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Background  
Rising rates of school shootings, firearm-related deaths, and gun sales in the U.S. have intensified the 
ongoing youth mental health crisis, contributing to widespread trauma and fear among young people. In 
cities like Chicago, where community gun violence is prevalent, youth face compounded mental health 
challenges shaped by both personal and collective exposure to violence. As a result, there is an urgent need 
to better understand how gun violence impacts youth mental health to inform effective public health and 
community-based interventions. 

Objectives  
This study aimed to assess worry about school shootings among Chicago parents and youth, and to better 
understand how a youth’s level of worry about a shooting happening at their school is associated with their 
well-being and stress level. 

Methods  
A cross-sectional study was conducted from October-November 2022 through the Voices of Child Health in 
Chicago (VOCHIC) Parent Panel Survey, which surveyed parents from all 77 neighborhoods in Chicago about 
their own and their child’s level of worry about a shooting occurring at the child’s school or daycare setting. 
Inclusion criteria included being ≥18 years old, living in Chicago, and being the parent/guardian of at least 
one child aged 0-17 years living in the same household. Parents with one or more children between the ages 
of 12-17 years were also asked about their child’s levels of well-being and stress. 

Results  
Surveys were completed by 1,129 Chicago parents. Two-thirds of parents reported being very/somewhat 
worried (67%) and 40% said their child was very/somewhat worried about a shooting happening at their 
child’s school or daycare. Means difference tests indicated that higher parent-reported child worry was 
associated with lower reported levels of youth well-being and higher reported levels of youth stress, even for 
children with relatively low parent-reported levels of worry. 

Conclusion  
In 2022, Chicago parents of school-aged children reported high levels of worry about a school shooting 
happening at their child’s school. Although worry among youth was reported by their parents as being lower 
than their own level of worry, any level of parent-reported youth worry about a school shooting was 
associated with worse reported emotional outcomes for the youth. 

Policy Implications   
Our results reveal that, based on parents’ perceptions, a child’s worry about a shooting happening at their 
own school or daycare takes a toll on their mental health. This finding highlights the urgent need for 
legislation and action to prevent school shootings to protect not only the physical health and safety of youth 
but also their mental health. 
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Advocacy Focus and Impact on 
Health 
How this work impacts health    : Worry about 
school shootings can negatively affect youth 
mental well-being and increase stress for both 
youth and parents. The findings from this study 
highlight the need for new and better interven
tions and policies that create safer environ
ments for youth and protect their psychological 
health. 

How this paper addresses advocacy/action    : 
Evidence linking youths’ worry about a shooting 
happening at their school with poorer mental 
health outcomes underscores the urgency of ad
vocating for stronger preventative measures. 
Findings from this study can and should be used 
to support policies, community programs, and 
school-based initiatives focused on reducing vi
olence and fostering safer, more supportive en
vironments for youth. 

What this work adds to the field      : Quantifying 
the relationship between school shooting-re
lated worry and youth well-being expands our 
understanding of the impact—beyond direct ex
posure to violence—on youth mental health. We 
provide empirical evidence that anticipatory fear 
alone can harm mental health, which should 
guide future research, prevention, and policy ef
forts. 

Next steps/needed action(s)  : Collaborative ef
forts to develop and test school- and commu
nity-based interventions to reduce shooting-re
lated worry and its mental health impacts are 
needed. Consistent and sustained advocacy is 
needed to support policies for violence preven
tion, enhanced school safety, and increased ac
cess to mental health resources for youth and 
families. 

INTRODUCTION 

Since 2020, the rates of school shootings, shooting-related 
youth deaths and injuries, and firearm sales in the U.S. have 
increased compared with previous years, causing a cascade 
of collective youth mental health trauma and exacerbating 
the ongoing youth mental health crisis (Zakopoulos et al. 
2022; Hodges et al. 2023; Riehm, Mojtabai, Adams, et al. 
2021; Brewer et al. 2022). Since 2020, the number of school 
shootings with casualties in the U.S. rose sharply from 126 
during the 2019–20 school year to 350 in 2021–22, repre
senting a nearly threefold increase (National Center for Ed
ucation Statistics (NCES), n.d.). Pediatric firearm injuries 
treated in emergency departments increased by approxi

mately 74%, from 694 pre-pandemic to 1,210 in 2020, with 
firearm-related death rates among youth nearly doubling 
during the same period (Carter, Roche, McClafferty, et al. 
2022). Simultaneously, firearm sales surged—background 
checks, often used as a proxy for sales, increased by over 
80% in May 2020 compared to May 2019, reaching the high
est monthly total since national recordkeeping began in 
1998 (Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), n.d.). 
Prior reports showed that the majority of U.S. parents 

