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Abstract

This report summarizes the findings of a national survey of firearms ownership and
use conducted between February 17th and March 23rd, 2021 by the professional survey
firm Centiment. This survey, which is part of a larger book project, aims to provide the
most comprehensive assessment of firearms ownership and use patterns in America to
date. This online survey was administered to a representative sample of approximately
fifty-four thousand U.S. residents aged 18 and over, and it identified 16,708 gun owners
who were, in turn, asked in-depth questions about their ownership and their use of
firearms, including defensive uses of firearms.

Consistent with other recent survey research, the survey finds an overall rate of
adult firearm ownership of 31.9%, suggesting that in excess of 81.4 million Americans
aged 18 and over own firearms. The survey further finds that approximately a third
of gun owners (31.1%) have used a firearm to defend themselves or their property,
often on more than one occasion, and it estimates that guns are used defensively by
firearms owners in approximately 1.67 million incidents per year. Handguns are the
most common firearm employed for self-defense (used in 65.9% of defensive incidents),
and in most defensive incidents (81.9%) no shot was fired. Approximately a quarter
(25.2%) of defensive incidents occurred within the gun owner’s home, and approxi-
mately half (53.9%) occurred outside their home, but on their property. About one
out of ten (9.1%) defensive gun uses occurred in public, and about one out of twenty
(4.8%) occurred at work.

A majority of gun owners (56.2%) indicate that they carry a handgun for self-
defense in at least some circumstances, and about 35% of gun owners report carrying
a handgun with some frequency. We estimate that approximately 20.7 million gun
owners (26.3%) carry a handgun in public under a “concealed carry” regime; and
34.9% of gun owners report that there have been instances in which they had wanted
to carry a handgun for self-defense, but local rules did not allow them to carry.

The average gun owner owns 5 firearms, and handguns are the most common type
of firearm owned. 48.0% of gun owners have owned magazines that hold over 10 rounds,
and 30.2% of gun owners — totaling about 24.6 million individuals — have owned an AR~
15 or similarly styled rifle. Demographically, gun owners are diverse. 42.2% are female



and 57.8% are male. Approximately 25.4% of Blacks own firearms, 28.3% of Hispanics
own firearms, 19.4% of Asians own firearms, and 34.3% of Whites own firearms.

1 Introduction

This report summarizes the main findings of a national survey of firearms ownership and
use conducted between February 17th and March 23rd, 2021 by the professional survey firm
Centiment. This survey, which is part of a larger book project, aims to provide the most
comprehensive assessment of firearms ownership and use patterns in America to date.

Before this survey, the most authoritative resource for estimating details of gun ownership
in the U.S. has been the “Comprehensive National Survey on Firearms Ownership and Use”
conducted by Cook and Ludwig in 1994 (Cook and Ludwig, |1996), and the most authoritative
resource for estimating defensive gun use in the U.S. has been the “National Self-Defense
Survey” conducted by Kleck and Gertz in 1993 (Kleck and Gertz, 1995|,1998)). While valuable
resources, they are both now a quarter century old, and no surveys of similar scope and depth
have documented firearms ownership and use in more recent years.

Hepburn et al. (2007) conducted a more limited survey to ascertain the “gun stock” in
2004, a version of which was repeated in 2015 (Azrael et al.| [2017)). However, as they explain

in introducing their latter survey, data sources on firearms ownership and use remain scarce:

Although the National Opinion Research Center’s General Social Survey and
other surveys have asked respondents whether they personally own a firearm
or live in a home with firearms, few have asked about the number of guns re-
spondents own, let alone more detailed information about these firearms and the
people who own them, such as reasons for firearm ownership, where firearms were
acquired, how much firearms cost, whether they are carried in public, and how
they are stored at home (Smith and Son 2015; Gallup 2016; Morin 2014). Be-
cause of this, the best and most widely cited estimates of the number of firearms
in civilian hands are derived from two national surveys dedicated to producing
detailed, disaggregated, estimates of the U.S. gun stock, one conducted in 1994,
the other in 2004 (Cook and Ludwig 1997, 1996; Hepburn et al. 2007).



Richer survey data on firearms ownership and use has been collected by industry asso-
ciation such as the National Shooting Sports Foundation (NSSF)E] However, these surveys
generally aim at assessing industry trends and market segmentation and are not necessarily
designed to be nationally representative. In 2017, the Pew Research Center conducted one of
the most recent and detailed surveys of the demographics of gun ownership (Brown, 2017).@
Although it did not ask detailed questions concerning defensive use of firearms and the types
of firearms owned, this recent Pew survey serves as a helpful benchmark for corroborating
the general ownership estimates of the present survey.

