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Duke Dementia Family Support Program

Caregiver Connections
An Educational Webinar Series with the Experts

The presentation will begin shortly. 

dukefamilysupport.org
919-660-7510

Firearm Safety 
in Dementia

Newsletter
cufirearminjuryprevention.org

Emmy Betz, MD, MPH
Professor of Emergency Medicine, University of Colorado 

School of Medicine

Director, Firearm Injury Prevention Initiative, Injury & Violence 
Prevention Center, Colorado School of Public Health

Research Physician, Eastern Colorado Geriatric Research, 
Education, and Clinical Center (GRECC), VHA

Support our work
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To use collaboration, education, 
and research to prevent all types of 
firearm-related injuries and deaths 
in our homes and communities. 

Vision

Mission

Create a future without firearm-related 
injuries, deaths, or other harms.

Our Approach

cufirearminjuryprevention.org

How can we 
help with 
difficult 
discussions 
to prevent 
injuries?

cufirearminjuryprevention.org
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Communication about 
driving is: 
• Emotionally charged
• Context-sensitive 

It is best:
• With trusted 

providers 
• Over time 
• When it allows 

older adults to 
maintain agency 

cufirearminjuryprevention.org

Is 
communication 
about firearms 

similar?

cufirearminjuryprevention.org
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Carter et al, Prev Med 2022

37% of older adult 
households have 

firearm(s)

Household firearm prevalence (65+)

Carter et al. Prev Med 2022.

Adjusted 
OR

3.64Male

1.88White, non-Hispanic

2.49Veteran

1.45Kids in/visit  home

1.74Income >$60k

2.84Rural

1.87Midwest (vs NE)

2.06South (vs NE)

2.32West (vs NE)
Also adjusted for age, education, marital 
status, self-rated health

Characteristics of older firearm owners (50-80 years)
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Safe firearm handling ability
VisionConcentration

Hand-eye 
coordination

Fine motor 
skillsStrength

Balance

Mental health

Cognition

Firearm injury among Americans age 65+, 2019

~7,000 firearm deaths (92% were suicides)
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Unintentional
Impaired memory 
and judgment

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/unlocked-and-loaded-families-confront-dementia-and-guns

State laws related to dementia & firearms

“chronic dementia” … 
ineligible for license to 
carry handgun

May still purchase or 
possess

Prohibits possession if 
“organic brain syndrome” 
… no requirement related 
to severity or risk, unclear 
how law applied

H.R.S. § 134-7(c) 
H.R.S. § 134-2(c) 

Texas Gov’t Code § 411.172(e)(5)(C) 
Texas Gov’t Code § 411.172 

Betz ME et al. Firearms and Dementia: Clinical Considerations. Ann Intern Med. 2018;169(1):47-49. doi:10.7326/M18-0140
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Decision-making about firearm access

Strong emotions Fear of 
confiscation Independence Autonomy

Identity Time to prepare Logistical 
concerns

Physical/cognitive 
ability

Safety
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“When you're a young kid, you want a fast convertible, red to 
race around, pick up chicks. As you get older and you get 
married, you go with a station wagon or you go with a van. 
And as you get older, you probably end up with a van that 
carries a wheelchair. It's a progression of life and it's the same 
thing with firearms. … I don't want to carry around a big heavy 
gun and walk through the woods. I'm over that. Little bit of 
target practice now and then with the 22LR with my 
grandchildren, and that's about it.”
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“I’d certainly give up my guns before I give up 
my car keys. … My guns are not my best 
friends…they're in the closet. And I have no 
use for them. … So, I don't see any reason 
why I would oppose giving up my guns, but 
my relationship to my guns is much weaker 
than a lot of these other gentlemen here.
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“[Not] driving is just more of an 
inconvenience, but not owning a 
firearm could be a matter of life or 
death in some situations. You never 
know what will happen.” 
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Firearm 
planning

Safety

Emotions

Resources are 
needed

Values & 
preferences 
across time

Unique legal 
& practical 

barriers

Firearm Life 
Plan
A new resource for the public
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https://firearmlifeplan.org

free – anonymous – simple steps 

firearmlifeplan.org

NIMH/NIA: R34 MH113539-02S1
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https://firearmlifeplan.org

https://firearmlifeplan.org
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https://firearmlifeplan.org
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"I care about my mom but I 
honestly don't know what to 
do about some of my guns at 
home, especially with all the 
different options around"

“My dad was a cop for 40 years and has 
had a pistol his whole life. Now he gets 
anxious and afraid when he can't have it 
on him or nearby in his apartment..."