and youth were worried about shootings occurring in com
mon places that they frequent, such as schools and day 
care facilities (Hurst 2022; O’Brien and Taku 2022; Murthy 
2021). Strategies to prepare children and adolescents for 
school shootings, such as active shooter drills, have been 
shown to be associated with increased fear and hopeless
ness among youth (Moore-Petinak et al. 2020), while 
strategies to prevent school shootings and shooting-related 
deaths and injuries among youth, including secure firearm 
storage, extreme risk protection orders, community vio
lence intervention programs, and school-based mental 
health services, have demonstrated reductions in firearm-
related incidents and are anticipated to have lasting posi
tive impacts on youth safety and mental health. 
Research has also demonstrated that worry about school 

shootings has been associated with internalizing problems 
among adolescents, or mental health conditions charac
terized by inward-directed emotions and behaviors (Hurst 
2022; O’Brien and Taku 2022). Although past research has 
shown connections between youth concern about school 
shootings and increased mental health symptoms, less is 
known specifically about how youths’ worry about school 
shootings, particularly a shooting happening at their 
school, is associated with their well-being and subclinical 
mental health symptoms such as stress. In the present 
study, we aimed to characterize the level of worry about 
school shootings among Chicago parents and their chil
dren, and to better understand how youths’ worry has im
pacted their own well-being and stress. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Data for this cross-sectional survey were collected from Oc
tober-November 2022 through the Voices of Child Health 
in Chicago (VOCHIC) Parent Panel Survey (Supplementary  
Materials), a triannual survey of Chicago-based parents 
administered online and telephone in English and Spanish 
by NORC at the University of Chicago. Parent eligibility cri
teria included being ≥18 years old, living in Chicago, and 
being the parent or guardian of at least one child aged 0-17 
years living in the same household. Respondents were re
cruited via emailed invitations generated from probability 
samples with a response rate of 33.8% (n=598 responses 
from 1,771 eligible probability-based invitees). To ensure 
sufficient sample size to permit subgroup analyses, the 
probability sample was augmented by calibration-
weighted, non-probability-based responses obtained 
through opt-in, online panels (n=531) with further details 
provided in the Supplementary Materials . Probability-
based respondents were compensated $5, and non-proba
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bility-based respondents were compensated by the panel to 
which they belonged. The Institutional Review Boards of 
Ann & Robert H. Lurie Children’s Hospital of Chicago and 
NORC at the University of Chicago approved the study. Sur
vey data were anonymized by the survey vendor, the data 
were stored on a secured network, and access to the data 
was restricted to the study team. 
Survey questions to assess parent and child worry about 

school shootings were adapted from Pew Research Center 
surveys (Pew Research Center 2022). To assess parent 
worry, parents responded to the question, “How worried are 
you and your child(ren) about the possibility of a shooting 
happening at your child’s school or daycare?” with response 
options on a 4-point Likert scale (1 [not at all worried] to 
4 [very worried]). To assess child worry, parents responded 
to the question “How worried are your child(ren)?” with 
the same response options on a 4-point Likert scale (1 [not 
at all worried] to 4 [very worried]) on behalf of their chil
dren based on their perception of their child’s level of worry 
about a school shooting happening at their own school or 
daycare setting. Parents with one or more children between 
the ages of 12-17 years also reported on their perceptions 
of their child’s level of well-being and stress for each child 
in this age range. 
Youth well-being was assessed with a modified 5-item 

World Health Organization well-being scale (Regional Of
fice for Europe WHO 1998). An example item was “My child 
has felt cheerful and in good spirits,” with response options 
as follows with corresponding scores: All of the time=5, 
Most of the time=4, More than half of the time=3, Less than 
half of the time=2, Some of the time=1, and At no time=0. 
Responses to the 5-items were averaged to create a com
posite measure. Youth stress was assessed using a mod
ified 4-item psychological stress experiences scale (NIH 
PROMIS/ECHO measure) (PROMIS 2024). An example item 
was “My child has felt stressed,” with response options 
as follows with corresponding scores: Never=1, Rarely=2, 
Sometimes=3, Often=4, and Always=5. Responses to the 
4-items were standardized and averaged to create a com
posite measure. Complete survey question and response 
options are provided in the Supplementary Materials . 
Parents also answered survey questions on other topics that 
are outside the scope of this study, including parent be
liefs about universal suicide screening, COVID-19 and men
tal health, and family relationships. 
Parents provided demographic information (Table 1 ). 

