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Abstract 

In 1978, under a grant from the National Institute of Justice, 
the Social and Demographic Research Institute of the University of 
Massachusetts undert;ook a broad-ranging review of the existing literature 
on weapons, crime, ~nd violence in the United States, the results ~f 
which are published here. The review covers all major research litera
tures related to weapons and weapons use in the United States, both 
licit and illicit. The existing stock of private firearms (as of 1978) 
is estimated at 120 ± 20 million guns, an increase of some 40 million 
over ten years. Growth in the number of U.S. households, increased 
spo~t and recreational demand, additional weapons purchases by families 
already owning one or more guns, and enhanced small arms demand among 
the U.S. police appear to account for most or all of the 40 million 
gun increase. Despite a common hypothesis, there is no good evidence 
that the fear of cr:b:ne and violenc\e was a very important factor. 

Roughly three-quarter~ of the private firearms stock is owned 
prima:rily for sport and recreation; the remainder, for protection and 
self-defense. Ownership for sport and recreation is eS8~ntially a 
cultural phenomenon, a product of early childhood socialization. Rela
tive to non-owners, gun owners tend to be male, rural, Southern, 
Protestant, affluent, and middle class. 

There appear to be no strong causal connections between private 
gun ownership and the crime rate. Crime may ge a motivat,ing factor 
in the purchase of some protective weapon&, but these constitute no 
more than about a quarter of the total pri'l.Tate stock. There is no 
compelling evidence that private weaponry is an important cause of, 
or a deterrent to, violent criminality. 

Over the past two decades, the tr.end in all categories of violent 
crime is upward. Crime rates peaked in the early 1970's and have been 
more or less stable since (through 1978). Approximately 30,000 deaths 
occur annually as the result of accidental, homicidal, or suicidal 
uses of guns. Studies of "crime guns" confiscated by police confirm 
that they are predominantly handguns; a si.zable fraction enter criminal 
channels through theft from residences; many are found to have crossed 
state lines before their use in crime. 

It is commonly hypothesized that much criminal violence, especially 
homicide, occurs simply because the means of lethal violence (firearms) 
are readily at hand, and thus, that much homicide would not OCC'Jr were 
firearms generally less available. There is no persuasive evidence 
that supports this view. 

Majorities of the U.S. population' have favored licensing or regis
tration of private firearms, especially handguns, for as long as pollsters 
have asked the question. Measures substantially more strict than these 
(for example, bans on the ownership of handguns), however, do not enjoy 
majority support. 
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" n laws" already on the books; .t~e 
There are roughly 20,000 gu . risdictions tends to v1t1ate 

wide variability of provisions acrosslJUevaluation studies of the effects 
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existent, although there are some 

. 
. '" 

1, 

/ 

: ,1 
'~ 

',,:1 

"'\ 

--._-'.-

Preface 

In 1979 through 1981, the Social and Demographic Research Insti-

tute (University of Massachusetts, Amherst) undertook a comprehensive 

research project, under funding from the National Institute of Justice, 

focused on IIWeapons and Violent Crim~." One part of this project was 

to consist of a review of published literature in the area, the results 

of which are contained in the present volume. A second part was to 

consist of a comprehensive Annotated Bibliography, which is contained 

in a companion volume. Three other reports from the pi'oj ect are also 

available, including an Executive Summary that provides a brief dis-

1 
cussion of the project as a whole.-

Violent crime, and the weaponry with which it is committed, are topics 

of considerable and often bitter dispute, and, as a consequence, matters 

about which scholarly objectivity is sometimes difficult to maintain. 

In preparing this review, we have tried to set aside our own biases 

and to let each published piece of research stand or fallon its own 

merits. It would be presumptuous to claim that we·have succeeded in 

this, and in a~y case, the objectivity of our treatment is for readers, 

not us, to decide. 

An earlier draft of this volume was reviewed by several people --

some prominently identified with the pro-gun forces, others prominently 

identified with the anti-gun (or pro-gun-control) forces, and still 

others of a more neutral persuasion. All three sets of reviewers found 

numerous errors of omission and commission which have been corrected, 

to the extent possible, in the present version. It is a fair generali-
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on the whole very distressed by zation that pro-gun review'ers ~vere 

the anti-gun bias revealed in :this report, and that the anti-gun 

d4stres~ed by the pro-gun bias found here. reviewers were equally ~ ~ 

us no small amount of comfort, as it suggests This pattern has given 

that we have perhaps come closlar to an objective treatment of the 

issues than ideologues on either side are willing to admit. 

No project of this scope is completed without the advice and 

assistance of numerous indivi ua s. ~ d 1 Our f 4rst debt, of course, is 

to the National Institute of Justice for funding the project in the 

first place. Although NIJ paid for this research, neither the Insti

tute, the Department of Justice, nor the Federal government is respon

sible for the analyses, interpretations, opinions, and conclusions 

expressed here, all of which, for better or worse, remain our own. 

Our Project Manager at NIJ was Dr. Lois Mock of the CotrQr.,mity 

Crime Prevention Program, and we extend our deep gratitude to her for 

her many valuable insights and for her patience with the rhythms of 

University life. f II· 1 t· II s from Loj.3 mus t also be thanked or ~nsu a ~ng u 

1 · . 1 struggles that are endemic to the Federal bureauthe various po ~t~ca 

cr~cy, particularly in the late stages of the project. We also thank 

the staff at NIJ for contributing many valuable comments and criticisms 

of the larger study during a policy briefing in which the major find-

ings, and their implications, were aired. 

We are also grateful for the time and advice given us by our Ad-

visory Comm~ttee, . who met formally twice during the course of the project 

and who were a11:;o pestered throughout by phone and mail. Members of 

the committee and their ~f;filiations were as follows: Dr. Alan Lizotte, 
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Indiana University; Dr. Philip Cook, Duke University; Dr. Ilene Nagel, 

Indiana University; Dr. David Bordua, University of Illinois; Dr. James 

Short, Washington State University; and Dr. Marvin Wolfgang, University 

of Pennsylvania. 

Several research aSRistants worked with us on various parts of 

the project and are owed a special note of thanks for service well 

beyond the going rate of pay. We acknowledge in particular the work 

of Huey Chen and Joseph Pereira. We have also been blessed b~ as able 

and cheerful a secretarial staff as any research project could expect. 

For tending admirably to the secretaria~ chores of the project, we 

thank Ms. ~indy Coffman, Ms. Jeanne Reinle, Mrs. Laura Martin, and 

Ms. Nancy Sturge. 

Finally, we acknowledge the assistan~e of the following individuals 

who read and reacted to one or another part of this report in earlier 

versions: Mr. Paul Blackman, Mr. Nelson Shields, Mr. Donald Kates, 

and various of our colleagues at the University of Massachusetts. 
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Footnotes 

lThe annotated bibliography appears as James Wright et al., io1eapons, 

Crime and Violence in America: An Annotated Bibliography. The other 

three reports in the series are: 

1. Weapons and Violent Crime: Executive Summary, by James 

Wright and Peter Rossi. 

2. Weapons Policies: A Survey of Police Department Practices 

Concerning Weapons and Related Issues, by Eleanor Weber

Burdin, Peter Rossi, James Wright, and Kathy Daly. 

3. Effects of Weapons Use on Felony Case Disposition: An Analysis 

of y:vidence from the Los Angeles PROHIS System, by Peter 

Rogsi, Eleanor Weber-Burdin, and Huey Chen. 

.. 
. , . 

- ---~- ~ ~-----~---

" 

I 
j 

I 

Abstract 

Preface 

Ch. 1 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Weapons, Crime, and Violence: An Overview 
of Themes and Findings 

Part I: Weapons 

Ch. 2 

Ch. 3 

Ch. 4 

Ch. 5 

Ch. 6 

Ch. 7 

Part II: 

Ch. 8 

Ch. 9 

Ch. 10 

Ch. 11 

en. 12' 

Part III: 

Ch. 13 

Ch. 14 

Ch. 15 

.... 

How' Many Guns in Private Hands? 

Recent Trends in Weapo!ns Ownership: 
I. Sport and Recreational Demand 

Recent Trends in Weapons Ownership: 
II. The Police Demand for Armament 

Recent Trends in Weapons Ownership: 
III. "Fear and Loathing" and the Mass 
Demand for Defensive Weapons 

Char.acteristics of Private Weapons Owners 

On Crime and Private Weapons 

Crime and Violence 

How Much Crime? How Much Violence 

Crime and Violence; Characteristics of 
Victims and Offenders 

Firearms Used in Crime 

On the Matter of Criminal Motivations 

Treatment of Weapons Offenders in the 
Criminal Justice System 

Weapons and Their Control 

Public Opinion and Gun Control 

Regulating Firearms: An Overview of Federal', 
State, and Local Legislation 

Weapons Control Legislation and Effects 
on Violent Crime 

i - 11 

iii - vi 

1 - 43 

45 - 81 

82 - 115 

116 - 140 

141 - 176 

177 - 211 

212 260 

261 - 300 

301 - 327 

328 - 360 

361 411 

412 - 428 

429 - 467 

468 - 500 

501,- 546 

, 



TABLE OF CONTENTS (continued) 

Crime and Violence 
Part IV: An Agenda for Research on Weapons, , 

Ch. 16 

References 

f / 

An Agenda for Research on Firearms and Crime 

, ., 

547 - 575 

576 - 592 

------,-----~~~ ~---

/ .. 

CHAPTER ONE 

WEAPONS, CRIME, AND VIOLENCE: 

AN OVERVIElv OF THEMES AND FINDINGS 

The United States is unique among the contemporary industrialized 

democracies of the world on at least two counts relevant to the topics 

of this book. First, there are more privately o~med firearms, both 

absolutely and proportionally, in the United States than almost any-

where else. Evidence from several sources confirms that at least half 

the households in the country possess a firearm, and that the total 

weaponry in private hands probably numbers somewhere in the vicinity 

of 120,000,000 guns. There may be a few nations (such as Switzerland, 

Israel, or Norway) where, through the force of special circumstances 

and the need .or requirement for an armed reserve militia, the propor-

tional prevalence of small arms amon& households rivals that of the 

United States, but so far as a discretionary weapons arsenal among 

the private citizenry is concerned, the United States is, certainly, 

at or near the top. 

The general prevalence and ready availability of small arms, 

America's frontier past, and the omnipresence of guns and gun imagery 

in our popular culture and myth have led at least one noted historian, 

Richard Hofstadter, to depict "America as a Gun Culture" -- a culture 

where The Gun plays a central symbolic role, and quite possibly, the 

only such culture on the planet today. One might, of course, properly 

quarrel with many of the details of Hofstadter's (1970) depiction, 

but its general thurst seems plausible enough. Where else but in the 
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United States, for example, would one expect to find surplus military 

submachine guns being marketed, in all apparent seriousness, as "The 

Perfect Father's Day Gift" (Sherrill, 1973)? Or 45-ca1iber semiauto-

matic carbines being advertised as "Life Insurance -- Regardless of 

Age an Adult Can Buy This Kind of Protection -- Paid Up for Life for 

$179.00" (Smith, 1979)? Less dramatic, and rather more meaningful, 

evidence on the unique role of the gun in American culture can be had 

from Hollywood movies, American fictional literature, or the typical 

contents of any evening's prime-time television programming. The Gun 

may not constitute the very heart of American culture and civilization, 

but it is assuredly an important component. Whether for sport or self-

defense or illicit criminal purposes, the United States is, without 

any reasonable doubt, among the most heavily armed private populations 

in the history of the world. 

A se'cond American "distinction," rather a dubious one, to be sure, 

is that the incidence of violent crime, and of violence in general, 

is also higher in the United States than almost anywhere else in the 

industrialized West. Unfortunately, as is well known, crimi! statistics 

in the United States are not especially reliable, and outside the United 

States even less so, and so it is difficult to state in precise quanti-

tative terms just how unusual the American experience is in this regard. 

But there are several fragments of evidence,some quantitative, some 

episodic, to suggest at least the approximate magnitude. 

Newton and Zimring (1969) have compiled gun homocide and gun robbery 

'] 
, 

;1 

data for the United States and for England and Wales. The comparison 

suggests that the gun homicide rate in the U.S. may be as much as forty 
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times the rate in the United Kingdom, d 
an the gun robbery rate, as 

much as 60 times higher (1969: 124). 

