestic dispute between the gunman and a significant other turned into a killing spree in the small beachside community of Portapique.  The gunman killed 23 people and wounded one other (2020). Within a week the Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, while dealing with Canada’s response to the global Covid-19 epidemic no less, announced a ban on military-grade assault weapons in Canada. Trudeau’s quick response will be enacted through an order-in-council, similar to an executive order in the United States (Tasker, 2001). The United Kingdom had their share of gun violence, but absent the supervening policy debates that have paralyzed American policymakers to act. Following the Hungerford Massacre in 1987, in which 16 people were killed.  Within a year the British Parliament enacted the Firearms Act 1988, “which banned the ownership of semi-automatic and pump-action rifles, weapons that fire explosive ammunition, short shotguns with magazines, and elevated pump-action and self-loading rifles” (LaCapria, 2018 para.4). Almost ten years later, the people of Great Britain were subjected to another mass shooting. This tragedy would be Britain’s worst mass shooting in their history, occurring in Dunblane, Scotland. A gunman killed 16 children and their teacher at the Dunblane Primary School in August 1996. The outrage by the British public motivated the British Parliament to enact an authoritative gun control measure. The Firearms (Amendment) Act of 1997 was an extension of the Firearms Act of 1988 banning the purchase and possession of handguns (BBC, 2010). This action officially outlawed all guns in the United Kingdom.
In America, from January 2019 through October 2019 there was a mass shooting every 15 days. 22 people were gunned down at a Wal-Mart in El Paso, Texas (Keneally, 2019). In 2018, 17 students and faculty members were shot and killed at Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida (Andonne, 2020). CNN reported, at a concert in Las Vegas, Nevada in 2017, 58 people were massacred and over 500 were wounded when a gunman rained bullets from a hotel room high above the concert venue (Campbell, 2019). While it may appear that this is an issue of recent times, one of the more horrific acts of gun violence happened in 2012 at Sandy Hook Elementary school in Newtown, Connecticut where 26 people were murdered, that included 20 children younger than were no older than 7 years old (Klass, 2019).
Following the shootings at the Sandy Hook Elementary School no federal legislation was passed. As a result of the Las Vegas Massacre the President’s administration directed the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearm to reclassify bump stocks, a device that alters the fire rate of a semi-automatic rifle to perform like a machine gun.  This action allowed the Department of Justice to impose prosecutorial action under the Gun Control Act for anyone in possession of the device.  In response to the shooting in Parkland Florida the Federal government proposed the STOP School Violence Act an amendment to the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968. The revision, if passed, will provide funding to improve security, including the placement and use of metal detectors and other deterrent measures, at schools and on school grounds (STOP School Violence Act, 2018). In the aftermath of the shooting at the Walmart, the President of the United States blamed violent video games as the catalyst for the attack.  Countless politicians condemned the attacks and offered their thoughts and prayers for the victims. However, after the events in El Paso, no new legislation was adopted at the federal level to combat the monstrous epidemic that has plagued the United States for more than a century (Statista Research Department, 2020).
In comparing policies implemented by policymakers in the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom each developed policies in reaction to gun violence. Canada and the United Kingdom utilizing the punctuated equilibrium theory to address the problem and the United States a biased form of pluralism. In order to qualify whether the punctuated equilibrium theory framework was appropriate, the author examined the results of the policies that were enacted in the aftermath of the crisis. Since the Firearm (Amendment) Act of 1997 was enacted the United Kingdom has not had another school shooting. To highlight the legislative mandate of the United Kingdom on firearms in comparison to the U.S response, the UK had 26-gun fatalities in 2015, which includes intentional and unintentional acts. In the same year the U.S endured 11,004 homicides that involved a firearm (Cole, 2018).  This number does not include suicides, law interdictions, or unintentional or undefined gun fatalities in the United States that year. This stark contrast gives hope that Canada’s swift action and use of the punctuated equilibrium theory may alter the trend of mass murders in that country. Australia is another example of a nation using the punctuated equilibrium theory as a policy framework to enact effective gun control measures. Following a mass shooting in 1996 where a man killed 35 people in Tasmania, the nation’s policymakers initiated a policy banning rapid fire weapons.  Prior to this legislation, between 1979 and 1996 there were 13 mass murders total. Subsequently, there has been only one mass murder in almost 25 years since enactment of the rapid-fire weapons ban (Rossman, 2018).