For ease of analysis, parents’ self-reported responses about 
their race and ethnicity were combined into four groups 
(non-Hispanic Black, non-Hispanic White, Latinx/Hispanic, 
and non-Hispanic Asian or Other race). Recognizing that 
race is a social construct (Bryant, Jordan, and Clark 2022), 
race and ethnicity were assessed and included in the data 
analyses because firearm violence is inequitably distributed 
across racial and ethnic categories, therefore we aimed to 
assess if the mental health impacts of firearm violence are 
also unevenly distributed across self-reported race and eth
nicity groups. Parent education and parent age were each 
collapsed into three levels, respectively: High school or be
low, Some college/technical school or College education or 

higher; ages 18-25 years, 26-45 years, and 46 years and 
over. Household income was collapsed into three categories 
based on the federal poverty level (FPL; >=100% FPL, 
100-399% FPL, 400%+ FPL) (U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services 2023). The FPL for a family of four in 2022 
was $27,750; income between 100% and 399% of the FPL 
corresponded to an annual range of approximately $27,750 
to $110,852, while income at or above 400% of the FPL ex
ceeded $111,000 (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services 2023). Full demographic survey items and re
sponse options are provided in the Supplementary Mate 
rials. 
All analyses were population-weighted and performed 

using SAS software version 9.4 (SAS Institute, Inc. Cary, 
North Carolina) with alpha significance level set at p<.05. 
Chi-squared analysis examined differences in worry about 
a school shooting by parent-reported demographic charac
teristics including race and ethnicity, gender, and house
hold income. Mean difference pairwise comparisons exam
ined differences in parent-reported youth stress and 
well-being at different levels of parent-reported youth 
worry about a shooting happening at their school or day
care setting. Pairwise deletion was used for missing data. 

RESULTS 

Survey responses were received from 1,129 parents (10.9% 
non-Hispanic Asian or Other, 22.7% non-Hispanic Black, 
35.4% Latinx/Hispanic, 31.1% non-Hispanic White); see 
Table 1  for the demographic characteristics of the full sam
ple. 

PARENT WORRY ABOUT SCHOOL SHOOTINGS 

Over half of parents reported that they were worried about 
the possibility of a shooting occurring at their children’s 
school or daycare (36% very worried, 31% somewhat wor
ried), 22% of parents were not too worried, and 11% of 
parents were not worried at all. Parent worry differed by 
parent-reported race and ethnicity: Latinx parents and 
non-Hispanic Asian and Other-race parents were more 
likely to be very/somewhat worried (80.8% and 70.0%, re
spectively) than non-Hispanic Black and White parents 
(58.0% and 57.4%, respectively, p<.001). Mothers were more 
likely to be very/somewhat worried than fathers (73.7% vs. 
58.4%, p < .001). Parents in the middle-income group (100 
to 399% FPL) (Moore-Petinak et al. 2020) were more likely 
to be very/somewhat worried (72.7%) compared with par
ents with higher income (59.0%; 400% or higher FPL; p 
<.001). 

CHILD WORRY ABOUT SCHOOL SHOOTINGS 

Parents reported lower levels of worry among their children 
compared to their own worry. Approximately two in five 
parents reported that their child was worried (19% very 
worried, 21% somewhat worried), 32% said their children 
were not too worried, and 28% said their children were not 
at all worried. Parent-reported youth worry differed by par
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Table 1. Demographic data and proportion of Chicago-based parents or guardians of at least one child aged 0-17 years who reported being “very worried or “somewhat worried” 
about a school shooting happen at their child’s school or daycare setting 

A 
Proportion of sample 

B 
Parent worry 

C 
Child worry# 

Weighted % (unweighted n) 
% “Very/somewhat worried” (95% CI) 

Omnibus 
p 

%“Very/somewhat worried” (95% CI) 
Omnibus 

p 

Overall^ 1126* 31.8% (469) 30.5% (456) 

Parent Race and Ethnicity <0.01 <0.01 

NH Black 22.2% (254) 58.0% (49.1-67.0) 36.1% (27.5-44.9) 

NH White 31.2% (408) 57.4% (50.7-64.0) 26.6% (21.4-31.9) 

Latinx/Hispanic 35.4% (372) 80.8% (75.2-86.4) 43.9% (31.2-56.7) 

NH Asian/Other 10.9% (92) 70.0% (57.4-82.6) 54.0% (46.7-61.3) 

Parent Age 0.41 0.49 

18-25 years 2.9% (95) 74.7% (60.5-88.8) 47.1% (32.4-61.9) 

26-45 years 70.6% (814) 68.3% (63.9-72.6) 41.3% (36.7-45.9) 