In the same vein, a writer for the Montreal 
~~~~=-~S~t~a~r (in the issue 

of 8 April 1971) once compared the homocide rate 
in Detroit with that 

of Windsor, Ontario -- \ a "sister city" J'ust 
across the Detroit,River. 

The Detroit rat d d . e excee e the Windsor rate by roughly 100 to 3. 

Bakal (1966) reports that th 
ere were 9,250 murder victims in 

the United States in 1964 f 
, 0 whom 55% were slain by firearms; at 

present, the nu.mbers of homiCides and gun 
homicides per year are 

about twice or more the 10 64 f' 
~ J.gures, and the proportion of homicides 

committed with firearms appears to be ' 
J.ncreaSing. In sharp contrast, 

in the same year, Japan had 37 gun h 
omicides from a total of 1,469 

(3%); Britain, 29 of 309 (9%) C d 0; an a, 92 of 266 (35%); Belgium, 9 

of 53 (17%); Denmark, 6 of 23 (26%),' Sweden, 5 
of 86 (6%); the Nether-

lands, strikingly, had no firearms homicJ.'des 
at allover a three 

year period. More recent co p'l t' f m J. a J.ons 0 international comparative 

data (e.g., Curtis, 1974) h 
s ow essentially the same results. The 

idea of putting 'f 11 one s e ow citizens to death, and using firearms 
to do it, seems r th a er more widespread and fJ.'rmly establisher in 

the United States than in any other advanced 
industrial civilization. 

More recently a w 11 k 
, e - nown pro-gun-contro1 pamphlet, entitled 

A Shooting Gallery Called America, observes, "The 
United States has 

more gun deaths ever h 
y year t an any other country in the world. In 

fact, the total number of gun d h 
eat s in all other nations is exceeded 

by the number of gun deaths in h 
t e United States alone. Furthermore, 

not only does the rate of American homicides ,,, 
and accidents by firearms 
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far surpass that of every Western European nation, but it is also 

A 1·" those of the 'frontier' countries of Canada and ustra l.a. higher than 

To be sure, none of these international comparisons can 

f 1 ASl.·de from differences in the be taken strictly at ace va ue. 

completeness and reliability 0 t e crl.m f h . e data, the nations being 

h It and tradition, in compared also differ in istory, cu ure, 

ethnic and socioeconomic co,mpositi,'Jn, in the rates of private 

d h leg;~lation that governs such ownership, weapons ownership an t e ... _ 

of Sentencing for persons committing in the customary patterns 

f h that make straight gun crimes, and in hun~ds.~ 0:>. er ways 

----- . 1 d' But the general lesson nation-to-nation comparisons ml.S ea l.ng. 

to be drawn from such comparisons is much less ambiguous and is 

'1 bl As Newton and Zimring (1969: 123) generally unassal. a e. 

summarize, "most industrially developed Hestern nations experience 

i th the United States." far lower rates of gun cr me an 

~fuat is the relationship, if any, between these two 

i other words, between the general availability "distinctions," or n 

of small arms and the rates of crime and violence in the United 

States? This question has been the object of much intense 

political debate and speculation, most of it white-hot. It 

1 t credible empirical has also been the object of at eas some 

research, although it must be confessed that the debators and 

1 · more numerous than the resea.rchers. speculators are severa tl.mes 

Such research as has been done on weapons, crime, and violence 

in the United States constitutes the subject matter of this 

volume. 
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More specifically, our purposes are two-fold. First, 

through a detailed and critical review of the existing literature 

on weapons, Violence, and crime, we come to sone assessment of 

tIThat is currently known with at least some certainty about these 

topics. This review is contained in Chapters Two through 

Fifteen, following. And secondly, a natural extension of the 

first, we note what appear to us as the most serious gaps in 

present kr-owledge and propose a series of studies (a research 

agenda) that would begin to close them. The research agenda 

appears in the concluding chapter, Chapter Sixteen. The 

overriding purpose of the volume is thus to "take stock"--to 

assess what is now known about weapons, crime and Violence, 

what is not known but should be, and what further research 

is needed to advance knowledge in this field. 

We have defined the topics of this study -- weapons, crime, and 

violence -- in the broadest possible terms, and thus, our review ranges 

over a rather wide territory, touching at many points on themes that 

appear only marginally relevant to the more narrowly conceived issue 

of the uses of weaponry in the commission of violent criminal acts. 

Our hope was to achieve breadth of coverage, even at the expense of 

exhaustive detail on some technical points. It would be presumptuous 

in the extreme for us to suggest that we have covered every piece of 

research in the published literature, but we do claim to have covered 

at least the most important studies in all aspects of the "guns, crime, 

and violence" area. 
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In general, one would be ill-advised to point to the 

academic literature on weapons and crime as an example of the 

"scientific objectivity" that is discussed in introductory m~thods 

textbooks. Both "guns" and "crime" are emotionally-laden symbols 

that evoke stronl5ly held and not always rational feelings, 

anxieties, and concerns, and researchers are not exempt from 

such evocations. Further, what to do about "guns" and hOv7 to 

deal with "crimell are hardy perennials on the nation's political 

agenda, and thus, something of potentially overriding policy importance 

is at stake in every piece of research on these topics. Almost 

everyone has some opinion about guns and crime, and certainly, 

the people who spend their professional lives doing research on 

guns and crime are no exception. Thus, many (perhaps all) 

researchers in this area bring with them to the research task 

a set of previously-held personal beliefs and political ideologies 

which, if they do not destroy outright the credibility of the 

research. at least sometimes interfere with sound research 

judgments. 

Hhen we first undertook this literature review, our intention 

was to avoid, to the extent possible, the polemical literature 

and deal only with serious, credible, objective research. What 

we have found is that virtually all of this literature is polemical 

to some extent, if not by intention then certainly in effect. As in 

Harlan County, "there are no neutrals here." 

What accounts for the generally polemical tone that one 

finds in this literature? There are a number of sources, not 
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all of them entirely avoidable. First, here as in all other 

areas of scholarship, people are drawn to particular research 

topics because they have some personal stake in them. These 

personal stakes have an influence on what aspects of the topic 

are selected for study, which pieces of the assembled evidence get 

more or less emphasis, what policy implications are drawn out 

of the results. To cite one obvious example, there are at least 

100 million firearms in private hands in the United States today. 

Depending on one's outlook in these matters, this demonstrates 

quite conclusively either (i) that there is an obvious, self-

evident and immediate need for some sort of control over this 

vast supply of arms; or (ii) that the vast supply of arms already 

in private hands renders futile any governmental control efforts. 

Thus, proponents of stricter controls can cite the sheer numbers 

of guns around as evidence that "something must be done," and 

opponents can cite the same numbers as evidence that ,inothing can 

be done." Which of these conclusions is the "right" one, of 

course, does not depend at all on the numbers themselves but on 

the implications one is willing to draw from them, and the implications 

one is willing to draw seem as much the result of a priori beliefs 

as anything else. 

Also, even when the producers of knowledge are relativeiy 

neutral and objective, the consumers and use~s of that knowledge 

typically are not. In the "Great American Gun Har," as Bruce-

Biggs (1976) has described the American firearms policy debate, 

the lines of battle are sharply drawn and nfo love is lost among 

··r----····· 
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the contestants. Leading the anti-control faction is the Institute 

. ., 1 lobbying arm of the National for Legislative Act10n, pr1nc1pa 

Rifle Association, which is often described, not without some 

justification, as the most powerful political lobby in Washington 

today. From the, pro-gun point 'of view, the advocates of stricter 

gun control are seen to be mostly bleeding heart liberald and pointy

headed bureaucrats whose intelligence, manhood, and respect for citi

zens! rights, are all open to some question. The pro-control faction 

is rather more dispersed and consists of perhaps a score or more of 

organizations working for some aspect of stricter gun control. And 

from their point of view, the pro-gun organizations and the private 

they r epresent are demented and blood-thirsty psychopaths gun owners 

whose concept of fun is to rain death upon ,innocent creatures-, 

both human and otherwise. Polarization at the extremes, of course, 

has made it difficult for a responsible center to form. The ex

tremists on either side are always willing (and, more often than not, 

able) to append a polemical interpretation to a research finding, 

even when the researchers themselves have not. Thus, researchers 

often find themselves aligned on one or the other side of the issue, 

whether they intended to take a stand or not. 

Then too, proper national policy with respect to firearms 

and crime has long be,en an qpen political question, and no capable 

researcher in the area could possibly fail to notice the potential 

policy implications of his or her research, most of all in an era 

of declining research monies where it has come to be expected that 

research generate "policy relevant" results. In the haste to say 
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something of relevance to policy, of course, the bounds of good 

science, as well as good taste, can be quickly exceeded. 

Yet another problem, possibly !Ilore tr.actable than the ones 

just discussed, is that there is very little in the weapons, 

violence, and crime literature that would qualify as hard empirical 

fact. Solid, nationally-representative evidence on any relevant 

topic is rare or non-existent. As such, the literature is 

dominated by small-scale state and local studies, with the ensuing 

unavoidable disarray of contradictory findings and results. 

At the present, we do not know the total number of privately 

owned firearms in the United States except to the nearest few 

tens of millions, and we have even less knowledge of the kinds 

of firearms in private hands (except for the rough distribution 

between handguns and shoulder weapons), how they are used, w~y 

they are owned, how long they last. Such fragments of knowledge 

as we do have on these topics are almost invariably derived from 

studies in a single community or, on occasion, a single state, end 

their implications for the nation as a whole are therefore 

uncertain. 

In the same vein, our knowledge of crime and violence is 

substantially worse than would be ideal. Here too, small scale 

state and local studies predominate, and the national data that 

do exist are beset with various problems. 1?or example, He do not 

know for certain just how many violent crimes are committed in 

the United States in any given year. From the FBI's Uniform 

Crime Reports, we can get the approximate numbers of violent 

crimes known to the ~olice, but we also know from surveys of 
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criminal victimization that crimes reported to the police are disagreement on the precise magnitude of the lethality differential; 

only a fraction of all crimes actually committed. The depending on the study, gun attacks are reported to be between 1.8 

proportion of these crimes committed with firearms and other and 6 times more lethal than knife attacks. But what does this dif-

weaponry, the proportion committed by previous weapons offenders, ~erence mean? To what conclusion does it lead? 

th~ proportions planned and premeditated vs. the proportions One possibility, favored by the pro-control faction, is that 

unplanned and spontaneous, even the fate of persons convicted of the gun is intrinsically the more lethal weapon, that many victims 

weapons crimes in the courts--none of these matters are known die not so much because anyone intended them to but rather because 

with any certainty at all for the United States as a ~.,rhole. the weapunry at hand -- a gun -- is an efficient killer whereas alter-

And the smaller scale state and local studies that have been native weaponry is less so. If this is the correct interpretation, 

done often reach sharply contradictory findings. then the implication is obvious: if there were fewer guns, there 

The disarray of single-city or single-state studies has would be fewer homicides. 

an immediate, if obvious, implication, namely, that with a The alternative possibility is that murderers choose guns precisely 

sufficiently diligent search, the committed advocate can always because they are determined to bring death to the victim, and that 

, 
',' 

find at least one study somewhere with a finding consistent with assaulters choose knifes or other a~ternative weaponry precisely 

his or her point of view. To an outsider, this implies that because they do not intend to kill, only to injure. The lethality 

r.esearchers only "find" what they want to find. IIi truth, all diff'2rence across weapons is, in this view, a result of underlying 

it implies is that what is trw: in, say, Detroit is not necessarily differences in intention or motivation; or in short, the truly deter-

( i 

1 true in Hashington or St. Louis or Los Angeles, much less true mined and earnest killers choose guns. An implication of this view, 

of the nation as a whole. then, is that the lethality cilifferential is not a property of the 

And, of course, even when there is some consensus on the weapon but is inherent in characteristics of the offenders, and that, 

facts themselves, there is typically little or no agreement on the people who currently kill with firearms would, given their 

their meaning, significance, or correct interpretation. To cite intent, find other ways to accomplish the same end if no guns were 

an example considered in great detail later in this report (see available to them. And if this is the correct interpretation, then 

Chapter Eleven), it is an agreed-upon fact that attacks with a the implication is again obvious: reductions in the availability 

firearm lead to the death of the victim more frequently than of firearms would leave the homicide rate largely unaffected. 

attacks with another weapon, such as a knife. There is some I, 

I 
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In the same vein, hardly any responsible observer would want to 

quarrel with the two 'Jbservations made at the beginning of this chapter 

that there are more guns, and more gun crime, in the United States 

than in most other advanced societies. But what implication 

can be drawn from these observations? One popular interpretation 

is that there is a very obvious causal connection here, that we 

have more gun crimes precisely because we have more guns, and 

that if fewer guns were available, fewer crimes would be committed 

with them. But by the same token, the fraction of all privately 

owned firearms that are involved in any sort of criminal activity 

, the order of a fraction of one per cent, and in any given year ~s on 

so it is certainly possible that outright confiscation of 99% of all 

private firearms in the country would still leave the rate of gun 

crime unaffected, especailly were one to assume, not unreasonably, 

that the criminally-abused 1% would be the last weapons affected by 

any gun policy. Thus, one can note and accept that the U.S. is 

among the world leaders both in weapons owned and in crimes committed 

with firearms and, on that basis alone, conclude either (i) that 

the need for stricter weapons controls is self-evident and would 

reduce the rate of violent crime, or (ii) that trying to solve the 

problem of violent crime through restrictions on the general owner

ship and use of firearms would be ridiculous -- equivalent in all 

important respects to trying to solve the problem of ac~idental 

drownings by legislation to prohibit swimming. 

To be sure, neither of these "conclusions" is at all self-evident. 

For example, that the number of guns greatly exceeds the number of 

1 I '. " , .' 
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gun crimes does not, in itself, rule out the possibility that the 

general availability of guns is an important cause of gun crime, any 

more than the fact that there are many more smokers than lung cancer 

cases rules out smoking as a cause of cancer. At the same time, 

that there are more guns and more gun crimes in the U.S. than else-

where doe.:; not prove that guns are an important cause of crime (or 

that crime is a cause of gun ownership); in fact, the correlation 

itself has no direct causal implication at all, since the U.S. might 

well be high on gun ownership for one reason, and high in criminal 

violence for entirely different reasons. To cite the evidence on 

numbers of guns owned and numbers of violent crimes committed with 

guns in support of either conclusion is to affirm only that one was 

committed to a cot'!.{,~l;'iSion before the research began. 

Given the ulli::.vP.l'1;,a,inties of the facts themselves and the inherent 

ambiguities of their meaning or interpretation, it follows that much 

researchonweapons, violence, and crime amounts in substantial part 

to the construction of images favorable to th~s or that point of 

view. There is, first of all, the imagery aSSociated with "the criminal." 

One prom:i.nent image, typically identified with liberal or progressive 

theories of crime, is of the criminal as victim, driven to criminal 

acts by the racial and Social injustices of the larger society and 

prone to violence not because of inherent meanness or innate brutality 

but Simply because, in a moment of passion or desperation, the instru-

ments of violence 'Here at hand. Given this imagery, the solution 

to criminality is obvious: in the long run. one must so] ve the in .. 

justices that give rise to crime; in the short run, one rehabilitates 

, 
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the offender (thUs compensating for the social injustice) and, to 

the extent possible, reduces the availability of the means by which 

violence is perpetrated. 

An alternative image, associated with more traditional or conser-

vative theories of crime, depicts the criminal as a rational economic 

~, one whQ commits criminal acts primarily for economic gain. 

In this view, weaponry and its use are just tools of the trade; one 

is a more efficient criminal when armed than when not; violence is 

committed only because it increases the daily take. A corollary 

is that the person who is intent on arming himself or herself for 

criminal gain will always find a way to do so; as many have pointed 

out, a serviceable firearm can be made from nothing more 

than a piece of pipe, a block of wood, a nail, and a box of rubber 

bands. The inevitable implication of this image, of course, is that 

reducing the general availability of private weaponry would have 

little effect, either way, on the incidence of violent crime. Indeed, 

in one version, reductions in private armament would deprive the 

citizenry of an effective and potent crime deterrent. 

So too with images of "the gun." In the minds of many, "the 

gun" symbolizes all that is wrong in American culture: it symbolizes 

male dominance, sexual frustration, aggression, violence, and a host 

of other pathologies that are offensive to a civilized society; in 

this view, the gun is blood lust incarnate. But in the minds of 

many others, the same "gun" symbolizes all that is right in the culture: 

it symbolizes manliness, independence, self-sufficiency, outdoorsman

ship, a willingness to die for one's beliefs; in thi$ view, the gun 

'-"--"'t" .... -'-.-""-"~'~.~ __ I~~jl':I.~~:'~~~~~~~ 
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is the virtual embodiment of traditional American values. 

This sort of starkly opposed imagery is rife throughout the lit-

erature reviewed in the following pages. In many accounts, for ex-

ample, weaponry is seen as an important stimulus to the commission 

of violent acts, while in other accounts, private weaponry is seen 

as an important deterrent to much of the violence that would other-

wise take place. Some studies argue that gun crime is a very sub

stantial part of the total crime problem in the United States; others 

argue that gun crime is effectively trivial. In some accounts, the 

"typical" private gun owner is depicted as a virtual psychopath, 

and in others, as an upstanding and respectable middle class citizen. 

Io some, the various shooting sports are at worst harmless diversions 

and at best affirmations of man's relationship to nature, while for 

others, these same activities represent an acting out of our most 

regressive, infantile, and violent fantasies. 

The emotive imagery and strong ideological predilections common 

to the weapons and crime literature quite probably mean that the 

many scholarly and policy issues inherent in this topic are not going 

to be put to rest through any sort of empirical research, no matter 

how sound or well-conducted. Too much of what is at issue involves 

total world-views; relatively little involves factual matters that 

could be adjudicated through research. It would thus be foolish 
". 

to think that one might go through this literature refereeing among 

the various contenders, doling out penalties for fouls against 

scholarly standards, and announcing a winner at the end of the contest, 
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and such is not our purpose here. Our hope, rather, has been to sift on common values for the total number of weapons possessed. 

through the competing claims and assertions, noting those that have In 1968, tve estirlate, there ~vere roughly 8f) ± 20 million guns 

been (or could be) researched, and gleaning from the material those in private hands, and by 1978, the figure was roughly 120 ± 20 

few facts and relationships that appear to have been solidly establi.::;',ed. million guns. In. both years, handguns account for 25-30% of the 

We are quite confident this review will not put any end to the weapons total weaponry, and shoulder weanons for the remainder. 

and crime debates, nor should it, but we do hope that it elevates the The estimates of Cha1,:>ter Ttvo thus confirm a common speculation 

whole discussion to a somewhat higher empirical plane. in the literature, that the total number of weapons in private 

Our review begins with an assessment of what is presently hands has sharply increased over the past decade(s). In Chapters 

known about the existing stock of private armament among the Three to Five, lve consider several nossible sources of this 
. 

u.s. population. Chapter Two, '''How Many r:uns in Private Hands?," trend. 

compiles the existing empirical estimates of the total firearms Given about SO million guns in 1968, and about 120 million 

supply and attempts to reconcile the apparent contradictions in 1978, our best estimate of the total weapons increase is on the 

among them. In general, two methods have been used to estimate order of forty milliun guns, although, given the large uncertainties 

the total firearms su.pply: compilations of production and import in the estimates for both years, the true increase could fall 

data, and estimates generated from national surveys containing anywhere between zero and 80 million. The proportional increase 

a weanons ownership question. Both methods are intrinsically in handguns was distinctly sharper than the increase in shoulder 

problematic for one or another reason: the first, for example, lveapons. 

requires that we knmv the rate at which firearms are removed from 
Chcopter Three, on "Sport and Recreational Demand," refines the 

use, and there is no evidence in any source on this rate. Th.e 
estimates of the trend and corrects the trend figures for simple 

second, likewise, is hobbled by all the usual infirmities of 
growth in the numbers of u.S. households. In 1968, there were about 

survey research, plus a possibly large response bias resulting 
60 million households in the United States, and in 1978, about 75 

from the unwillingness of responden cs to admit to tveapons 
million -- a 25% increase. Calculations undertaken in Chapter Three 

ownership. 
s!t0w that this increase in the number of households alone accounts 

Although much is made in the literature of the apparent 
for approximately half the total increase in weapons owned. Thus, 

"disparity" in estimates generated by each method, reconsideration 
once this factor has been taken into account, there remain some 

of the several -'lssumptions that go into each estimate, and the 
20,000.000 excess "new" weapons to be accounted for by other factors. 

Additional calculations suggest that about 10 of these 20 million 
appropriate recalculations, show that both methods tend to converge 
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are handguns, and the remainder are rifles and shotguns. 

Chapter Three then considers what proportion of the remaining 

"new" guns can be ascribed to enhanced sporting and recreational demand 

for firearms. Although the data are rather spotty at best, our esti-

mates suggest that, at the outer limit of plausibility, growth in sport 

and recreational firearms demand accounts for all the remaining excess 

weapons, handguns and long guns alike. Rather less liberal assumptions 

about .the rate at which "new" hunters and other shooting sportspersons 

arm themselves suggest, as a more likely possibility, that the growth 

in this source of firearms demand accounts for all (or nearly all) 

of the growth in shoulder weaponry, and roughly a third to a half 

of the growth in handguns as well. The chapter thus compiles some 

evidence against the cornmon claim that handguns have "no legit:imate 

sport or recreational" use. Contrasting that claim, some of the 

evidence presented in the chapter suggests that handguns are as likely 

to be owned for sport and recreation as they are to be owned for 

protection or self-defense. 

Chapter Four considers another possible source of enhanced arms 

demand, one that has received little or no attention in the litera-

ture, namely, growth in "The Police Deme-nd for Armament." Again, 

the data are spotty and inconclusive, but evidence from several sources 

suggests a rather large increase in the total number of armed public 

servants over the period 1968-1978, one possibly amounting to as much 

as a quarter-million new police officers. There has apparently been 

a parallel increase in private security forces as well. In addition 

to these trends in the number of armed personnel, there is much frag-

mentary and episodic evidence to suggest considerable police department 
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experimentation with new small arms policies in the decade. Both the 

personnel trend and the arms policy trend pose the possibility of a 

rather sharp increase in police small arms purchases over the decade. 

The evidence and speculations compiled in the chapter suggest that 

the total police demand for new arms in the decade amounted to perhaps 

2-3 million handguns and some unknown number of shoulder weapons. 

Subtracting these figures from the numbers of unexplained guns remain-

ing at the end of Chapter Three, we are left with no more than about 

5 million handguns, and essentially no shoulder arms, to be accounted 

for by other factors. 

In Chapter Five, we assess the most commonly offered explanation 

for the private arms buildup, that it has resulted from "fear 

of crime, violence, and civil disorder" (Newton and Zimring, 1969: 

21). There are several compelling reasons to believe, despite 

many claims to the contrary, that "fear and loathing" have actually 

been the underlying motive in only a relatively small fraction of 

all recent firearms acquisitions. First, once household increase, 

new sport and re~reational demand, and enhanced arms demand among 

the police have been taken into account, there are few or no excess 

weapons remaining to be explained. Secondly, an analysis of 

available survey data on handgun ownership from 1959 to 1976 

shows that the increase in p~oportional handgun ownership was 

concentrated mainly in middle-sized cities, wherea.s the surges 

of "crime, violence, and civil disorder" were mainly big-city 

phenomena. Other considerations advanced in the chapter suggest 

that much (perhaps all) of the "domestic arms buildup" has resulted 

.. 
. ' 

t , 
, 



! \ 

i' 
, 
~ L 

- 20 -

from additional weapons purchases among families already owning 

one or more guns (rather than first-time purchases by previously 

unarmed families), or in other words, that there has been an 

increase in the average number of weapons owned among families 

owning at least one of them. 

Several studies have inquired directly into "fear and loathing" 

as sources of the recent arms trend; and none of them demonstrate 

a clear or decisive "fear and loathing" effect. Some studies 

claim to provide evidence for this effect, but the assenibled 

data are consistent with equally plausible alternativ.e explanations; 

and mas t studies, especially the methodologically mor.e sophis tica ted 

ones, show little or no support for "fear" as a factor in the trend. 

For example, one time-series analysis concludes, "the strong upward 

trend in handgun sales cannot be explained by ... rising violent 

crime rates" (Clotfelter, 1977). 

Altogether, the analyses in Chapters Three to Five suggest 

little support for the idea that the recent domestic arms buildup 

has been in reaction to crime, violence, or civil disorder, and 

considerable reason .to believe that the trend has had other 

sources entirely, most relatively benign from the larger societal 

viewpoint. 

Chapter Six reviews the available evidence on "Characteristics 

of Private Weapons Owners." By far the largest share of private 

weaponry is owned pri~arily for sport and recreational uses; evidence 

from several sources suggests that sport and recreational guns 

outnumber protection guns by about 3 to 1. WeapOns ownership varies 

sharply by region and city size, being higher in the South and West 
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than in other regions, and sharply higher in rural than in urban 

places. Contrary to a common speculation, gun ownership also 

tends to increase with social status, being higher in the higher 

income categories. Also, for reasons that have not been adequately 

explained, Protestants are sharply more likely to own a gun than 

either Catholics or Jews; and men are, of course, much more likely 

to own a gun than women. There does not appear to be any consistent 

racial variance in weapons ownership. 

Some authors have ascribed the higher rate of weapons 

ownership in the South to a presumed "regional subculture of 

violence." A review of several relevant studies provides no 

compelling empirical support for the "subculture of violence" 

hypothesis. 

There is substantial evidence from several sources that 

early parental socialization is an important factor (possibly, 

the most important factor) in weapons o~~ership among adults. 

In all studies to have inquired into the matter, whether one's 

father owned a gun is the single best predictor of whether the 

respondent owns a gun. This finding st~ongly suggests that the 

modal or typical adult firearms owner has had experience in the 

use of small arms stretching back well into childhood. 

One study based on data for Illinois (Lizotte and Bordua, 1980) 

allows for a differentiation between sport and defensive weapons owners; 

their data suggest that these are qualitatively different types. Sport 

ownership is largely a function of early socialization, as suggested 

above; other than income and sex, the only strong predictors of sport 

ownership are parents' gun ownership and the age at which the 
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respondent first acquired a gun. Ownership of a gun for protection, 

however, is entirely different; the only significant predictor 

is the violent crime rate in the county where the respondent 

resides. 

There are a few (but only a few) studies that have looked 

at personality differences between owners and nonowners; none of 

them show gun owners to be an especially distinctive group. 

In general, the review contained in Chapter Six supports 

the depiction that the "average" gun owner is a small town or rural 

middle class Protestant male who owns a gun primarily for sport 

and whose interest in and familiarity with firearms results from 

early childhood socialization. 

Chapter Seven, "On Crime and Private Feapons," considers 

whether there is any demonstrable causal relationship between 

private weapons ownership and the rates of criminal violence. 

In general, three hypotheses are considered: (i) private firearms 

as a cause of crime, (ii) private firearms as an effect of crime, 

and (iii) private firearms as a deterrent to crime. The chapter 

also reviews some recent survey evidence on the actual uses of 

private firearms in self-defense. 

'The existing research on all. three hypotheses is highly 

inconclusive. There are serious logical, and methodologic-al, 

barriers that, in essence, prevent any dec:l.sive test; these issues 

are reviewed in the beginning of the chapter. 

There is some, but not much, evidence to suggest that at least 

f . firearms are pur,chased in reaction to crime: some fraction 0 pr~vate 

most are purchased for entirely different reasons. and at least some 
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of the weapons purchased for "defense" are used to .defend against 

animals rather than other people. Evidence from several sources 

confirms that the criminally victimized are not any more likely to own 

a firearm than the nonvictimized, and there is further evidence 

to suggest that fear of crime is also not a very important factor. 

One study that allows a differentiation between sport guns and 

protection guns reports that the violent crime rate is the only 

significant predictor of protective gun ownership. The general 

thrust of findings in this area, ho'to7ever, is that crime or the 

fear of crime is at best a minor factor in the ownership of most 

private firearms. 

Although there is much speculation, surprisingly little 

empirical research has been done on firearms as a cause of criminal 

violence. Host of the studies in this area depend on gross comparisons 

,j of crime and weapons ownership rates across large and heterogeneous 

geographical aggregates (nations, regions, states, or counties) 

that diff~r in far too many (typically uncontrolled) ways for ~uc~ 

.,9 
of substance to be concluded from the results. Truly decisive 

evidence--for example, evi.dence on t!1e ensuing criminality of 

persons who acquire firearns--does not exist. 

As an example of the di fficu1t ies enc.ountereri in t~1i.s area 

of the literature, much is often made of the fact that the rate 

of private firearms ownership and the rate of violent crime (especially, 

homicide) are higher in the South than in other regions of the country. 

Nf~wton and Zimring (1 q69) were among the first to point this out, and 
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the result is widely cited in subsequent literature as evidence 

that guns cause· crime. In fact, this regional correspondence in 

crime and weapons ownership says little or nothing about private 

firearms as a cause of crime, for the following reasons: 

(i) The distinctiveness of the South in weapons ownership is due 

almost entirely to the high rate at which shoulder weapons are owned 

there. The ownership of handguns, in contrast, is not very much more 

prevalent in the South than in other regions. And yet, the largest 

share of violent crimes committed with firearms are committed with 

handguns. Reference to the evidence on the South, in essence, links 

homicide (and other violent crime) with the disproportionate ownership 

of a class of firearms seldom used in homicide (or other violent 

crime), a tenuous link at best. 

(ii) In the same vein, in the South as in all other regions, 

weapons ownership is highest in rural and small town areas, whereas 

criminal violence of the sort at issue here is concentrated in the 

larger cities. It is likewise tenuous to attribute urban crime to the 

possession of weaponry in small town and rural areas, but this attribution 

is also directly implied itt the regional comparison being discussed. 

(iii) There is persuasive evidence that the high rate of 

criminal violence in the South is due mainly to the lower prevailing 

socioeconomic conditions of the region. The higher rate of weapons 

mmership, in contrast, is probably linked to early socialization of 

Southern males .and to high~!r opportunities for the sporting uses of guns. 
,I 
:1 
" The regional correlation b\\tween guns and crime, that is'~ may well be 
i'. 

simply fortuituous and can~pt, in any case, be taken as evidence 

that private firearms are a cause of criminal violence. 
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Other evidence, derived from other kinds of research designs, 

has also been presented in the literature to show that guns are a 

cause of crime, but none i 1 s any more conc usive than the regional 

evidence just discussed. Tole conclude from the review that there 

is little or no conclusive, or even suggestive, evidence to show 

that gun ownership among the population as h 1 . awoe~s,.~se, 

an important cause of criminal violence. 

Whether private firearms are an important d eterrent to crime 

is likewise uncertain. Again, certain logical and methodological 

difficulties prevent a firm or conclusive estimate of the rate 

at which crime is deterred by firearms possession among real or 

c ear at muc crime occurs in potential victims. It is 1 th h 

circumstances where the victim's ownership of a gun would be 

irrelevan t: for example, street crime (most of which occurs while 

the victim is away from his or her firearms) or the burglary of 

unoccupied residences (~hich occurs when there is no one home to 

use a firearm). But these facts say nothing about the effectiveness 

of weaponry as a deterrent to crimes occuring in situations where 

they are potentially deterrable. 

There is some evidence that the risk to a home robber or to 

a burglar striking an occupied residence of being shot and wounded or 

killed by the intended victim is on the same order of magnitude as 

the risk to the same criminal of being apprehended, convicted, and 

imprisoned for the crime (both probabilities appear to be on the order of 

1-2%) (Kleck, 1979b). It is thus plausible that much crime is "deterredll" 

because those who would otherw~se comm~t ~t f h' • •• ear t e possibility of 

being shot in the process, just as it is plausible that the fear 
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of doing time for one's offense also prevents some crime. 

Evidence on the uses of e~rearms by victims in crimes that 

are potentially deter able suggests that the probability of a 

"successful" victimization goes down, but the probability of injury 

or death to the victim goes up, if one uses a gun in protection. 

Chapter Seven concludes with a review of existing evidence 

on the actual uses of firear.ms in self-defense. Roughly 25% of 

the total private armament appears to be owned primarily for 

protection or self-defense, and some 40-50% of all handguns are 

owned primarily for this purpose. Survey evidence for 1978 

shows that some 15% of the population (or members of their households) 

have used a gun in self-defense at some point in their lives, of which 

about half was in defense against animals. It also appears that 

about 7% of the nation's adults carry hand~uns with them for protection 

outside the home. The proportion of US adults who have actually 

fired a gun in self-defense appears to fall somewhere between two 

and six per cent. 

Chapter Eight, "How Much Crime? How Much Violence?,".. shifts 

attention away from the ownership of firearms among the general 

population and towards the criminal uses and abuses of guns and other 

weapons. Although the definitions of "violence" and "criminal 

violence" are themselves problematic, and the available data 

generally unreliable and incomplete, the FBI's annual Uniform 

Crime Reports and the several criminal victimization surveys 
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provide> the broad outlines of the problem of crime and violence in 

the society. 

UCR data for the index crimes of homicide, robbery, and aggravated 

assault all show the same general overtime pattern: namely, fairly 

sharp increases from the early sixties up through the early seventies, 

a peak in the rates occurring in about 1974 or 1975, and small declines 

in the years since (through 1978)., For example, between 1960 and 

1978, the homicide rate increased from about 5 to about 9 homicides 

per 100,000 population. The percentage of homicides committed with 

firearms also increased, from 53% to 63%. Of the homicides committed 

with firearms, approximately three-quarters involve handguns. 

In the same vein, the total number of robberies of all tyoes 

increased roughly four-fold over the two decades. Of the total 

robberies occurring, somewhere between three-fifths and two-thirds 

are armed robberies. Among the armed robberies snecifically, about 

60-65% involve a firearm, and the remainder are committed with 

knives or other weaponry. There appears to have been some increase 

in the percentage of all robberies committed with a firearm: in 

1967, about 36% of all robberies were done with a gun, and in 1974 

about 45%. 

The trend in aggravated assault is similar, the number of such 

assaults having increased apnroximately three-~old from 1960 to 

1978. Proportionally, only a few aggravated assaults are committed 

with firearms, although this nercentage has also apuarently risen. 

In 1964, for example, about 15% of all aggravated assaults involved 
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a gun, and in 1978 about 2270. 

Comparisons of these UCR data with evidence from the criminal Data on accidental firearms injuries are extremely unreliable, 

victimization surveys are hazardous for several reasons, all of owing to the (presumably) large fraction that are unreported, and as 

them reviewed in Chapter Eight. In general, the victimization data a result, published estimates of the annual number of such injuries 

suggest that between 25% and 50% of all criminal incidents are vary widely (between tens and hundreds of thousands). Our best guess 

unreported to the police, with the percentage unreported varying for 1975 (the referehce year in this analysis), based on data from 

by the seriousness of the crime. The victimization surveys also the National Health Surveysl is about 170 ±75 thousand injuries due 

suggest that about 10% of all criminal incidents qualify as "violEmt to firearms accidents, which ~.q roughly one-thirtieth the number of 

crimes, II that is. are crimes against the person, while the remaining injuries sustained from "cutting and piercing" instruments. 

90% are property crimes; these proportions accord reasonahly well with Taking all sources of firearms deaths for the reference year of 

the proportions estimated from UCR data. 1975, the most recent year for which reasonably complete data are avail-

The trend in the suicide rate is also up over the past able, we estimate that something on the order of 30,000 deaths occur 

two decades, although not so sharply as the trends in other annually as a result of the criminal, accidental, and suicidal uses 

violent crimes such as homicide. In 1960, there were about 20,000 

suicides, and in 1977, about 30,000. The percentage of suicide~ 

of firearms. We further estimate, for the same year, that there were 

'
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approximately 900,000 additional "incidents" where firearms were either 

committed with firearms also appears to have increased somewhat present, brandished, or fired in criminal incidents, or where firearms 

over the same time span. Trends in attem~ted suicide, or in the were involved in injU1ry-producing accidents, or where firearms were 

proportion attempted with a firearm, are intrinsically unknowable, used in attempted sui,cides, £E. where firearms were involved in citizen-

although there seems to be some consensus that there are perhaps police encounters. We thus estimate, as a reasonable first approximation 

8 to 10 attemnted suicides for every successful one. to the correct order of magnitude, an annual total of roughly one million 

Chapter Eight also reviews evidence on death from firearms 

accidents; as a percentage of all accidental deaths, deaths from 

"gun" incider4 -- i.e., incidents where a firearm of some sort was 

involved in so~e kind of violent or criminal incident (whether intentional 
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firearms accidents have been more or less stable, hovering around 

2%, for as long as data have been collected. Of the total acci-

dental firearms deaths, about 40% are due to hunting accidents. 

or accidenta.l, whether fired or unfired, whether fatal or not). 

The preceeding estimates are useful indicators of the approximate 

magnitude of the overall "guns, crime, and violence" problem in the 

United States, but we emphasize that they are approximate indicators 

I. 

~ Ii 
ji 
I' 
If 

r 
f 
! 

only. We have taken 1975 as the reference year in the analysis because 
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for wh4ch complete data covering all rele-it is the most recent year ~ 

'I bl More recent data, however, suggest that vant topics are ava1 a e. 

the years 1974-1975 were "high points" for gun violence over the pre

vious decade. Further, these estimates include large numbers of 

h bl r 4mes' they include "incidents" that are in no sense c argea e gun c.... • 

an estimate of accidental injuries resulting from firearms (which is 

known very unreliably) and they include estima.tes of suicides attempted 

with firearms (which is also known only very unreliably). As a precise 

number, our estimate one million annual gun "incidents" cannot 

be taken seriously. A more appropriate phrasing of the results would 

be that the total number of gun "incidents" of all sorts in any year 

falls somewhere in the range of 100,000 to 1,000,000 incidents, and 

in all probability, somewhere towards the upper end of that range. 

d v, 1 V4 ctims and Offenders," reviews Chapter Nine, "Crime an 10 ence: ... 

the existing evidence on characteristics of the perpetrators and victims 

of these approximately one million annual "incidents." Young males 

are by far the most likely victims of accidental firearms violence: 

among males qged 15 to 24, for example, firearms accidents are the 

third leading cause of accidental death (after automobile accidents 

and drowning). Men are also substantially more likely than women to 

commit suicide with a gun; in 1975, for example, 62% o£ all male 

suicides, but only 36% of the female suicides, were con~itted with 

a firearm. 

For firearms crimes, young non-white males are by far the 

largest offender category. Crimes against property are especially 

concentrated in the younger age groups, crime against th~ person 
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(that is, "violent" crimes) less so. Non-whites are greatly 

over-represented among all categories of offense, but more so 

for "violent" crimes than for property crimes. In 1975, about 

57% of all homicides and nonnegligent manslaughters were committed 

by nonwhites; in the same year, nonwhites constituted about 13% 

of the population. 

Multiple offenders are common in many criminal incidents; 

according to the criminal victimization surveys, the proportion 

of victimizations involving more than one offenders varies from 

a low of 22% for rape and attempted rape, to a high of 62% for 

robbery with serious assault. 

With the exception of homicide and some categories of 

aggravated assault, most criminal incidents involve persons unknown 

to each other before the event. Robbery is especially likely 

to involve strangers, assault less so. Interestingly, women 

are much more likely than men to be assaulted by people they 

know; assaults against men more commonly involve a stra.nger. '! .... 

The probability of being victimized by crime varies " i, 

by sociodemographic characteristics. The highest probabilities 

are for young males, and the lowest, for elderly women. In 

general, the best predictor of victimization is age, followed 

by sex. Harital status. is also of considerable import, with 

the single, divorced and separated more likely to be victims. 

The probability of suffering injury in the course of a crime 

likewise varies by sociod'emographic characteristics. Again, young 

maJes are the highest risk group. A common finding in several 
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studies is that the probability of suffering injury increases 

if the victim takes self-protective measures of any sort. 

Finally, the probability of suffering property loss is also 

conditioned by social characteristics. Tlie poor are about twice 

as likely to suffer a property-loss victimization as the more 

affluent; likewise, nonwhites are much more likely to suffer 

such a victimization than are whites. 

Chapter Ten shifts attention from the characteristics of 

persons j.nvolved in crime to "The Firearms Used in Crime." Remarkably, 

there are no nationally representative data available o,n the 

weapons used in violent crime, \olith the partial exception of 

homicide. Such evidence as exists is thus taken, almost without 

exception, from small-scale studies in a single community or 

state. 

A key issue in Chapter Ten is whether "crime guns" are 

sufficiently distinct from legitimate firearms owned by law-

abiding citizens to allow for special legislative focus on the 

former. It is not possible to answer this question at the 

present time for two reasons: (i) except for the rough distribution 

among handguns and long guns, virtually nothing is known about 

the characteristics of legitimate guns in private hands (for 

example, the preferred calibers, barrel lengths, age, cost, and 

so on); and (ii) even less is known about the weapons used in 

crime. Whether "crime guns" are, in general, different than 

legitimate guns obviously cannot be answered until more is known 

about both types of firearm. 
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Evidence from several sources makes it clear that the handgun 

is the preferred firearm in most crimes involving firearms. 

Based on evidence from the most generalizable study in the literature, 

we estimate that in 1971 (the only year covered in this study), 

some 260,000 firearms were confiscated by state and local police, 

and of these, about 70% were handguns. Other studies report 

handgun percentages in the same range. Thus, the criminal use 

of guns involves largely handguns (although it is also important 

to remember that about a third of all "crime guns" are shoulder 

weapons). 

Several studies have tried to estimate the proportion of 

"Saturday Night Specials" contained among the "crime gun" 

category. Unfortunately, the very definition of Saturday Night 

Special is highly ambiguous, and so the question cannot be 

answ~red definitively. Results from several of these studies con-

firm th,">,t concealability is an important factor in "crime guns," 

but concealability is only one among several variables implied in 

the concept of Saturday Night Special. 

Most studies of flcri,me guns" suffer from the absence of a proper 

comparison standard, namely, empirically reliable information on 

non-crime guns. Brill (1977), for example, notes that expensive 

firearms were as comm' on l.'n hl.'s sample of cr~~e ' , ~" guns as l.nexpenSl.ve 

firearms, and uses this finding to argue against the common idea 

that most crime guns are ~heap Saturday Night Specials. But the dis
) 

tribution by "q al't "" ' " "1" u l. y, prl.ce, or va ue among crime guns them-

selves is relatively uninformative unless one also knows the corres-
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(For example., if half of 
ponding distribution among non-crime guns. 

tenth of all private. handguns 
his sample were cheap SNS's, but only a 

same sort, then his finding 
were of the 

would support the idea that 

the firearms used in crime.} 
, are over-represented amon.g 

cheap SNS s 

1 b 'l'ty is a major 
Evidence that concea a ~ ~ 

factor distinguishing 

1 es First, 
guns comes from severa sourc . 

crime from noncrime 

d ' te among crime handguns pre om~na 
guns, whereas shoulder weapons 

h 1 r population. firearm among t e arge 
are by far the more common 

reporting evidence on the matter, some 
Secondly, in all studies 

f 3 ' hes or less, 
have barrel lengths 0 ~nc 

f al l crime handguns 70-75% 0 
makes them readily concealable. 

that is, are of a size that 
Finally, 

evidence on the issue, slightly more 
in the one study reporting 

C
onfiscated shoulder weapons had been 

than a third of the 

d to shorter barrel lengths. 
modifie 

(In contrast, there is no 

evidence to suggest 
that criminals prefer smaller caliber guns 

nor is there evidence 
than does the .gun-owning population at large, 

that criminals prefer "cheaper" weapons.) 

conf iscated and traced are often 
found to have 

Handguns 
d in a criminal incident. 

crossed state lines before having been use 

confiscated in jurisdictions with 
This is especially true of guns 

Obviously, the 
more restrictive gun regulations. 

relatively 
into criminal hands 

flow across jurisdictional lines of firearms 

effects of jurisdiction-specific 
tends strongly to vitiate the 

gun control measures. 
contribute substantially to the 

Stolen handguns apparently 

potential supply of crime firearms. 
~ased on 1975 statistics and 
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a few assumptions, we estimate that some 275,000 handguns are stolen 

from private residences each year. To this total, one would have also 

to add thefts from dealers, manufacturers, importers, and so on. To 

be sure, not all stolen handguns eventually end up in criminal hands. 

Many, we presume, go the route of much other stolen property -- that 

is, they are "fenced" and then sold through various outlets to the 

general private firearms market. It is an interesting (and, so far 

as weI can tell, largely unresearched) question whether the proportion 

of stolen firearms among "crime guns" is any higher than the proportion 

among the legitimate private firearms stock. 

Several studies also confirm that crime guns tend to be relatively 

"young" guns. About one-half of all confiscated handguns prove to 

have been manufactured in the previous three to five years. How this 

compares with the age distribution of legitimate handguns owned by 

the population at large is, of course, completely unknown., 

Chapter Eleven, "On the Matter of Criminal Motivations," 

reviews existing evidence on the widely-held view that much homicide, 

and criminal violence in general, does not result so much from 

initially lethal intent as it does from escalations of othertvise 

relatively petty quarrels that become lethal or injurious simply 

because firearms are available. The basic issues involved were 

discussed briefly earlier in this chapter: essentially, the 

issue is whether there would be less criminal violence if there 

were fewer guns. 

Fere as in most other areas of the literature, the available 

research is highly inconclusive. The evidence is firm that 
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attacks with a gun lead to the death of the victim some 2 to 6 

times more often than attacks with knives. This might imply that 

guns are intrinsically more lethal (in which case their restriction 

might lower the homicide rate), but it might only imply that 

people who are intent on bringing death to their victim preferentially 

choose firearms as the means (in which case firearms restrictions 

would not lower the homicide rate). Nothing in the literature 

allows one to choose definitively between these possibilities. 

Much of the evidence commonly cited in behalf of the 

contention that most homicide does not result from a prior intent 

to kill turns out, on closer inspection, not to bear on the 

matter of intent, one way or the other. For example, most 

homicide involves people known to each other prior to the 

incident--and often, involves family members. Many authors infer 

1 I 

from this fact that these homicides are largely unintentional--

"crimes of passion" that turn lethal in the mythical "moment of 

rage" or distress. It is, however, plain that homicides among 

family members could just as easily result from prior intent as 

from any other circumstance; the evidence on victim-offender 

relationships, while of great interest on its own, says little 

or nothing about the issue considered in Chapter Eleven. We 

conclude that much the same is true of most of the other evidence 

commonly cited in behalf of the "ambi,~uous intentions" hypothesis, 

for example, that homicides are frequently accompanied by 

altercations among the parties. or that one or both ?arties 

had been drinking, and so on. All of these are interesting facts, 

but none of them bear directly on the matter of intent. 
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Chaptp.r Eleven also reviews briefly some experimental evidence 

on the hypothesis that "even the casual sight of a gun may catalyze 

violence" (Curtis, 1974: 108). There are perhaps three or 

four studies in the literature that provide support for 

this hypothesis, but an equal number that do not. The relevance 

of the behaviors of undergraduates in a laboratory settirig for an 

understanding of criminal violence is, to be sure, always open to 

question. 

Analysis of the effects of TyeapOns choice in robberies tends 

also to show that robberies committed with firearms are more likely 

to lead to the death of the victim than robberies committed through 

other means. Since it seems plausible to assume th~t the underlying 

motive in all robberies is the same (economic gain to the offender), 

the robbery evidence is thus the strongest in the literature showing 

that a gun is intrinsically more lethal than other weapons, net of 

possible differences in underlying motive. But even here, there are 

complicating factors. First, as Cook (1980, 1981) has persuasively 

argued, many of the robbery-connected homicides do not appear to have 

resulted from some underlying "economic gain" motivation so m~ch as 

from the innate brutality of the offenders, with the robbery itself 

being committed more or less as an afterthought. This again suggests 

"differential motivations" as a possible explanation for the lethality 

differential even in the case of armed robbery. Secondly, while the 

probability of death to the victim is higher in gun robberies than 

other armed robberies, the probability of serious but nonfatal injury 

is substantially lower, owing, presumably, to the fact that fewer 
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victims attempt to resist a gun robbery in the first place. Also, 

"take" l.·n a non-gun robbery is roughly a third the average average 

the 

comml.'tted wl.'th a firearm, presumably because robbers "take" in a robbery 

;I / 

armed with firearms take on more lucrative victims. These considera~ 

h th t ' I "no guns" conditions suggest the possibility that in a ypo e l.ca 

tion, the total number of robberies committed would sharply increase 

f h lower profitability of each non-gun robbery) (to compensate or t e 

I i ' would also sharply increase (because and the rate of persona n]ury 

, , are more liable to resist, and thus in the non-gun robbery, Vl.ctl.ms 

be injured). It is also conceivable that there would be some "substi-

tution" of victims, with robbers more apt to strike relatively more 

( the very young, or the very old). vulnerable targets e.g., women, 

Chapter Twelve reviews tht' feH studies that have looked at 

the "Treatment of Weapons Offenders in the Criminal Justice System." 

d h b Ite numbers of violent In previous. chapters, we consi er tea so u 

crimes that are committed, the characteristics of the people who 

commit them and of those victimized by them, the weaponry used in 

their commission, and the underlying motivations. In Chapter 

ff d f e in the courts once Twelve, \.,e consider how weapons 0 en ers ar 

they are apprehended and charged with a gun-related crime. 

Surprisingly little research attention has been given to 

this topic. There are no nationally representauive data, and, 

indeed, only two local jurisdictions have been studied in any 

depth or detail: Washington DC and Los Angeles. However, the 

findings from these jurisdictions are quite similar. In both 

Los Angeles and Washington, it appears, the probability of passing 
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"successfully" through the preliminary stages of court proceedings, 

the probability of receiving a prison sentence, and the average 

length of the sentence received are al~ higher for defendants 

u.sing firearms in the commission of their crimes than for 

defendants using no weapons. The major difference between the 

two jurisdictions is that in Los Angeles, defendants armed with 

weapons other than guns receive treatment indistinguishable 

from that given unarmed defendants, whereas in Washington, all 

weapons offenders apparently receive equal treatment, whether 

armed with a gun or some other weapon. 

The concluding part of this volume deals with "Weapons and Their 

Control." In Chapter Thirteen, we review the evidence from two 

recent national surveys on "Public Opinion and Gun Control," that is, 

we consider what the public wants and does not want by way of 

stricter firearms regulations. Both surveys were conducted in 1978: 

one was sponsored by the National Rifle Association, and the other 

by the Center for the Study and Prevention of Handgun Violence. 

Together, the sur~eys are virtually encyclopedic in their coverage 

of public thinking on gun control issues. 

Although the reports in which the survey results are presented 

differ, at times sharply, in their emphasis and the conclusions 

advanced from the data, the actual empirical findings a:~e 'nota,bly 

consistent everywhere direct comparison is possible. Lange majorities 

of the public favor measu~es that would require the registration or 

licensing of firearms, both for new purchases and for firearms 

presently owned. The public would not favor such measures if their 
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costs were inordinately high. and there is considerable sentiment 

that any such measure would only be effective were it uniform 

across all the states. Equally large maiorities oppose an outright 

ban on private handgun ownership, although there is a majority 

sentiment favoring a ban on the manufacture and sale of cheap, low-

quality handguns. Majorities approaching 90% believe they have a right 

to own a gun; but large majorities also agree that a licensing 

requirement for handgun ownership would not violate their rights. 

Despite. the high levels of support for registration or 

licensing measures, no more than about half the population feels 

that these measures would cause crime to decrease; many measures 

other than firearms regulations are thought to be more effective 

towards this end. Further, most of those who believe that crime 

would decrease with stricter weapons legislation also believe that 

the decrease would only be small. It therefore follows that many 

people support such measures for reasons other than their presumed 

effects on the crime rate. 

There is nearly unanimoul"/ sentiment that criminals will always 

be able to acquire guns, no matter what legislation is passed, 

and thus., that stricter controls would mainly affect average 

law-abiding citizens. There is also widespread popular support 

for the idea of strict and mandatory sentences for persons 

committing-crimes with guns. There is little popular support for 

the idea that gun controls would be a violation of our basic freedoms. 

In general, the opinion data suggest as a useful although not 

precise metaphor that most people feel that governments should be 

just as careful about who is allowed to own and use a gun as they 
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., 
are about who is allowed to own and use an automobile or other poten

\ 

tially dangerous items. Gun control measures enjoying large majority 

support (namely, registration and licensing) are all similar to measures 

cur.rently employed to regulate automobile ownership and use; measures 
III 

substantially more strict than these generally do not curry much favor. 

The undertone to public thinking on gun control thus seems to be that 

firearms, as automobiles, are intrinsically hazardous, and that govern-

ments should keep track of them for that reason alone. Whether the 

act of keeping track would have any effect on crime or violence in 

the society seems to be taken as a differ'ent issue altogether. 

Chapter Fourteen, "Regulating Firearms: A Review of Federal, 

State and Local Legislation," summarizes the existing firearms control 

measures in the United States. As many have noted'previously, existing 

measures encompass a vast congeries of Federal, state, and local regu-

latons, many of them working at cross-purposes with others. Juris-

dictions with extremely restrictive gun control policies often abut 

jurisdiC't;ions with barely any controls at all. This fact, plus the 

evidence, suggesting a substantial interstate commerce in "crime guns," 

make it altogether plain that gun control measures in a single juris-

diction will have no direct or necessary implication for the availability 

of firearms for illicit criminal purposes in that same jurisdiction. 

Chapter Fifteen, the last analytic chapter in the volume, considers 
" 

"Weapons Control Legislation and Its Effects on Violent Crime." Here, 

the issue is the extent to which various legislative initiatives have 

actually achieved their intended goals. 

Studies relevant to this topic fall into three broad categories: 
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(i) studies that compare crime rates across jurisdictions (typically, 

cities or states) with var:iable weapons control legislation in force; 

(ii) "process" stuaf.es that examine the actual implementation of various 

gun control measut'es; and (iii) time-series or before-after studies 

that follow trends in crime before and after the introduction of a 

new legislative measure. 

Studies of the first type depend critically on the ability of 

the analyst to model the crime phenomena in question; this is simply 

because jurisdictions differ in large numbers of ways, other than 

in gun control measures on the books~ th;.tt might plausibly affect 

crime rates. Conclusions about the impact of firearms controls are 

thus valid only to the extent that' these "extraneous" factors are 

modelled and hQld constant in the analysis. And since there is, as 

yet, no firm theory of crime and how it is produced, none of the studies 

of this type can be said to provide conclusive evidence, either way, 

on whether or how firearms controls influence crime rates. 

"Process" studies have generally been more informative in that 

they often point out major gaps between the legislation-as-enacted 

and the legislation-as implemented; indif.ferent or hostile implementa-

tion of even the most aggressive and well-considered measures will 

necessarily operate to mitigate the legislative effects. Zimring's 

(1975) analysis of the implementation of the Gun Control Act of 1968, 

and Beha's (1977) study of the implementation of the Massachusetts 

Bartley"":Fox Amendment, are.: both excellent examples of the advantages 

that accrue from studies of this sor~. 

All else equal, before-after studies are useful designs for 
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examining program impacts, and some research of this sort has been 

done on various gun control measures. Crude comparisons of crime 

rates at two time points (one prior, and one subsequent, to enactment) 

are, of course, of little or no value. As in the case of cross-sectional 

studies, the processes that govern the operation of the time-series 

being analyzed have to be understood and modelled if the impact analysis 

is to have meaning. That is, one must have some method of estimating 

what would have happened in the time series had the measure not been 

introduced before perturbations in the time series after enactment 

(either positive or negative) can be legitimately taken as e'\:ridemce 

of program effects. So here too, the need for an empirically based 

theory of crime and how it is produced is apparent. 

In general, our review of the relevant literature· on weapons, 

crime and violence in the United States confirms that the eXisting 

studies are far more noteworthy for what they do not show than for 

what they do. With a few exceptions that are duly noted in the body 

of the volume itself, there is scarcely a single point in the whole 

of the literature that could be said to be firmly and indisputably 

established. And yet, there is an obvious and pressing n.eed for firm 

knowledge in this area. Otherwise~ important policy decisions, affect-

ing vast segments of the American population, will be enacted in a 

virtual information vacuum. For this reason, we conclude the s·tudy 

with our thoughts about an agenda for research on weapons, crime and 

violence -- one that we believe would, if follmved, at least begin 

to close some of the more cavernous gaps in present knowledge and 

provide the rudiments of an information base upon which sensible weapons , , 

policies could be erected. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

HOW MANY GUNS IN PRIVATE HANDS? 

Estimates of thOe total number of firearms now in private hands 

in the United States vary from a lower bound of about 50,000,000 

to an upper' bound of 200, 000, 000 or more (Newton and Zimring, 1969; 

Wright and Marston, 1975.)1 In the absence of a vigorous national 

program of weapons registration, covering both new purchases and 

weapons currently in private hands, and applied t"niformly across all 
1 

50 states, it is very unlikely that the exact number of privately owned 

firearms will ever be known, even to the nearest few million. All methods 

for est~mating this quantity are necessarily inferential and thus sub-

ject to errors of unknown seriousness. On the other hand, the approxi-

mate order of magnitude is known with reasonable certainty; it appears 

that there are not fewer than 100,000,000 firearms now in private hands 

in the country. 

It must be emphasized in advance that every effort to estimate 

the domestic weapons stock is based on a wide assortment of implicit 

and explicit assumptions, most of which have never been adequately 

researched. The same is true of the estimates undertaken in this 

chapter. The estimates provided here are "better" only in the 

restricted sense that we have tried to be perfectly explicit about 

every assumption we have made, not in the sense that we have made 

"better" assumptions. 

Approaches to estimating the amount of private weaponry can be 

categorized into "supply" side and IIdemand" side methods. The supply 
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l.'nvolves calculating the total number of fireside approach typically 

domestl.'cally each year and adding to that the number arms produced 

of imported firearms. Additional allowances must of course be made 

for the number of firearms taken out 0 use f each year through loss, 

destruction, con l.scatl.on, f ' , obsolescence, or, other means. 

well recognized problems with this approach. There are a number of • 

, of firearms can be estimated more First, while domestic productl.on 

f recent decades, firearms imports or less accurately, at least or 

According to Newton and Zimring (1969), the two major cannot be. 

be accurately known are (i) firearms imported import flows that cannot 

into the country by returning servl.cemen, , and (ii) firearms imported 

by private citizens. The relatively high incidence of weapons owner-

veterans (see Chapter Six) suggests that the first may not ship among 

be trivial. Newton and Zimring note that "firearms purchased by the 

in current use, total approximately military since 1940, less those 

2 ml.'llion have been sold or given to foreign 14,000,000," of which some 

" f 12,000,000 weapons -- some cOU.ntries (1969: 4), leaving a ",surplus 0 

fraction of which are now in private hands. This estimate covers the 

period through 1968 and therefore oes ~ d t include the b'ulk of the 

the weapons returned to the U.S. by veterans of that Vietnam era or 

era. N and Zimring have also pointed Concerning the second, as ewton 

out, customs law allows returning U.S. citizens to import up to three 

firearms without a formal customs declaration. Since the number of 

Americans travelling J abroad l.·n an~r typical year is in the tens of 

. 1 d d) it is apparent that millions (Canada and Mexico travellersl.nc u e • 

, 1 2 . ht Iso be substantl.a . the total flow of weaponry from this source ml.g a 
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A second problem with the supply side approach is that no good 

estimate of the number of weapons taken out of ~ in a typical year 

is available. 
3 

With proper c.are, a firearm remains serviceable more 

or less indefinitely; however, no study of maintenance behaviors among 

firearms owners has ever been conducted. Police confiscations of weap-

ons occasio'nally involve firearms manufactured in the 19th century; the 

handg1ln fired at President Gerald Ford by Squeaky Fromm was manufactured 

in 1911; specialists in antique firearms often restore weapons several 

centuries old into quite serviceable conditions. It is thus conceivable 

that a very large fraction of all weapons manufactured or imported in 

the 20th century are still serviceable, or could at least be made 

serViceable with the proper attention. 

Figures from Newton and Zimring (1969: Table 1-1) show a total 

domestic production of :n, 000,000 firearms between 1899 and 1968, and 

a tL.ltal import flow from known sources of 11,000,000 firearms since 1918, 

for a grand total base figure of roughly 102 million firearms available 

as of 1968. It can be assumed that both these numbers are Subject 

to high degrees of error, espeCially the portion of them that depends 

on records from the turn-of-the-century era. Nonetheless, they seem 

to De the best (most complete) figures available for the period up 

to 1968. To these figures must be added total inward flow from unknown 

sources'; likeWise, the total number of firearms taken out of use must 

be subtracted ou,t. Having no good information on either of these 

quantities, Newton and Zimring make the convenient (but not implausible) 

assumption that the necessary "adds" and "subtracts" Simply cancel each 

, --~~---------,--~--~-~-~--
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other out. Thus, the 1968 supply side estimate is 102 million total 

weapons in private hands. 

An update of these figures through the decade of the 1970's is 

shown in Table 2-1, which presents data from the US Statistical Abstract 

on weapons production and imports from 1969 through 1976, the most 

recent year for which data are available. Import data shown in the 

table for the years prior to 1970 are taken from the ~.ellsJ!§.......Q,f 

Imports, General and Consumption, Schedule Aj all data in the table 

after 1970 are taken from summary statistics provided by the Bureau of 

Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF). 

It cannot be assumed that the figures shown in the table are 

entirely reliable. Every Statistical Abstract contains a table similar 

to Table 1, and there are some discrepancies in the reported numbers 

from one Abstract to the next. For example, the 1975 Abstract reports 

a total of 1,174 thousand imported weapons in 1973, whereas the 1977 

Abstract reports only 914 thousand imported weapons for 1973, a discre-

pancy of about a quarter million weapons. All such discrepancies, 

however, involve only the import figures; the figures on domestic 

production are constant from one Abstract to the next. Data in Table 

2-1 are in all cases taken from the 1977 version of the figures, on the 

assumption that the discrepancies reflect errors in the earlier compila

tions that have been corrected for more recent ones. 4 

From 1969 through 1976, annual domestic production has averaged 

about 5.4 million weapons and imports have averaged about 960,000 weapons, 

for a net additton of about 6.3 million new weapons to the domestic 

market each year since the Newton-Zimring data were originally compiled. 

.-
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Handguns 
Rifles 
Shotguns 

Imports 

Handguns 
Rifles 
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NA: Not 
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TABLE 2-1 

FIREARMS PRODUCTION AND IMPORTS, 1969-1976 

(IN THOUSANDS) 

1969 l:22Q lE.l 1972 1973 1974 1975 

2840 (NA) (NA) (NA) 1734 1715 2024 
~2450 (NA) (NA) (NA) 1830 2099 2123 

(NA) (NA) (NA) 1280 1825 1621 

349 227 301 486 299 259 462 
207 237 243 197 195 188 166 
334 363 406 535 420 456 457 

6180 (NA) (NA) (NA) 5758 6542 6852 

1976 

1833 
2091 
l30l 

270 
157 
468 

6120 

Abstract of the United States, 1977: Table 289 

XIS 

2029 
)3324 
) 

329 
199 
430 

6290 

, 
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Both these rates are substantially higher than the rates that prevailed 

earlier in the century; based on Newton and Zimring's data, for example, 

annual domestic production averaged only about 1.3 million firearms 

from 1899 to 1968, and imports averaged about 200,000 firearms. The 

rate at which new weapons are presently being added, in short, is some 

four times the rate that prevailed during the first half of the 20th 

century. These data therefore suggest that the sharp upturn in weapons 

sales, especially in handgun sales, noted by Newton and Zimring (1'969: 

Ch. 4) for the decade of the 1960's has no doubt persisted, more or 

less unabated, up through the present time. 

The data from Table 2-1 allow us to update the supply-side estimate 

to 1978. If 6.3 million new weapons have been added to the domestic 

market each year since 1968, and we assume that no additional weapons 

have been taken out of use in the period, then the 1978 supply estimate 

is the original 1968 figure, 102 million, plus 6.3 million additional 

each year for the past ten, for a grand total of about 165 million 

weapons. This figure amounts to the total known production and 

importation of weapons in the United States in the 20th century. If 

we add an additional 12,000,000 from surplus military stocks and other 

unknown import flows, we are left with an estimate of about 177 million 

as the absolute upper bound of the possible number of serviceable fire-

arms now in private hands in the United States. Since at least some 

of these 177 million will have been taken out of use in the century, we 

may confidently conclude that the total number is not more than about 

180 million weapons, and that the true present number must be less than 

that--by an amount equal to the number of these weapons that are no 

longer serviceable or in use. 
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As we have alrea,l:v noted, the Newton-Zi,l::.-:.ng s,upply side calcula-

tion is based on the simple assumption that additions to the supply from 

unknown SOUJ:CC8 balance out subtractions from the supply due to weapons 

taken out of use, and while this is not an implausible assumption, it 

is nonetheless just a guess. Further, for weapons manufactured early 

in the century, it is liable to be in serious error, since we can reason-

ably assume that the probability of a weapon being serviceable today is 

a very strong function of the number of years that have elapsed since 

it was first manufactured. The fraction of weapons manufactured in 

1900 that are still in use today, in other words, must be relatively 

small, certainly smaller than the fraction of thocie manufactured in, 

say, 1950 that are still serviceable today. Thes 'd t· e cons:t era :tons suggest 

that it may be useful to think of these production and import numbers 

in terms of weapon half-lives. Following the well-known physical 

analogue, we may conceive of a weapon's half-life as the number of years 

that must transpire before one-half of any year's production has been 

taken out of use; in this sense, then, the half-life is just the number 

of years that the "average" weapon surv~ves. N b' 1 • ow, 0 v:tous y, no one 

knows for sure what the true half-lives of weapons are; and there are 

other complications: half-lives for imports may be much shorter than 

for domestic production; half-lives for handguns may be shot'ter than 

for long guns; certainly, the lifetime of any particular weapon will 

depend quite strongly on, patterns of maintenance and use. But, as ~vith 

Newton and Zimring, we are free to make some assumptions, which can in 

turn be used to "correct" the production and import figures for half-

life "decay" 'and thus to generate "b " b a est guess a out the total numbers 

of weapons now in private hands. 
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,I, ff ' "of these calculations, and to show 
,-To emphasize 'the J. J.ness 

depend heavily on the initial 
quite directly how the final figures 

are generated for assumed half-lives of 
assumptions, all our estimates 

30 and 50 years. 
good that has an expected 

It is a very rare consumer 

ou~ feeling is that these , as long as 30 years, so useable lifetJ.me 
some idea of what these assump

assumptions are quite generous. To give 

half-life would mean that about 20% of all 
tions amount to, the 30-year 

d in 1900 are still weapons manufacture 
servJ.' ceahle and in use in 1978; 

assumption, the fraction of weapons manu
under the 50-year half-life 

- to 1978 would be just over a third; 
d ' 1900 surviving through factur 7 J.n 

and so on. 
relationship between original 

Given an assumed half-life (HL), the 

production 
• 

of presently serviceable 
and import numbers and numbers 

weapons surviving is gi~en by the following equation: 

Where: 

(Eq. 1) 
N = N 

p m 
(.5)T/HL 

N 
P 

N 
m 

T 

HL 

the number of weapons surviving; 

the number of weapons manufactured; 

between manufacture date and the elapsed time 
the present; and 

d half-lJ.'fe (either 30 or 50 years), = the assume 

and import data through 1968 from Newton Using the production 

d of those figures through 
and Zimring (1969: Table 4-1), the up ate 

, 1, "",;it;._,~J..,:s possible to project 
1978 (from Table 2-1, above), and EquatJ.on > ~ , 

surviving through to either 1968 or 1978, 
the number of weapons 

as in 
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Table 2-2. The table shows, separately for each decade, the best guess 

as to the total number of weapons made or imported and the elapsed time 

between the origin year and either 1968 or the present. The table further 

shows both fractions and numbers of weapons from each origin decade that 

survive through to either 1968 or 1978, assuming half-lives of 30 and 

50 years, respectively" 

According to these projections, the number of serviceable weapons 

remaining in private hRnds as of 1968 was somewhere between roughly 61 

and 74 million 'weapons. If we add 12,000,000 to these figures to allow 

for surplus military weapons and inward flowsfrom'other sources, and 

make no further corrections for decay among these additional 12 million, 

our projections give between 73 and 86 million privately-owned weapons 

in 1968, vs. th0 102 million estimate originally provided by Newton 

and Zimring. The original figure is thus plausible only if either (i) the 

total from unknown sources is very much more than 12,000,000 weapons, which 

seems unlikely since this is the total number of unaccounted-for surplus 

military weapons through 1968, or (ii) the actual half-life of R weapon 

is very much more than 50 years, which also does not seem very likely. 

We thus conclude that the 102 million figure as of 1968 is implausibly 

high for that year, and that the actual number of weapons in private 

hands as of 1968 was probably closer to 86 million than to 102 million. 

Projections through to 1978 give a figure between 106 and 124 million 

total privately owned weapons; adding the constant 12,000,000 weapons 

otherwise unaccounted for increases the guess to between 118 and 136 

million weapons in private hands as of 1978. We may thus decrease our 

guess about the upper limit of the number ' from about 180 million (total 
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TABLE 2-2 

PROJECTED NUMBERS OF PRIVATELY OWNED WEAPONS, USING IMPORT AND MANUFACTURING DATA 

AND ASSUMED WEAPONS "HALF-LIVES" OF 30 AND 50 YEARS 

Origin HL = 30 Years HL = 50 Years 

Year Nma T(1968)b T(1978)b f(1968)c N(1968)d f(1978)c N(1978)d f(1968)c N(1968)d f(1978)c 

1899-08 10.6 64 74 .228 2.4 .181 1.9 ,412 4.4 .358 
1909-18 10.6 54 64 .287 3.0 .228 2.4 .473 5.0 .412 
1919-28 10.6 44 54 .362 3.8 .287 3.0 .543 5.8 .473 
1929-38 10.6 34 44 .456 4.8 .362 3.8 .624 6.6 .543 
1939-48 10.6 24 34 .574 6.1 .456 4.8 .717 7.6 .624 
19l19-58 20.0 14 24 .724 14.5 .574 11.5 .824 16.5 .717 
1959-68 29.2 4 14 .912 26.6 .724 21.1 .946 27.6 .824 
1969-78 63.0 4 .912 57.5 .946 

TOTALS 165.2 61.2 106.0 73.5 

SOURCES: Production and import data through 1968 are from Newton and Zimring (1969: Table 4-1); figures 
for 1969-1978 are from Table 2-1, above. 

aNumber of firearms manufactured or imported in the indicated period, in millions. 

b Average elapsed time between date of manufacture and 1968 Qr 1978. 

cFraction of the original number surviving until 1968 or 1978, where HL = 30 or 50 years. 

d Actual number of weapons surviving until 1968 or 1978, where HL = 30 or 50 years, in millions. 
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production and imports in the 20th century) to about 140 million (the 

number that would have survived under an assumed half-life of 50 years 

plus an additional 12 million not counted in the production and import 

data). We therefore conclude that there are not more than about 140 

million serviceable firearms in private hands in the United States as 

of 1978. The actual numh<::r will be less than 140 million if either 

(i) the 12,000,000 constant add-on is too high; or (ii) the average 

lifetime of a weapon is less than 50 years. 

It is useful at this point to introduce another consideration 

that is not taken into account either in the Newton-Zimring original, 

or in subsequent updates of that original, and that is the exportation 

of U.S. made weapons to other countries. Certainly, an exported weapon 

would, in the normal course of things, no longer be available for pur-

chase in the domestic weapons market, and so the estimate of domestic 

firearms supply must be appropriately discounted by this additional 

factor. So far as we can determine, there are no readily available 

figures for U.S. weapons exportation prior to about '1970. The December 

1980 issue of American Pirearms Industry M~azine, however, gives pro-

duction and exportation figures for the decade of the 1970's. Accord-

ing to this source, the total 1979 domestic firearms production amounted 

to just over 5.4 million firearms (consistent with the data in Table 

2-1), of which about 540,000 were exported to other countries. Data 

on other years in the decade show about the same exportation proportion 

(that is, about 10%). Thus, the data on domestic production (shown 

in Table 2-1 and employed in the calculations shown in Table 2-2) should 

be further reduced by approximately ten percent, and this further lowers 

, 
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the empirically credible upper bound of the true number to about 130 

million total domestically owned firearms. 

The demand side approach to estimating the total amount of private 

wnersh~p Harris, Gallup, 
uses nat~onal survey data on weapons 0 ~ . 

'VJeaponry ~ 

the National Opinion Research Center, and other survey organizations 

have been asking respondents whether they own a gun (or keep one in the 

house) more or less regularly since 1959 (Erskine, 1972). The proportion 

yes to the question has consistently hovered 
of US families responding 

right around 50% (Wright, 1981).5 Some (although not many) of the 

follow up the ownership question with a stem item 
national surveys 

. 1 b f weapons owned, typically by type of weapon. 
asking for the tota num er 0 

The data on numbers owned can thus be used to calculate an average number 

Y i 

f 
'I th~s, average can in turn be multiplied by 

of weapons owned per am~ y; ~ 

the total number of families to generafe an estimate of the total numbers 

of weapons in private hands. 

1 bl to Newton and Zimring allowed for two of 
Survey evidence avai a e 

The first is derived from a 1968 Harris Poll 
these kinds of estimates. 

by the Nat40nal Commission on the Causes and 
commissioned specifically ~ 

Prevention of Violence. 
t d 4n Newton 

Results from the poll, as repor e ~ 

of all fam~lies owning a weapon, and a reported 
and Zimring, showed 49% ~ 

Given just 
average of 2.24 weapons owned by each weapons-owning family. 

f 
'I' ~n the US as of 1.968., these findings project 

over 60 million am~ ~es ~ 

to a total of roughly 66 million privately owned weapons--
well 

below 

their initial supply side estimate of 102 million weapons, but quite 

h the 
"correct~ons" of that estimate shown in Table 2-2, 

consistent wit ~ 

A second estimate is derived from a 1966 Gallup finding that 
above. 
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~ ~ 2.24 average from the 59% of all US families owned a ~un', us~ng the 

Harris data and the same population 'oase, the G 11 a up finding projects 

to a total of about 80 million privately owned weapons, again well 

below the original supp's-side calculation but clearly within the range 

suggested by our Table 2-2 corrections. 

Since the 1966 Gallup percentage (of 59%) gives a final number 

much closer to the initial supply side estimate than the 1968 Harris 

percentage (of 49%), Newton and Zimring ignore the Harris-based 

estimate in their subsequent calculations and conclude that the survey 

data shOt,)' some 80,000,000 weapons in private hands. Even this figure 

est~mate of 102,000,000). is about 20,000,000 short of the supply side . ( 

Lacking any better way to resolve the apparent discrepancy, the con

cluding estimate provided in Newton and Zimring is just the simple 

average of the final supply and demand side estimates; their "bottom 

l' ", h ~ne:. ~n sort, is 90,000,000 total pt"ivately owned weapons. 

New'ton and Zimring are predictably concerned by the wide discrepan.cy 

between 66 (or even 80) and 102 million weapons. Their assumption is 

that the survey approach is faulty, for two reasons: (i) respondents 

may not always know about all the weapons owned by other members of 

the household and may therefore report incorrectly low numbers; and 

(ii) far more importantly, many people may be reluctant to say that 

~ n eater case, the argument they own a weapon even ~f they do. I th 1 t 

is that various "demand characteristics" of the interview situation may 

prevent people from revealing these "darker" aspects of themselves (on 

this, see also Bruce-Biggs, 1976; Kleck, 1979a; etc.) 

, 
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This, howeve.r, makes the egregious and entirely unresearched assump tion 

that many weapons owners are somehow embarrassed because they own a 

gun and thus hesitate to "fess up" when asked. And yet, half of all 

respondents freely admit to possessing a weapon, which should give 

some reason for skepticism about the "demand characteristics" inter-

. 6 
pretat~on. 

The Newton-Zimring analysis of the discrepancy assumes that the 

survey estim,ates are too low, for reasons just discussed. It may also 

be that the supply side estimates are too high, as in ~ab1e 2-2 

and the ensuing discussion. The range suggested by our "corrections" 

of the Newton-Zimring data is betYeen 61 million and 86 million weapons 

as of 1968, a range within which both Harris and Gallup survey estimates 

fall. In other words, if the assumptions ~ve have made to correct the 

initial figures are accurate, then both supply and demand side estimates 

give approximately the same results. 

On the other hand, we may be reasonably certain that the survey 

approach underestimates weapons possessed illegally and those kept 

primarily or exclusively for illicit purposes, so all such demand side 

estimates should definitely be taken as lower bound estimates. The 

lowest such estimate is the Harris-based estimate, 66 million weapons; 

the highest plausible figure from Table 2-2 is 86 million weapons; the 

best guess is thus that there were probably not fewer than 66 million, 

and probably not more than 86 million, weapons in private hands in the 

United States as of 1968. 

The survey approach, of course, is not free of problems. While 

we are not convinced that "demand characteristics" are one of them, 

. , 
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the following doubtlessly are: 

( i) As Newton and Zimring . 
p02nt out, respondents may not know 

about weapons owned b 
y the family or kept in the house. 

For obvious 
reasons, about half the 

respondents in any national 
survey are women, 

whereas most gun owners 
are presumably men. 

It may be that many women 
are unaware of weapons d 

owne by their husbands or are . 
~ncorrect1y informed 

about the total number 

(ii) Most weapons 
ownership questions from the national 

surveys 
ask whether there is a 

gun in the home. I 
nterpreted literally, this 

Would exclude guns kept in 
garages or glove compartments , those stored 

in gun clubs or shooting 
ranges, or those kept in any other place out-

side the home. 

(iii) Likewise 
, many of the national survey 

questions ask specifi-
cally about the respondent 

, for example, liD 
o you have a gun in your 

home? II (the Gallup item) or liD 
o you own a f' ? II 

~rearm. (the Harris item). 
W~apons owned by family members other than 

respondents may thus be 
under-reported by th4 . ..... s quest20n. 

(iv) ~he survey approach allows 
respondents to use their own sub-

jective definitions of What 
constitutes a "gun," and these definitions 

are obviously free to vary 
from one respondent to the next. For 

example, entirely serviceable 'weaponry Whose 
main function in the 

household is decorative ( . 
e.g., r2fles hung over fireplaces) mayor may 

not be reported. , weapons purchased long ago and t d' sore 2n some out-of-
the-way place (to be retrieved "just in 

case") may be forgotten; gas-
operated or pump-operated 

weaponry mayor may t f 
no all into the respon-

dent's definition of a 
gun, and so on. 

, 
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(v) Finally, and potentially of greatest importance, as we 

demonstrate below, survey data on numbers of weapons owned are invari-

ably taken (or at least reported) in categories, especially at the 

upper end. For example, the Harris poll data reported by Newton and 

Zimring use "four or more weapons" as the highest ownership category. 

liFour or more," in turn, is an exceedingly broad range, covering all 

households with anywhere from four to dozens and dozens of firearms. 

The calculation of an "average" number of weapons owned per weapons-

owning family from categorical data such as these therefore requires 

an assumption about the true midpoint of the "four or more weapons" 

range. 

To indicate the deriousness of this problem, Table 2-3 presents 

the Harris ownership data as reported in Newton and Zimring (1969: 

Table 2-1), the data from which their Harris-based estimate of 66 

million firearms is derived. Note the category, "four or more weapons." 

If one assumes that the true average number of weapons possessed by 

families possessing "four or more weapons" is just five weapons, then 

the total number of weapuns owned by families in that category is 

about 30,000,000 weapons and the projected total number of weapons in 

private hands is about 68.7 million, or just about the figure that 

Newton and Zimring report. If, on the other hand, one assumes that 

, ' 
the true average number of weapons owned by families .owning more than 

r: 

four weapons is as high as ten weapons, then these families possessed 

(in 1968) some 60,000,000 weapons total, and the projected total number 

) 
-j of weapons in private hands for that year is 98.7' million, very close 

to the 102 million figure generated in the initial supply side approach. 

·f. 
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TABLE 2-3 

NEWTON-ZIMRING-HARRIS DATA ON NUMBERS OF ~TEAPONS 
vv OWNED (1968) 

Firearms Millions of Total Weaponry, Owned Households Total Weaponry, 
Assumption A AssumEtion B 

None 30.8 (51%) 0 0 
One 12.1 (20%) 12.1 million 12.1 million 
Two 7.9 (13%) 15.8 million 15.8 million 
Three 3.6 ( 6%) 10.8 million 10.8 million 
Four or 
More 6.0 (10%) 30.0 million 60.0 million 

TOTALS 60.4 (100) 68.7 million 98. 7 million 

Assumption A: The average number of weapons 
owning four or more' owned among families weapons 1S five weapons. 

Assumption B: The average number of weapons 
own' f owned among families 1ng our or more weapons is ten weapons. 

SOURCE: Newton and Zimring, Firearms and Violence 
(1969): Table 2-1. in American Life 
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In short, whether there is any genuine discrepancy or not between 

supply and demand side approaches turns entirely on the guess one is 

willing to make abou t the ave.rage number of weapons owned by families 

owning "four or more" of them. 

There is a rather comforting symmetry to all this. The supply 

&ide approach (as corrected in Table 2-2) gives a lower bound of 61 

million weapons under the most restrictive assumptions, and an upper 

bound of 102 million weapc·'!1S under the least restrictive assumptions 

(in this case, under the initial Newton-Zimring assumptions). Likewise, 

the demand side approach gives a lower bound of about 66 million weapons 

under the more restrictive ass.umption (that the "four or more" average 

is five weapons) and an upper bound of about 99 million weapons under 

the less restrictive assumption (that the "four or more" average is 

ten weapons). All this makes it virtually certain that the true value 

in 1968 fell somewhere in the range of 80 ± 20 million weapons in 

private hands. 

It must also be emphasized that the "discrepancy" that figures 

so prominently in the Newton-Zimring report may well result entirely 

from assumptions made about the numbers produced by each method, not 

from the numbers themselves. It also appears that the discrepancy is 

greatly inflated because Newton and Zimring make very liberal assump-

tions about the supply side data and very conservative assumptions 

about the demand side data. Given the inherent "iffiness" of both 

methods and taking into account the considerations enumerated here, 

one is necessarily much more impressed by the consistency of estimates 
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across methods than by the discrepancies.? 

The most .recent survey data on numbers of weapons owned are from 

a 1978 survey conducted by Decision-Making Information, Inc., under 

commission to the National Rifle Associarion. ( 
~ See Chapters Seven and Thirteen 

for a secondary analysis and discussion of the DMI survey). 

from the DMI survey are shown in Table 2-4. 

Ownership data 

There are a number of. findings reported in the table that bear 

emphasis in present context: 

(i) The ownership proportion from the survey is 47%, very close 

to the 1968 Harris proportion of 49% artd broadly consistent with vir-

tually all other survey estimates, the 1966 Gallup estimate being the 

major prominent exception. 

( if) Al . together, a mere one per cent of the sample refused to 

answer the gun ownership question. B f Y way 0 contrast, this is roughly 

one-tenth the proportion who typically refuse to answer a question on 

total family income, which gives Some indication of the relative sensi

tivity of guns vs. income issues in the ml.'nds of h t e American Population. 

That only 1% refuse to answer the gun ownership question again casts 

some doubt on the "demand characteristics" argument. 

(iii) A ccording to DMI, 1% of all families own between 5 and 9 