So, why is America not modeling their gun control framework in a manner that matches Australia, United Kingdom and now Canada? Gun control policies in Australia and the United Kingdom have had similar impacts in reducing the trend of mass murders. Some may argue that American Policymakers have a politics of attention problem. Jones & Baumgartner document that politics of attention occurs when policymakers are unwilling to focus on certain issues for ideological or the complexity of the issue leads to indecision (2012). Part of the complexity of the gun debate in America is the economic impact of the gun industry. The gun manufacturers generate an estimated 8 billion in revenue annually and with the assistance of the National Rifle Association any conversation on gun legislation becomes even more convoluted.  After each mass shooting gun sales tend to rise due to trepidation that policymakers will do what a majority of American are expecting, which is developing comprehensive and effective gun legislation. Even though policymakers are aware of the public's perceived reaction to mass murders they remain perplexed on how to address the issue. The fact that 50% of all privately-owned firearms in America are owned by only 3% of the population should provide policymakers with useful insight. This equates to approximately 108,000-gun owners in possession of their own private arsenal of roughly18 firearms each, but American gun legislation remains a stalemate (Cole, 2018).
The phenomena of the politics of attention leads to biased pluralism, a byproduct of a pluralistic framework that has been skewed and influenced by the policymakers bounded reality (Gilens & Page, 2014), (Jones & Baumgartner, 2012). Biased pluralism theorizes the ideals of the public are in conflict with the wants of  special interest, businesses and associations. Ultimately, the requests of special interest, businesses and associations prevail. This is due to these factions aligning with policymakers leveraging their relationships; offering draft policies, contributing to election campaign funds, and providing information in their self-interest to officials (Gilens & Page, 2014).  The evidence clearly indicates that most of the groups that fall into these mutually beneficial understandings have a significant advantage in influencing the behavior of policymakers. In the matter of gun control these groups have a more likely opportunity to shape a policymakers agenda than the general public.  
As United States policymakers ponder how to respond to the latest gun tragedy, many revert to policy agendas for solutions. This begins to explain why policy implementation after mass murders in America is ineffective in addressing the repetition of violence that is predicated in communities across the United States. Instead of examining the center of gravity, the instruments of mass shooting and developing solutions that revolve around guns. Policymakers use their agenda to alleviate pressure of enacting policy that deals with instruments that cause the cycle of instability. The paltry actions of policymakers who are beholden to gun advocates, lobbyists, and special interest groups, make decisions based on beneficial relationships that leaves the public vulnerable to a seemingly unstoppable cycle of mass murders.
In 2014, 91% of Americans who were polled recommended minor restrictions on gun ownerships following the mass shooting at Sandy Hook in 2012. (Cole, 2018) A number of bills and regulations were proposed from the addition of child safety locks to the banning of the sale of firearms and measures to reduce access to firearms. These policy reforms were reactionary according to the punctuated equilibrium theory bypassing  policymakers' agendas in the aftermath of Columbine. However, timing was a major factor in determining when or if any of the policies were moved to the national agenda (Freiberg, 2014). According to John Kingdon, policy actions as they relate to gun control typically occur during four periods of time defined as policy windows. The first is outlined as a procedural events window(1995). The best example of this is when a new administration supplants the outgoing administration. The new administration brings different ideas and reprioritize issues and agendas.  President George W Bush’s administration remapped the presidential agenda on gun control. President Bush and the Republican lead Senate allowed the automatic weapons ban enacted under President Bill Clinton to expire. Allowing the expiration of the ban was a rejection of President Clinton’s administration’s reaction to the mass murders in Columbine, Colorado. The actions of President Clinton’s administration were aligned with the punctuated equilibrium theory, and even though it was enacted through executive order, it banned automatic weapons. This represents the second window for policy development called the random problem window.