46 years and over 26.5% (217) 63.5% (54.5-72.6) 37.1% (28.4-45.8) 

Parent Gender <0.01 <0.01 

Male 41.9% (327) 73.7% (69.7-77.8) 42.2% (37.7-46.7) 

Female 58.1% (796) 58.4% (51.0-65.9) 37.7% (30.5-45.0) 

Parent Education Level <0.01 <0.01 

High school or below 31.6% (213) 72.1% (64.2-80.0) 56.2% (47.4-64.9) 

Some college, technical school 24.4% (300) 68.8% (61.7-75.9) 37.5% (30.3-44.8) 

College education or higher 44.0% (605) 62.7% (57.2-68.3) 30.4% (25.7-35.1) 

Annual Household Income (%FPL) <0.01 <0.01 

0-99% 13.0% (132) 69.4% (58.0-80.9) 51.3% (39.3-63.4) 

100-399% 49.9% (539) 72.7% (67.4-78.01) 47.8% (41.9-53.8) 

≥400% 37.1% (455) 59.0% (52.5-65.4) 26.5% (21.1-31.8) 

Household Child Age Group 0.68 <0.01 

Children 0-5 years 20.5% (245) 65.2% (56.5-73.9) 25.3% (17.4-33.2) 

All other 20.3% (311) 65.4% (57.9-72.9) 38.3% (31.1-45.6) 

At least one child 11+ 31.0% (570) 68.8% (63.4-74.2) 47.0% (41.2-52.8) 

Abbreviations: CI, confidence internal; FPL, federal poverty level; NH, non-Hispanic 
# Parent/caregiver reported 
^ All categories were self-reported by parent/caregiver. 
* Note. Data from 3 respondents were omitted from the overall sample of 1,129 because they did not complete the two survey items about parent and child worry about school shootings, which were of primary interest in this study. 
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Figure 1. Association between Parent-reported Child Worry About a School Shooting and Child Well Being Scores. 
Average parent-reported child well-being scores by parent-reported child worry level regarding a shooting happening at 
the child’s school or daycare. Well-being scores for those with a “Not at all worried” worry level were significantly higher 
than for all three other worry level categories. Note: Questions were adapted from Pew Research Center surveys and 
WHO Well-being measures (Pew Research Center 2022; Regional Office for Europe WHO 1998). 

ent race and ethnicity, with over half of Latinx/Hispanic 
parents reporting that their children were very/somewhat 
worried about a shooting happening at their school or day
care (54.0%), followed by non-Hispanic Asian or Other-
race parents (43.9%), non-Hispanic Black parents (36.1%), 
and non-Hispanic White parents (26.6%, p<.001). Parents 
of only older children (11 years and older) were more likely 
to report that their children were very/somewhat worried 
about a shooting at their school (47%), compared with par
ents of only younger children (0–5 years old; 25%, p<.001). 

IMPACT OF CHILD WORRY ABOUT A SCHOOL SHOOTING 
ON CHILD WELL-BEING AND STRESS 

We conducted mean difference tests to compare parent-re
ported youth scores on well-being and stress across varying 
levels of parent-reported child worry about school shoot
ings for parents with children aged between 12-17 years old 
living in the same household. Parent-reported youth well-
being scores were lower for youth whose parent reported 
them to be very worried about school shootings (m=3.40, 
SE=0.12), somewhat worried (m=3.41, SE=0.13), and not too 
worried (m=3.36, SE=0.08), compared with youth whose 
parents reported them to be not at all worried (m=3.95, 
SE=0.11; all pairwise comparisons p<.01) (Figure 1 ). Youth 
stress scores were higher among youth whose parents re
ported them to be very worried (m=2.29, SE=0.11) and 

somewhat worried (m= 2.30, SE=0.10) and among those 
whose parents reported them to be not too worried 
(m=2.22, SE=0.08) compared with youth whose parents re
ported them to be not at all worried (m=1.87, SE=0.13; all 
pairwise comparisons p<.05) (Figure 2 ). 