hand.guns, and an additional 1% own 10 or more handguns. This means 

that half the families possessing more than five such weapons actually 

possess more than ten of them. L'k' 5% l. eWl.se, • of all families own 

between 5 and 9 long guns, and an additional 2% own ten or more long 

guns, which means that roughly a th' d f 11 l.r 0 a families ovming more than 

five actually own more than ten. Th d ese ata thus strongly suggest that 

, 



;;) 

- 64 -

TABLE 2-4 

DMI DATA ON NUMBERS OF WEAPONS OWNED (1978) 

Do you have guns of a.ny kind in your home7 

YES 

NO 

REFUSED 

[IF YES] Are there any pistols, revolvers, 
or other handguns in your home7 [IF YES]: 
How many7 

NONE 

ONE 

TWO 

3-4 

5-9 

10+ 

Yes Only 

Refused 

Are there any shotguns or rifles 
in your horne.? [IF YES]: How many? 

NONE 

ONE 

TWO 

3-4 

5-9 

10+. 

"Yes'" 

Refused 

47% 

52% 

1% 

46% 

30% 

8% 

4% 

1% 

1% 

8% 

4% 

29% 

21% 

16% 

5% 

2% 

QUI -.. 
4% 

SOURCE: Decision-Making Information, Inc., Attitudes of the American 
Electorate Toward Gun Control 1978: p. 70. 
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the true midpoint of the range "four or more weapons," as discussed 

above, may be ~ higher than five weapons, or in other words, that 

the "discrepant" Harris-based estimate of 66 million total weapons 

8 
results mostly from an implausibly low guess. 

(iv) Note finally that 12% of the handgun owners and 13% Cif the 

long gun owners did not provide information on the number of weapons 

they owned (shown as "Yes Only" and "Refused" in the table), which 

introduces one additional complication in calculating a total number 

of weapons from these data. 

Our estimate from these data of the total number of weapons in 

private h:mds as of 1978 is based on these assumptions: (i) There are 

75,000,000 total households in the US as of 1978. (ii) The distribution 

of numbers of weapons owned among the "Yes Only" and "Refused'" categories 

is identical to the distribution among persons who actually answered 

the "how many weapons?" question. (iii) The midpoint of the range 

"5-9 weapons" is 7 weapons. And (iv) the midpoint of the range "10 

or more weapor.s" is 12 weapons. Of these four assumptions, only the 

latter is likely to be seriously problematic. If the "10 or more': 

category contains a sizable number of weapons collectors~ as it very 

probably does, and if the average collection contains, say, 25 or more 

firearms, then our assumption about the true midpoint of the "10 or 

more" range (12 weapons) will no doubt be much too low. Lacking any 

useful data on the matte'r, we simply note that these assumptions and 

the data in Table 2-4 then project out to an estimate of 112 million 

total weapons in private hands in 1978, very close to the 106 million 

supply figure calculated in Table 2-2 on the 30-year half-life assump-
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tion and somewhat below the 124 million figure derived from the 50-

year half-life assumption. Thus, just as we concluded earlier that I ' 

the true 1968 figure almost certainly fell between 60 and 100 million, 

so may we conclude that the present (1978) figure probably falls between 

100 and 125 million, or between 100 and 140 million if our figure of 

12,000,000 weapons from fugitive sources is addea in. Here too, one 

should be more impressed by the order-of-nlagnitude agreement across 

methods than by minor discrepancies that reflect nothing more than 

one's initial assumptions. The substantive conclusion is therefore 

that there are probably not less than 100 million, and probably not 

more than 140 million, privately owned firearms in the United States 
. ' 

at the present time. 

The distribution of these private weapons by weapons type has 

been estimated by a large number of observers; two of these estimates 

are shown in Table 2-5. The first is the estimate due to Newton and 

Zimring (1969), ar'ld the second is based on the update of the Newton-

Zimring efforts rep<:)rted in Spiegler and Sweeney (1975). Although 

there is much disagreement in the literat~re over the total number 

of weapons, there is a fair consensus over the relative proportions: 

virtually all studies report percentage distributions very close to 

those shown in Table 2-5. 

Rifles are the most popular type of private weaponry, by a thin 

margin; shotguns are a close second. Approximately two-thirds of the 

total v7eaponry are thus long guns; the remaining third are handguns. 

The available estimates are that there are something on the order of 

30-40 million handguns in the Unite~ States at the present time. 

1 l 
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TABLE 2-5 

DISTRIBUTION OF PRIVATE FIREARMS BY TYPE 

l'968a 

N % 

Rifles 35,000,000 39% 

Shotguns 31,000,000 34 

Handguns 24,000,000 27 

TOTALS 90,000,000 100% 

aS0:URCE: Newton and Zimring, 1969: 6 . 

b 
SOURCE: Spiegler and Sweeney, 1975: 3. 

1974 b 

N 

50,000,000 

45,000,000 

50,000,000 

135,000,000 

% 

37% 

33 

30 

100/~ 

1. 
I 
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Subject to several qualifications discussed in later chapters~ it 

may be assumed that most of the private long guns are m·med and used 

pri.marily for sporting purposes of one or another sort; the same would 

also be true for some fraction of the handguns (see Chapter Three). 

However, "self-defense" is. cited as a reason for owning handguns more 

commonly than any other, and by far the majority of all firearms 

used for criminal or illicit purposes are handguns. For these reasons, 

'most (but n<Jt all) of the debat,e over "gun control~1 has focussed on 

the control of har.dguns. Aside from the approximate total number, 

then, what else '·:10 we know about the existing handgun supply? 

Unfortunately, relatively little. Tables presented earlier in the 

chapter give some rough feel for the distribution of domestics vs. 

imports; roughly three-quarters of the handguns now in private hands 

were manufactured (or aJsembled) in the Unit~d States. Spiegler and 

Sweeney' (1975: 4) have compiled data on calibers for the domestic pro-

duc;:ion of handguns for the years 1973 and 1974; these data are shown 

below as Table 2-6. Revolvers (estJent;i.a,lly, handguns with rotating 

ammunition chambers) are by far the more popular, outnumbering pistols 

(any handgun other than a revolver) hy about 2.5 to 1. Just over half 

of all the handguns (53%) can be classified as "small caliber," namely 

.32 caliber or less; the remainder q.re large-caliber weapons (.38 

caliber or more). According to these data., the most popular handgun 

currently being mCl.nufac.t:ured in the US is a .38 caliber revolver, 

followed closely by a .12 caliber revolver; .357 caliber revolvers and 

.25 caliber pistols are tied for third. So far as we have been able 

to determine, no study of the equivalent distributions among imported 
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TABLE 2-6 

DOMESTIC HANDGUN PRODUCTION BY CALIBER, 1973-l974,a 
--------
Caliber Revolvers Pistols Total % of Total 

1,176,000 34 
.22 854,000 321,000 

436,000 13 
.25 

436,000 

219,000 6 
.32 217,000 2,000 

928,000 27 
.38 879,000 50,000 

72,000 2 
9mm 

72,000 

436,000 13 
.357 436,000 

79,000 2 
.44 79,000 

104,000 3 
.45 21,000 83,000 

3,449,000 100% 
TOTALS 2,486,000 964,000 

% of TOTAL (72%) (28%) (100%) 

aSOURCE: Spiegler and Sweeney (1975~ 4). 
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handguns has ever been done, although there is a recurring surmise 

that most imported handguns are of the small-caliber type. 

Summarizing briefly, the substantive conclusion to this point 

is that there were about 80 million total weapons in the United States 

in 1968, and about 120 million of them in 1978' ~- an increase whose 

In possible causes ar~ considered in the following three chapters. 

passing, it can be noted that all the estimates reported here are sub-

h h est4matc-s commonly supplied by advocates 
stantially ~ t an t e • ~ 

and polemicists on either side of the Great Gun War. 
We have in the 

1 'd out 4n rather precise detail the actual assumptions 
previous pages a~ • 

and calculations on which our guesses are based, and we invite others 

d l 'k' 'It should also be noted who favor different estimates to 0 ~ ew~se. 

11 . h b t 4nterest-... s of both sides to overstate that it is genera Y ~n tees • 

h · f the pro-gun-control forces, that is, the private owners ~p Q guns: 

are interested in the highest possible numbers because they illustrate 

. the extent and .. "urgency" of the "gun problem," in the most d~amat~c way 

and the anti-gun-control forces are interested in the highest possible 

numbelrs because they illustrate most dramatically the number of citizens 

whose rights and prerogatives would be infringed by additional weapons 

regulations. 

Although it would certainly be nice to know the exact figures, and 

h 
. acy even of our order-of-

especially nice to know t e approx~mate accur . 

magnitude figures, these estimates of the total weaponry are no doubt 

more than "close enough" for all practical, that is to say, for all 

PQlicy purposes. 
Whether the true number is "only" 100,000,000, or 

"fully" 140,000,000, the fact remains that "by whatever measure, the 
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United States has an abundance of firearms" (Newton and Zimring, 1978:7). 

It is, in short, the general abundance more than the exact figure that 

defines the relevant policy parameters of the "weapons" issue. The 

parameters in question are these: 

(i) Any effort to curtail the private ownership or use of fire

arms will necessarily affect the lives of about half the families in 

the nation. Such a procedure, in short, would be highly intrusive, 

and in a democratic society, not one to be undertaken lightly. The 

sheer numbers involved make the compliance issue highly salient in 

this context; the same numbers also raise an obvious concer; .abou t 

the potential political opposition that any such mf.:asure might face. 

There is, on the other hand, persuasive evidence that many, perhaps 

most, weapons owners would not object to stricter regulations concern-

ing firearms ownership or use (Wright and Marston, 1975); among non

owners, the proportion who would not object is even higher. (Public 

opinion data relevant to weapons issues are reviewed below in Chapter 

13). So it assuredly cannot be concluded from the evidence on total 

numbe~s that opposition to stricter laws would be intense, only that 

such a possibility exists and that any such law would impinge upon a 

very large fraction of the total popUlation. 

(ii) Any new legislation establishing registration or permit 

mechanisms enacted retroactively so as to cover not only new purchases 

but also to cover weapons currently in private hands will face a 

literal mountain of at least 100,000,000 weapons to be "registered" or 

': perm4tted." Th d" t t' 1 b h • e a m~n~s ra ~ve a ors necessary to process t is 

many firearms are potentially very high. Precise cost estimates, of 

o 
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course, are extremely "iffy." Not all gun owners would comply with 

any such regulation, and while this would raise a serious question 

about the effectiveness of the regulation, it would at least reduce 

the costs. Then too, many of the weapons now in private hands have 

already been "registered" or "permitted" under existing state or local 

laws; Cook (1979b), for instance, estimates that roughly two-thirds 

of the U.S. population live in states where local police are already 

required to check up on a prospective handgun purchaser before the 

sale is actually made. Assuming that some procedure for eliminating 

duplication arid overlap could be devised, such that any weapon already 

registered or licensed would be exempt from a new retroactive provision, 

the total costs would also be substantially lower. Our purpose here, 

however, is not to generate a best-guess estimate of the costs of new 

national gun legislation, but rather only to note that even under the 

most favorable assumptions, the costs will not be trivial. 

(iii) Given the total number of weapons now in private hand$, 

the potential effe~tive lifetime of each weapon, and the evident 

impossibility of confiscating or otherwise removing from use any more 

than a small fraction of them, it is apparent that the potential supply 

of weapons that could 'be used for illicit or criminal purposes is more 

than ample for the next several centuries, even if the world-wide pro-

1 t 1 h 'lt d today Those 100 million duction of new weaponry were comp e e y a e , . 

or so weapons alrea.dy in private hands mean that the hypothetically 

possible "ideal" state of "no guns, therefore no gun crimes" will be 

exceedingly difficult--quite probably impossible--to attain. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. The range among empirically credible estimates of the total number 

of private weapons is, as we discuss below, much narrower. 
Many 

of the "estimates" that appear in print are better described as 

rough guesses or wild surmise. Sherrill offers this comment: "Just 

how many guns are floating around the country is anybody's guess; 
, , h 
experts ave appeared before Congressional committees in recent 

years to estimate everything up to 200 million guns ... The National 

Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence guessed 90 

million in 1969. It' . 
s a guesslng game that depends very much on the 

mood: 
shortly after John Kennedy's assaSSination, a writer for The 

Reporter magazine got carried away and estimated one billion guns 

in America" (1973: 13). 

One of the problems in this area is that while everyone seems 

ready to provide an "estimate," very few of these accounts present 

any description of the methods by which the estimate was obtained. 

A passa&e from Bruce-Biggs (1976: 38) is a case i11 point. "While 

estimates vary widely," our th " 
au or notes, it can be credibly argued 

that there are at least 140 million firearms in private hands in the 

United States today." However, no "credible argument" in favor of 

this figure accompanies the passage; also, there is no footnote to 

the number, no reference to a study" and no description of the basis 

of the 140 million estimate. Based just on what appears in the 

text, this number might well have been pulled from a hat. Note too 

the unjustifiable certainty of the formulation, " ... at least 140 

million," suggesting (wrongly, 
as we discuss below) that the true 
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number is not less than 140 million weapons. In fact, the best 

current evidence suggests 140 million as the plausible upper bound of 

the true number, and the best guess is thus that the true number is 

somewhere below this upper-bound estimate. 

On the topic of "unjustifiable certainty," some mention might also 

be made of what can be called the "problem of significant digits." For 

example, one source reports, in all apparent seriousness, that the total 

a . h U' d C!tates 4S "135,578,778" number of weapons now in private han's ~n t e n~te u ~ 

(Speigler and Sweeney, 1975: 3)--a representation in nine significant 

digits of a number that is, in truth, known only to wit,." 7! ± 20,000,000! 

But unlike the large majority of such estimates, the Spiegler-Sweeney 

number at least has the strong advantage that the methods by which it 

was calculated are also reported in full. 

2. These surplus military weapons and private imports are two of the three 

"great unknowns" in the supply-side estimating equation; the third, 

discussed below, is the rate at which weapons are taken out of use. 

Thus, all supply-side estimates must make assumptions about these three 

quantities or rates. The figure of 12,000,000 surplus military weapons 

is a convenient one for later purposes. Since this figure includes all 

military weapons produced in the period, less the number sold or given 

away to other countries, it represents the absolute upper bound of the 

tot.al number of surplus military weapons available to the private domestic 

market as of 1968. Now, some very large share of these weapons will 

have been lost in combat, abandoned, scrapped, and so on. For purposes 

of some of the calculations undertaken later in this chapter, we make 

the convenient assrnnptions that these losses from the surplus military 
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supply balance out additions through private imports, such that the 

total flow of weapons into the country unaccounted for by production 

and import data is just 12,000,000 weapons. As with all such assump-

tions, this one is very unlikely to be literally true, but is probably 

close enough for our purposes. Another problem. is that the l2-million-

military guns figure counts only U.S.-made weapons. Foreign military 

weapons imported by returning servicement are therefore not included. 

The magnitude of this potential flow is, so far as one can tell, com-

pletely unk~own. 

A major source of "subtraction" out of the potential domestic supply 

is the exportation of U. S. weapons to other countries -- 'an "obvious" 

factor that, nonetheless, has not been considered in previous supply-

side calculations. Data discussed later in the text suggest th'at roughly 

one domestically manufactured firearm in ten is exported to another 

country. There are, so far as we can tell, no available estimates 

of illegal exportation, although at least some exportation of this 

sort can be assumed to occur. 

3. According to Spiegler and Sweeney (1975: 2), "ATF estimates that guns 

annually worn out, destroyed, exported, or seized as contraband total 

about 250,000." Although this estimate is often cited in the literature 

(e.g., Comptroller General, 1978: 18), we have not yet encountered 

any such citation that specifically references an ATF source or publi

cation, so we are unable to confirm how the estimate was constructed 

and, thus, whether. it is reasonable or not. Spiegler and Sweeney are 

of the opinion that :'this figure "Ippears to be too low." On the basis 

of data from three Ohio cities, these authors project that'some 447,000 
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guns are confiscated by municipal police alone, nation-wide, in an 

I ' conf~scations, in turn, are only one of several .average year; po ~ce ~ 

1 

mechanisms through which weapons can be removed feom serviceability. 

Better data than those available to Speigler and Sweeney, reviewed 

in a later chapter, suggest about 260,000 police weapons confiscations 

per year. It is, however, also the case that such confiscations do 

not always "remove" the weapon in question from the potential pri'.l'ate 

f ' t d by pol~ce sometimes turn back up in stock, since weapons con ~sca e ~ 

private hands, through either licit or illicit means. 

Newton and Zimring (1969: 5) report that the useful life of a 

gun ranges bet~veen 10,000 and 100,000 rounds fired. They also note 

I 

4.4 b~ll~on rounds of ammunition were manufactured in that roughly ~ ~ 

1967, which, on an assumption of roughly 100,000,000 weapons, works 

out to an average of about 44 rounds fired per weapon per year. 

on would thus be Taking these figures seriously, the ave~age weap 

expected to last for several hundreds of years. 

How long the average weapon actually lasts, of course, will bea 

4n4 t 4al qual~ty, the rate at which it is fired, ?nd the function of its ~ ~ ~ ~ 

care which it is given. With the possible partial exception of the 

first of these, there is essentially no information available on any 

of these questions. 

As we discuss later, Newton and Zimring make no attempt to correct 

their supply-side data for weaponry taken out of use; their estimate of 

total weaponry is just the simple sum of known production and importa

tion from 1899 to 1968. It seems highly unlikely, however, that much 

turn-of-the-century armament is still serviceable or in use, the assump-
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that all of it remains in use seems bizarre in the extreme. They justify 

this tr~atment with the note that "a firearm can be expected to last 

indefinitely if given proper care" (1969: 5), but this is hardly a 

persuasuve argument. An automobile will also last indefinitely "if 

given proper care." This hypothetical possibility, however, says nothing 

about the care that autos or guns actually receive nor about how long 

the average auto or gun lasts in fact. 

It is, of course, also true that old and dilapidated automobiles 

can, with adequate attention, be restored to functioning, indeed pris-

tine, condition, and the same is true of old guns. Virtually'avery 

firearms buff who has read this material has seen fit to call our at ten-

tion to one or another centuries-old firearm that they or one of their 

acquaintances has restored to serviceable condition. But, to emphasiz~, 

these examples do not address the issue of the average lifetime of 

a private weapon. Whether the "typical" gun owner lavishes the same 

care on his or her firearms that gun buffs lavish on theirs is an open 

empirical question. 

It is always risky to reason by metaphor, but the parallel with 

private automobiles seems potentially informative. Consider: the 

1 purchase price of a new firearm will seldom run to more than several 

hundreds of dollars, whereas the purchase price of a new car runs to 

several thousands. And yet, the average private automobile receives 

indifferent maintenance at best, and the average lifetime of a new 

car cannot be more than ten or fifteen years. Why, then would one 

expect the average firearm to receive better care and maintenance than 

the average automobile? Or to have a substantially longer lifespan? 

I 
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4. Estimates of the total amount of weaponry based on the 1977 version of 

5. 

the figures are therefore somewhat lower than those based on earlier 

compilations of the "same" figures. Spiegler and Sweeney (1975), for 

example, using the earlier figures (the only ones available to them 

as of their writing), show an annual average of about 1.1 million 

imported firearms from 1969 through 1974, vs. the annual average of 

about 958 thousand shown in Table 2-1 (1975: Appendix A). Since we 

have only assumed that the more recently published figures are the 

more accurate ones, prudence might well suggest ,that one split the 

difference, in which case the reasonable guess is that imports have 

been averaging about 1 million new weapons per year. Since imports 

in either case are only about one-fifth or less of the annual domestic 

production, it is clear that these discrepancies in the import figures 

have only modest effects on estimat~es of the total number of weapons 

being added to the market yearly. 

The definitive discussion of ambiguities in the supply-side data, 

especially the import data, is Zimring (1975); see also the following 

chapter. 

Trend data from the surveys on weapons ownership are presented and 

discussed in Chapter Five. There are, as noted in the text, many 

possible sources of ambig~ity in the survey-based estimates, not least 

being the varying definitions that respondents might have in mind when 

asked about "guns." Some fraction of the "private" weapons ownership 

detected by the survey method, we should also note, would not, strictly 

speaking, be "private" but would rather consist of firearms owned for 

occupational purposes (e.g.~ by policemen and other security forces). 
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On this, see Chapter Four. While most credible national surveys show 

ownership proportions very close to 50%, some surveys have found pro

portions as low as 42% and others as high as 59%, which makes it 

virtually certain that the "true proportion" is between 40%0 and 60%. 
One must distinguish, in short, b t e ween matters that would be "(lffen-

sive" or "sensitive" in 11 d we -e ucated liberal circles and matters that 

would be "offensive" or "sensitive" in the circles in which the vast 

majority of common people travel. I d' . n 1scuss1ng our research with 

other academics and social scientists, we have often heard it remarked, 

"I don't know a single person who owns a gun. I " In these circles, 

gun mvne:eship may very well be "socially undesirable," and the few 

gun-owners who travel in these circles may well be embarrassed by 

(or at least sensitive or defensive about) their weaponry. Outside 

these rarefied c 4 rcles h ... ,owever, every other family appears to possess 

a weapon; and in places other than the very largest cities, it is the 

unusual family that does not possess at least one gun. Among the 

masses, in short, weapons ownership is quite evidently not "socially 

undesirable," since~ as we note in the text, half of all families 

freely admit to possessing a weapon when asked. In other words, our 

feeling is that the "social desirability" argument amounts in this 

case to an inappropriate proJ'ect4 0n f h ... 0 t e standards and values of the 

people who write about weapons onto the people who own them. 

All this amply demonstrates what is known in computer science as the 

GIGO principle. G .... GO· f " 
J. 1S an acronym or Garbage In, Garbage Out." 

One's estimate of the total b f . num er 0 pr1vately owned weapons can be 

made to vary by some 40,000,000 weapons simply by substituting one 

set of plausible assumptions for another. G' 1ven the sensitivity of 
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.the final numbers to the assumptions that produce them, any concern 

over "discrepanC'.ies" between methods is premature until 0I1.2 has, to 

the extent por.lsible, researched the assuD.lptions in question. Since 

the indicated research has, for the most part, not been conducted, our 

h · th general agreement across methods, with the presentation emp aS1zes e 

. hall est1·mates are subJ·ect to great fluctua-advance understand1ng t at 

tion as better information becomes available. 

Many discussions of the surface "discrepancy" between supply and 

demand data on weapons ownership are little short of arrogant. Kleck 

(1979a: 895), for example, as note h d the same discrep~ncy that we have 

been discussing in the text; "While the commission's Task Force on 

. report] est1·mated, based on manufacturer's Firearms [the Newton-Zimr1ng 

records and importation data, a stock of about 100 million guns in the 

United States in 1968, estimates derived from the Harris survey itidicate 

1 · d" That, as we have seen, is an accurate only about 66 mil 10n guns owne . 

depiction of the results reported j.n Newton and Zimring. But what do 

these results suggest? In Kleck's view, they suggest that "a substantial 

number of gun owners were lying or 'forgetting' about guns they owned. 

Other national surveys of cours;e faced this same problem" (1979a: 895). 

Even a modest curios1ty about how the Newton-Zimring numbers ,vere pro

duced would caution against such a conclusi?n; Kleck himself acknow

ledges that "the [supply-side] measurement method does not take account 

of losses of firearms due to destruction, misplacement, or deterio-

ration .•. " As our own review adequately demonstrates, there is more 

than. :.:.;rnple reason to conciude that t~e "discrepancy" results more from 

assumptions made about the evidence than from inherent "deficiencies" 
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in either measurement technique. The appropriate conclusion to be 

drawn from the Newton-Zimring discrepancy is thus that all estimates 

(of any parameter) are highly sensitive to the assumptions from which 

they are derived. Yet neither Kleck nor any other commentator on the 

"discrepancy," so far as we can determine, has advanced such a reason-

abl~ and informative conclusion; rather, here and in most other accounts, 

the "discrepancy" is resolved by the offhand slander that many people 

lie to survey interviewers. Such a conclusion, to emphasize, is not 

indicated by any evidence of which we are aware; it is little more 

than a pointless insult to the honesty of the American population. 

Phrasing the conclusion more precisely, the DMI data confirm that 

as of 197.8., the average number of weapons mmed by families mming 

four or more of them was substantially greater than five weapons. 

The equivalent average as of 1968" is baSically unknown, the calculation 

d2pending entirely on a guess about the midpoint of the "4+" range. 

There is strong inferential evidence, reviewed in Chapter Five, that 

this critical average--the average number owned by families owning 

at least one--may have itself increased substantially oVler the decade. 

Given this possibility, it would obviously be unwise to make inferences 

about the 1968 value on the basis of 1978 data. 

, 



f I 

- 82 - :; 

CHAPTER THREE 

RECENT TRENDS IN WEAPONS OWNERSHIP: 

1. SPORT AND RECREATIONAL DEMAND 

The Trend in Weapons Supply 

Since the total number of weapons now in private hands is known 

only very approximately (~ some 20,000,000 weapons), it follows that 

knowledge about trends in that number is even less reliable. There 

is a fairly uniform consensus among all observers that the total 

amount of private weaponry has increased in recent years, but estimates 

of the magnitude of the increase are, for obvious reasons, as variable 

as estimates of the total numbers. Our best guess about the total 1968 

+ number, based on calculations in the previous chapter, is ~ 80 - 20 

million weapons; our best guess about the current (1978) number is ~ 120 ± 

20 million weapons. Taking these figures seriously, the tot,al trend 

over the past decade would therefore amount to something between 0 and 

80,000,000 "new" weapons. The first problem one encounters in trying 

to analyze the weapons trend, in shor~, is that there is very little 

trustworthy tnformation on just how extensive it has been. 

Trend data on production and imports for the. period 1900-1968 are 

given in New'ton and Zimring (1969: Table 4-1). Between 1900 and 1948, 

an average of about 10 million firearms per decade (or roughly 1 million 

firearms per year) were added to the domestic supply. In the next 

decade (1949-1958), the figure roughly doubled (to about 20,000,000), 

and the~ increased by yet another 10 million (to roughly 30,000,000) 

in the decade 1959 to 1968. By far the largest increases, especially 

during the 1960's, were in handgun production and imports. And it is 
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the handgun increase in particular that lead Newton and Zimring to 

speak of the "domestic arms buildup." 

The upturn in handaun supply during the decade of the 1960's was 

apparently quite pronounced. According to Newton and Zimring (1969: 

Table 4-1), total production and imports of handguns averaged roughly ~-

2.7 million sidearms per decade up through 194~Jumped to~~ 

for the decade 1949-1958, and jumped even more sharply, to 10.2 million, 

between 1959 and 1968. 
During the 1960's then, the total domestic supply 

of handguns apparently increased by about 1 million such guns each 
yea~. 

The more recent production and import figures, covering the ten 

years since t~e Newton-Zimring compilation, show no abatement whatever 

of these long-term trends; on the contrary, they show an acceleration 

(Table 2-1). The projections undertaken in the previous ch~~er suggest 

that between 1969 and 1978, as many as 65 million zew ~ve tans may have 

been added to the' d m t' 1 ~li' o es J.C supp y, rougniY,~t e number added during 

the previous decade. All evidence from the production and import figures 

therefore converges on the conclusJ.·on th t th t 1 b a e \'0. anum er of ~veapons 

available to the private US market is substantially higher at present 

than at any previous point in American history. 

This, it appears, is especially true of the total handgun supply. 

The update of handgun production and import figures (Table 2-1, above) 

shows roughly 2.4 million additional handguns available on the market 

each year (on average) since 1969, which gives a total increase of 

some 24 million handguns since the original Newton-Zimring report. 

Possibly more accurate data, shown below in Table 3-1, give an average 

annual increase of about 1,994,000 hand~uns. Over the last decade, then, 
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the gross increase in supply has been in the range of 20-25 million 

handguns. Interestingly, this is about the same as Newton and Zimring's 

estimate of the total number of handguns introduced into the U§ market 

from 1899 to 1968. It wouid thus appear that the total gross number 

of handguns available in the US has roughly doubled in the decade since 

the passage of the Gun Control Act of 1968, assuming, of course, that 

none of the pre-1968 handguns have since been taken out of use (an 

unlikely assumption). 

The provisions of the 1968 legislation are discussed more fully '. 

in Chapter 14, below. In the main, the Gun Control Act of that year 

was designed to deal with interstate firearms commerce and with fire-

arms importation, Although the actual legislative intent is somewhat 

unclear (see Cook, 1979b), the implementation of the 1968 legislation 

in essence amount!ad to a ban on imports of cheap, low-quality handguns, 

the so-called Saturday Nite Specials. This ban, however, did not 

extend to the importation of most of the parts from which such handguns 

are assembled., and it also did not extend to the domestic manufacture 

or assembly of such weapons. 

Efforts to evaluate the effects of the 1968 legislation on the 

total handgun supply are hampered mos.t of all by the lack of adequate 

time-series supply data CZimring, L975), especially as regards imported 

weap~ns, the major focus of the Act, Zimring notes that two Federal 

agencies now maintain data on handgun imports: the Bureau of the 

Census and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms. Since 1969, 

both agencies have published estimates of handgun imports, and in the 
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five reporting years betl,Teen 1969 and 1973 , the average discrepancy 

between estimates was 162 thousand handguns (Zimring, 1975: Table 4), 

The ATF estimates, moreover, are always higher than the Census estimates, 

and the magnitude of the discrepancy is larger irl more recent years. 

(In 1973, for example, the Census estimates a total of 309 thousand 

imported handguns, whereas the BATF estimate for the same year is 901 

thousand.) One certainly hopes, along with Zimring, that "the two 

federal agencies in charge of compiling these data might attempt to 

resolve such a glaring discrepancy" (1975: 168), 

Table 3-1 shows "best guesses" for handgun production and importa

tion from 1960 to 1976,' the fl.'gures dl.'ffer 1 sightly from those shown 

serl.OUS way. Given the earlier in Table 2--1, but not in any ma]' or or ' 

wide discrepancies in the data bases, none of h t e values reported in 

the table can be taken entirely seriously, but they do adequately indi-

some crude feel" for the cate the rough magnitudes and give at least " 

effects of the 1968 legislation. 

These data sustain several reasonably obvious conclusions, First, 

~t is apparent that the 1968 legislation responded to a real and genuine 

problem .. Between 1960 and 1968, the annual importation of handguns 

increased by some 900%o--up f 128 000 rom , imported handguns in 1960 to 

about 1.2 million imports in 1968. To speak of these handguns "flooding 

the ;domestic market" is therefore no exaggeration. Secondly, imports 

of handguns in the year immediately followl.'ng the legislation, and in 

every year since, were drastically lower than the all-time high figure 

registered for 1968: from a 1968 base figure of 1.3 'II' ml. l.on, imports 

of handguns dropped to only 35!~ .000 in 1969, to only 254,000 in 1970, 
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TABLE 3-1 

HANDGUN PRODUCTION AND IMPORTS, 1960-1976 (IN THOUSANDS) 

1960 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 

Domestic 
1,367

b 
1,394b 1,421b 

1,667b 1,609b 
Production 475a 666a 700a 926a 1,259a 1,71Sa 2,024a 

Imports 128a 347
a 

5l3
a 

747
a 1,155a 

3S4c 254c 352c 366c 605c 259a 462a 

TOTAL 603 1,0l3 1,2l3 1,673 2,414 1,721 1,648 1,773 2,033 2,214 1,974 2,486 

aSOURCE: Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1975 (p. 156) and 1977 (p. 175). 

bSOURCE: Zimring, 1975: Table 5. 

cSOURCE: Zimring, 1975: Table 4. 
(Census)estimates. 

. 
\ 

Numbers in all cases are tbe numerical average of high (ATF) and low 
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and these imports have averaged only about 365,000 per year since the 

1968 legislation, about a third of the 1968 figure. These data suggest 

that the Gun Control Act of 1968 did achieve, at least in some substan-

tial part, its objective of stemming the flow of "cheap imported hand-

guns" into the domestic market; as Zimring says, the effect on handgun 

imports was "immediate and substantial" (1975: 169). 

There was, however, very little effect on the total annual increase 

in the handgun supply. Much of the 1969-and-following losses from the 

import flow have been compensated by increases in domestic handgun 

production (and assembly). Total "new" handguns coming onto the market 

in the years 1969-1972 were indeed somewhat lower than the peak 1968 

figure, but since 1973, the number of new handguns yearly has averaged 

~ 2.2 million, more than 90% of the 1968 value. The overall effect of 

the 1968 legislation, then, was apparently not so much to reduce the 

total numbers of handguns available, but to cause some substitution of 

domestic for importeu arms. And much of this "substitution" may well 

have amounted to cheap handguns assembled by foreign.workers from 

foreign parts being replaced by cheap handguns assembled by American 

workers from foreign parts (Comptroller General, 1978: 4). Staring at 

Table 3-1, one gets the unmistakable impression that the 1968 legislation 

was something of a boon to the domestic arms industry, but probably 

little else. Despite the 1968 legislation, the best available data 

suggest that handguns are still being added to the US market at the 

approximate gross rate of two to two and a half million per year. And 

this, of course, is in addition to the annual growth in long gun supply, 

1 which has been averaging about 4 million weapons per year. 
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Where have all these "new" weapons gone? What are the sources 

of the increased firearms eman. d d ? What do the trends and their sources 

reveal about the nature of private weaponry in the United States today? 

These and a range of closely related issues constitute the subject 

matter of this and the next two chapters. 

The recent sharp upturn in weapons manufacturing and importation 

has been the occasion for much anxious hand-wringing in pro-gun-control 

circles. Even the phrases used to refer to the trend are typically 

alarmist: "the flood of guns," "the domestic arms buildup," "the 

domestic arms race," and so on. One author (Clotfelter, 1977) speaks 

of the "almost breathtaking increase in the stock of handguns." The 

1 drawn ;n these sources to the international arms persistent ana ogy ~ 

race is presumably intentional: the imagery is often that th~ American 

population is arming itself for some sort of impending showdown. Just 

who the contending parties in this "showdown" will be is seldom made 

explicit, such matters being left to the reader's imagination, but 

the customary insinuation is that the parties: in ques~ion are socially 

or ideologically defined: whites are arming themselves for a war against 

blacks, the "straights" are arming for combat against the counter-

culturals, the victims (real or potential) are getting ready to shoot 

it out with the violent offenders, and so on. 

The range of speculations implied in these accounts can be referred 

to, with due apologies to Hunter S. Thompson, as the "fear and loathing" 

. hypothesis--namely, that the recent weapons trend is rooted, ultimately, 

in rising fears and anxieties about crime~ unrest, rebellion, civil 

disorders, and the related pathologies' of modern, especially urban, life. 
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This hypothesis has been advanced by a number of authors and has been 

the object of at least some research; the relevant studies are revietved 

later in Chapter Five. In advance, however, we note that the surface 

plausibility of the hypothesis depends on an extraordinarily uncharitable 

depiction of the motives and psychology of a very substantial fraction 

of the American population. Taken to its extreme, the "fear and loath-

ing" hypothesis suggests that tens of millions of Americans have, in 

the past ten years, gone out and purchased a firearm in the antid.pation 

of possibly having to shoot somebody for some reason someday. 
Unchari-

table or not, this may well have been the case, and certainly, little 

purpose is served in prejudging the issue. However, one would normally 

insist on very powerful evidence before advancing such a condemnatory 

conclusion, and one would also normally insist that all possible alter

native explanations be given their due. In the following chapters, then, 

we give as much credence as the evidence allows to alternative hypotheses 

about the weapons trend, just because the "fear and loathing" explana-

tion has such awesome and troubling implications. 

Household Increase 

Crudely, our focus in the ensuing trend analysis is on the decades 

of the 1960's and 1970's, the period of most rapid growth in firearms 

supply; most of the analysis focusses specifically on the most recent 

decade, the period between the initial compilation of weapons data by 

Newton and Zimring (1969) and the present. It is thus worth emphasizing 

that the size of the American population, and in particular, the number 

of U. S. households, grew' quite substantially during this period, and 

t, 
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that raw compilations of production and import data (such as those in 

Tables 2-1 and 3-1, above) are typically not normed to take this increase 

into account. 

k b N t and Zim.ring are based on The 1968 projections underta en y. ewon 

h ld P· artly due to an increase a total of just over 60,000,000 US house 0 s. 

to an increase in the rate of housein population siz~, and partly due 

number of US households at present is just about hold formation, the 

The d-lfference (15,000,000 "new" households) represents 75,000,000. ... 

a 25% increase over the va ue. 1968 1 The implication is that the 

firearm supply would also have to have increased by som~ similar 

h averaa, e "densityll of ;::.rmament among U.S. proportion in orde~ for t e ~ 

. d 2 families to remain constant in this per~o . 

As noted above, the number of IInew" weapons :that need 1;0 be 

accou.nted for in a trend analysis lies somewhere between none and 80 

mill:Lon. 1 take the midpoint of that range as For convenience, et us 

d t unt for a,bout 40,000,000 the correct value, in which case we nee 0 acco 

. Tll-1S -Is rather fewer than the 65,000,000 fi&ure suggeste "new" weapons. ... ... 

Ta~le 2-1 and the above discussion, but the 65 by the projections from u 

million figure represents oaly the gross increase in supply; to achieve 

we have to subtract from the gross figure a measure of the net increase, 

taken ou t of use during the period, including the number of ~.,eapons 

the fraction (roughly 10%) that is exported to other countries. (Some 

share of the new supply, in other wor s, mus d t be seen as ':rep' cement" 

supply for weapons that were "decommissioned" during the decade and 

some share was marketed e sew ere. ... 1 h ) S-Ince 80 million is our "best 

guess" value for the total number of weapons in 1968, and 120 million 
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our "best guess" for 1978, then the difference, 40 million "new" weapons, 

is our "best guess If las to ~;he total weapons increase. 

These numbers in mind, a simple calculation gives the amount by 

which the total weapons supply would have to have increased just to 

keep pace with the increasing number of households. in the period. Since 

the rate of increase in th~ number of households was about 25% between 

1969 and 1978, then the initial 1968 supply of weapons (80,000,000) 

would also have had to increase by 25%, or in short, by some 20,000,000 

weapons. Another way to look at these numbers is that the first twenty 

million "net" weapons (Le., those over'and beyond the "replacement II 

weapons) produced or imported between 1969 and 1978 would be absorbed 

just among "new" households, assuming, of course, that rates of weapons 

ownership (and average numbers of weapons owned) would be the same 

for both If
new" and "old" households. (That weapons ownership is not 

correlated with age tends to support this assumption; see Chapter Six, 

below.) The conclusion, then, is that perhaps as much as half ni the 

If trend" in weaponry over the past decade is only a refiection of growth 

in the number of U.S. households. The true growth in supply net of 

the replacement proportion and net of that portion due just to household 

increase would therefore apparently amount t'o some 20 million, rather 

than some 40 million, or 65 million weapons. 

On the other hand, even conservative projections show an increase 

in weapons supply substantially in excess of the 20,000,000 or so "new" 

weapons necessary to supply "new" families; the total growth has been 

roughly twice the growth attributable just to household increase. 

Growth in the number of households to be supplied is thus an important 

" ~.,.." _~ '0% _~ __ ~ ____ ~_ , 
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part, but assuredly not the whole, of the weapons trend story. 

These corrections in the trend for household growth can, of course, 

be applied to the type-specific trends as well as to the total (Table 

3-2). The numerical values shown are taken directly from Table 2-5, 

above; the 1968 numbers are as reported in Newton and Zimring, and the 

"actu~l present values" are taken from the update of the Newton-Zimring 

numbers reported in. Spiegler and Sweeney (1975). The "predicted present 

values" are calculated simply by adding 25% in each case to the observed 

1968 values; the "excess" values are simply the diffe,:ences between "pre-

dieted" and "actual" prcF,lent values. 

These "corr-ections" for household growth leave an excess of 22.5 

million "new" weapons to be accounted for by other factors. This is 

the net growth in weapons supply over and above that necessary to keep 

pace with household growth. In the total, this represents a net growth 

of 25% in weapons supply over the 1968 values. As the table amply shows, 

this 25% net growth has two very distinctive componen~s: a long gun 

component, whose growth was-rather less than the total growth, and a 

handgun component, whose growth was sharply higher than the total 

growth. The excess present handguns amount to 42% of the 1968 value, 

vs. 18% and 20% respectively for the excesses in rifles and shotguns. 

W@ may thus agree, with many observers, thrit the growth in handgun supply 

over the last decade has been substantial and quite disproportionate to 

the total growth in households. 

Once household growth has been discounted, then, the evidence 

suggests that a trend analysis needs to account for some 12-13 million 

excess long guns, and some 10 million excess handguns, over the last 

ten years. 
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TABLE 3-2 

THE WEAPONS TREND BY WEAPONS TYPE, DISCOUNTED FOR 

GROWTH IN NUMBER OF US HOUSEHOLDS 

(in millions of weapons) 

Type 1968 Predicted b Actual Excess as a % a Value Present Value Present Value c 
Excess d 

of 1968 Value 
Rifles 35 43.75 50 6.25 18% Shotguns 31 38.75 45 6.25 20% ~1G'ndguns 24 30.00 40 10.0 42% 
TOTALS 90 112.5 135 22.5 25% 

aNewton and Zimring, 1969: 6. 

b = the 1968 value + 25%. 

cSOURCE: Spiegler and Sweeney, 1975: 3. 

d 
= dif ference be tv7een rrpredic ted" and "ac tual" present values. 

e 

e This column expresses 
value, and is thus 
discounted for the 

the excess weapons as a percentage 
a measure of net percentage growth in 
growth in numbers of families. 

of the initial 1968 
the weapons supply as 

~~_,...,......-c,_~~. 
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Sport and Recreation Demand 

Newton and Zimring, and most other commentators, acknowledge that 

at least some share of the trend reflects nothing more ominous than an 

increase in the popularity of sporting and recreational acti~iti~s 

requiring firearms. As with the production of guns, for example, the 

production of clay pigeons approximately doubled during the 1960's; 

membership in trap and skeet shooting clubs also doubled during the 

same period (Newton and Zimring, 1969: 20). As they also point out, 

the percentage increase in expenditures for sporting weaponry and ammuni-

tion between 1960 and 1966 ~72%) was almost exactly the same as the 

percentage increase in expenditures on fishing equipment and.tackle in 

the same period. Some non-trivial fraction of the "domestic arms 

buildup," in short, apparently reveals more about leisur~ time prefer-
i 

ences and pursuits than it reveals about the "fear and loathing" of 1-

\, 

'I 
the American population. 

In general, the growth of interest in outdoor recreation over the 

past several years has been rather extraordinary. Some sense of t -'e 

magnitude of this trend is imparted in Table 3-3, which reports time-

series data from the Statistical Abstract on various outdoor sporting 

activities and expenditures from the early 1960's to the present. In 

1960, a~3 an example, there were some 79 million visits tqthe National 

Park system; by 1970; the figure had more than doubled to 172 million 

visits; and in the six years following, the visitation figure rose to 

268 million, about three and a half times the number of visits registered 

in 1960. Visits to state parks show an equivalent trend in the period, 

having approximately doubled between 1960 and 1975. Between 1970 and 

1975 alone, annual expenditures on recreation of all forms increased 

Y I 
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1960 

1. Visits to the 
Nat'l Park System 
(x 105;l 79.2 

2. Visits to 
State }'arks 
(x 10') 259 

3. Total Recreation 
Expenditures 
(x $109) 17.9 

4. Fishing Licenses 
Sold (x 10 6) 23.3 

5. Hunting Licences 
Sold (x 10 E) 

6. Federal Duck 
Stamps (x 10 6) 

7. Sport Fishermen 

18.4 

1.6 

and Hunting (x 10 6) 30.4 

8. Recreational 
Vehic.1es Sold 
(x 10 ) 

aData for 1967 

b 
Data for 1961 
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TABLE 3-3 

TRENDS IN OUTDOOR RECREATION 

1965 1970 1972 1973 1974 1975 

121.3 172.0 211.6 215.6 217.4 238.8 

391
a 

483 566 

25.9 41.0 49.1 55.2 60.8 66.0 

25.0 31.1 33.0 33.5 34.3 34.7 

19.4 22.2 22.2 23.3 25.1 25.9 

1.6 2.1 2.4 2.2 2.0 2.2 

:32.9 36.3 

192.8 472.0 747.5 752.5 529.2 552.0 

SOURCE: Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1977: 
237, 643. pp. 232, 234, 235, 

I .. ,...-~~~,,-,-.---

1976 

267.7 

656.3 
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by some 25 billion dollars. The annual growth in hunting and fishing 

licenses issued is much less spectacular but nonetheless substantial: 

between 1970 and 1975, for example, the number of fishing licenses 

issued annually increased by about 3.6 million, and the number of hunt

ing licenses, by about 3.7 million. 3 Note finally the trends in sales 

of so-called recreational vehicles--mocltly campers and motor homes. 

Sales of these vehicles peaked just prior to the Arab oil embargo of 

1973 and have been down noticeably ever since. Still, in 1976, some 

656,000 of these vehicles were sold in the US market, ten times the 

number sold in 1961. All available indicators therefore suggest that 

the decade of the 1970's has witnessed a continuation, and in some 

cases an unmistakable acceleration, of the growth trends in outdoor 

recreation activities noted by Newton and Zimring for the decade of 

the 1960's. 

All of the trends shown in Table 3-3 exceed that which would be 

expected just on the basis of population growth, even the relatively 

modest annual increases in hunting licenses issued. Trends in hunting, 

net of the general trend in population, are shown in Table 3-4. Note 

that since hunting licenses are issued to individuals, not to families, 

the appropriate norm in this discussion is the growth in total popula-

tion, not the growth in total number of households, as in the earlier 

discussion. 

For purposes of this table, we have created a measure of "Total 

Hunters" by summing, for each year, the number of hunting licenses 

issued and the number of Federal duck stamps sold. In raw numbers, 

the numl:>er of "total hunters," thus defined, increased by 3.8 million 

hunters bet'oleen 1970 and 1975. from 24.3 to 28.1 million. The last 
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line of the table expresses these values as a rate per 1,000 population; 

as shown, the number of hunters per 1,000 population also increased 

between 1970 and 1975, from 119 per thousand 4 n 1970 • to 132 per thousand 

in 1975. 

Table 3-4 permits us to calculate the amount by which the number 

of total hunters increased beyond that which would be expected just on 

the basis of population growth. In 1970, for example, the observed 

"hunter rate" was 119 per thousand. H d h' a t ~s rate remained constant, 

then the total number of hunters in 1975 would be 119/1,000 x 213 

million = 25.4 million, the "predicted" number of 1975 hunters. The 

observed value for 1975, in t . 28 con rast, ~s .1 million hunters, an 

excess over the five years of 2.7 million hunters. This suggests that 

the number f" "h o new unters (hunters in excess of that predicted from 

population growth alone) has averaged about 540,000 per year, or in 

other words, even discounting population growth, some half million 

additional individuals per year have taken up hunting. For the whole 

of the decade 1969 through 1978, then, approximately 5.4 million "excess" 

hunters have been added (540,000 excess each year over a total of ten 

years). If we assume that each of these new hunters outfits himself 

or herself with one and only one long gun, then these figures indicate 

that about 5.4 million of the total net growth of 12.5 million excess 

long guns, or about 43%, can be attributed just to the increase in 

hunters over the decade, leaving about 7,000,000 "new" long guns to 

account for through other factors. 

These projections, moreover, are doubtlessly 't 
qu~-e conservative, for 

a number of reasons. F4 r t th f 
... S" e measure 0 total hunters is in truth 

a measure of total legal hunters (i. e., ,a measure of hunting licenses 
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TABLE 3-4 

TRENDS IN NUMBER OF HUNTERS PER 1,000 POPULATION, 1960-1975 

In Hillions 
Raw Data 

1960 1970 1975 

Number of Hunting Licenses 18.4 22.2 25.9 

1.6 2.1 2.2 
Number of Duck Stamps 

TOTAL IIHUNTERS II 20.0 24.3 28.1 

TOTAL POPULATION 180 204 213 

Hunters/l,OOO population 111 119 132 

SOURCE: Statistical Abstract, 1977: Tables 10 and 389. 

Hunting data are the same as in Table 3-3 above. 
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and duck stamps issued). The number of people who hunt without a 

license, and the trend in the number, are obviously unknown, but it is 

at least possible that the growth in unlicensed hunting has exceeded 

the growth in licensed hunting, and if that were the case, then the 

share of the total trend attributable to increased hunting would be 

even higher than the 42% figure calculated above. 

Secondly, our proj ec tion of 5.4 million line,." long guns due to 

IInew" hunters is based on the assumption that each hunter is equipped 

with one and only one long gun. Since each hunter must have at least 

one gun, this too is obviously a conservative estimate; at least some 

4 hunters will outfit themselves with two or more guns. The best and 

most recent evidence on numbers of weapons owned (the 1978 DMI survey 

mentioned in Chapter Two) suggests that the average number owned by 

families bwning at least one weapon is something more than 3 weapons 

(precisely, 3.17); among families who own weapons and hunt, th2 average 

may well be higher. 5 If "new" hunters ar-tlled themselves at the average 

rate for all families owning at least one weapon, then the increase 

in demand for weaponry due to "new" hunters between 1968 and 1978 

would be roughly 16.2 million weapons. This would amount to all of the 

net growth in long guns (12.5 million) and some 40-50% of the net growth 

in handguns (10 million) as well. Indeed, if the total excess weaponry 

is in fact 22.5 million weapons (as calculated in Table 3-2), and each 

"new" hunter armed himself or herself at the average rate of 3 weapons 

each, then the growth in demand due just to these "new" hunters would 

amount to about 72% of the net growth in supply of weapon~ of all types . 
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The idea that each "new" hunter would arm up with more than one 

weapon is by no means inconceivable. A rifle is an appropriate hunting 

weapon for some game (squirrels and deer, for example, are hunted with 

rifles), but shotguns are necessary for other game (for example, all 

bird hunting of any sort is done with shotguns, and fast-moving small 

game, such as rabbits, are also usually hunted with shotguns). A 

hunter wishing to shoot, say, s~uirrels and game birds would therefore 

require at least one rifle and at least one shotgun for the task. As 

the kinds of game to be hunted increase, the amount of necessary weaponry 

also increases. A deer rifle, for example, is virtually use+ess for 

hunting squirrels; a small-caliber rifle that would be used to hunt 

squirrels, likewise, would be virtually useless in hunting deer. In 

the same vein, larger shotguns (12 gauge or 16 gauge) ?re necessary 

for game bird hunting, whereas smaller shotguns (20 gauge or 4l0-gauge) 

are more appropriate for game such as rabbit. A hunter who chose, for 

example, to hunt deer, squirrel, rabbit, and pheasant (four of the more 

commonly hunted animals) would find it convenient to own at least four 

different guns. The idea that each "new" hunter would arm up with at 

least one rifle and one shotgun is therefore not implausible, in which 

case the demand for "new" long guns posed by "new" hunters works out 

to about 10.8 million, 86% of the 12.5 million gun excess. 

Also, although handguns are not often used to hunt game, they some-

times are; and even if they are seldom used by hunters to take game, they 

are. nonetheless, often carried by hunters and other outdoors sports per-

sons along with long guns, typically for use against the snakes that one 

sometimes encounters when traipsing through the woods. In some respects, 

a quality sidearm is part of the standard regalia for the de rigeur 
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sportsman, and thus falls in the same class of objects as a good hunt-

ing knife, a hunting jacket, an ammunition belt, and the related super-

fluities that no serious huntsman would ever be without, Thus, the 

idea that "new" hunters also account for at least some share of the 

1., r i h d d d' 1 t b t t h' 'bl 6 nc ease n an gun em an 1.S a so no, y any s re c ,1.nconce1.va e. 

The preceeding depicts hunting mainly as a leisure or recreational 

activity, but not all hunting is appropriately characterized in this 

fashion. For some, rather, hunting is an activity that generates 

"income in kind," or in other \Vords, an activity undertaken to augment 

the family's protein supply. There is, in fact, some evidence to 

suggest that "meat hunters" (persons who hunt primarily for the food) 

7 are the modal type (Kellert, 1978.) In this study, conducted for 

the US Fish and ~vildlife Service, meat hunters represented some 44% of 

all the persons in the sample who had hunted in the previous five 

years. !'Sports hunters" were the second largest category, representing 

39% of the total; these are the people who hunt primarily because it 

gets ~hem out of doors and affords them an opportunity to display 

their marksmanship and outdoors prowess. Finally, there are what 

Kellert calls the "nature hunters," representing the final 17%, who 

hunt primarily for inner-directed, virtually mystical, reasons; as 

one of them, quoted by Kellert, expresses it, "It's death that makes 

the spark of life glow most brightly, measure for measure." These 

findings suggest that perhaps no more than about half of all hunting 

is appropriately characterized as "recreational." The remainder 

apparently has more utilitarian motivations. 

In this vein, it should also be pointed out that, while it is 

possible to spend very large sums of money on high-quality hunting 
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weapons, perfectly serviceable weaponry can be purchased for very 

modest amounts. Current winter catalogues for both Sears and Pe'nney's, 

for example, list several models of rifles and shotguns that retail 

for less than $100; both also show a single-shot .22 caliber rifle 

(of the sort that might be used, for instance, to hunt squirrels) that 

retails for less than $35. Ammunition is also relatively inexpensive; 

a box of .22 caliber "longs," useful for small game, retails for less 

than $3. Hunting licenses rarely cost more than $10. If one did not 

care about being a truly stylish hunter and went about it as cheaply 

as possible, it appears that one could start from scratch and purchase 

an entire season of, say, squirrel hunting--weapon, ammunition, and 

license--for less than $50. This sum is substantially less, for 

example, than what the average skier would expect to spend in one week-

end on the slopes, much less than what a serious flyfisher would expect 

to pay for a decent graphite rod, very much less than the price of a 

snowmobile, and so on. If one were interested in gE:::tting outdoors and 

actually doing something once there, hunting appears to be potentially 

one of the cheaper wayS to do it. 8 

The relatively small sums of money necessary to take up hunting, 

and the evidence from Kellert that much of it is undertaken mainly to 

procure food, suggest that at least part of the recent increase in 

hunting, and the corresponding increase in demand for weaponry, may 

be attributable to many of the same factors that have recently sparked 

interest in vegetable gardens and wood stoves, namely, the decay of 

the domestic economic situation. Growing vegetables, heating with 

wood, and hunting for meat are all "labor intensive" activities, requir-
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ing relatively modest i 'ti 1 i n~ a c!ap taJ. outlays, whose results make at 

least some difference in a famj.ly's 11 overa financial circumstances in 

troubled economic times. All three activities also have direct "use 

value," that is, tbey are i t i . 
n r ns~cally enjoyable leisure-time pursuits, 

whether they "bear fruit" or not. It is thus possible that some 
(possibly large) share of h " t e domestic arms buildup" is only a 

utilitarian response to a d ecaying domestic economy. 

Hunting is the most common., 
but by no means the only, sporting 

activity requiring fi 
rearms; others include target shooting, gun col-

lecting, skeet and t h rap sooting, and so on. The trend data on hunting 

are at best thin, but published tr~nd data on 
other sporting Uses of fir€:

except for the few fragments compiled by 
arms are practically nonexiste:n.t, 

Newton and Zimring (1969). 
Thus, any effort t d' o ~scount the overall 

weapons trend for sporting f 
uses 0 firearms other than hunting is a 

very inferential and perilous activity. 
However, there is at least 

enough information t ' 
o p~ece together a rough guess 

about the approximate 
magnitudes. 

In this case, the relevant ' 
information is taken from the 1978 DMI 

survey. One of th 't e ~ ems in I:he survey, asked of gun 
owners only, read 

as follows: "I h ave a list of reasons why people own guns. 
Please listen 

while I read it d 
an then tell me the most important reason ~ have a 

gun.': Results obtained from j'his it 
. em are discussed more fully in a later 

chapter. For present purposes, we note 
that 54~~ oi' the gun owners who 

answered the question 
gave hunting as the most important reason; 10% 

said target shooting, 7% 
o indi(!ated gun collect-lng, d • an the remainder 

gave a variety of th : o er non-sJ)orting ( mostly self-defense) answers. 
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The total sporting responses other than hunting were therefore 17%, and 

this is just about a third of the proportion who mentioned hunting 

specifically. From this it can be inferred that the total number of 

persons engaged in shooting sports other than hunting is about a third 

the total number of hunters. If, in turn, our Table 3-4 guess about 

the total number of hunters is correct (28.1 million in 1975), then 

there would have been about 9.4 million additional firearms sports

persons (collectors included) in the same year, etc. 

Again, we can use these numbers to project an "excess" of sports 

shooters and collectors. In order to make such a projection, we assume 

that the disproportionate rate of increase (over population growth) 

ob$erved for hunting was matched by an exactly equivalent net rate of 

increase in other gun sports. If this was the case, and all the other 

necessary assumptions are also met, then vs'e would guess that in 1970, 

there wer~ 8.1 million non-hunting sports shooters or collectors (1/3 

of the 24.3 million hunters estimated for the same year). This amounts 

to '" 39.7 per 1,000 population in 1970. At the same rate, the "pre-

dieted" number of sports shooters and collectors in 1975 would have 

been about 8.5 million (39.7/1000 x 213 million population), whereas 

the direct calculation of this number showed about 9.4 million (one-

third the observed number of 1975 hunters). These calculations--

although admittedly very "iffy"--therefore suggest an excess of some 

900,000 sports shooters over five years, or an excess of some 1.8 million 

over the whole ten-year period from 1968 to the present. Again, assuming 

one and only one gun per each of these excess sports shooters or collec~ 

tors, the net growth in this category would account for some 8% of the 
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total net increase in weapons supply of all sorts (1.8 million divided 

by the total net excess of 22.5 million = 8%). 

\-lhl.le it can be assumed that most (but not all) of the "new" hunting 

demand would be concentrated in the long gun category, the same cannot 

be assumed about the "new" demand for weaponry for gun sports other 

than hupting. The DJ'.n materials discussed above are presented in two 

parts: one part showing the responses for all gun owners (results from 

which were mentioned above), and a second part showing responses for 

handgun owners only (as discussed in footnote 6). The proportion of 

handgv41 owners mentioning "target shooting" as the primary ownership 

reason was 17%. close to twice the 10% figure registered for all gun 

owners irrespective of type, Likewi$e, the proportion mentioning "gun 

collection" among h2I1::i5Un owners was 14%, or t~.,ice the 7:~ figure re

gistered for all gun owners. From this, it can be safely inferred 

that some substantial share of the "new" gun de.manei posed by "new" 

non-hunting sportspersons would definitely be a handgun demand, or in 

other words, that some share of the exce~s handguns as reported in 

Table 3-2 has been absorberJ.· by net growth' th h' ~n e non- unt~ng gun sports. 

Consider, for exarnr"le, the matter of handgun collections. Collecting 

handguns is evidently a rather popular activity. According to the DMI 

survey, 23% of the nation's familie;s possess a handgun, and of these 

families, l~% mention IIcollecting" as the primary reason. Thus, some 

3.2% of the nation's families (.23 x .14 = .032) would qualify as 

"handgun collectors" by these,admittedly rough standards. Working 

from a base of 75 million familie~: 'this figure gives 2.4 million 

handgun collectors as of 1978. ~or obvious reasons, the typical hand-
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gun collector would tend to own and acquire handguns at something more 

than the average rate. If each of the 1978 handgun collectors added 

just two handguns to their collection in the previous ten years, then 

collecting alone would account for nearly half of the excess handgun 

supply projected in Table 3-2. Also, as noted above, "target shooting" 

is given as a reason for owning a handgun somewhat more c01umo611y than 

it is mentioned as a reason for owning a long gun, so at least some 

of the growth in target shooting, as well as collecting, would also 

result in an increase in the handgun demand. The essential point here, 

in short, is that any new demand for weapons posed by increases in sport-

ing or recreational uses of firearms would not necessarily be restricted 

to a demand for long guns; part of this new demand would be a handgun 

demand as well. 

It might, of course, be objected that the typical short-barrelled. 

small-caliber, cheaply made Saturday Nite Special is not an appropriate 

weapon either for collecting or target shooting, and it is also not 

the kind of sidearm that hunters would usually be interested in carry-

ing. (But see note 6. below.) So far as we know, however. nobody 

has ever studied the kinds of handguns that handgun collectors collect, 

and so the assumption that they do not collect Saturday Nite Specials 

is gratuitous. These days, people collect empty beer cans. old comic 

books, Beatles memorabilia, and thousands upon thousands of otljer com-

modities oJ dubious cultural value, and this being the case. it is 

perfectlY~ obvious tlt&t many people might collect Saturday Nite Specials 

as well. A more serious problem is that nobody knows for ce,rtain (or 

even to a first approximation) just how many Saturday Nite Specials 
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there are in Table 3-2. 
There is, first of all, no agreed-upon 

definition of just What a Saturday N' 

and even if there were. the 'I bl 
~te Special is (e.g., Cook, 1979), 

detailed in terms of 
ava~ a e supply data are not sufficiently 

cost, caliber, quality of construction, barrel-

length, etc., to estimate the proportion of" "h 
new andguns that are 

indeed SNS's. 
We can thus agree that sport 

and recreation uses probably 
contribute relatively little to h d 

t e emand for SNS's, but we cannot 
say just how many handguns fall 

into this category. 

All the preceeding projections are, of course, distressingly 

speculative, but the h d 'd 
ar ev~ ence needed to make them something other 

than speCUlative Simply does not €:xist. 
It is therefore impossible 

to state precisely just how many o,r the net 
" II excess guns should be 

attributed to sport and recreational demand. 
Our projections suggest 

a total of IV 7.2 million "new" shooters over 
the decade (hunters and 

non-hunters combined). 
If these nll~W shooters all acquired weapons at 

the average rate shown' tl D 
~n le MIsurvey (=3.17 guns each), then the 

total demand growth is for 22.8 milli.on weapons, or ~n 
... short, for 100% 

of the net growth that r . 
ema~ns oncla household increase has been taken 

into aCCOunt. 
At the outer bound of possibility, the suggestion is 

that household increase and d' 
~sproportionate grml7th of interest in 

the shooting sports account for al~ of the decade's 
~l7eapon~ trend, 

handgun and long gun alike. 
If, alternatively, all these new shooters 

armed up at the average rate f 
o 2 guns each, the total ensuing demand 

would be for about 15 'II 
m~ ion weapons--or all of the remaining excess 

long guns and about a third to a half of the 
remaining excess handguns. 

Factoring out the de~and increase due to 
sport and recreational growth 
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therefore leaves no more than a few million long guns, and probably 

not more than about 5-8 million handguns, to be accounted for by other 

factors. 

Summary 

Between 1969 and 1978, roughly 65 million "!lew" firearms were 

either manufactured domestically or imported into the United States. 

Some of the domestic production was exported to other countries, and 

some of the remaining "increase:' in supply must b~ seen simply as a 

supply of "replacements" for weapons taken out of use permanently 

(through confiscation, obsolescence, or decay) over the decade. These 

factors apparently leave an initial gross increase in firearms supply 

amounting to about 40 million guns. 

Over the same dec.ade, the number of U. S. families increased by 

about 25%. In order to maintain a constant average density of weapons 

ownership across families, the 1968 supply (of about .80 million guns)' 

would also have had to increase by about 25%, or by about 20 million 

guns, and this amounts to half of the initial gross increase of 40 

million. 

Over the same decade, the proportion of U.S. citizens using fire-

arms for hunting and other sporting purposes also increased, and various 

pieces of evidence and some (plausible, although typically untested) 

assumptions suggest that the consequent growth in sporting delnand for 

weapons amounted to essentially all the remaining net growth in shoulder 

weapons and a third to a half of the remaining net growth in handguns. 

Explaining the remaining "excess" weapons is the topic of the 

following two chapters. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. For a very similar analysis of the 1968 legislation and its effects 

on firearms supply, see Jerry Landauer, "Gunmaking Booms in the 

2. 

US .••. ," in the New York Times 8 June 1971: 40 ff. As a minor 

historical aside, we note that Landauer's main informant for the 

article is one G. Gordon Liddy, at the time the Treasury Department's 

resident in-house firearms expert. 

The 25% increase in number of households is, of course, substantially 

larger than the growth of US population during the period. For 

purposes of the present analysis, we are thus assuming that house

holds are the relevant ownership unit for private firearms, not 

specific individuals. Given that the available survey data on 

weapons ownership deal almost exclusively with household ownership, 

we have very little alternative to this assumption. 

The sharp and disproportionate increase in the number of US 

households reflects mainly that the baby-boom post-war generations 

finally began to reach the stage of household formation during the 

period in question. (The vanguard of the baby boom was the 1947 

generation, which turned 25 iu 1972.) The baby boom has posed supply 

problems for virtually every institution it has touched in the whole 

of its history: it was responsible for the very rapid growth in 

elementary and secondary education in the 1950's and the growth of 

higher education in the 1960's, it has posed very formidable unem

ployment and underemployment problems, as well as very serious 

housing shortages, in the 1970's, and it is only a matter of time 

before the baby boom creates a national shortage of burial space, 
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1 ' nearly half) of the recent net upsurge in Part (by our ana YS1S, finding therefore gives .36(60 million) = 21.6 million hunters in 

3. 

reflects nothing other than the coming of age of 
weapons supply 

t
' s their collective achievement of a stage in the 

these genera 10n --

W
'here household weapons purchases would begin to be con

life cycle 

sidered. 
f the Statistical Abstract 

For the record, following are data rom 

(1977: 42) on the numbers of US households: 

YEAR 

1960 

1965 

1970 

1975 

1976 

1977* 

1980* 

(* projected) 

MILLIONS OF HOUSEHOLDS 

5'2.6 

57.3 

62.9 

71.1 

72.9 

74.4 

78.8 

4 4) 1 . report trend' data on 
Newton and Zimring (1969: Table - a so 

1 are rather lower than the 
hunting licenses issued; their va ues 

values shown above in Table 3-3. 
For example, their 1965 value 

our 1965 value of 19.4 mi11ion--a 
is 14.3 million licenses, versus 

.'- .~ ~ h Independent evidence suggests 
discrepancy of some 5 million, unters. 

" 

) b e the more accurate. that our (higher num ers ar 
In the same year 

'1 Ie "Dei you [or your spouse] go 
(1965), Gallup asked a nat10na samp, . 

Roughly 36% of the sample responded Ilyes ." Assuming 
hunting?" 

household and about 60,000,000 househo1ds,this 
one hunter per 

'. ;,~' 

'. 

I , ~ 

1965. Newton and Zimring conclude from their data that "the 

number of licensed hunters ..• has remained relatively stable since 

1958" (1969: 20). This has not been true in the years since 1968, 

however; the data in Table 3-3 show an average annual increase in 

licensed hunters for the period 1970 to 1975 of just under 1 million 

new hunters per year. The recent hunting trends are discussed in 

detail in the text. 

4. We are for present purposes simply ignoring the (presumably small) 

5. 

6. 

numbers who hunt with something other than firearms, for example, 

bows and arrows. 

We say, "may be higher," because it is not possible to confirm that 

numbers of weapons owned by hunting families is in fact higher than 

the numbers owned by non-hunting families. The D~fI data would be 

useful in addressing this (and many other closely related) issues, 

but so far, the National Rifle Association has refused to release 

the data for secondary analysis. Several other surveys contain 

both a gun ownership question and a hunting question, but none of 

them ask specifically about the number of weapons possessed. 

In the pro-control literature, one often hears it said that there 

is "no legitimate sporting use" for handguns, with the possible 

except~on of plinking and target shooting. In point of fact, even 

a very cursory examination of the gun-sport magazines (for example, 

Guns and Ammo, Gun World, Field and Stream, or any of perhaps 25 

others) will confirm that handguns are used for all kinds of sporting 

and recreational purposes. In the DMI survey, handgun owners were 

asked why they owned a handgun. Although "self-defense" ~vas the 
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most common answer, given by 40%, some 9% mentioned "hunting" as 

the "most important reason," another 17% mentioned "target shooting," 

14% mentioned "gun collection," and 6% said they "just like to have 

one." The total number of sport or recreational mentions (hunting, 

target shooting, and collecting) therefore approximately equals the 

number of self-defense mentions, or in other words, the number of hand~ 

guns possessed primarily for "legitimate" sporting purposes probably 

rivals the number owned for "illegitimate" self-defensive purposes. 

Virtually every issue of every gun-sport magazine will contain 

one or more reviews of various sporting handguns. Most of them 

also run occasional pieces on so-called "trail guns," these being 

the small, readily concealable handguns that one would typically 

never associate with legitimate sporting uses. One of these dis-

cussions ("Pack a Trail Gun," by Claud Hamilton in the December 1979 

issue of Gun World) enumerates the reasons why an outdoorsperson 

might always want to carry such a weapon: "encounters w'ith dangerous 

wild creatures"-- specifically snakes, angry wolverines, rabid 

foxes, and so on; "your ability to signal for help" in the case of 

a serious accident; "also, if you would ever be plunged suddenly 

into a survival situation without transport or food, a handg?n can 

put food in the pot when it is desperately needed;" and so on. 

Similar themes can be found in any of a very large number of "trail 

gun" articles that are run, month in and month out, in all the 

major gun magazines. Anyone who bothers to read these magazines 

will quickly agree with our conclusion, that sporting and recrea-

tional uses would definitely account for at least some share of the 
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handgun trend. 

Some of the most enthusiastically reviewed "trail guns" are 

the very small, relatively cheap, short-barrelled, readily-conceal

able, small-caliber, foreign-made handguns that are, in some circles, 

treated as virtually synonymous with "crime gun" or "Saturday Nite 

Special." Hamilton's (1979) article on trail guns is especially 

informative on this matter. In general, he notes, "a trail gun 

ought to be the lightest in weight, smallest in size, and, if 

possible, made of stainless steel." He adds, "the first choice of 
. 

many would be the light frame .22 long rifle pistol or revolver ... " 

"An alternative." he continues, " ... is pocket pistols as trail guns. 

These mostly European-manufactured pistols are usually encountered 

in .32 or .38 ACP caliber. I have to admit that when it comes to 

small size and compactness they beat out even the little .22s.11 

Continuinp. with the theme, II t hese are invariably pistols of the 

finest craftsmanship and beautifully made. These little pistols 

are at best short-range point-and-shoot affairs not intended for 

work beyond about seven yards." Concerning the little .22 handguns, 

Hamilton notes that they "have a lot going for them. Most of the 

decent ones are accurate and can be fine small game getters. 1I And 

so on. Our purpose here, of course, is not to wax rhapsodically 

about the wonders of little pistols, but merely to point out that 

the oft-encountered assertion--that these kinds of handguns have 

"no legitimate sporting or recreational purpose"--is very insistently 

contradicted by the testimony of persons who use exactly these kinds 

of guns for sport and recreation all the time. 

t 

tJ 



- 114 -

On the same theme, it can be noted that hunting with handguns, 

while perhaps not yet commonplace, nonetheless does occur, perhaps 

at a growing rate. Most states at least allow hunting with handguns, 

and some of them have recently set aside special seasons specifi-

cally for this purpose (just as many states have special bow-hunting 

seasons). The reason for hunting with a handgun would presumably 

be much the same as for hunting with a bow, namely, that it increases 

the sport of the hunt, allows one to demonstrate a higher degree 

of prowess with the weapon, and so on. It can also be mentioned 

that there is now a rather wide assortment of handguns manufactured 

and marketed specifically for hunting purposes, e.g., single shot 

pistols in large calibers and with long barrels, all of which would 

be essentially useless for "self-ciefense." (A related point con-

cerning the self-defense theme is that much of the more "ominous" 

handgun equipment currently being manufactured e.g., the .357 

and .44 Magnums (the "Dirty Harry" guns) -- have extremely limited 
\ ' 

self-de,~ense applications. Their general size and weight make 
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them difficult to aim quickly and accurately, and the muzzles 

velocities involved typically create a sharp recoil that would 

cause most shooters to flinch, and these characteristics render 

j them virtually without value as "protectiori" guns.) 
, j 
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7. We have been unable to procur a 'C<;>py of the Kellert report; the 

following discussion is based on a summary of the report published 

by ~orts Illustrated magazine, 2 January 1979. 

] 8. Along these same lines, Bruce-Biggs (1976: 38) has pointed out 

I that the price of firearms has dropped considerably, relative to 
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average incomes, over the 20th century. The standard of comparison 

in this case i~ the classic Winchester 94 deer rifle; which has 

been in continuous production (in approximately the same form) 

since 1894. In 1900, the price of the Winchester 94 was 2.5 times 

the average worker's weekly take home-p~y; in 1960, 91% of the 

average weekly pay; and in 1970, only 75% of the average weekly 

pay. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RECENT TRENDS IN WEAPONS OWNERSHIP: 

THE POLICE DEMAND FOR ARMAMENT II. 

we have taken as the measure of The production and import data 

but they do not exclude trends in supply exclude military weapons __ 

d purchased by Federal, state, weapons manufactured for, shippe to or 

The present chapter therefore considers local, and private police. 

S hare of the remaining "excess" weapons has been the question, what 

absorbed public and private police? by enhanced armament demands among 

An advance caveat is again in order. There ~s, on the whole, 

the poliCe arms market and the relatively little distinction between 

f · rms market. Many policemen purchase their more general private 1rea 

ff' ers' even among Private citizens, not as police 0 1C , official arms as 

th 20% do not supply a regulationthe fifty largest departments, more an 

issue sidearm for their officers. Thus, much of the police demand 

for small arms is 1 . te demand contained within the more genera pr1va 

that has been considered in t e prev10u h . s two chapters. Specifically, 

police armament is reflected in the existing supply side data, and 

h up 1'n the demand would also s ow side (that is, survey) data as well. 

demand accounts for a nontrivial fraction The possibility that police 

not been seriously considered by anyone. of the total demand increase has 

l ittle reliable.information There is very on police arsenal or armament 

policies, and any recent policy trends. virtually no hard information on 

to d1'scount the total demand Our effort increase for enhanced demand 

among the police is speculative than the discounts therefore even more 

undertaken in the previous chapter. Still, there is more than ample 
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evidence that police demand for weaponry has increased quite substantially 

and represents a sizable fraction of the total demand growth. 

Increased police weapons demand necessarily arises from two sources: 

first, increases in the total numbers of armed police officers, and 

secondly, increases in the average nunijers of weapons with which officers 

I 
are armed. The first can be called the "personnel" t~end, and the second 

the "armaments policy" trend. Neither of these can be estimated in any 

precise quan~itative way, but fragmentary data strongly suggest that both 

trends have been sharply upward over the past ten years. 

The Personnel Trend 

Table 4-1 shows indicat9rs from various governmental sources on the 

personnel trend among U.S. public police during the 1970's. These data 

confirm that public police expenditures and employment have increased 

dramatically in the last decade. (There has been a parallel and possibly 

even sharper increase in the number of private police as well, which 

would also enhance to some extent the growth of "legitimate" weapons 

demand. The growth of private police, however, is not considered in this 

chapter. See Kakalik and Wildhorn, 1971, and the National Advisory 

Committee on Criminal Justice Standards and Goals, 1976, for exhaustive 

studies of US private security forces.) Between 1970 and 1975, for 

ex~mple, total expenditures o~ criminal justice at all governmental levels 

doubled. During the same period, gross total employment in criminal 

justice increased from 852,000 to 1,129,000, roughly a 33% increase. 

Figures for total police employment show similar trends: between 1970 

and 1975, the total number of police (at all levels) increased from 548,000 

to 670,000--a 22% increase--and all other indicators show tre same general 

pattern. 

, 
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TABLE 4-1 

G U S PUBLIC POLICE "PERSONNEL TREND" AMON •• 

YEAR 

1965 1970 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 

1. Total E::lcpenditures 
on Criminal Justice, 
all government levels 
(in billions of $$)a 

2. Gross Employment a 
in Criminal Justice 

'TOTAL 
in 1,000's Federal 

State 
Local 

3. Police Employment 
Only (in 1000's)a 

TOTAL 
Federal 
State 
Local 

4. State and Local 
P,:>lice and Correc tigns 
Employment (1000's) 

4.57 

Police 349 
Corrections 111 
TOTAL 460 

5. Full-time 
Law Enforcement 
Officers 
(lQOO's)C 

aSOURCE: 

bSOURCE: 

Statistical Abstl;act 

Ibid, Table #299. 

8.57 11.72 13.05 14.95 

852 
61 

175 
617 

548 
40 
57 

451 

450 
142 
592 

486 
178 
664 

511 
187 
698 

539 
203 
742 

Of the United States, 1977: 

1'7.25 

1,129 
98 

274 
757 

670 
70 

100 
499 

556 
214 
770 

411 

Table 297. 

418 

1977 

437 

cSOURCE: Uniform ,Crime Reports, 1975 (p. 221), 1976 (p. 223) and 1977 (p. 222). 

" 
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Unfortunately, although all trend series show the same general 

pattern, none of them give a precise numerical estimate of the trend 

over the last decade in the total number of armed public servants of all 

sorts at all levels. Total police employment would obviously include 

some fraction of unarmed personnel (clerks, custodial, EDP staff, etc.); 

likewise, some fraction of armed public servants would not be in police 

employment (e.g., prison guards, Treasury agents, etc.) A further com-

plication is the often wide discrepancies among the various trend indi-

cators. For example, Panel 3 of the table shows 508 and 599 thousand 

state and local police employees in 1970 and 1975, respectively. Panel 

4 gives figures of 450 and 556 thousand respectively, a discrepancy 

amounting to ~ 40-50 thousand police. In the same vein, the 1977 UCR 

estimate of sworn 'full-time polt~e 0fficers is 437,000, whereas a second-

ary analysis of LEAA's machine readable data gives 551,000, a discrepancy 

of about 110 thousand police. It would thus appear, remarkably, that the 

actual number of American police is itself only known to within about 
+ 50,000 officers. 

In the face of these uncertainties, what estimates can be made of 

the total police personnel trend in the decade? We begin with some 

findings from a recent survey of police departments, knoWLl as the 

"Police Equipment Survey of 1972" (PES72). The survey is based on a 

known 1972 universe of 12,836 state and local departptents; -the sample 

deSign was stratified by LEAA region and by departmental size and 

generated a total N = 528 departments, of which 444 returned the ques-

tionnaire, a respectable response rate of 84%. 

Part of PES72 deals with "Handguns and Handgun Ammunition" (Bergman, 

Bunten, and Klaus, 1977). The survey contained several questions on 

, 
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handgun use among police officers, and these questions were used to 

estimate the number of "officers carrying ... handguns in U.S. police 

departments on dutyl' in 1972 (1977: Table 1-3). The estimate, weighted 

properly so as to remove sampling disproportionalities, is 484,752, or, 

let us say, 485 thousand handgun-armed state and local policemen. 

As it happens, this estimate is within a thousand of the total 

state and local police employment data reported in Panel 4 (Table 4-1) 

for the same year. This correspondance suggests that vIe may take the 

trend data from Panel 4 as a close approximation to the actual increase 

in numbers of armed on-duty police officers aver the decade. Thus, in 

1970, .our guess is that there were 450,000 armed, an-duty state and 

local police; in 1975, the corresponding guess is 556,000--an increase 

of 106,000 aver five years and a projected increase of 212,000 over the 

decade. To estimate the total increase in armed public servants at all 

levels, we have .only ta add (i) increases among Federal police, and (ii) 

increases for all categories .of armed public servants ather than armed 

on-duty palice officers. 

Panel 2 of Table 4-1 shaws tatal criminal justice employment at 

state and local levels ta have been 1,031,000 in 1975; .our guess is that 

this includes 556,000 armed police. At state and lacal levels, then, 

the proportion of armed officers ta total criminal justice employment 

is abaut .54. If the same proportionality holds at the Federal level, 

then there wauld have been about 53,000 armed Federal palice in 1975 (54% 

of 98,000 Federal criminal justice employees) and about 33,000 in 1970, 

an increase of 'V 20,000 over five years, or 'V 40,000 aver ten years. 

Adding these Federal palice ta the previous total thus gives an overall 

growth .of some 252,000 over the decade. 

:~ I (~ 
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The proportion of corrections per 1 ( 
- sonne other than police) who 

are armed whil e on duty appears to 
be unknm'ln. If the proportion is 

the order f 10% on o 0, then state a'ad 1 1 Oca correction 
2 s personnel alone would 

.dd some 0,000 to the previous totals and th 
, ere would also be some 

increase in the corresponding Federal 
category as well. 

These considera-tions therefore " suggest, a~ a co nservative estimate 
, a total increase 

between 1969 and 1978 amount-lI1'g 
... I to 'V 25(} 000· , men--a quarter-million 

new police in the last decade, 

Projecting the demand for 
new weaponry that tho 

~s personnel. trend 
poses therefore requ-lres 1 ... on y that w k 

e now the average rate at which 
new policemen are armed. 

However, ther~ is very little e 'd 
v~ ence an this topic. Th f 

e allawing account is pieced 
together primarily fram 

three sources: (') 
~ the PES72 survey, (ii) a 

samewhat similar 1977 mail
back survey .of th 50 

e largest departments 

(Heaphy, 1978)' and (i") , , ~~ a rev~ew df 
done by the Police Foundation 

articles, nates, and advertise 
in roughly the ments 

last five years of The Police h 
--~~~~~C~i~e~f magazine (.official 

publicatian of th ' -
e Int~rnational Associatian 

of Chiefs .of Palice). 

The standard service sidearm .of 
American palice -Is h ... t e .38 caliber 

revolver with a four-inch barrel--the 
famous "Police Special." In 

PES72, about 80% of all 
officers were armed ''lith .38 

Special handguns. 
The second me: 

papular service Sidearm is the 357 M 
. agnum revalver, 

carrie.d by 17%, with 1 
on Y small fractions carry-lng 

"f' t" \I ~rs cut thraugh 
, ... other weapans. As a 

the probable armament of 
250,000 "new" police, then, 

we assume at least 
One servic!= sidearm each. 

The 1977 Police Foundatian 
survey sho,'ls similar n~sults. A 

gain, the 
.38 caliber revolver is by far 

the mast con~only prescribed 
d o~~~ 

f 
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weapon, used in 44 of the 50 largest departments. However, 14 of the 

50 list some other handgun as well -- either as the required sidearm 

or as an acceptable alternative. Also of interest, eleven of the 

supply their own sidearms; outside the fifty fifty require officers to 

largest, one assumes this proportion would be even higher. 

Many officers, of course, carry additional weapons while on duty 

II ( 1969 285) The reference is to as "art added safety factor Eastman, : . 

cor~cealed handguns carried to provide back-up firepower if the officer 

is disarmed of his service revolver or if it fails to operate for 

whatever reason. Unfortunately, there is no reliable information on 

the proportion who routinely carry backup handguns, but some fragmentary 

evidence suggests that the proportion is probably very high: 

(i) Both concealable handguns and the leather with which to carry 

them are featured in the armaments advertisements of Police Chief Magazine. 

The October, 1977, "equipment issue" has four advertisements for leg 

holsters and one for a leather police boot with a built-in holster, all 

designed and marketed explicitly for concealment of backup handguns. 

(ii) There is much evident concern among arms manufacturers for 

designing, building, and marketing the "ideal" concealable police hand

gun. One article in Police Chief, entitled "Design Evolution of the 

Detonics .45 ACP," discusses Detonic' s "quest for the so-called ideal police 

handgun" (Marlow, 1977: 30), i. e., one small enough to be concealed, yet 

with adequate "stopping power;' and "intimidation va,lue" (two of the manu-

. h . ) Photographs show that Detonics' .45 facturers 1 favorite eup eml.sms . 

ACP pistol is no larger than a man's hand, yet combines lithe brute force 

handgun the Sl.· ze of a snub nosed .38 revolver ll 

of a .45 automatic in a 

. . ',: 
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(1977: 32). One assumes that arms manufacturers try to develop these 

concealable police weapons because a sizable market for them exists. 

(iii) Several articles in The Police Chief and other police publica 

tions over the past five years have discussed the problem of murdered 

police officers. In 10-15 per cent of these cases, officers are slain 

with their own service sidearms, and carrying a backup weapon is one 

useful hedge against this possibility. Indeed, at least one article 

on "Gun Retention" (O'Neill, 1979: 22), published in the FBI __ L_'!!:L 

Enforcement Bulletin, recommends the carrying of backup weapons as good 

police practice. "An auxiliary weapon, concealed and readily accessible, 

should be carried in the event the primary weapon is compromised." The 

understandable desire of police to be prepared for all eventualities 

would ther~rore suggest that carrying a concealed backup weapon would at 

least be strongly considered by most or all officers. 

(iv) A very large fraction of all US police are required by depart-

mental policies to be armed at all times, even when off-duty. In the 

1977 Police Foundation survey, 24 of the 50 departments'affirmed that 

"department policy requires officers to be armed off duty" (Heaphy, 1978), 

and all but three of the remaining departments said this was "optional." 

PES72 also contained an item on off-duty handgun use; 78% of the respond-

I 
ing departments a.nswered the question to the extent of providing data 

on the calibers of their officers' off-duty weapons (Bergman, Bunten, 

and Klaus, 1977: 19). In turn, the standard service revolver, because 

of its bulk and barrel length,is not well-suited for concealed off duty 

" use; thus the proportion of police who own and carry a second, conceal-

able, backup handgun must be very large indeed. 

-,-, t-,,·_---, .. 
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We therefore conc1ude--as a not unreasonable guess--that the standard 

in-service personal armament of US police consists of at least two hand-

guns--one a service sidearm, and the second a smaller weapon carried 

concealed (or, at least, kept in readiness for off-duty use). Actual 

police armament, however, must average even more than 2 handguns per 

officer. Owing to the nature of police work, it is reasonable to assume 

that departments or officers themselves maintain some reserve supply of 

handguns, such that replacements are always at hand. Police handguns 

presumably wear out much more quickly than handguns owned by private 

citizens; for obvious reasons, one may also assume that even modest 

,deteriorations in the condition of police weapons would cause them to 

b k f Also, poll.·ce sl.·dearms are carried daily and are 
e ta en out 0 use. 

thus subject to normal wear and tear, unlike the more typical private 

citizen's handgun, which presumably spends much of its lifetime in 

storage. 

PES72 contains some information on the gun deterioration issue. A 

late, open-ended item asked about handgun problems encountered by police 

departments. About half the departments (45%) responded, and among 

them, problems with the revolver mechanism .and cylinder were by far the 

most frequently mentioned. Examples include "cylinder had excess play," 

"weapon bought new and used approximately three months," and "after 

carrying this gun in a holster for several years, the rotating mechanism 

wears so much that the bullets do not line up with the barrel, causing 

a spray of lead to fly out of the side of the chamber" (1977: 23). 

Problems with "hammer/firing pin," "misfires," "t.rigger," and "age, wear 

and tear" were also commonly mentioned. ,The impression one gains from 

.-
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these materials is that police handguns t h k l'f wear ou rat er quic ly even 

they are not often fired; the precision mechanisms and alignments 

apparently wear and foul just because of the normal jostling they receive 

being carried in the holster. I d d . d' f n ee , JU glng r~m the above comments, 

.r 

the lifetime of the average police handgun might well fall somewhere 

between several months and several years (in contrast to the 30 and 50 

year halflives assumed for privately possessed weapons in Chapter 2)., 

Three apparently quite plausible assumptions--(i) that police 

strongly prefer not to be without a service handgun for any reason, 

/ 

.J , 

(ii) that police handguns deteriorate at a relatively rapid rate, and 

(iii) that even minor "bugs" in the condition of a service handgun would 

cause it to be decommissioned--therefore suggest that most or all in-

service police handguns are "backed up" with spares. If we assume that 

each personal police 'handgun is backed up (in this sense) with one re-

placement weapon, and that every policeman carries or possesses two 

handguns for which replacements might be needed, then each officer would 

account, on the average, for four handguns in total. The quarter-million 