Advances in survey research technologies make it possible to reach large, representative
respondent populations today at a much lower cost than a quarter century ago. One of the
limitations of the Cook and Ludwig survey, which sought to be nationally representative,
was that the survey sample was relatively small, with about 2,500 respondents of whom
only about 600, or (24.6%), owned a firearm when the survey was administered. As the
investigators noted in their report, some sub-questions were not sufficiently well powered to
make confident inferences, particularly concerning the defensive use of firearms. Similarly,
Kleck and Gertz’s survey was limited to 4,977 respondents, and the more recent surveys by
Pew, Hepburn, and Azrael are all based on less than 4,000 respondents.

Today, professional survey firms like Centiment cultivate large pools of survey respon-
dents, enabling representative sampling, and have techniques that encourage high response
and completion rates while also ensuring the integrity of responses.ﬁ] The online survey
summarized here was presented to a nationally representative sample (excluding residents of
Vermont who had already responded to a pilot version of this survey) of 54,244 individuals
aged 18 or over who completed an initial questionnaire that included an indirect question
indicating whether they owned a firearm (respondents were presented with a list of items

commonly owned for outdoor recreational purposes, including firearms, and were asked to

!See https://www.nssf.org/research/
2See Pew Research Center, June 2017, “America’s Complex Relationship With Guns”

https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2017/06/Guns-Report-

FOR-WEBSITE-PDF-6-21.pdf
3See https://www.centiment.co/
4See https://help.centiment.co/how-we-safeguard-your-data
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select all items that they own).

This question identified 16,708 individuals as gun owners, who were then transferred
to the main survey, which then asked detailed questions about their ownership and use of
firearms. Given the length and detail of the survey, there was a slight amount of attrition,
as 7.5%, or 1,258 individuals, did not make it through all questions to the end of the survey.
However, 92.5% of the responding firearms owners (15,450) did proceed through all of the
survey questions.

This survey thus contains what we believe is the largest sample of firearms owners ever
queried about their firearms ownership and firearms use in a scientific survey in the United
States. This survey was approved by Georgetown University’s Institutional Review Board.
Of note, this survey was conducted just after a period of widespread social unrest across the
U.S. and a contentious presidential election, which background check data suggests led to
record gun sales (approximately 39.7 million in 2020, up 40% from the prior year)[] It is
thus a comprehensive and timely assessment of the state of firearms ownership and use in
the United States. Finally, the extraordinarily large size of this sample enables us to make
well-powered, statistically informative inferences within individual states, which considerably
extends the value of this data.

The initial sample of respondents achieved excellent demographic representation across
all 49 states and DC, excluding Vermont (see Appendix A and B). For the purpose of estimat-
ing firearms ownership rates for the general U.S. population we employed raked weighting
on gender, income, age, race, and state of residence. Note that there was a brief period
in the first two days after the soft launch of the survey that comprehensive demographic
data was not collected from those respondents who did not indicate firearms ownership, and
thus did not proceed to the main survey (approximately 300 respondents). Although the
survey company, Centiment, maintained demographic data on these panel respondents, it
was determined that this data was not as comprehensive as the data collected by the sur-

vey, at which point the demographic questions were moved to the front of the survey, and

®See Mclntyre, Douglas A.“Guns in America: Nearly 40 million guns were purchased legally in 2020 and
another 4.1 million bought in January” https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2021/02/10/this-is-

how-many-guns-were-sold-in-all-50-states/43371461/
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asked of all respondents, including those who did not indicate firearms ownership. For the
purpose of calculating statistics on national firearms ownership rates, we exclude the en-
tire sample of both firearms owners and non-firearms owners from these first two days (410
respondents), leaving us with 53,834 respondents after this date for whom we have compre-
hensive demographic data. Firearms-owning respondents from the first two days are included
in subsequent analysis of firearms owners, and we do possess comprehensive demographic
information for these individuals.

Appendix B contains tables reporting the demographic sampling rates and the Census
demographics used for raked weighting of the national survey. Note that the overall effect of
weights is minimal given the high representativeness of the initial sample. For the purposes
of analyzing responses within the sub-sample of firearms owners, we do not employ weighting
schemes, in part because the “true” demographics of gun ownership are not knowable from an
authoritative source analogous to the U.S. Census Bureau. However, as a robustness exercise,
using weights based on estimates derived from the larger survey response rates yields results
that are substantially identical for the analysis of responses from firearms owners.