DISCUSSION 

Two-thirds of Chicago parents in our study reported being 
worried about a school shooting occurring at their child’s 
school or daycare, consistent with growing concern about 
school shootings nationally (Graf 2018; Kolko 2016; Nance 
et al. 2020; Kirkland et al. 2025). Less than half of the 
parents surveyed in our study reported that their children 
were worried about a shooting at their school, which is 
lower than national levels of reported concern among youth 
and may suggest that the parents we surveyed underesti
mated their children’s worry about school shootings (Graf 
2018). Parent worry and parent-reported child worry varied 
by several demographic characteristics in this study. For in
stance, parent-reported worry was higher among families 
with lower incomes. It was also higher among families with 
youth who were older, possibly because older youth could 
have had greater awareness of school shootings from news 
coverage and through social media. We also found differ
ences in reported parent and child worry by race and eth
nicity, with the highest levels of worry reported for Latinx/
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Figure 2. Association between Parent-reported Child Worry About a School Shooting and Child Stress Scores. Average 
parent-reported child stress scores by parent-reported child worry level regarding a shooting happening at the child’s 
school or daycare. Stress scores for those with a “Not at all worried” level were significantly lower than for all three other 
worry level categories. Note: Questions were adapted from Pew Research Center surveys and NIH PROMIS measures (Pew 
Research Center 2022; PROMIS 2024). 

Hispanic and non-Hispanic Asian or Other race parents and 
children. Future research would benefit from exploring dif
ferences in worry about school shootings by race and eth
nicity in more detail to understand whether this potentially 
reflects a health disparity (Kirkland et al. 2025). 
All youth who were reported by their parent as being 

worried about school shootings had lower well-being and 
higher stress scores compared with youth who were re
ported by their parent as not being worried at all. Im
portantly, the associations between parent-reported youth 
worry about school shootings and child well-being and 
stress persisted even among children who were reported 
to have relatively low levels of worry about school shoot
ings (i.e., "not too worried). This may indicate that even at 
low levels of worry about school shootings there is a con
nection between that worry and a child’s social-emotional 
health. Most notably, in this study any level of worry re
ported as being greater than “not at all worried” was associ
ated with lower levels of child well-being and higher levels 
of reported stress. 
Our findings must be interpreted in the context of sev

eral potential limitations. First, the parents in our sample 
resided in a large urban U.S. city that is affected by gun vi
olence, and as such their worries and their perceptions of 
their children’s worries about school shootings may differ 
from those who reside in suburban or rural settings. De
spite this, the demographics of Chicago are similar to those 

for the U.S., strengthening the generalizability of these re
sults to broader populations (Ng et al. 2023). Another po
tential limitation is that this study surveyed parents about 
their children’s worry, well-being and stress rather than 
surveying the children directly; as such, parents’ reports of 
these variables may not align with how youth would re
spond to the same questions. It is important to note that 
parent and caregiver stress can also impact youth well-be
ing, stress, and mental health, as well as parent and care
giver perceptions of these. In the future, it would be ben
eficial to assess these variables via child report, though it 
is also possible that asking direct questions about school 
shootings could be stressful to a child. A final limitation 
is that these data are cross-sectional, therefore we cannot 
determine the directionality of the associations identified. 
For instance, while it is possible that higher levels of worry 
about school shootings contribute to higher youth stress 
and lower well-being, it is also possible that youth with 
higher baseline levels of stress or lower levels of well-being 
could lead youth to worry more about possible traumatic 
events like school shootings. Future work could examine 
this more directly using longitudinal study designs. 
Overall, our results demonstrate a high degree of worry 

about school shootings among parents of school-aged chil
dren, and a moderate degree of worry among youth as per
ceived by their parents. Among youth, even relatively low 
levels of parent-reported youth worry about a shooting at 
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their school or daycare were associated with negative so
cial-emotional effects, which relates to how children start 
to understand who they are, what they are feeling and what 
to expect when interacting with others (Swanson et al. 
2015). Parents can support their children by fostering open 
conversations about fear and grief, validating each other’s 
emotions, and educating and advocating for mental health 
resources in schools. Youth and adolescents can support 
their peers, engage in school safety initiatives, and partici
pate in youth-led advocacy for policies that prioritize their 
well-being and their communities. Creating strong, com
passionate communities and schools where students feel 
heard and supported can help build resilience in the face of 
a potential tragedy, but also to potentially prevent one. 
Our findings further highlight the ongoing need for fed

eral and state legislative action to prevent school shootings 
and gun violence. Public policies that restrict firearm access 
and promote public awareness of the benefits of secure 
firearm storage can help foster physically safer home and 
neighborhood environments for youth, and more physically 
and emotionally safe school environments. This would have 
indirect benefits for youth mental health, which is of para
mount importance in the context of the ongoing youth 
mental health crisis (Riehm, Mojtabai, Adams, et al. 2021; 
Lee, Fleegler, Goyal, et al. 2022; ASPE 2023). Parents can 
serve as effective advocates for safer firearm policies, as 
demonstrated by organizations like Moms Demand Action 
(Moms Demand Action 2024) or Everytown (Everytown 
2024). Parent advocates can help ensure that safer firearm 
legislation moves forward to help keep youth safe. 
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