The third window as described by Kingdon is the discretionary window. This occurs when those within political circles forge beneficial partnerships.  When it comes time to vote on legislation, the alliances are able to leverage values or platforms (1995) First, the Bush Administration used the procedural window to implement their agenda and not only let the Clinton era executive order expire.  Then utilizing a discretionary window, emplaced two United States Supreme Court Judges that ruled in favor of gun advocates in District of Columbia v. Heller, which overturned a 25-year gun handgun ban in the District of Columbia and McDonald v. Chicago, that found a citywide gun ban to be unconstitutional (Garrett, 2020). These actions nullified local and state rights in regard to gun bans and established a precedent for gun advocacy. Tracey Freiberg emphasizes this point stating, “when the actors have the ability to influence policy through well-defined values, the policy outcomes are easy to predict, and the timing is easier to plan” (2014 para. 3). The forth policy window is called the spillover problem window.  For example, the gun control issue in the United States continues to be a lightning rod for most Americans, and how to stop mass murders remains an open issue. It is the subsequent issues like the economics of the gun industry,  the effectiveness of trigger locks or the role mental health plays in curbing gun violence.  Each issue if addressed adequately could lead to measures that could offset the likeness of mass murders. This approach is favored by the current United States President’s Administration.  In 2019, there were 31 mass murders in the United States, the current presidential administration has focused on supplementing the existing National Instant Criminal background Check System and banned bump stock devices (Robertson, et. al., 2019)
Agenda setting is an important aspect of the policy process but given the four windows as described by Kingdon, the process for creating policy can quickly become politicized. The procedural events window, discretionary window, and the spillover problem window each exhibit elements of biased pluralism. The chaos that precedes the period when the random problem window in effect illustrates the best indication for new and substantial policy implementation.
Furthermore, examining biased pluralism and the effects of agenda setting, the concentration of special interest groups and associations take center stage in the conversation on gun policy in America.  The National Rifle Association has been instrumental in the suppression of the majority of the public’s ideals on gun control.  The National Rifle Association has successfully diverted attention from the issue of guns and mass murders to spillover issues that due to the beneficial relationship with policymakers inundate their agenda with societal issues.  The National Rifle Association strategy is the discouragement of policymakers to provide solutions based on the punctuated equilibrium theory, which would lead to observation over time on the implementation or modification of existing laws (Vizzard, 1995).  
Gun advocacy groups have done well in preventing this policy framework from being the primary course of action for policymakers.  As an alternative these groups frame the gun control conversation around illegal gun activity.  They promote and sponsor public information campaigns that highlight crime in urban areas and propagate this idea through the media. Roughly a week after the mass murders in Newtown, Connecticut Wayne Lapierre, the former president of the National Rifle Association was quoted as saying, “the only thing that stops a bad guy with a gun is a good guy with a gun” (NPR, 2012). This messaging resonates with policymakers because everyone has an interest in stopping crime.  If a criminal is thwarted by someone using a gun, then objectively the gun is a mechanism for solving problems.  Ironically, if a person uses a gun to commit an atrocity, the mass killing of 26 children then it is a mental health issue, because guns don’t kill people, people kill people. These messages are easier propositions than removing an inalienable right given to all Americans to bear arms by the 2nd Amendment.  This broadly explains the multiple levels of complexity that outline policymakers ineffectiveness when utilizing a monotone framework that is based on the beliefs or culture of special interest.  
Enacting policy through agenda setting that focuses on spillover issues of gun violence reduces the legitimacy of guns being the problem.  An observable example that resembles the gun policy debate is the battle between the American public and Big Tobacco. After decades of misinformation from the tobacco industry policymakers willfully ignored the hazard of smoking while millions of Americans died from smoking related illnesses.  The gun policy debate bears and unfortunate resemblance.  The cost of allowing policymakers to continue to gloss over the evidence is the tens of thousands of deaths from guns violence each year. The issue of reducing mass murders requires a resistance to the premise of biased pluralism, that impedes all interested parties from an opportunity to be part of a solution. Otherwise, the routine interference by special interest groups will continue to void all appropriate solutions and further convolute policy agendas with spillover issues. Mass murders are not only a policy issues for which a solution is elusive, they are an issue in which no solution is likely to develop and will continue to occur as they become normalized (Newman & Head, 2017).  
So, how do Americans hold their policymakers accountable for their negligence. One way is through the election process. However, policymakers have an ordained responsibility to make decisions based on the outcomes they serve the greater good of society, not just the wants of the few. The United States is recognized as one of the strongest countries in the world. In a nation where policymakers use their legislative powers to deploy military servicemen and women to the ends of the globe to protect the innocent and the oppressed from violence. It struggles to make modifications to gun policy to stop someone from walking into a school or a church or a synagogue and taking the lives of the people inside. How can policymakers in the United States standby and watch the continuous cycle of mass murder plague the country. By changing the policy framework sustainable change could be on the agenda.
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