One of the challenges in asking questions about firearms is eliciting truthful responses
from firearms owners who may be hesitant to reveal information about practices that are
associated with public controversy. The “tendency to respond to questions in a socially
acceptable direction” when answering surveys is often referred to as “social desirability bias”
(Spector, [2004), and there is evidence that it can influence survey responses to questions
regarding firearms. For example, when Rafferty et al.| (1995) conducted a telephone survey
of Michigan residents who had purchased a hunting license or registered a handgun, only
87.3 percent of the handgun registrants and 89.7 percent of hunting license holders reported
having a gun in their household. Similarly, Ludwig et al| (1998)) have documented a large
gender gap in reporting of firearms ownership, finding that “in telephone surveys, the rate
of household gun ownership reported by husbands exceeded wives’ reports by an average
of 12 percentage points.” Asking questions via an anonymous survey instrument on the
internet is likely to cause less concern or worry than traditional phone-based questionnaires
with a live person on the other end or during face-to-face interviews, which is how the

General Social Survey — one of the most prominent national surveys that regularly asks



about firearm ownership — is Conducted.lﬂ Even when presented in the more impersonal
setting of a computer interface, however, a survey must be worded thoughtfully so as to
assure anonymity, and not give respondents reason to worry about answering truthfully.

This survey employs five common devices to encourage more truthful responses. First,
it uses an indirect “teaser” question to pre-screen respondents in order to select those who
own firearms. The initial question prompt presents the survey as concerned with “recre-
ational opportunities and related public policies” and asks respondents if they own any of
the following items, presented in a random order: Bicycle, Canoe or Kayak, Firearm, Rock
Climbing Equipment, None of the Above. Only those who select “Firearm” are then pre-
sented the full survey. We also ask demographic questions at the outset, which allows us
to assess the representativeness of the sample, including those who do not indicate firearms
ownership. Second, the survey was carefully phrased so as to not suggest animus towards gun
owners or ignorance of firearms-related terminology. Third, the survey assures respondents
of anonymity. Fourth, in order to ensure that respondents are reading the survey questions
carefully, and then responding with considered answers thereto, a “disqualifying” question
(sometimes referred to as a “screening” question) was embedded a little over half of the way
through the survey instructing respondents to select a particular answer for that question,
which only those who read the question in its entirety would understand. Anyone registering
an incorrect answer to this question was disqualified from the survey and their responses to
any of the survey questions were neither considered nor tallied.

Finally, while responses were required for basic demographic questions, if questions of a
sensitive nature were left blank, the software would first call attention to the blank response
and prompt the respondent to enter a response. However, if a respondent persisted in not
responding and again tried to progress, rather than kick them out of the survey, they would
be allowed to progress to the next section in the interest of obtaining the maximum amount
of information that they were willing to share. Respondents were not made aware of this
possibility in advance, and in practice such “opting out” of a particular question was seldom

done (less than 1% of responses for the average question). This is the reason that small

6For a description of the methods of the General Social Survey see: https://www.nsf .gov/pubs/2007/
nsf0748/nsf0748_3.pdf
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variations are sometimes observed in the total number of respondents for certain questions.

A pilot version of this survey was first fielded in Vermont as part of a research project
aimed at documenting firearms ownership and firearms use rates in that specific state. The
Vermont survey served as a proof of concept for the national version, demonstrating that
this survey is a viable instrument for eliciting responses from firearms owners with both
high response rates and low disqualification rates. The results of the Vermont survey are
presented separately in Appendix A of this report and closely mirror national results.

This report focuses on providing descriptive statistics of answers to the major questions
asked in the survey. Future research will examine responses, and relationships between them,
in more detail. The report proceeds as follows: the next (second) section summarizes national
firearms ownership estimates and demographics; the third section examines defensive uses of
firearms; the fourth section examines question regarding carrying for self-defense; the fifth

section summarizes ownership statistics, and the sixth section concludes.

2 Gun Ownership Demographics

e About a third of adults in the U.S. report owning a firearm, totaling about 81.4 million

adult gun owners.
e 57.8% of gun owners are male, 42.2% are female.
o 25.4% of Blacks own firearms.
e 28.3% of Hispanics own firearms.
e 19.4% of Asians own firearms.

o 34.3% of Whites own firearms.