"Firearms were always a part of 
our lives, but as my parents got 
older, my wife and I knew we had 
to think about how we keep them 
stored around the house."

From: Views on Firearm Safety Among Caregivers of People With Alzheimer Disease and Related Dementias
Betz ME et al. JAMA Netw Open. 2020;3(7):e207756. doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.7756 R34MH113539-01 / NIA -suppl

Should healthcare professionals talk about firearm safety with caregivers or patients with 
dementia?  YES:  Always (45%) or sometimes (34%)
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@EmmyBetz

Patel D et al. Firearms in frail hands: An ADL or a public health crisis! Am J Alzheimers Dis Other 
Demen. 2015;30(4):337-40.

Betz et al. Firearms and dementia: Clinical considerations. Ann Intern Med 2018. Epub May 8.
Photo credit: https://ammo.com/articles/arming-elderly-self-defense-guide-senior-citizens

Recommendations for dementia
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Mild cognitive 
impairment

• Mild memory loss
• Objective cognitive 

deficits on testing
• Intact ADL, though 

may require more 
effort

Patel D et al. Firearms in frail hands: An ADL or a public health crisis! Am J Alzheimers Dis Other 
Demen. 2015;30(4):337-40.

Betz et al. Firearms and dementia: Clinical considerations. Ann Intern Med 2018. Epub May 8.
Photo credit: https://ammo.com/articles/arming-elderly-self-defense-guide-senior-citizens
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@EmmyBetz

Mild cognitive 
impairment

Mild dementia

• Mild memory loss
• Objective cognitive 

deficits on testing
• Intact ADL, though 

may require more 
effort

• Moderate memory 
loss, interfering ≥1 
ADL

• Patients aware of 
some deficits but 
lack full insight

• Possible behavioral 
symptoms (like 
hostility or 
delusions)

Patel D et al. Firearms in frail hands: An ADL or a public health crisis! Am J Alzheimers Dis Other 
Demen. 2015;30(4):337-40.

Betz et al. Firearms and dementia: Clinical considerations. Ann Intern Med 2018. Epub May 8.
Photo credit: https://ammo.com/articles/arming-elderly-self-defense-guide-senior-citizens6/19/2026

@EmmyBetz

Mild cognitive 
impairment

Mild dementia Moderate to 
severe dementia

• Mild memory loss
• Objective cognitive 

deficits on testing
• Intact ADL, though 

may require more 
effort

• Moderate memory 
loss, interfering ≥1 
ADL

• Patients aware of 
some deficits but 
lack full insight

• Possible behavioral 
symptoms (like 
hostility or 
delusions)

• Severe memory loss 
interfering with 
multiple ADLs and 
impairments in 
function

• Usually has 
personality and 
behavior changes

• May not recognize 
friends, family

Patel D et al. Firearms in frail hands: An ADL or a public health crisis! Am J Alzheimers Dis Other 
Demen. 2015;30(4):337-40.

Betz et al. Firearms and dementia: Clinical considerations. Ann Intern Med 2018. Epub May 8.
Photo credit: https://ammo.com/articles/arming-elderly-self-defense-guide-senior-citizens6/19/2026
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Mild cognitive 
impairment

Access to 
firearms at 
home?

 Judgment, 
insight, 
personality 
changes?

Depressive 
symptoms?

Mild dementia Moderate to 
severe dementia

Patel D et al. Firearms in frail hands: An ADL or a public health crisis! Am J Alzheimers Dis Other 
Demen. 2015;30(4):337-40.

Betz et al. Firearms and dementia: Clinical considerations. Ann Intern Med 2018. Epub May 8.
Photo credit: https://ammo.com/articles/arming-elderly-self-defense-guide-senior-citizens
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Mild cognitive 
impairment

Access to 
firearms at 
home?

 Judgment, 
insight, 
personality 
changes?

Depressive 
symptoms?

Mild dementia Moderate to 
severe dementia

Testing/referral 
for treatment

 (?) Assessment or 
training by 
firearms specialist 
(if judgment & 
insight intact)

Engage in 
planning for 
future changes

Patel D et al. Firearms in frail hands: An ADL or a public health crisis! Am J Alzheimers Dis Other 
Demen. 2015;30(4):337-40.

Betz et al. Firearms and dementia: Clinical considerations. Ann Intern Med 2018. Epub May 8.
Photo credit: https://ammo.com/articles/arming-elderly-self-defense-guide-senior-citizens
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Mild cognitive 
impairment

Access to 
firearms at 
home?