ne,., poli'2e projected earlier would under these assumptions represent a 

demand for ~ one million new handguns. 

It is possible that this four-handguns-per-officer estimate is too 

high. Our guess that every officer carries or possesses at least two 

handguns is itself a liberal inference from the evidence, and our guess 

about arsenal backups ,is entirely a speculation. On the other hand, this 

estimate may also be much too low. For example, it appears that at 

least 75% (and conceivably much more than 75%) of all US police are 

required to be armed at all times, both on-duty and off; some additional 

.~. J.~~- .. -.-~---=~,....~-. -----• 
---~~----~---
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proportion presumably choose to be armed at all times even if not re-

quired. One therefore readily imagines that many officers own large 

numbers of handguns, each well-suited for some particular on-duty or 

off-'duty use. In some respects, the need to be armed is a wardrobe 

problem which can be solved by owning a variety of weapons. Since more 

than 20% of the fifty largest departments require officers to supply 

their own sidearms, it is also evident that many policemen are "plugged 

into" the private handgun market; further,the police are presumably 

quite knowledgeable about and expert in the use of sidearms; and the 

police magazines literally swarm with advertisements for the newe.st 

handgun developments. The idea that many policemen would own large 

numbers of handguns for official or semi-official use is therefore not 

at all implausible, and this gives some indirect confidence that the 

"four-per-officer" average is probably not far off the mark. 

A quarter-million new police would also cause some corresponding 

increase in the demand for police long guns as well. Less is known 

about police shoulder. weapons than about police handguns. However, 

most police cru.isers are outfitted with at least one shoulder weapon, 

and manY'are outfitted with very many more than one. The "Command Car" 

for Quincy, Illinois (a small city in central Illinois, 1970 population 

of about 45,000), for example, is outfitted with two "riot-grade shot-

guns" and a high-powered "anti-sniper rifle" with scope, plus several 

hundred rounds of ammunition for each weapon, plus, of course, the 

officers' personal handguns (Cramer and Scott, 1978: 69). Long gun 

armaments in Philadelphia's "Stakeout Cars" are even more substantial: 

according toone source, these Philadelphia police cars each carry two 
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M-70 Winchester 30/06 rifles with scopen and 200 rounds of ammunition, 

two M-12 Winchester 12 gauge police shotguns with 100 rounds of 00 

buckshot ammunition, one 45 caliber Thompson submachine gun with 500 

rounds of ammunition, and one 30 caliber ~~l assault carbine with 200 

rounds of ammunition (Pinto, 1971·. 74). H P l' ere too, 0 ~ce Chief bristles 

with rifle and shotgun advertisements, and training in shoulder weapons 

is routinely included in virtually all police firearms training courses. 

It is therefore obvious that a quarter-million new police would also 

account for at least some of the growth in shoulder weapons. 

The discussion to this point has dea~t just with conventional police 

weapons, most of them the same weapons that ordinary citizens might 

purchase. Police are also armed, however, with a variety of more exotic 

weapons for which little or no private demand exists, e.g., automatic 

weapons (such as the Thompson submachine guns mentioned above), devices 

for delivering tear gas canisters., tranquillizer guns, and an assortment 

of chemical weapons (tear gas, Mace, and so on). It is not clear (and 

apparently cannot be M~termined) whether the production and import figures 

include these "exotic" armaments. There are, however, at least two 

reasons to assume that they might. First, many exotics (especially the 

tear gas and tranquillizer dart guns) are very similar to conventional 

guns in design, manufacture, and general outward appearance. Secondly, 

they are manufactured by the same firms that manufacture conventional 

police weapons. It is therefore at least possible that the supply figure.s 

include some fraction of exotic weaponry, the demand for which is almost 

exclusively concentrated among the police. 
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The Armaments Policy Trend 

New police represent only the first of two potentially large 

increases in armaments demand; the second would be an increase over 

the decade in the average rate at which all police (new or old) are 

armed, or in other words, recent changes in standard police armament 

practices and policies. 

Police armament practices have been the object of much outcry and 

some speculation, but surprisingly little research. There is, however, 

some reason to suppose that demand increases resulting from changes in 

police weapons policies are probably at least as great as, and conceivably 

much greater than, the increase resulting from the personnel trend. 

The general context for the ensuing discussion is well-known and 

requires only a brief note here. The key event in police armament po1i-

cies is Vietnam, in two related senses. First, Vietnam was a high-

technology war, and in the years since the middle 1960's, much of the 

small arms technology developed for Vietnam has been transferred into 

domestic police arms. Secondly, domestic protest against the war, and 

a host of related disturbances, posed for police a set of combat or 

quasi-combat situations for which they were, in general, not prepared--

in temperament, training, or equipment. The general trend in police 

arms policies since seems rooted in a determination that this potentially 

dangerous state of unpreparedness shall never again be. 

Police response to the post-Vietnam realities evidences itself in 

many ways. Articles on police training, for example; tend more and 

more to emphasize topics such as stress training, crowd control, human 

and community relations, psychology, and so on; the current thinking 

!/ I 
. 
.\ . , .-

~~---------------. -----------------------------------

. :---

,. 

/ 
I # 

- 129 -

is that the cop on the beat should command the skills necessary to 

respond coolly and effectively to unconventional situations. But this 

has been accompanied by a parallel realization that, these days, the 

police a/cio need to be prepared for virtually any combat situation they 

might, sooner or later, confront. The result appears to have been some-

thing very close to what has been called a "police arms race" (Steele, 

1979: 33), that is, a sharp and recent increase in both the numbers 

and kinds of firearms routinely stocked by US police departments. 

The direct observational evidence necessary to confirm this conc1usion--

for example, yearly data on police arsena1s--does not exist, and so our 

case for a "more and better" weapons trend among the pD1ice is circum-

stantia1. We can, however, demonstrate the following points: (i) There 

is a dazzling variety of new weaponry being developed and marketed for 

domestic police use. (ii) Both the arms manufacturers and the professional 

police journals promote this new weaponry as essential or desirable. 

(iii) During the period, the funds needed to buy into the "more and better" 

weapons market were amply available. These first three points demon-

strate, in the language of criminal proceedings, both opportunity and 

motive for departments to get into the "police arms race." We also 

present (iv) "hearsay" evidence from presumably knowledgeable experts 

that something like a "police arms race" is indeed underway, (v) one 

piece of evidence suggesting that new police weapons innovations tend 

to diffuse quickly, and (vi) some fragments of direct evidence on 

actual changes in police armament policies, practices, and standards 

over the decade • 

(i) That new weaponry is constantly being developed and marketed 
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for police use is instantly obvious from the arms advertisements appear

ing in journals such as The Police Chief. Virtually all arms mtinufac

turers advertise their wares in these journals. For example, the October, 

1977, equipment issue of Police Chief contains rifle, shotgun, and hand

~un advertisements from Smith and Wesson,Winchester Arms, Ruger, Detonics 

Incorporated, Dan Wesson, Ithacagun and many others--all touting this or 

that "new and improved" weapon. Remington Arms has a six-page "glossy" 

in the August 1977 issue introducing their new Model 870P police shotgun 

(headline: "More than Just a Shotgun ... It's a l2-Gauge Law Enforcement 

System ... "). These advertisements strongly suggest that manufacturers 

invest substantial sums in research and development of new police 

weapons--partly to equip police with the very best weapons modern fire-

arms science can offer, partly, of course, to capture a sh~re of what 

is clearly a very sizable market. 

In some respects, marketing police arms is much like marketing any 

other consumer good. This year's model is invariably a "new, improved" 

version. Thus, the advertisements typically emphasize the better sighting 

characteristics of a new handgun, or the sturdier, more reliable construc-

tion of a new shotgun, or the greater accuracy and firepower of a new 

rifle, and so on. But in the marketing of police arms, there are at 

least two other considerations. First, the manufacturers consistently 

exploit an understandable desire to be equipped with the very best 

firearms available. In a combat situation, one never knows in advance 

what weaponry the "other side" will command, but one hopes it is not 

superior to the weapons available to the police. Since, in general, 
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the "other side" has access to the same weapons supply, the unmistakable 

conclusion is to arm the police with the newest, best, and most "improved" 

equipment--indeed, that it would be irresponsible to arm them with any-

thing less. And secondly, one also cannot anticipate just what ~inds 

of combat situations police might face, and this makes it pqssible to 

exploit a "What if. .. " mentality. For example, very few local police 

departments will ever encounter a sniper situation, but at least some 

will. What if your department is the one? Is it not best to arm up 

in advance with the appropriate weaponry? Again, would it not be irre-

sponsible to do otherwise? 

Another indicator of the rate at which new police arms are developed 

is that many gun magazines run either occasional articles or regular 

monthly columns reviewing the latest police weapons, and they do not 

seem ever to be short of material. 

(ii) The implicit themes of the weapons advertisements are rein-

forced in the professional police literature, which is thick with articles 

of these sorts: (a) reviews of new weapons, (b) discussions of "unconven-

tional" police situations (riots, hostage and sniper situations, and so 

on) where specialized arms might be useful or necessary, (c) articles 

on police weapons training, (d) descriptions of actual experiences where 

specialized weaponry was used to good effect. 

For example, The Police Chief for October 1977 contains 36 articles, 

of which six deal specifically with weapons: there are two articles on 

police firearms training, one on the Monadnock Prosecutor PR-24 nightstick, 

a long article on police body armor, one article on a new police handgun, 
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and a brief item on "Handgun Control." The FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin 

also regularly features articles dealing with police weapons and fire-

arms policies, as do virtually all other police journals and magazines. 

"Professionalism" is, of course, something virtually all departments 

are concerned with, and one function of these journals is to keep local 

police informed about prevailing professional standards. In the weapons 

area, the "prevailing standard" is very much that, these days, a truly 

professional department should be prepared for all possible combat 

situations, much the same theme as the manufacturers themselves promote. 

(iii) From 1969 to the present, the Federal government funnelled 

very large sums of money into state and local departments, mostly through 

the conduit of the Law Enforcement Assistance Administr.ation. Between 

1970 and 1976, LEAA allocations to departments averaged ~ $750 million 

per year (United States Department of Justice, Sourcebook of Criminal 

Justice Statistics, 1977: 97). LEAA apparently does not know just how 

much pf this was spent on arms purchases, but 'this use of LEAA funds 

was sufficiently common to have generated much controversy in the early 

1970's. (See, for example, The New York Times 27 June 1972: 36 or 19 

February 1973: 26.) Much of the controversy, to be sure, was focussed 

not on small arms, but on armored personnel carriers, police helicopters, 

even an occasional tank. The essential point, however, is that depart-

ments looking to upgrade their 'small arms arsenals, to buy some of the 

"new and better" ~\Teaponry, or simply to stockpile small arm:=; sunplies 

would have found ample Federal monies available. 

In sum, for the period covered by our analysis, there were large 

numbers of new weapons being developed and marketed for police use, and 

-'*"·'~'---'-~"'<----_C __ ~: __ .)Of __ ,," ___ _ 

i \' .' j . 
'; 

t f ' 

- 133 -

most police departments ld h wou ave had both the reasons and the funds 

to purchase them. 

(iv) That many departments in fact made these purchases , and 

continue to do so, seem to be common knowledge among authoritative 

sources who write about police arms practices for nationo-ll publications. 
Articles dealing with l' p.o ~ce arms regularly refer, often qu~t.e ... explicitly, 

to a recent "more and better".weapons trend among the police. The phrase, 

"pol:i.ce arms race," is itself taken directly from an article in Guns 
,--

Magazine for December 1979 (Steele, 1979) , and similarly explicit acknow-

ledgements can be found in many sources. A New York Times article on 

SWAT (see below), app' 4 ear~ng on 1 July 1975, notes that "some policemen 

are arming themselves to the t h' eet ~n para-military imitation of the 

latest techniques introduced in the big cities." Another ~ article 

(27 March 1977) an high-powered police arms makes explicit reference to 
"a t' 'd na ~onw~ e shift [among the police] d towar more powerful and more 

deadly weapons." A di ' 
scuss~on of dum-dum bullets appearing in Newsweek 

Magazine for 9 September 1974 refers explicitly to "the increasing use 

of heavy weapons by the police." A report released in late 1974 by the 

Massachusetts Research Center and discussed in a Times editorial for 11 

November 1974 r k " emar s on a definite trend towards more powerful bullets 

and weapons capable of shooting higher velocity bullets." And so on. 

Thus, police writers for bl' pu ~cations as diverse as Guns Magazine and 

the New York Times agree that there has been some recent trend towards 

"more and b " etter police weapons. 

(v) No one has yet systematically t d' d s u ~e the diffusion of small 

arms technology among the police. 

, , 

" 

Evidence on chemical ~.,eapons, however, 

c. , 
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suggests that innovations tend to diffuse rapidly. The evidence is a 

survey conducted by the International Association of Chiefs of Police 

in 1970 that found, even at that e'arly date, that four departments in 

five had already purchased at least some of the (~hemical spray weapons 

(e. g., Mace) then coming on the market. (See thE~ New York Times, 22 

February 1970: 88.) 

(vi) There is some direct evidence on changes in police arms policies 

over the decade, all tending to confirm the general drift of our argument: 

1. Standardization. State-wide standardization of local police 

policies is a central thrust in the "professionalization" movement, and 

in some states (for example, Oregon and New .Jersey) this has meant a 

movement towards standardized police armament (see, e.g. , Police Chief, 

March, 1976; or the N~~ York Times 27 March 1977). No one knov7s just 

how widespread the trend towards standardized arms policies is. If it 

has been at all common, the implications for police weapons demand are 

potentially substantial, since every officer carrying a non-conforming 

firearm would be in the market for new weapons. 

2. Officer Disarmings. Moorman (1976) and Giuffrida, Moorman, 

and Rolli (1978) have analyzed the problem of officer disarming and sub

sequent slaying in some detail and make a plausible case that the 

Police Special service revolver is itself partly at fault. Virtually 

all Police Specials are double-action revolvers whose firing is a 

f " 11 t . II One solut-lon is therefore simple matter 0 point gun., pu rJ.gger. "-

to carry a sidearm whose firing is not so simple, for example, semi

automatic pistols, which must be cocked before they will fire, require 

. , 
" "' .-
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both hands to cock, and whose operation not everyone is familiar with. 

(Moorman [1976: 275] reports on 13 cases known to him "in which suspects 

forcibly took a semiautomatic from the uniformed officer but didn't know 

how to operate the weapon.") Moorman has conducted several surveys of 

California departments to monitor trends towards' semiautomatic pistols~ 

He reports that "the number of muniCipal and county law enforcement 

agencies that have mandated the 9mm [semiautomatic pistol] as the on-

duty service sidearm for sworn uniformed personnel increased from 17 

in September 1974 to 31 in January 1976" (1976: 275). The number of 

officers involved in this shift is from 1,677 to 3,463. "There are 

indeed," Moorman concludes, "an increasing number of semiautomatics 

being carried ... " (1976: 275). No one knows whether this California 

trend generalizes nationally. If it does, the possible implications 

for police weapons demand are obvious. 

3. Special Weapons and Tactics (SWAT). One of the most controver-

sial instances of the Vietnamization of US police is the so-called Special 

Weapons and Tactics, or SWAT, team. Basically, a SWAT team is an"elite 

police commando unit, model.1,.ed roughly on the Green Berets ~r Rangers, 

trained to deal with unconventional, espeCially combat, situations. Some 

SWAT squads predate the period under analysis, but SWAT is mainly a 1970~s 

phenomenon. According to the New York Times (14 july 1975), there were 

about 500 m.J'AT teams "on line" in 1975; by 1977, there were about 3,000, 

with the number continuing to grow by perhaps 200 squads each year. The 

Times also notes that as of 1977, the FBI SWATtrainin? 'program had "a 

large backlog of applicants." 

'\ 

, 
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00 d t t is strong evidence for The diffusion of SWAT to 3,0 epar men s 

. 1 Few departments will the "Be Prepared" mentality discussed prev~ous y. 

a SWAT-type situation over any reasonable time span; the ever encounter 

emphas ';ze that most' units are idle most of the Times articles on SWAT ~ 

N';cho1as Fratto, Chief of Police for Cambridge, time. But " ... what if .. ?" ~ 

thusly, "We think it [SWAT] is a good idea to Massachusetts, expresses it 

have. We have a lot of very important people in Cambridge. In the event 

happened, We would want to know what to do" (quoted in the something 

Times, 2 May 1977). 

of SWAT squads is that they are heavily One important characteristic 

armed. The standard team consists "of five officers armed with a high 

powered sniper rifle, automatic 'veapons, and shotguns" (Times, 14 July 

1975) . h · recency. and the large amounts Given the number of squads, t e~r 

f SWAT to overall growth in of weaponry involved, the contribution 0 

police weapons demand is potentially quite ~ubstantial. 

4. Hot Loads, Dumdums, and the Ammunition Controversy. A parallel 

. d'" the search for ideal to the search for the "ideal police han gun ~s 

ammunition. The ammunition quest poses a definite minimax optimizing 

problem: one wants a bullet 0 ~ ~ f suff ';c';ent weight and velocity to provide 

" t.. t one so powerful as to pose a danger to amp1~ "stopping power, L)ut no 

" h firing causes too much bystanders through "over-penetration Or w ose -

fl ' h' For years, the optimum police bullet was thought recoil or ~nc ~ng. 

, .38-ca1iber cartridge, standard ammunito be the 10w-ve10ci~y l58-gra~n 

tion issue in most departments as of 1972 (according to the Police 

il 
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Equipment Survey). Two widely-publicized studies done in 1974 and 1975, 

however, called this conventional wisdom into doubt. 

The first, "the wounding effects of commercially available handgun 

ammunition suitable for police use" (DiMaio et al., 1974), was reported in 

the FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin. The report notes, "The .38 Special [the 

cartridge described in the previous paragraph] is the cartridge most 

.·'1 
i 

f ~ 

~.J 

widely used by police in the United States. In the past few years, many 

law enforcement organizations have expressed dissatisfaction with the 

wounding effectiveness of this cartridge. Because of this dissatisfac-

tion, many organizations have begun using the new high velocity .38 

Special loadings or have shifted to the use of other weapons, such as 

the .357 or .41 magnum" (1974: 6). (Note, again, the explicit trend 

acknowledgement.) Results confirm the noted dissatisfaction: "the 

traditional 158 gr round nose (RN) loadings for the .38 Special are 

relatively ineffective" and "the high velocity round is Significantly 

superior" (1974: 6). The report, however, 'Ylarns that "some of the 

high velocity loadings for the .38 should not be fired in small and/or 

alloy frame revolvers due to the extreme pressure developed" (1974: 8). 

., 1 
From this warning it can be inferred that at least some departments 

I 

I 
1 

who wanted to follow these recommendations would have to buy not just 

hotter cartridges but also weapons designed to handle them safely. 

:1 ,. 

:·1 

The study is especially enthusiastic about the 9 mm Parabellum 

cartridge, :f;ound to be "superior to most .38 Special loadings and a 

number of the .357 Hagnum soft point and hollow point loadings" as 

well (1974: 5), i.e., superior to the ammunition then in use in virtually 

all departments. Df?partments interested in this "superior" cartridge 

would, of course, also need to buy 9 mm sidearms. 

, 
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The study concludes with a strong endorsement of the 9 mm pistol: 

"We found that the 9 mm loadings are pleasant to shoot. In view of 

the wide range and the excellent performances of the 9 mm loadings, as 

well as the equality in wounding effectiveness with the .45 Automatic, 

the 9 mm is probably the best available caliber for police use, if a 

semiautomatic pistol is to be used" [1974: 7, our emp~asis]. According 

to PES72, fewer than 1% of US police used 9 ~~ weapons in 1972. so any 

mov'ement to arm them with "the best available caliber" would create 

a large new demand for 9 mm sidearms. 

These findings were reinforced in a study conducted by LEAA and 

the National Bureau of Standards and released in 1975 (see the New 

York Times, 9 August 1975). According to the Times, the key recommenda

tion is that "policemen should change their standard ammunition from 

the traditional low-velocity 159 grain [sic] .38-caliber bullet to one 

with more 'stopping power'." The possibie implications for police 

weapons demand are again clear: many departments wanting to conform 

to the recommendation would have to purchase service handguns capable 

of firing the recommended hotter ammunition. 

There is episodic evidence that many departments took these recom-

mendations to heart. In 1974, the Anlerican Civil .Liberties Union 

charged that police in Massachusetts, Connecticut, California, Hawaii, 

Pennsylvania, Texas, Vi'rginia, and Washington had begun to use higher 

velocity hollow-noseq or dumdum bullets (New York Times, "11 Novt:!mber 

1974: 28). Later cha~ges add Wisconsin, Tennessee, Missippi, and New 

Jersey to the list (Times, 1~6 JaU1).a:r:y 1975: 21; 27 March 1977). To 

emphasize, in many cases, these changes in am~unition policy would 

~ -,'--- "--~~1-~ .. ----~~~~~~:t..":"I'S~:~-....:, ... ~~-=~ 
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require the purchase of new weapons. 

Very little of the evidence on the police arms policy trend lends 

itself to precise quantification. It seems plausible that shoulder 

armaments for new police, weaponry for SWAT squads, and a little experi

mentation with "new and improved" police rifles and shotguns would easily 

account for the few million shoulder weapons not yet accounted for by 

other sources. But how many of the remaining 5-8 million excess handguns 

have gone to the police? Earlier, we suggested about 1 million handguns 

to arm new police. The evidence reviewed above makes it clear that there 

would have also been at least some demand for new handguns emanating 

from "old" police as well. The question, then, is just how many? 

Fortunately, there is one useful piece of information on total police 

,i 

demand for handguns in a singl~ (presumably typical) year. The 1977 

Census of Manufacturers' "Preliminary Report on Small Arms" (issued in 

May 1979) shows product. shipments from small arms manufacturers for 

both 1972 and 1977. As of the preliminary report, the 1977 data are 

only partially compiled, but some of the 1972 data are reported with 

a breakdown showing "shipments to Government (Federal, state, local, 

etc.)" and "other shipments." Unfortunately, this breakdown is only 

reported for center-fire pistols and revolvers: no similar breakdown 

is given for rifles or shotguns, or for rim-fire pistols, and there 

is no similar breakdown for any of the 1977 data. 

According to these data, there were 998,000 center-fi~e pistols 

and revolvers shipped in 1972, of which 251,000 were shipped to Federal, 

state, or local governments (1979: 3). In at least one year, then, 
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d d (assumed to be government eman 

1 . ely a police 
predominantly or exc US1V 

approximately one-quarter of the 

demand) for handguns represented 
actual police demand, 

total demand. 
h . figure understates the 

Further, t 1S 
_not include any weapons 

til would obviously 
"sh~pments to governmen since .... Government, in short, 

by officers themselves. 
purchased independently t 1y representa-

If the 1972 data are adequa e 
is a big handgun consumer. 

tive, then total government 

d de would 
handguns for the eca 

consumption of 
a 

2 5 million handg\,lUs,· 
or just over . 

be ~ 10 times 251,000 guns, h 
We conclude that t e 

. f the remaining handgun excess. 
sizable fract10n 0 than 

excess 'veaponry consists of no more 
net remaining unaccounted-for 

~ 5 million handguns. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

RECENT TRENDS IN HEAPONS OHNERSHIP 

III. "FEAR AND LOATHING" AND THE ~-!ASS DEMAND FOR 

DEFENSIVE HEAPONS 

The unfortunate cycle continues: the rise in street 
crime causes nervous people to buy guns for protec
tion, and those very guns eventually cause more 
accidents, more crim~, and more national paranoia. 
This deadly cycle must be broken. (From A Shooting 
r';allery Called America, issued by the Hassachusetts 
Council on Crime and Corrections, Incorporated.) 

Firearms purchases in recent years have often been 
motivated by fear of crime; violence, and civil dis
order, as well as the fear that stricter firearms 
laws may make ~uns harder to obtain in the future. 
( .•• ) Grm.,ing interest in shooting sports may 
explain much of the increase in long gun sales, but 
it does not account for the dramatic increase in 
handgun sales (Newton and Zimring, 1969: 21, 22). 

The tremendous increase in the sale of handguns in 
the United States in the' last decade is evidence of 
the defensive reaction of many Americans. For a 
certain segment of our population, the possession of 
a handgun is apparently a viable reaction to the per
cep tion of threat in the environment... (North1vood, 
Westgard, and Barb, 1978: 69). 

The domestic arms race is a relatively recent develop
ment, probably spurned by the fact and fear of rising 
street crime rates and the civil disorders in the mid-
1960's, and possibly by the anticipation of stricter 
gun laws (Speigler and Sweeney, 1975: 3). 

The belief that possession of a handgun in the home or 
on the person offers one security and the ability to 
protect oneself ... has apparently contributed to the 
rapid increase in handgun sales durin~ the last ten 
years (Alviani and Drake, 1975: 6). 

The revolt involves the use of guns. In East Flatbush, 
and Corona, and all those other places y.,here the white 
working class lives, people are forming gun clubs and 
self-d~fehse leagues and talkin~ about what they will 
do if real race ~ioting breaks out (Hamill, 1970: 21). 
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As the preceeding quotations illustrate, the notion that "fear of 

crime, violence, and civil disorder" underlies the recent weapons trend 

has become a commonplace in the literature, especially among authors 

t 1 I ndeed, in the pro-contrDl litera-favoring stricter weapons con ro s. 

~s often cited as a self-evident demonstration ture, the trend itself ~ 

that stricter firearms controls are essential.. That the number of 

d l1as ~ncreased is easy enough to demonstrate weapons in private han s ~ 

h compl'lation of impart and production data. with nothing more t an a 

That the weapons increase reflects rising national fear and paranoia 

f t ') '1 l'ble enough on its face. seems (lacking any contrary in orma lon p, aus ~ 

The substantive conclusion is thus that the population is arming itself 

fearful and unknown future; and since citizens preas a hedge against a 

h t · d th over cultural, racial, paring themselves to shoot one anot er a ea ! 

ideological, or social disputes is something any civilized nation would 

try to avoid, the policy conclusion is also straightforward: "some-

t 'he flow of weapons into private hands, to thing" must be done to stem 

"break the deadly cycle." 

There is a parallel line of argumentation among those opposed to 

stricter weapons controls, one, interestingly, that shares a key premise 

~.1any of those opposed to stricter controls, in the pro-control argument. 

that is, would agree that "fear and loathing" are the predominant source 

d Among antl'-control forces, however, the of the recent weapons tren . 

fear is seen to be real and legitimate, and the purchase of a weapon is 

seen as a realistic and e ~cac~ous e . . ff' , d fense ~. eople, l.'n short, have 

become fearful for good reason, and have thus purchased weapons for 

equally good reason: it has become a dangerous world,and private weap-

. . 
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onry enhances one's safety within it. Here, then, the recent weapons 

trend is seen as a self-evident reason why stricter gun controls are E£! 

desirable: further controls on private weaponry would only deprive the 

citizenry of access to an important (and, they hasten to add, Constitu-

tionally guaranteed) means of protecting self and family against rape, 

pillage, and plunder. 

Despite what appears to be a nearly uniform consensus that rising 

national anxieties underlie the recent weapons trend, the analyses of 

the previous chapters suggest that the total contribution of "fear and 

loathing" to the trend may in fact be quite small. Summarizing briefly: 

The gross addition to the weapons supply over the last decade appar-

ently amounted to something in the range of 60-65 million weapons. Of 

these, some 20-25 million were either exported or func tioned as replace--

ments for weapons lost over the ten years from the 1968-era supply; 'the 

initial net increase is thus on the order of 40 million guns. Of these 40 

million excess weapons, about 20 million are accounted for simply by 

growth in the number of U.S. househ0lds; and of the 20 million that then 

remain, something on the order of 15 million can apparently be accounted 

for by disproportionate increases in the popularity of hunting, collecting 

and the other shooting sports. Corrections for these factors thus leave an 

excess of no more than about 5-8 r.1illion guns, of ~vhich perhaps half 

can be accounted for through enhanced arms demand among the U S I' 
. . po ~ce. 

The number of excess weapons remaining to be explained by other factors 

is thus on the order of 5 million guns. 

Few of the existing studies of the trend pay much serious 

attention to any of these alternative possible explanations. 
Indeed, no 

._--_ .. 
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compilation of weapons trend data that He have seen even goes so far as 

to correct the data for growth in the number of U.S. households, the 

minimum first step in any serious trend analysis. Rather, most of the 

available accounts simply assume that ~he weapons trend reflects 

an increasing "fear of crime, violence, and civil disorder," as though 

this were somehow a self-evident· propositiori. 

The work by Speigler and Sweeney (1975), quoted at the opening 

of this chapter, provides one among many possible examples. Their 

data consist of a bar chart showing estimates of "guns added to the 

U.S. civilian market" for selected years from 1962 to 1974. As all 

other versions of the supply data, this chart shows an unmistakable 

upward trend (1975: 3). No additional evidence bearing on the sou~ces 

of the trend is presented anywhere in the report. Their conclusion, 

that the trend results from "the fact and fear of rising street crime 

and the civil disorders in the mid-1960's," is an assertion for which 

no direct evidence is presented. 

I In a summary section, Speigler and Sweeney remark, "while the. 
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blessings of liberty should include shooting for hunt and sport, ( •.• ) 

it is doubtful whether the founding fathers coul~ have foreseen the 

scope of the domestic arms race, especially in handguns, a device not 

. ~ well suited for either hunt or sport, but rather as a weapon, which 

~ 
1 has resulted in a gun in every other home" (1975: n. There are two 

aspects of this passage that bear comment. First, there is the stipula-
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tion (as opposed to demonstration) that handguns have no, (or, at best, 

" 'j 

n very limited) sport or recreational applications. This is, as we see 
(,\ 
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U .-

later, a key premise in the "fear and loathing" argument: if there are 
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no "legitimate" uses of handguns, then what except fear and loathing 

can possibly account for the handgun trend? But, as we emphasized 

earlier, no serious empirical study of sport and recreational uses 

of handguns has ever been undertaken; such evidence as does exist sug-

gests a rather extensive sport and recreational use. 

A second notable aspect of the passage is the suggestion that 

the "domestic arms race" has "resulted in a gun in every other home," 

as though "a gun in every other home" is somehow a new or recent develop-

ment. In fact, there has been a "gun in every other home" for as long 

as anyone has bothered to ask the question in a national survey, as 

we show in the following section. 

Survey Data on the Weapons Trend 

The only direct (vs. inferential) evidence on trends in the mass 

demand for weaponry is contained among the several national surveys 

~oDducted since 1959 that have included a gun ownership question. Gallup 

first asked the qu.estion in ~959 and has included it periodically in 

many surveys since; the National Opinion Research Center has asked 

the question in several of the General Social Surveys. Trend data 

from these national polls and surveys for the period 1959-1977 are 

shown in Table 5-1 . 

These (and all other available) survey data on private weapons 

ownership show that approximately half the families in the United States 

possess at least one weapon, and that this proportion has been approxi-

mately constant for the last two decades. This conclusion, of course, 

seems immediately to contradict the data on weapons supply, which show 
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TABLE 5-1 

SURVEY DATA ON TRENDS IN HASS HEAPONS OWNERSHIP, 

1959-1977 

-------

1959 1965 1966 1972 1973 1974 1976 1977 

% Owning: a 

No Guns 50.8 52.0 52.6 55.5 51.4 52.9 52.0 48.9 

Shotgun 32.2 32.8 32.1 26.0 27.5 27.8 27.9 31.0 
Rifle 27.4 24.3 27.7 24.6 29.1 26.7 28.0 30.1 
Handgun 12.6 14.5 15.1 15.4 19.8 19.7 21.4 20.5 

(N) 1538 3492 3541 1541 1504 1484 1499 1530 

aColumns do not sum to 100% because families may own More than one type of 
weapon. 

SOURCE: Gallup Polls #616, 704, 733, and 852 (1959-1972); NORC General 
Social Surveys (1973-1977). 
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very substantial increases in weaponry especially in the last ten years. 

In the literature, typically,this disparity is resolved by the simple 

assertion that the survey data are invalid, that many people in fact 

own weapons but deny it to survey interviewers. There are, however, 

other equally plausible explanations. 

The total number of weapons in private hands is a funct:lon of 

three variable parameters: the total number of families, the proportion 

of those families who own at least one gun, and the average number 

of g~ns owned by families owning at least one of them. The survey 

data shown in Table 5-1, of course, speak only to th~ second of these 

parameters. A constant proportion owning a weapon is thus not inc on-

sistent with the large supply increases if there have been proportionate 

increases in either or both of the remaining two parameters. 

The effects of growth in the number of U.S. households were 

calculated in Chapter Three; about half the net supply growth can be 

attributed to this source alone. If one th,erefore grants, not unreason-

ably, that all existing evidence is equally valid -- that the supply 

data are real and the survey data equally real -- then it follows 

deductively that the rest of the "disparity" between supply-side and 

demand-side trend estimates must be accounted for by an increase in the 

average number of weapons owned by families owning at, least one of them. 

Indeed, given the conclusions of the previous chapters, the necessary 

increase in this parameter can be readily calculated. In 1968, we esti-

mate, there were 'V80 million gu~s and some 60 million U.S. households, 

half of whom owned a gun. The average number owned among the half 

owning at least one gun must therefore have been approximately 80/30 

f 
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2.67 guns per gun-owning family, on average. Calculations for 1978 

II ' guns dispersed over half of 75 million housesugges't some 120 mi ~on 

about 120/37.5 = 3.20 weapons per gun owning holds, for an average of 

,family. In other words, .L an 4ncrease of J'ust one-half gun over the 

b f amilies owning at leatst one wculd decade in the average number owned y 

IIdisparityll between the supply-side and demandwipe out all the apparent 

side trend estimates. 

1 th pro]' ected increase in this parameter cannot be Unfortunate y, e 

independently teste: .L d wh4le many surveys ask the simple o~nership 

few of them follow up with a,question on how ;rany guns question, very 

owns ', and the best existing su;:-vey data on IIhow many the respondent 

d in calculating the total number of guns guns" have already been use 

in private hands (see Chapter Two). The case that this av!~rage has 

increased is therefore mainly logical, not empirical. 

The logical case, however, is reasonably strong: if this .:.verage 

, 's in fact genuine, then the has not increased, and the supply J.TIcrease J. 

is that the true proportion of U.S. families only remaining possibility 

owning a gun has increased. And since the existing surveys show no such 

, th t the survey data are invalid. increase, this is the same as argu~ng a 

why or how do they give estimates of total But if they are invalid, then 

, t '~'n t'he supply-side esti-that are generally quite cons~sten tU,weaponry 

mates? 

This interpretatJ.on J.S , 'bolster.ed by the data in Table 5-1 on gun 

ownership by weapons type. Although the proportion owning at least 

h been roughly constant throughout the time one firearm of any type as 

series, the proportion saying they 0~1TI a handgun nearly doubles, from 

':.' 
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13% owning a handgun in 1959 up to 21% owning a handgun in 1917. 
In 

contrast, the proportions claiming to own rifles and shotguns have 

been roughly constant, as has the proportion owning no weapons at all. 

These data therefore confirm that the tendency to own more than one 

type of firearm, given that one possesses at least one of any type, 

has increased over the past t~':2nty years, and ,this pattern can only 

result from additional weapons purchases by families already owning 

at least one weapon. 

The implication, of course, is that most of the remaining "excess" 

firearms in the supply trend may well be accounted for by additional 

purchases of guns among families already owning one or more weapons; the 

data on weapons type Sur,gest that this may be especially true of the 

remaining "excess" h.qndguns. If this speculaUon is substantially 

correct, then the remaining weapons trend takes on an entirely different 

cast. tie would not be d'ealing, that is, with first-time purchases by 

"nervous" and "paranoid" citizens who had never before been exposed to 

or familiar with small arms, but rather' with second, third, or fourth 

time purchases among families who have always owned guns and who are 

(one assumes) cnmfortable with them and familiar with their use. It 

seems reasonably obvious that from the vietvpoint of "public safety," the 

transition from n'?-guns to one-gun is considerably more "alarming" than 

the transition from several to several + I weapons. 

But why, it may b~ asked, would a family that already O"~s one or 

more guns want to purchase additional ones? Surely, one or two guns is 

"enouo-h." Th' I' 'f 
M 'J.S J.ne 0 argumentation, however, assumes that weaponry 

is somehow a thing apart, qualitatively different than any other kind 
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of consumer purchase. We suggest, in contrast, that the purchase of 

additional Heaponry by families who routinely own guns is not very 

different than the purchase of additional stereo equipment by stereo 

buffs or of new ski equipment by ski buffs, etc., or in other words, 

that people own guns mainly because they enjoy them and the activities 

they ~ake. possible. Heapons-owning families presumably purchase addi

tional guns for the same reason that TV-owning families often purchase 

additional TVs, namely, because these are just the kinds of things 

they like to buy when their incomes rise. 

The most "alarming" aSl?ect of the data shown in Table 5-1 

is the distinctive upturn in handgun ownership over the two decades; a 

crude analysis of this handgun trend is shown in Table 5-2, Hhich reports 

the. percentages of various population subgroups saying they possess at 

least one handgun. for the years 1959 and 1976. This analysis shmvs 

nothing very sharp or distinctive. In particular, these data do not 

suggest that some population subgroups are arming themselves at a p,reatly 

disproportionate rate, in contrast to what one might expect from the 

"fear and loathing" hypothesis. The increasing proportion owning a hand-

gun has been concentrated in (but certainly not restricted to) the South, 

a region where weapons ownership rates have always been relatively high. 

(see Chapter Six, below). All told, Southern handgun ownership increased 

by just over 13 percentage points during the period, vs. a 6.4 point 

increase outside the South. That the trend has been disproportionate 

in a region which is traditionally high in private weapons ownership 

adds additional support to the interpretation that much of the recent 

. trend reflects additional weapons purchases among families already 

possessing weapons. 
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TABLE 5-2 

PER CENT OWNING A HA.t~DGUN BY SOCIAL BACKGROUND 

CHARACTERISTICS: 1959-1976 

Total U.S. Population 
N 

.By Political Part~ 

Democrat 
Independent 
Tl.epub1ican 

By Religion. 

Protestant 
Catholic 
Jew 

By Heads Occupa~ 

White Collar 
B1qe Collar 
Farm 

By Education 

Less than High School 
High School Graduate 
Some College 
College Graduate 

By Age 

18-30 
31-54 
55+ 

BV Sex 

Men 
'\Vomen 

Bv Race ----_. 
\fuite 
Nonwhite 

1959a 

12.6 
(1538) 

13.7 
10. 7 
12.5 

14.0 
10.9 
1.9 

13.6 
12.8 
12.3 

10.1 
16.1 
19.9 
8.3 

11.5 
13.7 
11.6 

14.6 
10.7 

12.9 
10.2 

Per Cent ~vning 

1976b 

21. 4 
(1499) 

21. 9 
21. 6 
20.7 

25.8 
13.3 
14.8 

21. 9 
24.7 
19.5 

21. 3 
20.0 
25.8 
20.5 

19.1 
23.2 
21. 3 

25.6 
18.1 

21.5 
20.3 

Handgun 

.Change 

8.8 

8.2 
10.9 
8.2 

11.8 
2.4 

1"2.9 

8.3 
11. 9 
7.2 

11.2 
3.9 
5.9 

12.2 

7.6 
9.5 
9.7 

11.0 
7.4 

8.6 
10.1 

, 
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TABLE 5-2 (continued) 

Per Cent Ownin~ Handg,;.~ 

1959
a 1976b Change 

By City Size 
25.8 9.5 

Open Country, Farm 16.3 
10.3 13.5 23.8 

City less than 10,000 
15.1 30.0 14.9 

10,000-50,000 8.1 23.0 14.9 
50,000-250,000 9.7 15.8 6.1 
250,000 and up 

By Region 
30.1 13.2 16.9 

South 10.9 17.3 6.4 
Non-South 

aSOURCE: AIPO (Gallup) #616. 

bSOURCE: 1976 NORC GSS. 
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Also, the handgun trend has been slightly disproportionate in 

middle-sized cities, which show increases on the order of 15 percentage 

points during the period. Interestingly, the increase in the larger 

urban areas (those over 250,000 population) amounted to only about 6 

percentage points, somewhat below the total increase for the population 

as a whole, and this too is the opposite of t;.;hat "fear and loathing" 

w6uld lead one to expect. 

There are two final items of interest in the table. First, the 

increase in handgun ownership has been concentrated at the extremes of 

the education distribution: ownership among both high school dropouts 

and college graduates increased more sharply (by 11 to 12 percentage 

points) than in the population as a whole. And secondly, the o~roership 

increase was also disproportionate among Protestants and Jews; Catholics 

show virtually no increase in handgun ownership at all during the period 

The Jewish increas~ was particularly pronounced: in 1959, 2% or less of 

the Jewish population admitted to owning a handgun; in 1976, the figure 

was nearly 15%. 

The rest of the variables in the table show little or nothing of 

interest. The handgun trend has been approximately the same among both 

blacks and whites, among both men and women, and across all age, occupa-

tion, and political party categories. Even the differences by region, 

city size, and religion are modest. The most prudent conclusion from 

these data is therefore that the increase in handgun ownership has cut 

more or less equally throughout all socio-demographic sectors of con-

temporary American society. 

A somelvhat more complicated version of these data is shown in 

Table 5-3. This table is identical to Table 5-2 except that a control 
, I , 
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TABLE 5-3 

TRENDS IN HANDGUN OHNERSHIP EY CITY SIZE AND 

Religion 

Protestant 
Catholic 
Jew 

Head's Occupation 

Hhi te Collar 
Blue Collar 
Farm 

Education 

Less than High School 
High School Graduate 
Some College 
College Graduate 

Age 

18-30 
31-54 
55+ 

Sex 

Male 
Female 

Race 

{Jhil:!e 
Nonwhite 

Region 

South 
Non-South 

aN < 10. 

Y i 

SELECTED BACKGROUND VARIABLES 

1959 

15.7 
15.6 __ a 

25.0 
16.5 
12.4 

12.6 
23.1 
19.0 
10.3 

12.9 
18.0 
13.3 

18.8 
12.5 

15.8 
13.S 

19.2 
11.6 

<10,000 
1976 

26.1 
22.2 

24.7 
26.1 
24.1 

25.5 
22.3 
31.1 
25.7 

23.8 
25.9 
25.0 

3.14 
19.6 

25.2 
17.6 

28.4 
22.5 

6 

10.4 
6.6 

-0.3 
9.6 

11.7 

12.9 
-0.8 
12.1 
15.4 

10.9 
7.9 

11. 7 

12.6 
7.1 

9.4 
4.1 

9.2 
10.9 

% Owning Handgun 

10-250,000 
1959 

12.7 
9.4 

11. 9 
12.7 

6.9 
15.5 
30.8 
12.0 

10.9 
13.4 
8.5 

13.0 
10.1 

12.4 
0.0 

17.4 
7.8 

1976 

30.3 
12.3 
20.0 

28.6 
25.8 

24.2 
23.2 
27.0 
23.2 

20.6 
27.1 
23.0 

25.6 
22.7 

23.8 
26.3 

34.5 
18.1 

6 

17.6 
2.9 

16.7 
13.1 

17.3 
7.7 

-3.8 
11.2 

9.7 
13.7 
14.5 

12.6 
12.6 

11.4 
26.3 

17.1 
10.3 

1959 

11. 7 
8.5 
2.1 

6.6 
9.4 

8.3 
10.8 
15.4 
5.3 

10.0 
9.1 

11.5 

10.4 
9.0 

9.5 
11.5 

12.9 
7.7 

--------------------------------------------------------------------~------~ 

250,000+ 
1976 

19.6 
11.0 
12.5 

13.4 
21. 9 

12.7 
14.5 
22.2 
15.7 

15.0 
16.8 
15.2 

20.9 
11.6 

15.6 
17.6 

24.5 
13.6 

6 

7.9 
2.5 

10.4 

6.8 
12.5 

4.4 
3.7 
6.8 

10.4 

5.0 
7.7 
3.7 

10.5 
2.6 

6.1 
6.1 

n.6 
5.9 

/ ' 
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for city size has been introduced. In order to achieve respectable cell 

sizes throughout the table, city size.has been collapsed to three cate-

gories: "rural," which here means anything under 10,000 population; 

"middle-sized," everything between 10,000 and 250,000; and "urban," 

everything from a quarter million up. The table then reports, within 

each of these three city si?es, the proportions of various population 

subgroups sayin~ they own a handgun, for both 1959 and 1976. The rows 

denoted by "6" report the simple increase (or decrease) in each propor-

tion over the perio~. Thus, the first third of the first line of the 

table shows that in 1959, 15.7% of all rural Protestants owned a handgun 

(column one)~ that in 1976, ownership among rural Protes~ants had 

increased to 26.1% (column 2), for an increase of 10.4 percentage points 

(column 3). 

In the total sample, the increase in handgun ownership over the 

period amounted to just about 9 percentage points, and so any increase 

exceeding 9 points is "disproportionate." Given the usual margin of 

survey error, however, and the fact that many of the comparisons reported 

in the table are sustained by distressingly small ceo:~. sizes, it makes 

sense to insist on something more than 9 points as the minimum difference 

worth discussing. For present purposes, a 15 point increase seems like 

a reasonable, if necessarily arbitrary, criterion. {ihere, then, did 

handgun ownership increase by more than 15 percentage points in the 

1959-1976 period? 

With one exception, all the fifteen-point-or-greater increases are 

registered among respondents from middle-sized cities. The sole excep-

tion is that 'college-graduated respondents from rural areas showed a 

... 
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15.4 point increase in the period. In the middle-sized cities, sub-

groups showing trends in excess of the criterion include Protestants, 

white collar workers, high school dropouts, non-whites, and Southerners. 

Geographically, then, the largest increase in handgun ownership has come 

in middle-sized Southern cities; by way of contrast, the handgun trend 

among large non-Southern cities (amounting overall to 5.9 percentage 

points) is a~ong the more modest shown anywhere in the table. 

Strictly, these data rule out very little of the speculation on 

motivations underlying the recent weaponry trends; the data tell us 

something about the "who" of the issue, but little or nothing of the 

"why." However, these data do pose. some puzzles that any adequate theory 

about the causes of the trend, including "fear and loathing," must 

address: ~.Jhy, for example, is the trend sharper in the South than out-

side of it? 'Vhy has it been concentrated in middle-sized cities? Or 

among Protestants and Jews but not Catholics? Hhy do non-whites in 

middle-sized cities show such a sharp increase in hand~un ownership, 

when both rural and urban non-whites show no equivalent trend? And so 

on. 

Hany of the variables shown in Table 5-3 are intercorre1ated, and 

so it is difficult to determine just which of these effects are robust 

and independent of the others, and which are not. In order to separate 

the genuine from the spurious, we have also regressed handgun ownership 

(coded as a dummy variable where 1 = owns a handgun and 0 = does not) on 

selected background variables. The results of this regression analysis 

are shown in Table 5-4. The data base for the regression is a merge of 

both the 1959 Gallup survey and the 1976 NORC survey; accordingly, year 
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TABLE 5-4 

MULTIPLE REGRESSION OF HANDGUN OWNERSHIP ON 

YEAR, SELECTED BACKGROUND VARIABLES, 

ON YEAR-BY-BACKGROUND INTERACTIONS 

Main Effects 

Year (1976 = 1) 
Catholic (=l)d 
Jew (=1) 
Other (=1) 
West (=1) e 
East (=1) 
South (=1) 
Age (in years) 
Sex (Male = 1) 
Race ({Vhi te = 1) 
Urban (=1) 
Middle (=1) 
Education 
Blue Collar (=1) 

Interactions with Year 

Catholic 
Jew 
Other 
West 
East 
South 
Sex 
Race 
Urban 
Middle 
EdUcation 
Blue Collar 

.112 
-.012 
-.082 
-.064 

.068 
-.010 

.066 
.000 
.040 
.029 

-.053 
-.038 

.017 

.010 

-.069 
.047 

-.044 
.010 

-.031 
.042 
.037 

-.004 
-.004 

.049 
-.008 
-.011 

.068 
.023 
.056 
.051 
.030 
.025 
.027 
.000 
.019 
.032 
.024 
.025 
.607 
.010 

.033 

.093 
• Q63 
.042 
.037 
.037 
.027 
.047 
.035 
.035 
.009 
.014 

Significancec 

.098 
NSf 
NS 
NS 

.024 
NS 

.0l3 
NS 

.032 
NS 

.025 
NI) 

.014 
NS 

.037 
NS 
NS 
NS 
NS 
NS 
NS 
NS 
NS 
NS 
NS 
NS 

R2 = --

• . 

F 
p 
-g 

..,(-

.059 
7.172 

- ' .000 
= .011 

I 
;' 
!, 
li n 
It 

r 
I 

~ 
IJ 
H I, 
, ~ 

"'-'---'''''''''''==''''"=="""""_,,,='''1'''''''''', iJ 

f 



- 158 -

TABLE 5-4 (continued) 

aUnstandardized multiple regression coefficient. 

b of the estimate of the b coefficient. Standard error 

c the null that the true coefficient equals zero. 
T-test against 

d
For 

the religion dummies, "Protestant" is the omitted category. 

eFor the region dummies, "Midwest" is the omitted category. 

fNS: p > .10. 

gThe regression intercept. 
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varies across the respondents and is therefore entered in the regressor 

set. The remaining independent variables are just those shown in pre-

vious tables, treated as dummy variables where appropriate. Finally, to 

assess the effects of the background characteristics on the trends, each 

of the independent variables has also been entered as an interaction 

term with year. 

Results of the regression analysis suggest the following conclusions. 

First, R2 for the total regression is less than 6%. And while this is 

"significantly" more than zero variance explained, it is not much more. 

This means that handgun ownership is largely (but not exclusively) 

random with respect to the variables considered in this analysis, or in 

other words, that handgun owners are not very much different than non-

owners in terms of these social characteristics. 

Secondly, the main effect for year is .112. This suggests that net 

of all variables considered in the table, the increase in handgun owner-

ship over the period would have been some 11.2 percentage points, rather 

than the 8.8 percentage point increase that was actually·observed. That 

the coefficient for year is larger than the zero-order effect and statis-

tically significant (at the .10 level) implies that the handgun trend is 

also not adequately explained by the independent variables included in 

the regression. For example, if it were the case that the trend only 

reflected increases in the relative size of population subgroups that 

always owned handguns at a relatively high rate (if, that is, the trend 

were a simple artifact of demographic changes), then the coefficient for 

year would be zero and insignificant. That more of the trend is left 

after all these variables have been taken into account than there was 

i 
1,_ 
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to bep,in with is thus evidence that the trend has been largely indepen-

dent of the variables in this analysis. 

The main effects reported in the table are all much as one would 

expect given the zero-order results. Net of all other variables and of 

year, pistol ownership is significantly higher in the South (.066) and 

West (.068) than in the omitted region, the Midwest. Men are slightly 

more likely to report a family handgun than are women; handguns are less 

common in urban areas than elsewhere; the tendency to own a handgun 

increases with respondent's education. 

Of the 12 interactions of these variables with year, only one is 

significant, the interaction between year and the Catholic dummy,. Net 

of all other variables shown in the table, that is, Catholics showed a 

smaller increase in handgun ownership in the period than would othe~'ise 

hav.e been expected (-.067). That none of the other interactions achieves 

significance again indicates that the trends are not adequately explained 

by the variables contained in this model. 

In gener?l, it a?~ears that little of substance can be concluded on 

the basis of these survey data on the handgun trend; most of the legiti-

mate conclusions are negative. That is, the trend revealed in these 

data turns out to be largely independent of the various socio-demographic 

factors aVailable for the analysis., It can at least be noted, however, 

that many patterns that would be consistent with "fear and loathing" as 

an explanation are ~ot observed in these data: the trend, for example, 

is not distinctively sharper in larger urban areas than in smaller 

places, and is not clearly concentrated in anyone particular social, 

racial, or ideological group. The major positive conc:lusion is thus 
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that the increase in the proportion of the population owning a handgun 

has been more or less uniform across all major sectors of the society. 

Empirical Studies of "Fear and Loathing" 

Once the obviously polemical and the essentially polemical "studies" 

are discounted, the amount of empirically credible research on "fear and 

loathing" that remains is unimpressive in quantity and inconclusive in 

substance. Indeed, there are no more than a handful of legitimate 

studies of the topic, and the few studies that have been conducted 

generally do not shmv very substantial fear and loathing effects. 

Newton and Zimring (1969) remain by far the most widely cited source 

among authors arguing the fear and loathing theme. Their evidence on 

the supply trends was reviewed in an earlier chapter. Unlike most other 

accounts, there is here at least so~e effort to compile data on sport 

and recreational weapons us~s, and there is an explicit acknowledgement 

that "to some extent these dramatic increases in gun sales merely 

reflect increased shootj,ng sports activity" (1969: 20). "Yet," they 

continue, "increases in hunting and sport shooting only partly account 

for the spiraling sale of firearms and can have little to do with hand-

guns. Firearms purchases in recent years have often been motivated by 

fear. of crime, violence, and civil disorder, as well as the fear that 

stri.cter firearms laws may make guns harder to obtain in the future" 

(1969: 21). 

Some of the sport and recreation data compiled by Newton and 

Zimring suggest, as our analysis in Chapter Three suggests, that the 

portion of the trend attributable to this source may be very large 

, 
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indeed; here we note their very intriguing finding that the percentage 

increase in expenditures for sporting arms an~ an~unition for the early 

1960's was nearly identical to the increased expenditures on fi$hing 

equipment. They also remark that, even though the number of licensed 

hunters was fairly constant through the period, "hunters now have longer 

seasons, UlOre shooting reserves, and more leisure time and income to 

spend on sports and hObbies." But ascribing any large l'brtion of the 

total weapons increase to sport and recreational de!lland would sit poorly 

with the overall themes of the rest of the report. They thus conclude 

their discussion of the trend on the following note: "Growing· interest 

in shooting sports may explain much of the increase in long gun sales, 

but it does not account for the ~ramatic increase in handgun sales. 

Fear of crime, violence" and civil disorder, and perhaps the anticipa-

tion of stricter firearm3 laws, appear also to have stimulated sales 

of handguns in recent years" (1969: 22). 

This, it will be noted, is a pretty firm conc!.usion, and so one 

expects to find, somewhere in the report, persuasive evidence that 

Ilfear of crime •.. " has motivated a large fraction of recent weapons 

purchases. Evidence along these line.a is not amply abundant in the 

report. The conclusion, rather, is sustained by two fragments of evi-

dence, neither persuasive, and by or.·,: critical stipulation that happens 

also to be incorrect. First the evidence: 

(i) Newton and ZimrJng emphasize that "self-defense is the most 

frequently given reason for owning a handgun" (1969: 21). In support, 

they cite a finding from a 1966 NORC survey that asked, "Is there a 

gun, pistol, rifle, or shotgun in the house tha.t is used for the pro-
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tection of the household, even though it is also used for sport or 

something else?,j Over 11 37% f h a, • 0 t e respondents (and therefore, about 

three-quarters of the weapons-owning respondents) said "yes." They 

also report that some 95% of the "shooters" in a 1964 poll mentioned 

hunting as a "good reason': for owning a shoulder weapon, but only 16~~ 

gave this as agoo~ reason for ownl.·ng a handgun', in contrast, "self-

defense" was mentioned as a good reason f or owping a handgun by 71%. 

Since, in our view, people should be seen as expert informants 

on the conditions of their own existence, these findings constitute 

strollg evidence. that must be taken serl.·ously. Th . e questl.on is, Evi-

dence for what? The data do show, unmistakably, that perhaps two

thirds 'to three-fourths of the people who own guns 0~'11 them at least 

in part for self-defense. Given the question wording, it is obviously 

impossible to ascertain how many own th . '1 em prl.mar~ or exclusively for 

self-defense, and so this question fails to bear on any possible sporting 

uses of these same weapons. That g d uns are owne in part for s0lf-

defense clearly does not rule out h ot er ownership reasons, since vir-

tually all hunting or sporting weapons could also be used, should the 

situaLi~n arise, for self-defense. 

Also, the question does not ask about protection against what. 

The presumption is that most or all of these "defensive" weapons are 

to protect against other human beings, but in at least some cases, 

the "self-defense" in questl.·on wo ld b . u e protectl.on against "snakes, 

angry. wolverines, and rabid foxes," to borrow a phrase from an author 

quo:;~cl in an earlier context. Th "f " f . e ear 0 aggre::;sl.ve ,fauna ~yould 

hardly constitute evidence in favor of Newton and Zimring's hypothesis. 
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Seme i.ndirect evidence en the ewnership ef weapen:;;; fer defense 

1.·s centa1.·ned in the 1978 DMI pell neted in several preagainst animals 

vieus centexts. One questien in the pell asked whether peeple had "ever 

1.·f 1.·t wasn't fired, fer self-pretectien." Altegether, used a gun, even 

d d " "A fellewup asked, "Was this to. 12% ef the sample res pen eyes. 

. 1 n?" Half the respenses to. this pretect against an an1.ma er a perse . 

f d t pretec_tien against animals (DMI, 1978: 116) '. questien.re erre 0. 

t d 1.·s enly an 1.·mperfect indicater ef why they are Hew weapens ge use 

ewned in the first place, and so thj,s is, as we say, enly indirect 

evidence. h t perhaps half ef all "defensive" weapens But it suggests t a 

are fer defense against animals as eppesed to. ether humun beings. 

Other'aspects ef Newten and Zimring's treatment ef these data bear 

seme ccrmnent. Their cenclusien is that "self-defense is the mest frequently 

given reasen fer ewning a handgun." The NOltC questien, hmvever, dees 

net differentiate between handguns and leng f,uns (in fact, it censcien

tieusly cellapses any such distinctien) and so. dees net bear directly en 

this cenclusien. Thus, the enly evidence cited in the repert bearing 

directly en this cenclusien is the finding frem the 19.64 pell ef 

"sheeters." That pell, hewever, did net ask peeple why they ewned a 

gun; it asked "sheoters" to. give epiniens en 1vhat geed reasens fer 

ewning varieus kinds ef guns weuld l;>e -- a separate Platter entirely. 

The 1966 NORC res'lilt is also. cited as evidence that "many Americans 

keep leaded f1.rearms . 1'n hemes, businesses, and en their persens fer the 

purpese of pretectien" (1969: 61). This is an unwarranted read-in to. 

the evidenc~: the finding itself indicates nething about the prepertien 

Of families who. keep leaded guns in their heuse, enly abeut the preper

tien who. ewn guns (leaded er net), at least in part, fer pretective 

purpeses. 
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The preceeding aside, the most serieus preblem with the :treasens 

fer ewnership" data in the centext is that they de net, in and ef them-

selves, relate directly to. the questien at issue, namely, the seurces ef 

the handgun trends. To. explain the handgun trend en the basis ef these 

kinds ef data, ene weuld have to. shew either that (a) the number ef gun 

ewners citing "defensell er "pretectien" as a reasen fer ewnership had 

increased over the sarte time span, er (b) the numbers ef peeple feeling 

seme need fer "pretect'ien" er "defense" had increased ever the time span. 

Either ef these may, ef ceurse, be true; given the events ef the 1960's, 

the secend (if net the first) may be self-evident. But there is again 

no. evidence cited er presented anywhere in the Ne~vten-'limring report 

bearing en either (a) er (b). 

The mest current and prebably best evidence 'en why peeple ewn guns 

is centained in the 1978 D¥I pell (see Table 5-5). The D~11 questien is 

less ambigueus than the NORC questien because it asks specifically fer 

the "mest impertant reason" fer weapens ewnership. Fecussing fer the 

mement en the "all guns" celumn, Hself-defense at heme" is mentiened as 

the primary reasen by just 'ene in five weapens ewners; the large majeritj 

(71%) mentien seme spert er recreatienal use (hunting, target sheoting, 

er cellecting). Frem this, it can be cerrectly inferred that "self-

defense at heme" is net the "mest frequently given reasen" fer ewning a 

weapen. But we ceuld certainly net cenclude from this that "fear and 

loathing" is !!£! the explanatien of the weapons trend. The Newten-

Zimring inference from their 1966 survey data is therefore a nen 

sequitur. 
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TABLE 5-5 

REASON FOR. GUNS OHNERSHIP
a 

All Guns Handguns Only 

Self-Defense at Home 20 40 

Protection at Work 1 5 

Law Enforcement or Security Job 3 8 

Part or a Gun Collection 7 14 

Target Shooting 10 17 

Hunting 54 9 

Just Like to Have One 3 6 

Missing Data (DK. NA, etc.) 2 1 

---

100% 100% 

aThe question reads: "I have a list of reasons why people own guns. Please 
listen vlhile I r.ead it;. ~md then tell me the most important reason you have 
a gun. 

SOURCE: mIT, 19'79: 40; all results are from DMI's December, ,1978, poll. 
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Other aspects of the DMI data also warrant some emphasis here. 

First, consistent with the conclusion from Newton and Zimring, "self-

defense at home" is the modal reason for owning a handgun. At the same 

time, the proportion of handgun owners mentioning this was 40%, which 

means that the clear majority gave some other reason. This finding 

therefore supports the conclusion that most handguns are owned for 

some reason other than self-defense, contrary to Newton and Zimring's 

depiction. 

Secondly, 5% of the handgun owners mention "protection at work" and 

8% mention "law enforcement or security job" as the primary reasons for 

owning the handgun. "Protection at work" is somewhat ambiguous in con-

text; presumably, this refers to persons such as truckers, taxi cab 

drivers, possibly foresters or farmers, or other: "non-security" occupa-

tions where carrying a gun provides a useful hedge against the unknown. 

"Law enforcement or security job," however, is more clearcut; this refers 

to the same subject matter discussed in the previous chapter. Now, the 

weapons demand projected from that chapter was based on a total number 

of "armed public servants" somewhere in the range of 750,000 plus some 

additional (and hard to est:i.mate) number of "aI111ed private servants" 

(that is, private police and security forces). If the recurring guess 

(from the literature on private security), that there are as many private 

as public police, is correct, then we would project a total "security" 

employment somewhere in the range of 1.5 million persons. Now, according 

to the DMI data, 23% of the nation's households possess a handgun, and 

of these, 8% say the main reason is a law enforcement or securi~y job. 

Based on a total of 75,000,000 households, the DMI data thus give (75 
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million) (.23) (.08) = 1,3RO,OOO as the total armed security employment, 

encourar,ingly close to the corresponding Chapter Four estimates. 

Third, 14% of the handgun owners mention "gun collection," 17% 

me.ntion target shooting, and 9% mention "hunting" as the primary reason 

for owning a handgun. The sport and recreation mentions therefore amount 

to 40%' of the total, the same· proportion who gave "self-defense in the 

home" as the primary reason. This finding therefore suggests that 

least as much to do with handguns as se1fsport and recreation have at 

defense has. Working again from a base of 75 million households, the 

proportions shown in Table 5-5 project out to totals of 2.9 million 

handgun target shooters in the nation as a whole, 2.4 million handgun 

collectors, and 1.6 million persons who hunt with handguns (here assuming 

one and only one shooter per gun owning household). The conclusion 

from Newton and Zimring, t~that hlJnt;lng and sport shooting ... can, have 

little to do with handgU!ls .. " if>, in our view, sharply undercut by these 

results. 

Finally, 20% of all gun owners (handgun or otherwise) mention "self-

defense in the home" as the primary ownership reason, which implies that 

roughly four out of five priva~e1y owned weapons are possessed for 

reasons other than "fear and loathing. It Since gun ovmers represent 

about half the total population of households, the proportion of all 

American households possessing a firearm of any sort primarily for se1f-

defen~c is therefore on the order of 10%. (Contrast this, for example, 

~oJith the imagery of Ita gun in every other home," as advanced in Speigler 

and Sweeney, above.) If this 20% proportion has been constant over the 

past two decades,. then one could suggest, reasonably, that some 20% of 
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the excess weapons supply (as estimated earlier) has been absorbed in 

Itfear and loathing" demand. Given an initial weapons excess of 40,000,000 

guns, this further suggests a total demand for Itdefensive" weapons of 

(.2) (40 million) = 8 million firearms, which agrees quite respectably 

with the 5 million net excess guns projected at the close of the pre-

vious chapter. 

(ii) Aside from the evidence on reasons for gun ownership, 

the only other evidence presented in the Newton-Zimring report bearing 

on "fear of crime ..• tt and its effects on weapons demand is a chart 

showing trend data on permits to purchase firearms in Detroit for the 

years 1965-1968 (see Table 5-6). These data are apparently presented 

to show that applications for permits to ~urchase weapons respond 

to racial incidents and civil disorders. Even if the data showed 

this clearly and unambiguously, there would be a question ~oJhether 

results from "Murder City" generalize to the nation as a whole. But .the 

graph does not clearly show the presumed "fear and loa.thing" effect 

even for Detroit. The data do reveal an unmistakable upward trend in 

appli~ations to purchase a weapon (NOTE: not in their actual purchase), 

but it does not reveal any clear "spike" or "break" in the time series 

corresponding, even with ':lppropriate lags, to the points designating 

"racial incident" and "civil disorder. 1t (It should also be kept in 

mind that the total population of metropolitan Detroit during this 

period ~as about 4.4 million, whereas the quarterly permits to purchase 

number in the range of one to six thousand.) 

The data in Table 5-6 show thnt the number of persons in Detroit 

wishing to purchase a legal firearm increased quite regularly from 1965 

to 1968, but say little or nothing about why. "Fear and loathing" is 

, 
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TABLE 5-6 
one possible explanation that is neither confirmed nor ruled out by 

"NEW PERMITS TO PURCHASE FIREARMS IN DETROIT, 
these data. This notwithstanding, the Newton-Zimring Detroit chart 

MICHIGAN (BY QUARTER), 1965-1968." 
is commonly cited in the pro-control liter.ature as nearly definitive 

; -----------------~ proof on the "fear and loathing" point (e.g., Comptroller General of 

I 
the United States, 1978: 21). 

J 
(iii) The most compelling argument for "fear and loathing" is 

6000 
thus the simple stipulation that sport or recreation "can have little 

5000 
to do with handguns" (1969:21), as in the Speigler-Sweeney passage 

already discussed. A sport or recreational explanation of the handgun 
,,' 

'" 
~ooo 

trend is therefore ruled out on ~ priori grounds. This purely logical 

3000 
argument, however, is directly contradicted by the DMI findings and 

by other information presented in Chapter Three. To be sure, these 

2000 
DMI and other data do not demonstrate that sport and recreation actually 

1000 
account for the handgun trend, only that they may. This explanation, 

that is, cann(~t be ruled out solely on a priori grounds. 

oll~;;~~~~~~~~~f'~eesa~~~~Im~~~~~r&~:a~~~1I 
1965 1966 1967 

Thus, the source most commonly cited in the literature as demon-

Source: Stanford Reseou.:'h Institut~. strating a "fear and loathing" effect turns out to contain virtually \ 

no evidence at all pointing to such a conclusion. At best, the evi-

dence is ambiguot'{s and the stated conclusions premature. Much the 

same is true fo1." most other direct inquiries into fear and loathing 

as a factor in the trend. For example, Wright and Marston (1975) looked 
" 

at 1973 survey evidence on correlates of weapons ownership in cities and 

SOURCE: Reproduced exactly as it appears in Newton and Zimring, 1969: 22. 
suburbs (size 250,000 and up). The "fear and loathing" i.nterpretation 

" . requires at least that direct measures of "fear and loathing" correlate 

11 

~vith gun ownership, but they found very litt],e to suggest such a pattern. 

Indeed, persons who expressed some fears about venturing out alone at 
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night were somewhat les~ likely to own a gun than those who did not. 

Heapons ownership was also disproportionately low among persons who had 

been burglarized or threatened with force in the previous year, and among 

those living in integrated neighborhoods. A.ll these findings are directly 

opposite to what "fear and loathing" v]Quld lead one to expect (~,]right and 

Marston, 1975: 101-103). 

Several other survey studies have reported similar patterns. For 

example, Williams and McGrath conclude from another analysis of the 197::J 

NaRC data that "there is not a statistically significant degree of asso

ciation between victim status and gun ownership" (1976: 27). And here 

too, it is reported that there is a "negative relationship between fear 

in the neighborhood and gun ownership" (1976: 27-28). In contrast, 

Caetano (1979) reports, on .the basis of a broader measure of victimiza

tion (victimized in five years rather than one, also family and close 

" t" . t" well as personal victimization) but with acquaintance V1C 1m1za 10n, as 

a substantially less compelling sample (467 night students at California 

State College, San Bernadino), that there is a .24 correlation (gamma) 

between criminal victimization and gun ownership. This correlation, 

however, was somewhat less than half the correlation between parental 

and respondent gun ownership (gamma = .55). (There is considerable 

evidence from many sources that adult weapons ownership is a function 

of early socialization; ~ee the following chapter.) Furth\~P\. dmong 

several categories of respondents (women, the youn?, nonwhites, and the 

lower classes), the relationship with gun ownership was either insignif-

icant or reversed. 
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Northwood, Westgard, and Barb (1978) have analyzed applications for 

permits to carry a concealed weapon in Seattle. Across the sample of 

applications analyzed, "only 18.5% ••. claim prior victimization as a 

reason for carrying a concealed weapon" (1978: 71), which suggests that 

"this factor alone is not sufficient to explain gun application behavior 

in generaL" A further analysis looked at the relationship between per 

capita applications and the crime rate across Seattle census tracts. 

"The results suggest a low and statistically insignificant relationship 

to gun application rates. Thus, the notion that a 'crime threat' is a 

major determiner for people to arm themselves is not convincing" (1978: .71) 

There was, however, a notable correlat:ion acrOSB census tracts 

bet~veen applications and the proportion nonwhite, and the rate of 

increase in the proportion nom,Thi te. Thus, applications were lowest in 

racially stable are~s, and highest in racially unstable areas. It 

appears, however, that the "distinctiveness" of racially unstable areas 

in gun applications is due mainly to a higher rate of applications among 

blacks, not among whites (1978: 72-73). (Still, the rate of white appli-

cations was higher "in areas experiencing the greatest increase in black 

occupancy" (p. 73).) Thus, there is at least some evidence from this 

study to suggest that racial instability, if not crime itself, may 

contribute to weapons behavior. 

Bordua and Lizotte (1979) have analyzed the ind.dence of Firearms 

Owners Identification Cards across Illinois counties. (These cards are 

required for all legally possessed weapons in the state.) No measure of 

the county crime rate was significantly related to FOIC cards for either 

males or minors. Legal ownership among women was, however, significantly 

. . ~ , 

, 



. ../"' 

I 

I , 
I 
! 

[J 
'1 I 

u 
, 

~ 

/ ." 

, 

1 I 



'I 

- 174 -

related to the cube of the county'.';3 violent crime rate and to the propor-

tion of young blacks in the county. This analysis thus suggests that 

adult women, but not minors or adult men, tend to buy guns at least in 

part as a response to crime. 

Individual-level survey data for Illinois have also been analyzed 

by 1izotte and Bordua (1980). Their data allo~7 them to differentiate 

directly between weapons mvned for sport and weapons owned for purposes 

of self-defense; the former outnumber the latter by some three to one. 

No measure of crime, victimization, perceived crime, proximity to blacks, 

fear, or racism correlates with ownership for sport, which is to say that 

the ownership of most weapons (the three-quarters majority) is independent 

of "fear and loathing." 

Concerning protection guns, "violent crime in the county is the 

only significant predictor" (1980: 239). Apparently, "people's defensive 

ownership of guns is totally a function of violent crime in the area. 

It is not an extension of a general home defense orientation or a product 

of any of the other variables in the model, such as violent attitudes or 

racism" (1980: 239). Defen.siv.e ownership \vas also uncorrelated with 

proximity to blacks, direct criminal victimization, fear of crime, and 

the Ferceived crime rate. Thus, even here, the bulk of the evidence is 

incousistent with the "fear and loathing" theme. 

The most sophisticated effort to examine "fear and loathing" as a 

factor in the handgun trend is due to Clotfelter (1977). Data are 

derived from six states with good time-series data on handgun sales; 

independent variables include violent crime rates (taken from UCR) and 

indic~s of civil disorder events for both the states and for the nation 

as .Sl \ilhole. The findings provided only limited support for "fear and 

;-.1 . . , 
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loathing." Civil disorder incidents for th 
..:::..:::..::....-=:.::e=-..::cou~as a whole "repre-

sent an important determ. inant of handgun d d" , 
8man, but 'disorders within 

a state have no independent effect" (1977: 13, our emphasis). 
There was 

also no significant effect for violent crime rates.' " 
The strong upward 

trend in [handgun] sales cannot be exp1a1.'ned b' 
y ... rising violent crime 

rates" (1977: 13). The time-series data (1977: Figure 1) show an unmis-

takable spike centered on 1967-1968, with a general upward linear trend 

on either side of the spike. 0 't 
ne 1.n erpretation is thus that there was 

a one-time surge on handgun demand around the ' 
t1.me of the major civil 

disorders of the late 1960' s, consistent ~T1.' th "fear and 
' loathing." But 

this finding obviously does not l' h 
exp a1.n t e persistence of the trend 

into the 1970's. 
As Clotfelter notes, "much of the demand for handguns 

remains unexplained, however, as illustrated by.the strong upward trends 

in purchases over the last decade." 

These are not the only stud1.'es that have 1 k " 
00 ed at fear and 

loathing," but they adequately illustrate the 
general pOint, namely, 

that there is no credible study anywhere 1.'n the I' 
.~ 1.terature that shows, 

clearly and unmistakably, a "fear and 10ath1.'ng" ff 
e ect in the weapons 

trend. This, of course, is not to say that there is no such effect, 

only that no one has yet been able to find it. 

Why not? The most parsimonious explanation, of course, is either 

that the effect does not exist or that the effect is so subtle as to 

escape detection by existing methods of research. In either case, it 

seems obvious that the overall contribution of "fear and loathing" to 

the recent "domestic arms buildup" is very much smaller than commonly 

suggested in the standard accounts. A Ch t Th 
s ap ers ree and Four have 

to t~ . '. 
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argued, by far the largest share of the "excess" weaponry of the last 

decade must be ascribed to other sources, most relatively benign from 

the societal viewpoint. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

CHARACTERISTICS OF PRIVATE WEAPONS OWNERS 

The present chapter reviews the available research on characteris-

tics of the persons and households that possess weaponry, that is, how 

owners and nonowners differ in social background, locale, and personal 

outlooks. Our purpose is essentially to determine where in the, society 

the private ownership of weapons is concentrated. 

There are at least two important distinctions that need to be in-

troduced. First is the distinction between personal and household weapons 

ownership. It seems reasonable to assume that guns are owned by individuals, 

and it is the characteristics of these individuals that are at issue 

here. However, much of the available survey data on weapons ownership 

is based on a question asking about guns kept in the house, whether 

they belong to the respondent or to some other family member. In turn, 

much of the descriptive literature on ownership correlates deals not 

with individual owners but with the characteristics of the households 

within which weapons owners reside, a separate matter. 

Secondly, it is essential to distinguish among various types of 

private weaponry. Several distinctions might be considered in this 

context, for example, handguns vs. shoulder weapons (which has been 

the focus of some analyses, reviewed below). Lizotte and Bordua (1980, 

forthcoming; Bordua and Lizotte, 1979), however, have made a persuasive 

case that the most critical distinction concerns the reasons why the 

weapon is owned, for protection and self-defense, or for illicit crim-

inal purposes. Their research (reviewed in more detail below) strongly 

suggests that the characteristics of persons owning weapons for sport 
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and recreational purposes are sharply different than the characteristics 

of persons owning protective or defensive weaponry. (It can also be 

assumed that the criminal ownership of weapons involves yet another 

qualitatively different type.) Unfortunately, most available research 

depends exclusively on the simple yes-no ownership question, such that 

all weapons owners, irrespective of their reasons for ownership, are 

treated equally. 

The most recent nationally-generalizable evidence on reasons for 

weapons ownership was reviewed in the previbus chapter (see Table 5-5). 

Taking all guns equally, slightly mor.e than 70% of all owners state a 

sport or recreational motive for possessing the weapon, and slightly 

1 
less than 25% mention some sort of defensive or p'rotective reason. 

(The remainder provide ambiguous responses, or no response at all;) 

It follows, then, that most gun owners fall into the sport and recrea-

tiona], category, and thus, that the avai,lable studies of weapons 

ownership (irrespective of type) are predominantly, but not exclusively, 

studies of sport and recreational owners. The presence within the gun 

ownership category of a substantial minority. of persons cwning a weapon 

for other reasons, however, introduces ~ore than a little ambiguity into 

many of the published results. For this reason, the following review 

pla,ces more emphasis on studies that maintain the distinction among 

own/~r-ship types and relatively less on studies that: consider all 'gun 

OW.12 ~ equally, irrespective of type. 

Locational Variables: Region and City Size 

All studies co have considered the matter report that weapons 

ownership is highest in rural areas and falls off as city size increases 
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(e.g., Erskine, 1972; Hamilton, 1972: 546; Newton and Zimring, 1969; 

Wright and Marston, 1975; etc.). In the nationally representative NORC 

survey evidence analyzed by Wright and Marston, the proportion owning 

any weapon falls off from 65.5% aIJIong rural residents to 30.5% of 

residents of cities sized 250,000 and up. Th e patterns for handguns 

only are similar, but much less sharp: in the same data, the proportion 

owning a handgun ranges from 23.1% of the rural respondents to 15.3% of 

the urbanites. Thus, handgun ownership is rather more evenly distributed 

over ci ty sizes than is the ownership of shoulder weapons, ~vhich tends 

to be sharply concentrated in smaller-size places. 

The city-size pattern supports the contention that most private 

weaponry is owned for sport and recreational purposes, since most such 

purposes require access to open and unpopulated areas.
2 

There is a similar consensus on the regional patterns in weapons 

ownership: private weaponry is more prevalent in the South (and West) 

than in other parts of the nation (e.g., Erskine, 1972; Newton and 

Zimring, 1969', Wright and Marston, 1975). Th e regional effect is also 

sizable: in the Wright-Marston data, the South-nonSouth difference 

amounted to 22 percentage points over all guns, and some 16 percentage 

points in handgun ownership.3 Some research has attempted to link 

Southern weapons ownership with a presumed "regional subculture of 

violence." These studies are reviewed in detail in a later section of 

this chapter. 

Since the South is disproportionately rural, it may be wondered 

whether the region and city size effects are independent; the available 

evidence is that they' are (e.g., O'Connor and Lizotte, 1978; ~.[right and 

Marston, 1975: Table 3). Indeed, both region and city size contribute 
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and ;ndependently to the probability of owning a weapon. significantly ... 

Thus, weapons ;n rural Southern areas, and lowest ownership is highest ... 

in the urbanized North. 

Several investigators (e.g., Alviani and Drak~, 1975: 1-2; Newton 

1969) have noted the correspondence between regional rates and Zimrir"g, 

ownership and regional rates of violent crime, namely, of private weapons 

that the violent crime rate is highest in regions where the private 

ownership of weapons is higlest. 1 On this basis, it is sometimes argued 

weapons ownership is a cause of violent crime. that private On the 

, prevalent in big cities than in rural other hand, violent crime 1S more 

areas, whereas for weapons ownership, just the opposite is true. As we 

the following chapter, neither the region nor discuss in some detail in 

about the possible causal relationthe city size effect says anything 

d crimin:ll 1Tiolence, a large number of ships between private 'veaponry an 

assertions to the contrary notwithstanding. 

Social Status: Class, Religion, Race, and Sex 

d 'I' t on guns, there is a "commonly In much of the popularize 1tera ure 

that [gun] ownership is more prevalent among .•. lower held viewpo;i.nt 

socio-economic classes" (Burr, 1977: 8). In contrast to this theme, 

h t 'ate weapons Dwners of all types there is substant.ial evidence t a pr1V 

ffl t and middle class. In the Wright-Marston are disproportionately v~ ~en 

Point difference in weapons ownership data, there was a 12 percentage 

1 prest1'gious groups; in the same data, there was between most and east 

b t and least affluent, 25 t Point difference etween mos nearly a percen age 

among the most affluent group (1975: Table 2). with ownership highest 

tends to increase with income, or occupational That weapons O'vnership 
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prestige, or both, has subsequently been confirmed in several studies 

(e.g., Burr, 1977: 8; Lizotte and Bordua, 1980: 237; OIConnor and Lizotte, 

1978: Table 1). So far as we have been able to determine, no study has 

4 yet reported a contrary result. 

Effects of education on weapons ownership are less clear. Burr 

(1977) r:eports the regular pattern mentioned above, with mvnership 

increasing as years of education go up. In the Wright-Marston study, 

however, ownership was highest in the middle of the education distribu-

tion" and generally lower among those at either extreme; and others 

(e.g., Lizotte and Bordua, forthcoming) report no significant educa-

tional effect. 

Rather surprisingly, there is also a strong religious pattern in 

private weapons mvnership, 'vith white Protestants far more likely to 

possess a weapon than members of other ~eligious groups (Wright and 

Marston, 1975; O'Connor and Lizotte, 1978: 424). Further, this effect 

is statistically independent of city size, region, and all measures of 

social status (Wright and Marston, 1975: Table 3), and is detectable 

for both all weapons and handguns only. In magnitude, the religious 

effect rivals the effect of region; this notwithstanding, no further 

analysis of the religious effect, beyond that reported in Wright and 

Marston, has yet been published. 5 

The av~ilable evidence suggests no sharp or consistent differences 

in weapons ownership across racial groups. In the 1973 NaRC data ana-

lyzed by Wright and Marston (1975), whites were slightly, but not 

substantially, more likely to own a weapon than non-whites: there was 

no difference, however, in rates of handgun ownership. Burr (1977: 8) 

reports, on the basis of Florida data, that "a greater percentage of 
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whites (47.3%) own handguns than do blacks (39.8%)." In contrast, an 

analysis of applications for permits to carry handguns in Seattle 

reports that "blacks are proportionally over-represented" among the 

applicant pool (Northwood, Westgard, and Barb, 1978: 70). Finally, 

there are some studies (e.g., Lizotte and Bordua, 1980: 237) that 

report insignificant race effects. Since some studies report ownership 

higher among whites (by small margins), others report ownership higher 

among blacks (by small margins), and still others report no significant 

difference, the most prudent conclusion is very probably that weapons 

ownership is not linked in any important way to race. 

As noted in the introduction, much of the available literature is 

based on surveys of household weapons owner~hip, and the reported sex 

6 
differences in weapons ownership are correspondingly small. Studies 

based on a question about personal weapons ownership, however, routinely 

report that ownership and use of weapons are sharply higher among males 

than among females (e.g., Kennett and Anderson, 1976; Lizotte and Bordua, 

1980; Marks and Stokes, 1976; Northwood, Westgard. and Barb, 1978). 

In general, the published literature strongly supports the conclu-

sion that private weapons'owners are predominantly rural and small town 

middle class Protestant mal~s whose ownership of weapons is mostly for 

sport and recreational purposes. None of these relationships is perfect; 

in fact, few or none exceed .3, and so there is substantial variation 

around this main theme. (There are, in other words, substantial numbers 

of weapons OWTlers in all regions, all city sizes, and among all social, 

racial, and religious groups.) As to the theme itself, however, there 

is little serious .empirical question. 
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The Southern Subculture of Violenc.e 

W. J. Cash, eminent observer of the American South, once remarked 

that "the South is another land, sharply different=!.ated from the rest 

of the nation, and exhibiting within itself a remarkable homogeneity" 

(1940). There is, in consequence, a large literature on Southern dis-

tinctiveness and culture (see Wright, Rossi and Juravich, 1980, for a 

recent, though partial, review). One element of this "distinctiveness" 

is, as we have already noted, a substantially higher rate of personal 

weapons ownership in the South than elsewhere; another element, noted 

by many observers, is that the rates of interpersonal violence are also 

higher in the South than in other regions (e.g., Harries, 1974; Newton 

and Zimring, 1969). These facts have led several authors to argue that 

there is a distinctive "Southern subculture of violence" -- that is, 

a package of cultural values transmitted within families and distinctive 

to the South that glorifies or condones violent behavior (e.g., Gastil, 

1971; Hackney, 1969; Reed, 1971). 

All existing literature focussed. on this presumed "subculture of 

violence'.' acknowledges that the simple zero-order effects noted above 

are not adequate, in and of themselves, as proof of the subculture 

thesis. Region, that is, correlates with economic development, level 

of poverty, level of urbanization and industrialization, pe'r cent non-

white, and a large number of other factors that may account for the 

zero-order effects, independently of any "subcultural" explanation. 

(Restating the point in less technical language, the distinctiveness 

of the South in rates of interpersonal violence may reflect only that 

the level of economic development is lower in the South than elsewhere 
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and thus have nothing at all to do with violence-conducive subcultural 

values.) Thus, in advance of any evidence, subcultural differences are 

but one among many plausible explanations of the regional effect. 

Results of the initial empirical studies of the topic seemed to 

support the subcultural explanation (Castil, 1971; Hackney, 1969). 

Both studies demonstrated a regional effect on the homicide rate that 

persisted even with certain relevant background variables held constant; 

that is, even net of various potential confounding effects (such as 

levels of SES or per cent non-white), Southern states were found to 

have higher homicide rates than non-Southern states. But this is, as 

Loftin and Hill (1974) and Erlanger (1975) have pointed out, an extremely 

weak and indirect test of the subcultural explanation. In both analyses, 

the only measure of "Southern subculture" was region itself. Thus, both 

studies attribute to Southern subculture all. of the regiGt~al effect 

except that portion due to the specific variables held constant in the 

regression analyses. This is a plausible attribution only if the 

control variables in the analyses exhaust all possible explanations of 

the effect other than subcultural differences -- a very unlikeiy possi-

bility. (There are also other, more technical, difficulties with both 

the Gastil and Hackney studies, reviewed thoroughly by Loftin and Hill.) 

Lacking any direct, independent measure of the values presumably con-

tained within the "subculture," neither study can be definitive about 

the contribution of these values to the regional differences in rates 

of interpersonal violence. It may thus be said that the Gastil and 

Hackney studies show results that are consistent with the "subculture 

of violence" hypothesis but inadequate to rule other plausible explana-

tions out. 
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More recent and rather more sophisticated analyses show little or 

no support for the subcultural explanation, although none of the studies 

can be considered conclusive. Following procedures closely analogous 

to the Gastil-Hackney procedures, but includ~ng more precisely defined 

" . t t . I" . S1 ua 10na var1ables among the regressor set, Loftin and Hill show 

no statistically significant residual effects for region in the state

by-state homicide rate, once relevant background variables are controlled 

(1974: Tables 3 and 4). Indeed, most of the zero-order regional effect 

disappears with a control for the relative poverty levels across states. 

Contrasting the Gastil-Hackney findings, these data therefore tend to 

support the conclusion that the Southern distinctiveness in interpersonal 

violence reflects mainly structural, situational, or socio-economic 

factors, rather than sub-cultural ones. 

However, even this may be a premature conclusion, as Loftin and 

Hill themselves point out. "The more appropriate conclusion is: our 

data and those analyzed by Gastil and Hackney are not adequate to delin

eate precise cultural and non-cultural effects" (1974: 722). The major 

shortfall in all such studies is the lack of a measure of regional 

culture that is independent of region itself. 

The most recent inquiry into the subculture theory is due to 

O'Connor and Lizotte (1978). This analysis is based on survey data on 

individuals, rather than aggregate data on states (as were the studies 

by Gastil, Hackney, and Loftin and Hill), which has the advantage of 

avoiding certain aggregation effects that imperil the conclusions of 

Previous studies. Given th f . d' 'd 1 1 e ocus on 1n 1V1 ua evel data, the depen-

dent variable in the analysis cannot be homicide~, or, for that 

, ; 

ii 
;1 



j 

,i 
il 
} 

I 

f i 

- 186 -

matter, any other measure of homicide, since murderers appear quite 

infrequently in any national sample, however large. Rather, the depen

dent variable is whether the respondent's household possesses a gun 

(more particularly, for the published part of the analysis, whether the 

household possesses a handgun). It is plausible, however, that a 

violence-conducive culture would support the ready availability of guns 

no less than their ready use as a means to settle interpersonal disputes; 

and certainly, weapons ownership patter~s among individuals seems at 

least as plausible as a test of the subcultural theory as homicide rates 

across states. Granting in advance, then, that the results from this 

strl.'ctly. comparable with the results reviewed above, we study ar'2 not 

consider this test of the thesis as at least equally plausible. 

O'Connor and Lizotte reason, not unpersuasively, that if the 

regional distinctiveness in weap~ns ownership is a function of a 

violence-conducive subculture -- a package of values transmitted within 

families as part of early socialization -- then the effect for the 

region within which one was socialized would be greater than the effect 

'd And ll.'kewl.'se, were the "situational" for the region of current resl. ence. 

variables more important than the cultural ones, then current residence 

should have the larger effect. The rationale here is obvious: the bulk 

of cultural learning takes place in early childhood, and so if the 

tendency to own a weapon is a function of having been raised in a region

specific cultural setting, then the region of birth should be a better 

predictor of weapons ownership than the region of current residence. 

Data for the analysis were taken from the 1973 and 1974 NORC 

General Social Surveys; the dependent variable for the reported analysis 
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is a dummy variable f.or pistol ownership. (The authors remark, however, 