With raked weighting employed for gender, state, income, race, and age we find that
32.5% of US adults age 21 and over own a firearm. Expanding the sample population to
include those age 18-20, who are restricted in some states from purchasing firearms, 31.9%

of US adults age 18 and over own firearms. This is slightly above, but consistent with, the



most recent in-depth survey of firearms ownership conducted by Pew in 2017, which reports
that 30% of adults in America own a firearm 2017).

As a benchmark to assess the accuracy of the teaser question used to ascertain firearm
ownership, we can also compare ownership rates of other items reported by respondents for
this question. We find 52% of respondents indicating owning a bicycle, which closely matches
Pew’s finding that 53% of Americans own a bicycle, according to a poll conducted in 2014[]

The distribution of gun owners surveyed by state is illustrated in Figure [I} and ranges

from 1,287 in California and 1,264 in Texas to 26 in Washington, DC and 24 in North Dakota.

Figure 1: Distribution of Firearms Owners Surveyed

Regarding the demographics of gun ownership, we find that 57.8% of gun owners are
male and 42.2% are female, the average age of gun owners is 46-50 years old, and the
average annual household income is $80,000-$90,000. Approximately 18% of gun owners do
not identify as White (alone). Overall, approximately 10.6% of gun owners identify as Black,
3.6% identify as Asian, 1.6% identify as American Indian, .2% identify as Pacific Islander,
82.0% identify as White, and 2.0% identify as Other. When analyzed within racial groups,
we find that 25.4% of Blacks own firearms, 28.3% of Hispanics own firearms, 19.4% of Asians
own firearms, and 34.3% of Whites own firearms.

According to the latest (2019) census estimates, there are approximately 255,200,373

individuals age 18 and over in the U.S., which implies that there are about 81.4 million

"See  https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/04/16/car-bike-or-motorcycle-depends—

on-where-you-live/

; RS
& & & @ S < & ¥ P L e R & 3 N S R S S S
& X g2 & g & 0 IS S S o ® & @ AR C2ENONNS - S N S -t & o+ <& ®
& & &N @ SIS ‘y\“? & & ¥ o o & RC e & F e & SIS o ¥ &
& & & S & W C F & A & & &
& S N & e CN S


https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/04/16/car-bike-or-motorcycle-depends-on-where-you-live/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/04/16/car-bike-or-motorcycle-depends-on-where-you-live/

adult gun ownersff| Note that this figure does not include those under the age of 18 who
may use or possess firearms for purposes such as hunting or shooting sports.

In sum, firearms ownership is widespread, and firearms owners are diverse.

3 Defensive Use of Firearms

e 31.1% of gun owners, or approximately 25.3 million adult Americans, have used a gun

in self-defense.
e In most cases (81.9%) the gun is not fired.
e There are approximately 1.67 million defensive uses of firearms per year.

e The majority of defensive gun uses take place outside of the home (74.8%), and many

(51.2%) involve more than one assailant.

e Handguns are the firearm most commonly used in defensive incidents (65.9%), followed

by shotguns (21.0%) and rifles (13.1%).

Defensive use of firearms was assessed through a series of questions that asked for in-
creasingly detailed information from those who indicated that they had used a firearm in
self-defense.

First, all gun owners were asked, “Have you ever defended yourself or your property with
a firearm, even if it was not fired or displayed? Please do not include military service, police
work, or work as a security guard.” About a third (31.1%) answered in the affirmative, and
they were then asked how many times they defended themselves with a firearm (from “once”
to “five or more times”). As Figure [2| shows, a majority of gun owners who have used a
firearm to defend themselves have done so on more than one occasion.

Given that 31.1% of firearms owners have used a firearm in self-defense, this implies
that approximately 25.3 million adult Americans have defended themselves with a firearm.

Answers to the frequency question suggest that these gun owners have ever been involved

8Census date is available at https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/popest/tables/2010-

2019/national/asrh/nc-est2019-syasexn.x1lsx
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Have you ever defended yourself or your property with a firearm, [For those indicating Yes.] How many _times_have you )
even if it was not fired or displayed? Please do not include military defended yourself or your property with a firearm, even if
service, police work, or work as a security guard. it was not fired or displayed? Again, please do not include

military service, police work, or work as a security guard.