 Judgment, 
insight, 
personality 
changes?

Depressive 
symptoms?

Mild dementia

Access to 
firearms at 
home?

 Judgment, 
insight, 
personality 
changes?

Depressive 
symptoms?

Moderate to 
severe dementia

Testing/referral 
for treatment

 (?) Assessment or 
training by 
firearms specialist 
(if judgment & 
insight intact)

Engage in 
planning for 
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Mild cognitive 
impairment

Access to 
firearms at 
home?

 Judgment, 
insight, 
personality 
changes?

Depressive 
symptoms?

Mild dementia

Access to 
firearms at 
home?

 Judgment, 
insight, 
personality 
changes?

Depressive 
symptoms?

Moderate to 
severe dementia

Testing/referral 
for treatment

 (?) Assessment or 
training by 
firearms specialist 
(if judgment & 
insight intact)

Engage in 
planning for 
future changes

Educate & counsel 
patient/family 
about supervised 
(or restricted) 
access to home 
firearms

Patel D et al. Firearms in frail hands: An ADL or a public health crisis! Am J Alzheimers Dis Other 
Demen. 2015;30(4):337-40.

Betz et al. Firearms and dementia: Clinical considerations. Ann Intern Med 2018. Epub May 8.
Photo credit: https://ammo.com/articles/arming-elderly-self-defense-guide-senior-citizens
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Access to 
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 Judgment, 
insight, 
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Depressive 
symptoms?

Mild dementia

Access to 
firearms at 
home?

 Judgment, 
insight, 
personality 
changes?

Depressive 
symptoms?

Moderate to 
severe dementia

Access to 
firearms at 
home?

Testing/referral 
for treatment

 (?) Assessment or 
training by 
firearms specialist 
(if judgment & 
insight intact)

Engage in 
planning for 
future changes

Educate & counsel 
patient/family 
about supervised 
(or restricted) 
access to home 
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Patel D et al. Firearms in frail hands: An ADL or a public health crisis! Am J Alzheimers Dis Other 
Demen. 2015;30(4):337-40.

Betz et al. Firearms and dementia: Clinical considerations. Ann Intern Med 2018. Epub May 8.
Photo credit: https://ammo.com/articles/arming-elderly-self-defense-guide-senior-citizens

6/19/2026

@EmmyBetz

Patel D et al. Firearms in frail hands: An ADL or a public health crisis! Am J Alzheimers Dis Other 
Demen. 2015;30(4):337-40.

Betz et al. Firearms and dementia: Clinical considerations. Ann Intern Med 2018. Epub May 8.
Photo credit: https://ammo.com/articles/arming-elderly-self-defense-guide-senior-citizens

Patel D et al. Firearms in frail hands: An ADL or a public health crisis! Am J Alzheimers Dis Other 
Demen. 2015;30(4):337-40.

Betz et al. Firearms and dementia: Clinical considerations. Ann Intern Med 2018. Epub May 8.
Photo credit: https://ammo.com/articles/arming-elderly-self-defense-guide-senior-citizens

Mild cognitive 
impairment

Access to 
firearms at 
home?

 Judgment, 
insight, 
personality 
changes?

Depressive 
symptoms?

Mild dementia

Access to 
firearms at 
home?

 Judgment, 
insight, 
personality 
changes?

Depressive 
symptoms?

Moderate to 
severe dementia

Access to 
firearms at 
home?

Testing/referral 
for treatment

 (?) Assessment or 
training by 
firearms specialist 
(if judgment & 
insight intact)

Engage in 
planning for 
future changes

Educate & counsel 
patient/family 
about supervised 
(or restricted) 
access to home 
firearms

Should not have 
access to any firearm

Consider immediate 
risk if patient has 
access and behavior, 
depressive or 
personality problems

Family/support 
system should 
remove firearms and 
ensure restrictions 
present 24/7 
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@EmmyBetz

Counseling message: 
Reduce access for those at risk
It’s the disease – it’s not the person

6/19/2026
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https://safetyindementia.org/

• Large study: improved 
preparation for decision 
making among caregivers

• Free, online decision aid
• English & Spanish
• Printable resources

On the Web

LinkedIn

cufirearminjuryprevention.org

Connect with Us

CU Firearm Injury Prevention Initiative

Monthly Newsletter

Scan to subscribe

6/19/2026

Support our Work
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Duke Dementia Family Support Program

Caregiver Connections
An Educational Webinar Series with the Experts

Thank you for joining us today!

dukefamilysupport.org
919-660-7510
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