that equivalent Lesults were obtained when the ownership of any weapon 

was treated as the dependent variable.) Consistent with results reviewed 

earlier, the analysis showed a negative relationship with city size (both 

city size of present residence and city size of the respondent's residence 

at age 16), a sharp and positive relationship with income, and a strong 

positive effect on pistol ownership for being Protestant. The coeffi

cient for region of current residence was also significant and in the 

expected direction (ownership significantly higher in the South); how-

ever, the coefficient for region of residence at age 16 was insignificant. 

These results thus appear to be more consistent with the "situational" 

than with the "cultural" explanation of the Southern distjnctiveness in 

weapons ownership~ 

As noted previously, the effect for city size reported in O'Connor 

and Lizotte is consistent with the effect reported in all other studies: 

ownership is highest in rural places and falls off sharply as city size 

increases. The further interesting finding reported here is that, even 

net of the effects, of city size of current residence (and other poten-

tially confounding variables), there remains a strong, also negative, 

relationship with the size of place where one was raised. This evidence 

is thus initially consistent with an argument, reviewed in more detail 

in the next section, that weapons o'¥nership is a strong function of 

early socia izat on l.nto somet l.ng approx'ma e -1 i " h" i t ly a "gun culture" - a 

culture that glorifies not violence sc much as rural values and activ-

ities and, specifically, the sporting uses of gun.s. 
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Socializa:tion 

Much behavior of interest to the social sciences is demonstrably 

learned in the context of early childhood socialization. There is, for 

example, overpowering evidence that political party identification is 

mainly a result of early socialization; the evidence is simply that the 

party of one's parents is consistently the single best predictor of one's 

own party affiliation (e.g., Berelson et al., 1954; Campbell ~ al., 

1956). The same is true of religious affili~tion and, for that matter, 

many other things. 

There is, in the same vein, substantial evidence that private 

weapons ownership is also, to an important extent, a function of early 

socializa.tion into what may be called a "gun culture." Some elements 

of this culture have been discussed in previous chapterB. 7 A key value 

in 'this culture is the sporting u1]ia of weapons -- for hu.nting, target 

shooting, and other ~ecreational purposes. The values of this culture 

are best typified as rural rather than urban: the stress i50n i~depen

dence, self-sufficiency, mastery over nature, closeness to the land, 

and so on. Within this culture, i::he ownership and use of firearms are 

both normal and normatively prescribed, and training in the operation 

and use of small arms is very much a part of what fathers are expected 

to teach their sons -- in short; part and par.cel of coming of age. The 

strong correlation between city size (both of current residence and of 

residence in one's youth) and weapons ownership is a good, if indirect, 

indicator of the predominantly rural nature of the culture in question. 8 

So far as we have been able to determine, the first direct empirical 

evidence on the potential role of socJ..'alJ..'zatJ..'on J..'n h ' t e prJ..vate ownership 
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of weapons is that due to Marks and Stokes (1976). This research was 

not directly focussed on correlates of weapons ownership, but rather on 

the question whether differential familiarity with firearms might be a 

plausible explanation of sex and regional differences in the suicide 

rate. Still, the findings are relevant to the concerns of this chapter. 

Data are based on questionnaires administered to students in two univer-

sities (one in Wisconsin, the other in Georgia), and so the sample is 

predominantly young. 

One question asked whether the respondent had ever fired a gun; 

among a student sample, this is not an i~plausible indicator of "social-

ization" into firearms use. In the South, some 81% had (98% of the 

males, 59% of the females); in the North, 56% had (88% and 40% of the 

males and females, respectively). Net.ice that this pattern reproduces 

the knoW!' correlates of weapons ownership among adults (higher in the 

South and among males) and is thus consistent with an argument that 

adult weapons ownership is a function of early socialization. 

Socialization into firearms use,evidently begins at a relatively 

early age: among Southern males, for example, more than a third of 

those who had ever fired a weapon (35.5%) reported first having fired 

one at age 9 or earlier, and 76% had fire0, a gun at least by age 12. 

Among Southern females, 43% had fired a gun before age 12; outside the 

South, the equivalent percentages are 55% for males and 42% for females. 

Large majorities of all groups (ranging from 66% to 94%) had first 

fired a gun at least before age 16. One obvious inference from these 

data is that large proportions of adult weapons-owners have experiences 

with the use of firearms stretching back well into childhood. 

, 
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Virtually all (97%) of the respondents in the study who had ever 

. d to small arms by males, mostly male relafired a gun were introduce 

tives (typically, fathers), which suggests (along with the tendency of 

males to own guns at a much higher rate) that the gun culture is also 

heavily masculine as well as rural. 

For most categories in the analysis, the tendency ever to have 

fired a weapon is strongly related to whether the respondent was reared 

k t Among Southern males reared in homes in a home where guns were ep . 

with a gun present, 99.4% (every respondent but one) had fired a gun; 

h 91%. had fired a among Southern males reared in non-gun-owning omes, 

gun. Thus, virtually all South.ern males are exposed to weapons at an 

In the early age, whether their household possesses a weapon or not. 

'remaining three cells, however, the effect of being reared ill a gun-

owning home is much stronger, with percentage differences in having 

f 23 t 35 ol.'nts Except for the Southern fired a gun ranging rom 0 p • 

males, then, the evidence is strong that being reared in the "gun 

culture" (that is, in a household where guns are routinely present) is 

related to socialization into weapons use (that is, having at some time 

in early life fired a weapon), also consistent with the argument that 

adult weapons ownership and use are functions, at least in part~ of 

socialization into the gun culture. 

Several other studies have reported results consistent with the 

findings of Marks and' Stokes, many showing even more directly the 

effects of early socialization on adult weapons ownership. For example, 

Deiner and Kerber (1979) have presented results from data on a small 

and nonrepresentative sample of I l.nol.S rna es w l.C 11 " 1 h' h show that "a rna]' or 
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difference between gun-owners and nono~vners was that the former group 

had been in a variety of situations which provided contact with guns" 

(1979: 230). In particular, gun owners in the study were much more 

likely to have grown up in rural areas and small towns than in the big' 

cities (thus reproducing the common city size result); further, and more 

relevantly, "eighty-six percent of the gun-owners' fathers owned guns, 

compared with only 30% for nonowners" (1979: 230). Thus, as in Marks 

and Stokes, having been reared in ,a gun-owning home is strongly related 

to weapons ownership. Also consistent with the Marks-Stokes findings, 

78% of the Deiner-Kerber gun-owners had themselves owned a gun before 

age 18, again suggesting that socialization into gun use begins at an 

early age. There were three additional findings relevant to the social-

ization argument: (i) 43% of the owners had, as children, attended 

summer camps where shooting firearms was pa~t of the program, vs. 22% 

of the nonowners. (ii) 57% of the owners were military veterans, vs. 

22% ·of the nonowners. (The effects of veteran's status on weapons 

ownership are considereg in more detail later.) And (iii) the gun 

owners were substantially more willing than the nonowners (92% vs. 52%) 

to purchase toy guns for their own children. 

Caetano (1979) has reported additional results, unfortunately also 

based on a small, atypical sample (in this case, 467 night students at 

Cal State, San Bernadino) \:hat are consistent with the socialization 

argument. In this study, PNrental gun ownership and respondent gun 

ownership were correlated (galpl11a) at .55; parental ownership of weapons 

was thus, by far, the single b\~st predictor of weapons ownership. 
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The most sophisticated, informative, and persuasive in~uiry 

into socialization as an explanation of adult weapons ownership is the 

series of studies by Bordua and Lizotte (1979; Lizotte and Bordua, 1980; 

forthcoming). The first paper in the series is based on county-level 

aggregate data for the state of Illinois. Illinois is one among several 

states that require some form of per~it to legally possess any weapon; 

in Illinois, the requirement is for a "Firearm Owners Identification 

Card" (FDIC). In the Bordua and Lizotte analysis (1979), the number of 

such cards per,county is trep.i:ea as the dependent variable. 

The analysis contains a large number of other county-level indica-

tors, of which two are of interest to present concerns. One is a set 

of indicators that index what the authors call "a firearms sporting 

culture" -- that is, a cultural milieu that favors the sporting uses of 

weapons. In this case, the indicators are (i) the number of gun sports 

magazine subscriptions j,n ;the county; and (ii) the number of hunting 

permits issued in the J~ourlty in a single year (1973). A second set of 

indicators is built 01Jt of county-specific murders, robberies, and 

aggravated assaults and thus indexes the county's violent crime rate. 

Both the crime and n;agazine variables are normed for county population. 

Findings from thl}. analysis are straightforward: "Our sporting 

culture variables are the only good predictors of male FDIC ownership. 

Hunting and sporting magazines'both tend to drive up ownership. The 

crime rate of a county has no direct effect on male registered o~vner-

sholp" (Bordua and Lolzotte, 1979). F h If h 1 ~ ~ urt er, - t e on y predictor of FDIC 

ownership for minors is adult male FDIC ownership which has a strong 
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positive effect." Among males and minors, then, FDIC ownership (or in 

other words, legal weapons ownership) responds far more strongly to the 

existence of a firearms sporting culture than to any indicator of 

violent crime. "We have found no empirical evidence at the aggregate 

level to. support the assumption that men legally own firearms uniquely 

for protection as a response to violent crime." 

Findings for female FDIC ownership were rather different. Women's 

ownership, as men's, is related to huntin.g and the per cent of veterans 

in the county, and, as minors', is related to male ownership. For 

women, however, two additional factors are significant: the cube of 

the crime rate, and the per cent of young (18-34 year old) blacks in 

the county. Thus, "other cultural and situational factors being equal, 

women seem to buy guns in response to crime." 
. j 

This aggregate analysis by Bordua and Lizotte therefore tends to 

support two conclusions~ (i) that legal weapons ownership among men 

and minors is predominantly a function of exposure to and socialization J 
~. j .... 

into what we have called a gun-sports culture; and (ii) that legal 

ownership among women responds in part to this culture and to crime or 

the fear of crime. The results for males and minors, of course, are 

broadly consistent with those of all other studies reviewed in this 

section. 

A more detailed and fine-grained analysis, based on individu.al-

level survey data, has also been published by these authors (Lizotte 

and Bordua, 1980). The study is based on 764 telephone interviel,vs con-

ducted in 1977 in Illinois. Respondents ~vere first asked how ma.ny 

firearms they owned, and then, "For what purpose do you mvn the fire-
(,~ 
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arm(s)?" Respondents were probed for all reasons for firearms ownership, 

which means that both sporting and defensive ownership reasons could be 

giv.en by any single respondent. There are, thus, two dependent variables 

in the analysis: weapons ownership for sport, and weapons ownership 

for self-defense. Any given respondent, of course, could be scored 

"yes" on either or both variables. 

We note first that 18% of the respondents were scored as owning a 

6 
gun for sport, and about 6% as owning a gun for defense. The ratio 

of the two (roughly, 3 to 1) is thus consistent with all other data 

on the reasons for private weapons ownership (see, e.g., Table 5-5, 

above, and footnote 1, this chapter). This comparison with previous 

findings, of course, is not exact, since in this study anyone respondent 

could theoretically possess a weapon for both reasons. Empirically, 

however, this outcome was exceedingly rare: "What is the probability 

of owning a gun for protection given the probability that a gun is owned 

for sport? The answer is zero. Owning a gun for protection is not 

a function of owning a gun for sport [and vice versa]" (Lizotte and 

Bordua, 1980: 240). As noted. in the introduction to this chapter, these 

data thus strongly suggest that there are not one but two distinct gun 

"cultures" -- the first and substantially the larger being a culture 

10 
of sport and recreation, and the second being a "culture" of defense. 

The conclusion is that "those who own guns for sport are very different 

from those who own for protection" (1980: 240). 

Analysis of these two categories of weapons ownership confirms 

this conclusion. "Income, sex, parents' gun ownership, and age at 

first gun are the only significant determinants of gun ownership for 

;0. .. I. 

--- - ------~---

-_.", .----.~ --.~-.-----. -------,-~~-- ... 

- 195 -

sport" (1980: 237). That is, ownership for sport increases with income 

(consistent with all previous research), is substantially higher among 

men than among women, is considerably higher among respondents reared 

in gun~owning households, and is also higher am~:mg persons who them-

selves first acquired guns at relatively earlier ages. The conclusion 

is straightforward and thoroughly consistent with the socialization 

argument: "Gun ownership for sport is the result of financial status, 

sex, and the early socialization into gun use" (1980: 237). 

Ownership for protection is entirely different and is predicted by 

none of the above-men.tioned variables: "Violent crime in the county is 

the only significant predictor of owning a gun for protection" (Lizotte 
, 

and Bordua, 1980: 239; our emphasis). Of some additional interest, gun 

6'wnership for defense flis not an extension of a general home defense 

orientation or a product of any of the other variables in the model, 

such as violent attitudes or racism" (1980: 239). In the same vein, 

neither criminal victimization nor the perceived crime rate (i.e., fear 

of crime) predicted defensive ownership. The only distinguishing 

feature of the defensive gun owners in this study was that they resid·-;d 

in counties where the actual rate of violent crime was relatively high. 

These findings allow us to qualify our conclusions about the effects 

of early socialization on adult weapons ownership in important ways 

that previous studies have not allowed. There a.re, ~n the main, two 

(legitimate) reaso.n:; for weapons ownership: sport and protection. Most 

gun owners -- about three-quarters of the total -- fall into the first 

of these categories, and their ownership of weapons is predominantly 

a function of early socialization into gun use. Thus, ownership for 
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~n nature and reflects a package ef values spert is essentially cultural • 

passed from parents to children as part of coming and favered activities 

in Contrast, is strongly determined ef age. Ownership for protectien, 

situationa1ly, responding mainly to the existence of violent crime, 

" t the effects of variables and largely (if net entirely) imperv~ous 0 

h " As these data shew clearly (at least that account fer spert eW.lers ~p. 

fer Illinois), sport owners and defensive owners are qualitatively dif-

ferent types. 

A related theme in the socializatien argument cencerns military 

socialization into weapons ownership and use. That veterans are mo~e 

to own a weapon has been reperted in several likely than nonveterans 

Erskine, 1972', Bordua and Lizotte, 1979; Newten and studies (e. g. , 

11 Zimring, 1969; ·Deiner and Kerber, 1979; etc.). Several explanations 

ff d for example, that military experifer Lhis effect have been 0. ere: 

d 1 d " tl ~ to. weapens use, the socialization ence socializes indjvi ua s ~rec y.n 

then being carried back to civilian life; er that veterans acquire guns 

while in the mil~tary and bring them back into. civilian life; or that 

the military experience predispeses veterans to. vielent or authoritative 

ou tleoks, which in turn result in civilian weapons Ol-mership. 

Lizette and Bordua (forthceming), in contrast, have censidered the 

possibility that the relationship is spurieus, reflecting a precess ef 

h f " t 1 ce The argument, in self-sele,ction into the military in t e _ ~rs p a . 

shert, is that military serv~ce appea s " 1 preferentially to. persens frem 

"Hence, veterans weuld be mere likely to. have been rural.backgreunds. 

socialized into. gun use at an early age, and mere likely to. centinue 

"(f h " 2) The evidence from the this usage later in life ert com~ng: . 

" .. I, 
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Illinois phone survey is consistent with this interpretatien. Once the 

relevant socializatien variables are held censtant (parental gun owner-

ship, age at first gun, etc.), the effect fer veteran's status dreps to 

insignificance. The mest plausible interpretation is thus that early 

secialization into. gun use predispeses individuals tewards enlisting in 

the armed services and tcwards gun ewnership as an adult, with no. inde

pendent effect fer veteran's status ence early sccializaticn is held 
12 censtant. 

One additional strand ef evidence werth reviewing in the centext 

ef sccializatien into. a gun culture is that ccncerning hew privately 

ewned weapens are acquired and dispesed cf. Such evidence as there is 

en this tepic (and sadly, there is nct very much) shews a very extensive 

"swap" market in private arms -- which in turn suggests that private 

ewners are knewn to. ene ancther and enter into. interactiens and exchanges 

on the basis ef their gun cwnership. Burr (1977) has presented evidence 

en the private acquisitien ef handguns in Flerida: ef the 433 handguns 

in the analysis, 43% were purchased frcm a retail dealer and 6% wer~ 

beught frem a pawn shep; thus, slightly less thaIi half the handguns were 

acquired through nermal retail channels. Reughly 16% were beught frem a 

private party, 15% were received as gifts, and 7% were acquired threugh 

trades er exchanges. (The remainder were acquired in a variety ef edd-

let fashiens.) Thus, a sizable prepertien of the "flew" in handguns 

takes place eutside the usual retail channels, consistent with the 

argument ef a gun culture. 

Burr also. inquired whether his respendents had ever seld er dispesed 

of a handgun; there are 333 "dispesed" handguns represented in the sample. 

---~-----~~ 
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Of these, only 9% had been sold to a firearms dealer. The largest share 

(37%) had been sold to another private party, 11% had been traded, 2% 

hud been pawned, and 16% had been given as gifts. Rather surprisingly, 

about ten per cent had been "disposed of ",by theft, and the remainder 

are scored as "other." So here too, the evidence for a priVate "swap" 

market in firearms 8~ong gun owners is substantial. 

The only recent national evidence on this topic is contained in the 

1978 DMI survey discussed in previous chapters. The DMI format gives 

respondents "a list of places where guns can be obtained," then asks, 

"Please indicate the place where your family's last firearm was obtained." 

Results are very close to the Burr data for Florida handguns: 35% were 

obtained from a sporting goods or department store, 19% from a gun shop, 

and 2% from a pawnshop, for a total of 56% obtained through usual retail 

channels. Two per cent were obtained at a gun show, 19% had been 

received as gifts, and 13% had been obtained th~ough private sale or 

trade. (Again, the remainder are scored as "other" or refused to 

answer the question).13 

The lessons from these "hard" data are reinforced by an enormous 

amount of impressionistic evidence on the private "swap" market in fire-

arms. Virtually every gun-sports magazine runs a classified szction 

where private owners advertise their willingness to trade. This private 

"swap" market is sufficiently extensive that there are entire publica-

tions devoted exclusively to servicing it. One such is a twice-monthly 

newspaper-format magazine entitled Shotgun News, which advertises itself 

as "The Trading Post for Anything That Shoots." The typical iSDue con-

sists mainly of small-type classified ads, most apparently placed by 
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, announcl.'ng wants for or offerings of firearms. The prl.vate owners, 

issue for September 15, 1980, runs to 224 pages, and does not appear to 

be atypical in the least. 

In summary, there are various fragments of evidence available to 

suggest the existence of a "gun culture," one that is predominantly 

male and rural in'orientation and that glorifies the use of weaponry in 

sport; and there is substantial evi-:'ence (unfortunately, none based on 

nationally representative data) that early socialization into this 

culture is the predominant explanatory factor in private weapons owner-

ship and use among adults, particularly among adult males who own 

weapons for sporting purposes. Ownership among adult women is appar

ently rather more complicated, responding in part to these socialization 

effects but also to crime or the fear of crime. Finally, there is no 

evidence that the ownership of weapons for self-defense results from 

early socialization. So far as can be 'told, roughly one private firearm 

in four is owned primarily for defensive purposes, and the evidenee 

suggests that these weapons are purchased mainly in response to crime. 

Personality Characteristics 

Although there is a rather extensive speculative literature on the 

personality characteristics of private weapons owners (e.g., Sherrill, 

1973; Stickney, 1967; Daniels, Gilu1a, and Ochberg, 1970), virtually 

nothing of empirical substance is known about this topic. The themes 

of the speculative literature are well-known and, with few excep

tions, condemnatory and derogatory. In one view (the psychoanalytic), 

weapons are phallic symbols representing male dominance and masculine 

power. A related theme concerns the presumed need for power and virility. 
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Fear, psychological insecurity, authoritarianism, violence-proneness, 

generalized pessimism, and so on, are also commonly advanced as person-

ality abnormalities to explain weapons ownership. 

Contrasting these themes, such evidence as there is suggests no 

sharp or distinctive personality differences between gun owners and 

nonowners. 

The common hypothesis, that fear in general and fear of crime in 

particular would be correlated with weapons ownership, is contradicted 

by all available studies (e.g., Lizotte and Bordua, 1980; Williams and 

McGrath, 1976; Wright and Marston, 1975); in fact, most of these studies 

report a slight tendency for weapons ownership to be lower among the 

more fearful. 

Williams and McGrath (1976) have derived five personality or quasi-

personality measures from the NORC General Social Survey data and examined 

their correlation with household weapons ownership. Fear, as already 

noted, was significantly correlated with weapons ownership, but in the 

opposite direction. Victimization by crime was not sign~ficantly corre-

lated with weapons ownership (see also Wright and Marston, 1975). There 

was a moderately strong negative correlation with a measure of socio-

political liberalism (liberals less likely to own guns), but this effect 

was reduced to statistical insignificance with city size controlled, 

suggesting that the correlation with liberalism is spurious. A measure 

of violence-proneness was positively correlated with weapons ownership 

in the anticipated direction, but the correlation (gamma = .2) is modest 

at best. Finally, pessimism was found to be negatively correlated with 

ownership (gamma = -.16): pessimists. that is, are slightly less likely 
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to own guns. With the exception of the effect of violence-proneness, 

then, all the remaining effects are either insignificant or run in the 

direction opposite to that posited in the speculative literature. 

Huch the same results are reported -In what . • ~s, to our knowledge, 

the only other empirical study of the topic, an analysi.s of 37 male gun 

owners and a matched sample of 23 nonowners published by Deiner and 

Kerber. Some of these results were e' d' r V:l.ewe ~n an earlier section of 

this chapter. The study included a large number of personality measures, 

most of them adapted from the California Psychological Invent.ory items. 

Findings were straightforward: "This study demonstrates that gun owner

spip per se is not indicative of unusual motivations or of deviant 

personality characteristics" (1979'. 237). Th ere were some differences 

of potential inteiest: for example, "gun owners tended to be more open-

minded and tended to have a higher need' for power;" also, the gun owners 

were less sociable and aff:lliative (1979: 234). But these differences 

were, again, modest and the results for the gun owners were all well 

within the "normal" (va. "abnormal") range. In sum, "there was no 

evidence in the PI' s t t d h e en s u y t at the average gun owner exhibits 

atypical per50nality characteristics" (1979: 236).14 

Although the Deiner-Kerber data are hardly definitive (indeed, they 

are scarcely better than nothing at,. all), these authors nonetheless have 

what we would consider to be the lasy word on the topic. Their article 

concludes with this observation: "Since about one-half of the house

holds in the U.S. contain a gun, it seems somewhat unrealistic to 

attribute severe abnormal characteristics to the average gun o~vner 
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(unless one is willing to see considerable pathology in most people)" 

(1979: 236), 

Conclusions: The "Typical;' Gun Owner 

"We were once again proven a savage, uncontinllable, 
unpredictable~ gun-ridden, and murderous people ••• " 

Robert Coles, commenting upon 
Charles Whitman's slayings at 
the University of Texas. 

"Could any response be more American than that of 
the two New York youths who shot and killed a store
keeper because they asked for apple pie and he had 
offered them Danish pastry instead? Or the husband 
who shot and killed his wife for being thoughtless 
enough to run out of gas on the way home?" 

Robert Sherrill, in The 
Saturday Nite Special, p. 5. 

In 'the popular literature on guns (and even in much of the scholarly 

literature), the "typical" private weapons owner is often depicted as a 

virtual psychopath -- unstable, violent, dangerous. The empirical 

research reviewed in this chapter leads to a sharply different portrait. 

The key findings are as follows: 

Most private weaponry is possessed for reasons of sport and l:'ecrea-

tion; sport guns apparently outnumber defensive guns by roughly three 

to one. The uses of weaponry for sport are correlated with city size, 

but not perfectly; large numbers of sport users can be found even in the 

largest central cities. Relative to non-owners, gun owners' are dispro-, 

portional).y rural, Southern, male, Protestant, affluent, and middle 

class. Most adult weapons owners were sOQialized into weapons ownership 

and us~ during their early childhood and thus have experience in the use 
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of weaponry spanning virtually the whole of their lives. There is no 

evidence suggesting them to be an especially unstable or violent or 

maladapted lot; their "personality profiles" are largely indistinct 

from those of the rest of the population. 

, 
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Footnotes 

1 
That most weapons are owned for recreational, vs. defensive, reasons is 

a common finding in the literature. In the Bordua-Lizotte Illinois 

survey, for example, recreational ownership exceeded defensive owne1-

ship by apout 3 to 1. (This survey is reviewed in detail later in the 

chapter.) Deiner and Kerber (1979: 230) report that among their small 

sample of gun owners, "recreation ..• was the most frequently cited reason 

f.or. owning a gun. 1I Additional evidence on this point comes in the strong 

correlation between weapons ownership and hunting, the most common of 

the various gun sports. The following tabulation is based on the NORC 

General Social Survey for 1977, the only year in the series where both 

a gun ownership and a hunting question were asked: 

Do you (or your spouse) go hunting? 

Gun Ownership YES NO TOTAL ---
YES 85.4 36·4 50.7 

NO 14.6 63.5 Lf9.3 

N= 444 1079 1518 

(%=) (29.2) (70.8) 

There are three findings of interest in this table. (i) Consistent 

with virtually all previous national household surveys, this too shows 

roughly half the households in the country possessing a weapon. (ii) 

Roughly 30% of the national adult population hunts. This is a higher 

proportion than would be expected given the hunting license data reviewed 

in Ch. 3 (an estimated hunting "rate" in 1975 of 132 hunters per thousand 

population). This implies either that many hunters are unlicensed, or 
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that many people who hunt do not hunt each and every year, or, of course, 

both. (iii) Households with at least one hunter present are sharply 

more likely to own a weapon than households with no hunter present 

(85.4% to 36.4%), thus suggesting, again, a very strong link between 

recreational activities involving guns and weapons ownership. 

20n the other hand, one must take care not to exaggerate. Skiing, for 

example, also requires access to "open and unpopulated areas," yet many 

city dwellers ski. Prime hunting land in upstate New York, to cite 

anotheh example, is not more than a two-hour drive from Midtown Manhattan. 

Direct evidence on hunting behavior by city size is contained in 

the NORC survey for 1977 (see previous note). Herewith, the relevant 

tabulation: 

City Size 

Within SMSA 

Over 250,000 
50-250,000 
Suburbs 
Other Incorporated 
Other Unincorporated 

Not in SMSA 

10-49,999 
2,500-9,999 
<2,500 
Open Country 

[Source: 1977 NORC GSS] 

., " :-:; 

• . \ 
~, 

Do you (or your spouse) go hunting? 

YES 

12.7 
21.3 
20.4 
28.6 
34.9 

37.4 
44.4 
40.3 
50.8 

NO 

87.3 
78.7 
79.6 
71.4 
65.1 

62.6 
55.6 
59.7 
49.2 

'--------------'"'' , t 
,z-

·(100%) 
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267 
160 
358 
140 

86 

99 
99 
72 

246 
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Again, several interesting points are revealed in this table. 

(i) Consistent with the point made in the text, hunting increases as 

city size decreases. The proportion who hunt is thus lowest among 

residents of large central cities (12.7%) and highest among persons 

living in open country (50.8%). (ii) The general pattern notwith-

standing, there are non-trivial fractions who hunt in all categories 

of city size. Even in the largest central cities (Bize 250,000 and up), 

1 / 

roughly one adult in eight hunts. 

The next tabulation shows the re,Lationship between city size and 

the proportion owning any weapon, as estimated from the combined NaRC 

surveys for 1973, 1974, 1976, and 1977 (all surveys in the series con-

taining the gun ownership question). As in all previous studies, 

ownership and city size are sharply and inversely related. In t.aese 

combined data for over 5,000 respondents, the spread in ownership 

between most urban and most rural places amounts to 48 percentage 

points (27.2% to 75.3%). 

The second column in this table shows the estimated ratio of 

hunters to gun owners over categories of city size; the cell entries 

show just the percentage of hunters (from the previous table) divided 

by the percentage of weapons owners (from this table). The general 

patt6rc:o.,t'2vea1ed here is that this ratio increases as city size 

i 
decreases, or in other words, that the ownership of weapons for reasons 

other than hunting tends to be highest in the larger places. Still, 

even in the central cities, roughly half of all gun owners hunt. 
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Percent Owning Ratio of Hunters 
Any Weapon Ito Gun Owners 

City Size 

In an SMSA 

Over 250,000 27.2 
50-250,000 

.47 

Suburbs 
44.5 .48 

Other Incorporated 
39.4 .52 

Other Unincorporated 
47.6 .60 
56.6 .62 

Not in an SMSA 

10-49,999 54.8 
2,500-9,999 

.68 

<2,500 
53.5 .83 

Open Country 
66.9 .60 
75.3 .67 

3 ' 
The following table h sows the proportion of weapons owners across 

regions, as estimated from the combined NaRC data for all years where 

the gun ownership question was asked: 

Own a Gun? 

Region YES NO NA N ( 100%) 

New England 23.8 75.8 0.4 277 
Middle Atlantic 28.3 71.4 0.3 1029 
E. North Central 50.2 49.1 0.7 1299 
W. North Central 50.7 47.9 1.4 428 
South Atlantic* 60.3 39.2 0.5 1156 
E. South Central* 71.8 26.9 1.3 308 
W. South Central* 55.1 44.3 0.6 474 
Mountain 61.8 37.0 1.3 238 
Pacific 39.4 59.4 1.2 779 

TOTAL 47.7 51.5 0.7 5988 

~~ 

The South, by conventional definition. 
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As in all other. comparable data, the regional variation in weapons 

b t · I The lowest ovmership rate comes among the ownership is su stan 1a . 

h ' h t amol,lg the states in the East South New England states, and the 19 es , 

Mississippi, and Alabama). The Central region (Kentucky, Tennessee, 

these extreme cases amounts to 48 percentage spread in ownership across 

points. ~nto the conventional South and non-South Recoding the data ~ 

categories, the ownership rates are 60.8% and 41.5%, respectively -

broadly consist.~nt with all other data. 

4The income effect is readily detectable in the combined NORC data. 

( 1 f 'I ~ncomes less than $3,000), 31.9% Among the least affluent tota am1 y ~ 

among the most affluent ($20,000 and up), claim to possess a weapon; 

the proportion is 55.2% -- a spread of slightly more than 23 percentage 

points. Wright and Marston (1975) suggest· several possible explanations 

of the income effect, perhaps the most plausible of which is that family 

~s, ~n general, a discretionary purchase and thus tends to weaponry... ... 

increase with family income. 

5In the combined NORC data, the proportions owning an¥ weapon are 54.7%, 

and 14.9% for Protestants, Catholics, and Jews respectively. 36.7%, 

The Protestant-Catholic difference (18 .percentage points) in these data 

the South-non-South difference (19 percentage is thus about as sharp as 

points). Compared to t e ..r.. h reg~onal effect, ho~ever, there is virtually 

1 ,' ff t (For example, there no literature available on the re 1910uS e ec. 

is no literature at all a;rguing for a Protestant "subculture of vio-

lence.") 
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6In the combined NORC data, for example, which are based on a household 

ownership question, 53% of the males and 44% of the females report a 

weapon in the home. In contrast, studies based on individual ownership 

data routinely report that gun ownership is some 4 to 5 times more 

common among men than among women. 

7The following brief account of "the gun culture" is based mainly on 

impressionistic and episodic evidence. So far as we have been able to 

determine, no serious ethnographic study of this culture has ever been 

undertaken. Richard Hofstadter's well-known piece, "America As A Gun 

Culture," is useful in this connection, but is more in the nature of a 

diatribe than an empirical research study. Oddly enough, as the 

following reviE!w in the text makes plain, there is far more evidence 

on socialization into this culture than there is on the characteristics 

and values of the culture itself. 

8 
But see footnote 2, above. 

9We emphasize again that these figures refer to individual ownership of 

weapons. "While about 20% of respondents OVE;!r age 18 own a gun, a.bout 

50% of families own at least one gun" (Lizotte and Bordua, 1980: fn 2). 

These ownership data are thus broadly consistent with the available 

national survey data on the topic. 
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10"Culture" appears here in quotation marks because "there is no evidence 

of a subculture of defensive gun ownership. While we can locate a group 

of protective gun owners, there is no indication of contact among them. 

That is, having friends who own guns for protection does not predict the 

respondent's protective ownership" (Lizotte and Bordua, 1980: 239). 

llTwo of the NORC GSS surveys have both weapons ownership and a question 

on veteran's status. Among the veterans, 56% reported owning a house-

hold weapon; among the rest of the sample, the proportion was 47%. The 

difference is thus modest but consistent across most studies. 

l2The National Rifle Association has reviewed prior drafts of this material 

and points up an interesting implication of the Lizotte-Bordua finding. 

The finding implies, rather directly, that early socialization into 

the gun culture predisposes individuals to enlist in the armed forces 

later in life, which suggests that the gun cu1ture is positively func-

tiona 1 for the success of the volunteer army. 

l3Newton and Zimring (1969: Ch. 3) present similar evidence from the 1968 

Harris poll on "How Firearms are Acquired." Their conclusion: "Almost 

half of all long guns, and lnore than half of all :handguns, are acquired 

secondhand. New firearms and a large number of used firearms are pur-

chased from sporting goods stores, hardware stores, and other firearms 

dealers. But about half of secondhand firearms are acquired from friends 

or other private parties" (1969: 15). 
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It has been pointed out by Burr and others that much firearms 

acquisition thus takes place outside "regulatable" channels, that is, 

as sales or trades between private individuals. 

14The NORC surveys have some, although not much, information on "psycho-

logical adjustment." Two items are of particular interest in this 

connection: one on general life happiness, and a second on marital 

happiness. The cross tabulations of these items with gun ownership are 

as follows: 

"Would you say you are ..• " 

Very Happy 

Pretty Happy 

Not Too Happy 

% 

N 

"How would you describe your 
marriage .•• " 

Very Happy 

Pretty Happy 

Not Too Happy 

% 

N 

OWNS GUN 

39.6 

50.0 

10.4 

100.0 

2856 

68.8 

28.9 

2.3 

100.0 

2252 

DOES NOT 

32.1 

53.2 

14.6 

99.9 

3078 

65.6 

30.7 

3.7 

100.0 

1678 

There is little difference in either happiness or marital happiness 

between owners and nonowners; the slight differences shown here, how-

ever, both favor the gun 0W11ers. (They are, that is, slightly but not 

significantly happier than nonowners.) 

,,, , 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

ON CRIME AND PRIVATE WEAPONS 

It is often remarked that the United States is among the most heavily 

armed private populations in the Western world, and further, that the 

rate of criminal (and accidental) violence is higher here than virtually 

anyplace else. The r(~lationship between these two facts, if any, has 

been the object of much speculation and assertion, and of some empirical 

research. Such research as exis'ts on the topic is reviewed in the present 

chapter. 

In general, at least three distinct relationships between violent 

crime and the incidence of private weaponry have been hypothesized. First, 

it is possible that private weaponry is an important cause of criminal 

violence. This, for example, is the theme enunciated in a chapter title 

from the Newton-Zimring (1969) report: "More Firearms, More Firearms 

Violence." The underlying idea is that as there are more firearms avail-

able, more crime comes to be committed with them. This view posits that 

much criminal violence is not intentional, but ,rather evolves in the 

"heat of the moment" and becomes criminal (assaultive, homicidal, etc.) 

only because the means of violence (firearms) are readily at hand. (On 

this, see Chap ter Eleven, below.) In this view, then, criminal violence 

could be curbed -- at least to some extent and for some important class 

of crimes -- were the availability of private weaponry reduced. 

Secondly, it is possible that private weaponry is an important 

effect of criminal violence. This theme was reviewed in some detail 

in Chapter Five, above, and indirectly in Chapter Six; here, the general 

idea is that persons arm themselves as a means of defense against crime, 
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violence, and thE! related pathologies of modern life. The policy im-

plication of this view is, of course, the obverse of the first view: 

namely, that the incidence of private weaponry could be reduced were 

criminal violence somehow curbed. 

Note that while the first and second views lead to opposite policy 

implications, both have the same research implication, that is, some 

positive association between the incidence of private weaponry and the 

rate of criminal violence. The issue that separates them is which is 

cause and which effect. 

Still a third possibility is that private weaponry is an important 

deterrent to criminal violence. As people arm themselves more and 

more heavily, their risk from criminal violence is correspondingly 

reduced. The ~esearch implication is, presumably, the reverse of 

that stated above; here the expectation'would be, all else equal, crime 

is lowest where the incidence of private weaponry is highest. 

It must be noted in advance that these are not mutually exclusive 

possibilifies. Certainly, at least some c'~'lmes occur only because 

the means with which to conwit them are available. Likewise, at least 

some people purchase weapons in response to criminal violence; as 

intimated in the previous chapter, this may be especially true of 

recent acquisitions of defense weapons among women. And finally, 

there is no doubt that at least some crimes at some times and some 

places are deterred because the potential victim is armed. The issue 

here, as elsewhere in this volume, concerns the relative proportional-

it ies involved. 

Further, all thTee hypothesized relationships could operate 
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simultaneously. Crime, let us suppose, increases for whatever real,on. 

As one response to this increase, the purchase of weapons for defel1sive 

reasons increases. The then-enhanced presence of private weaponry 

acts as a deterrent to some crimes (e.g., ~ape, ~urglary, robbery) 

but fU!1ctions to increase the prevalence of othel~c.rimes (assault, 

homicide, firearms suicide). In this case, private weaponry would 

<respon'4, to some crimes, deter others, and cause still others, all 

at the same time. 

Aside from the possibility that all three hypotheses could well 

be true simultaneously, there are other serious barriers to a decisive 

choice among them. Some are strictly lo'gical. For example, it is 

self-evident that a deterred crime is a relatively undetected crime. 

This would be less true of crimes deterred "in process H (i. e. s burglars 

frightened off by homeowners brandishing weapons) because, presumably, 

at least some such ~~cidents would be reported to the police. But 

criJIles that are never even a.ttempted because of advance knowledge 

that til"! potential victim is armed (i. e., the burglary that does not 

occur becaus~ th~ homeowner is a well-known marksman) would never 

show up in, any data source. And even if it could be shown that certain 

types of crimes were just as common in areas with a high d~nsity of 

private weaponry as in areas where this density is low, the .argument 

might still be made that the rate of crime would nonetheless be higher 

~ in the heavily armed areas were the citizenry not quite so well 

armed. As is well known, the "deterrence" effect even of rela.tively 

direct criminal sanctions (e.g., sentencing) is notoriously difficult 

to estimate. Estimating the deterre~(!t: ef.fects of private weaponry 
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is certain to be mor~ difficult still • 

Other barriers are more methodological in character. First 

is the age-old problem of inferring cause from correlation. Even 

if it could be shown that violent crime was highest in areas where 

the private possession of weapons was highest, it would not be clear 

whether it was weaponry causing crime, or crime causing peopl~ to 

arm themselves in protection against it, or, of course, both. 

It is also possible that such a relationship would be thoroughly 

spurious. To cite one possible example, crime tends to increase as 

economic conditions deter;orate. F 11' h ~ 0 ow~ng a t eme noted in an earlier 

chapter, it is also likely that hunt_;ng for . meat ~ncre:H:es as economic 

conditions deteriorate. Extrapolating from these possibilities, one 

might expect both high rates of crime and high rates of weapons pur-

chases to occur in economically depressed f areas -- or example, the 

South. In this example, there would be a detectable correlation between 

crime and weaponry across region, but no causal relationship; rather, 

the correlation would be the spurious result of both var:i.ables being 

causally linked to underlying economic conditions. 

One immediate implication of these points is that even demon

strable correlations between private tveapons density and the crime 

rate over relatively large and heterogeneous geographical aggregates 

(e.g., nations, regions, states, even counties) are, in themselves, 

relatively noninformative with respect to the issues at concern in 

this chapter. Even if the imputation of cause in such data were not 

a problem (and, of course, i': always is) .• such large aggregates are 

far too gross and differ in t,?O many. (typically uncontrolled) ways for 



- 216 -

such comparisons to have much meaning. 

Consider the extreme, but not uncommon, case of international 

comparisons. Much is often made of such comparisons, as, for example, 

between the United States and the United Kindgom, or between the u.S. 

and other Western democracies. ~n gene~a1, the comparison consists 

1 to the effec t that there are more guns, and more of a simp e note 

~n the United States than somewhere else, and this is gun violence, ""-

in turn taken as evidence that guns are a cause of crime and violence. 

There are at least two a ~t~ona serl u dd "" 1 "0 s problems in taking these 

comparisons as evidence for a causal relationship between private 

weaponry and crime: 

(i) " chosen purposively and selectively; Cases for compar1son are 

different choices lead to different conc US1ons. 1 " As Bruce-Biggs (1976) 

has noted, for example, the density of private weaponry (i.e., prop or-

possess~on by households) is at least as high in Norway tional weapons ""-

and Switzerlan as ~t""- ""- -'-d "~s ~n the Un~ted States, but rates of criminal 

I "b th t" n I In sharp' contrast to the violence are very ow ln 0 na 10 s. 

U.S.-England or U.S.-Canadian comparisons, the comparison with these 

nations suggests thac there is nothing intrinsic to a high rate of 

private weapons possession .that increases crim~nal violence. One 

may thus come to entirely opposite conclusions depending solely on 

which other nation is contrasted with the United States. 

(ii) In general, any two nations (or, for that matter, any 

two regions, states or counties) will differ in a large number of 

ways over and beyond differences in weapons ownership and in the local 

crime rate. Such differences may be historical, legal, cultural, 

11 man~fo1d an, d multifaceted, both in nature or social, and are genera -,Y -'-
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and in effects. Strictly speaking, all such factors that might them-

selves affect the incidence of crime would have to be held constant 

before the direct effects of private weaponry on crime could be legiti-

mately detected. Stated more directly, there are many differences 

between, say, the U.S. and England that might be the (or, better, a) 

cause of the difference in crime rate. In the absence of controls 

for these other potential causative factors, the inference that the 

crime difference results from the differences in weapons ownership 

is gratuitous. To a greater or lesser extent, the same wculd be true 

of any two regions, states, counties, or other gross geographical 

aggregates. 

The conclusion that flows from these purely methodological consi-

derations is that zero-order comparisons of weapons ownership and 

crime over large geographical aggregates tell us little or nothing 

abo,lt the possible causal relationship between these two factors. 

Unfortunat~ly, as the following review makes plain, this is the most 

common rese~rch design employed in this area of the literature. 

In ge~era1, one's statistical ability to control many factors 

simultaneously increases with sample size; thus, legitimate causal 

inferences about private weaponry and crime are more readily made 

if ~ number pf geographical aggregates being analyzed is relatively 

large. This would! for obvious reasons, tend to rule out regions 

of the country, and possibly even states, as useful units for such 

an analysis. In this vein, cities and counties are more likely and 

potentially more informative possibilities, and some city and county 

based studies have been undertaken, as reviewed below. Such studies 

o 
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have the further advantage that the units of analysis are smaller 

and more homogeneous; as a general rule,· one's confidence in causal 

inference from ecological (that is, aggregative) correlation increases 

as the homogeneity of the underlying units increases. 

However, using cities or counties as units in an analysis of 

the effects of private weaponry on crime encounters yet another form-

idable methodological problem, namely, getting reliable city-by-city 

or county-by-county estimates of the rate at which private weapons 

are possessed. Unlike crime data, which are routinely recorded for 

both city and county levels, there are no.readily available data any-

where that show city- or county-level weapons ownership rates, least 

of allover large numbers of units. Further, the expense of generating 

such data for a large sample of cities or counties is insurmountably 

prohibitive, Comparative large-sample studies of cities or counties 

as units are therefore usually based on highly inferential and poten-

tially quite unreliable estimates of across-unit differences in weapons 

ownership. 

As previous c.onunents suggest, most research that has looked 

at crime or violence as a function of private weapons ownership is 

based on ag~regative data. One reason for this is that while, in 

absolute terms, there is "a lot" of I':!riminal violence in the United 
d ,. 

States, there is, proportionally, veiry little. We note in Chapter 

Eight that there are ahouL:i'ittiJ..'lion "serious:gun incidents" per year 

(this calculated with the broadest possible definitiqns). In contrast, 

the total stock of private weaponry is on the order of 120 million guns. 

The proportion of gun offenders among private gun owners is thehefore 
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extremely low, and for this reason, few or no f;rearms ~ offenders appear 

in population surveys of the average size.
2 

For this and other reasons 

(for example, the possible reticence f o respondents to report incidences 

of violent criminality among household members), the possibility of ad

dressing the issue of private guns as a cause of criminal violence di-

~ ~m~te, and this has rectly via population surveys appears to be qu;te l' , d 

in turn meant that virtually all relevant stud;es ~ are aggregative in 

nature and based on com' f par~sons 0 rates (rates of crime on the one hand , 

rates of private weaponry on the other, both calculated over some geogra-

phical aggregate), Th;s f' 1 ~ poses one ~na problem worth discussing in 

advance of the literature review itself, namely the problem of "connecting" 

~ ~ evidence on the con-private weaponry with crime when there ;s no d;rect 

nection. 

To illustrate with an example from the literature, one noted 

in Chapter Six, the South has a higher rate of private weapons ownership 

than any other U.S. region; also, the hom;c;de rate ;s .... ~ ~ higher in the 

~ ~ committed with South than elsewhere, and the proportion of hom;c;des 

firearms is ~lso higher (e.g., Newton an-d Zimring, 1969: 75). Thus, 

one might conclude (as Newton and Zimring do), that I 'more guns" equal 

"more g\~n cr ime . " B t h f ' 11 ow ~rm is this connection? First, the dis-

tinctiveness of the South in ' pr~vate weapons ownership is far sharper 

for shoulder weapons than for handguns; in Newton and Zimring's data, 

handgun Qwnersh~p was actually higher ;n the West ~ and Midwest than 

in the South; and yet most h ' 'd om~c~ es involving firearms are eommitted 

with handguns, and this is just about as true in the South as in other 

regions. It seems rather tenuous to attribute homicide to the dispro-
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portionate ownership of a class of weaponry that is seldom involved iQ 

homicide. Further, in the South as elsewhere, weapons ownership (of 

h ' h ' rural than in large urban areas, whereas all types) is sharply ~g er ~n 

( ' the Sout-h as elsewhere) in concentrated in the criminal violence ~n 

Aga~n, ~t seems rather tenuous to 'link urban murders.with large cities. ... ... 

the ownership of guns in small town and rural areas.' But tenuous links 

are directly implied in the kinds of regional of precisely these sorts 

comparisons being discussed. 

There is persuasive evidence in the literature that the Southern 

distinctiveness in homicidal violence results nearly exclusively from 

the higher level of impoverishment and generally lower socio-economic 

conditions that prevail in that region (Loftin and Hill, 1974). This 

is plausible since crime everywhere (more particularly, violent crime 

of the sort at issue here) is far higher among the economically marginal 

bl 'ddl lass The Southern distinctiveness than among the sta e m~ e c • 

, t ' lmost certainly a function' in private weapons ownership, ~n contras , ~s a _ 

of differential early socialization into gun use for sport and the 

readier accessibility in the South of areas where the sporting use 

of weapons is possible (see the previous chapter). To the extent 

that these two points are valid, then the correspondence of high weapons 

ownership and high criminal violence in the South relative to other 

regions is purely fortuitous an,d, in itself, says nothing about any 

1 1 t ' h 'p between priva te weaponry and crime. possible causa re a ~ons ~ 

I. Is Crime a Cause of Private Weaponry? 

The role of crime and violence in spurring demand for private 

weaponry was considered in some detail in earlier chapters, and only I 
( 
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a brief summary of relevant findings is necessary here. All available 

studies suggest that about three-quarters of private arms are owned for 

sport, recreational, or collecting reasons; the remainder are owned for 

self-defense. At least some defensive weapons ownership, espeCially 

in rural, isolated areas, would be for defense against animals rather 

than other people,' evidence from the DM-I survey suggests that perhaps 

as much as half of the defensive uses of weapons are against animals 

as opposed to people. Proportionally, then, private weapons ()wued pri

marily or exclUSively for self-defense against other humans r,>robably 

amount to not more than 10-20% of the total 
private arms stock. It is, 

of course, possible (although not logically necessary) that many or most 

of this 10-20% are possessed as a reaction either to crime or the fear 

of crime. 

There is considerable evidence ~hat the criminally victimized 

are.!!£! any more likely than the nonvictimized to possess a private 

weapon (Wlight and Marston, 1975,' W~ll~ams and 
4 ... McGrath, 1976; Lizotte 

and Bordua, 
1980). In the Seattle "permit to carry" application 

data analyzed by Northwood and associates (1978), only about 1 applicant 

in 5 cited prior vic timization as a f 
reason or wanting a permit. Going 

out to purchase a defenSive firearm after one has been criminally 

victimized is apparently not a very common behavior. 

Further, there is Some evidence that fear of crime is also not 

directly linked to weapons ownership (Wright and Harston, 1975; Lizotte 

and Bordua, 1980). In the same vein, the time-series analysis by 

Clotfelter (1977) of the recent national trend in handgun sales showed 

that the violent crime rate ~lTas not a significant factor, 
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Seattle data, census tract violent crimz rates were uncorrelated with 

permit-to-carry applications; in the Illinois county-level data, no 

related to legal weapons ownership for county crime rate measure was 

either males or minors (Bordua and Lizotte, 1979). 

On the other hand, Bordua and Lizotte (1979) do find a signifi

cant correlation between county crime rates and legal weapons ownership 

among women across Illinois counties. And in their individual level 

survey data for the state, they find that violent crime in the county 

is the only significant predict.or of gun ownership for defense. In-

terestingly, in this survey, direct criminal victimization was not 

related to defensive weapons ownership, and neither was the respondent's 

stated fear of crime. Thus, it is not the criminally victimized whose 

"b t to the crJ."me rate effect in these data, weapons ownership contrJ. u es 

but rather non-victims living in the high-crime counties; further, 

it is not those most fearful of crime who are disproportionate defensive 

weapons owners. In general, these findings are similar to those reported 

by Wright and Marston (1975) from national data on gun ownership in 

the large cities and their suburbs. One possible scenario to explain 

this pattern of results is that some people living in areas of higher

than-average criminality (but not those actually victimized) get worried 

about their readiness to deal with a criminal attack, arm themselves 

with a defensive weapon as a consequence, and then, because they are 

1 The absen.ce of an effect for fear of cri,me, armed, fear crime ess. 

fl only that the initially most fearful arm them-that is, may re ect 

selves and then feel psychologically safer because of it. 

Why are the criminally victimized themselves not more likely 
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to possess a gun? pne possibility, perhaps remote, is that thej.r 

guns are among the items taken in the vic timiza tion. In this cormec tion, 

it is useful to recall the finding from Burr's (1977) analysis of 

private handguns in Florida, that about ten percent of the handguns 

ever disposed of by his respondents were lost through theft. Another 

possibility is that criminal victimization is concentrated among cate

gories of people (for example, women) who have never been socialized 

to gun use, or among other categories (for example, the old) who doubt 

their ability to use a weapon efficaciously, or among other categories 

(for example, the poor) who are unable to afford the price. Still another 

possibility is that the criminally-victimized learn through direct, first-

hand experience the futility of private weaponry as an effective crime 

deterrent, and thus do not bother to arm themselves, despite their victim-

ization. Still other possible explanations could, of course, be suggested, 

but there is little or nothing in the published literature that would 

allow one to choose among them. 

Thus, while there is at least some contrary evidence, the bulk 

of the available research suggests that crime, fear of crime, and 

related variables are in themselves not very important factors in 

most private weapons ownership. Most guns are owned for sport and 

recreation, and there is neither reason nor evidence to suggest crime 

as a factor in ownership of weapons of this type. At least some guns 

(and a substantial fraction of handguns, perhaps as many as 40-50%) 

are owned primarily for defense, and living in a high-crime area seems 

(at least in the one available study that differentiates between sport 

and defensive weapons) to be a significant factor in the ownership of 
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weapons of this type. There is no evidence showing that the criminally 

victimized are more likely to own a gun, however, so the dynamics 

of the "crime and defensive weapons" equation are rather more complex 

than simpJ.y "get robbed, then buy a gun." 

II. Is Private Weaponry a Cause of Crime? 

"There was a domestic fight. A gun was there. And then 
somebody was dead. If you have described one, you have 
described them all." 

This quotation is from a televised interview with the Chief 

of the Homicide Section of the Chicago Police Department, was first 

cited in Newton and Zimring (1969: 43), and'has since been widely 

cited throughout the literature as an epigrammatic, but nonetheless 

accurate, account of the etiology of much criminal violence. The 

essentials of the underlying theory of criminal violence are these: 

Much interpersonal violence in the society is not the result of pre-

meditated intentionality on the part of the perpetrator, but rather 

arises in disputes, altercations, barroom fights, disagreements and 

fights between spouses, and other relatively minor and trivial circum-

stances. Such disputes arise in either of two conditions: either 

a gun is present, or it is not. In the second condition, the parties 

dispute, then come to their senses, and except for the heightened 

interpersonal animosity, little harm is typically done. In the first 

condition, the parties dispute, ~last away, and then come to their 

senses, but by then someone is injured or dead, and what would haVe 

otherwise been a minor dispute has been transformed, merely by the 

availability of a firearm, into an aggravated assault or homicide. 

In this view, then, the privately possessed firearm is an important 
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cause of criminal violence; it turns otherwise harmless disputes into 

violent criminal attacks. 

Similar arguments are sometimes also made for robbery, rape, 

and a few other classes of crime. Here the theme is that firearms, 

especially handguns, give potential offenders the courage (and means) 

to do what they would otherwise not be capable of doing -- i.e., com-

miting their crime. In the absence of firearms, offenders would lack 

the psychic strength to engage in criminally vio'lent acts. 

A third argument in the same vein is that firearms themselves 

catalyze violent or aggressive tendencies, or in other words, that 

the presence of a gun pushes a potentially violent or aggressive person 

past the threshold between wanting to respond violently and actually 

responding in that fashion. 

Thus, for these and a few other reasons, it is often argued 

that guns are themselves a cause of violent crime, that in the absence 

of guns much of what is now violent crime would be qualitatively dif-

ferent and, indeed, esentially benign, and therefore, if there were 

to be fewer guns in private hands, then less criminal violence would 

be committed. 

Initially, there would seem to be a certain logic to these points 

of view. Certainly, the presence of a firearm is a necessary (if 

not sufficient) condition for its use as an instrument of criminal 

violence; in other words, if there were no guns at all, then, certainly, 

no crimes could ever be committed with them. Given the numbers of 

guns already available, however, and the evident impossibility of 

removing anything more than some fraction of them from potential criminal 
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abuse, the more serious research question is whether some reduction 

in the incidence of private weaponry would be followed by some similar 

reduction in the incidence of criminal violence. Since the possibil-

ities for experimental manipulation of the rates of private weapons 

ownership are limited or nonexistent, aud further, since there have 

been few or no successful legislative efforts that have achieved this 

end (see Chapter 15, below), least of all recently, the only practical 

method with which to inquire about this issue is to see whether there 

is less violent crime in areas with fewer privately possessed weapons, 

and, of course, vice versa. But this design, in turn, is imperiled' 

by the several inferential and methodological problems discussed in 

the opening section of this chapter. The implication, confirmed below, 

is that existing research is not definitive with respect to the question 

whether private weaponry is a cause of cr~minal violence. 

As in many other areas of the literature, the first sustained 

empirical foray into these issues is due to Newton and Zimring (1969: 

Chapter 11). The chapter, "More Firearms -- More Firearms Violence," 

uses three approaches to assess the causal impact of private firearms 

on criminal violence. "All approaches," they say, "provide evidence 

that the arms buildup, if it is partly a response to increased violence, 

also has contributed to it" (1969: 69). 

The first approach is a case study of arms and violence in Detroit. 

First, the data show (p. 70) ~ sharp increase in the number of handgun 

p~rmits issued in Detroit from 1965 to 1969; in 1965, about 5,000 

such permits were issued, and in 1968, nearly 18,000. (On the implica-

'tions of this, see also Chapter 5, above.) The number of accidental 
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firearms fatalities also increased during this same period, from 10 such 

fatalities in 1965 to 32 in 1968. Thus, "firearms accident rates in-

creased markedly during this period of surging urban armament" (1969: 

70). 

There are several problems with this conclusion. First, the data 

on "surging urban armament" are for handgun permits issued, and are thus 

only an indirect indicator of the trend in handguns actually possessed. 

(There is apparently no evidence on the number of people who actually 

acquire a handgun once they have acquired a handgun permit. Presumably, 

the percentage is large, but must be something less than 100%.) The 

data on fatal firearms accidents, however~ are for all ac;cidenfs reported 

irrespective of weapons type. Thus, there is apparently no way to discern 

whether the noted increase in fatal accidents is a rise in fatal handgun 

accidents, as their argument implies, or in accidents involving shoulder 

weapons. 

A further problem is that the permit evidence is for the city of 
, 

Detroit, whereas the data on accidental deaths are for the whole Wayne 

County area (which include9 Detroit and ten other relatively large com-

munities). Whether the increase in accidental deaths and the handgun 

buildup were both concentrated in the same place therefore cannot be 

discerned from these data. 

A final point is that while the conclusion is given in terms of 

an increasing firearms accident rate, the data are the absolute numbers 

of accidents occurring and are not converted to a rate. Presumably, the 

-appropriate rate would in this case be the rate of fatal firearms accidents 

per handgun-owning household. Unfortunately, no one knows for sure how 
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many DI.atroit households possessl;d a handgun in the early 1960 I s (Newton 

and Zimring do not report an estimate), but we can estimate the number 

on the basis of a few assumptions. The J960 population of the city of 

Detroit (not the surrounding metropolitan area) was about 1,670,000 persons 

In the same year, there were, on average, 3.33 persons per household, 

which suggests roughly 502,000 Detroit households in 1960. Table 5-5 

shows that among large non-Southern cities, the proportion of households 

owning a handgun was .077 in 1959. Simple multiplication thus gives 

an estimated 38,700 handgun-owning households in Detroit in 1960. 

Suppose now-that the number increased by 2,000 per year in the 

years from 1961 to 1964, such that by 1964, it stood at 46,700. According 

to Newton and Zimring, an additional 5,000 were added in 1965. (We are 

here assuming one permit per household.) The total in 1965 ther\:!fore 

stands at 51,700, and the ten accidental firearms deaths reported for 

1965 therefore represent a ~of 10/51,700 = approximately 2 accidental 

firearms deaths per 10,000 handgun-owning households. By 1968, again 

according to Newton and Zimring, handgun-owning households were growing 

by about 18,000 a year. Although thfdr graph makes it difficult to ·infer 

the precise numbers, let us assume that the 1966, 1967, and 1968 additions 

were 6,000, 12,000, and 18,000 respectively, consistent with the notion 

of a "surge." This brings the 1968 total to 87,700 handgun-owing house-

holds in 1968, which would, as an aside, still represent only 17.5% of 

all Detroit households, within the realm of plausibility. Under ,these 

assumptions, the firearms accidental death rate in 1968 would be 32/87,700 

approximately 4 accidental firearms deaths per 10,000 handgun-owning house-

holds. This is very definitely an increase over the rate estimated for 
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1965; in fact, it is twice the 1965 rate, which is in some sense a 

"marked" increase. What these numbers show, and that Newton and Zimring's 

numbers do not show, is that in both years, something in excess of 99.9% 

of all handgun-owning households did not experience a fatal firearms 

accident. These data are thus consistent with an argument that "new" 

handgun procurers in Detroit in the 1965-1968 era were somewhat less 

careful w~th their weapons than "old" handgun owners tended to be, but 

that well over 99.9% of all handgun-owners -- "new" and "old" -- were 

sufficiently careful not to have been involved in a fatal firearms acci-

d'ent. 

"The increase in handgun sales is also reflected in trends in fire-

arms suicides" (1969: 71). Aga.in, there is reason for caution. Between 

1965 and 1968, the total number of suicides in 'VJ'ayne County actually 

declined, from 318 to 305 (see their Figure 11-3, p. 72), this despite 

the "surging urban armament" available for self-destruction. On the 

other hand, the humber of suicides committed with firearms (of all sorts) 

did increase from 84 to 113. Converted to rates using the figures esti-

mated above, however, the 1965 rate is 84/51,700, or about 16 per 10,000 

handgun households, and the 1968 rate is 113/87,700, or about 13 per 

10,000 handgu:L households, or in other words, a slight decline. This 

suggests that the "new!! handgun owners were actually somewhat less likely 

to kill themselves with their guns than "old" handgun owners had been. 

"The most significa.nt aftermath of the arms buildup in Detroit 

is its impact on crime" (1969: 72). A direct demonstration of this point 

would require one to show that the people applying for permits and actually 

pur~hasing handguns during the period were more likely to commit subsequent 
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crimes (of whatever sort) than the people who did not. The data, of 

course, contain no such direct demonstration: the subsequent criminality, 

if any, among the people applying for handgun permits between 1965 and 

1968 is simply unknown. So the CCise that the "arm~ buildup" was somehow 

directly linked to an increase in crime is at best inferential. 

Data on homicide and aggravated assaults (Figure 11-4, p. 73) show 

a modest increase in attacks not involving firearms between 1965 and 

1968, and a very much sharper increase in attacks with guns. The number 

of attacks with a gun in 1968 is slightly more than twice the number 

in 1965. But on the other hand) according to our earlier calculations, 

the n.umber of handgun-mvning households also increased in the period, 

by about 70%. Expressed as a rate, the increase is ~ubstantially less 

dramatic. The same is true of the evidence on armed robbery (1969:' 74). 

Thus, of the various pieces of evidence presented on violent crimes 

in Detroit, the only one that shows a sharp and alarming increase in 

the rate per handgun household is homicide with firearms (Figure. 11-6, 

p. 74), which increased from 55 in 1965 to 279 in 1968. The corresponding 

rates are 11 and 32 per 10,000. The number of these homicides committed 

with "new" handguns is, of course, unknowD.. 

For a variety of reasons, nothing of substance can be concluded 

from these data (or these kinds of data) about the role of private firearms 

ownership in causing criminal violence. There is no evidence anywhere 

that the "new" criminals and the "new" handgun owners were in fact the 

same people, or even that the former were drawn disproportionately from 

among the latter. As noted in the introduction to this chapter, it is 

at least possible that some or all of the "surge" in handgun permits was 
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a response to the increase in crime, not a cause of it, a theme which Newton 

and Zimring themselves argue. And certainly, other plausible explanations 

of the increase in crime may be addllced, explanations that have nothing 

to do directly with private handgun ownership -- for example the 

surge in black rage against their treatment by white society that accom-

panied the racial turmoil of 1967 and 1968. The conclusion, that the 

arms buildup in Detroit "contributed to increased Violence," may well 

be correct, but it has not been demonstrated by these data. 

Newton and Zimring's second approach to the issue involves com-

parisons between the proportional ownership of firearms and the percentage 

of gun use in homicide and aggravated assault across four u.S. regions 

(1969: 75). The impossibility of drawing a sound causal inference 

from such data has already been discussed. 

The third approach involves comparisons across eight u.S. cities. 

(The investigators sought data on 14 cifies, but useable data were 

acquired for only eight.) The comparison consists of proportions 

of crimes committed with guns over three categories of crime: homicide, 

robbery, and aggravated assault. The data show that cities with a 

high proportion of firearms involvement in any of the three crime 

types also have high proportions o~ firearms involvement in the other 

tw'o types, with rank-order correlations ranging from .6 to .9. Un-

fortunately, there are no data in this comparison on city-by-city dif-

ferences in private weapons ownership, and so the correlation between 

rates of gun ownership and the proportional involvement of guns in 

these crimes across the eight cities cannot be computed. In general, 
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cities showing the highest proportional gun involvement in crime are 

in the South and West (Atlanta, Houston, and St. Louis are the "top 

three" in all three crime types), regions where private weapons owner

ship is also disproportionally high. But clearly, there is nothing 

in these data that suggests a direct causal link between weapons owner

ship city-by-city and rates of criminal violence.city-by-city or rates 

at which firearms are used in violent crime city-by-city. It is possible 

that the city differences in p~oportional weapons involvement in crime 

reflect local judicial, prosecutorial, or sentencing practices, not 

the (possible, but undemonstrated) differences in private weapoUl? 

ownership. 

In sum, the evidence asse-,abled in the Newton-Zimring report 

is inconclusive on the issue whether private firearms are directly 

and causally linked to violent crime. To be sure, this hypothesis 

is consistent with the evidence, but neither confirmed nor denied 

by it. Truly definitive evidence, such as evidence on the subsequent 

criminality of "new"· handgun purchasers of the era, simply does not 

exist. These points notwithstanding, the Newton-Zimring chapter is 

often cited in the ensuing literature as the proof that guns cause 

. 3 crl.me. 

Newton and Zimring are not the only "investigators to have 

researched this question, but they are among the relatively few. "Al

though there has been much popular discussion, surprisingly little 

serious empirical research has studied directly the impact of levels 

of gun ownership on rates of violent crime", (Kleck, 1979: 8875. 

The subsequent research, as with Newton and Zimring, is also, 
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consistently inconclusive on the issue. Two of the more cQmmonly 

cited studies (Seitz, 1972; and Fisher, 1976) actually do not contain 

a direct measure of firearms ownership, 'although both claim to offer 

evidence that firearms ownership per se increases criminal violence 

(specifically, homicide). 

Murray (1975) has examined the relationship between five measures 

of "firearms violence" (firearms robberies, fatal firearms accidents, 

aggravated assault with a firearm, and suicide and homicide by firearm) 

and proportional handgun ownership across the fifty states and concludes 

that "it seems quite unlikely that the relative availability of handguns 

plays a significant part in explaining why some states have higher 

rates of acts of violence associated with firearms than others" (1975: 

91). However, this study does not contain state-by-state estimates 

of handgun ownership; rather, it is based on regional rates over four 

gross regions, with all states in the same region receiving the same 

"per cent owning a handgun" score, and so this is an extremely crude 

and therefore uninformative test of the hypothesis. 

There are two time-series analyses in the literature claiming 

to show a positive aS$ociation between homicide and gun ownership 

(Phillips and Votey, 1976; Kleck, 1979), even with certain other rele-

vant variables controlled. Kleck concludes, "gun ownership, whether 

measured as total guns or handguns [per capita], has a significant 

positive effect on the homicide rate" (1979: 900); and in a later 

passage, "coefficients estimating the effect of the homicide rate 

on either total gun ownership or handgun o~vnership are in the predicted 

direction." Thus, Kleck claims to have found a reciprocal causal rela-
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tionship between gun ownership and homicide: "crime is a cause of although necessarily rather c.rude given the nature of the data avail-

gun ownership just as gun ownership is a cause of crime" (1979: 908). able, does not suggest a very close correspondence between the crime 

But again there are some problems. For example, the effect on and handgun buildups: the increasing proportional ownership of hand-

homicide for total guns (handguns and long guns combined) was some- guns was concentrated mainly in middle-sized cities with populations 

what stronger than the effect for handguns only. Since homicide is in the range of 10-250 thousand (i.e., in the Peorias), wheteas the 

about four to five times more likely to be committed with a handgun increase over the past decades in criminal violence has been concen-

than with a shoulder weapon, one would naturally expect the handgun trated mainly in the largest urban areas (i. e., the Chicagos). 

variable to show the stronger effect. There are also some problems In this vein, it is relevant to cite once again B9rdua and Lizotte's 

with the firearms measures (they are based on production and importa- (1979) analysis of crime and weapons ownership across Illinois counties. 

tion data; see Chapter Two, above), all amply acknowledged by Kleck Their evidence "implies that where the rate of legal firearms ownership 

(1979: 895-896). And finally, since all measures in this study are is high, the crime rate is low," and thus, "it is implausible to assume 

for the u.S. as a whole, there is no direct: evidence to show that that legal firearms ownership incl~eases crime" (p~ 159). The explanation 

the gun increases and the homicide increases occured in the same area(s) is apparently simple: in Illinois as elsewhere, gun ownership is pre-

of the country. The argument that "crime causes guns" would, of course, dominantly rural, whereas violent crime is predominantly urban. 

not require that the gun buildup and the homicide buildup be concen- The most l.'i-!ent, sophisticated, and persuasive analysis of these 

trated in the same area, since, to cite an example, people in Peoria topics is due to Cook (1979), who has estimated the relationship between 

might well purchase a weapon as a reaction to crime in Chicago. But "gun density" and various :i,ndicators of the robbery rate over 50 large 

.' 

i 
the weapons owned in Peoria could scarcely be the cause of criminal American cities. As with prior researchers, Cook again has no direct 

I 
violence in Chicago, and so the reciprocal argument, that "guns cause 

crime," does require that the gun and crime buildups be concentrated 

measure of city-by-city variance in gun density, but he constructs a.n 

apparently ~cceptable proxy measure by using the proportion of suicides 

in the same places. and homicides committed with firearms. To demonstrate the validity of 

Obviously, production and importation data for the nation as this indicator, data from the 50 cities are aggregated over geographical 

a whole cannot be used to estimate area-by-area variability in weapons region, and the ensuing estimates of regional gun density are compared 
I 

possession. Thus, the only existing evidence on city-size and regional 

variations in the "domestic arms buildup" is that contained in the I 
I , 
I 

to the estimates generated from the NORC General Social Surveys. The 

comparison, although' not perfect, is r~asonably close, and Cook rightly 

survey evidence analyzed above in Chapter Five. And that analysis, suggests that these gun density indicators might therefore have wide 
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applicability in other research situations. 

Substantive findings are relatively straightforward: the indicator 

of gun density was unrelated to the overall robbery rate across fifty 

cities, but was significantly related to the fraction of robberies com-

mitted with guns (1979: Tables 6 and 7), and thus, to the gun-robbery 

rate. The indicator was also related to the rate of robbery homicides. 

The apparent interpretation is thus that guns do not "cause" robbery 

in the sense that they cause more robberies to be committed, but rather 

alter the mix of robbery types: where guns are readily available, robbers 

are more inclined to use them, and in areas where they are not, they 

are inclined to use other weapons (or no weapons) instead. A general 

decline in gun availability, in short, would probably not lessen the 

number of robberies that occur, but wotlld increase the proportion com-

mitted with something other than a gun. Some possible effects of this 

"substitution" are discussed later, in Chapter Eleven. (As an aside, 

it can be noted that Cook's findings are inconsistent with the argument 

that many robbers would lack the psychic streng,th to commit their crimes 

in the absence of a gun, since over these fifty cities, the 'robbery rate 

is essentially unrelated to gun availability.) 

In sum: There is some, but not much, evidence to suggest that at 

least some fraction of private weaponry is purchased as a reaction to 

crime; by far the largest share is purchased for entirely different reasons. 

There is little or no conclusive evidence to show that gun ownership 

among the larger population is, per ~, an important cause of criminal 

violence. Most of the research designs employed in the literature would 

not allow for a decisive demonstration of such an effect, even if it did 
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exist; designs that would allow one to detect the effect usually require 

data that do not exist or would be prohibitively expensive to generate. 

It is true by definition that gun crimes require guns, and it 

is true empirically that guns, mainly handguns, are involved in a 

very large share of criminally violent incidents. (In 1967, for example, 

firearms were involved in 63% of all U.S. homicides, 37% of all robberies, 

and 21% of all aggravated assaults [Newton and Zimring, 1969: 39], 

and more recent data show similar patterns [see Chapter Eight, below].) 

But it does not follow from any of this that reductions in the private 

ownership of weapons would be accompanied by similar reductions in 

the rates of violent crime, or, what amounts to the same thing, that 

private weapons ownership is itself a cause of violent crime. 

It perhaps goes without saying that the "average" gun owner 

and the "average" criminal are worlds apart in background, social 

outlooks, and economic circumstances. The idea that common, ordinary 

citizens are somehow transformed into potential perpetrators of crimi-

nally violent acts once they have acquired a firearm seems far-fetched, 

most of all since, there is substantial evidence that the "typical" 

gun owner is affluent, Protestant, and middle class (see Chapter Six, 

above). 

Again, it is true by definition that everyone who commits a 

crime with a firearm has a firearm in his or her possession when the 

crime is committed, and in this sense, the gun is obviously a "cause" 

of the crime. But there is no good reason to suppose that persons 

intent on arming themselves for criminal purposes would not be able 

to do so even if the general availability of firearms to the larger 

, 
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h I t " t d Here ~t may be appropriate to population were s arp y res r~c e . ~ 

recall the First Law of Economics, a law whose operation has been 

f Proh~bition, mariJ"uana -and other sharply in evidence in the case 0 ~ 

drugs, prostitution, pornography, and a host of other banned 

activities and substances -- namely, that demand creates its own supply. 

There is no evidence anywhere to show that reducing the availability 

of firearms in general likewise reduces their availability to persons 

with criminal intent, or that persons with criminal intent would not 

be able to arm themselves under any set of general firearms restrictions. 

On the other hand, it may be, and often is, argued that much 

criminal violence, especially homicide, does not result from criminal 

intent but rather evolves from empassioned disputes that become violent 

(or, better, lethally violent) just because the gun was there. This 

line of argum~nt is sufficiently common and important to the issues 

of this volume that we have devoted a chapter exclusively to it; see 

Chapter Eleven, below. 

A final theme to be considered here is that private weaponry 

contributes to the inherent lethality or dangerousness of the environ-

ment. Here, the idea is that private weaponry is a pool of risk; 

and with constant probabilities of harm across the pool, it follows 

that as the size of the pool increases, harm will also increas(~. But 

not enough is known about the characteristics of privately possessed 

weapons to decide whether this is a realistic depiction or not.. Unloaded, 

a firearm is no more lethal than a can of p~as. But it is not known 

just what proportion of private weaponry is kept loaded and ready 

for use. So far as we can tell, no one knows what proportion of weapons-
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owning households even keep ammunition for the weapon in the home, 

or how many are kept in operating condition (e.g., with cylinder or 

magazine or action in place), or how many are kept in secure, locked 

places, or, for that matter, how many weapons-owning households contain 

people who would kno~l how to f ire the ~veapon even if they ~van ted to. 

One could, of course~ make assumptions about all these issues, each 

more or less plausible, but there would still be no firm evidence 

on which to base a policy conclusion. Ana until there is some evidence 

on these pOints, the contribution of any additional private weapon 

to the overall lethality of the environment cannot be assessed. 

III. Does Private Weaponry Deter Crime? 

The presumed deterrence effect of private firearms is often 

touted in anti-gun-control sources as an important argument against 

stricter weapons controls. What. evidence ts there that private firearms 

are an effective deterrent to crime? Or that they are not? 

The argument that firearms are not an effective crime deterrent 

is· typically made on the basis of two kinds of evidence: (i) that 

much crime occurs in situations or locations where the ownership of 

a gun by the victim would not, even in principle, deter the crime, 

and (ii) that the number of criminals actually shot in the process 

by intended victims is very low. 

Concerning the first of these, little need be said. The burglary 

of an unoccupied residence, the most common situation of home burglary, 

is clearly not deterrable by any firearms kept in the home, since 

there is no one home to use them. Likewise, unless persons walk the 

streets armed (and some do, see below), then private weaponry is not 

. , . 
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going to deter much or any street crime. But none of these obvious fac·ts 

bear on the question whether private weapons are useful deterrehts to 

crimes occurr~ng in situations or areas where they would be potentially 

deterrable, which is the more important empirical issue. 

It is also true that very few burglaries, robberies, or rapes are 

accompanied by the victim shooting the offender (Newton and Zimring, 

1969: 62-65; Yeager et al., 1976). Newton and Zimring note, for example, 

that over the period 1964 to 1968, roughly two burglaries in a thousand 

were foiled by the intended victim shooting at the burglar; thus, some 
. 4 

99 8% t The f ~gure for armed robbery is somewhat higher, but • 0 were no . ....~ 

still low in absolute terms; their data suggest that about two percent 

of all robberies "result in the firearms injury or death of the robber" 

(1969' 63). Similar results in all cases are reported by Yeager and 

his associates. 

Since about 90% of all home burglaries occur when no one is at 

home (Yeager et al., 1976: 1), the presented evidence for home burglary 

is somewhat misleading. If two in a thousand of all burglaries are foiled 

by the victim's use of a firearm, and 900 in a thousand occur with no 

one home, then the actual rate for burglaries committed with a person 

in the horne is comparable to that report,,!d for home robbery -- roughly 

2%. We may thus conclude that the risk to a home robber, or to a home 

burglar burglarizing 'an occupied residence, of being shot and wounded 

or killed by the intended victim is roughly .02. 

This seems a relatively low risk in absolute terms and one might 

therefore question whether a risk of this magnituue ever prevents 

potential burglars or robbers from getting into the business. In-

f"t ~~..:;:,~~_~>:;1~ __ "", __ 

j f . 
·t 

, >' .-

", 

/ 

- 241 -

terestingly enough, however, this magnitude of risk apparently exceeds the 

risk to a burglar of being apprehended, charged, prosecuted, convicted, 

and sentenced for the crime (Klec , : - . k 1979b 11 12) In 1976 
'

''the 

overall risk of a burglar being arrested and convicted w.as only about 

• 0 or any g~ven u g a . 1 8% f . b r 1 ry If half . . . received a prison sen tence, 

then the risk of imprisonment was 0.9%." Since there is reason, and 

some evidence (e.g., Tittle, 1969; Erlich, 1973), to suppose that the 

possibility of imprisonment, however slight, deters at least some 

robbery and burglary (in the sense that it discourages people from 

ever robbil'J.g or burglarizing), and since the possibility of being 

shot and wounded or killed appears to be on the same order of magnitude, 

then it is plausj,ble that at least some potential robberies and burglaries 

never occur because the people who wQuld otherwise commit them fear the 

possibility of being shot by their intended victims. (See also Cook, 1979.) 

Concerning burglary, it is also often noted that the probability 

is higher that a burglar will steal a weapon than be frightened off 

or actua' y s ot yone e.g., ea e , .. .... 11 h b ( Y g r 1976 ' 1) Th~s may be relevant 

information for the homeowner who is considering the purchase of a 

defensive weapon, in that it compares the various types of risks and 

benefits that such a purchase might pose; but the result itself says 

nothing about whether the weapon, once purchased, effectively deters 

any crime or not. 

Both Ne~\Tton and Zimring (1969) and Yeager (1976) note that a 

private firearm is also more likely to be involved in a firearms acci-

dent than to be used in the deterrence of a crime. (Other data on 

this point are reviewed later in this chap ter.) But this too is rele-

, 
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vant only to the risks and benefits that might ensue if a gun is pur-

chased and is not relevant to the issue of deterrence effects .R£I:t'~~, 

Another interesting theme in the Yeager pamphlet. is that tithe 

probability of being robbed, raped, or assaulted is low enough to 

seriously call into question the need for Americans to keep loaded 

guns on their persons or in their homes" (1976: 1). (How many private 

firearms are kept loaded is, of course, unknown.) Actually, as it 

happens; the odds of being criminally victimized in any year are between 

5 and 10 times higher than the odds of being victimized by a natural 

hazard of any sort (e.g., flood" earthquake, etc.) (Wright ~ al., 

1979), but it i~ unlikely that one would want to argue that since the! 

risk from na tural hazards is so small, no protec tive measures against 

them need to be taken. 

There is some evidence, reported by Yeager and noted elsewhere 

as well, that the use of a weapon against a robber is an effective 

deterren t in some cases. Robberies, that, is, are less likely to be 

successful if the intended victim takes self-defensive measures (55%) 

than if not (85%) (Yeager ~ al., 1976; see also Cook, forthcoming). 

Thus, "use of a weapon for self-protection may be the most effective 

means of resisting a robbery" (Yeager, 1976: 1). On the other hand, 

the opportunity to use a weapon to defend aguinst a robbery is rare, 

sincEimost robbery occurs on the street with the victim unarmed, and 

it is also true that the death or injury of the victim is more likely 

if he or she resists than if not (Cook, 1980; forthcoming; see also 

Chapter Eleven, below). 

So far as can be told, there is no evidence availab1e on the 

deterrence of crimes against business that results from weapons kept 

? I 
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on the premises. One study, cited by Newton clnd Zimring (1969: 66), 

did show that roughly one small business in four has a gun for defense 

against crime on the premises. 

The evidence from several studies on the relationship between 

gun ownership and victimization by crime was reviewed earlier in this 

chapter. In general, no demonstrable relationship exists. If weapons 

ownership were an effective crime d~terrent, then, all else equal, 

one would expect less crime against armed than unarmed households, 

which the data do not show. But in this sense, weapons ownership 

would only function as a deterrent if the criminal knew in advance 

that the intended victim was armed, not a very likely possibility. 

On the other hand, Kleck (1979b) has pointed out that ~Yhile 

criminals may not know whether any specific household is ar~ed, they 

might know that some areas of a state or city are more heavily armed 

than others, and avoid them accordingly. In this case, we would expect 

less crime against' households located in neighborhoods where the rate 

of weapons ownership was known to be high. This, however, must remain 

a speculative possibility since no re:levant data are known to exist. 

Concerning the deterrence of aggravated assaults, the scanty 

i- evidence available suggests that ,assaults are less likely to be com-

pleted if the victim uSeS a weapon than if no protective measures 

are taken (Kleck, 1979b: 13; Yeagler et al., 1976). 

In general, such evidence as exists on crime deterrence by private 

weaponry does not sU'~port: the arr,ument that guns are useless as deter-

rents of crime. The evidence ~oes make it quite plain that most crime 

occurs in circumstances where the victim would have litele or no chance 

/ 
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to use a gun, even if one were possessed. Most violent crime (other 

than homicide) takes place away from the home, and thus, presumably, 

away from one's weapons; further, the most common type of home crime 

burglary -- typically occurs when the residence is unoccupied. On 

the other hand, in the relatively few cases where the opportunity 

to defend oneself with a gun is present, the evidence suggests that 

one is somewhat less likely to be successfully victimized if one is 

armed than if not. 

At the same time, for the, types of crimes in question (mainly, 

home burglary against occupied residences, home robberies, and aggravated 

assaults), the evidence also suggests that one is more likely to be 

injured or killed if one resists the offender in any way (whether 

with a weapon or with some other protective action) than if one merely 

capitulates. For crimes potentially deterrable by a private gun, 

then, the tradeoff in defending oneself with a gun is between a some-

what lower "completion" rate and a somewhat'higher probability of 

suffering bodily harm. 

It is also possible, of course, that the single most i~portant 

deterrence ()ffect of private weaponry could never be detected even 

in the largest and most sophisticated research effort -- namely, the 

generalized deterrence of crime that results from the high ov~rall 

rate of firearms possession among U.S. households. In other words, 

there may well be vast numbers of potential rapists, burglars, robbers, 

assaulters, etc. "out there" in the general population who, nonetheless, 

never commit a crime precisely because they know many citizens are 

armed and fear the possibility of getting shot. As Newton and Zimring 

o 

" 

.. ' .-,-

" 

, ) 

- 245 -

have remarked, "it is certainly possible that the crime rate ""ould 

be still hig'her were i.t not for firearms fl (1969: 65). 
Obviously, 

there is no evidence that would allow one ,to examl.'ne this possibility. 
If the real or potential deterrence effect's of 

privately possessed 
weaponry are necessarily difficult t d 

o etermine, the actual ~ of 

private weapons in self-defense is 
not. Indeed, two recent national 

surveys have expI0'(1 this issue in some detal.'l, and 
it is appropriate 

to conclude the present chapter with a revl.'ew of the 
more relevant 

findings. 

The two surveys are, first,' the 1978 DMI 
survey commiSSioned 

by the National Rifle Association and noted in 
several previous chapters, 

and secondly, a surve d d 
Y con ucte in the same year by Cambridge Reports, 

Inc. (Patrick Caddell's polling tf') 
ot!. l.t, under commission to the Center 

for the Study and Prevention of Handgun Violence. 
Both surveys are 

focussed rathe~ more directly on publl.·c 
opinion about gun control 

than on the f ' 
uses 0 weapons in self-defense; a comparison of the public 

opinion results is contained in Chapter 13, below. 5 But both also 

have at least some information on the 
uses to tvhich private weapons 

are put. Most of Caddell's questions 1 h 
a ong t ese lines focus on handgun 

aCCidents and on respondents' 
experiences with handgun threats or 

atta,cks. 
DMI's questions, in contrast, focus heavily on the uses 

of weapons by respondents for their own self-defense. 

Table 7-1 shows the relevant question sequence and marginal 

results from the Caddell 
survey. Consistent with other studies (see 

Chapter Two, above), 24% of Caddell's respondents say they 
possess 

a handgun, 17% (of the total, or 71% of the handgun owners only) say 

I 
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TABLE 7-1 