No
68.9%

Figure 2: Defensive Gun Use: 31.1% of firearms owners have defended themselves of their

Once 44.1%

Twice 32.7%

Three times 12.6%
Four times 2.8%

Five or more times 7.8%

property with a gun, and a majority have done so more than once.

in approximately 50 million defensive incidents. Assuming that defensive uses of firearms
are distributed roughly equally across years, this suggests at least 1.67 million defensive uses
of firearms per year in which firearms owners have defended themselves or their property
through the discharge, display, or mention of a firearm (excluding military service, police

work, or work as a security guard)ﬂ

9This is calculated by taking the total number of defensive incidents represented by the survey responses
(50 million) and dividing by the number of adult years of the average respondent, which is 30. According
to U.S. Census data, the average age of U.S. adults (i.e. the average age of those in the set of everyone 18
years or older) is 48, which also matches our survey data. Thus, the average respondent of the survey has 30
years of adult experience (48 years - 18 years = 30 adult years), over which the defensive incidents captured
in this survey are reported.

Note that this estimate is inherently conservative for two reasons. First, it assumes that gun owners
possessed firearms, or had access to firearms, from the age of 18. In so far as firearms were only first ac-
quired /accessed by some respondents in later years, this would reduce the number of adult firearms owning
years represented by the survey responses and result in a higher estimate of the number of defensive inci-

dents per year. Second, this figure only captures defensive gun uses by those currently indicating firearms

10



Gun owner respondents were asked to answer detailed questions regarding each defensive
incident that they reported. As Figure [3| shows, in the vast majority of defensive gun uses
(81.9%), the gun was not fired. Rather, displaying a firearm or threatening to use a firearm
(through, for example, a verbal threat) was sufficient. This suggests that firearms have a
powerful deterrent effect on crime, which, in most cases, does not depend on a gun actually

being fired or an aggressor being injured.

Did you fire your gun, show it, or neither?

Fired the gun 18.1%

Showed the gun without firing 50.9%

Neither (for example, you verbally told someone you 31.0%
had a gun and that was sufficient) .
0.0% 100% 20.0% 30.0% 400% 50.0% 60.0%

Figure 3: How Guns are Employed in Self-defense: In most defensive incidents no shots are

fired.

Figure 4| shows where defensive gun uses occurred. Approximately a quarter (25.2%) of
defensive incidents took place within the gun owner’s home, and approximately half (53.9%)

occurred outside their home but on their property. About one out of ten (9.1%) of defensive

ownership. According to [Kleck and Gertz| (1995)), only 59.5% of respondents who reported a defensive gun

use personally owed a gun (p.187). This would suggest that the true number of defensive gun uses, if those
who do not personally own firearms are included in the estimate, could be substantially higher - perhaps as
high as 2.8 million per year.

Finally, note that our overall approach assumes that children are not employing firearms for self-defense
with any meaningful frequency. However, for the purpose of sensitivity analysis, if we lower the age used
for calculating defensive incident frequency to assume that children as young as 12 years old are commonly
possessing and using firearms for self-defense (and no non-firearms owning adults used firearms for self-
defense), this would still imply 1.39 million defensive uses of firearms per year (48 years - 12 years = 36 years

over which 50 million defensive incidents took place).
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gun uses occurred in public, and about one out of twenty (4.8%) occurred at work.

Where did the incident occur?

Inside my home _ 25.2%
Inside another person's home, or on their property - 4.8%
In a public location _ 9.1%
At work - 3.2%
other [ 3.9%

0.0% 100% 200% 300% 400% 500% 60.0%

Figure 4: The Location of Defensive Incidents: Most take place outside the home.

For each incident, respondents were asked to indicate what sort of firearm was used.
Figure[5[show the distribution of types of firearms employed in defensive incidents. Handguns
were the most commonly used firearm for self-defense, used in nearly two-thirds (65.9%) of

defensive incidents, followed by shotguns (21.0%) and rifles (13.1%).

What sort of firearm did you use during this incident?

0.0% 100% 200% 300% 400% 50.0% 60.0% 700%

Figure 5: Type of Gun Used for Defense: Handguns are the most common type of firearm

used in defensive encounters, followed by shotguns and rifles.

Respondents were also asked to indicate how many assailants were involved in each de-

fensive incident. As Figure [f] illustrates, about half of defensive encounters (51.2%) involved

12



more than one assailant. Presumably, part of the value of using a firearm in self-defense
is that it serves as a force multiplier against more powerful or more numerous assailants.
Survey responses confirm that encountering multiple assailants is not an infrequent occur-
rence in defensive incidents. 30.8% of defensive incidents involved two assailants, and 20.4%

involved three or more, while slightly less than half (48.8%) involved a single assailant.

How many assailants were involved?

Three _ 11.9%
Four - 3.9%
Five or more - 4.6%

0.0% 100% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0% 60.0%

Figure 6: Distribution of the Number of Assailants Involved in a Defensive Incident: Multiple

assailants are common.

