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The NICS Section Mission
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To enhance national security and 
public safety by providing the timely 
and accurate determination of a person’s 
eligibility to possess firearms and/or explosives
in accordance with federal law.



NICS Customers

3

• Federal Firearms Licensees (FFL) 
– Gun shop owners
– Pawn shop dealers that sell or redeem firearms
– Retail corporations
– Manufacturers of firearms who sell to their 

employees

As of September 1, 2018, 
there were 49,932 active 
FFLs.
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Other NICS Customers
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• Point-of-Contact (POC) States

• Local, state, tribal, and federal law 
enforcement

• Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and 
Explosives (ATF); FBI; Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission
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What Federally Prohibits an Individual 
From Purchasing/Receiving a Firearm?

The federal firearm prohibitions apply to any person who: 

(g)(1) Has been convicted of a crime punishable by imprisonment for a term exceeding  
one year (or a misdemeanor crime punishable by imprisonment over two years)

(g)(2) Is a fugitive from justice

(g)(3) Is an unlawful user of or addicted to any controlled substance

(g)(4) Has been adjudicated as a mental defective or committed to a mental institution

(g)(5) Is an alien and is illegally or unlawfully in the United States

(g)(6) Has been discharged from the Armed Forces under dishonorable conditions

(g)(7) Has renounced their U.S. citizenship

(g)(8) Is subject to a qualifying protection/restraining order

(g)(9) Has been convicted in any court of a misdemeanor crime of domestic violence

(n) Is under indictment/information for a crime punishable by imprisonment for a 
term exceeding one year
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NICS Participation Map
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Full POC State—Contact state/territory for all firearm background checks including permits
Partial POC—Contact state for handgun  and FBI for long gun background checks
Partial POC— Contact state for handgun permit and FBI for long gun background checks
Non-POC—Contact FBI for all firearm background checks 
Denotes that the State has at least one ATF-Qualified Alternate Permit.  The permits are issued by local or state agencies. Please refer to the 
latest Permanent Brady Permit Chart for specific permit details at <www.atf.gov/rules-and-regulations/permanent-brady-permit-chart>.
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NICS Background Check Initiation

• The applicant completes an ATF 
Form 4473 at an FFL’s place of 
business.

• In Non-POC states, the FFL uses 
the NICS E-Check to initiate a 
background check or contacts 
the NICS Contracted Call Center 
via telephone.

• A biographic data search is 
conducted.

*FFLs in POC states follow the processes of their respective states
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Types of Records Searched by the NICS
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-Wanted Persons
-Protection Orders
-Immigration Violators
-Protective Interest File
-Foreign Fugitive
-Supervised Release
-National Sex Offender Registry
-Gang File 
-Known/Suspected Terrorist (KST)
-Violent Person

National Crime Information
Center (NCIC)

NICS Indices 

Department of Homeland Security 
U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)

On all transactions initiated for Non-U.S. Citizens, an
Immigration Alien Query will be requested through the ICE.

-Convictions punishable by imprisonment for a term
exceeding one year

-Indictments for crimes punishable by imprisonment for 
a term exceeding one year

-Fugitives from justice
-Unlawful controlled substance users/addicts
-Mental health adjudications/involuntary commitments
-Illegal or unlawful aliens or aliens admitted to the
United States under nonimmigrant visas

-Dishonorable discharges
-Renounced U.S. citizen
-Protection orders restraining harassing, stalking, 
or threatening an intimate partner or child of such 
intimate partner

-Convictions of misdemeanor crimes of domestic violence 
-State firearm prohibitions
-State firearm permit prohibitions

Criminal Records

Interstate
Identification

Index (III)

Unclassified

Unclassified



9

Active Records in the NICS Indices
As of August 31, 2018

Program-to-Date
18,572,815
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Illegal/Unlawful Alien

Adjudicated Mental Health

Convicted of a crime punishable by more than one year
or a misdemeanor punishable by more than two years

State Prohibitor

Misdemeanor Crime of Domestic Violence Conviction

Under Indictment/Information

Protection/Restraining Order for Domestic Violence

Unlawful User/Addicted to a Controlled Substance

Renounced U.S. Citizenship

Dishonorable Discharge

Fugitive from Justice

7,675,534

5,532,411

3,664,677

1,218,023

167,513

130,225

73,978

46,999

45,369

16,289

1,797
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The NICS Process

• If the applicant’s biographical data does not match 
any of the records searched by the NICS, the FFL 
receives an instant     PROCEED.