Data on Weapons Experience and Use friorn the Caddell Survey 

[IF "YES" TO THE HANDGUN OWNERSHIP QUESTIONJ 
Do you ever carry that handgun or pistol outside of the house with y.0u 
for protection or not? 

YES 
NOT SURE 
NO 
DON I T OWN HANDGUN 

7% 
4 

15 
77 

Do you own a handgun for protection or self...;.defense purposes? [IF YESj 
Have you ever had to use it? 

YES, TO THREATEN 
YES, AND I FIRED 
YES, BUT NEVER USED IT 
NO TO FIRST QUESTION 

[IF "YES" TO ABOVE] 
Where did you use it? 

AT HOME 
AT BUSINESS 
ON THE STREET 
PUBLIC FACILITIES 
OTHER PLACES 
INAPPLICABLE 

1% 
2 

14 
83 

1% 

1 
1 

97 

Have you ever been involved in a handgun accident? [IF YES] Were you 
injured or not? 

YES, NOT INJURED 
YES, INJURED 
NO, NEVER 

Has anyone in your family ever been involved in a handgun accident? 
[IF YES] Were they injured or not? 

YES, NOT INJURED 
YES, INJURED 
YES, KILLED 
NO, NEVER 

2% 
3 
5 

89 
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Table 7-1 (Continued) 

Has a close friend ever been involved in a handgun accident? [IF YES] 
Were they injured or not? 

YES, NOT INJURED 
YES, INJURED 
YES, KILLED 
NO, NEVER 

2% 
6 
7 

85 

Have you ever been attacked or threatened with a handgun? [IF YES] 
Were you injured or not? 

YES, NOT INJURED 
YES, INJURED 
NO, NEVER 

9% 
2 

89 

Has anyone in your family, beside yourself, ever been attacked or 
threatened with a handgun? [IF YES] Were they injured or not? 

YES, NOT INJURED 
YES, INJURED 
YES, KILLED 
NO, NEVER 

7% 
2 
3 

88 

Has a close personal friend ever been attacked or threatened with a 
handgun? [IF YES] Were they injured or not? 

YES, NOT INJURED 
YES, INJURED 
YES, KILLED 
NO, NEVER 

.. ,.'.-'--.~ .. ~-. -----, 
i/ It 

9% 
6 
4 

82 

r 



". , ' 

i 
i 
1 

. i.Jr 
~ 
1 
d 
1 
1 
t 

- 248 -

they own a handgun "for protection or self-defense," and 7% (of the 

total, or 29% of the handgun owners only) say that they carry their 
6 

handgun with them for protection outside the home. Likewise, 3% of 

the total sample (or 13% of the handguns owners only) have "had to use" 

their weapon in self-defense: two-thirds of those who have "had to 

use" their weapon in this manner actually fired it. It thus appears 

that 2% of the total adult population of the country has at some time 

in their lives actually fired a handgun in self-defense.
7 

The text of Caddell's report tends to downplay these self-defensive 

uses of.weapons. "Almost half the time, the handgun was purchased 

in order to provide protection, although only 3% of the population 

has actually used a handgun for self-defense." And later, "since defense 

is a primary reason behind the ownership of many guns, it is interesting 

to see whether owners have actually used their handguns for protection. 

As the table shows, most have not." The theme here seems to be that, 

while many people buy their guns for self-protection, they are seldom 

used for that purpose, a point that might be used to undercut self-

defense as a. compelling reason to own a gun. 

The data on accidents, threats, and attack's are featured more 

prominently. According to his data, about 4% of the respondents have 

been involved in a handgun accident, half of the incidents resulting 

in personal injury. Likewise, 10% report that a family member has 

been involved in such an accident and 15% report a similar experience 

for a "close personal friend." Caddell's data suggest that 5% of the 

adults in the United States have had a family member killed in a handgun 

8 
accident, and 7% have had a close friend killed in the same manner. 
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The evidence on handgun threats and attacks is similar: 11% of the 

respondents say they have personally ~xperienced such an attack, 13% 

report such an attack for a member of the family other than themselves, 

9 and 19% report such an attack on a close personal friend. Roughly 

half of all these attacks are said to have resulted in personal injury 

or death. Additional analysis reveals that both handgun accidents 

and handgun threats and attacks are more common among households pos-

sessing a handgun than among households who do not. "What these numbers 

say is this: handgun violence touches a lot of people in this country." 

Certainly, these data show that a handgun is at least as likely to be in-

volved in an accident as it is to be fired in self-defense, consistent 

with the point made by Yeager and associates. 

Table 7-2 presents the DMI data on weapons experience and uses. 

None of the DMI questions are precisely comparable to any of Caddell's, 

so direct comparisons between results are hazardous. Also, all of 

Caddell's questions ask about handguns, whereas the DMI items deal 

with all guns irrespective of type. A further important difference 

is that Caddell's questicns on self-defensive w~apons uses ask for 

information only about the respondent, whereas the corresponding DMI 

questions ask about both the respondent and the respondent's family 

members. These differences in question format are of some interest 

in themselves: Restricting the questions to handguns only and to res-

pondents only will necessarily show less defensive weapons use than 

expanding the questions to include all guns and all family members. 

According to the DMI data, 15% of all registered voters (or their 

family members) have "used a gun" for self-defense or other prutective 
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TABLE 7-2 

Data on Weapons Experience and Use from the DMI Surveys 

FACE-TO-FACE SURVEY 

Have you yourself or a ~ember of your household ever used a gun, even 
if it wasn't fired, for self-protection or for protection of property 
at home, at work, or elsewhere (except in military service or police 
work)? 

YES 
NO 

[IF YES TO THE ABOVE QUESTION] 

15% 
85 

Was the incident important enough to report to the police? 

YES 
NO 
DON'T KNOW 

Was the gun fired in the incident? 

YES 
NO 
DON'T KNOW 

Was anyone killed or injured? 

YES 
NO 
DON'T KNOW 

[ALL RESPONDENTS] 

31% 
66 

3 

40% 
56 

5 

9% 
86 

6 

- ----, --

Has anyone else you know personally ever used a gun, even if it wasn't 
fired, for self-protection. . . (AS ABOVE) 

YES 
NO 

[IF YES TO THE ABOVE] 

27% 
73 

Was the incident important enough to be reported to the police? 

YES 
NO 
DON'T KNOW 

52% 
47 

2 

------- -~--
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Table 7-2 (Continued) 

Was the gun fired in the incident? 

YES 
NO 
DON'T KNOW 

Was anyone killed or injured? 

YES 
NO 
DON'T KNO~t 

TELEPHONE SURVEY 

47% 
52 

1 

24% 
74 

1 

~av: you y~urse1f or a member of your household ever used 
~f ~t ~asn t fired, for self-protection. J (AS ABOVE)? 
Was th~s to protect against an animal or a person? ' 

a gun, even 
[IF YES] 

And, have you, 
gun to protect 
gun available? 
person? 

YES, AN ANIMAL 
YES, A PERSON 
YES, BOTH 
NO 

5% 
5 
2 

88 

yourself, ever been in a situation where you needed a 
yourself or your family or property but there w'as no 

[IF YES] Was this to protect against'an animal or a 

YES, AN ANIMAL 
YES, A PERSON 
YES, BOTH 
NO 

1% 
8 
1 

90 
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reasons at some point in their lives; in the DMI telephone poll, the 

corresponding percentage for an identical question was 12%. The tele-

phone survey shows that roughly half of these defensive weapons uses 

are to protect against a person. Of the 15% reporting a defensive 

weapons use in the face-to-face survey, 31% say the incident was im-

portant enough to report to the police. The weapon was actually fired, 

it appears, in 40% of th~ incidents; 9% of the incidents apparently 

resulted in injury or death (presumably, to the "other guy"). A parallel 

series of questions about personal friends produces similar. but uni-

formly higher, numbers on all items. 

The DMI face-to-face survey thus suggests that 6% of all regis-

tered voters or their families (.40 x .15 = .06) have, at some point 

in their lives, fired a weapon of some sort in self-defense; this find-

ing is thus not inconsistent with Caddell's finding that 2% of all 

U.S. adult~1 have themselves fired a handgun in self-defense. There 

is, in short, no serious disparity between the two findings. 

DMI's telephone poll reveals another finding that figures promi-

nently in their report; 10% of the DMI respondents say they can recall 

a situation where they "needed a gun but no gun was available." (Caddell 

has no comparable item with which this result might be compared.) Most 

of these incidents, it appears, involved a person rather than an animal. 

In contrast to Caddell, DMI's report strongly emphasizes the 

frequency with which guns are used in self-defense. First, from the 

Executive Sunnnary: "13 million [registered voters] live in households 

in which a family member has had to use a gun in defense of self, family, 

or property from another person. . Further , 9.5 miliion rej,~·{.~ltered voters ,. 
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can recall a situation in which they needed a gun for protection when 

none was available. . With this many voters having direct experience 

with guns as instruments of self-defense, it is no surprise that 83% feel 

'most people who have guns in their homes feel safer because of it.'" 

All these themes are emphasized again in the body of the report. "Seven 

out of every one hund~ed respondents ( or 6.6 million Americans) indi-

cated that they or a member of their f 1 ami y had used a gun at some 

time to protect self or property against another person. Additionally, 

nine out of e h d d (0 very un re 0.5 million) indica ted tha t thE'y th 1 . emse ves 

had been in a situation where they needed a gun. . . but none was avail-

able to them." Th e next paragraph of the report emphasizes' that "these 

J.n aelf-defense "because data may understate" the true use of guns . 

people may fail to recall episodes in the ' distant past' where they 

used, or desperately needed but did not have , a gun." Then, bringing 

the argument to its most pointed conclusion (and incidentally, its 

most pointed contrast with the Caddell report): "It . . J.S sometJ.mes asserted 

that firearms in general, and handguns ;n ~ particular, have limited 

use for defensive purposes. ( ) h .•. T e surveys found that almost 14% 

of the American electorate .. or about 13 . million Americans, could recall 

o t eir household had used a gun a time when they or another member f h 

for protection. . • • Of those who remember such an experLence, 40% 

indicated that the gun was fired. ., 31% said that the incident was 

important enough to report to the police, and 9% res d d h o pon eta t someone 

was killed or injured in the incident. It is clear that guns are fre-

quently used for protection. In a substantial minority of thos~ remem-

bered instances of gun use, it was necessary to fire the weapon, although 
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fe\ol such incidents resulted in injury or death. II 

As is evident from the passages quoted above, DMI's report and 

conclusions depend heavily on rhetorical formulations of key results. 

Note first the persistent translation of percentages into raw numbers; 

via this device, a smallish percentage is transformed into, literally, 

millions and millions of people. A second prominent device is the 

occassi.onal insertion of a word or a phrase to the actual question 

wording when the result is being disc.ussed. Respondents \olere asked, 

for example, whether they could recall a situation "where you needed 

a gun. . • bu t there was no gun availab Ie. II In the text, this becomes 

(at one point) "desperately needed but did not have a gun." Or consider 

the sentence, lIin a substantial minority of those instances ... , it 

was necessary to fire the \oleapOn, although few such incidents resulted 

in injury or death. 1I DMI's question, of course, asks only whether 

the weapon was fired and says nothing about whether it was necessary to 

fire it; these are, quite obviously, different things. 

Despite the differences in emphasis and conclusions, both surveys 

touch enough common ground to sustain at least a few conclusions. First, 

as shown in all other studies, some 20-25% of all U.S. households possess 

a handgun, and aboutcH'ice that percentage possess a weapon of some 

sort (see also Chapter Two, above). Secondly, many (although certainly 

not all) handguns are owned for purposes of protection or self-defense; 

approximately 40% of the handgun owners in both surveys cite self-

defense or protection as the primary reason they possess the weapon, 

and some additional percentage cite this as a secondary reason (see 

also Chapters Three and Five, above). Third, at least some of the 
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weapons that are owned for self-defense are actually used for this 

purpose at some point: perhaps as many as 15% of all registered voters 

or their families have "used" a gun for self-defense, a rather lower 

percentage (7% in the Caddell survey) carry their weapons with them for 

defense outside the home, a lower percentage still say that they, per-

sonally have "had to use" their handguns for self-defense (which is clearly 

a more restrictive phrasing than simply "used"), and the proportion 

of U.S. adults that have actually fired a weapon in self-defense is 

somewhere in the range of 2% to 6%. Fourth, the incidence of firearms 

accidents and handgun threats and attacks is at least as prevalent as, 

and probably somewhat more prevalent than, the incidence of weapons uses 

for self-defense; people are fired at, in other words, at least as often 

as they fire. 

In sum: It is often said that "owner.ship of handguns by private 

citizens for self-protection against crime appears to provide more of 

a psychological belief in safety than actual deterrence to cr:iminal 

behavior" (Yeager ~ al., 1976: 35). This conclusion is misleading 

in several related W!l'''-' It ._)0>. 

(i) The vast bulk of private weaponry is not owned for IIself-pro-

tection" but for other reasons. 

(ii) Of the weaponry possessed specifically and primarily for 

defense (perhaps 25% of so of the total armament) \1 some share is not 

for "self-protection against crime" but for protection against animals; 

evidence from DMI intimates that this factor might account for as much 

as half the total defensive ownership. 

(iii) In this day and age, a "psychological belief in safety" 
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probably ought not be dismissed as a trivial benefit. If people feel 

safer because they own a gun, and in turn lead happier lives because 

they feel safer and more secure, then thei+ guns make a direct and 

nontrivial contribution to their overall quality of life. 

(iv) That private weapons are inefficacious crime deterrents has 

not been established directly in any source. In the case of crimes oc-

cllrring in circumstances where they are potenti.ally deterable by a private 

gun, the evidence suggests, in contrast, at least some modest deterrent 

effects. (To be sure, most crimes do occur in what might be referred 

to as nondeterrable situations.) 

(v) In owning a gun for protection (or any othe.r reason), a home-

owner runs some risk that the gun will be stolen or involved in an acci-

dent. This speaks to the potential costs of such a purchase, but not 

to the potential benefits, either psychological or objective. 

(vi) At least some of the people who own guns for self-defense 

actually use them for that purpose; the precise percentage is, of course, 

very difficult ':0 determine, as are the ensuing effects on crime and 

violence in the society as a whole. It is certainiy possible that the 

high rates of crime and violence that predominate in the United States 

are due primarily to the widespread ownership of guns. But it is also 

possible that the widespread ownership of guns kp.eps the rates of crime 

and violence well below what they might otherwise be. ; 
At present, there 

is no good evidence anywhere that would allow one to choose decisively 

between these possibilities. 
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Footnotes 

lThe high rate of weapons possession by households in these nations is, 

of course, a reflection of their policies regarding an armed reserve 

militia. See Bruce-Biggs (1976) for details and some interesting com~ 

mentary on international gun comparisons in general. 

2That virtually all gun-owning households are not involved in a gun inci-

dent in any typical year, of course, is not proof that guns ,are not a 

cause of crime. Anti-control advocates often argue the contrary, 

namely, that private weaponry cannot be a serious cause of criminal 

violence because the vast bulk of privately owned weapons are never in-

volved in a violent or cr.-iminal incident. But by the same token, the 

vast bulk of all cigarette smokers die of causes other than cancer of 

the lung. From this it cannot be inferred that smoking is not a 

cause of lung cancer. While most smokers die from other causes, the 

odds of dying from lung cancer are several times higher if one smokes 

than if not. The analogue to the case of private weapons would thus 

require one to show that, even though most (nearly all) guns are never 

involved in a violent or criminal incident, the odds of perpetrating 

such an incident are higher among persons possessing a gun than among 

those who do not. 

3S AI' . d Drake (1975' 1)' " .• the data on crime, ac-ee, e. g. , v loan 1. an ... 

cidents, and suicides involving handguns shows close correlations be-

tween levels of ownership and the rate of each type of incident." As 
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further evidence, these investigators also cite the r.egi,ona1 compari-

sons discussed in the text. A very similar treatment of the Newton-

Zimring results is found in a well-known publication of the Massachu-

setts Council on Crime and Correction, A Shooting Gallery Called 

America, especially pp. 1-2. 

4The figure, 2 per thousand, is a comparison betwee'.:~ the number of 

burglars shot or wounded in the course of the ~ritile and the total 

number of burglaries reported to the police. Burglars who were shot 

at but got away and were never subsequently apprehended would presum

ably not show up in these data as deterred crimes, and so the ca1cu-

1ated figure may be rather too low. Also, it is possible ~hat many 

burgl~rs are frightened off by the homeowner 'brandishing a weapon; 

these, presumably, should also count as deterred crimes but would not 

show up as such in theRe data. (All these points also apply to the calcu

lated deterrence rate for robbery, as discussed below in the text.) 

5 Actually, 'DMI conducted two surveys for. the NRA in 1978 ~- one in 

6 

(t I 

person and one over the telephone. Both are surveys of registered 

voters only; in contrast, the Caddell survey is of all u.s. adults, 

~.,rhether registered to vote or not. Technical details on both surveys, 

and comparisons of their sample demogr.aphics, are presented in Chap~er 

13. 

Note that Caddell's figure 71% of handgun 05m~J;:S"" . ..oI~'ning the gun for 

protection or self-defense -- is much higher than the roughly 40% 
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figure suggested in other sources (see Chapter Five, above). This is 

because the 40% estimate is based on a question asking for the most 

important reaso~ one owns a handgun, whereas Caddell's question would 

also pick up self-defense as a secondary or tertiary ownership reason. 

7It is impossible to determine from Caddell's report just how much of 

this 2% is comprised, say, of veterans who have used sidearms in combat 

situations or of policemen or other security personnel using handguns in 

the context of the;r J'obs. Pres b'l th k· d f ~ uma y, ese ~n s a experiences would 

contribute a sizable fraction of ~_he total. R 11 h eca t at accordin& to the 

data shown in Chapter Five, somewhere between 8% and 13% of all pri

vately-owned handg~ns are owned primarily for employment-related reasons. 

8 Caddell's figures for death from handgun accident and attack seem on 

the surface to be inordinately high. They are probably inflated to 

some extent by what ';,s known in the survey literature as the "good 

respondent" syndrome -- i. e •• by the tendency of small fractions of 

the population to provide the answer that they think th~ investigator 

wishes to hear. It must also be kept in mind, howev'2r, that the frame 

of reference provided by the question is very broad, i. e., "Has anyone 

in your family ever been involved .... " In this case, "ever" could 

conceivab17' stretch back two or three generations (to, for ex~mple, 

grandparents and great-grandparents), and "anyone in your family" could 

include not just persons in the immediate family, but also aunts, uncles, 

cousins, and various other extended family members. Keeping these frames 
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of reference in mind, the numbers from the Caddell survey are more 

plausible. Rephrasing slightly, imagine a single individual killed in 

a handgun accident or attack. That person would have two parents, four 

grandparents, unknown numbers of aunts, uncles, and cousins, and pos-

sibly some children who could then accurately report that a family 

member had, indeed, been killed in a handgun mishap. Note further that 

if the person were married, all the equivalent in-laws could, again 

accurately, make the same report. 

gThe NORC General Social Surveys have periodically asked, "Have you ever 

been threatened with a gun, or shot at?" T.he percentage responding 

Ifyes lf varies between 16% and 20%, or somewhat higher than Caddell's 

11% (for respondents only). Caddell's question, however, stipulates 

a handgun threat or attack, ~"hereas the NORC item says nothing about 

the kind of gun, which would account for the difference in observed 

results. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

HOW MUCH CRIME? HOW MUCH VIOLENCE? 

lent or criminal means, we draw on a variety of sources to develop a 

which documents the amount and character of death and injury due to vio-

crime feature in American life. Since there is no single publication 

In this chapter we examine the extent to which violence and violent 

comprehensive picture of this phenomena. 

The definition of ":violence" and "violent crime" has obvious impli-

cations for the amount of s~ch activity. Broadly conceived, violence 

consists of all circumstances in which human life is threatened or 

include a wide range of incidents such as abuse and neglect within the 

extinguished by Psychological or physical means. This definition can 

by the legal criminal code by the violent crime categories of murder, 

from fear of crime. However, more commonly, violence in American is defined 

family, industrial and workp~ace hazards and the psychological consequences 

rape, aggravated assault and robbery. In this chapter, we focus our 

attention on the incidence of violence as defined by such criminal acts, 

with the recognition that this focus excludes some areas o'f "violence". 

documents the amount of reported "violent crime" in four Index crime 

ment agencies is the FBI's Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) which annually 

One of the ~Jorking definitions of "violent crime" used by law enforce-

/' ' 

robbery, and aggravated assault. A slightly broader interpretation of 

categories: murder and non-negligent manslaughter, forcible rape, 

"violent crime" is used in the Law Enforcement Assistance Administr~tion's 
i { 

" 

.) 

·r 

... ,.~ 

." 



,-

I 
-::~ 

!l 
n 
Ii 
" 

'H 

/j I 

- 262 -

(LEAA) victimization surveys, wherein "crimes against persons" include 

simple and aggravated assault, statutory and forcible rape, as well as 

robbery. 

Apart from the VCR's selective definition of "violent crime", its 

Index crime rates represent only a fraction of the actual levels of violent 

crime. As we discuss more fully below, the UCR Index crimes are those 

that are reported to or detected by the police and which the police record 

and report to the FBI. The LEAA victim surveys reveal that the amount of 

"violent t!rime" that is unreported by victims varies from 25 to 50% 

depending on the type of crime; Black's (1970) analysis of police depart-

mental practices in recording r.itizen complaints reveals that a similar 

proportion of incjdents do not become officially recorded by the police. 

In the analysis which follows,.we present the extent of "violent 

crime" in the U.S. with a conscious concern that (1) it is restrictive to 

the definitions of violent crime used by law enforcement agencies, (2) it 

is limited to crime~ that identify individual culpability, (3) it under-

represents the actual amount of violent crime that is experienced and (4) 

it does not account for the subjective states of fear experience from all 

types of crime. 

The annual incidence of death and injury by violent means is even 

more difficult to define and estimate. One could include, for example, 

deaths from transportation or recreational aecidents to injuries sustained 

from the inadvertant use of a knife in fishing. What constitutes death 

or injury "by violent means"? For our purposes, we examine (1) those acci-

dents that involve the use of weapons, (2) self-inflicted death and injury, 
\. 

i.e., suicide or attempted suicide, (3) police homicides, and (4) death I , 
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and injury incurred by police officers. 

While our working definition of "violent crime" and death and 

injury by "violent means" may not cover all forms of violence experienced 

by millions of Americans in their day-to-day lives, it does provide a 

common conception of violence for which data is available for trend 

descriptions. In the following analysis, we examine the longitudinal 

trends in violent crime as documented by the UCR. The purpose is to 

essess the changes over time in the rates of these incidents and the 

types of weapons used. We then augment this analysis by drawing on LEAA 

victimization survey data to estimate the actual incidence of certain 

forms of violent crime. Data from the National Center for Health Statistics 

is introduced to show the extent of death and injury incurred by violent 

means, in this case, by the accidental or intentional use of weapons or 

toxic substances. In addition, the longitudinal trends in police homicide 

and police officers assaulted or killed is examined. Last, we try to 

provide a rough estimate of the annual incidence of death and injury from 

both criminal and non-criminal intent, specifically focusing on the fre-

qucncy of incidents and accidents where firearms were involved. 

Longitudinal Trends in Violent Crime, -- UCR Statistics 

The FBI's UCR is an annual compilation of crimes reported to the police 

(the 7 Index crimes) and arrest rates (for Index and non-Index offenses). 

Begun in 1930, these criminal statistics are the major data source fo~ 

law enforcement agencies and criminological researchers in depicting the 

prevalence and causes of crime. The limitations of the UCR are well 

known; for our purposes .Ie highiight these problems as they bear on the 
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production of Index violent crime statistics. 

Citizen Reporting: Citizen discretion in reporting crimes and police 

respon~e in recording crimes contribute to the p~oduction of the UCR 

"crime rate" that is far below the actual level of crime. Wesley Skogan's 

(1974, 1976) analysis of citizen reporting practices shows that the pri

mary determinant is the seriousness of the offense. Using LEAA victim 

data, Skogan finds that the important factors in citizen reporting of 

crimes are the amount of financial loss, whether force was used, whether 

'a weapon was used, the extent of injury sustained, and whether the assailant 

was a stranger. 

Police Recording: Police underreporting of incidents stems from two 

the beat patrolmen who observe and respond to complaints major sources: 

and the political and organizational filters of police departments in 

official counts of incidents reported to the UCR. Donald Black's (1970) 

analysis of police/complainant interaction patterns in three cities shows 

that police are more apt to make an official report if (1) the incident 

is more serious legally (i.e., a felony), (2) the complainant prefers that 

an official report be made, (3) the alleged assailant is a stranger, and 

(4) the complainant is more deferential to the officer. Official department 

counts of crimes can be influenced by the political mileaux surrounding the 

department. Police departments may be under pressure to "keep the crime 

rate low"; yet, changes in administration may produce a temporary "rise" 

in the crime rates caused by the more energetic efforts in making arrests. 

Flurries in crime recording and its subsequent decline as a new political 

administration settles into office were documented by the President's Crime 
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Commission (1967:22-25). Department.s which are more honest or c.onscien-

tious in their reporting practices can suffer the consequences of citizen 

attitudes of lower "police effectiveness" (Skogan, 1976b). 

Crime Classification: There is much discretion by police departments 

in official reporting to the FBI once an incident has been recorded. 

·Offenses reported to the police may be "downgraded" to a less serious 

offense or ignored. Crime categories of aggravated assault and simple 

assault are based on an officer's subjective assessment of the amount of 

injury sustained by the victim. But in addition to how an incident is 

classified by the police, the UCR offense classification scheme can also 

be misleading and difficult to interpret. Specifically, UCR classification 

of crimes (1) utilizes broad legal labels that mask the variety of offenses 

within categories, (2) often includes attempted and completed incidents, 

(3) does not distinguish mul~iple events, (4) does not indicate the seri-

ousness of the offense (e.g., amounts of property loss and types of vio-

lence and personal harm involved), and (5) allows for numerous types of 

classification errors (Hindelang et.al, 1978: 25). 

The implications of these problems in the UCR for purposes of under-

standing the longi.tudinal trends in the level and character of violent 

crime are (1) UCR crime rates may contain proportionately higher rates of 

serious crimes or crimes involving weapons, particularly firearms, since 

these tend to be reported more often; (2) reporting practices among police 

departments to the UCR vary to such an extent that inter-city differences 

or rates among different demographic groups may be misleading, (3) the 

consequences of violent crimes for victims (e.g., level of injury sustained) 

, 
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cannot be ascertained from the crime classification, (4) assessing the 

longitudinal trends in violent crime rates may be problematic with changes 

in political administrations, professionalism and resources of departments, 

and changes in incident record-keeping and r.eporting practices to the 

FBI, and (5) crime categories may mask similarities in the violexlt crime 

activity itself 7 bu.t aiCl~ differentiated with respect to the outcome of 

criminal violence. 

These problems with using the UCR data are particularly relevant to 

analyses of the correlates of crime and inter-city or regiona.l comparisons 

of the "crime rate". These crime statistics can be used with some confi-

dence, however, in judging broad national trends in crime rates if one 

bears in mind that the "crime rate" is a mixture of actual levels of crime, 

police ability to detect and respond to cri~e, and departmental accuracy 

in reporting incidents. The following review of the UCR longitudinal 

trends (1960-1978) in violent crime presents a general picture of the 

1 rates of such crimes and patterns of weapon use. 

Criminal Homicide: From 1960 to 1978, the homicide rate has almost 

doubled, rising from 5 to 9 per 100,000 individuals (Table 8-1). The 

homicide rate actually peaked in 1974 at 9.8 per 100,000, then declined 

and stabilized to 9 per 100,000 from 1975-1978. The use of weapons in 

homicide has changed over the two decades, with the use of firearms 

increasing steadily from 53% in 1960, peaking in 1974 at 68%, and declining 

slightly to 63% in 1978. Handguns are the preferred weapon, accounting for 

about half of the homicides, and over 75% of homicides committed with 

,fireaxms. Over time, handguns have become more instrumental in homicide, 

increasing from 44% in 1966, to a peak in 1972-1974 at 54%, and then a 
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TABLE 8-1 

MURDER AND NON-NEGLIGENT HANSLAUGHTER TRENDS FROM THE UCR 

% Firearms % % % 
rate/ Total Cutting/ Other Personal Clearance 

Year Number 100,000 Handgun Rifle --- Shotgun Firearms Stabbi~ Heapons Weapons Rate 

19.61 ~ ;.<) 4.8 )~ * * 53% 24 12 11 93% 

1965 9,960 5.1 * -lc * 57% 23 10 10 90% 

1966 11,040 5.6 44% 7 9 60 23 8 9 89% 

1970 16,000 7.9 52% 5 8 65 19 8 8 86% 

1975 20,510 9.6 51% 6 9 66 18 8 9 78% 

1978 19,555 9.0 49% 6 8 63 19 12 6 76% 

*No data or breakdown available 

SOURCE: Data for frequency and rates/IOO,OOO for 1960-1975 are from UCR, 1975, p. 49. Fre
quency and rates/l00,000 for subsequent: years from individual UCR's for each year. Note that 
there are discrepancies between the yearly UCR figures and those shown in the tICR 1975 longi
tudinal trends for 1960-1975. Weapon use and clearance rates are from the. individual yearly 
UCR reports. 
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decline to 49% in 1978. The use of rifles and shotguns in homicides has 

remained about the same since 1966. The overall increase in firearms use 

corresponds to decreases in other types of weapons used. 

Often depicted as a "crime of passion" and distinguished from othe'J:' 

crimes as having different criminal motivations, homicide may be mor.e 

accurately portrayed as the fatal result of other types of violent 

crimes. Richard Block's (1977) longitudinal analysis of homicide, robbery, 

and aggravated assault shows that violent crimes which end in death (and 

thus labelled "criminal homicide") are very similar to other forms of 

criminal violence in which injury occurred (e.g., a robbery with injury 

or an aggravated assault). Differences in the level of fatal and non-

fatal violent crime may result from choice of weapons used and in the 

characteristics of the crime which lead to police notification. One can 

clearly see the implications of the increasing rate at which more lethal 

weapons (i.e., firearms) are employed in other violent crimes (see Tables 

8-3 and 8-4) for the increase in the homicide rate. In addition to Block's 

analysis, these trends have been observed in longitudinal studies of 

violent crime in Atlanta (Munford et aI, 1976) and Cleveland (Hirsch et aI, 

1973). 

Rape: The incidence of reported forr.ible rape and attempted rape 

has increased three-fold from 1960 to 1978. Patterns of forcible rape are 

far more subject to non-reporting by the victim and to police discretion 

in recording incidents and making arrests. Illustrative of the role of the 

police and the position of the victim in reporting rape is the FBI's 1966 

special survey on patterns of forcible rape. From that survey, the FBI 

concluded that "nearly 20% of the incidents of reported forcible rape were 
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TABLE 8-2 

FORCIBLE RAPE TRENDS FROM THE UCR 

rate/ % Rape % Rape Clearance 
Year Number 100,000 by Force Attempted Rate 

1960 17,190 9.6 * * 73% 

1965 23,410 12.1 66% 34 64% 

1970 37,990 IB.7 71% 29 56% 

1975 56,090 26.3 74% 26 51% 

1978 67,130 30.8 76% 24 50% 

*No data available 

SOURCE: Data for frequency and rates/100,000 for 1960-1975 are from 
UCR, 1975, p. 49. Frequency and rates for subsequent years from in
dividual UCR's for each year. Note that there are discrepancies 
between the yearly UCR figures and those shown in the UCR 1975 longi
tudinal trends for 1960-1975. Rates/100,000 should be doubled, given 
that women are the targets of rapists. 
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determined to be unfounded" (UCR, 1966). Clearly, the extent to which 

reported rape may be "unfounded" speaks to the problems of the victim 

pressing charges against the rape offender (mQre often an acquaintance 

than a stranger) and the degradation of the female rape victim by press 

accounts, police and court handling and community reaction (Brownmiller, 

1975; Smart and Smart, 1978). Of particular note for longitudinal trends 

is the shift in proportions of reported attempted vs. completed rapes, 

with the completed forcible rape rate increasing from two-thirds to about 

three-fourths of all reported rapes. 

Robbery: The reported incidence of personal and commercial robbery 

increased about four-~old from 1960 to 1978. With the exception of a 

special survey conducted in 1967 on the use of types of weapons in robbery, . 
the UCR did not begin reporting weapon use until 1974. Beginning in 1963 

and up until 1974, robberies were divided into two groups: armed and 

strong-armed. From 1963 to 1973, there was an increase in reported armed 

robberies from 59% to 66%. A special UCR survey of cities conducted in 

1967 revealed that of a11rabberies, 36% were committed with firearms, 

14% with a knife or cutting instrument, and 8% with blunt .objects. 

Although the data for the type of weapon used in this trend analysis 

are discontinuous (from 1968 to 1974)~ one may infer that the gradual 

increase in armed robberies corresponds to an increase in the use of fire-

arms in robberies. In 1967, firearms were used in 36% of reported robberies, 

while in 1975, 45% ofrl:!ported robberies involved firearms. From 1975 

to 1978, the use of firearms declined somewhat to 41%, with an increase in 

the use of strong-armed tactics. The use of knives or other sharp instru-

ments and blunt weapons remained constant from 1967 to 1978. 
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TABLE 8-3 

ROBBERY TRENDS FROM THE.UCR 

.::1' 

% Armed % 
rate/ Other Strong Clearance 

~~ Number 100,000 Firearm iZnife Blunt Armed Rate 

1960 107,840 60.1 * 'Ie * * 39% 

1963 116.470 61.8 59% 41 39% 
1965 138,690 71. 7 58% 42 38% 

1967 202,910 102.8 36% 14 8 42 30% 
1970 349,860 172.1 63% 37 29% 
1975 464,970 218.2 45% 12 8 35 27% 
1978 417,040 191.3 41% 3:3 9 37 26% 

*No data available 

i~~~CE: Data for frequency and rates/100,000 for 1960-1975 are from UCR 
, p. 49. Frequency and rates/100,OOO for subsequent years are from 

individual UCR's for each year. Note that there are discrepancies 
bett.,reen the year UCR figures and th h ose s own in the UCR 1975 long;i.tudinal 
trendc for 1960-1975. Weapon use and clearance rates are from the indi
vidual yearly UCR reports. 
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Aggravated Assault: Aggravated assault, by definition, involves the 

use of weapons or threat use of use of 'Weapons wit~ the intention of 

inflicting injury. The rate of reported aggravated assault has shown a 

three-fold increase since 1960. From 1960, the presence or use of a 

firearm in aggravated assault increased from 3% to 25% in 1975 and 22% in 

19'/8, while the presence or use of a knife decreased from 44% to 23%. 

~uring this period, one also sees a gradual increase in the use of blunt 

objects (24% to 28%) and the use of personal weapons, such as fists (12% 

to 27%). 

The general patterns emerging from this trend analysis are that UCR 

violent crime rates have increased by a factor of 2 to 4 with the rates 

accelerating during the late 60s and early 70s. Homicide and robbery 

rates peaked in the mid 1970s and then stabilized or declined from 1975 

to 1978, "while rates of aggravated assault and rape continue to increase. 

For the three violent crimes for which there is weapons information, one 

finds a uniform increase in the use of firearms from the early 60s to 

/ the mid 70s, at which point firearm use has declined about 5 percentage 

points. The use of knives has dropped in homicides and aggravated assaults, 

while knife use in robberies has remained constant 'over the two decades. 

The use of blunt objects has remained the same over this period for homi-

cide and robbery. However, for aggravated assault, there has been a 

gradual increase in the use of blunt objects and personal weapons, corres-

ponding to the decrease in knife use. 

A Note on Clearance Rates 

The character and extent of violent crime as indexed by reported 

murders, aggravated assaults, robberies and forcible rapes should be 
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TABLE 8-4 

AGGRAVATED ASSAULT TRENDS FROH THE HCR 

% % % 
rate/ % % Blunt Personal Other Clearance 

Year Number 100,000 Firearm Knife WeaEon WeaEon WeaEon Rate 

1960 154,320 86.1 13% 44 24 12 7 76% 

1965 215,330 111.3 17% 36 22 25 * 73% 

1970 334,970 164.8 24% 28 24 23 * 65% 

1975 484,710 227.4 25% 24 25 27 * 64% 

1978 588,102 255.9 22% 23 28 27 )~ 62% 

*No data avaiJ.able. No data was collected on "other weapon" in 1964-1978. 

SOURCE: Data for frequen~y and rates/100,000 for 1960-1975 are from UCR, 1975, 
p. 49. Frequency and rates/100,OOO for subsequent years are from individual UCR's 
for each year. Note that there ate discrepancies between the yearly UCR figures 
and those shown in the UCR 1975 longitudinal trends for 1960-1975. Weapon use 
and clearance rates are from the UCR's for each year. Weapon use for lS60 is 
from a special survey conducted in that year. 
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examined with respect to the average clearance rates (i.e., the percent 

of crimes reported to the police which are cleared by arrest or are 

solved in another manner). A decrease in the clearance rate may not 

necessarily represent a reduction in police department capability or com-

petence to arrest suspects. Rather, it may represent more accurate and 

conscientious recording by police departments of r~port0d incidents. The 

significant reduction in clearance rates for the four crimes examined 

here therefore raises the following questions: Are police departments 

generally recording more incidents than they did in the past, a higher 

accuracy which has led to diminished clearance rates? Or are police de-

partments handling certain sorts of incidents differently now than they 

did in the past? Are police departments less able to respond to incidents 

by gathering evidence and identifying suspects? Are police officers less 

likely to be able to arrest suspects? One also wonders whether more 

individuals (either victims or observers) are reporting incidents to the 

police now than in the past, a factor which may result in more reported 

incidents that may be unfounded, in which suspect identification is more 

difficult to make or than departments can handle given current levels of 

police personnel. 

Longitudinal trends in clearance rates for UCR Index property and 

violent crimes were analyzed and Table 8-5 depicts these for 1960 to 1978. 

One sees that for violent crimes there has been a 26% rate of reduction 

in the clearance rate (from 62% to 46%) and for property crimes, a 22% 

rate of reduction in the clearance rate (from 23% to 18%). Although the 

rates of reduction for these two are not significantly different, 
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TABLE 8-5a 

TRENDS IN PROPERTY Al'l'D VIOLENT CRIME CLEARANCE RATES 

% Rate 
Clearance Rates of Percentage 

1960 1965 1970 1975 1978 Change Point Change 
Property Crimes 

Burglary 30% 25% 19% 18% 16% 47% 14 

Larceny 20% 20% 18% 20% 20% 0% 0 

Motor vehicle theft 26% 25% 17% 14% j1.5% 42% 11 

Violent Crimes 

Murder & nn l!lans1 •. 92% 91% 87% 78% 76% 17% 16 

Forcible rape 71% 64% 56% 5l/~ 50% 30% 21 

Robbery 38% 38% 29% 27% 26% 32% 12 

Agg. assault 75% 73% 65% 64% 62% 17% 13 

Overall 

Property 23% 22% 16% 19% 18% 22% 5 

Violent 62% 59% 48% 45% 46% 26% 16 

SOURCE: For 1960, calculated from UCR, 1960, Tables 5 and 8, pp; 79-83. 
For 1965, calculated from UCR, 1975 Table 8, p. 97. For 1970, 1975, 
and 1978, see UCR's for those years, Tables 12 (p. 108), '18 (p. 166), 
and 21 (p. 179), respectively. 

TABLE 8-5b 

TRENDS IN PROPORTION PROPERTY AND VIOLENT CRIME: INDEX I OFFENSES 
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the percent point change is. For violent crimes, there has been a 16 

percentage point change, while for property crimes, a 5 percentage point 

change. 

This discussion of changing trends in clearance rates raises ques-

tions about the changing nature of violent crime, its reporting by citi-

zens, police recording practices, and police activity with respect to 

investigation and arrest. The reasons for these changes are difficult to 

specify because there is no evidence on a national level prior to 1973 

(the Victimization surveys) that could aid us in this question. 

Trends in Violent Crim~ from Victimization Surveys 

Victimization sample surveys were conceived in the mid 1960s to 

provide more accurate estimates of the frequency of particular crimes, as 

well as to more comprehensively assess the nature of criminal incidents. 

The first surveys were conducted for the President's Commission on Law 

Enforcement and Criminal Justice (Biderman et aI, 1967; Reiss, 1967; 

National Opinion Research Center, Ennis, 1967). This initial work ironed 

out methodological problems and reveal the significant utility of the 

victimization approach in est~mating the incidence of particular crimes. 

L?te in 1969, work began on the development of a National Crime Survey (NCS), 

with collaboration between the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration 

(LEAA) of the Department of Justice and the Bureau of the Census. The 

Nes was f~rst fielded in mid-1972, and 1973 marked the first complete 

year of the sur.vey's operation. NCS data collection was discontinued in 

1977 for city specific estimates, but continues for national estimates. 

The NCS involved two disti~ct data collection efforts. The first was 

a continuous, nation-wide panel study (hereafter referred to as the national 
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sample), and the second was a series of surveys conducted in 26 of the 

largest cities in the U.S. (hereafter referred to as the city sample). 

The city sample surveys began in the fall of 1.972, and follow-up surveys 

of households and businesses were conducted in early 1975 for 13 of the 

2 original 26 cities. 

The crimes measured by the NCS generally correspond to 'the UCR 

Index offenses (excluding criminal homicide); however, the presentation of 

vicitimization data differs from that of the UCR. The personal crimes 

measured by the NCS include rape, personal robbery, simple assault, 

aggravated assault, and personal larceny; the household victimizations 

include burglary, household larceny and motor vehicle theft; and the 

commercial victimizations include burglary and robbery of business estab-

lishments or other institutions. Our analysis of victimization trends 

focuses on personal victimi~ations and commerical robbery, using the NCS 

national sample for 1973 through 1976 in comparison to the UCR trends. 

We briefly examine the city sample to highlight differences among cities 

in patterns of weapon use. 

Before turning to these data, a brief discussion of the differences 

in the measurement of crime by victim surveys and the UCR is necessary. 

These differences highlight the pr.oblems involved in attempting to make 

c~mparisons between the two. First, victimization estimates and charac-

teristi,cs of victimizations are obtained from a national sample of house-

holds and commercial establishments or institutions and are therefore 

subject to sampling error. Victimization estimates may also be subject to 

error associated with respondent recall and response effects. Reiss's 

(1967) study of methodologicql pJ;oblems of early victim surveys showed 
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that 20% of persons known to have reported incidents to the police failed 

to volunteer this information in a follow-up interview. He also foond 

that minor variations in the wording and timing of questions had substan-

tial effects on response patterns (Ibid.: 148-150). Although UCR data 

are not subject to sampling error, they contain a large,'but unknown 

measurement distortion of the "trueU1 level of crime. 

Second, with the exception of robbery and motor vehicle 'theft, it 

can be difficult and misle"ading to make comparisons between UCR and victim 

survey measures of crime. The UCR crime counts are those that are legally 

recognized criminal incidents, while the v;i.ctim:.i,zation estimates are those 

that are respondent-defined crimi.nal incidents. In one study, a lawyer 

reviewed the victim interview schedules and concluded that 20% of the 

incidents reported were not legally actionable offenses (Ibid.: 151-152). 

Third, "weapon use" is defined differently for the two measures. 

The victim survey definition of Ilweapon use" is threat of or actual use of 

a weapon, such as a firearm, knife, club, or bottle; it does not include 

"personal weapons", such as teeth or fists, as the UCR does. Fourth, the 

two gather data from somewhat different population groups. UCR data 

cover crimes that occur (that is, have been reported) within a particular 

jurisdiction. Victimization surveys collect data from residents or estab-

lishments located in a jurisdiction. There are also difference in coverage 

by age; victimization incidents are for individuals +2 years or older, 

while the UCR includes all age groups. 

Victim Survey Estimates: Victimization data for personal incidents 
.. " 

are organized in two ways: the number of victimization incidents and the 

number of victimizations. Since any personal incidenc"cari involve more 
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TABLE 8-6 

TRENDS IN VICTIMIZATION RATES FROM LEAA VICTIM SURVEYS 

Personal Sector 

Crimes of Violence 

Rape 

Robbery with injury 

Robbery without injury 

Aggravated assult w/injury 

Aggravated assault attempt 
with w'eapon 

Simple assault w/injury 

Simple assault 8.ttempt without 
weapon 

Crimes of theft 

Per'Sonal larceny w/contact 

Personal larceny w00contact 

Household Sector 

Burglary, larceny, vehicle theft 

Commercial Sector 

Burglary 

Robbery 

1973 

33.9 

1.0 

2.4 

4.5 

3.4 

7.0 

3.9 

11.8 

93.4 

3.2 

90.3 

221.2 

203.7 

38.8 

Rates per 1000a 
1974 

32.8 

1.0 

2.3 

4.8 

3.3 

7.0 

3.5 

10.9 

94.9 

3.i 

91. 7 

234.7 

226.1 

38.8 

1975 

32.7 

0.9 

2.1 

4.6 

3.3 

6.3 

4.1 

11.4 

95.8 

3.1 

92.9 

236.1 

228.6 

39.4 

1976 

32.6 

0.8 

2.1 

4.4 

3.4 

6.4 

4.0 

11.4 

96.1 

2.9 

93.2 

229.4 

217.3 

38.5 

~ates per 1000 persons, households or commercial establishments. 

SOTJRCE: Criminal Victimizations in the United States, 1973, 1974, 
1975, and 1976. 
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than one person, the number of victimizations exceeds the number of 

incidents. Table 8-6 presents the victimization rates for personal, 

household, and commercial crimes for 1973 through 1976. During this 

period, there have been no substantial changes in the victimization 

rates for personal and commercial crimes of violence. There was a 

slight increase and then decrease in the rates of household and commer-

cial theft, but these differences from year to year are within the 

sampling error associated with these victimization estimates. 

Table 8-7 shows the total number of victimizations, violent and non-

violent, within the personal and commercial sectors (commercial violent 

crimes are robberies). About one-quarter of all personal vict"~_mizations 

were violent crimes, while only about 15% of the commercial victimizations 

were violent. If we exclu.de the category of simple assault without a 

weapon from the numerator of these calculations (to make the information 

more comparable to the UCR's definition or violent crime), about 11% of 

all personal victimizations were violent from 1973 to 197u. The last 

line of Table 8-7 shows that about 9-10~~ ofa.lLv:i.ct:\!1.1;t:r.~rifong are violant 

crimes using a definition of violent crime which is comparable to the 

UCR. These percent?ges are similar to tho.se found for the UCR Index 

offenses (see Table 8-5b). 

The trends in weapon use :hPj violent crime victimiz~tions are shown in 
i/ 

Table 8-8. In most categor~es. there has been a slight decltne in the 

percent of victimizations where a weapon was use:d~ from 40% in 1975 to 

36% in 1976. This de aline ts Irarticulat1.y appgrent t~ the reports -of 

personal robpery ~r3th injury and. comm~rcia.l rob~gu. The upper portion 
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TABLE 8-7 

NUMBER OF VICTIMIZATIONS FROM LEAA V.ICTIM SURVEYS 

Number of Victimizations (OOOs) 
1973 1974 1975 1976 

Crimes of personal violence 5,493.6 5,399.0 5,448.0 5,599.0 

Crimes of personal violence 3,586.5 
(excluding simple assault 

3,613.0 3,549.0 3,642.0 

attempts without weapon) 

Total Personal Crimes 20,653.0 21,009.0 21,418.0 22,118.0 

Crimes of commercial 264.1 267.0 264.0 279.0 
violence (robbery) 

Total Commercial Crime 1,649.1 1,822.0 1,798.0 1,853.0 

T.otal Crime Victimizations 37,656.9 39,694.0 40,483.0 41,170.0 

% crimes of personal violence 26:6% 25.7% 25.4% 25.3% 
to total personal crime 

% crimes of commercial violence 16.0% 14.6% 14.7>% 15.0% 
to total commercial crime 

% crime of violence (excluding 10.2% 9.8% 9.4% 9.5% 
simple assault) to total 
crime 

SOURCE: Criminal Victimizations in the United States, 1973, 1974, 
1975, and 1976. 
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of the table shows that weapons are used in about one-fourth of 

rapes, one-half of personal robberies, 40~~ iJi at.tempted commercial 

robberies, 70% of completed commercial robberies~ and 95% of aggravated 

assaults. 

The lower portion of Table 8-8 shows the breakdown of the type of 

weapon used in these violent crime categories. The use of a gun has 

declined slightly ~n the crimes of robbery and attempted commercial rob-

bery over this time period. The estimates for the use of a gun in rape, 

while somewhat unstable given the low incidence and the sample ~ize, 

also showed a decline. The use of a gun appears to have been stable in 

eggravated assaults, with guns used in about a third of all assault vic-

timizations. For personal robbery in which the victim sustained injury, 

firearms were used in about 10% of the incidents, while knives and other 

weapons were used in about 16% and 18-20% of the inciden,ts, rgspectively. 

By contrast, for personal robbery in which the victim did not sust~in any 

injury, firearms were used far more frequently (in about 20% of all such 

robberies). Knives were used about 20% of the time, while other weapons 

were used less frequently. The p::,~sence of a firearm during robbery may 

deter the possibility of injury by serving to intimidate the victim into 

compliance. A more detailed analysis of the reasons for the differences 

in use of firearms by crime categories is dealt with in Chapter 11. 

For attempted commercial robberies, firearms were used in far lower 

proportions (about 2G%) than in completed robberies (about 63%). Knives 

and other weapons were used to about the same degree for attempted or 

completed commercial robberies. The implication here is that the use of 

a firearm in a commercial robbery may greatly enhance the success of the 
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TABLE 8-8 

TRENDS IN WEAPON USE IN CRIMES - LEAA VICTIM SURVEYS 

Rape and attempted rape 

'Personal robbery w/injury 

Personal robbery wo/injury 

Attempted commercial robbery 

Completed commercial robbery 

Aggravated assault 

Simple assault 

All incidents 

Rape and attempted Rape 

Gun 

Knife 

Other 

~ot asce.rtained 

Personal robbery w/injury 

Gun 

Knife 

Other 

Not ascertained 

Personal robbery wo/injury 

Gun 

Knife 

Other 

Not ascertained 

tl"'--!" 

: ' .. 

1973 

24% 

47% 

49% 

39% 

68% 

95% 

xx 

38% 

% of incidents with weapons 

1974 

30% 

45% 

49% 

39% 

73% 

94% 

xx 

39% 

1975 

24% 

52% 

49% 

46% 

78% 

94% 

xx 

40% 

'Types of weapons used 

1976 

27% 

38% 

48% 

41% 

74% 

94% 

xx 

36% 

1973 1974 1975 1976 

10% 

6 

7 

1 

8% 

16 

18 

5 

22% 

18 

8 

1 

15% 

12 

1 

1 

9% 

17 

14 

5 

18% 

21 

8 

2 

8% 

9 

7 

1 

11% 

16 

23 

6 

22% 

19 

9 

1 

7% 

16 

1 

6% 

11 

20 

4 

19% 

21 

8 

1 

Table cOhtinued next page 
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TABLE 8-8 (Continued) 

Types of weapons used 
1973 1974 1975 1976 

Attempted commercial robbery 

Gun 21% 17% 31% 23% 

Knife 11 12 9 8 

Other 7 9 5 J.'O 

Completed commercial robbery 

Gun 59% 63% 6L\% 63% 

Knife 6 7 J.l 7 

Other 3 3 '3 4 

Aggravated assault 

Gun 29% 31% 30% 29% 

Knife 26 25 26 23 

Other 35 24 37 39 

Not ascertained 5 4 4 6 

SOURCE: Criminal Victimizatit:>n in the United States, 1973, 1974, 1975 
and 1976' Sourcebook of Crimtnal Statistics, 1977 and 1978. , .. -==....::.==.;...;;...;;;...-
For attempted and completed commercial robbery, in~orma~ion was collected 
on the type of weapon only if the weapon could be ~dent~fied by those 
present; thus the category "not ascertained" is not used for these 
incidents. 
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perpetrator. Lastly, for aggravated assaults, firearms, knives and other 

weapons were used in rough1~ equal proportions of about 30 to 33% each 

during ~his period. 

Having presented these figures, let us turn these percentages and 

rates into concrete numbers of incidents in which weapons were used. 

Since the rates of violent crime, the proportions in which weapons were 

used, and the type of weapons used have been fairly stable from 1973 to 

') 
.Qj 

1975, the year of 1975 will be used. 

Table 8-9 shows that during 1975 there were an estimated 4.8 million 

incidents of personal and commercial violent, involving 5'.7 million vic-

timizations. Assuming that two weapons were. used in incidents involving 

more than one weapon, about 4% of the incidents involved mUltiple use of 

weapons. For all incidents of personal and commercial violence, a total 

of 1.9 million weapons were used: these involved over 700,OUO firearms, 

537,000 knives, 609,000 other weapons,. and Bl,OOO weapons not.specified. 

Weapons were employed in 40% of all incidents of violence, with firearms 

used in 15% of the incidents; knives, 11%; and other weapons, 13%. 

Overall, our analysis of the victimization data shows stability over 

the four-year period, both in the rates of victimization and in the 

types of weapons used. These national trends, however, do mask differ-

ences among cities in the rate at t'lhich various weapon type are employed. 

From the victimization survey data of 13 cities collected in 1975, one 

finds large variation in weapon use in incidents, and more specifically, 

in the use of firearms (Tables 3.53 and 3.54, Sourcebook of Criminal 

Justice Statistics: 1977). For example, weapon use in rape varies from 

13% (for Dallas) to 58% (for New York); and for personal robbery, a low 
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TABLE 8-9 

NUMBER OF WEAPONS USED IN INCIDENTS 

Total N-of N of 
Incidents Guns Knives 

Rape and attempted rape 144,075 11,000 13,000 

Personal robbery 958,410 177 ,299 171,350 

Commercial robbery 264,400 147,750 28,165 

Aggravated assault 1,232,980 364,488 324,278 

Simple assault 2,211,607 * * 
Total 4,811,472 700,637 537,170 

% weapon use 15% 11% 

Total number of incidents with a weapon 

Number of incidents with 1 weapon 

Total number of weapons 1+ incidents 

1,855,373 

72,506 

1,927,879 

(1975) 

N of N Incidents 
Other Unknown wi weapons 

9,876 1,230 34,285 

128,087 26,332 478,880 

9,613 -,1,517 181,528 

461,173 52,244 1,160,168 

* -}; * ---
608,749 81,328 1,855,373 

13% 1% 40% 

--------------------------------------------,----------------------------~-~,~----------

*Weapons not used in "Simple assault". 

SOURCE: Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics, 1977, Table 3.20. 
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of 37% (for Portland, Oregon) to a high of 64% (for Atlanta). Cit~es 

in which weapons are used in higher than average proportions include 

Atlanta, Chicago, Detroit, and New York; in contrast" weapon use is low 

in Dallas, Denver, and Portland. With one exception, those cities having 

high weapon use in violent crimes are also those cities in which firearms 

are used in greater proportions than other weapons. New York City is 

the anomalous case for which overall weapons use in crime is high, but 

where knives or other weapons are used in higher proportions than fire-

arms. 

Acciciantal and Self-Inflicted Death and Injury Trends 

In this section, we move from the assessment of the extent of criminal 

violence to the forms of death and injury which occur from violent, but 

non-criminal, means. Specifically, we examine the longitudinal trends of 

death and injury from motivated, self-inflicted injury (suicides and 

attempted suicides) and accidents. At the beginning, we should note that 

there are, of course, problems with the assignment of "suicide", "homi-
" , 

cide" or "accident death" labels caused by the pre!dilictions of law 

enforcement agency personnel, medical personnel, and friends or relatives 

(Douglas, 1967). However, it is doubtful if these definitions have changed 

during the period studied. 

The sources for estimating deaths and injuries by violent, non-criminal 

means are the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS) Vital Statis-

, tics for the U.S. and the NCHS's annual National Health Survey (NHS). '. 
The Vital Statistics of the U.S. (more specifically, the death 

statistics) are compiled through a Current Mortality Sample (CMS) collected 
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each month by the NCHS from the 50 states, the District of Columbia, 

Chic.ago, and New York, City. The OMS is a 10% systematic random sample 

of all death certificates (excluding fetal deaths) that have been filed 

in the jurisdiction. 

The NCHS NBS's estimates of injuries are derived from a multi-stage 

probability sample of households. Each week, a set of sample households 

is intervi~wed by the Bureau of the Census, and respondents are asked to 

provide information related to injuries they sustained within two weeks 

prior to the interview. Quarterly estimates are made by computing an 

average two-week estimate produced by the 13 weekly samples and multiplying 

by 6.5. The annual injury total is the sum of the four quarters. 

Because these two sources are based on either actual events (death 

certificates) or non-self-selected samples (household sample), they a~e 

likely to prod~ce estimates or injuries and deaths that are higher than 

those generally found from stuciies of emergency rooms, for example, where 

only a selected sub-group of all injuries are r.ounted. In addition, the 

death and injury estimates derived here are subject to sampling error; 
""-> 

in the case of the death data this error is small, while that for the 

injury estimates is much larger. 

Suicides: Table 8-10 presents the trends .in the estimated number of 

suicidal deaths from 1960 to 1977. One sees that there has been a 

gradual increase in the rate per 100,000 persons, from 10.6 to 13.3; and 
\, 

the number of suicides has increased from 'about 20,000 to 30,000 over 

the two decades. And, an important trend over time has been the increase 

in suicides with the use of a firearm: from about 47% of all suicides in 

1%0 to 56% :i,n 1977. Suicide is a predominantly white male activity 
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MEANS OF SUICIDE BY SEX 

Hanging & 
Firearms Poison Strangul. Other 

Year Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 

1964 56% 25% 20 46 15 13 9 16 

1970 58% 30% 20 48 15 12 7 10 

1975 62% 36% 17 42 14 11 7 11 

1977 63% 36% 16 42 14 11 '7 11 

SOURCE: Vital Statistics, as reprinted in Table 301 of Statistical 
}-.:bstracts of the US, 1978'. Means of death by sex for 1964 from 
NCHS Series 26, No. '5 (1967), p. 4. 
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with about two-thirds of the suicides committed by t,his demographic 

group. Large sex differences in means of suicide are also seen with men 

using firearms to a much higher extent than women. By contrast, women 

are far more likely to use poisonous substances as the means of death. 

These sex differences in means of suicide have important implications for 

the incidence of attempted suicide which does not end in death (see 

below). However, the trend for women is their increased use of firearms 

in committing suicide, from 25% in 1964 to 36% in 1977. 

The incidence of attempted suicide is difficult to know with cer-

tainty; most authors believe that the ratio of attempted to completed 

suicide is'on the order of 8:1 to 10:1. One study which ~ttempts to under-

stand patterns of attempted and completed suicide is Schneidman and 

.Faberow (1961) conducted in Los Angeles during the late 1950s. Their 

estimates of the means of attempted suicide are, .. subj ect to methodological 

problems (e.g., low response rates in obta~ning this information from 

physicians); in addition, it is uncertain whether their results for Los 

Angeles are generalizable to the nation~ nor whether they hold fOl: today. 

We only then highlight some of their findings to get a picture of this 

little known phenomena. 

In comparison with completed suicide. attempted (but unsuccessful) 

suicides are far more prevalent for females, a fact attrilJted to their 

preference for barbituates or other pills taken in large doses. The use 

of firearms in attempted suicides is very low, and based on Schneidman 

and Faberow's research is probably in the range of 3 to 6%. Tentatively, 

we can conclude that in the past five years, there have been an annual 

number of approximately 200,000 to 300,000 attempted s'uicides, a small 
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proportion of which ~vere committed with firearms. 

Accidental Deaths: Data on accidental deaths over the past 25 

years show that there has been a slight decrease in the rate of deaths 

attributed to accidents, from 58.1 per 100,000 in 1966 to 47.9 per 

This 100,000 in 1978 (National Safety Council, Accident Facts, 1975). 

decrease has been largely due to a reduction in fall-related deaths. 

Examination of the seven major accident death categories reveals that 

motor vehicle accidents account for 40 to 50% of all annual deaths over 

the last t~vo decades. Except for increases in motor vehicle accidents 

and decreases in fatal accidents caused by falls, there is a remarkable 

similarity from decade to decade in the proportion of deaths attributed 

to various causes. Specifically, for our purposes, we find that firearms 

have accounted for only about 2% of all annual accidental deaths from 

1953 to 1978. 

In Table 8--11, the circumstances surrounding firearms-related acci

dental deaths are shown in more detail. From 1960 to 1978, there has 

been a decrease in recreation-related deaths involving firearms (hunting 

accidents) from 6% to ::!% of all deaths occurring from sporting or recre-

ational activities. The proportion of deaths in which firearms were 

accidentally used in the home has remained stable at about 4 to 5% of all 

home accidents. Examining firearm-related accidental deaths only for J.966 

to the present, one finds that hunting accidents uniformly comprise about 

40% of deaths, while the remainder involve deaths from playing with fire

arms in the home or in other areas. Fatal firearms accidents occur predomi-

1 1 l'n 1977 thl'S group was 85% of all deaths, with nant y among young ma es: 

the, largest age group at risk being 15 to 24 year olds. 

, 
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TABLE 8-11 

TRENDS IN CIRCUHSTANCES SURROUND'tNG FATAL FIRE~S ACCIDENTS 

Recres_tiona 1 De.aths Home Deaths ~o¢atiQ~ 9f Accident 
~ 

~/Fi:r-eai-r~; Year Total w/Firearms Total Hunt;img Home Other ---
1960 17,000 1,100 28,000 1,200 48% 52 

(6%) (4%) 

1966 20,000 1,000 29,500 1,400 40% 55 
(5%) (5/~) 

1970 23,500 900 27,000 1,400 37% 58 
(4%) (5%) 

1975 23,000 900 25,000 1,300 38% 55 
(4%) (5%) 

1978 21,500 700 23.000 900 39% 50 
(3%) (4%) 

Note that percentages for recreational and home deaths are approximate 
since the numbers were rounded off. 

SOURCE: National Safety Council Accident Facts, 1978, pp. 74. 
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Injuries: Longitudinal trends over the last 25 years in the rates 

of accidental injuries which resulted in restricted activity or in 

medical attention reveal that falls and bumping into persons or ob,i ects 

or being struck by objects accounted for half of all accidental injuries 

sustained by the U.S. population in 1960 and 40% in the early 1970s. For 

our purposes, the categories of interest are those that are weapons-

related; these include "discharge of a firearm" and "cutting or piercing 

instrument." In 1959-1961, injury estimates for "uncontrolled firearm 

or explosion" and "discharge of a firearm" were combined into a single 

categor.y, while they ~vere separately estimated for 1971-72. However, 

the NHS (1976) cautiorrs that firearms injury estimates are subject to 

large sampling error (in this case a standard error which is over 45% 

of the size of the estimate). Our estimates, therefore, of the annual 

incidence of firearms-related injuries can only be approximate. 

There are widely varying estimates of the incidence of firearms-

related injuries cited in the literature. Askrant and Joliet (1968) 

estimated, based on NHS 1959-61 data, that over 100,000 iniuries were 

annually sustained from firearms; while Newton and Zimring (1969) esti-

mated that the annual number of such injuries was 20,000, using a 

National Rifle Association study. For the 1970-1971 period, the \~S 
I 

estimate is 155,000 injuries, with a 67~ c6nfidence interval of 82,500 j. 

injuries to 217,500 injuries. 

The NRS has not compiled more recent information on firearms-

related iniuries for publication or ~vhich would be available hy request. 

Its 1972 through 1977 publications show broad categories of types of 

injuries, the closest firearms-related caregorv being injuries sustained 

,t~ 
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by "contusions and lacerations". Thus, we need to estimate a firearms-

related injury figure for 1975 based on prior estimates. NCHS data shows 

that firearms injuries constituted about .2 to .25% of all annual injuries 

in both 1959-1961 and 1971-1972. Applying this percent to .the total 

injuries for 1975 (76,192,000), we get about 183,000 firearms-related 

injuries. 

By contrast, injuries $ustained from "cutting and piercing instruments" 

(estimated for 1975 from 1959-1961 and 1971-1972 estimates) occur roughly 

30 times more frequently. Although it is difficult to know all the types 

of "piercing instruments" involved in these injuries, and therefore whether 

all would be appropriately classified as weapons, it is clear that firearms 

are a far less prevalent source of injury than other potentially injur-

ious objects (knives, etc.). Firearms, however., are far ~ore lethal 

weapons, as evidenced by the injury to death ratios ustng these weapons, 

a ratio of 75:1. 

Police Homicide and Deaths and Assal..!.lts of Police-Officers 

The annual incidence of policeliomicide (also termed "intervention by 

police") is documented by the NCHS Vital Statistics, and the trends are 

shown in Table 8-12. for 1970 to 1977. From this table, one sees that there 

have been roughly 250 to 400 such deaths caused by the police annually, 

and that there appears to be a decreasing trend in this form of death 

after 1974. 

Deaths and assaults of police officers have been routinely collected 

by the FBI's ueR, an~'beginning in 1969 weapon use in assaults was docu- . , 
men ted. The counts of assaults and deaths of police officers shown in 
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TABLE 8-12 

TRENDS IN POLICE HOMICIDES AND DEATiIS AND INJURIES OF POLICE OFFICERS 

N of Police N of Police By By H of Police T~Ee of Assault WeaEon Used Year Homicides Deaths WeaEons Accidents Assaults Gun Knife Other Personal 
1960 245 48 28 20 9,621 * * * * (6/100) 

1965 271 83 53 30 20,523 * * * * (U/lOO) 

1970 333 146 100 46 43,171 5% 3 13 79 
(19/100) 

1975 336 * 129 * 44,867 7% 3 10 80 
(15,100) 

1978 )t * 93 * 56,130 5% 3 10 82 
(16/100) 

NOTES: In 1971, the base number of police officers changed to include incidents in and 
officers from Puerto Rico, as well as Federal police officers. After 1973, no UCR data 
are shown for police deaths incurred by accidents. The UCR shows that 95 to 96% of police 
deaths by weapons are by firearms. 

SOURCES: Police homicide data from the Vital Statistics, as reprinted in the Statistical 
Abstract of the U.S., 1978, Table 301. Police deaths and assaults from the UCR for the 
individual years. 
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Table 8-12 are separate from those estimated by the victim surveys and 

contained in the UCR cLiminal homicide statistics. Up until 1974, the 

UCR shows deaths of police officers incurred by weapons and accidents 

(largely motor vehicle acc~dents), b~t beginning in 1974 only deaths from 

weapons are shown in the UCR. One sees t'hat similar to the other criminal 

violence statistics, deaths of police officers increased from 1960 to the 

mid-1970s, and then show a decline following that period. Roughly 100 

officers are annually killed while carrying out their police work, and 

95% of these deaths are incurred by firearms. The circumstances leading 

to the killing of police officers over the past two decades are primarily 

the following: intervention in robberies in progress or pursumng robbery 

suspects, attempting other arrests (except robberies and burglaries), 

responding to domestic disturbance calls, and traffic pursuits and stops. 

The number of assaults of police officers has increased from about 

10,000 in 1960 to 56,000 in 1978; however, the rate of assault per 100 

officers has remained steady since 1968, with about 15 to 17% of police 

officers annually assaulted. About 30 to 40% of these assaults result in 

injury to police officers. Weapons, such as guns, knives, and other types, 

are used in about 20% of all assaults, while personal weapons are used 

for the remainder. Since 1969, when data were first collected, the use 

of various types of weapons has remained the s~e: about 5% of assaults 

involve firearms; 3%, knives; and 10%, other types of weapons. The circum-

stances surrounding assaults of police off'icers are primarily the following;. :c . 
. ~:::,., 

..---":J 

.~ 

responding to domestic disturbance calls, attempting other arrests '.cc: 
"./' " 

h:.mdling or tran~,porting prisoners, and traffic pursui ts and s ~r.;ps. 
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TABLE 8-13 

ESTIMATES OF VIOLENT CRIME AND DEATH AND INJURY BY VIOLENT MEANS, 1975 

Deaths Est:i,mate (t) 
Murder and nne manslaughterl 20,510 (NA) 
Police officers1 129 (NA) 

Police homicide2 336 (NA) 
Suicide2 27,063 (550) 
Firearms aCf~idents3 2,380 (155) 

50,418 

Incidents of Criminal Violence, 
Injurx. and Threat* 

Rape and attempted rape4 (59%) 

Aggravated assau1t4 (36%) 

Assault4 (27%) 

Personal robbery4 (33%) 

Commercial robbery4 

Assaults of po1ice1 (42%) 

F · "d 3 ~rearms acc~ ents 

AttempteJ suicide5 

* 

151,000 (18,000) 

1,590,000 (49,000) 

2,586,000 (65,000) 

1,121,000 (41,000) 

264,000 (30,100) 

44,900 (NA) 

183,000 -(76,900) 

270,000 (NA) 

6,210,300 

% with 
67% C.1. Range Firearms 

20,510 63% 

129 96% 

336 100% 

26,510 - 27,610 55% 

1,125 - 2,535 100% 

48,610 - 51,120 

133,000 - 169,000 8% 

~1,541,000-l,639,000 30% 

2,521,000-2~651,OOO 0% 

1,080,000-1,162,000 18% 

234,300-294,500 56% 

44,900 7% 

106,100-259,900 100% 

270,000 3-6% 

5,903,300-6,~90,OOO 

Percents in parentheses show 
incident. 

proportions of victims injured during the 

SOURCES: 1Uniform Crime Reports, 1975 

2Nationa1 Center for Health Statistics, Vital Statistics, 1975 

3NCHS and National Safety Council (based on 1971-1972 estimate) 

4Ct'iminal Victimization in the United States, 1975 

5Based on a ratio of 10:1 attempted to completed suicides 

~:.:;;:::r~.~~~"", ...... -' --""'.,......, ..... ,-
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Summary and Estimates of Violence 

In this chapter, we have considered all the various circumstances 

by which individuals die or are injured annually from violent criminal 

and non-criminal means. Table 8-13 and 8-14 present estimat'?s of the 

3 
annual death and injury, using 1975 as the referent year. For that 

year, there were 1.9 million deaths, oyer 50,000 (or 3%) of wnich were 

caused by criminal homicide, suicides, firearms accidents, and police-

citizen encounters. There were approximately 6.2 million incidents of 

criminal violence and injury by accidental or suicidal means; these types 

of incidents to total accidental injuries experienced by Americans occurred 

on a ratio of 1:12. 

Examining firearms as the weapon involved in annual death and injury 

(Table 8-14), we E~stimate that, in 1975, over 30,000 deaths resulted from 

the criminal, accidental, and suicidal use of firearm$; and that almost 

900,000 firearms were present, brandished, or fired ~n victimization inci-

dents, accidents, attempted suicides, or police-citizen encounters. Thus, 

nearly 1 million deaths, injuries, or intimidations occurr~d in 1975 with 

the use of firearms. This is about 1% of all annual deaths and injuries 

from all causes (ac~::idents and health-related). 

Excluding health-related deaths, we find that deaths from criminal 

---- -----~-- ---

I ".1 

1,'11" I ~\" 

homicide, suicide, police-citizen encounters, and firearms accidents accounted 

for one-third of all annual deaths in 1975. Examining the proportions of 

firearms-related de'::lths and injuries, 20% are incurred from the accidental 

use of firearms; 3% 'from suicide and attempted suicide; 1.5% from criminal I' 
I 

homicide, and .5% fl:om police-citizen encounters. I. 
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,TABLE 8-14 

PROPORTION OF ANNUAL DEATHS AND INJURIES BY VIOLENT MEANS 

TO TOTAL ANNUAL DEATHS AND INJURIES, 1975 
\ 

Deaths 
Percent of 
all deaths. 

Total deaths from criminal homicide, 
police homicide, suicide, and 
firearms accidents 50,418 3% 

Total deaths, other 

Accidents (except 

Health-related 

Violence and Injurx 

causes 

firearms) 100,650 

1,759,060 
------
1,910,128 

5 

92 

100% 

Percent of 
all death, 

excluding ~ea1th 

33% 

67 

100% 

To~al incidents of violence, 
threat of violence and firearms 
accidents 

Total i.nj uries by accidents 

6,210,000 

76,009,000 

The ratio of criminal 
and accidental violence 
to accidental injury is 
1;12. 

(except firearms) 

Annual Deaths and Injuries Attributed to Firearms or the Use of Firearms 
for threat, 1975 

Criminal homicide 12,920 

Police officers 123 

Police homicide 33p 

Suicide 14,885 

Firearms accidents 2,380 

Death by firearms 30,644 

Firearm use in victimizat.iolls 700,637 

Assaults of police 3,141 

Firearms accidents 183,000 

Attempted suicide 10,000 

Injuries bX Firearms 896,778 

Total injuries and deaths by 927,422 
firearms, 197~ 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. The tables presenting the trends in vi.olent crime rates from th~! 

Uniform Crime Reports show the data in five-year intervals from 1960 

to 1978 (additional years are included in certain tables to better 

show the weapons us~ :trends). This selected presentation does not 

distort the trends, which are fairly smooth during the omitted years. 

Readers are referred to the original UCR crime reports for the full 

year-by-year crime rate changes. 

2. Details on the methodology employed in these surveys can be found 

in Hindelang (1976), Hindelang, Gottfredson, and Garofalo (1978), 

and in the national and city sample victimization reports published 

by LEAA (Criminal Victimization in the U.S., 1973, 1974, 1975, and 

1976 for the national sample; and Criminal Victimization Surveys 

in the Nation's Five La:rgest Cities and individual city victimi-

zation reports for the. city samples. 

3. We remind the readers of the trends in violence found earlier in 

this chapter, where the trends peaked in 1974-1975 and have since 

shown a slight decline to 1978. Thus, the use of 1975 as the referent 

year for the calculation of the estimates of total violence by weapons 

may over-estimate the more recent amount of violence. However, 1975 

is the most recent year in which a full set of data from all necessary 

sources is available. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

CRll1E AND VIOLENCE: 

CHARACTERISTICS OF VICTIMS AND OFFENDERS 

In the previous chapter, we reviewed the available data ort the 
.,~ .)~-' 

-~. 

numbers of violent and criminal incidents that: occur in the United 

States in the average year. Here, we review what is known about the 

characteristics of the persons involved in those incidents, both vic-

tims and offenders; in the following chapter, the firearms involved 

in those incidents are discussed. 

The focus in thjs chapter is predominantly on nationally repre-

sentative victim and offender data, drawn from the FBI's Uniform 

Crime Reports and the various criminal victimization surveys. There 

are several studies of single cities (e.g., Block, 1977) of Chicago; 

Munford et al., 1975, of Atlanta) that are touched on only lightly. 

Where possible, we deal most extensively with the characteristics of 

persons involved in firearms incidents specifically, although the 

general indifference of the data sources to firearms use in crime 

has caused us in most cases to deal with entire categories of criminal 

violence without further specification of the me,ans of violence in-

volved. 

Firearms Accidents and Suicides 

Concerning accidental firearms injuries and deaths, young males 
I 

are by far the highest risk group. According to the National Health 

Survey (1971-1972), 76% of the persons injured in firearms accidents, 
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and 85% of those killed, were males, the bulk of them in both cases 

being under the age of 24. The Surgeon General's Report (1979) lists 

firearms accidents as the third leading cause of accidental death 

(after motQr vehicle accidents and drowning) for males aged 15-24. 

We noted in Chapter 8 that in 1975, 62% of all male suicides, 

and 36% of all female suicides, were committed with firearms. More 

men, by far, than women commit suicide (although the rates of attempted 

suicide appear to be about the same); in 1975, 73% of all suicidal 

deaths were by men. So far as we have been able to determine, no 

published data are available on the means of suicidal death by age 

or race. In general, suicides among whites (male and female) are 

more common among the old than among the young, whereas among blacks, 

the reverse is true. In 1975, about three-fifths of all black suicides 

were among persons under 40; the comparable figure for whites is 

about two-fifths (Vital Stat~stics of the U.S.; 1975). 

Police-Citizen Encounters 

In 1975, 129 law enforcement officers were killed, and £pproxi-

mately 45,000 were assau1ted, in the line of duty. According to Cook 

(1981), virtually all killings of policemen are done by firearms, in 

many cases with the officer's own sidearm (see Chapter 4). UCR data 

for 1966-1975 show that most slain officers, are males, bett-Jeen the 

ages of 25 and 40, and having a median of five years' service to their 

departments. These figures are generally similar to the demographic 

profile of U.S. police as a whole. 

The persons who are accused of killing policemen can be readily 

characterized: they are disproportionately young; non-white males 
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with prior criminal records. Between 1966 and 1975, 63% of the persons 

charged with the homicide of a police officer were under age thirty, 

virtually all (96%) were male, and over half (52%) were nonwhite. 

(Over the same years, the proportion nonwhite for the population as 

a whole was about 12%.) In general, all crimes (whether against property 

or the person) are disproportionately the activities o~ young non-white 

males. 

According to the UCR data for the relevant years, most (76%) of 

those arrested for an officer slaying had a prior criminal record, 

with over half (56%) having a prior conviction. Also of' some interest, 

21% had a prior arrest for some sort of weapons violation, 16% were 

on parole or probation at the time of the offense, and 4% had had a 

prior murder charge. (Data on characteristics of those accused of 

officer slayings are shown in Table 9-1.) 

The profile of persons killed by police officers is similar to 

that of those accused of killing police officers: most (98%) are 

male, and about three-fifths (61%) are under age 30. And again, non

whites are greatly over-represented (46%). In 1975, according to 

Vital Statistics for the U.S., 336 persons were killed by police (vs. 

129 slain policemen in the same year). 

Police officer homicides occur most 1 d . common y urlng attempts to 

arrest robbery suspects (20%), while attempting other arrests (23%)', 

and while responding to disturbance calls (15%). Circumstances sur

rounding the assaults of approximately 45,000 police officers are: 

responding to disturbance calls (28%), attempting arrests other than 

robbery and burglary (22%), handling,'transporting, and custody of 
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TABLE 9-1 

CHARACTERISTICS OF PERSONS CHARGED WITH POLICE 

Less than 30 
Over 30 

Sex 

Male 
Female 

Race 

White 
Non-White 

Prior Record 

OFFICER HOMICIDE (1966-1975) 

(N = 1,438) 

Any previous arrest 
Convicted on prior criminal charge 
Prior' arrest for crime of violence 
Convicted on criminal charge -- granted leniency 
On parole or probation at time of killing 
Arrested on prior murder charge 
Prior arrest for assaulting police officer or 

resisting arrest 
Prior arrest for weapons violation 

SOURCE: FBI Uniform Crime Report for 1975. 
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% of Offenders 

63% 
37 

96% 
4 

48% 
52 

76% 
56% 
40% 
36% 
16% 

4% 

9% 
21% 
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prisoners (11%), and traffic pursuits and stops (ll%)~ (Data aT.e 

from the UCR, 1975.) 

Characteristics of Violent Criminal Offenders 

Table 9-2 shows the age, sex, and race of persons arrested for 

UCR Index crimes in 1975; the last row of the table shows the equiva-

lent demographic distribution for the population as a whole. Arrest 

data shown here, of course, are only for persons arrested for the 

various crimes and are thus possibly misleading as a profile of the 

criminal population as a whole, since only a fraction of the crimes 

committed result in an arrest. 

These data confirm, once again, the most crime of all types is 

committed disproportionately by young non-white males. This is true 
I 

I 
in varying degrees of everyone of the eight Index crimes. Persons 

under 21 are over-represented Lmong the arrested population by factors 
\ 

\ 
ranging from 1.4 (homicide and non-negligent manslaughter) to 3.6 

\ 
(motor vehicle theft); males ar~\ over-represented by factors ranging 

from 1.4 (larceny-theft) to 2.0 ~,fqrCible rape); non-whites, by 

\ 
factors ranging from 1.7 (negligent manslaughter) to 4.6 (robbery). 

\. 

Property crime in particular is a I!'ursuit of the young ~. and robbery 

" '. 

is committed heavily and predomina~tly by young non-whites. In 

general, the criminal distinctiveness of youth is more pronounced for 

property crime than fQr violent crime; the distinctiveness of males, 

more pronounced for violent crime; and th~ distinctiveness of non-

whites, also more pronounced for viblent crime. A final point of 

interest in the table: of the roughly 1.9 million Index offenses shown 

.~ 

t 

" 

I 

I 
t~ 
!j , \ 

,~~.-, ..... "==:~ -~1~----~-= @ ...... ---,..+.,....~ ............ ~~~--,....~ ......... ,""-. 

, 



\; 

I. 

Q1' I 

- --,- - -~--~-- ---

- 306 -

TABLE 9-2 

CHARACTERISTICS OF PERSONS ARRESTED IN 1975, 

BY TYPE OF OFFENSE (UCR Index Crimes) 

Offense AGE % % 

15-21 22-24 25-34 35+ Male Nonwhite 

Violent (N = 370,453) 

Homicide 30% 15 30 25 84 57 

Negligent MansI. 37 13 24 26 89 22 

Forcible Rape 44 15 29 11 99 48 

Robbery 53 14 18 5 93 60 

Aggravated Assault 37 13 26 24 87 42 

TOTAL 47 13 23 17 90 49 

Property (N 1,528,317) 

Burglary 75 9 11 4 95 30 

Larceny-Theft 63 9 14 11 69 33 

Auto Theft 76 8 10 4 93 29 

TOTAL 70 9 13 8 78 32 

Total U.S. Populationa 

21 6 18 55 49 13 

SOURCE: 1975 Uniform Crime Reports. 

aAge distribution for those 14 and over. U.S. totals are from Current 
Population Reports for 1975. 
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in the table, about one in five are "violent crimes" and four in five 

are "property crimes." 

In principle, one should be able to obtain a better offender pro-

file from criminal victimization surveys than from UCR data, since 

the former would include all offenses, rather than just the offenses 

that result in an arrest. There are, however, some serious problems 

in the victimization survey data on offenders: (i) Victim surveys 

may pick up many relatively trivial incidl~nts or those that are only 

marginally "crimes" by legal definition. (ii) Victimization survey 

data on offenders depend entirely on the' victim's perception of the 

offender's characteristics. In some cases (sex and perhaps race), 

these perceptions are likely to be reasonably accurate; in other cases 

(such as age), they are not.j A final problem is that many of the 

offenses picked up in victimization surveys were connnitted by multiple 

offenders, which adds one additional complexity to the comparison of 

such data with UCR figures. \ 
\ 

These caveats in mind, Table '9_3 compares UCR and victimization 

survey offender profile d?-ta. Note that victimizations involving mul-

tiple offenders are shown in a separate panel. In general, the offender 

profiles are more discrepant for some offense categories (e.g., rape) 

than for others (e.go, aggravated ass-iiult). Age comparisons are 

especially hazardous g:t\ren (1) the high proportion of mixed ages among 

mUltiple offenders and (2) the victim's ability to correctly specify 

the age of offenders. If we assume that the mixed age group is evenly 

divided between younger and older age groups for each offense, and 

combine lone and multiple offender profiles, the da.ta suggest a dis-

,,",,---_.---_._----
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TABLE 9-3 

COMPARISON OF OFFENDER PROFILES BY AGE, SEX, AND COLOR: UCR ARREST AND LEAA DATA, 1975 

AGE 

Offense 

Rape 
2 

Robbery 

Aggravated Assault 

Simple Assault 

SEX 

Offense 

Rape 

Robbery 2 

Aggravated Assault 

Simple Assault 

COLOR --
Offense 

Rape 

Robbery 2 

Aggravated Assault 

Simple Assault 

(/. 

UCR Arrest Data LEAA {Lone Offender) 1 

<21 >21 <12 12-20 >21 DK 

37% 63% 0% 14% 81% 5% 

57 43 1 34 58 7 

32 68 1 26 70 3 

34 66 1 33 65 2 

tiCR Arrest Data LEAA (Lone _9ffender) 

Male Female Male Female 

99% 1% 97% 3% 

93 7 96 4 

87 13 94 6 

86 14 85 15 

UCR Arrest Data LEAA (Lone Offender) 

White Non-White White Non-White DK 

52% 48% 68% 

40 60 39 

58 40 64 

64 36 71 

32% 

57 

34 

27 

I 
.I 

0% 

4 

0 

2 

LEAA (Multiple Offenders) 

All of S?m6 Age Mixed 
<12 12-20 >21 Ages DK 

0% 19% 36% 31% 14% 

0 42 32 17 9 

1 37 33 22 7 

1 52 24 19 3 

LEAA (Multiple Offenders) 

(Published Data Not Available) 

LEAA (Multiple Offenders) 

All of Same Color 
White 'Non-White Mixed DK 

l·r l. 47% 8% 1% 

27 65 6 2 

57 33 8 2 

64 28 7 2 
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Table 9-3 (Continued) 

SOURCES: For LEAA data on color and age, from Sourcebook (1978), adapted from Tables 3.30 - 3.35; for 
LEAA data on sex, from Hindelang (unpublished ms., 1979). UCR data from UCR for 1975. 

1 LEAA data are collected only if victims are at least 12 years of age. 

2Commercial and personal robbery incidents are included here to be compatible with the'UCR robbery category. 
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proportionately high rat~ of arrest for the younger age group for the 

crimes of rape and robbe~y. For rape, 18% of the offenders (victim 

surveys) are under 21, whereas 37% of those arrested for the crime 

are under 21; and for ro~bery, the figures are 42% and 57%. Aggravated 

assault offender profiles· for age, in contrast, are in high agreement 

(32% for UCR vs. 34% for ~ictim survey are less than 21 years), while 

those for simple assault ~how the younger age group arrested in lower 

proportions than victim survey data would indicate (34% for UCR vs. 

43% for victim survey). 

Examining the profil~s by sex, we find few differences except 

for the category of aggravated assault, in which higher propo;\:"tions 

of females are arrested for this crime than the victimization survey 

profiles would indicate. For offender profiles by race, we find that 

there are only small differences (between 4 to 6 percentage poiri;ts) 

in proportions of whites ~rrested and whites as perceived offend'~rs 

in incidents of robbery, ~ggravated assault, and simple assault. For 

rape, however, higher prop:ortions of non-whites are arres ted than the 

victims' experiences would indicate (53~ of the rape arrests are of 

whites, vs. 63% of the rape offenders perceived as white by the vietims). 

Multiple Offenders 

Table 9-4 shows the proportion of reported victimizations that 

involved lone vs. multiple offenders over the various types of crimes. 

(Data are from the victimization surveys.) The presence of multiple 

offenders varies substantially over crime types, being relatively low 

for rape and personal larceny (22% and 23%, respectively) and very 

high for all categories of robbery (ranging upwards from'50%). It is 
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TABLE 9-4 

PERSONAL AND BUSINESS VICTIMIZATIONS: 

LONE VS. MULTIPLE OFFENDERS, U.S., 1975 

% b::l Number of Offenders 

Offense T~ Lone Multiple DK or N/A 

RAPE AND ATTEMPTED RAPE 76% 22% 20/ ,. 

PERSONAL ROBBERY 

Robbery and attempted robbery with injury 36 59 5 

Serious assault 32 62 6 

Minor assault 42 55 3 

Robbery without injury 44 52 4 

Attempt.ed robbery without injury 52 48 0 

AGGRAVATED ASSAULT 

With injury 62 33 6 :' , 
Attempted with weapon 59 37 4 

;l 

SIMPLE ASSAULT 
,~ 

With injury 71 28 1 

Attempted without weapon 69 29 2 

PERSONAL LARCENY WITH CONTACT 36 23 41 

COMMERCIAL ROBBERY 41 53 6 

SOURCE: SourcebQck (1978), Table 3.27. 
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an important fact that most robbery is not committed by a lone r9bber, 

but rather by gangs (or perhaps, teams) of robbers, a pattern that 

has also been noted and discussed by Cook (in several sources) and 

by Zimring (1977). There is some evidence that the increasing rate 

of robbery homicide is at least partly a functipn of the increasing 

rate at which robberies are committed by more than one offender. 

Other data (see Sourcebook, 1978, Tables 3.33 and 3.37) on inci-

dents involving multiple offenders reveals striking.differences in 

the age distributions of lone vs. multiple offenders. Multiple offen-

ders are far more likely to be young than are lone offenders. As 

well, victims of multiple offender victimizations are more likely 

to be young (12-20 years) for all incidents of assault. A few dif-

ferences by race also emelr:ge: Non-whites are over-represented among 

multiple offenders in robbery incidents even more than in lone offender 

robberies. In general, witn the exception of robbery, whites are more 

likely to be victims of multiple offenders than are non-whites, al-

though the difference is not large. For robbery, non-whites are 

slightly more likely to be victims in incidents involving multiple, 

than lone, offenders. 

Relationship Between Victim and Offender 

Table 9-5 shows the proportion of offenses involving strangers 

over categories of crime type and according to the sex and race of 

the victim. Data are only for those offenses involving a lone offender. 

Most offenders are unknown (strangers or known only by sight) to vic-

ti~s, although for non-white females, incidents of attempted aggravated 

assault with a weapon or with injury, or attempted assault with a 
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TABLE 9-5 

VICTIM-LONE OFFENDER RELATIONSHIP, 1975 LEAA NATIONAL DATA 

Offense/Sex and Race of Victim 

RAPE ~ ATTEMPTED RAPE 
White Male 
Non-White Male 
White Female 
Non-White Female 

PERSONAL ROBBERY AND ATTEMPTED 
ROBBERY WITH INJURY 

White Male 
Non-White Male 
White Female 
Non-White Female 

PERSONAL ROBBERY WITHOUT INJURY 
White Male 
Non-White Male 
White Female 
Non-White Female 

ATTEMPTED ROBBERY WITHOUT INJURY 
White Male 
Non-White Male 
White Female 
Non-White Female 

AGGRAVATED ASSAULT WITH INJURY 
White Male 
Non-White Male 
White Female 
Non-White Female 

ATTEMPTED AGGRAVATED ASSAULT WITH WEAPON 
White Male 
Non-White Male 
White Female 
Non-White Female 

SIMPLE ASSAULT WITH INJURY 
White Male 
Non-White Male 
White Female 
Non-White Female 

Lone Offender' 

% Stranger* % Non-Stranger 

66% 34% 

84 16 
90 10 
75 25 
81 19 

88 12 
88 12 
87 13 
79 21 

87 13 
75 2.5 
82 18 

66 34 
61 39 
50 50 
35 65 

76 24 
55 45 
59 41 
47 53 

59 41 
58 42 
27 73 
21 79 

Table continues next page , 
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Table 9~5 (Continued) 

Offense/Sex and Race of Victim 

ATTEMPTED ASSAULT WITHOUT lVEAPON 
White Male 
Non-White Male 
White Female 
Non-White Female 

PERSONAL LARCENY WITH CONTACT 
White Male 
Non-White Male 
White Female 
Non-White Female 

SOURCE: Sourcebook (1978), Table 3.25. 

% Stranger* % Non-Stranger 

65% 35% 
58 42 
55 45 
38 62 

91 9 
70 30 
97 3 
98 2 

*Offender is classified as a stranger if offender was unknown to victim 
or known to victim only by sight. 

-- = Insufficient cases. 
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weapon, are more likely to involve persons known to them than is 

true for other sex and race groups. The likelihood of knowing the 

offender for all groups is greatest for incidents of simple assault 

and attempted assault without ~ weapon. 

For all types of offenses, slightly higher proportions of non-

white victims know the offender than do white victims. Incidents of 

simple assault with injury show the highest proportions of offenders 

who are either spouses, ex-spou$es, or other family members of vic-

tims, while incidents of aggravated assault with injury and attempted 

assault without a weapon show the highest proportions of offenders who 

are well-known or are casual acquaintances to victims for both white 

and non-white victims. Victims are significantly less likely to 

know their offenders for incidents of completed and attempted personal 

robbery with and without injury, and for incidents of personal lar-

ceny with contact. The general conclusion is that incidents involving 

actual physical violence more often occur between individuals who 

\\ 

({ know each other, while incidents involving violence or bhreat of 

violence and theft more often happen between individuals who are 

strangers to one another. 

Victims and Offenders Compared (Victimization Survey Data) 

(1) Personal Robbery. For personal robbery, the majority of 

lone offenders are perceived to be 21 years or older, while about 30% 

of victims are less than 20, 40% are 20 to 34 years of age, and about 

30% are 35 years or older. Young offenders (perceived age 12-20), 

who comprise over one-third of all offenders, are more often involved 

in robbing individuals of their own age. The majority of offenders 
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of personal robbery (55%) are perceived to be non-white, while the 

majority of victims are white (75%). White victims are as likely to 

be robbed by white or non-white offenders, while non-white v:i,ctims 

of robbery are far more likely to be robbed by n.on-white offenders. 

(2) Aggravated assault. While non-whites comprise about one-

fifth of all victims of aggravated assault, they are over one-third 

of the perceived offenders. White offenders have as theh' target 

white victims in almost all incidents (96%), while non-white of-

fenders are equally associated with ~Jhite and non-white victims. 

The perceived age of lone offenders is 21 years or older for 70% of 

all offenders, while individuals in the younger age group (12-19 years) 

are victims in about one-third of incidents of aggravated assault. 

Older victims (35 years or older) comprise about one-fifth of all 

victims. However, the most likely encounter between victims and 

offenders is that between victims 20-34 years of age and offenders 

21 years or older, a cell that c0ntains 40% of all incidents of ag-

gravated assault committed by a lone offender. 

(3) Simple assault. In contrast to aggravated a.ssau1t, simple 

assault is more highly associated with white offenders (70% of all 

incidents involve white offenders). For non-white offenders, victims 

are twice as likely to be wh~te (18%) than non-white (9%). Whites 

appear to be more likely to be victims" of simple assault (about 90% 