Finally, after respondents answered these detailed questions about each defensive inci-
dent, which all flowed from their initial affirmative answer to the question, “Have you ever
defended yourself or your property with a firearm, even if it was not fired or displayed?”,
all gun owners were asked, “Separate from any incident in which you directly used a gun to
defend yourself, has the presence of a gun ever deterred any criminal conduct against you,
your family, or your property?” Respondents answering in the affirmative could indicate
how many time such deterrence occurred, from once to five or more occasions. As Figure [7]
illustrates, separate from the self-defense incidents summarized earlier, 31.8% of gun owners
reported that the mere presence of a gun has deterred criminal conduct, and 40.2% of these
individuals indicated that this has happened on more than one occasion. Extrapolated to
the population at large, this suggests that approximately 25.9 million gun owners have been
involved in an incident in which the presence of a firearm deterred crime on some 44.9 million
occasions. This translates to a rate of approximately 1.5 million incidents per year for which

the presence of a firearm deterred crime.
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Separate from any incident in which you directly used a gun to defend yourself, has the presence of a gun ever
deterred any criminal conduct against you, your family, or your property?

[If Yes.]

Yes, once 59.8%

—Yes, twice 23.2%

,~ Yes, on three ocassions 8.1%

_¥ Yes, on four occasions 1.5%

“ Yes, on five or more occasions 7.4%

(Note- to aid comparison with the earlier figure, bar percentages reflect the proportion of
those who gave a particular affirmative answer compared to the total number of respondents
who gave an affirmative answer, i.e. this is the breakdown of affirmative responses.)

Figure 7: Frequency with which Firearms Deter Crime: 31.8% of firearms owners report that
the presence of a firearm has deterred criminal conduct against them, often on more than

one occasion.

4 Carry Outside of the Home

e A majority of gun owners (56.2%) indicate that there are some circumstances for which

they carry a handgun for self-defense.

e Approximately 26.3% of gun owners, or 20.7 million individuals, carry handguns for

)

defensive purposes under a “concealed carry” regime.

e About a third of gun owners (34.9%) have wanted to carry a handgun for self-defense

in a particular situation but local rules prohibited them from doing so.

As Figure [§) illustrates, a majority of gun owners (56.2%), or about 45.8 million, indicate
that there are some circumstances in which they carry a handgun for self-defense (which can

include situations in which no permit is required to carry, such as on their own property);
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and about 35% of gun owners report carrying a handgun with some frequency (indicating
that they carry “Sometimes,” “Often,” or “Always or almost always.”). Moreover, as Figure
9] summarizes, 34.9% of gun owners report that there have been instances in which they

wanted to carry a handgun for self-defense, but local rules did not allow them to carry.

How often do you carry a handgun, either concealed or open, for self-defense?
(This can include situations where no permit is required to carry.)

Always or almost always

Often

Sometimes _ 19.0%
Only in particularly dangerous circumstances _ 21.2%

0.0% 5.0% 100% 15.0% 200% 25.0% 300% 350% 400% 450% 50.0%

Figure 8: Frequency of Defensive Carry: Carrying a handgun for self-defense is common.

Have you ever wanted to carry a handgun for self-defense
but local rules did not allow you to carry?

Figure 9: Prohibition of Carry: About a third of gun owners have wanted to carry a handgun

for self-defense in a particular situation but local rules prohibited them from doing so.

Assessing the number of people who carry a concealed handgun in public is complicated

due, in part, to the proliferation of so-called “constitutional carry” or “permitless carry”
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states in recent years. These states - about 18 at the time this survey was conducted -
generally allow adults in good legal standing (often restricted to those age 21 and older) to
carry a concealed weapon without a permit. Most of these states previously had a permitting
process for concealed carry and required permits to be renewed at regular intervals in order
to remain valid. Under constitutional carry, law abiding adults in these states are permitted
to carry concealed without an official “permit.” However, most of these states continue to
issue permits to residents who desire them because such permits can be useful for reciprocal
carry benefits in other states. For example, a person acquiring a Utah carry permit would
be entitled to carry a handgun in a number of other states such as neighboring Colorado and
Nevadam Thus, while basically all gun owners age 21 and over are “permitted” to carry a
handgun for self-defense in constitutional carry states, many individuals may also possess a
“permit,” even though it is redundant for in-state carry.