• If the applicant’s biographical data does match and 
specific requirements are met, the FFL receives an 
instant     DENY.

• Valid matches in any of the databases searched that 
do not result in an instant deny or proceed are 
forwarded for evaluation by a NICS Legal Instruments 
Examiner (NICS Examiner).
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NICS Examiner Evaluation
• If not a valid match by descriptors or a valid match 

with no disqualifying information     PROCEED.
• If a valid match by descriptors and the information is 

prohibiting     DENY.
• If additional research is necessary      DELAY.

– Delayed transactions are 
placed into a queue to be 
researched.
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Research
• Often, the NICS Section must contact outside entities to obtain 

missing information
– Local, state, tribal, and federal law enforcement

– Courts nationwide

• Requested information may include
– Dispositions, incident reports, drug test results, and other court documents
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Requesting Information
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External Outreach
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• Final Criminal Dispositions
• Felony Indictments
• Relationship to Victim
• Drug test results
• Admission of drug use
• Terms & Conditions of Probation or Parole
• Validation of Warrants & Protection Orders

Examples of Information
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• It is not unlawful for an FFL to transfer a 
firearm after the third business day, 
even if the NICS Section has been 
unable to provide a proceed response.

• If information is received after the 
transfer of a firearm indicating the 
purchaser is a prohibited person, a 
firearm retrieval referral is sent to the 
ATF.

Three Business Days

• Retrieval referrals are cause for concern due to public/officer 
safety risks and resource demands placed upon law 
enforcement in retrieving the firearm. 
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Information Sharing
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• Accurate arrest and disposition 
information to the III 

• Reporting appropriate 
information to the NCIC

• Disqualifying entries into the 
NICS Indices

Making records electronically available for firearm determinations
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Total NICS Background Checks
November 30, 1998 – August 31, 2018

Program-to-date
295,654,312

JAN FEB MAR APR MAY JUN JUL AUG SEP OCT NOV DEC
  Average 2011-2016 1,970,338 2,123,763 2,192,377 1,748,385 1,537,676 1,525,506 1,556,969 1,618,203 1,620,856 1,843,080 2,085,654 2,644,146
  2017 2,043,184 2,234,817 2,433,092 2,045,564 1,942,677 1,901,768 1,742,546 1,925,146 1,967,104 2,030,391 2,382,788 2,586,138
2018 2,030,530 2,333,193 2,767,699 2,223,213 2,002,992 1,935,691 1,835,318 2,073,296
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19,592,303
21,093,273 20,968,547 23,141,970

27,538,673
25,235,215

17,201,932

1998 Total NICS Checks = 892,840 Unclassified
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Federal Denials
November 30, 1998–August 31, 2018

Program-to-Date
1,562,031
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Convicted of a crime punishable by more than one year
or a misdemeanor punishable by more than two years

Fugitive from Justice

Misdemeanor Crime of Domestic Violence Conviction

Unlawful User/Addicted to a Controlled Substance

State Prohibitor

Protection/Restraining Order for Domestic Violence

Under Indictment/Information

Adjudicated Mental Health

Illegal/Unlawful Alien

Federally Denied Persons File

Dishonorable Discharge

Renounced U.S. Citizenship

825,032

182,723

143,216

143,167

85,400

59,171

53,710

37,066

24,989

6,282

1,176
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BRT
NICSLiaison@fbi.gov

Legal Analysis Team
NICS_LegalResearch@fbi.gov

NICS Training
NICSTraining@fbi.gov                 

NICS Resource Contacts 
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