of victims) than of aggravated assault (about 80% of victims). The 

age distribution of victims of simple assault is almost identical to 

that for aggravated assault; however, the age distribution of lone 

offenders of simple assault is younger than that for aggravated assault: 
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one-third of offenders are perceived to be 12-20 years of age, while 

the corresponding proportion for aggravated assault is one-quarter. 

(4) Personal larceny with contact. In contrast to incidents of 

personal robbery, personal larceny with conttwt is far more associ,ated 

with younger lone offenders (about one-half of all incidents imrol''J'f? 

offenders of ages 12-20) and older victims (over one-half of incidents 

involve victims 35 years or older). The perceived race of. !)ffenders 

in incidents of personal larceny is pre~ominant1y non-white (about 

two-thirds). Victims of personal larceny are more likely to be non-" 

white (one-third) than victims of robbery (just over one-fifth). Where 

offenders are perceived to be non-white, their victims are 131ight1y 

more likely to' be white, although the proportions of white. and non-

white victims are roughly the same. N" t th h" o e at t 1S result is in 

contrast to incidents of personal robbery, where non-white offenders 

were twice as likely to be associated with white victims. Where the 

perceived color of the offender is white, over 90% of the victims are 

also white, a proportion which was identical in incidents of personal 

robbery. 

Some summary remarks on the above patterns are in order. First 

we note that the incid~nce of simple and aggravated assault is four 

times greater (about 2.8 million incidents in 1975 invo1vin.g a lone 

offender) than that of per'sonal robbery and personal larceny wit;h 

contact (about 700,000 incidents involving lone offender). Thus, 

when we discuss the likelihood of age or racial groups to be victims 

or offenders in each of the offense categories, we are discussing the 

probabilities within each offense type, not the overall likelihood of 
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committing crimes or being victimiz~d by them. This latter topic is 

discussed in a subsequent section. 

The young are most over-represented among offenders in incidents 

of personal larceny with contact (half of all offenders), and less so 

in incidents of simple and aggravated assault and personal robbery. 

The modal age of victims of simple and aggravated assault and personal 

robbery is 20-34 years of age, while victims of personal larceny are 

more likely to be in the older age category (57% aged 35 years and 

older). Offenders aged 21 and over are more likely to be associated 

with incidents of simple and aggravated assault (65% and 70%, respec-

tively), than they are with incidents of personal robbery and personal 

larceny with contact (56% and 39%, respectively). 

White offenders are more common among incidents of simple and 

aggravated assau~t (63% and 71% of all offenders, respectively) than 

they are with incidents of personal robbery and personal larceny with 

contact (41% and 29%, respectively). Non-whites are less likely to 

be victims of simple assault (11%) than they are of aggravated as-. 

sault or personal robbery (21% and 22%, respectively), and they are 

most likely to be victims of personal larceny with contact (33%). 

For all four types of crimes, white offenders are very heavily as-

sociated with white victims (over 90%). In contrast, non-white of-

fenders are as likely to have white as non-white victims in incidents 

of aggravated assault and per;;:onal larceny with contact, and are more 

likely to have white victims (about two-thirds) in incidents of per-

sonal robbery and simple assault. Note, however) that for all of-

fense types, non-white victims are consistently most likely to be 
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victimized by otb~r non-whites (80 to 90% of all non-white victims 

are robbed or assaulted by other non-whites). 

A Note on Sex Differf,mces 

Hindelang (1979) has analyzed the patterns of victim-offender 

relationships by sex, with interesting results. In general, as the 

seriousness of the offense increases, so does the likelihpod that the 

victim and offender will be male. Males predominate as victims and 

offenders in all offenses, comprising 85-90% of offenders and 60% of 

victims in less serious incidents, and 92-97% of offenders and 74% of 

victims in more serious incidents. Offenders tend to victimize mem-

bers of the same sex: males constitute 70-75% of the victims of male 

offenders, and females constitute 84-90% of the victims of female of-

fenders in less serious incidents, 71-78% of victims in more serious 

incidents. In only 1-3% of incidents involving male victims are fe-

males the of£gnrler; ~y contrast, for female Victims, 65-92% of inci-

dents involve male offenders, with male offenders victimizing females 

in higher proportions as seriousness increases. , ' 

Jrobability of Injury, Victimization and Property Loss 

Hindelang, Gottfredson, and Garofalo (1978) utilized LEAA 8-city 

victimization data collected in 1972 to provide one of the first de-

tailed analyses of the correlates of bodily injury and the types of 

encounters likely to end in injury to the victim. Their review of 

the l:i.terature using UCR data shows that there is much intra-crime 

variation in the extent of bodily injury 0 Past research studying the 

extent of injury in robbery,using UCR data in selected U.S. cities, 
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reveals the following. Over a 7-year period in Philadelphia, Normandeau 

(1968) found that 44% of rob,bery victims had no injury, 26% had minor 

injuries, and 30% needed medical or hospital treatment. A similar 

pattern was seen in a study orc Boston robbery victims in 1964 and 

1968: 68% of the victims re:cedved no injury, 11% experienced minor 

injury, and 21% received med,iccll or hospital treatment (Hindelang et 

al., 1978: 36). Sellin~ and W<?lfgang's (1964) analysis of bodily 

injury concluded that offenses .:lassified as a "simple assault" re-

suIted in more serious physi~al harm to more victims than did rob-

beries with personal violence. (The former, interestingly, are still 

classified in the UCR as "less serious" offenses than the latter.) 

From the 1972 8-city data, of the estimated 209,000 victimiza-

tions, about 25% of the victims suffered some form of injury. "Injury" 

i.s defined to include physical injury, such as bruises, broken bones, 

gunshot wounds, i,nternal injt;lries, etc., but not psychological injury 

Q~ ment~l anguish. Hindelang et al. (1978: Tables 3-1, 3-2) report 

the types of injuries and their freQuencies among those ~" d '1 ,\.nJure • The 

most common injuries are minor injuries duch bruises, black eyes, cuts, 

or scratches (78%), followed by "other" injuries (13%), knife or gun

shot wounds (8%), broken bones or teeth (7%), and internal injuries 

or knocked unconscious (7%). 

Rape victims are mos't lilkely to suffer personal injury (about 

half), while for robbery, ag~ravated assault, and simple assault, 20-

35% of victims are inJ"ured. The most co f f"" " mmon orm 0 ~nJury ~s again 

bruises, black eyes, cuts or scratches for each type of crime, with 

the exception of victims of rapes who were more likely to be injured 

I 
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by "rape injuries." Of special note here is that about two-thirds Qf 

victims of aggravated assault suffered no injury, the reason being 

that an offense is classified as an "aggravated assault" if a weapon 

is present, regardless of whether any bodily injury occurs. 

These data again show, as earlier studies have shown, that "simple" 

assault is actually rather more likely to result in the injury of the 

victim than is "aggravated assault. 1.1 As noted, any assault that is 

accompanied by a weapon is considered an aggravated assault, whether 

the victim is injured or not. If "serious" offenses were defined, at 

least in part, by their bodily consequences to the victim, then, by 

rights, simple assaults would generally have to be included, in which 

case the proportional involvement of firearms (or other weapons) in 

serious offenses would be lower than their proportional involvement 

in what are now considered to be serious (that is, "Index") crimes. 

Hindelang and associates undertook several additional analyses 

of the correlates of victim injury that bear summary here: 

I (1) Location and time of incident. L:U:j;,le variation is found in 

rates of injury by the location o~ the incident, with the exception 

of incidents occurring in the victim's home. About a third of the 

incidents occurring in the victim's home resulted in injury. In 

contrast, victimizations occurring in commercial building or public 

conveyances result in victim injuries in about 18% of the cases. About 

half of all personal victimizations o~cur during the day (6 a.m. to 6 

" p.m.), 40% occur between 6 p.m. and midnight, and the remainder be-

tHeen midnight and 6 a.m. Victimizations occurring at night result 

in victim injury in somewhat higher proportions than those during the 
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daylight hours: 22% of daytime victimizations involve injury, com-

Pared to 28%. of th d i 6 d ose ur ng p.m. to mi night, and 32% from midnight 

to 6 a.m. 

(2) Weapon use. Injury is only slightly more likely to occur in 

incidents involving weapon~ than those where weapons are ab~ent (30% 

vs. 24%, respectively). This result is in contrast to Sellin and 

Wolfge.=.g-=s (1964) analysis of juvenile victims, wherein they conclude 

that the presence vf a weapon results in serious injury in 72% of 

incidents, in comparison to 20% of victims who suffer injuries where 

no weapon is present. Sellin and Wolfgang also found no relationship 

between type of weapon used and the likelihood of serious injury. By 

contrast, Hindelang finds that where guns are involved in personal 

victimizations, 17% of victims suffer injuries; where knives are used , 

28% of victims incur.injuries; and where other weapons are used (clubs, 

bottles, wrenches,. etc.), over half of· victims suffer injuries. Note 

that where guns are present in incidents, victims have lower rates of 

injury (17%) than where ~ weapons are present (24% result in inju~r). 

Some similar results specifically for the robbery case are discussed 

in Chapter 11. 

(3) Self-protective measures taken. Hindelang and associates 

(1978) report that in about half of all personal victimizations, vic

tims take some form of self-protective measure. The most likely type 

of self-protective measure is physical force (hitting or kicking the 

offender, 18%), followed by evasive action (14%), trying to get help 

(yelling or screaming, 7%), resisting without force (arguing, reason

ing, 6%), and using a weapon (4%). We note that where victims take 
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some form of self-protective measure, they are slightly ~ likely 

to be injured than when not (29% vs. 21%, respectively); and the ~ 

of self-protective measure is importantly related to whether injury 

is sustained by the victim. For victims who use physical force as 

a self-protective measure, over half are injured, whereas of those 

employing evasive action or resisting without force, 15-20% are in-

jured. For those employing a weapon, over one-quarter incur injuries. 

(4) Victim-offender relationship. PerSbns victi~ized by strangers 

are somewhat less likely to be injured (23%) than those victimized 

by non-strangers (35%), largely a function of differences in the 

kinds of offenses strangers and non-strangers commit (see above) . 

(5) Offender characteristics. There is little relationship be-

tween offender attributes and whether the victim is injured for the 

8 cities studied. Victims who perceive offenders to be 21 years or 

older are no more or less likely to be injured (27% injured) than 

those who perceive the offender's age to be less than 21 years (26% 

injured). Victims attacked by female offenders are about as likely 

to be injured as those attacked by male offenders (30% vs. 25%, res-

pectively). Comparable rates of injury are found for those attacked 

by white (30%) and non-white offenders (25%). Lastly, neither the 

number of offenders nor the number of victims is related to injury. 

For those victims attacked by only one offender, 26% are injured, 

while 28% of the victims attacked by more than one offender are in-

jured. For victims who are alone while being victimized, 25% suffer 

injury, while 26% of those not <ilone incur inj ury. 

(6) Prc;bability of being victimized. Hindelang et al. (1978) 
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used "predictive attribute analysis" to calculate !.he probabilities 

of being victimized for various socio-demographic subgroups, the 

probabilities of suffering injury, and the probabilities of incurring 

property losses. Overall the rate of personal victimization for the 

8-city sample is 51/1000, ranging from the lowest rate of 30/1000 to 

the highest of 143/1000 for the 18 classification groups falling into 

the PAA solution. Lowest rates of victimization are found for single, 

divorced or separated women, 65 years or older; and the highest rates 

occur for males, 16-19 years of age, and not in school. The strongest 

predictor attribute is age: those individuals 16-19 years have a 

victimization rate of 93/1000, while those not in this age range have 

a rate of about half this size (47nOOO). 

In examining the sp~its for the age group not 16-19 years, the 

next most important attribute is marital status: those married or 

widowed are half as likely to be victimized as those single, separated, 

or divorced (34 vs. 71/1000, respectively). Following marital status, 

age, sex, and income discriminated among those likely to be victim-

ized, persons over 24 years of age, feMales, and those with higher 

incomes being less likely victims. For the younger age group (16-19 

year olds) , the next most important demog!aphic attribute was sex, 

with males twice as likely to be victimized as females. Following 

sex, unemployed females and males not in school are most likely to be 

,dctimized. Also of interest is that race is not as strong a predic-

tor as age, sex, marital status,or employment/in-school status. 

Overall t4e rate06f victimization which involved personal injury 

for the 8-city data is 15/10000 Like the overall rate of personal 
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victimization, the strongest predictor attribute for injury victimi-

zation is being young (16-19 year aIds): this group has an injury 

rate over twice as high as other a~e groups (31/1000 vs. 13/1000). 

The highest injury victimization r4te is found for 16-19 year old 

males, who are not in school (47/lQOO). Note too that the injury 

rate for females of the same age g~oup and also not in school is also 

relatively high (26/1000), although still only half that for males. 

By contrast, the lowest injury like!lihoods are found for married or 

widowed persons, over 19 years of age (8/1000), and for 16-19 year 

aIds who are attending school and whose family income is between 

$7,500 and $10,000 (8/1000). 

The at-risk population for loss of property differs from that 

for injury, with a differing hierarchy of predictive attributes. 

The strongest predictor attribute for victim property or monetary 

loss is family income: those with family incomes of less than $3,000 

are almost twice as likely to be victimized than individuals in other 

income categories (31/1000 vs. 18/1000, respectively). Those most 

likely to suffer a loss are males between the ages of 35 and 49 in 

the lid-west income group (102/1000). For non-whites with incomes 

greater than $3,000,. and for all individuals with incomes lE:EIS than 

$3,000, there is a similar rate of property loss (26/1000 and 31/1000, 

respectively). In contrast, whites with incomes greater than $3,000 

were half as likely as non-whites to be victims of property loss (13/ 

1000 vs. 26/1000, respectively). The differences between at-risk 

categories for property loss vs. all victimizations or victimi(;ations 

involving injury are that for the for,mer, low total family income and 

race are central attributes, while fa!, the latter, age, marital status, 

, 



, , 

1 I 

- 326 -

eI!lploymellt status, and sex are more salient. 

Conclusion 

Data and analyses reviewed here confirm the Common wisdom that 

crime of all sorts, and violent crime in particular, is most common 

among young, nonwhite males. As an aside relevant to the themes dis-

cussed in Chapter 7, there is no evidence that young nonwhite males 

are disproportionate firearms owners, relative to the rest of the male 

population. The higher rates of criminality, and violent criminality, 

among this group can therefore presumably not be attributed to a dis-

proportionately high ownership of firearms. As noted on several pre-

vious occasions, firearms ownership is highest in rural areas, whereas 

most of the crimes considered in this chapter are most Common in the 

big cities. The data reviewed here confirm a conclusion advanced 

earlier: that there are vast differences between the "average" vio

lent criminal offender and the "average" gun owner. 

Why young non-white males are over-represented in all offender 

profiles is not hard to understand. Rates of unemployment among 

young urban black males commonly run to 5 to 10 times the rate for 

the labor force as a whole. The proportion of them living in families 

at or below the official poverty line is equally high and dispropor

tionate. Many likewise live in substandard housing in the very worst 

areas of the urban scene, have limited education (often of inferior 

quality) and few or no job. skills. Perhaps also of some relevance, 

they are also more likely to Come from single-parent (typically 
'\ 
I' 

female-headed) households,' and to come from disproportionately large 
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families. So far as "conventional" resources are concerned (money, 

education, employment opportunities, and so on), they have few, or 

none. That they turn, as a consequence, to various unconventional 

activities is hardly surprising. Race, sex, and age do pot constitute 

an adequate sociological "theory" of crime and its production, but, 

as we have shown here, these variables are critical in understanding 

what might be called the "epidemiology of criminal violence." 

The persons who commit violent crimes represent, of course, only 

a part of the larger story; a second part concerns the means by which 

violence is committed, and this is the topic of the following chapter. 

'~' 
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CHAPTER TEN 

FIREARMS USED IN CRIME 

What types of firearms are.used in criminal violence? To what 

extent can "crime guns" be identified and se:parated from those that 

may be bought and used for legitimate purposes? It is important to 

address these questions because federal, state, and local firearms 

regulations are based on assumptions of what I.!onstitutes the typical 

"crime gun" and the "crime gun user". Decisions on the regulation of 

firearms sale.:; and -possession (parti:eularly, for: handguns) should theo-

retically make the distinction between "crime gUltS" and Jlcrime gun us(;rs" 

versus "others" (Le., law-abiding citizens using guns for legitimate 

purposes) . The problem of course j.s that the dividing line is not clear. 

At best, law enforcement agencies can ol".ly react to the illegal possession 

or use of firearms in violent c1:ime, by arr1esting indiv.iduals for alleged 

firearms violations or .:riminal af,ts and by .:onfiscating and ultimately 

1 des'troying "crime guns". 

It is to the results of this reactive work thElt we turn in this 

chapter. Since little informa.tion is known about the types of firea.rms 

actually used in crimes, the characteristics of confiscated weapons are 

often used to describe "crime guns". However, confiscated firearms often 

include all firearms recmrered by thE.! police, not just those firearms 

directly related to a crime. This makes it difficult to clearly identify 

the typical "crime gun" from these data. In addition, the data on confis-

cated f'irearms are quite limited: there are no national statj.stics on 
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the number and type of guns police confiscated, the reasons for con-

fiscation', nor a breakdown by the typeE'o of firearms associated with 
.. 

particular violent ~rime incidents (with the exception of homicide). As 

well, no national data base exists on types of features of guns annually 

manufactured and imported against which to compare the "crime gun". 

Lastly, there are no national data on the types and features of guns 

annually stolen (from either individuals or from manufacturers, importers, 

wholesalers, retailers or in transit). Little information is known about 

whether stolen weapons provide a major source of "crime guns". 

One potential source of information on "crime guns" would be the 

National Crime Information Center (NCIC) weapons files. However, Brill 

(1977) found that the NCIC does not keep a separate Gount of firearms 

reported stolen and those 'confiscated by the police; in any event, 

departmental reporting of stol,en or confiscated firearms may not be con-

sistent or reliable. In the absence of any national data bases for 

confiscated, stolen, or otherwise labelled "crime guns" and in the 

absence of any national data on annual production or citizen ownership of 

types of firearms, we cannot be confident in making claims as to which 

types of firearms are disproportionately involved in crime. 

However, given these limitations, we draw upon a number of studies 

which have attempted to describe "crime guns" based on samples of firearms 

confiscated by the police. These are Project Identification (1976), 

Project 300 (197p), Project CUE (undated), and Brill'~ (1977) Firearm 

Abuse. More detailed features of "crime guns" have been analyzed by 

Zimring (1976) on the age of confiscated firearms. The magnitude of the 

"crime gun" problem can be estimated, using the National Bureau of 
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Standards' (1977) survey of police departments' annual number of firearms 

confiscated and featureS of these firearms. More tentative and indi~ect 

evidence of the types of firearms~confiscated can be inferred using ATF's 

1975 figures for the types of guns for which trace requests were initiated 

(Search Group, Inc., 1976). Lastly, Burr's (1977) study of patterns of 

handgun ownership for a sample of citizens and convicted felons in 

Florida is·reviewed. This study provides a glimpse at the comparative 

features of "crime guns" and "crime gun users" vs. guns and individuals 

using them for legitimate P4rposes. 

Magnitude of "Crime Guns" Co;nfiscated the NBS Survey 

A portion of the National Bureau of Standards' (NBS) 1972 survey of 

a sample of 440 state, county, and municipal police departments dealt 

with the numbers and types olf fir,earms confiscated by departments in 1970 

and 1971. Using the mean number of weapons confiscated per department and 

the number of departments, 'ile can derive an estimate of the total weapons 
\ ' 

confiscated in the U.S. in 1971. As Table 10-1 shows, we estimate in 1971 
, 
i 
I 

- J 
over 260,000 firearms were confiscated 1tiy the nation's po2.icedepartments. 

l' : We assume that this estimated firearms confiscation fi.gure does not include 

the number of firearms confiscated by federal and state ATF agents for 

violations of federal law, but instead the number of firearms confiscated 

by the police from individuals using them in incidents or having them in 

illegal possession. However, this survey did not ask for the circumstances 

surrounding the confiscation of these firearms. Given that a non-trivial 

proportion of firearms confiscated may not be associated wi!:h any type of 

criminal violation (Brill, 1977), we cannot be sure that our estimated 
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TABLE 10-1 

ESTIMATED NUMBER OF CONFISCATED FIREARMS, 1971 

I 

i 
I 

j 
II 
I' 11 n 
11 
lJ 
I I 

l'j 
il 
Ii 

I,'! 
11 r ,j 
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HANDGUNS 

Police Department Type 

50 Largest Cities 

State 

City (50 or more officers) 

City (10-49 officers) 

County 

City (1-9 officers) 

Township 

\ , 

(1) 
Mean Number 
Confiscated 

a Per Department 

1,449 

446 

54 

8 

7.5 

3 

1.5 

:,\' 

/ 
/ 

(2) 

Number of b 
Departments 

50 

50 

554 

1,985 

3,137 

5,486 

1,574 

12,836 

Estimated Confiscated 
Handguns: 

Column 1 x Column 2 

72,450 

23,300 

29,916 

15,880 

23,528 

16,458 

2,361 

183,893 

Table continued on next page. 
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TABLE 10-1 (continued) 

SHOULDER WEAPONS 
(1) (2) 

Mean Number Estimated Confiscated 
Confiscated Number of b Shoulder Weapons: 

Police Department Type Per DeEartment 
a Departments Column 1 x Column 2 

50 Largest Cities 451 50 22,550 

State 62 50 3,100 

City (50 or more officers) 25 "~. 554 13 ,850 

City (10-49 officers) 5 1,985 9,925 

County 7 3,137 21,959 

City (1-9 officers) 1 5,486 5,486 

Township 1 1,574 1,574 

12,836 78,444 

~ean i~ of those departments supplying information. 

bThis is the number of law enforcement 4gencies identified by LEAA in 1971; distribution of 
number of departments by type is taken from NBS (1977) Table 1.2-1, p. 3. 

SOURCE: NBS (1977), adapted from Tables 1.2-1 and llA/lA-3, p. 3 and 23. 
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2 number of confiscated firearms are, in fact, all "crime guns." 

The distribution of total weapons confiscated by type and size of 

police department can also be estimated from the NBS survey (see Table 

10-2). Not unexpectedly, county and township departments (presumably 

more located in more rural areas) confiscated proportionately fewer 

handguns (about 60% handguns) than do police departments in the 50 

largest cities (where 76% of the firearms confiscated are handguns). 

Also, not su.rprisingly, over half of the total number of estimated con-

fiscated firearms were concentrated in the largest departments (5% of the 

departments in the nation). 

The N:~.s report provides a rough and conservative estimate of the 

magnitude of firearms annually confiscated; however, it does not show 

more specific information about the types of firearms, nor their asso-

ciation with particular types of crimes. We turn to ATFls Project 

Identification, Project 300, and Project CUE, in addition to Brill (1977) 

to describe the types of firearms typically-confiscated by police. 

ATF Project Identification 

The first national study of the types of handguns confiscated by 

police was ca.rried out by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms 

(ATF, 1976a) during 1973-1975. The initial phase of Project Identification 

w~s concerned with identifying che sources of handguns used in street 

crimen in order "to develop intelligence for ATF and police departments 

regardiug illegal fi~earms dealers, firearms theft rings, and other 

suppliers of handguns to criminals" (ATF, 1976a: 3). For this initial 

phase and three subsequent phases of the Project, a sample of 16 large 
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Police Department 
Type 

50 Largest Cities 

State 

City (50+) 

C:tt~ (10-49) 

County 

City (1-9) 

Township 

TABLE 10-2 

FEATURES OF CONFISCATED FT-REARMS BY DEPARTMENT TYPE 

Estimated Number of Firearms 
Confiscated in 1971 

Shoulder Handguns % Handguns WeaEons Total of Total 
72,450 22,550 95,000 76% 

23,300 3,100 26,400 88% 

29,916 13,850 43,766 68% 
15,880 9,925 25,805 62% 
23,528 21,959 45,487 52% 
16,458 5,486 21,944 75% 
2,361 1,574 3,935 60% --18.3,893 78,444 262,337 70% 

(avg.) 

" 

" 

, 

,-
Total as a % of All 
Estimated Firearms 

Confiscated 
(N = 262,337) 

36% 

10 

17 
tAl 
W 

10 +>-

17 

8 

2 

100% 

, . 
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metropolitan police departments collected data on all handguns received, 

recovered, or seized by them for specified periods of time (three or six 

months). 

The departments reported a total of 10,620 handguns of which the 

ATF traqe service successfully traced 7,815 (or 74%). Information regarding 

the circumstances surrounding the seizure, recovery, or receivership of 

handguns by the departments was not presented in the report, so again, it 

is difficult to tell how many handguns are really "crime'guns". However, 

the ATF report notes that "though complete statistics are not available 

for the specific reasons that polic~ acquired each handgun, a review of 

the trace forms indicates that many of the weapons were used in street 

crimes or they were related to 'carrying a concealed weapon' charge" 

(ATF, 1976a: 10). Brill's (1977) analysis of ten cities finds that 

perhaps 20-25% of handguns confiscated by the police may not be associated 

with any criminal violation. 

The ATF Project does,provide some description of the confiscated 

handguns. Over half of the handguns were judged to be less than $50 in 

value, 70% had barrel lengths of 3" or less, 60% were .32 caliber or less, 

76% were revolvers, and 66% ware purchased after 1968. 

ATF estimated that 45% of the handguns confiscated were "Saturday 

Night Specials", their definiti,on of this type of handgun being one that 

costs less than $50, of caliber .32 or smaller, and having a barrel length 

or 3" or less. We note, however, that this is an inflated percentage, 

since it is based on the number of handguns successfully traced. Recom-

puting the proportion of "Saturday Night Specials" as a percent of all 

handguns received, we find that 33% of the sample are "Saturday Night 

, 
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Specials," using ATF's criteria. Further, ATF stated that 624 of the 

10,620 firearms confiscated (or 6%) were stolen. This figure was deter-

mined by entering the handgun's serial number on the NCIC's computer files 

of stolen firearms. As we report below, this proportion of stolen hand-

guns probably underestimates the actual proportion of confiscated fire-

arms which are stolen. 

In addition to these features of confiscated handguns, two other 

findings emerge from the ctudy: (1) the source of purchase of the hand-

guns and (2) the state of origin of the handguns. Of all handguns which 

could be successfully traced, 23% came from pawn or loan shops. A 

special study of Phase IV cities revealed that of the handguns purchased 

from pawn or loan shops (25% of the handguns in. these cities), about 60% 

were "Saturday Night Specials", suggesting that these types of businesses 

may supply a disproportionate share of this type of handgun. 

The ATF report founr:, that except for those states having stringent 

regulations and licensing requirements for the purchase and sale of hand-

guns, the majority of handguns confiscated were purchased in the state 

where the confiscation occurred. There are large city variations in the 

proportions Cif conf.iscated handguns purchased from other states, ranging 

from 13% for Dallas and 14% for Dade County to 92% for Detroit and 96% 

for New ~Q;,k City. Overall, for all handguns confiscated and successfully 

traced, ,57% catne from out of state, a proportion tha.t reflects the l;:trge 

number of confiscated handguns (2443) in New York City. If New York 
-I 

City is excluded, 38% of confiscated firearms were purchased interstate. 

The following states \vere the major gun sources for the study cities! 

Florida, Georgia, Ohio, South Carolina, Texas, and Virginia. 
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One last analysis shown in the ATF report is the estimated "street 

age" of handguns confiscated. In the Phase II cities (Dallas, Denver, 

Kansas City, and Oakland), half of the handguns confiscated had a street 

age of less than 3 years in Dallas, Denver and Oakland, whereas half of 

confiscated handguns from Kansas City had a street age of 6~7 years. 

A problem with this ATF analysis as pointed out by Brill (1977: 

94-95) is that two dates were used interchangeably to define the beginni~ 

date of "street age": at times, the date at which the handgun was delivered ---- . 
to the first retailer was used; at other times, the date when it was sold 

to the first purchaser was used. As well, ATF did not keep accurate 

figures of the date when the handgun was confiscated by the police: at 

times this end date for "street age" was the date or period of time when 

the handgun was confiscated; at other times, it was the date or period of 

3 time when the handgun was traced by ATF. 

Critique of Project Identif~~ation and Brill's (1977) Firearm Abuse 

Some of the results from the ATF study need to be qualified ~iven a 

variety of methodological problems in tr~tcing handguns from the cities. 

These probl~ms were uncovered when Brill attempted to re-analyze the ATF 

data for purposes of making comparisons to his ten study cities in 1974-75. 

As th~ title of the ATF report Proiect Identification! A Study of 

Handguns Used in Crime implies, the analyses of handguns are those that 

are reputedly crime-related. Brill found, however, that due to the ways 

in which police departments keep records or inventories of "gun confis-

cations" that one cannot assume that a confiscated gun \vas involved in a 

crime. In his ten-city study, Brill estimated that 20-25% of firearms 

confiscated were not crime w·eapons. Instead they were either (1) simply 
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found by the police while on patrol, (2) voluntarily turned in by 

citizens, or (3) firearms that were owned by police officers who sub-

mitted them to the department's property room for safekeeping, testing, 

or as evidence for pending cases. 

Another distinction to be. made for these "crime gun" confiscations 

is the proportion that are associated with illegal possession vs. those 

that were actually used in violent crimes. Although the ATF study noted 

that ".eon cealed weapons charges and street crimes" were the reasons that 

the police acquired the handguns, it did not show the proportions of hand-

guns falling under each of these categories. Brill found in his ten-city 

study that 50-60% of "crime guns" were those that were confiscated on 

illegal possession charges. N0te, however, that when comparing the features 

of guns confiscated on illegal posession vs. "street crime" charges (using 

manufacturer and caliber as comparison categories), Brill fo~nd few differ-

ences between handguns confiscated for these two types of charge cate

gories. As we report below, data from ATF's PrGject CUE do show differences 

between "violent crime guns" and guns involved in other incidents. 

Brill notes that the ATF report often refers'to confiscated handguns 

as "street crime" guns, and he attempts to examine this by analyzing 

confiscation data he collected from 8 of the ten cities. He found that 

30-40% of handgun .confiscations came from residences; 20-30% from the 

streets; 15-25%, automobiles; 10-15%, businesses; ahd 2% from other 

locations. ATE misleadingly refers to confiscated handguns as street 

crime guns when this may not be the case. 

In his efforts to re-analyze the ATF data, Brill found a number of 

methodological problems in the study. First, ATF requested that police 
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departments submitting handguns for tracing not submit those that were 

"too old to trace." Th f 'f' d ere ore, some unspec~ ~e amount of pre-screening 

occ'.lrred which excluded an unknown number of "old guns" from the ATF 

study. In addition to pre-screening on the part of the police departments, 

ATF also screened out some guns. For example, Brill found that the New 

York City police department submitted 3,320 handgun descriptions for 

tracing, while ATF said they received 2,931 records. 

Second, a proportion of those handguns that ATF was unable to trace 

were found in re-analysis by Brill to have been stolen. This missing 

data on thefts held particularly I'~r stolen handguns from manufacturers' 

factories, for which "rec{)rds missing" is the, reason given for an ATF 

unsuccessful trace. 

Third, Brill found that ATF had duplicated 'a large number of its 

traces and counted them twice, ~l7hen he attempted to re-analyze Proj ect 

Identification data collected for New York. 

Although Brill is somewhat critical of ATF's report; his analysis 

of handgun confiscations in ten cities during 1974-1975 corroborates most 

of ATF's findings. Both studies found roughly similar proportions by 

caliber of handguns confiscated: for ATF this breakdown was 39% of hand

guns of .32 or greater; for Brill, 45% of handguns were ,,32 caliber or 

greater. Both studies concluded that the street age of confiscated handguns 

is relatively young. 

Brill's analysis of confiscated firearms found that 82% were handguns, 

11% were shotguns, and 7% were rifles. Proportions of comparable magnitude 

were found in the NBS survey in 1971 (77% handguns; 23% shoulder \l7eapons) 

(NBS, 1977: B-17); and in ATF's analysis of types of firea~~ traced in 
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1975 (69% handguns; 21% shoulder weapons) (Search Group, Inc., 1976: 10). 

Brill's study c1aims to come to differing conclusions with respect 

to the "quality" of confiscated guns than ATF's study. In part, the 

differences between Brill and ATF result from his focus on manufacturers 

of guns and the inclusion of handguns and shoulder weapons in his analysis. 

One small difference may also be that Brill used $60 or less as the 

criterion for an "inexpensive" firearm. 

Our comparison of Brill's and ATF's findings about the quality of 

confiscated guns reveals small differences, especially given the great 

imprecision in estimating "value" of guns. Brill finds that of the 5,547 

guns confiscated from his ten study cities, 45% were manufactured by ten 

companies. Of these ten manufacturers, 35% of the guns were manufactured 

by companies which are predominantly engaged in the manufacture of inex

pensive handguns. The remaining 55% of the guns confiscated were manufac

tured by 60 other companies; and Brill notes that this group of 60 com

panies, "inexpensive guns appear not to have been any larger a part of 

this 'other' category" (Brill, 1977: 48). 

The ATF proportion of inexpensive handguns (less than $50) confis

cated was 56%, and the percentage of "Saturday Night Specials" was 45% 

(more correctly, we believe that 33% should be the figure). He find little 

basis for concluding as Brill does that his results contradict the "wide-

spread notion" (presumably base on t e d h ATF report) "that so-called 

'Saturday Night Specials' are the favorite crime weapon." He goes on to 

state that expensive firearms are found in these samples as often as 

inexpensive ones the same result as was found for the ATF study. He 

note, however, that the ATF report and Brill both overstate the problem, 
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ATF saying that a "substantial majority" (i.e., 56%) of handguns used 

are of low quality (ATF, 1976: 9), while Brill concludes his analysis 

with "inexpensive handguns are not used as weapons of violent crime any 

more often than other handguns" (Brill, 1977: 53). 

Of particular importance in his analysis is Brill's identification 

of manufacturers whose firearms are frequently confiscated: Colt, 

Smith & {\Tesson, and Harrington & Richardson were represented as the top 

three manufacturers of firearms confiscated in six of the ten cities. 

Colt or Smith & I,Tesson were in the t0P ranked two manufacturers for all 

of the cities. This finding leads Brill to conclude that the "firearms 

market is highly integr.ated on a nationwide basis and involves a strong 

flow of interstate connnerce," (assuming that confiscations of firearms 

is a good indicator)(Brill, 1977: 48). 

A set of analysis which Brill did not carry out involved the pro

portions of confiscated firearms which were more easily concealable. 

Since concealability has been reported to be a major component of "crime 

guns," this aspect of Brill's analysis is unfortunately incomplete. 

Brill does present the caliber of confiscated handguns by five major 

types of crimes, and his results show that smaller caliber handguns (.32 

or smaller) were associated more with robberies and assault, while larger 

caliber handguns lV'ere predominantly assoc.iated with murder. 
This result 

is consistent with Zimring's (1972) analysis of guns implicated as murder 

weapons and with ATF's Project CUE results. 

As a further check on the cost of handguns, Brill did an analYSis of 

144 firearms confiscated in NeT.T York C~ty. U· f· 1 
w ~ s~ng ~rearms cata ogs to 

determine retail prices, this analysis showed that 31% of the firearms 
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retailed for $60 or less. Obviously, these retail prices might not 

reflect what a person actually paid for a firearm (for example, it could 

have been stolen, purchased on the black market, or bought used) .. 

In contrast to ATF's estimate of 6%, Brill believes that 20-25% of 

confiscated firearms were stolen at some point in their history. This 

higher proportion is based on a study of New York City firearms confis-

cated in a one-month period in 1975. The same result is also found in 

a more intensive study of 300 handguns confiscated as part of Project 

Identification (termed Project 300). In two very small sample studies 

of 28 stolen firearms, Brill.found that 41% had been stolen less than 

six months before being confiscated, and that half of the stolen firearms 

were taken from manufacturers, distributors, retailers, or in transit 

(Brill, 1977: 106). The same size is too low to feel confident in making 

any general conclusions; hmvever, these proportions do indicate that the 

magnitude of the theft is probably non-trivial, and that it may be as 

prevalent for private individuals as well. 

Some cOI'roborative data are provided by the 365 stolen firearms 

that were part of New York City's Projec.t Identification sample of 

confiscated firearms, on the source of thefts which were reported to the 

police. Some 48%. were reported stolen from manufacturers, dealers, or 

in transit; 35% stolen in the course of burglaries and robberies; and 

the remaining 17% locations Nere unknown (Brill, 1977: 108). The location 

of incidents of stolen firearms reported here for New York City may not 

be typical for other cities insofar as it is very unlikely that individuals 

not licensed to possess firearms would report them as stolen to the 

police (in 1975 there were only 28,000 individuals with licenses in New 
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York City compared to estimates of firearms ownership in the City 

numbering in the hundreds of thousands). 

A national estimate of the annual number of stolen firearms cannot 

be made with much precision. However, using data from a study of burg

laries in Houston during the first quarter of 1976, Brill arrives at an 

estimate of .275,000 firearms stolen in reported incidents of 'burglary 

alone. 4 

One last analysis Brill conducted was a more close examination of 

New York City confiscated guns for Project Identification in order to 

d~termine more about the types of handguns that move in illegal inter

state commerce. Brill wondered whether the handguns moving illegally 

("black market" firearms) differed from those that ~vere purchased in the 

same state. Four states which New York poli.ce believed were the major 

sources of black market firearms were analyzed with respect to the manu

fac .. turers. Of the 1,364 New York City Project Identification firearms 

which were successfully traced, 773 (or 57%) were traced to retail 

purchases in Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, and Virginia. Of those 

traced to these states, 92% were attributed to ten manufacturers. Tpe 

differences between this sample (the "black market" sample) and all types 

of firearms in the ten-city sample is large: far higher proportions of 

these "black market" firearms were categorized as "inexpensive," Le., 

manufactured by companies who largely produce under $60 firearms. The 

implication from this analysis is that the black market for firearms may 

be for inexpensive guns. Yet, while these guns may be less expensive at 
. I 

the poi~t of legal sale, they may not be inexpensive at the point of 

ill0lgal sale. For example, the New York City police believe that a "black 

, 
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market" handgun produced by a manufacturer of inexpensive brands would 

cost about $100 on the street. 

Brill's ten-city analysis extends upon the ATF study by providing 

suggestive leads for further study, such as the relationships among 

major firearms manufacturers in the national commerce in,firearms, and 

in the need for the study of the path of stolen firearms and the extent 

of their use in crime. 

Zimring further examined 'very particular features of handguns con-

fiscated in the ATF Project Identification (Zimring, 1976) by analyzing 

the "street age" of guns. After outlining the problems v:ith these data 

(as noted above, pre-screening of guns by police and ATF) , he concluded 

that the interpretation of dramatic proportions of "new guns" as "crime 

guns" should be qualified since a large share of untraceable guns were 

manufactured before 1969. Yet, even the most conservative interpretation, 

fewer than half of all confiscated handguns could hav~ originated before 

1969 in 7 of the 8 cities in ATF's "street age" analysis. 

ATF Project 300 

A sample of handguns confiscated during ATF's Project Identification 

were subject to more close examination to determine how handguns enter 

criminal channels, and the life history of handguns from the time they 

are manufactured until their involvement in a crime. These 300 handguns 

were traced from the first retail sale to the last known o~vner. Of the 

300 handguns, 256 (or 85%) were traced to the first retail purchaser. 

The results of ATF Project 300 (1976) show that of the initial 

300 handguns, 22% had been stolen at some time in their history, 29% were 
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identified as "Saturday Night Specials," and 66% were confiscated as a 

result of a "street crime". Of this latter result, the ATF report does 

not show what types of incidents are included, and we assume that (given 

ATF's loose definition of "street crime"), this figure represents both 

those handguns found to be illegally possessed, as well as those involved 

in violent crimes. The ATF report found that 311 the 256 handguns were 

either traced to or recovered in a state different than that of the first 

purchase (ATF, 1976b: 13), providing further confirmation that confjscated 

firearms are involved in some form of interstate commerce. 

Of special importance in this study are the significant proportions 

of first purchasers who had felony convictions (6%) or a criminal arrest 

record (19%) at the time of purchase. An examination of the 40 first 

purchasers who used invalid identification at the time of purchase shows 

that 40% lived outside the state o~ purchase and 18% were convicted felons. 

ATF now does not allow retail dealers to accept Social Security cards as 

the only means of identification for firearms purchasers, since their 

study revealed that about one-third of the first purchasers using Social 

Security cards as their sole means of ident:tfication used fictitious names. 

ATF Project CUE 

ATF's Concentrated Urbqn Enforcement project involved a concerted 

effort of increased ATF manpower and other investigative resources in 

the cities of Washington, D.C., Chicago, and Boston beginning in February 

1976 (for t.J'ashington, D.C.) and July 1976 (for Boston and Chicago). The 

results of CUE through June 1977 are repor~ed here; however, ATF's report 

on the project (undated) states that investigations are "ongoing". 
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There are four objectives of CUE: t\V step up prosecution efforts 

of federal firearms violations; to investigate and re:duce major illegal 

sources of firearms; to educate dealers and audit their operations in 

compliance ld.th federal law; and to trace all firearms confiscated in 

the thre~ cities to determine the types and sources of these firearms 

and the flow of firearms from first retail purcQa~er. 

Of the 22,072 handguns confiscated, about three-fourths were revolvers, 

over half had a caliber of .32 or less, three-fourths had a barrel length 

of 3" or less, with 27% defined as "Saturday Night Specials." Of the 

6,290 shoulder weapons confiscated, just over half were shotguns, and 

about one-third were classified as NFA weapons (i.e., sawed-off shotguns 

and rifles). The features of the handguns confiscated are similar to 

those found for Project Identification. 

Of note were some differences in types of handguns and shoulder 

weapons confiscated for the three cities. The estimated value of handguns 

confiscated in Bo~ton was higher (48% valued over $100) than in \vashington, 

D.C. and Chicago (36% and 33%,'respectively, valued over $100). Since 

"value" is one of the criteria in the determination of a "Saturday Night 

Special," Boston also had proportionately fewer of these types of handguns. 

As we have seen in our review of data on confiscated firearms, handguns 

dominate (78%), with sawed-off shoulder weapons comprising 7%, and non-

modified shoulder weapons, 15%. 

One of the important aspects of the CUE analysis is that it reported 

the types of firearms associated with particular types of violent crime. 

One-fifth of the confiscated firearms were associated with violent crime 

incidents; murder (4% of the firearms), robbery (4%), assault (13%), and 
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rape (1%). The other 80% of the firearms were associated with "other" 

incidentG; ATF does not provide a more detailed breakdown. Similar 

proportions of confiscated handguns and shoulder weapons were associated 

with each of the four types of violent crimes. 

For the four crime types, there are large no differences in (1) 

the type of handgun employed (revolvers are the preferable type, consti-

tuting about 77-80% of the violent crime guns), (2) the caliber size 

(about half are .32 caliber or less), and (3) the barrel length of the 

handguns· (70-74% are 3" or less). Although the handguns involved in rape 

depart somewhat from the features of handguns employed in the three other 

violent crime categories, the number of rape handguns is rather low to 

feel confident of the proportions shown. 

While about 22-24% of the handguns involved in the four crimes were 

consistently valued at $50-$100, there were differences by crime type in 

proportions valued less than $SO, or more than $100. Murder and rape 

handguns were more expensive than assault or robbery handguns. 

The types of handguns associated with the four violent crimes differ 

from those lumped into "other incidents", these latter h~ndguns are more 

likely to be pistols, to have larger calibers and longer barrel lengths; 

as well, they tend to be of less value. Since we do not know what types 

of incidents are included in this "other" category, it: is difficult to 

explain these differences. S 

ATF's report claims that one of the impacts of Operation CUE waS 

to "force the criminal violator to seek alternative, more difficult, 

sources of supply for firearms used to perpetrate illegal acts," notably 

in the (1) types of handguns associated with particular violent crimes, 

to' , 
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(2) interstate or intrastate sale of these handguns) and (3) age of 

handguns confiscated. Except for the latter result, we find l·ittle 

support in the data presented in the ATFCUE report to support the first 

two claims. 

Data are presented in the report for firearms (handguns and shoulder 

weapons) confiscated during the Pre-CUE period (1976) and during the CUE 

period (1977). For interstate vs. intrastate sales, there are virtually 

no differences for the three cities combined: before and during the CUE 

operation [,3% of the firearms confiscated had been purchased interstate 

and 57% intrastate. However, differences of 1 to 3 percentage poin~~ in 

the direction of more intrastate sales were found for Chicago end Was:>~. ~ 

ton, D.C. For Boston, the difference was more dramatic: Pre-CUE 47% 

interstate; CUE 33% interstate. However, the low number of Boston firearms 

confiscated makes this a somewhat unreliable proportion. 

Differences in the types of handguns were also found. In Washington, 

D.C. and Chicago~ there wa~ a decrease of 3 percentage points in the pro-

portion'of handguns .32 caliber or less, and a decrease of 1 percentage 

point in handguns having barrel lengths of 3" of less; in contrast, for 

Boston, there was an increase of 5 percentage points in handguns of .32 

caliber or less, and a decrease of 8 percentage points in handguns with 

barrel lengths of 311 or less. Pre-CUE to CUE to handguns confiscations 

f'or the three cities also showed mixed results in "value" less than $50: 

for Washington, D.C. from 44% to 47%; in Chicago, from 44% to 42%; and 

in Boston, from 29% to 36%. 

The analysis of the age differences in Pre-CUE and CUE handguns is a 

little more consistent. Overall, some 55% of confiscated Pre-CUE handguns 
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had a "street life" of 3 years or less, compared to 47% of CUE handguns. 

These overall changes mask larger differences for Boston and Washington, 

D.C. (since the number of Chicago handguns is so much larger than the tWG 

other cities, its handguns predominante in the overall proportions). For 

Washington, D.C., 48% of Pre-CUE handguns had a street life of 3 years or 

less, compared to 35% of CUE handguns. Similarly, for Boston, the Pre-CUE 

and CUE handguns change from 42% to 15% of handguns with a street life of 

3 years or less. "Age" or "street life" of handguns refers to the time 

span between first retail sale and police confiscation; recall that past 

ATF methods on this question has been less than satisfactory. 

~~e do note that the Pre-CUE proportions of handguns less than 3 years 

are very similar to those found for the "street age" of handguns confis

cated in Dallas, Denver, and Oakland in Project Identification. Thus, 

available data seem to point to about half of confiscated handguns having 

a "street lifell of 3 years or less. 

The last ATF CUE analysis shows the magnitude of the interstate 

flow of confiscated firearms where handguns are significantly more likely 

than longguns to be purchased outside of the state in which they were con

fiscated. Some 40% of handguns confiscated in Chicago and 48% of those 

confiscated in Boston were purchased outside the state. Moreover, in an 

analysis of all fireatms confiscated by whether they were purchased inside 

or outside city jurisdictions, one sees even more dramatic differences. 

The proportions of corifiscated firearms purchased outside city jurisdictions 

are 92% for Chicago, 81% for ~~ashington, D.C., and '67% for Boston. 

The effects of the CUE operation seem to have been the most dramatic 

Ior the types of firearms confiscated in Boston, while it had some effect 
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in Washington, D.C., and little effect in Chicago. Although the infer

ence made from the ATF CUE report is that it may have become more diffi-

" ' "f d '. 1 f' " cult for the "criminal element to obta~n the pre erre cr~m~na ~rearm, 

it may be that the supply of potential crime guns remained constant, but 

shifted to a stock of slightly older firearms, and in Boston, those pur-

chased intrastate. 

Burr's Study of Florida Citizens and Convicted Felons 

As we have seen in this chapter, there is little direct evidence of 

the comparison of handguns owned by legitimate owners vs. those asso-

ciated as "cri}Ile guns". It would be misleading to infer much from the 

types of guns purchased legally by analyzing trends in applications or 

permits to purchase, or dealers sales in anyone jurisdiction, since 40-50% 

of handguns confiscated are those purchased in another state~ or involved 

in some form of illegal interstate firearms commerce. In addition, the 

use of confiscated firearms to describe "crime guns" is problematic, as 

discussed above. 

For these reasons, a study conducted by D.E.S. Burr offers some sug-

gestive leads on the question of "crime guns" vs. those owned for legiti-

mate purposes. Burr interviewed a sample of 808 Florida households and 

a sample of 277 convicted felons in five Cvrrections institutions in Florida 

du~ing 1977 in an attempt to discern differences in the types of handguns 

owned, how individuals in both groups came to possess them, and their 

reasons for owning handguns. 

About 45% of Burr's Florida households acknowledged that they owned 

one or more handguns at the time of the interview, a proportion that is 

somewhat higher than the ,average handgun ownership for the South in 1976 
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(see Chapter 5). Burr believes that a significant proportion of the 

interviewees were reluctant to admit owning a handgun. Of the 363 

households admitting ownership, 304 gave the number of handguns owned: 

over 60% said they owned one handgun; 18%, two handguns; 8%, three 

handguns, and 11%, four or more. The features of the Florida resident 

and felon handguns, sources of these handguns, reasons for purchase, 

frequency and reasons for cdrrying handguns away from home, and manner 

of disposal are shown in Table 10-3. 

Some striking differences are found when comparing the features of 

handguns owned by each group. Although there are not large differences 

between both groups in the ownership of handguns of caliber .32 or 

smaller, higher proportions of Florida residents own ,22 caliber handguns 

than did the felons. Barre~ length, however, shows more differences: 

two-thirds of the inmates compared to 30% of Florida residents said their 

handguns had barrel lengths of 3" or less. As well, Florida residents 

paid more money in purchasing their handguns: Burr estimated that the 

average cost of a used handgun to the resiCleats was $90, compared to an 

average $35 paid by inmates for a private purchase. Burr learned in inter-

views wi.th the inmates that it was often stated that a used handgun could 

be purchased on the street in any area of Florida for about $20 (Burr, 

1977: 22). 

These differences in cost can be understood, in part, by the differing 

sources. by which Florida residents and inmates got their handguns. Some 

49% of residents purchased their handguns from a retail dealer or a pawn 

shop, compared to 26% of inmates who purchased their handguns by this 

method. The majority of inmates got their handguns either by private 

party sales (34%) or by theft (23%). 
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TABLE 10-3 

FE~TURES OF HANDGUNS OWNED BY FLORIDA RESIDENTS 
AND CONVICTED FELONS 

Caliber 

.22 

.25 

.32 

.38 
,.45 
Other 
No Answer 

Barrel Length 

2" or less 
2.1 - 3" 
3.1 - 4" 
411 or more 

Source of Handgun 

Retail Dealer 
Pawn Shop 
Private Party 
Gift 
Exchange or Trade 
Borrowed/Found 
Stolen 
Other 

Residents 

29% 
5 
9 

28 
13 
16 

~-

ldO% 
(511 handguns) 

19% 
11 
30 
40 

100% 
(l~37 handguns) 

43% 
6 

16 
15 

7 
3 
1 

10 

100% 
(433 handguns) 

'----------------------

Felons 

18% 
7 

20 
31 

2 
16 

6 

100% 
(176 handguns) 

(132 

21% 
46 
10 
23 

100% 
handguns) 

24% 
2 

34 
5 
1 
4 

23 
7 (NA) 

-;"-,\ -
100% 

(176 h~:ndguns) 

Table continued on next page.', 
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TABLE 10-3 (continued) 

Residents Felons 

Manner of Disposal 

Sold Dealer or Fence 
Sold Private 
Sold Non-Stranger 
Sold Stranger 
Traded 
Pawned 
Stolen 
Gave as Gift 
Other 

Cost of 
Handgun Residents 

Mean 

Purchased New $130 
Purchased Used $ 90 

9% 
37 

* 
11 

2 
10 
16 
15 

100% 
(333 handguns) 

Felons c 

N 

(246) Public Purchase 
(204) Private Purchase 

6% 

* 
64 
15 

1, 

6 

* 
9 

100% 

$70 
$35 

Reason for Purchasea -- Resident Sample 

Protection 
Hunting 
Job Requi':cement 
Gun Cqllector 
Target Practice 
Other 

N 

198 
63 
28 
31 
94 
46 

460 

% (of 363) 

54 
17 

8 
8 

26 
13 

Table continued on next page. 
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TABLE 10-3 (continued) 

Reason for Purchaseb -- Felon Sample 

Protection 
Hunting 
Job Requirement 
Gun Collector 
Target ~ractice 
For Use in Felony 
Other 
No Response 

60 
3 
6 
2 
6 
9 

11 
5 

102 

Glisson Amendment (mandatory sentence of 3 years to life for the 
commission of specific felony offenses) 

Inmates aware of the Amendment 

Inmates indicated that they would 
not be deterred by the Amendment 
(i.e., would continue to carry a 
handgun) 

229 

203 

% of 277 

83% 

73% 

69% of first offenders and 76% of multiple felong offenders 
stated that they would continue to carry a handgun. 

* Category not used. 

a%,s add to more than 100 because more than one reason was given. 

b 

c 

Burr does not show the real base N for these responses; although he 
computes the %'s with 102 as the base it is likely that more than one 
reason was given by the inmates. 

Base N's for these ~Jsts were not provided by Burr. 
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One important result of the means of handgun disposal was that 

10% of the Florida residents indicated that their handguns had been stolen. 

Burr found in his interviews with the inmates, specifically those who had 

been convicted of breaking and ~ntering, that handguns were often the 

most desirable merchandise other than cash, since a handgun is easier to 

carry unnoticed from the premise~, easier to dispose of for cash, and 

harder to trace than any other merchandise (Burr, 1977: 22). We note 

that very high proportions of each group tend to sell handguns through 

private transactions (over 90% of' each group), thus diverting the handguns 

out of federal or state control. 

Majorities of individuals in both groups said that the primary 

reason for owning or carrying a handgun is for protection, although 

Florida residents indicated more often that hunting and target practices 

were reasons they owned handguns. Significantly, about 33% of Florida 

residents said they c~rried handguns away from home on a daily basis, 

although only 14% said they needed their handguns as part of their jobs. 

The Glisson Amendment, a law which stipulates a mandatory sentence 

of 3 ye~rs to life for the commission of specific felony offenses in 

which a handgun is used was enacted in Florida to deter the use of firearms 

in violent crime. Burr found that while most of the Florida inmates knew 

of the Amendment, about 75% would not be deterred by it; that is, they 

would continue to carry handguns on their person upon release from prison. 

This study then reveals that two factors distinguish handguns owned 

" 
by legitimate users vs. those that were owned and used by convicted 

o felonys: concealability of handguns (inmates preferring smaller barrel 

lengths) and cost of handguns (inmates paying much less for their handguns 
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or getting them by theft). Caliber size per se is not a salient cri-

terion in determining legitimate vs. offender ownership of handguns. 

Stolen handguns constitute a significant source for offenders' handguns 

(20%), while 10% of residents have had their handguns stolen. 

Sununary 

Our review of the available information on confiscated firearms 

provides some rough indication of the features of illegal firearms. However, 

the use of confiscated weapons to characterize "crime guns" is problem-

atic because many confiscated guns are involved in no criminal activity 

and of those "crime guns", a majority are illegal possession charges. 

In addition, there is' no availagJ.e data on the characteristics of firearms 

o~med by legitimate owners against which to compare. Thus, it is difficult 

to conclude that there is a particular "crime gun" type which is more 

likely to be preferred by those involved in violent crime. 

However, our review of the confiscated studies does provide some 

description of handguns confiscated by the police and perhaps some glimpse 

at "crime gun" types. Of the handguns confiscated in the studies we 

reviewed, 71-74% had barrel lengths of 3" or less. The ATF CUE study also 

showed that 34% of the shoulder weapons confiscated had been modified to 

shorter barrel lengths. Caliber of handguns does not appear to distinguish 

guns owned by convicted felons and Florida residents (45% and 43%, 

respectively, owned handguns of .32 caliber or less), although higher 

proportions of confiscated handguns in the other studies had calibers 

of .32 or less (53-61%). 

"Value" as a criterion proves very difficult to analyze, since the 

price paid for a gun eventually used fur criminal purposes can be low 
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(as in Florida) or high (as in New York City), depending on the degree to 

which the supply and demand for "black market" guns fluctuates in any 

jurisdiction. From the available studies, it appears that 40-50% of 

handguns confiscated have a "value" of $50 or less. We do not know, 

however, the proportion of all handguns manufactured which may also fall 

into this "inexpensive" category. 

Overall, a large proportion of all handguns confiscated have crossed 

state lines, but interstate sales proportions may be dependent on the 

degree to which local or state laws are more or less restrictive on the 

sale and possession of handguns. However, without comparable data on the 

interstate flow of all firearms, it is difficult to judge the source of 

guns for criminals in comparison to the source of guns for all own~rs. 

Stolen handguns contribute an important source of cunfiscated handguns; 

based on 1975 statistics, perhaps as many as 275,000 handguns are stolen 

from legitimate handgun owners. Thefts from manufacturers, importers, 

dealers, etc. also constitute a significant proportion of stolen handguns; 

in New York City, such thefts accounted for half of all reported firearms 

thefts in 1973. The current information on stolen firearms is derived 

from official statistics where the gun owner has reported the gun theft. 

It is probable that the gun theft problem is much higher, given that many 

gun thefts may be unreported because of illegal possession. However, 

regardless of the exact magnitude of the firearm theft problem, it is not 

knmvn whether all stolen guns become "crime guns" or whether they should 

be thought of as all other stolen property (that is, the guns are fenced 

or sold to the general private firearms market). It is an undetermined 

question whethe.r the proportion of stolen firearms among criminals is 

any higher than the proportion among the legitimate private firearms owners. 
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Our analysis of the ATF CUE data reveals that of all firearms con-

fiscated during 1976 and 1977 in Washington, D.C., Chicago, and Boston, 

about 20% were associated with incidents of violent crime and constitute 

a small proportion of all guns confiscated by the police. The features 

of guns used in these violent crimes were different from those confiscated 

in "other" incidents, specifically violent crime guns tended to CQst more 

and to be of shorter barrel length. With respect to caliber, violent 

crime guns tended to be of larger caliber (with the exception of rape) 

than handguns associated with "other" incidents. Using caliber, barrel 

length, and "value" of handguns, we find from these confiscation studies 

that "Saturday Night Specials" appear in confiscated handgun samples on 

the order of 25 to 33%. 

Although it appears that age of confiscated handguns is "young" 

(about one-half of handguns confiscated have a street life of 3 years or 

less), there are no comparable data on all private handguns to determine 

if a similar proportion are also "young". Howf!Ver, given the· large 

increases in firearms production over the past decade, we might also 

assume that the age of handguns in legitimate hands is also "young". 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. To be sure, some proactive work is carried out by ATF federal 

and state agents. See Chapter 14 for the results of ATF arrests 

and convictions on violations of federal law. 

2. Our estimate may also contain some error due to the response rate 

to the NBS survey. However, overall, 74% and 82% of the sampled 

departments did provide information for the number of shoulder weapons 

and handguns confiscated, respectively. 

3. Brill asked ATF officials if they could provide more accurate 

information on the "end date" for confiscated handguns, but they 

4. 

could not. Indeed, one problem with the ATF report is that information 

on the study cities is inaccurate at times. For example, the report 

shows that New York City handguns were confiscated from July to 

December 1973; however, Brill found that the handguns were actually 

confiscated during January to July of 1973. ATF apparently recorded 

the time during tvhich they traced the gun as the time at which it was 

confiscated, a mistake which ATF officials admitted may have been made 

in other cities as well (Brill, 1977: 95). 

Brill acknowledges that Houston may be atypical insofar as it probably 

has a higher firearms ownership rate than other urban areas. On the 

other hand, its reported burglary rate is relatively low. Houston's 

'd' t of the number of reported firedata may provide an accurate ~n ~ca or 

arms stolen since there are no restrictions against having firearms 

in the horne; thus, stolen firearms may more likely be reported to the 

police (Brill, 1977: 105). 
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5. We might assume that the bU'lk of these firearms were associated 

with illegal possession, butt they may also be guns which were recovered 

in the course of arrests made of gun runners, fences, and others in 

the business of dealing in "black market" firearms. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

ON THE MATTER OF CRIHINAL NOTIVATIONS 

One of the most persistent debates in the "tveapons and crime" 

literature concerns an issue involving criminal motivations, and that is 

whether restrictions in the availability of firearms would cause the 

number of violent crimes to decrease. As we have already noted, it is 

self-evident that if there were no guns, then no crimes could be com-

mitted with them. But a wide range of alternative weaponry would re-

main. Hould the persons who presently kill, rob, and assault with fire-

arms not, in a "no guns" condition, simply substitute some other weapon 

instead? And if so, then what would be the effect? \.[ould death, in-

jury, and destruction resulting from violent crimes or the number of 

I 
crimes themselves increase, decrease, or remain the same? 

For a variety of reasons, the answers to these que~tions turn, 

mainly if not entirely, on the motivations that underlie violent crimin-

al attacks. It should be understood that the discussion in this chapter 

refers to motivation in a psychological, r~ther than a legal, sense. The 

law recognizes rather fine gradations of motive: premeditated homiCide, 

unpremeditated homicide, negligent manslaughter, non-neglient manslaughter, 

and so on. From a legal point of view, the strong intention to kill 

could be formed only seconds before the attack and would still be consi-

dered a premeditated homicide. The distinction we draw in this chapter 

is altogether insensitive to various legal niceties. It is the distinc-

tion between whether the perpetrator tl1anted to kill the victim (however 

long that desire had been in existence), to which we refer as an ~ priori 

intent to kill, or whether the death of the victim was an unwanted and 
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unforseen outcome of the perpetrator's behaviors, a function of the 

"heat of the moment'i and the availability of a suitable weapon. We 

are thu.s speaking of the psychological matter of differential intentions, 

and not to the more technical matter of legal culpability. 

In this connection, Wolfgang (1958) has deve10p,:d what is called 

the "weapon substitution" hypothesis. The hypothesis posits that the 
I 

initial intent of the offender determines the choice of \veapon. When 

the ~ priori intention is indeed to kill, firearms are chosen; when the 

~ priori intention is not to kill, some other weapon will be chosen in-

stead. 

An implication is that the disproportionate lethality of fire-

arms attacks (relative to attacks with any other weapon) is a spurious 

artifact of initial offender intentions. 2 It is true, in other words, 

that gun attacks are more likely than any other kind of attack to end 

in the death of the victim. (Evidence on this point is reviewed later 

in the chapter.) But this is true, Wolfgang argues, only because the 

willful murderer prefers firearms over oth8r weapons. If a firearm were 

not available, then some other weapon would be substituted with equally 

lethal results. Thus, "it is the contention of this observer that few 

homicides clue to shooting could be avoided merely if a firearm v7ere not 

immediately present, and that the offender would select some other wea-

pon to achieve the same de:atructive goal" (Wolfgang, 1958: 83). The 

ready availability of firearms, in short, is a convenience to the in-

tentiona1 murderer, but certainly no necessity; death by homicide would 

be just as common, in this view, whether firearms \vere readily avail-

able or not. An additional implication is thus that reductions in the 

availability of firearms would probably not have much effect on the 

homicide rate. 
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There is, without question, at least some class of homicides for 

which the "\veapons subs titution" argument is valid. Persons with a 

single-minded, thoroughly premeditated intention to kill will always 

find the means to do so, and if an efficient weapon such as a firearm 

is not around, the victim can always be poisoned, burned, stabbed, or, 

if all else fails, beaten to death with a stick. It is obvious that 

homicides of this sort \vill not be prevented or even modestly deterred 

by any kind of firearms legislation, or, for that matter, any othe'r 

kind of legislation. There are simply too many objects in the world 

that can serve the purpose of destroying another human being. 

The serious question, then, is not whether such a class of 

homicides exists, but whether this constitutes a large or small propor-

tion of the total class of all homicides committed. If the proportion 

of homicides resalting from a single-minded intent to kill is very 

large, then there is probably very little that could be done to prevent 

them. If, on the other hand, the proportional contribution of willful 

killings to the total is very small, then different implications fol-

low. What, then, is the distribution of intentions among homicide of-

fenders? 

For a variety of reasons, this has proven to be an exceptionally 

difficult question to answer. Data generated through the criminal jus-

tice system are, in themselves, of little help, since the prosecution 

of a homicide as first-, second-, or third-degree, or as a manslaughter, 

depends more on plea-bargaining. the strength of the evidence, and other 

extraneous considerations than it does on determining what the offender 
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had in mind when the incident began. There is also the problem of inter-

subjectl.vl.ty, " Sl.'nce the issue here turns entirely on determining the 

mental states of offenders at some time prior to their offense. Even 

in the best of circumstances, mental states are notoriously difficult 

h ' and intentions of murderers is as-to assess, and assessing t e motl.ves 

suredly not the best of circumstances. Even if the homicide did result 

from an unambigu~uS and single-minded prior intention to kill, it would 

be very much in the interests of the offender (and his attorney) to 

suppress this information. 

j I 

Most efforts to assess the intentionality of homicides there-

fore attempt to infer intentions from the objective circumstances sur-

d Probably the most widely-cited and emulated rounding the inci ent. 

effort along these lines is due to Zimring (1968a), who poses the cri-

tical issue as follows: 

If all homicides resulted from such a single-mind:d, 
intention to kill as gangland killings, laws prohl.bl.t
ing firearms would not have a substantial effect on, 
h ' 'de ( ) But not all homicides are so un~mbl.g-oml.Cl. . . . . , . f' 
uously motivated. The question is: Do a sl.gn~ l.cant 
proportion of homicides result from a less dell.berate 
and determined intention? If this question may be ar:
s\oJered in the affi1;mative, and if the probable substl.tute 
for firearms in these situations is less likely to lead 
to death, then the elimination of guns would reduce the 
number of homicides (1968a: 721-722). 

It must be granted that common sens~.l·imd much episodic evidence 

seem strongly to favor Zimring's position. The daily newspapers and 

rl.'fe ~ith accounts of homicides re-the "pro-control" literature are w 

. bl trl.'vial incidents - shoot-outs besuIting from the most unimagl.na y 

tween two motorl.sts over , a dl.' sp.ute about positions in the gasoline line, 

a man shooting his wife to death because his supper tvas not quite up to 
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expectation, a homicide that results from a dispute over a borro~oJed 

cigarette, a teenager who blasts his mother with a shotgun because he 

was denied the use of the family car for the evening, etc. In the face 

of these kinds of incidents, it is very hard to doubt that some large 

fraction of all homicide results from very little thought or advance 

planning, that the etiology of these events evolves very much from 

momentary passions or the heat o~ Circumstances, and that such inci-

dents ultimately turn lethal not so much because anyone intended them 

to be, but simply because the weaponry at hand, a gun, is intrinsic-

ally lethal~ That these kinds of incidents would be much less likely 

to result in death if the participants did not have access to firearms 

seems, on the surface, at least, as firm a conclusion as anything 

could possibly be, 

On the other hand, that such incidents occur tells us nothing 

about their relative frequency. People shooting one another to death 

o~er trivialities surely makes for good newspaper copy, and so these in-

cidents tend to receive much publicity, perhaps more than their rela-

tive numbers would justify, Here, as in all other areas of public poli-

cy, episodic evidence and "common sense" are poor substitutes for 

serious scientific research. So, while we may grant that this episodic 

evidence seems strongly to favor Zimring's position, we must also ask 

whether the same applies to the more credible scientific evidence that 

he and other"researchers have assembled, 

Several items of evidence from the City of Chicago for the mid

dle 1960' s conv\i,nce Zimring that "a significant proportion (of homi-
\', 
'<, 

cides) do not re~.\ult from an attack committed ~oJith a single-minded in-

~': . , 
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tention to kill" (1968a: 724). First, Zimring presents data on the re-

lationship between victims and offenders in 554 homicide cases. In just 

over two-thirds of the cases, victims and offenders were friends, ac-

quaintances, spouses, levers, or othenvise related by family or conju-

gal ties. In an additional six percent of the cases, the victims were 

neighbors or business associates C'f the offenders. Victims and offenders 

were found to have no relationghip to on~ another in only 22% of the 

homicides in the sample; 5-:i. the temaini~5 cases, the victim-offender 

relationship was undetermined. Thus, the large majority of all homi-

cides involve persons known to one .another prior to the attack. 

That most homicides (and aggravated assaults) involve persons 

known to each other has been wideJ~ reported in all studies. For ex-

ample, data from 17 American ciities reported by Curtis (1974) showed 

that only 16% of all homicides, ~nd 21% of all aggravated assaults, in-

volve outright strangers; these figures increase somewhat if incidents 

involving police officers are added in (to 17% and 31%, respectively). 

In either case, the evidence is broadly cons is tent ~vith Zimring' s Chicago 

results. Zimring's results have also been replicated in a large nu~ber 

of single-city U.S. studies, and seem also to hold in most other nations 

for which data are available (Curtis, 1974). We may thus take it as es-

tablished that most violent assaults committed in the world, whether ul-

timately lethal or not, involve persons sharing some interpersonal know-

ledge or relationship prior to the assault. 

But what can be inferred about motivations or intentions from 

this fact? The inference Zimring draws is that lethal attacks on family, 

friends, and acquaintances are not likely to involve single-minded, a 

1 I .-
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priori intentions to kill, or to tcphrase, that most of these homicides 

result from escalations of otherwise petty and trivial quarrels that 

turn lethal just because firearms are available. But there is nothing 

in the victim-offender relationship data ~.se to suggest such a con-

clusion. Strictly, the data tell us who gets murdered, but not why; 

the imputation of motive is just that - an imputation that is not 

directly demonstrated in these data.
3 

That most homicides involve members of interpersonal relation-

ships is, in itself, not inconsistent with a high ~evel of prior intent. 

On the contrary, it seems likely that it would be much easier to work 

up an unambiguous hatred and subsequently lethal intention about someone 

known intimately than about an utter stranger. Then too, the fact that 

two persons are known to each other assuredly does not mean that they 

are on mutually friendly terms. In the usual run of things, one knows 

one's enemies at least as well as one knows one's friends. It might 

even be argued that the notion of prior planning and intent to bring 

about the destruction of someone with whom one had no relationship at 

all itself borders on the inconceivable; typically, the only people 

one might have any reason to kill would be family, friends, and acquain-

tances. So the evidence on victim-offender relationships, ~vhile ob-

viously of great interest in its own right, actually says very little 

about the motivations underlying homicide. 

There is a second problem ~vith these data, one that involves the 

matter of a comparison standard, Crudely, the available data suggest 

that about three-quarters of all homicides involve persons knmvn to each 

other p·rior to the attack. lVith what should this three-quarters figure 
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be compared? Although we know of no evidence, it is a reasonable bet 

that some equally high proportion of all interactions that take place 

between human beings involve persons known to each other prior to the 

interaction, in which case the 75% figure would be neither higher nor 

lower than what one would expect just on chance alone. 

Zimring presents a second tabulation of evicience from police re~ 

ports concerning the general circumstances surrounding homicide; these 

data are reproduced below a.s Table 11-1. Zimring I s comments about the 

table and its implications are as follows: "82% of the homicides in 

Chicago in 1967 occurred as the result of altercations - domestic, 

money, liquor - precisely the situation where the intention is more .apt 

to be ambiguous rather than single-minded" (1968a: 729).4 

This conclusion also does not follow from the eVidence presented. 

The evidence does indeed show, first, that 8l% of these homicides were 

accompanied by an "altercation," ho~.;rever the police define this term. 

Hhat this seems to mean is that most homicides occur in an atmosphere of 

interpersonal hostility or animosity between the parties, hardly a 

startling finding. But all the data show is that 82% of these homicides 

were accompanied by an altercation, certainly not that 82% occurred as a 

result of altercations. These alte'rcations, that is, might only be 

superficial and uninteresting sequalea of a single-minded intention to 

kill. 

The 82% figure is also somewhat misleading. The examples mentioned 

in his text, "domestic, money, liquor," collectively account for only a 

third of the homicides. By far the largest category shown is "other," 

which accounts for 38% of all homicides and nearly half of those involving 
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TABLE 11-1 

CIRCUMSTANCES SURROUNDING 551 CHICAGO HOtlICIDES IN 1967 

Altercations 

General Domestic 

Money 

Liquor 

Sex 

Triangle 

Racial 

Children 

Other 

Teen Gang Disputes 

Robbery 

Other Motive 

Source: Zimring, 1968a: Table 2. 

• • .', " 

% 

17 

9 

7 

2 

6 

1 

2 

38 ,/ 

3 \ 
12 

) 
3 

,/ 

82% 

18% 
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altercations. Therefore, one could conclude from these data that most 

homicides do not involve altercations over domestic affairs, money, or 

liquor; in fact, that no more than about a third can be described in 

this fashion. The implications of the table for the point at issue 

would therefore seem to depenl:! almost entirely on what those "other" 

altercations involve, and on this point the data are mute. 

Finally, there is noth~ng in these data to show that homicides 

accompanied by altercations oyer domestic affairs, money, or liquor (or 

any other "passion") are not Cillso frequently accompanied by determined 

intentions to kill. These altercations, that is, may only represent 

the presenting opportunity or context in which to actualize homicidal 

intentions. That such homicides reflect ambiguous rather than willful 

intentions is itself only an untest,ed assumption. 

A third line of evidence said to favor the "ambiguous intentions" 

hypothesis involves comparisons between homicide victims and viGtims 

of aggravated assault. His hypothesis implies that most homicides begin 

as aggravated assaults and end as homicides only because the means 

chosen or available for assault tend to be lethal. The further impli-

cation is thus that homicides and aggravated assaults should differ 

only in outcome and in no other way. In this context, Zimring reports 

that "victims of homicides and victims of serious assaults are distri-

buted quite similarly by race.apd sex among the population and differ 

substantially in these characteristics from the Chicago population as 
\\ 

a whole" (1968a: 723) . 
.,. 

"The consist\"nt similarity between homicide 
\\ 
\\ 

and assault across all variables repor~ed in this volume" is also cited 
\., 

by Curtis (1974: 108) as evidence favo~\\ng the "ambiguous intentions" 
\1 
\ ~\ 
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hypothesis; see also Block (1977) and Vinson (1974). 

Both Zimring and Curtis demonstrate, quite unambiguously, that 

black males are much more likely to be victims of (and offenders in) 

both homicides and aggravated assaults than are black females or non-

blacks of either sex. But here again, nothing of direct relevance to 

the "ambiguous intentions" hypothesis follows. Zimring, Curtis, and 

others have demonstrated that homicides and serious assaults are simi-

lar in at least one important respect (namely, the race and sex of the 

victims), but not that they are similar in any respect relevant to 

hypotheses about underlying motivations. 

There are two final pieces of evidence presented by Zimring in 

behalf of the "ambiguous intentions" hypothesis, neither especially com-

pelling. The first is that "only 30% of the victims of fatal gunshot 

attacks in 1967 were wounded by more than one shot." Apparently, the 

point here is that most murderers fire once, come to their senses, and 

fire no more, but this is, at best, a remote inference from the evidence. 

In any case, it is very difficu~t to see what the finding implies about 

the motivations of the people doing the sh,ooting. One thing it might 

i.mply l,s that most murderers stop shooting once it is clear that the 

victim is dead. If one were to assume, not unreasonably, that pumping 

a dead body full of additional holes is the sort of behavior that results 

from enraged passions, tl).en the'finding that "only 30%" were wounded 

more than once might be interpreted as evidence that most of these homi-

cides do not involve enraged passions, just the opposite of what Zimring 

concludes. Unfortunately, the data do not contain any information on 

the number of rounds fired per homicide, only the number that hit the 

.. 
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mark. But the data do at least suggest that a large fraction of murders 

involve one and only one shot -- a level of marksmanship that one would 
. 5 

probably not expect under conditions of outrage or momentary duress. 

"Finally, in 54% of the situations which led to homicide in 

1967, the police noted that the offender or the victim or both had been 

drinking [alcohol] prior to the homicidal attack" (1968a: 723). The 

suggestion here is that pe~haps half of all homicides involve drunken-

ness on the part of one or both parties. But again3 this is not a very 

revealing finding. First, with what should the 54% be compared? Zimring's 

data show that most (59% and 61%, respectively) homicide and assault 

victims are black males. It seems reasonable that they tend to be young 

black males; one may a.lso safely assume that rates of unemployment among 

this group are quite high. What, then, is the probability that a young, 

unemployed, black male picked at random from the streets of Chicago will 

have had one or more drinks (or will have consumed some other intoxicant) 

at some point say, in the preceding few hours? If this probability were 

anywhere close to 50%, then Zimring's finding would imply essentially 

nothing about the relationship between homicide and alcohol abuse. And 

even it if could be shown that drunkenness among murderers was subs tan-

tially higher than the average drunkenness among the population from 

which the ~lass of murderers is drawn, there would still be no straight-

forward implication about underlying motivations. Drinking to work up 

the courage to do that which one has already decided to do is not ex-

actly unheard of. 

The point to be made here is not that most homicides involve 

willful and determined ~ priori intentions to kill. The only point 
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is that the evidence assembled by Zimring is not adequate to rule this 

possibility out. The conclusion drawn by Zimring from these data, 

that "most homicide is not the result of a single-minded intention to 

kill at any cost" (1972: 97), may very well be correct, but it is not 

warranted by these data alone. 

What of the second explicit premise in Zimring's argument, 

that the "probable substitute for firearms in these [homicidal] situ

ations is less likely to lead to death?,,6 Zimring makes a reasonable 

case that the probable substitute weapon of choice would be knives, 

and we see no good reason to quarrel with this assumption. 
7 

In the 

Chicago data, knife attacks (irrespective of lethality) are some three 

times more common than firearms attacks anyway, and assaults with 

other forms of \veaponry, hands and feet included, are comparatively 

rare. Results for 17 U.S. cities reported by Curtis (1974: Table 6·-1) 

show somewhat, but not sharply, different results. In. the Curtis sam-

pIe of aggravated assaults, knives outnumber firearms by about two to 

one (vs. abo~t three to one in Zimring's Chicago data), and Curtis' 

data also show a substantially higher proportion of assaults with the 

hands and feet. These modest differences between the Zimring and 

Curtis results, however, are probably not very significant, least of 

all in respect to their possible implications for the choice of a 

substitute weapon in the case where a firearm were not available. So 

let us assume, following Zimring, that in the absence of firearms, 

the assaults now committed with firearms would instead be committed 

with knives. To ~vhat conclusion does this assumption lead? 

The available data on the comparative lethality of gun and 

. . ., ._------_ ........ . 
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knife attacks are relatively unambiguous: attacks w.ith guns result in 

death more commonly than attacks with knives. In Zimring's Chicago 

data, there were, all told, some 16,518 knife ass<'ults (homicides and 

aggravated assaults combined) between 1965 and 1967, of which 391 

were fatal. The fatality rate among knife attacks is therefore rough-

ly 391/16,518 = 2.4%. In the same period, there were 6,360 gun as-

saults, of which 777 were fatal, for a fatality rate among gun attacks 

of 12.2%. The fatality rate for firearms attacks i.s thus some five 

times the rate for knife attacks. This 5:1 differential lethality 

estimate is rather higher than other estimates reported elsewhere. 

For example, recalculations from Curtis' data (1974: Table 6-1) sug-

gest that gun attacks are no more than about twice as lethal as knife 

attacks; data from Australia reported by Vinson (1974) suggest a dif-

8 
ferential of about three to one. No study, however, reports that 

knife attacks are more lethal than gun attacks, so we may take it as 

established that attacks with guns lead to the death of the victim 

more often than attacks with knives. 
9 

What can be concluded from this fact? Zimring's conclusion is 

straightforward. "Th~se.figures," he says, "support the inference 

that if knives tv-ere substituted for guns, the homicide rate would drop 

significantly" (1968: 728). But the data, of course, do not show 

this at all. Hhat the data do show is that the people who presently 

attack with guns bring death to their victims more frequently than do 

the people who presently attack with knives. That the people who now 

attack with guns would bring about less death if only knives were. 

available would therefore follow only if the people who now attack 
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with guns were no more likely; to attack with an ~ priori intent to kill 

than are the people who now ~ttack with knives, or in other words, only 

if Zimring's "ambiguous inteqtions" hypothesis were confirmed. But 

this hypothesis, as we have ~lready said, is not confirmed in Zimring's 

(or, so far as we can tell, auybody else's) data. Wolfgang's initial 

hypothesis, the hypothesis Z~mring wants to reject, is that persons 

select differential weaponry on the basis of their prior intentions. 

If the firearms murderers did not have a firearm handy, Wolfgang would 

counter, then they would chodse some less efficient but equally effec-

tive means. with which to accomplish the J'ob. 0 d' f h ne rea l.ng 0 t e compara-

tive lethality data is thus 4hat persons who attack with a knife are 

less intent on killing, and therefore kill less, tHan persons ~Tho at-

tack with a gun, and this readl.'ng of the id 'b ev ence IS 0 viously cons is-

tent with t-lolfgang' s initial hypothesis. 

Whether rates of death from ass.ault would decrease if knives 

were substituted for guns therefore again turns on the question whether 

knife attackers are motivated differently than gun attackers -_ whether, 

in Zimring's words~ "the people who make homicidal attacks with firearms 

are radically different from those who make homicidal attacks with 

other weapons" (1968a: 726). To show that they are not "radically dif

ferent." Zimring rep?rts two additional bits of information: (i) that, 

in general, knife killings ~re accompanied by the same kinds of alterca

tions as gun killings; and (ii) that firearms and knives a.re used by 

whites and non-whites in about the same proportl.'ons. But the hypothesis 

states only that gun and knife attackers must differ "radically" in 

motivation, so neither (i) nor (ii) bear on the issue. 
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k I d "-it can be argued that because a knife Zimring ac now e ges, ~ 

1 . eapon than a gun, a lower proportion is viewed as a ess ser~ous:w 

of knife attacks represent attacks in earnest" ,(1968a: 729). This, 

, t that the truly earnest of course, is exactly Wolfgang s argumen -

Z-lmr-ing's overall argllment would thus be killers choose firearms. ~ ~ 

more credible if it CQuid be shown that knife attacks tend to be 

just as earnest as gun attacks, or, to restate the issue, if knife 

and gun attacks result from similar motivations. 

To show that the rate of earnest attacks is tpe same for both 

knife and gun attacks, Zimring presents evidence on wound locations 

I 7) These da ta show that about 70% of all knife (1968a: Tab e . 

( otherw-ise) are to the chest, abdomen, head, face, wounds lethal or ~ 

that are associated with serious attacks." back, and neck '--" areas 

I 56% f the gunshot Wounds were to these same areas. In contrast, on y 0 0 

Z.imring draws three inferences from this comparison: 

(i) "Not all gun attacks can be per ~ considered attacks in 

earnest." As stated, this conclusion is self-evident. But Zimring 

h t t h proportion of "in earnest" wants to argue a stronger case, t a e 

gun attacks is no higher than the equivalent proportion of knife at

tacks. And to sustain this argument, he cites the finding that only 

56% of all gun attacks produce wounds in "seriQus" locations. Later 

he adds in attacks prDducing multiple wounds (which are "presumptively 

considered serious") and shotgun attacks not already included in his 

computations, and, notes that these additions "still leave the tota.l 

at roughly 60%. It is doubtful, therefore, that all gun attacks are 

accompanied by even ambiguous intentions to kill" (1968: 732). 
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This line of reasoning is very unpersuasive, since it amounts 

to an effort to assess inten.tions on the basis of marksmanship. (As 

he says, "we are using wound location as an index of the intended 

seriousness of an attack" [1968a: 731-2]). If one could assume that 

all murderers are perfect Inarksmen and all weapons used to commit 

fire£4l;:fl1s murders are perf~ctly accurate, then wounds ~.,ould occur just 

where they were intended to occur, and in that case, there might be 

some possibility of inferring motivations from wound locations. The 

probability that either of these assum.ptions is true is virtually nil. 

The different wound locations in knife and gun incidents may 

only result from differences in. the physical circumstances surround-

ing the incident. Most knife wounds necessarily require that victim 

and assailent be in close physical proximity; indeed, at some point 

in the interaction, the distance between victim and assailent must 

reduce to zero, except in the (presumably rare) case of a knife 

thrown across some distance to create a wound. Firearms wounds, in 

contrast, obviously do not require this same close proximity; they 

can be inflicted at a distance. It is therefore possible that most 

knife wounds, at least, occur in the intended location, ~.,hereas the 

location of gunshot tvounds will be a function of intent, marksman-

ship, and the accuracy of the weapon. These kinds of differences be-

tween the typical gun attack and the typical knife attack render 

problematic any effort to draw a substantive conclusion from the 

differences in wound location. 

(ii) "A substantial proportion of the knife attacks reported 

to police appear to be attacks in earnest." Here, Zimring appears 

.f 
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to be on some~vhat firmer ground, Between 70% and 80% of all knife 

wounds in his study ~vere inflicted in "serious" locations (as defined 

above). Some fraction of these may have been accidentally serious, 

to be sure. In the heat of passion or duress, even R close range 

stab might miss the intended mark. Also, we can imagine that in the 

physical scuffling that must often accompany knife altercations, jabs 

intended for non-serious locations might be deflected and thus strike, 

unintentionally, a more serious part of the body (or, of course, the 

reverse). So even in the case of knife wounds~ the relationship be-

tween intended and actual location must be less than perfect. Still, 

Zimring's 70% figure does at least suggest that a substantial portion 

of knife attacks are indeed "in earnest," and this constitutes the 

strongest eviQ.epce yet to be encountered that the motives of gun and 

knife attackers may be similar. (If this line of reasoning is valid, 

however, then the similarity between knife and gun attacks is that a 

high proportion ofbotb, are "in earne.;;t." This would apparently bol-

ster the. "differential lethality" .;trgument but would tend to undercut 

the "ambiguous motivations" argumE;nt.) 

Even here, however; there is some need for caution. Consider, 

for example, the mechanics of a knife attack. With the knife held in 