Unsurprisingly, when asked “Do you have a concealed carry permit?” gun owning res-
idents of many constitutional carry states respond in the affirmative at high rates. Also
complicating this question about concealed carry permits is the fact that many states re-
fer to such permits by different names, the fact that the right to carry a handgun can be
conferred in certain circumstances by hunting or fishing licenses in some statesf;r] and the
existence of other related permits, some of which do not license concealed carry (e.g. stan-
dard pistol permits in North Carolina or New York, eligibility certificates in Connecticut)
and some of which do (most License To Carry permits required for handgun ownership in
Massachusetts, state pistol permits in Connecticut, and LEOSA permits available to current
and retired law enforcement officers nationwide). Finally, it is also possible for individuals
to obtain concealed carry permits in states other than the one in which they reside.

In order to provide a robust but conservative estimate of those who actually carry in

public, we code as “public carriers” those individuals who indicated both that they have a

10See https://bci.utah.gov/concealed-firearm/reciprocity-with-other-states/
HFor example, a number of states such as California, Georgia, and Oregon allow those with a hunting or

fishing license to carry concealed while engaged in hunting or fishing or while going to or returning from an ex-
pedition. See: https://oag.ca.gov/sites/all/files/agweb/pdfs/firearms/pdf/c£12016.pdf, https:
//law. justia.com/codes/georgia/2010/title-16/chapter-11/article-4/part-3/16-11-126/,

https://codes.findlaw.com/or/title-16-crimes-and-punishments/or-rev-st-sect-166-260.html
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concealed carry permit and that they carry a handgun for self-defense at least “sometimes.”
We also restrict analysis and population estimates to those age 21 and over given that most
states restrict those under 21 from carrying concealed in public.

Using this simple definition, we find that 26.3% of gun owners are “public carriers,” which
translates to approximately 20.7 million individuals who carry handguns in public under a
concealed carry regime. Note that this could include current and former law enforcement
officers who may be represented in the survey. However, the number of active law enforcement

officers in the U.S. is well under a million (approximately 700,000 in 2019).H

5 Types of Firearms Owned

e 82.7% of gun owners report owning a handgun, 68.8% report owning a rifle, and 58.4%

report owning a shotgun.
e 21.9% of gun owners own only one firearm.
e The average gun owner owns 5 firearms.

e 30.2% of gun owners, about 24.6 million people, have owned an AR-15 or similarly

styled rifle.

e 48.0% of gun owners have owned magazines that hold over 10 rounds.

6 Conclusion

This report summarizes the main findings of the most comprehensive survey of firearms
ownership and use conducted in the United States to date. While many of its estimates cor-
roborate prior survey research in this area, it also provides unique insights that are relevant
to timely public policy debates - particularly regarding the defensive use of firearms. More-
over, it does so in the wake of a period of social unrest, which has led to rising crime rates

and record gun sales. This report has focused on presenting top-line results and summary

12Gee https://ucr.fbi.gov/crime-in-the-u.s/2019/crime-in-the-u.s.-2019/tables/table-74
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statistics, but the breadth and detail of this survey equip it to be a valuable resource for
further research. This data will be analyzed in greater depth within a larger book-length

project and ultimately made available for public use.

References

Philip J Cook and Jens Ludwig. Guns in America: results of a comprehensive national

survey on firearms ownership and use. Police Foundation Washington, DC, 1996.

Gary Kleck and Marc Gertz. Armed resistance to crime: the prevalence and nature of

self-defense with a gun. J. Crim. L. & Criminology, 86:150, 1995.

Gary Kleck and Marc Gertz. Carrying guns for protection: results from the national self-

defense survey. Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency, 35(2):193-224, 1998.

Lisa Hepburn, Matthew Miller, Deborah Azrael, and David Hemenway. The us gun stock:
results from the 2004 national firearms survey. Injury prevention, 13(1):15-19, 2007.

Deborah Azrael, Lisa Hepburn, David Hemenway, and Matthew Miller. The stock and flow
of us firearms: results from the 2015 national firearms survey. RSF: The Russell Sage

Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences, 3(5):38-57, 2017.

Anna Brown. America’s Complex Relationship With Guns: An In-depth Look at the Attitudes
and Experiences of US Adults. Pew Research Center, 2017.

Paul Spector. Social desirability bias. The SAGE encyclopedia of social science research
methods, 2004.

Ann P Rafferty, John C Thrush, Patricia K Smith, and Harry B McGee. Validity of a
household gun question in a telephone survey. Public Health Reports, 110(3):282, 1995.

Jens Ludwig, Philip J Cook, and Tom W Smith. The gender gap in reporting household gun
ownership. American Journal of Public Health, 883(11):1715-1718, 1998.

18



Appendix A: Vermont Pilot Survey

An initial version of this survey was fielded in Vermont. We report below the top line results
from the Vermont survey, which closely mirror the results of the national survey.

In sum, 572 Vermont residents were surveyed, of which 163 indicated owning firearms.
The survey sample represented the demographics of Vermont well on all dimensions except
gender, as women were overrepresented and comprised 65.2% of respondents. Thus, weights
were employed for gender.

With weighting employed, we find that 30% of Vermont residents own a firearm. Given
that the adult population of Vermont is approximately 486,000, this suggest that there are
over 145,600 firearms owners in Vermont. 42.1% of Vermont firearms owners are estimated
to be female and 57.9% male.

As Figure illustrates, almost a third of gun owners (29.3%) reported having used
a firearm to defend themselves or their property (not counting incidents that were due to
military service, police work, or work as a security guard). In nearly half of these defensive
gun uses (45.9%), respondents reported facing multiple assailants. 85.8% of all incidents
were resolved without the firearm owner having to fire a shot (e.g. by simply showing a

firearm or verbally threatening to use it).

Proportion of Defensive Incidents that
Involve Multiple Assailants

Self Defense by
Vermont Gun Owners

i Multiple assailants

& Have used a firearm in
self defense & One assailant

Figure 10: Proportion of gun owners in Vermont who have use a firearm in self-defense and

number of assailants involved.
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Appendix B: Sampling Proportions With and Without

Weights for National Survey

Initial Sample Census Based

Gender
Proportions Weighted Proportions
Male 49.32% 49.23%
Female  50.68% 50.77%
Age Range Initial Sample Census Based
Proportions Weighted Proportions
18-20 7.89% 5.04%
21-25 8.11% 8.58%
26-30 7.30% 9.24%
31-35 11.67% 8.67%
36-40 12.66% 8.44%
41-45 8.49% 7.70%
46-50 6.46% 8.09%
51-55 6.37% 8.13%
56-60 7.39% 8.52%
61-65 7.67% 7.87%
66-70 8.03% 6.59%
71-75 5.07% 5.13%
76-80 1.94% 3.50%
Over 80 0.93% 4.49%
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Annual Household Initial Sample Census Based

Income Proportions Weighted Proportions
Less than $10,000 8.87% 3.40%
$10,000-20,000 8.95% 4.89%
$20,000-30,000 9.69% 6.26%
$30,000-40,000 8.78% 7.06%
$40,000-50,000 7.44% 7.21%
$50,000-60,000 7.72% 6.96%
$60,000-70,000 6.00% 6.96%
$70,000-80,000 6.37% 6.37%
$80,000-90,000 4.51% 5.76%
$90,000-100,000 5.89% 5.76%
$100,000-150,000 17.67% 19.11%
Over $150,000 8.12% 20.23%
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State of Residence

Initial Sample

Census Based

Proportions Weighted Proportions
Alabama 1.83% 1.52%
Alaska 0.39% 0.22%
Arizona 2.10% 2.16%
Arkansas 1.10% 0.91%
California 9.75% 11.95%
Colorado 1.59% 1.75%
Connecticut 1.23% 1.09%
Delaware 0.56% 0.30%
District of Columbia  0.27% 0.21%
Florida 7.29% 6.51%
Georgia 3.67% 3.24%
Hawaii 0.36% 0.44%
Idaho 0.44% 0.56%
Illinois 4.14% 3.87%
Indiana 2.13% 2.05%
Towa 0.91% 0.96%
Kansas 0.92% 0.89%
Kentucky 1.61% 1.36%
Louisiana 1.23% 1.41%
Maine 0.51% 0.41%
Maryland 1.67% 1.87%
Massachusetts 1.88% 2.13%
Michigan 3.21% 3.05%
Minnesota 1.36% 1.73%
Mississippi 0.83% 0.90%
Missouri 1.93% 1.86%
Montana 0.25% 0.33%
Nebraska 0.53% 0.59%
Nevada 0.90% 0.94%
New Hampshire 0.40% 0.2422%
New Jersey 2.97% 2.81%



Initial Sample Census Based

Race
Proportions Weighted Proportions

White 81.26% 76.30%

Black 9.85% 13.40%

Asian 3.98% 5.90%

Native American 2.19% 1.30%

Pacific Islander  0.49% 0.20%

Other 2.22% 2.90%
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