hand, the kinds of thrusts that can be imagined are a straight for-

ward jab, which \vould therefore strike at about arm height, a down-

\vard thrust from over the head, \vhich \vould tend also to strike at or 

above arm height, a roundhouse swing, \vhich \vould likewise tend to 
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strike _.t ",rm height, or an upward thrust from the waist, which 

, h bd hest WhJ.'le other kinds would pl:esuD\ably strike J.n tea omen or c . 

of thrusts and jabs can be imagined, and other physical arrangements 

between victim and assailant can be imagined, the expectation would 

nonetheless be that most jabs of a knife held in one's hand \vould be 

constrained by the me(~hanics of the situation to strike above the 

waist. (Zimring's data, incidentally, sustain this speculation; only 

7% of the knife wounds in his sample occurred in the legs, as opposed 

d ) If the usual mechanics of the interacto 24% of the gunshot woun s. 

tion between a knife assailant and his victim tend strongly to favor 

wounds above the waist, then WF; must ask what proportion of the above-

. "serl'ous" location by Zimring' s defini-the-waist body constltutes a 

tion. k · r.n..at l'S the proportion of the surface This amounts to as lng, Wll 

area of a body above its waist that is not in the arms? The answer 

is about 75%. Phrased otherwise, if a body were stabbed at random 

above the waist, about 75% of all such stabs would land in "serious" 

locations. The wound location data reported by Zimring, in short, 

sl'gnl'fl'cantly from what one would expect on the assumpmay not diverge 

tion that knife attackers stab randomly, and if this is all the data 

show, then it would be erroneous to infer any sort of intent from 

stab wound locations. 

(These same considerations, of course, do not apply to gunshot 

wounds, since there is nothing in the physics or mechanics of shoot

ing a gun that would cause wounds to occur preferentially above the 

waist.) 

These differences suggest that it may be more informative to 

,-- ---------"--,~------
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compare above-the-waist wounds only between knife and gun. attacks. 

Recalculations from Zimring's Table 7, with wounds to the legs (and 

for firearms, misses) omitted from the calculations, show that 25% 

of the above-the-waist knife wounds occur to the arms; the equivalent 

propor,tion of above-the-waist gun wounds is 14%. On the other hand, 

27% of the above-the-waist gun wounds strike in the chest, vs. 16% of 

the wounds inflicted by knife. (Most of the remaining differences 

are modest, with the prominent exception that one is about twice as 

likely to be stabbed in the back as shot in the back [10% and 5%, re-

spectively). Owing to popsibly e~rant marksmanship, it is not at 

all clear that. anything should be concluded even from these compari-

sons, but these recalculations at least suggest that the proportion 

of "in earnest" gun attacks may be somewhat higher than the proportion 

of "in earnest" knife attacks, consistent with the ir.itial \.J'olfgang 

hypothesis. 

(iii) "There is no evidence that attacks in earnest are rduch 

more common with guns than with knives." This is one conclusion with 

which we can agree, so long as we also agree that there is no evidence 
/ 

that they are not. The point is simply that there is no compelling 

evidence to suggest any firm conclusion about the relative motivations 

of knife and gun attackers presented in Zimring's paper. 

Following Zimring, Curtis (1974) has also considered the issue 

of homicidal motivations. The basic observation from which these con-

siderations flow is that firearms are much more prevalent in homicides 

than in aggravated assaults, a zero-order result confirmed in all 

studies. There are, Curtis, notes, at least two possiblt:".explanations 

of this: (i) "The crimes can be viewed as very similar in circumstance, 
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with the differential in their seriousness largely explained by the 

fact that homicide offenders happen to have more deadly weapons at 

hand" (the Zimr:ing argument), or (ii) "the homicide offender is more 

determined to kill and therefore chooses the weapon most capable of 

achieving this end" (the Wolfgang hypothesis) (1974: 108). 

Curtis finds that he is more "persuaded" by the first, what he 

calls the "accessibility argument." His evidence, however, is very 

similar to Zimring's. One piece of this evidence has already been 

discussed, naTi1ely, "the consistent similarity bet~.,een homicide and 

assault •.. " This evidence, he says, "does not support differential 

intent." But it also "does not support" ambiguous intent. As we have 

already said, this evidence simply does not bear'on the matter of in-

tent. 

"The low level of premeditation in homicide" is cited as a 

second piece of evidence. The data analyzed by Curtis in themselves 

do not bear on the premeditation issue: "We were unable to make an 

accurate count of premeditated homicides from the information avail-

able" (1974: 67). "But," Curtis continues, "legal and behavioral 

experts concur that careful planning over a considerable period of 

time have minimal import for the bulk of American homicides" (1974: 

67). That the "experts concur," of course, does not necessarily mean 

that they concur for sound evidentiary reasons; the only evidence 

actually cited in connection with this putative "expert concurrence" 

is an estimate due to Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967: 141) that less 

than 5% of all u.s. homicides are premeditated. When we turn to the 

Wolfgang and Ferracuti materials to find the empirical basis of this 
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estimate, ho~vever, we find that there is none, or at least none pre-

sented or referenced in the text itself. To be sure, the "expert 

testimony" is there: "Probably fewer than five percent of all known 

homicides are premeditated, planned, intentio~al killings, and the 

individuals who commit them are most likely to be episodic offenders 

who have never had prior contact with the criminal law" (1967: 141). 

But no ,reference for this estimate is cited, no tabulation of data is 

presented, no footnote directing the skeptical reader to the source 

of this information is given. It may very well be that fewer than 5% 

of all homicides fit this description, but there is no evidence, 

either in Curtis or in Wolfgang and Ferracuti, that shows or even im-

plies this to be the case. 

There is, in fact, some evidence suggesting that the proportion 

of premeditated homicides is several times higher than the Wolfgang-

Ferracuti 5% estimate. One study traced a sample of homicides through 

the courts and found that about 16% of them were prosecuted as first-

degree murder cases (i.e., murders with premeditation). Since the 

~ l , effect of plea-bargaining and related "extra-legal" pre-trial negoti-

ations is always to reduce (and never to increase) the charge, it is 

clear that the proportion of actual premeditated homicides among this 

I 

'! 
sample would be higher (by an unknown amount) than the 16% figure; 

I 
even ignoring this potentially large do~vnward bias, the empirically-

generated estimate from this study is some three times the rate sug-
I 

gested in the ~"olfgang-Ferracuti passage. The study showing the 16% 

I figure is Wolfgang's own study of Philadelphia homicides (1958: 303). 

I A third source of evidence said by Curtis to'favor the "acces-
i r I 
j 

sibility" argument is another that ~ve have already discussed, namely, 
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the high proportion of homicides that are accompanied by "alterca

tions" (1974: 108), about 'vhich nothing more need be said. 

Fourth, "P.ittman and Handy's [1964] careful comparison of homi-

cide and assault is consistent with" the accessibifity argument 

(Curtis, 1974: 108). This source consists of an analysis of 241 ag

gravated assaults investigated by police in St. Louis for calendar 

year 1961. No criminal homicide cases aT.e contained in the Pittman

Handy study; the "careful comparison" thus comes at the end of the 

article, where the St. Louis assault findings are compared briefly 

with Wolfgang's Philadelphia homicide findings (Pittman and Handy, 

1964: 469-470). This comparison suggests that homicides and assaults 

are similar in the time and locations of occurrence, in "situational 

" (th t" both crl."mes are typically accompanied by alterca-context a 1S, -

tions), in victim-offender relationships prior to the incident, and 

in a few other ways; and that these crimes are 'different in type of 

weapon used, in alcohol involvement, and in a few other ways. As in 

the Zimring materials already discussed, there is nothing presented 

in the Pittman-Handy analysis that bears directly on similarities or 

differences in underlying motivations, 

Fifth, there is a reference to "supportive clinical findings," 

first to the episodic evidence that "every psychiatrist has treated 

patients who were thankful that guns were not around at one time or 

another in their lives" (1974: 108), and secondly, to an experiment 

conducted by Berkowitz (1967) that suggests that "even the casual 

sight of a gun may catalyze violence" (1974: 108). Since the ~villful, 
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intentional murderer is not very likely to seek out psychiatric 

counseling for his or her aggressive acts, the "evidence" from 

"every psychiatrist" must be heavily discounted. Berkowitz' experi

mental evidence is rather more compelling at first blush, all the 

more so because the findings are very much along the linei:; implied 

in Curtis' characterization. But even here, 'at least tw·o important 

caveats must be inserted: 

(i) It is quite hazardous to assume that the behavior of 

undergraduate psychology students in a laboratory setting can be gen

eralized to the behavior of criminals engaged in aggressive and vio-

lent acts bringing injury or death to the victim. 

(ii) The initial experiment by Berkm.,itz and LePage (1967), 

and the follow-up work by Berkowitz (1968), have been replicated in 

some subsequent experiements (for example, Fo~di, 1973; Leynes and 

Parke, 1975; Page and O'Neal, 1977), but not in others. Fischer, KeIrn, 

and Rose (1969), for example, using a knife as the stimulus, found 

the predicted enhanced aggression among male subjects but not female 

d S " (_'974) found the predicted effects only in subjects; Turner an ~mon 

less h " d 1 soph4 stlo"cated subJ"ects," and several stud-appre ens love an . ess ~ 

ies, among them Page and Scheidt (1971), Buss, Booker, and Buss (1972), 

and Ellis, Weiner, and Miller (1971), found no "weapons effect" at 

all. The experimental literature thus contains at least three or four 

studies to suggest, as Curtis has it, that "even the casual sight of 

1 ' 1 II but at least three more studies to a gun may cata yze v~o ence, 

suggest the opposite conclusion, and at least two additional studies 

to suggest that the nature of the effect varies according to 
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characteristics of the subjects. Since, as is well known, it is 

much easier to publish experimental results showing positive effects 

than to pu~lish those showing no effects, it is quite probable that 

this compilation of published studies over-states the actual experi-

mental evidence favoring the Berkowitz hypothesis. (A more thorough 

review of the experimental literature, reaching these same conclu-

sions, is provided by Kleck, 1979b.) 

Finally, "perhaps the most objective validation yet [of the 

accessibility argument] comes from Zimring's data on fatal vs. nonfatal 

assaults in Chicago" (Curtis, 1974: 108). The Zimring study in ques-

tion is the 1968 study discu~sed in great detail above, which, to em-

phasize, neither supports nor rules out the hypothesis that most homi-

cides result from ambiguous prior intentions to kill. 

In later work, Zimring (1972) has also compared the relative 

lethality of attacks with handguns of various calibers, based on data 

on 156 handgun fatalities (from a total of more than 1100 total hand-

gun attar.;;ks) in Chicago in a four-m.onth peri.od in 1970. The general 

pattern revealed by these data is straightforward: the lethality of 

the attack (that is, the proportion of attacks resulting in the death 

of the victim) regularly increased with the caliber of the weapon. 

Initially. this would suggest that the inherent lethality of a handgun 

increases with caliber, which tends to support the "technological ef-

ficien,cy" argument and thus, indirectly, tends to undercut the "differ-

ential motivations" argument. 

Again, hm.,ever, there are reasons for caution" I t is certaj.uly 

plausible,'as Wolfgang argues, that the truly determined killers choose 

-. ' .. , ." 
~, 

, 



J I 

----- --.----~~-------- ~------------------------~---

- 387 -
- 386 -

surrounding each case, an indirect and perilous inference. 

guns, and it is a straightforward extension that the more determined Seitz (1972), however, has taken an entirely different ap-

they are, the larger the caliber chosen. A second, and perhaps more proach to the issue, and as his study is among the more commonly 

likely, possiblity is that the truly determined killer prefers a fire- cited in the literature, it bears examining in some detail. 

arm and attacks with whatever firearm is available. What varies over As all other researchers in~this area, Seitz also has no dir-

the caliber of the weapon is thus not the underlying intent but the ect evidence on the motivations underlying homicidal attacks, and so 

success of the killer in realizing his intent. Still a third possibil- his "refutation" of the Wolfgang argument in favor of Zimring's posi-

ity is that the larger handguns are intrinsically more accurate weapons tion is not based on the kind of ~irect comparison of motivations 

(vs,. intrinsically more lethal), and thus that what varies by caliber that one would very much like to see. The strategy, rather, is to 

is again not intent but the efficacy of the weapon in realizing one's draw out from Wolfgang's hypothesis an implication that can be dir-

intent. One apparently certain implication of Zimring's result is ectly tested, and to reach some conclusions about the hypothesis on 

that the substitution of higher caliber for lower caliber handguns the basis of that test. 

would almost certainly cause the rate of handgun deaths to increase According to Seitz, "basic to Wolfgang 9 s 'murder by substitu-

as, for example, might occur in the face of a ban on small caliber hand- tion' hypothesis are two questionable assumptions~ all or most deadly 

guns (the Saturday Nite Specials) that left all the heavier-duty equip- attacks are motivated by a single-minded intention to kill and all or 

ment (the large caliber handguns) on the market. most weapons which might be substituted for a firearm are as lethal 

There are, in addition to those of Zimring and Curtis, a rela- as firearms" (1972: 595-596). This formulation misrepresents Wolf-

tively large number of other studies that report similar findings and gang's position in at least one important respect: Wolfgang does not 

that are therefore often cited as support for the hypothesis of ambiguous argue that all substitute weapons are ips~ facto as lethal as fire-

intentions. But the general form of the evidence is very similar to arms, only that the substitute weapon would be just as lethal as a 

that already discussed; typically, they provide information on victim- firearm if the assailant were motivated by an unambiguous and ~villful 

offender relationships, on the presence of altercations as surface intention to kill. This assumption is substantially less "question-

rationales for the homicides, on the preferential use of firearms, es- able" than Seitz' rendit.ion of it. But questionable or not, neither 

pecially handguns, in homicides as compared to aggravated assaults, and of these assump'tions is directly tested in Seitz' paper; indeed, the 

so on. All such studies necessarily suffer the same general problem. only direct evidence given on their "questionableness" is the obliga-,. 

namely, that in the absence of direct information on underlying motiva- tory citation to Zimring (1968). 

tions, these motivations have to be inferred from the objective circumstances 
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The main finding reported by Seitz, and said to be inconsis-

tent with Wolfgang's hypothesis, is that "there is an astonishing .98 

correlation between the firearm homicide rate and the total homicide 

rate based on aggregate data for the fifty states" (1972: 596). Since 

it is not at all obvious that Wolfgang's hypothesis implies a contrary 

result, we need to ask about the line of ~easoning that leads from 

what Wolfgang has actually proposed to an implication about this cor-

relation. The relevant passage from Seitz, in full~ is as follows: 

Given the substitution hypothesis [that is, Wolfgang's 
hypothesis], we have little reason to expect any correla
tion between the firearm homicide rate and the total 
homicide rate. In fact, if 'such a correlation does 
exist, the substitution hypothesis is apparently inade
quate to explain the observed systematic relation, since 
the availability of firearms does vary from area to 
area. On the other hand, the substitution hypothesis 
leads us to believe that such a correlation does not 
exist. For in areas \~here firearms access is relatively 
restricted, we should expect some proportional decrease 
in the firearm homicide rate but observe no change \vhat
soever in the total homicide rate. In aggregate compari
son, ther.efore, there should be little or no correlation 
between firearms homicide rates and total homicide rates 
(Seitz, 1972: 596). 

We quote this passage in full mainly because of a strong sus-

picion that it is a non sequitur. That is, we find nothing here to 

show t~I:~gt ,.a low correlation between the firearm and total homicide 

rates is implied, even indirectly, in the Wolfgang hypothesis. Wolf-

gang's hypothesis does imply that in areas where there are no guns, 

people would murder ~ith other weapons, more or l~ss at the same rate. 

This might in turn imply that in areas with relatively fewer guns t 

there would be relatively fewer gun murders and relatively more mur-

ders by other means. A test of this implication on state-level 

aggregate data would therefore require that the availability of 
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firearms for illicit or criminal or homicidal purposes itself vary sub-

stantially across states, and while it is clear that the density of 

private gun· ownership does Vi"lry in this manner (see Chapter 6> above), 
/> 

this does not necessarily mean that the availability of firearms for 

use in willful homicide varies likewise (despite Seitz' assertion to the 

contrary). In fact, Seitz' position would seem to imply that there 

are at least some states where a truly determined and willful killer 

would find it relatively difficult to lay hands on the appropriate 

firearm, and this is a dubious pr:lposition at best.lO In short, it is 

not at all clear that the availability of firearms for criminal pur-

poses varies enough across states to make state-level aggregate data 

useful tor examining these issues. 

In any case, it is clear that ~volfgang' s hypothesis cannot be 

made to stand or fallon the basis of a methodological artifact, which 

Seitz' "astonishing" .98 correlation is, at least ·in substantial part. 

The artifice is simply that in every state, homicides with firearms 

constitute a large portion of the total homicides; in fact, as is well 

knmm, approximately half or more of all homicides a.re committed with 

firearms. Since firearms homicides represent a large fraction of all 

homicides, then, by construction, the rate of firearms homicide. must 

be strongly correlated with the total homicide rate, \vith the magni-

tude of the necessary correlation determined strictly by the propor-

tionai contribution of firearms homicides to the tota1. What the .98 

correlation implies, in short, is only that Seitz has the same varia-

ble (or nearly the same variable) on both sides of the equatiQn. 

If one were to subtract from the .98 correlation that portion 

due only to the fact that many homicides are firearms homicides, one 
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would still presumably be left with some positive correlation. One 

approach would be to correlate tht:; firearms rate with the non-

firearms rate (rather than to the total rate), and this correlation 

would show whether there is any tendeucy for states high in one rate 

also to be high on the other. That would be interesting information 

in a way that the reporte~ .98 correlation is not, although it is 

still not clear what implication it would have for Wolfgang's initial 

hypothesis. However, Seitz does not report such a correlation, and 

so we ar~ not in a position to speculate about its possible implica-

tions. 

In sum, none of the studies of homicide considered here con-

firms or rules out the hypothesis that most homicides result from 

willful and unambiguous intentions to kill. This, to emphasize a re-

curring but important theme, is not an argument that Wolfgang's hypo-

thesis is true, only an argument that the studies most often cited as 

showing it to be false do not show this at all. Th~ essential point 

here is not that one hypothesis is consistent with the available evi-

dence and the other not, but rather that most of the "evidence" assem-

bled on either side of ~he issue has little or no relevance to it. 

Ironically, some of the strongest evidence favoring Zimring's 

"ambiguous intentions" hypothesis about homicides comes not from 

studies of hornicides, but from studies of robbery, particularly armed 

robbery. Armed robbery is an especially interesting crime in present 

context because there is usually no uncertainty about the underlying 

motives. In most cases, the motive of robbery is economic gain to the 

offender. 11 And since the motive underlying most robbery tends to be 

the same, then the differences in outcomes of robberies presumably do 
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not reflect differences in underlying motivations, and would therefore 

reflect "something else." And one of the possible "something elses 'i 

that it might reflect would, for example, be differences in the intrinsic 

lethali~y of weapons used to commit robberies, independent of the under-

lying motives of offenders. What, then, do the data on robberies show? 

Cook (1976, 1978, 1980) has proposed what he calls a "strate-

gic choice" analysis of robbery. The essence of this analysis is 

"that obs~rved robbery patterns are the aggregative result of choices 

made by individual robbers, and that these choices can be understood 

in terms of the robber's need to intimidate his victim and his desire 

to acquire as much mO::ley as possible with a minimum of effort" (1976: 

173).12 The two key choices that robbers must make are, first, who 

to· rob, and secondly, what weapon to rob with. 

For a variety of subtle reasons, these two choices are intim-

ately connected to each other. All else equal, for example, the first 

choice is an easy one: rob the most lucrative targets. But, as Cook 

points out, the most lucrative targets tend not to be the easiest 

targets, and vic~ versa: the very young and the very old, for exam-

ple, are "easy" robbery targets, but not very lucrative; banks are 

very lucrative but not very easy to rob. Even restricting attention 

to non-commercial robberies, it is not hard to imagine that "ease" 

and "profitability" are negative::y related; for example, the probabil-

ity that potential victims are themselves armed and in a position to 

deter a robbery would certainly be expected to increase \vith the 
f 

amount of cash or other valuables being carried. Thus, any choice to 
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rob only the most lucrative targets would tend to be ac~ompanied by a 

parallel choice to employ the most intim,t4ating possible means of 

robbery, namely, a firearm; and alternatively, if a robber were con-

tent to lrob only easy (and relatively unlucrative) targets, then a 

less intimidating weapon would suffice. 

The essential point that flm.;s from Cook's analysis, at least 

for our purposes, is that robbers arm themselves \\lith firearms not be-

cause they have relatively more lethal intentions in respect to their 

eventual victims, but because they expect to be robbing relatively 

more lucrative targets and "need" (in this sens!=) a high level of in-

timidation in order to be successful. The death of the victim, when it 

occurs, is not, in other words, the intention of the robber in most 

cases. 

Death or injury to the victim is not an uncommon accoutrement 

to robbery. In 1974, for example, some 17% of all murders that oc-

cu~red in the United States occurred during the course of a robbery 

(Cook, 1976: 181). Or, percentaging in the other direction, roughly 

.' \ 
five of every thousand robberies result in the murder of the victim, 

; 

and roughly six in every hundred result in personal injury (Cook, 

1978: Tables 1 end 2). (Here, "personal injury" means injuries suf-

ficiently serious that a medical care expense is incurred by the 

victim as a result.) Thus, a very large majority of all robberies 

apparently involve "successful" threats by the perpetrator, capitula-

tion by the victims, and no direct physical harm; in some 90-95% of 

the cases, that is, the threat of harm is apparently adequate. But 

in a non-trivial fraction of the cases (the remaining 5-10%), threat 
,', 
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alone is not enough and some physical harm actually comes to the vic

tim, and it is the outcomes of these cases that bear on the themes 

of the present chapter. 

Data presented by Cook (1976: Table 10-4) suggest that some 

38% of all robberies are unarmed robberies; in 41% of the cases, 

robbers are armed with some weapon other than a f·irearm, and in the 

remaining 21% of the cases, the robber is armed with a gun - almost 

invariably a handgun. These data thus suggest that about a third of 

all armed robberies are committed \\lith guns. A later estimate by the 

same author is rather higher, at 45% (Cook, 1978: 282), and 1974 data 

for Detroit reported by Zimring (1977: Table 1) show a figure as high 

as 70%. (Zimring's data also show a very evident long-term trend, or 

actually, several long-term trends. First, the percentage. of all 

robbery that is armed robbery increases quite substantially in his 

data, from 49% in 1962 to 61% in 1974. And secondly, the fraction of 

armed robberies committed with a firearm also increases, from 41% in 

1962 up to the 70% figure registered in the 1974 data.) Depending on 

year, city, and other intangibles, then, we may conclude that firearms 

are involved in somewhere between one-third and two-thirds of all the 

armed robberies that get committed. 

How do death and injury rates in robbery vary as a function of 

,\leapon? On the grounds that guns are more effective intimidators 

than any other form of weapon, it is sometimes argued that gun robber-

ies' should be less. likely than other forms of robbery to result in 

harm to the victim. This argur"ent asserts, in essence, that victims 

are less likely to resist, and thus less likely to be harmed, if the 
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robber is armed ~l7ith a gun than if armed with some other, less intim-

idating weapon. Interestingly, most available studies of personal 

injuries in robbery tend to sustain this speculation. In Cook's (1976) 

data, for example, 6.2% of all robbe~y victims, irrespective of weapon, 

were injured to the extent that they incurred some medical expenses as 

a result. Among victims robbed with a gun, however, the proportion was 

0111y 2..8%; among those robbed with a knife, 6.6%, and among those robbed 

with any other weapon, 12.0%. Interestingly, s,ome 5.2% of the victims 

of unarmed robberies incurred some medical expense, approximately double 
\ 

the percentage of injured victims among those robbed with a gun. Simi-

1ar results have also been reported in Cook and Nagin (1979), Conklin 

(1972), Block (1977), and indeed, in most other studies that have exam-

ined robbery injuries as a function of weapon type. In the Boston data 

reported by Conklin (1972), for example, some 42% of the victims in: un-

armed robberies were personally injured, vs. 25% of the victims in knife 

robberies, and only 9% of the victims in firearms robberies. (Conklin's 

figures are all much higher than Cook's because Conklin's data are based 

/ on a sample of robberies reported to the Boston police, whereas Cook's 

data are taken from criminal victimization surveys. That robberies 

in70lving personal injury are much more likely to get reported to the. 

police, plus differences in the operational definition of "personal 

injury," thus account for the differences in the absolute values of 

the injury proportions reported in the two studies.) Cook's conclu-

sions from these and similar data bear quoting. "Gun robberies," he .. 
writes, "are least likely to result in an injury requiring medical 

care, and a relatively lml7 percentage (0.3 percent) result in serious 
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injuries ($1,000 or more in medical expenses). A gun ordinarily 

eliminates the need for a robber to physically attack the victim in 

ordel: to gain his compliance" (1976: 185). 

All this, of course, speaks only to the issue of personal in-

juries and says nothing about deaths. No homicide victims ever appear 

in criminal victimization surveys, so Cook's 1976 data are not ade-

quate to address this issue. Other data, however, show quite unmis-

takably that the death patterns are just the opposite of the injury 

patterns; in particular, ~l7hereas firearms robberiE!s are substantially 

less likely than other forms of robbery to result in the injury of the 

victim,. they are substantially more likely to result in the victim's 

death. Unpublished UCR data reported by Cook (19i'8) , for example,. 

show 7.66 robbery-connected murders per 1,000 gun robberies, compared 

to 2.71 robbery-connected murders per 1.000 non-gun robberies, for a 

lethality differential of about 3 to 1 (Cook, 1978: Table 2). Zim-

ring's (1977) Detroit data show the same pattern: "Death rates from gun 

robbery are consistently higher than those reported for other methods 

of attack" in all years where data are available (1977: 321). So 

far as we can determine, there is no study in the published litera-

ture to contradict this conclusion. Robbery by gun is thus less 

likely to lead to injury, but more. likely to lead to death, than rob-

bery by any other means. 

Why, then, are robbery-connected gun assaults substantially more 

lethal than robbery-connected assaults with other weaponry? If, as we 

have assumed, the underlying motive in all robberies is about the same , 

then this difference cannot reflect differences in underlying motives. 

We tentatively suggest that the difference results mainly from the dif-
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ferential inherent lethality of guns relative to other weapons. Thus, 

the differential death rates in robberies committed with guns vs. other 

weapons appear to be the only strong evidence available to clearly sug-

gest that gun assaults are more likely to lead to death than are assaults 

with other weapons, independently of any.possible confounding correlation 

with differences in underlying motivations. If we further assume that 

the lethality in question is a property of the weapon, and not a property 

of the crime, then the enhanced lethality of guns would generalize across 

crimes, which in turn lends credence to the "differential lethality" in-

terpretation of the homicide and aggravated assault data considered in 

great detail earlier in this chapter. 

But even here, there is again reason for caution. Throughout 

this discussion, we have assumed that the underlying motive in all rob-

bery is similar, namely, economic gain to the robber, and thus, that 

differences in outcomes do not reflect differences in underlying motive. 

More recent research by Cook (1979, 1980), however, has questioned whe-

ther economic gain is in fact the underlying motive in at least one· 

/ important class of armed robberies, namely, those robberies that are 

accompanied by the slaying of the victim (the critical type of robbery 

in this discussion). According to Cook's recent evidence, examples, and 

analysis, many robbery murders do not arise "accidentally" or "uninten-

tionally," as the result of unforseen circumstances (e.g., victim resis-

tance), but result from what is most appropriately described as the 

innate brutality (or violence proneness) of those doing the robbery. 

This seems especially to be the case in robberies committed by more than 

one offender (e.g., gang robberies). If, as seems reasonable, the in-
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nately brutal preferentially A.rrn themselves with firearms, then it is 

again possible that the lethality differential in the robbery case also 

reflects differences in ~ priori motive or intent, rather than inherent 

differences in the lethality of the weapon chosen, in which case it 

must be concluded that even the robbery data analyzed here are at least 

somewhat ambiguous with respect to their implications for the "ambiguous 

intentions" or "differential intentions" arguments. 

The above point notwithstanding, the robbery data provide at 

least some reason to believe, along with Zimring, Curtis, and many others, 

that reductions in the availability of guns would lead to reductions in 

death from violent crime. But the robbery data reported by Cook also 

suggest that this would not be a pure and unalloyed "plus" all across 

the board; the decrease in violent death, it appears, might be balanced 

off against some very undesirable increases, along the following lines: 

(i) If there were no guns with which to commit robberies, it 

is at least possible that the overall robbery rate would sharply in-

crease. Presumably mving to the level of intimidation and the lucra-

tiveness of targets chosen, gun robberies are sharply more profitable 

than robberies committed by other means. In Cook's victimization 

data, for example, the average "take" in robberies committed ~vith 

guns was $164, and only 22% of these robbe~i~s resulted in a zero 

"take." In contrast, the average "take" in knife robberies was only 

$60, and 34% of them resulted in zero "take." These figures suggest 

that a robber would have to substitute approximately three knife rob-

beries to generate the same average "profit" now generated in one 

gun robbery. The possible implications of this for the overall rob-

bery rate are distressingly obvious. 

.. 
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(ii) The reduction in deaths that might accompany the "no 

guns" condition ,V'ould probably by accompanied by an increase in per-

sonal injuries. Knife robberies are at least twice as likely to lead 

to an assault of the victim as are gun robberies, and robberies with 

other forms of weaponry, more likely still. Any wholesale replacement 

of gun robberies with other armed (but non-gun) robberies would there-

fore presumably cause the overall rates of personal injury in robbery 

to increase, simply because fewer victims would be readily intimida-

ted, and there would be fe'ver cases where the mere threat of violence 

was ample. 

(iii) Since, in light of Cook's strategic choice analysis, 

guns permit access to more lucrative targets, the absence of guns 

would presuma,bly cause robbers to focus on less lucrative and less 

"resistant" targets. Thus, a no-~uns condition might lead to fewer 

robberies committed against healthy middle aged males, but propor-

tionally (or even absolutely) more robberies committed against women, 

the very young, and the elderly. 

These potential "negative feedback loops" in the guns and rob-

bery equation at least suggest the possibility that society would be 

not ronch better off under the no-guns conditions than it is under 

present conditions, at least insofar as death and injury resulting 

from robbery are concerned. Suppose, for example, that it 'vere some-

how possible to reduce the number of guns .available for robbery to 

zero. Suppose, further, that in this condition, all the robberies 

now committed with guns would be committed with some other armament, 

presumably knives. Also suppose that each present gun robbery would 
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be replaced by three non-gun armed ro~beries, in order to equalize the 

total "profits" under both arrangemen:ts. And suppose finally that the 

weapons-specific death and injury rat~s reported by Cook (1976, 1978) 

continued to hold. With these assumptions in hand, it is possible to 

construct Table 11-2, which projects total deaths and injuries result-

ing from robberies under present and hypothetical "no guns" conditions. 

The projections for the "present" condition are based on a 

hypothetical 1,000 robberies; Cook's death and injury rates suggest 

that under present conditions, these 1,000 robberies would lead to 

roughly 3.75 victim deaths and some 58 victim injuries. These figures, 

of course, are approximately equivalent to the present death and in-

jury rates from robberies of all sorts. 

Projections to the "no guns" condition are positively dreary. 

Note first that the "substitution" of three armed non-gun robberies 

for each present gun robbery raises the total number of robberies 

from 1,000 to 1,420, a 42% increase. Note further that in light of 

this increase, the total projected victim death does not decline; it 

is, rather, approximately the same as the number projected for the 

present condition (3.85 deaths here, vs. 3.75 under present condi-

tions). Total victim injuries, hmvever, approximately double, from 

58 to 102. Considering only the death and injury that result from 

robbery, in short, these figures intimate that a no-gun condition 

might effectively double the number of injuries incurred and leave 

the total number of deaths more or less unaffected. 13 

These projections, of course, are extremely "iffy" and cannot 

under any circumstance be taken as .tmos t probable case" scenarios; 
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TABLE 11-2 

PROJECTED DEATHS AND INJURIES RESULTING FROM ROBBERIES 

UNDER PRESENT AND HYPOTHETICAL "NO GUNS" CONDITIONS 

Present eN 1,000 Robberies) 

~ N Death Rate Deaths Injury Rate 

Gun 210 7.66/1,000 1.61 3/100 

Other Weapon 410 8/100 

Unarmed 380 2.71/1,000 2.14 5/100 

Totals 1,000 3.75 

"No Guns" Condition (N 1,420 Robberies) 

~ N Death Rate Deaths Injury Rate 

Gun 

Other Weapon 1,040 2.71/1,000 3.85 8/100 

Una-rmed 380 5/100 

Totals 1,420 3.85 

Source: See text. 
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the point of Table 11-2 is only to illustrate some of the possible 

implications of Cook's and others' robbery analyses. Additional com-

plexities that are not reflected in the table would have to be taken 

into account in order to take these projections seriously. Fo-r ex-

ample, as Cook (1976) argues, the reduced "profitability" of robbery 

in the no-guns condition might cause many potential robbers to forego 

robbery in favor of some more conventional business, and this "deter-

rent" might ~vell offset the anticipated -robbery increases on ~vhich 

Table 11-2 is based. Also, if the differential lethality of guns rela-

tive to other weaponry held up across crime types, then there would 

also be some drop in homicidal deaths (if not in robbery deaths), and 

these effects would also have to be taken into account in any persua-

sive "probab:e case" scenario. Table 11-2 theref.ore does not amount 

to a "best guess" about what society might be like in the no-guns con-

dition; rather, it serves the much more modest, but nonetheless very 

useful, function of demQnstrating just how complex this whole matter 

of guns, crime, and violence is. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. It should be emphasized at the outset that the bulk of this 

chapter, and of the literature it reviews, is hypothetical in the 

sense that it speculates on what might happen were society s'~m,ehow 

able to attain a "no guns" (or, in some cases, a "no handg.uns") 

condition. Given the numbers of guns already present on the scene, 

it is transparently obvious that such conditions would be exceedingly 

difficult, or impossible, to attain. 

This point is sometimes granted, but with an important caveat. 

We know from contemporary existence the circumstances that obtain in 

a "many guns" condition. 1-1e can theorize on the circumstances that 

h h · 1 d d 'tt d1 unrea1-lzab1e "no guns" might obtain in a ypot etJ.ca an a mJ. e y ~ 

condition. Still, if we cannot achieve a "no guns" conditio'h., 've can 

presumably at least reduce the total number. The inference is that 

the "fewer guns" condition would produce a stat(: of affairs some-

where between the "many guns" and "no guns" condition. 

The critical inference, however, would only follow if the gen-

era1 reduction in firearms availability were accompanied by a pro-

portiona1 reduction in the availability of firearms to criminals for 

criminal use. It may be taken as self-evident that something in 

excess of 99% of all privately owned firearms are never involved in 

any sort of criminal act, and it is certainly possible (some would 

say extremeJLy likely) that the criminally abused 1% would be the last 

gun:;; touched by any sort of restrictive weapons policy. The imp1i-

cation is that society might have to come asymptotically close to 
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the "no guns" condition before any improvement ' 
over the 'many guns" 

condition is realized. Tl i . h lere s, J.n sort, no necessary linear 

proportionality between reductions in the general availability of 

firearms to the private market and d . re uctJ.ons in the specific 

availability of firearms to persons wishing to arm themselves for 

criminal or illicit purposes. 

As l'lolfgang himself says, "Hore than the availability of a shooting 

weapon is involved in homicide. ( ••. ) The type of 'veapon used 

appears to be, in part~ the culmination of assault intentions or 

events and is only superficially related to causality" (1958: 82-83). 

The difficulties of inferring 'homicidal motives from victim-offender 

relationship data are well-documented in a finding reported by 

Block (1977), that between 1965 and 1074, the proportion of Chicago 

homicides involving persons known to each th b f 
o er e ore the incident 

dropped from 76% to 57%. "Hhile it is still true," Block concludes, 

"that t" 
mos Vl.ctJ.ms and offenders knmv each other before a killing, 

it is not nearly so true as -ln the past." 
~ Zimring himself has noted 

a similar pattern fox the nat-lon at large.' "N t' 1 
• a 1.ona data and studies 

of individual cities show that while the majority of all killings 

are still committed by friends or acquaintances of the Victim, a 

substantial and increasing proportion of the 'new American homicide' 

is t?e outcome of robbery - an event where victim and offender are 

usually stl'"angers" (1977: 317; see also Curtis, .1974: Table 3-2). 

Yet, neither Block nor Zimring advances the b . 
o VJ.ous conclusion from 

this that Zimring's (1968) treatment of the relationship data would 

-~-------"""-" ~ it • oJo~_, _. _ .• ____ ~_ . . . 
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suggest, namely, that the number of homicides involving "ambiguous 

intp-ntions" has likewise sharply decreased. 

The idea that domestic shootings involving family members are 

"crJ.·mes of passion" -- isolated outbursts occurring in spontaneous 

the heat of circumstances and involving normally placid, nonviolent 

people -- is a recurring image in the literature. It is, hml7ever, 

1 to square wJ.·th ~ study of domestic killings in Kansas very diHicu t ~ 

1 · F d t· (1977) That study showed City, conducted by the Po J.ce oun a J.on . 

that no fewer than 85% of all homicides involving family members had 

been preceded at seme point in the past by some other violent inci

dent sufficiently serious that the police were called in. Kleck has 

concluded from this finding, "Bomestic killings are rarely isolated 

outbursts of previously nonviotent people, but rather are usually 

part of a pattern of [domes1:ic) violence engaged in by people who are 

known to the police and to others as violence prone" (1979b: 18). 

The lesson to be learned from the Kansas City study is a very 

h i Reference to domestic important one that deserves some emp as s. 

homicides as a reason to 'reduce the private ownership of ,l7eapons has 

become commonp ace J.n ~ 1 . the pro-~ontrol literature, as it is the most 

obvious case of the "hea.t of the moment" dispute that turns lethal 

just because t ere J.S a J.rea J.n .. h . f· rID' the home Th.e imagery is, not 

infrequently, that of a bereaved spouse, head in hand, weeping uncon

trollably over lethal behaviors committed in a fleeting and now 

much regretted moment of rage -- the classic case oJ "ambiguous 

intention". 
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The Kansas City study makes it plain, in contrast to this 

imagery, that much domestic homicide is not an isolated occurrence 

or outbreak but rather is the culminating event in a pattern of 

interpersonal abuse, hatred, and violence that stretches back well 

into the prior history of the parties involved. It is not hard to 

imagine that many of these homicides are preceeded at some, point by 

some comment to the effect, "If you do that to me again, I am going 

to shoot you." He does, and she does. The point, of course, is that 

the a priori intentionality in many cases of domestic homicide is not 

going to be nearly as "ambiguous" as it is depicted in the typical 

account. 

4. Virtually all available studies report very similar findings; "al-

tercations" of the sort shown in Table 9-1 are routinely found to 

accompany somewhere bet1;l7een 70% and 90% of all homicides (and aggra-

vated assaults). (See Curtis, 1974; Table 3-1, for the most ext en-

sive available compilation of national data on this topic.) The 

empirical finding heing reported by Zimring is therefore not in 

serious doubt; our ques~ion concerns only the interpretation of it. 

5. Perhaps there is a parallel that can be drawn here to the case of 

hunting and shooting deer. One of us (Wright) is a butcher by avo-

cation and thus occasionally prepar(~s deer carcasses for home 

freezers. Over the years in which he has pursued this hobby, his 

total sample size for deer carcasses is in the range of 15 to 20. 

The analogy between shooting deer and shooting people in a homicidal 

situation is obviously not very tight. On average, deer present a 

somewhat smaller target (the average deer might run in the range 

, 
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O d) also . they tend to be on the move when between 90 and 12 poun s ; > 

shot at, and the conditions for shooting are usually not ideal, as 

there are brush, trees, and other ol;>stacles in the way. On the other 

hand, the weaponry used to hunt deer is, one may assume, an order of 

magnitude better suited to the task than the weaponry used in the 

typical firearm homicide; the standard Saturday Nite Special has an 

effective accurate range of tens of yards at most, whereas the typi

cal deer rifle, outfitted with proper scope and sights, is accurate 

over several hundreds or even thousands of yards. We may also take 

it as self-evident that the average deer hunter is a better marksman 

and also that the "underlying motivations" than the average murderer, 

of the deer hunter when he pulls the trigger are utterly unambiguous: 

the intention is to kill the deer'. The significance of Wright's ex-

perience in present context is that he is yet to encounter, over a 

sample of some 15-20 taken deer, even a single deer that \o1aS taken 

with one and only one sot. h Indeed, the aura that surrounds the rare 

hunter who is capable of such a feat borders, in hlllnting circles, on 

the religious (as was intimated, for example, in The Deer Hunter, 

an Academy Award movie). 

All this, of course, is nothing but a personal reminiscence. But 

bl marksm!='n, armed ~o1ith highly accurate and it does suggest that capa e _ 

al.'ml.'ug unambiguously. to kill roughly man-sized efficient weaponry, 

targets, are seldom able to kill their prey with a single shot. That 

, of murderers, armed with much less impressive a much higher proportl.on 

weaponry, kill wit a sl.ng e s a h '1 h t ml.'ght therefore cause us to wonder 

just how ambiguous the underlying motives are. 
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6. He say, "second explicit premise," because there is a third premise 

in Zimring's argument - namely, that some sort of policy could be 

devised and implemented whose effect would be actually to reduce the 

availability of firearms for illicit criminal purposes. Even if all 

the rest of Zimring's argument could be confirmed, the "less death" 

conclusion would only follow if this third premise were true, and 

while the probity of this premise is very much a complex and open 

question, the sheer numbers of weapons already in private hands in 

the United States (see Chapter Two) give one at least some reason to 

be skeptical. (see also footnote 1, above). 

7, To be sure, others have quarrelled with this assumption. Kates 

(1978: 17ff) , for example, considers that in the face of a ban on 

handguns, killers and assau1ters might opt for long guns as the 

substitute weapon. That shoulder weapons are already some two or 

three times more prevalent than handguns lends more than a little cre-

dence to this assumption. (Kates' arg~ment does not directly address 

Zimring's analysis, since the 'comparisons drawn by Zimring are between 

all gun attacks, both handgun and long gun attacks, and all knife at-

tacks. Zimring's speculations therefore relate to a hypothetical 

"no guns at all" situation, rather than the more limited "no handguns" 

situation. Kates' argument, however, is valid to the extent that a 

ban on handguns is a more probable "gun control" measure than a ban 

on all private weapons.) 

Kates further argues that long guns are substantially ~ lethal 

than handguns - some four times more lethal, according to his sources, 

mainly because of the higher muzzle velocities at~ained by long guns 
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and the more massive bullets that they fire. (Close-range attacks 

with shotguns, it appears, are even more lethal than short-range 

rifle attacks. One medical study, entitled, "Gunshot Wounds of the 

Abdomen" (Taylor, 1973) remarks, "Shotgun injuries have not been 

compared ~vith other bullet ,vounds of the abdomen as they are a thing 

apart ... [A]t close range, they are as deadly as a cannon" [quoted 

in Kates, 1978: 33].) vfuat, then, would be the effect on homicide 

rates if, in a no-handguns condition, long guns were ch.osen as the 

substitute weapon? Kates calculates that the homicide rate would 

double if "half of the prospective killers substituted long guns 

while the other half went to knives,'" "even if," he adds, "we assume 

that none of those using knives succeeded in killing their victims" 

(1979:20). 

Vinson's (1974) paper is virtually a point-by-point paraphrase of 

Zimring (1968), based on data for Australia. Hith a few exceptions 

noted in the text, the Australian findings are identical on all 

points to Zimring's findings for Chicago. 

Kleck (1979b) has pointed out that Zimring's initial (1968) 

estimates of the comparative lethality of;gwn vs. knife attacks are 

confounded seriously by sex differences in choice of weapon. Kleck 

recomputes Zimring's Table 5 to show that 87% of the gun assaulters 

were male, vs. bnly 65% of the knife assaulters; thus, ~vomen are dis-

proportionate among the category of knife assaulters. Part of the 

lesser lethality of knife attacks may therefore stem only from the 

fact t'hat women are less likely to coljlmand the physical strength 

necessary to kill with a knife'. "These data," Kleck concludes I.·:~'serve 
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to caution us that it is by no means obvious to just \vhat degree 

guns are technologically deadlier than knives." 

Kleck's conclusion in tlhis regard is routinely contradicted 

in the literature, usually b~ assertion and a following reference to 

Zimring's research. One ty ~ 1 l' f plca examp e 1S as ollmvs: "First, fire-

arms are technologically more effective tools for inflicting serious 

harm (Zimring, 1972; Newton ?nd Zimring, 1969), and therefore an 

assault involving a firear,m is likelier to result in a fatality than 

an assault with a less effective weapon like a knife or fists." The 

interesting aspect of this passage is not that it contradicts the 

conclusion advanced in the passage from Kleck quoted above, but rather 

that Kleck is the author of both passages. (The passage quoted in 

this paragraph is from Kleck, 1979a: 893). 

There is, to be sure, a very se,rious "apples and oranges" problem 

with comparisons of this sort~ Zimring's comparison, for example, is 

between the relative lethality of all gun attacks vs. that of all 

"knife fl attacks - "knife" here referring to h bl any s arp- aded or 

sharp-pointed instrument. The "gun attack" data therefore combine 

both handgun attacks and attadks with long guns; the inclusion of 

long gun attacks, especially shotgun attacks, tends, for obvious 

reasons, to raise the average lethality of "gun attacks." Like~vise, 

the "knife attacks" in the data include not only attacks with butcher 

knifes, hunting knives, and other relatively heavy long-bladed weapons, 

but also attacks with pocket knives, pen knives, ice picks, possibly 

even forks and beer can openers (anything, in sort, that the police 

classify as a "sharp instrument"). And these. inclusions. also for 

, 
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obvious reasons, tend to lower the average lethality of "knife" 

attacks. 

A more informative comparison might therefore involve handgun 

attacks vs. attacks with heavy, long-bladed knives. The available 

data do not suggest that the former are distinctively more let~al 

than the latter. One study of persons hospitalized with penetrating 

abdominal wounds found that some 83% of those shot with handguns 

survived the attack; for those stabbed with butcher knives, the sur-

viva 1 rate was 87%, a trivially small differential. (These findings 

are reported in Kates, 1978: 18). Another medical study of abdominal 

trauma (Kyzoff, Shaftan, and Herbsman, 1966) concludes,' "there is no 

reason to expect that a sharp knife inflicts less damage than a dull, 

low velocity bullet." 

10. Consider, for example, the case of New York City. In general, there 

are fewer private weapons in the Northeast than in other sections of 

the country; moreover, there are fe,ver in urban locations than in 

rural locations (see Chapter Six for evidence on poth points). Also, 

New York has a relatively restrictive set of firearmJ3/ ia,vs. But 

would we want to argue from these facts that the "availability" of 

firearms for criminal purposes is somehow less in Ne,v York City than 

in, say, Boise, Idaho, where the rates of private gun ownership are 

very much higher? Hardly. A recent guess, published in the New 

York ,Times for 2 March 1975, is that there are some 2,000,000 illegal 

pistols within the city limits; and according to Cook (1978: 283), 

"18 percent of all U. S. robberies are committed in Ne,v York City 

alone." 
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11. The exception would be an intentional homicide 'vhere the victim was 

robbed as an afterthought, which'would be more murder than robbery, 

but which would probably be treated by the police as a "robbery homi

cide" (see Cook, 1978: 304). Cook's (1978) article presents some 

evidence that this exception is not typical of robbery homicides; 

in most such cases, the motive is robbery and the homicide is an 

"afterthought" not the reverse. Later work (Cook, 1979, 1980), 

however, suggests that slaying the victim may be the primary motive 

more frequently than initially assumed. The implication of this is 

discussed later in the text. 

12. The phraseology Cook uses here is not sexist so much as descriptive; 

according to his (1976: 175) data, "robbery 1.S a male occupation, 

96 percent of incidents involved male offenders (including 3 percent 

in which males and females worked together)." 

l3. Indeed, the "no-guns" situation might even be 'vorse than this depic-

tion. The projections of Table 11-2 do not take into account any 

possible "substitution" of less resistant for more resistant targets 

of robbery, and yet Cook's strategic choice analysis implies that 

this would follow in a no-guns condition. In turn. injuries that 

were "serious" to an able-bodied healthy male might well prove fatal 

to an 80-year-old woman. If the no-guns condition caused substan-

tially more robberies to be committed, say, against the very old, 

then some fraction of the projected injuries might, in fact, turn 

out to be projected deaths, in which case the advantages of the 

no-gun condition \Vould be even dimmer. 
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CHAPTER THELVE 

TREATMENT OF WEAPONS OFFENDERS IN THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM 

The opponents of more restrictive weapons ownership and use policies 

have frequently argued that trying to solve the problem of violent crime 

through such measures is to put the cart before the horse. Gun O'tvner

ship among the population at large, they point out, is a right, not a 

crime, and they argue, the proper strategy is therefore not to restrict 

that right but to punish those who abuse it. One solves the problem of 

violent crimes committed with firearms not by further restrictions on 

the legitimate ownership and use of firearms among the general population, 

but by quick and severe punishments of those who employ guns for illicit 

or criminal purposes. This argument thus directs attention to the crim-

inal justice system, and the treatment of weapons offenders within it, 

as the nexus where the problem of criminal violence due to weapons may be 

most sensibly addressed. 

Public opinion data reviewed in Chapter Thirteen, following, shows 

substantial (indeed, overwhelming) popular support for the concept of 

severe and mandatory prison sentences for those convicted of a violent 

crime involving the use of a weapon. Consonant with public thinking, 

several jurisdictions now have mandatory sentencing provisions for some 

firearms crimes and sentencing enhancements for crimes committed with 

weapons, among them Massachusetts, Detroit and California (see Chapter 

Fourteen for an exhaustive compilation of state weapons regulations and 

laws). The effect of such provisions in the legal code on criminal 

violence committed with weapons and the actual implementation of these 

laws in the criminal justice system remain largely open questions (see 
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Chapter Fifteen for a more detailed discussion of these issues). 

The purposes of the present chapter is not to evaluate the effects 

of mandatory gun crime sentences nor to assess the merits of the argument 

that sentencing and other criminal justice procedures are the proper 

place at which to intervene in the problem of criminal violence committed 

with weapons. The purpose, rather is more modest', namely to review the 

existing research which has focused on those who have committed crimes with 

weapons once they are apprehended, charged with a weapons crime or a felony 

and are processed through the local court systems. 

It is somewhat surprising how little research has been done on the 

effects of weapons on court disposition. There is a substantial litera-

ture on the determinants of sentencing (see the bibliography compiled by 

Ferry and Kravitz, 1978), but the largest share of it has been concerned 

with what is called "sentencing disparity" -- that is, whether certain 

classes of criminals, such as blacks, Hispanics, the lower classes, women, 

and so on, are sentenced differently than other classes. In addition, the 

growing body of empirical work on the issues of prosecution and disposition 

of cases in the criminal justice system has also focused mainly on the 

questions of discrimination based on "extra-legal" factors. When there 

is any data available on weapons, most court studies include this factor 

simply as an additional control measure of the seriousness of the case or 

as an indication of the quality of evidence (e.g., whether,the weapon in-

volved was recovered as evidence) and little attention is devoted to any 

'toJ'eapons effect found (Bernstein et al., 1977; Lizotte, 1978; LaFree, 1980; 

Nagel ~ al., 1980). Since most court studies have directed attention to 

other questions, the effects of weapons use on case disposit.ion has been 

, 
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largely uns.tudied (the exception is a study by Cook and Nagin (1979) 

which is discussed more fully below). 

It has been well recognized, at least since the Wickersham Commis-

sion of 1931, that the popular image of the criminals courts -- in which 

a defendant is initially charged, formally arraigned and goes to trial 

thereupon to be found innocent or ~ gUl.°lty by a JOu'~y of peers, and if 

guilty, punished in some commensurate manner by the judge -- is appro

priate only to a very small percentage of all criminal cases that appear 

before the courts (see Blumberg, 1979; Brosi, 1979). Nearly all court 

cases (both misdemeanor and felony) are disposed of at some point in the 

criminal justice system before they reach the formal trial stage, either 

by outright dismissal or guilty pleas. The proportion of arrests initi

ally charged as felonies that go to trial is on the order of ten percent 

or less of all cases in many jurisdi~tions (Brosi, 1979: 4). 

For this reason, the study of felony case disposition in the court 

system should conceptualize the court as a "case filtering" system, con-

sisting of a series of successively finer screens, with some proportion 

of the initial cases flowing out of the system at each stage. The im-

portance of this vi'ew for the present discussion is simply that the factors 

influencing the case outcome at each stage may well vary stage-by-stage, 

and more importantly, the effects of weapons use on felony case disposi-

tions may well be different at each point. 

In a separate study in this project, we have analyzed the effects of 

weapons use on felony case dispositions in detail. Specifically, we 

focus~d on the ways in which felonies committed with a weapon were treated 

differently at all stages of the criminal court system. The project 
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analyzed felony case dispositions made in the Los Angeles County Superior 

Court during 1977 and 1978. A more complete description of all of the 

findings of this study are presented in a separate report (Rossi ~ al., 

1981), only a brief summary highlighting the key findings is given here. 

To get some sense of tohe full criminal court system, Figure 12-1 

1 shows the ultimate fate of a sample of 5000 felony arrests processed 

through the Los Angeles County Superior Court during 1977 and 1978. As 

the figure shows, slightly more , than half the cases were dismissed at 

the initial screening by the prosecutor or were referred to a lower court 

for misdemeanor prosecution. About 40% of the cases eventually get to 

the preliminary hearing stage, whereupon an additional ten percent are 

dismissed or referred to a lower court. Thus, only about a third of the 

initial arrests presented to the Los Angeles prosecutors even make it as 

far as the felony arraignment stage, and of the cases that reach arraign-

ment, the largest share are resolved by guilty pleas without a trial. Of 

the total felony cases in Los Angeles for this period, only 4.2% even

tually were adjudicated by trial. This pattern of case flow in the Los 

Angeles courts in the late 1970s replicates patterns of court dispositions 

found by Mather (1979) and Greenwood ~ al. (1976) in the same court system 

in the early 1970s. Similar proportions of case dispositions are also 

reported in the thirteprl-city comparison undertaken by Brosi (1979: 9) 

and in the in-depth study of the New York City courts (Vera Institute, 

1977). Thus, although our analysis is based on data from only one city, 

it does not appear that the pattern of case dispositions here differ ex-

tensively from those found in other large, metropolitan court systems. 
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Figure 12.1 

Case Flow of the Los Angeles Superior Court 
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Our analysis of the effect of weapon use on felony case dispositions 

in Los Angeles begins with the assumption that a large number of variables 

affect case outcomes at each stage. In particular, the nature and serious-

ness of the charge, the strength of the evidence, prior record of the 

defendant, characteristics of the defendant, the case load being managed 

by the prosecution, the "convictability" of the case have all been shown 

to have an impact on case outcome. A unique feature of the Los Angeles 

PROMIS data base is that it contains enough. detailed information on each 

case to allow one to model these various factors and to hold them constant 

in the empirical analysis. Thus, o~r estimates of the weapons effects 

are estimates net ~ the other many, potentially confounding, factors. 

The major shortcoming of the Los Angeles PROMIS data for our research 

purposes is that the weapon variable is rela;tively crude. There is, in 

fact, only one weapon variable available in the data, with four categories: 

gun involved in offense, other weapon involved, no weapon involved, or 

unknown. This information is gathered by the police at the time of the 

arrest and provided by them to the prosecutor's office. Thus, this 

variable is independent of any decision by the prosecutor concerning any 

specific weapons-related charges. For the sample of 5000 felony charges, 

the distribution of this weapon variable is as follows: 

Gun involved in offense 13.9% 

Other t.;reapon involved 9.8 

No weapon involved 60.4 

Unknown 15.9 

100.0% 

(N = 5000) 

, 
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Notice that roughly a sixth of the total cases having missing information 

on the involvement of a weapon.
2 

Notice further that the data base does 

not contain additional weapon information that might be important in as

certaining the effect of weapon use on case disposition: for example, 

whether the weapon was fired d~ring the incident, only brancished, or was 

merely possessed by the offender at the time; nor any information on the 

caliber or type of we.apon. Given that this information is not available, 

the analysis is necessarily rather crude. Howe~er, the fact that the 

weapon variable is independent,of.the specific crime charged provides a 

better description of any weapons effect than thos.e studies which included 

such variables as "arrest <.!harge :i.ncludes possession of weapon charge" 

(Nagel ~~ al. 1980) or "weapon recovered" (LaFree, 1980). 

It is important to emphasize that all the cases considered in this 

analysis are felony cases, i. e., are relatively more serious crir:·~s. 

Most of the weapons use represented in the data is weapons use in the 

context of committing some other crime, such as robbery or assault, for 

example. Illegal possession or use of firearms chaI.'ges <:.re rare in the 

data, constituting only 1.9% of the total charges. In the California 

Penal Code, section 12025 for example, carrying firearms without a license 

is a misdemeanor, unless the offender has been convicted previously of a 

felony. Since the seriousness of the charge is among the variables held 

constant in our statistical models, we have not analyzed each major crime 

category separately as others (e.g., Cook and Nagin, 1979) have done. 

Findings from our analysis of Los Angeles felony dispositions, stage 

by stage, are as 'fOllows. First, we find a statistically significant and 

positive effect for gun use at the stage of initial prosecution screening. 
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That is, holding other relevant case and defendant characteristics con-

stant, the probability that a Case will be accepted for felony prosecu-

tion at initial screening is higher for a case involving a gun than 

if no weapon was used. On the whole, gun users are about 34% more likely 

to pass through the initial screening stage than are cases with no. weapon. 

The effect for "other ~]eapon" was insignificant at this stage. This 

weapon ef SI:!C!:" is independent of other seriousness measures such as the 

charge itself and whether the victim was injured during the incident. 

This finding is consistent: with other court studies that have found that 

seriousness of the case is one of the strongest determinants of prosecu-

tion. Since the involvement of a gun is one element of the seriousness 

assessment made by the prosecutor, it is not surprising that the gun effect 

is found in our analysis. This finding also confirms that the Los Angeles 

prosecutors are accepting "serious" cases for felony prosecution as speci-

fied by policy statements by the District Attorney (Greenwood at al., 1976: 

121). 

Once a case has been accepted for prosecution as a felony, it goes 

to a preliminary hearing in which probable cause must be shown. Here too 

we find a positive and statistjca11y significant gun effect. The probabi-

1ity of a 'case being accepted at the preliminary hearing is about 24% 

higher if a gun was involved in the offense than if no weapon was involved, 

regardless of the other Cafje and ~":~:fendant char.acteristics. And here too, 

the .'E!ffect for "other weapon" was not significant. 

In Los Angeles, then, the odds of a case passing through the preliminary 

stages of the felony court system and onto formal arraignment are sub-

stantially higher if a gun was involved in the crime than if there was no 
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weapons involvement. This, however, is not true for weapons other than 

guns. As to precisely why these effect operate, we can only specu~ate. 

In addition to the discretion of the prosecutor to accept more serious 

cases for felony prosecution, it may be that the gun used in the crime 

constitutes a piece of material evidence against the defendant that in-

crease the "convictability" of the case, more convictable cases naturally 

passing through the system more easily than less convictable ones. However, 

this explanation should also hold for the "other weapons" cases (where a 

knife, for example, was involved) in which there would also be material 

evidence; but our analysis finds no significant effect for these cases. 

Once the case 1S accepted at the preliminary hearing stage,it goes 

to the formal felony arraignment in Superior Court. At arraignment, the 

case may be dismissed, the defendant may plead guilty, or the case may 

be sent to trial. We find that the probability of a dismissal at the 

arraignment stage is not significantly affected.by either gun or other 

weapon involvement iTh comparison to those cases with no weapon; all esti-

,mated coefficients are trivially small in magnitude and not statistically 

different from zero. Given the large percentage of cases dismissed at the 

earlier court stages, the dismissals of cases at this arraignment stage 

are probably due to technical reasons (such as witness problems) or legal 

problems (such as evidence problems) and not related to case characteristics. 

How does weapons use influence whether the case is resolved by a 

guilty plea or adjudication by trial? Our analysis finds that felony cases 

where a gun was involved are less likely to plead guilty than offenders 

using no weapons, regardless of other case and defendant characteristics. 

The probability that the case went to trial after arraignment (rather than 

.. 
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being pled guilty) is about 30% higher for cases involving a gun than 

for those involving no weapons. (And here again, the effect of "other 

weapon" is weak and statistically insigificant). Unfortunately, it is 

difficult from the Los Angeles PROMIS data to tell which cases simply 

pled guilty and those that were plea-bargained. Thus, we are not sure 

if defendants whose offenses involved a weapon at the time, were less 

likely to plead guilty or if these defendants were less likely to have 

been offered a plea bargain by the prosecutor. Mather's (1979) analysis 

of plea bargaining in Los Angeles indicates that probably plea bargains 

are less likely to be offered to dE!fendants who used a weapon because they 

are more serious cases. 

Thus, in the Los Angeles criminal justice system, defendants who 

had a gun at the time of the offem;e (but not "other weapons") are more 

likely to pass through initial scr'l~ening to the preliminary hearing, more 

likely to pass from the preliminary hearing to formal felony arraignment, 

and less likely to plead guilty (as opposed to going to trial). How are 

trial outcomes affected by the presence of a weapon during the crime? 

Trial outcomes, of course, are of two sorts: first, the finding as 

and then f "lr the guilty, the sentence received for to guilt or innocence, " 

the convicted charge. Concerning the first, our analysis of Los Angeles 

felony trials finds no significant;. gun or other weapon effect on outcome: 

as it happens, gun offenders are c!bout 19% more likely to be found guilty 

of the charge than are offenders using no weapons, but this effect does 

not quite pass the threshold of statistical significance. 

Felons are judged guilty either by plea or by a trial finding; once 

judged guilty, they may receive a prison sentence or some other sentence 

'. 
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not involving prison (i. e., a suspend€!d sentence, probation or fine). 

Among felons \vho pled guilty, the probability of a prison or jail sentence 

(of any length) is very much higher if a weapon was involved in the case 

than if not. Gun offenders (that is, those convicted of a crime where a 

weapon was involved) are about 74% mox;e likely to receive a pri!:wn sentence 

than offenders whose cases involved no weapons. Offenders whose cases 

involved "other weapons" are, likewise about 45% more likely to be incar-

cerated in comparison to those with no weapon involvement. 

Much the same is true for felons found guilty by trial. Among cases 

involving a gun, the probability of incarceration is about 67% higher 

than among offenders convicted at trial whose cases involved no weapon. 

For users of other weapons, the odds of doing time are ahout 33% higher. 

All effects of weapons on the probability of prison or jail sentence are 

statistically significant and are net of the other variables pertaining 

to the case and defendant. 

Finally, we may inquire into the effects of weapons use on length of 

sentence received. Among felons found guilty at trial, the gun effect is 

quite substantial: all else equal, the involvement of a gun in the felony 

increases the average prison or jail sentence by close to 600 days for 

those ,sentenced to prison or jail. In contrast, the "extra time" for 

those cases involving "other weapons" the effect is only about 30 days 

(and not statistically significant). Both of these effects are in com-

parison to those cases involving no weapons and are independeut of the 

other case and defendant factors in the regression equation. 

" Among felons who pled guilty and were sentenced to prison, the gun 
I. 

effe~t is also quite substantial, although less so than for those found 
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time. Also the effect for involvement of "other weapon" was substantial 

and significant among those pleading guilty and sentenced, amounting to 

about 240 extra days, in comparison to those cases involving no weapons. 

For both guilty pleas and p,uilty findin~s, then, it is apparent 

that substantially stiffer prison sentences were meted out to those con-

victed of felonies involving a gun in comparison to offenders using no 

weapons, even with other potentially relevant factors held constant. 

This gun effect at sentencing is not surprising in the Los Angeles court 

system because the California Penal Code specifies sentencing enhancements 

of one to two years for felonies comm:i-tted with the use of a firearm. 

Hmvever, this analysis confirms that the legislated sentence enhancements 

are being implemented by the courts. 

At the earlier stages of the court process, it is also clear that 

the prosecutors in Los Angeles pay considerable attention to those cases 

in which a gun was involved.. Gun offenders were more likely than non-gun 

offenders to pass through all of the criminal justice system stages, 

regardless of other factors which measure the seriousness of the case, 

such as the charge and injury to the victim. The involvement of a gun 

in a felony case adds an additional element of seriousness to the case to 

which the Los Angeles court ,system responds. 

Hhether the same weapons effect is also found in other jurisdictions 

is less obvious. Bernstein and her associates (1979) have analyzed the 

dispositions of about 3,000 cases of persons arraigned in the state criminal 

or supreme court. in New York during the winter of 1974-1975. The cases 

investigated were all felonies or serious misdemeanors. Unfortunately, the 

guilty at trial. The gun effect w.as about 400· extra days of sentence aata apparently do not contain any information on whether a gun (or other 

" ',,"" .1\-.....,,-_. --~---
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weapon) was present during the commission of each crime, but there is state. Over roughly a o~e-year period, Burr reports, there were about 

a dummy variable which indicates whether the arrest charge included any 525 felonies committed in Florida that were ap.parently prosecutable under 

"illegal possession of weapon" charge (along with any other charges made the Glisson Amendment, of which only slightly more than half were actually 

in the case). The presence of an illegal possession charge had no sig- given the mandatory add-on sentence (1977:24). "This information strongly 

nificant effect on the probability of dismissal, but a slight positive suggests that the law is not being uniformly applied by membera of the 

effect on the probability of being imprisoned (see, e.g., Bernstein et aI, judiciary." (On the issue of how gun control measures are actually im-

1979: 345). Since this study used a ~veapons charge variable (~vhich the plemented and their effects, see also Chapter Fifteen, below.) 

prose'cutor has discretion to include or not), it is not surprising that The only other detailed evidence on the treatment of weapons of-

no weapons effect is found on the probability of dismissal; those cases fenders in the criminal court system is that reported by Cook and Nagin 

that were less serious .and may have been more likely to be dismissed may (1979) for the Washington, D.C. court system. As with the Los Angeles 

also be th~ ones that the prosecutor did not bother to aqd the weapon analysis summarized above, the Cook and Nagin research is based on data 

possession charge. generated under the Prosecutor's Management Information system (PROMIS); 

Burr (1977) has produced some interesting information about the also similar to Los Angeles, the ~.Jashington D. C. prosecutor's office has 

sentencing of gun-related felonies in his study in Florida. Florida an official C'gun emphasis" policy. 

courts as stipulated in the Glisson Amendment must give mandatory Cook and Nagin note, "It is the announced policy of the District's 

prison sentences for the use of a firearm in specific felony offenses, prosecutor to give priority to weapons cases, and the District's Criminal 

with the mandatory sentence length set at between three years and life, Code spec~fies sentencing enhancements for such cases" (1979: 45). These, 

according to judicial discretion. Burr's data consists of interviews of course, are what may be called policies-in-principle. How these 

with several hundred felony offenders who had used firearms in the commis- policies get implemented in the Washington D.C. courts in an open empir-

sion of theiz convicted crimes. ical question, one to which the Cook and Nagin research is addressed. 

One of Burr's questions asked whether offenders were aware of the Zero-order results in ~.Jashington D.C. are similar to the results for 

mandatory sentence law at the time of their offense; 83% of the felons Los Angeles described earlier. "For each of the four types of violent 

said that they were. Some 73% said that they would continue carrying crime (murder, rape, robbery, ","ud assault), a higher proportion of gun 

firearms once released from prison, despite the Amendment. More relevant defendants are convicted than unarmed defendants. In addition, gun defen-

to the issues of this chapter, Burr also inquired into the uniformity dants are more likely to be incarcerated than those convicted of unarmed 

with which the Amendment was being applied by the judiciary throughout the cr~mes of violence. Conviction and incarceration rates for defendants 
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accused of violent crimes involving other weapons are in most crime 
Washington D.~. defendants using 

weapons other than guns were treated 

categories quite close to conviction and incarceration rates for gun virtually the same as gun-using defendants (opposite to the pattern ob-

defendants" (1979: 45). This latter finding contrasts sharply 'vith the 
served in LA). It would thus appear that the Los Ang 1 e es prosecutor has 

LA results; in Los Angeles, those using "other weapons" were rarely :reated 
a gun-emphasis policy which 

contrasts perhaps in important respects with 

differently from those using no weapons at all. the weapons-emphasis policy observed in Washington D.C. 

These Cook and Nagin results are, to emphasize again, zero-order The few studies reviewed in thO h *s c apter summarize, to our knowledge, 

findings, and none of the many variables other than weapons use that might 
the available literature h h 

on w at appens to weapons offenders once they 

affect case disposition were held constant. Thus, they are not adequate are apprehended and sent into the criminal 
court system. There are no 

to determine the precise relationship between weapons choice and case dis- nationally representative data relevant to this 
issue, and, as this review 

position. There are no multivariate analyses reported concerning rape, makes clear, there are only a very small number 
of studies focused on 

assault, or murder cases, but an extensive multivariate anaiysis of the 
particular jurisdictions. 

In the few jurisdictions that have been studied 

robbery cases is presented. 
in depth, there appears to be 

considerable attention paid to those cases 

The weapons effect apparent at the zero-order level also appears in 
involving weapon b h 

s Y t e prosecutors and judges in the criml.'nal courts, 

the multivariate results for robbery cases, with some exceptions. First, but there have been too few jurisdictions studied 
to have confidence that 

given that a case has been accepted for prosecution, there are no sta-
this is also true nationwide. 

The need for further research on how weapons 

tistically significant differences in the probabilities of conviction 
offenders fare in the criminal 

courts is transparent y especially the need 

according to the type of weapon used, once other relevant variables are for comparative -study that examines relatively 
- large numbers of juris-

held constant. This result was also found for all felony cases in the 
dictions simultaneously. A th P 

s e ROMIS system (and similar computer-based 

Los Angeles criminal courts. However, the probability of receiving a management information systents) become more 
widely used, the feasibility 

felony (vs. a misdemeanor) conviction is significantly higher for armed of such research will greatly increase. 

than unarmed robberies; so too is the probability of a prison sentence, 

given that one h~s been convicted. Finally, armed robbers who receive 

prison sentences tend , on the average, to receive longer sentences than 

do unarmed robbers; the average for armed robbers was 51 months vs. an I,' 

average of 29 months for unarmed robbers (1979: 57). The only sustained 

difference between these results and those from Los Angeles is that in 

. - , .- / 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. A total of 79,885 felony cases were processed by the Los Angeles 

County Superior Coux't system between January 1977 and July 1978. 

Cases that were initially charged after this date were excluded 

from our analysis because many were still open - that is, they had 

not yet reached their final disposition. 

The analysis of the disposition of cases is based on data from 

the Los Angeles PROMIS (Prosecutor's Management Information System) 

which provides a computerized record of both the case and defendant PART III: HEAPONS AND THEIR CONTROL 

characteristics and the history of the case through the criminal 

courts (including such information as court events, multiple charges, 

and final disposition). 

The analysis of the outcomes of each stage of the court process 

is based on a random sample of 5000 cases active at that stage. A .' 
more detailed description of data, sampling and analysis is found 

in the full report (Rossi et al., 1981). 

" 2. Because of the large amount of missing information (on the weapon 

variable and othe~ variables - such as employment of the defendant, 

prior record, etc.), we did not exclude "missing cases" but instead 

included them in the regressions as dummy variables. In the case 

of the weapon variable, three dummy variables were included in the 

regressions, 1) gun involved, 2) other weapon involved, and 3) missing 

information on weapon. The excluded category was, thus, those cases 
1 ~ , 

where it \oJ'as known, for sure, that there was no weapon involved, and 

the "gun effect" is in comparison to this excluded category. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

PUBLIC OPINION AND GUN CONTROLI 

"Majorities of American voters believe that we do not need 

more laws governing the possession and use of firearms and 

that more firearms laws would not result in a decr.ease in 

the crime rate." 

"It is clear that the vast majority of the public (both 

those who live tvith handguns and those who do not) want 

handgun licensing and registration. (.,,) [T]he America.n 

public wants some form of handgun control legislation." 

As the preceeding and apparently contradictory assertions demon-

strate, the state of public thinking on the issues discussed in this 

volume is a matter of considerable debate, with both the proponents and 

opponents of stricter gun controls claiming the weight of majority 

opinion for their position. In itself, this is hardly remarkable: 

polemicists and advocates make frequent and routine use of phrases such 

as "public opinion," "most Ameri~ans," or the "vast majority" as sym-

bolie and rhetorical devices. But in the present case, both sides also 

lay claim to a body of supporting evidence which is said to demonstrate 

that "public opinion" is favorable to their point of vietv. A detailed 

revietv of some of this evidence is thus the topic of the present chapter, 

Our attention focuss~s specifically on two rather large-scale 

national opinion polls conducted in 1978. The opening passages quoted 

above are from the Executive Summaries of the two reports in tvhich the l [, 
I 
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poll findings are presented. The first passage is from a report entitled, 

"Attitudes of the American Electorate Toward Gun Control 1978." The 

report was prepared by Decision Making Information, Inc., of Santa Ana, 

California, a private for-profit research and polling firm. The report 

is based on a national survey conducted during 1978 (actually, DMI con-

ducted t,,,o surveys f(.)r the report; see below) and it was commissioned 

by the National Rifle Association. 

. The second passage is from a report entitled, "An Analysis of Public 

Attitudes Toward Handgun Control," prepared by Cambridge Re.ports, Inc., 

Patrick Caddell's political polling firm. The Caddell report is ~lso 

based on a la'cge national survey conducted in 1978, and was conuni,ssioned 

by the Philadelphia-based Center for the Study and Prevention of Handgun 

Violence. 2 

Findings fr'om the DMI polls have been cited and discussed in several 

of the previous chapters. Also, in Chapter Seven, findings from both 

polls on the uses of private weaponry we~e compared. Here we focus more 

specifically on the evidence from the two surveys that pertains tu public 

opinion about various aspects of guns and gun control. 

This chapter is not a review of the published literature on public 

opinion and gun control per se, although some findings from this litera-

cure are noted where appropriate. Gapable literature reviews in the 

area already exist; see the sc:urces cited in footnote nine. Our focus 

here is specifically on the comparison of results between the DMI and 

Caddell polls. A detailed comparison of the results of these two opin-

ion surveys is instructive for several reasons. Of these, the most 

import:ant involves the substance of the issue, namely, whether "most 

" ,~ ." 
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Americans" do or do not favor stricter weapons controls. Together, 

the two reports are nearly encyclop~dic in their coverage of contemporary 

public opinion on weapons-related issues. As we show below, the com-

parison of results across surveys demonstrates that the majority opinion 

depends critically on the specific kinds of "stricter controls" envisioned, 

the likely costs and the end purpo~es that additional controls are meant 

to serve. 

A subsidiary aim of the comparison is to evaluate what we '''ill call 

the "anti-survey hypothesis," which, at the most general level, states 

that surveys in essence create the "reality" they purport to measure. 

The general idea behind this hypothesis is that there is really no such 

thing as "public opinion!! except as it is called into being by public 

opinion polls; respondents, it is said, simply "manufacture" the answers 

they think the investigators want to hear. The kinds of answers one 

gets are thus (or perhaps, can be) predetermined by the advance hypo the-

ses or political purposes of the investig<;itors: one needs only to design 

the study in such a way as to generate t-lhatever response one or one's 

r' client wishes to hear. The alternative possibility, of course, is that 

there is an underlying reality to public opinion, a reality that will 

tend to surface despite the ~ priori expectations, aims, or purposes of 

the r~searchers or their sponsors. A comparison between these two sur-

veys. thus provides a unique opportunity to consider whether and how poll 

findings are "biassed" by the outlooks and ideologies of the organizations 

who conduct research or by the clients ,"ho pay for it. 3 

Technical Comparisons 

Neither report was prepared for c,C acadelJlic audience; as such, the 
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amount of technical information provided about the two surveys is meager. 

So far as can be told, however, both surveys were competently done and 

both appear to have been 'conducted well within the current standards and 

practices of survey research. 

The Caddell survey is based on a national probability sample of 

adults aged 18 and over. The data consist of 150.0 personal interviews 

conducted between April 20 and May 15, 1978, by Caddell's professional 

interviewing staff. No information about the response rate or field 

procedures is given. In addition to the textual narrative, the Caddell 

report includes a verbatim copy of the questionnaire with all marginal 

results displayed, including the codRd marginal responses tu various 

open-ended questions. The report also provides a package of cross-

tabulations of main dependent variables with sex, race, age, education, 

income, union membership, religion. region, and a few other background 

variables. No analysis more complex tha.n two variable cross tabulations 

is discussed or presented in the report. 

The DMI report is based on two surveys, both involving nationally 

representative samples of registered voters (rather than of all adults). 

The 

and 

first consists of 1500 personal interviews conducted between May 19 

June 9, 1978, by DMI's'professional interviEwing staff. 4 (Note, 

the-q, that DMI' s surv6;..:ing began just four days after Caddell's ended.) 

The sample of registered voters was achieved by an initial filter ques-

tion; persons not currently registered to vote (or with no intention of 

registering before the November 1978 elections) were terminated from the 

interview. The second survey, also of registered voters, consisted of 

1,010 telephone interviews conducted during December 9-12; again, an 

5 initial filter question was used to determine eligibility for the sample. 
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No response rate information is given for either DMI survey; some infor-

mation on sample design and field operations is presented, however, and 

this information suggests that sound research procedures were employed. 

Unlike the Caddell report, the DMI report presents confidence limits for 

the results. The DMI report also contains a glossary defining technical 

terms used in the report, verbatim copies of both questionnaires showing 

all marginal results (including coded responses to various open-ended 

questions), but ~ontains no addition~l tabulationa other than those 

pres!=nted and discussed in the textual narrativ:,!. As in the Caddell 

'report, no analysis more complex than two-variable cross tabulations is 

. presented or discussed. 

There is an important diffenmce in the substantive foci of the 

two reports: the Caddell report focusses almost exclusively on handguns, 

whereas the DHI report deals with handguns and long guns, which are then 

kept separate in the analysis. 

Table 13-1 compares the sample demographics obtained in the two 

surveys; the table also shm.,s compall:able figures from the March 1978 

Current Population Survey. Because of the additional complexities intro-

duced by telephone samples. the DMI data shown in the table are for their 

face-to-face survey only. It is apparent that both surveys achieve demo-

graphic distributions that are respetctably close to the "true" values 

(as indicated by the CPS data). The major differences between the sur-

veys are all in the direction one would expect given the initial difference 

in sampling frames; the DHI registered voters sample, that is, is somewhat 

older, whiter, and more tlmiddle class" than Caddell's sample of U.S. 

adults, and all of these variables are known to be related to whether 
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TABLE 13-1 
a 

SAMPLE DEMOGRAPHICS FOR THE DMI AND CADDELL SURVEYS 

DMlb CADDELL 
Age 

c 

18-24 12% 19 
25-34 25 22 
35-44 15 17 
45-54 14 14 
55-64 17 14 
65 and over 17 14 

Sex 

Male 50% 51 
Female 50 49 

Education 

Less than High School 22% 28d High School Graduate 35 41 
Some College 25 19 
College Graduate 18 13 

Race ., .. ,~-.-

White 89% 84 
Non-White 11 16 

Average Familx Income e $16,250 $15,446 

March 
1978 CPSf 

18 
22 
15 
15 
14 
15 

49 
51 

33 
36 
17 
14 

83 
17 

$16,010 

aBecause of differences between the two surveys in terms of demographic 
questions asked and the response categories in which :-esponses are , 
coded, the variables shown in the table exhaust the d1re0t demograph1c 
comparisons that are possible between the surveys. 

bDM1 data shown here are for the face-to-face survey only. (The tele
phone survey introduces additional biases related tO,the ten~ency to 
own a telephone that would obscure the direct compar1sons be1ng made 
here. ) 

cThe. se are the DMI age categories; the Caddell categories are "off" by 
onla year (thus, the figure shown in therst 1ne u~ er 

? I 

ft I , d "CADDELL" is 
the proportion 18-25, not 18-24; and in the second i1ne, 26-35 rather 
than 25-34, etc.). 
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Table 13-1 (continued) 

dlnc1udes "high school graduates" (37%) and "technical/vocational" (4%). 

eNeither report gives an average family income figure; the numbers shown 
here are means calculated from percentaged income distributions, The 
percentaged income data from each survey are as follows: 

Income Categorx Assumed Midpoint Percentage 

DMI 

Less than 5000 2500 15 
5000-9999 7500 1:' 
10000-14999 12500 18 
15000-19999 17500 18 
~0000-29999 25000 20 
30000 and up 35000 12 

100% 
(N = 1500) 

CADDELL 

Less than 4000 2000 6 
4000-6999 5500 9 
7000-9999 8500 9 
10000-12999 11500 11 
1300Q-14999 14000 10 
15000-19999 17500 15 
20000-24999 22500 10 
25000 and up 30000 13 

83% 
(N = 1500) 

Note, then, that the Caddell survey apparently generates 17% missing 
data on income, whereas in the DMI survey, the missing data on income 
are apparently omitted from the frequency distribution. The mean 
incom~ for the Caddell survey reported in the table is thus based on 
an efi,ec,tive N of 1,245 (= .83 x 1500), 

Source: Current Population Reports. Population Characteristics, 1978 
(#336), April 1979. 
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Social status is also correlated with the tendency to own a weapon 

(see Chapter Six) and with attitudes towards gun control; in general, 

both weapons ownership and opposition to stricter weapons controls 

increase with social status. 7 For this reason alone, we would thus 

I:xpect the DHI sample to be somewhat less supportive of gun control 

measures than the Caddell sample. However, the magnitude of the differ-

ences introduced by this factor should not be large, first because the 

SES differences between the surveys are themselves modest and secondly 

because the correlation of gun control attitudes with SES is relatively 

weak (in the range of .1 to .2).8 

Comparisons of Substantive Findings 

Pollsters have been measuring gun control opinions in the United 

States since at least 1938; in the Gallup poll of that year, 79% of the 

public said it favored "gun control," and most surveys and polls con-

dueted since then have reported more or less similar results. Erskine 

(1972) has reviewed the poll data on the topic from 1938 through 1972 

and report,,?, "the vast majority of Americans have favored some kind of 

action for the ~ontrol of civilian firearms at leapt as long as modern 

polling has been in existence." The best-known "gun control!! question 

was instituted by Gallup in 1959; it reads, "would you favor or oppose 

a law which would require a person to bbtain a police permit before he 

or she could buy a gun?" The proportion favoring such a law stood at 

75% in 1959 and has varied from 68% to 78% in all Gallup polls since. 

NORC has included the identical item in its annual General Social Survey; 
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from 1972 through 1977, the proportion in favor of such a law varied 

between 70% and 75%.9 

The other poll materials reviewed by Erskine, however, do not all 

uniformly suggest the same high pro-control percentages that are routinely 

revealed in the "police permit" question. One item from an Opinion 

Research Center poll for 1968. for example, asked "do you think that 

people like you~self have to be prepared to defend their homes against 

crime and violence, or can the police take care of that?" Somewhat 

more than half the sample (52%) felt that people should "be prepared, II 

and only 40% thought that such matters could be left to the police. In 

1971, Harris asked a similar question: "Do you tend to agree or dis-

agree that the way things are today, people should own guns for their 

own protection?" Forty-nine percent of the sample agreed with this 

viewpoint, 43% disagreed, and the remainder had no opinion. And in 

Harch, 1968, Harris also found that 51% of the U'. S. population would 

"use your gun to shoot other people in case of a riot." The same Harris 

poll also found 93% of the population agreeing that "individual shootings 

can happen any time because it only takes one madman to shoot another 

man" and a 50-50 split on the statement, "control of guns might not cut 

down on violence at all. If. 

The lesson to be learned here, rather an obvious one, is that 

public opinion is not "of a piece" on the gun control issue; as in all 

other areas of public opinion measurement, different questions, posed 

in different ,.,rays, and dealing with different aspects of the issue, 

generate some\.,rhat different results. A second lesson, also obvious. is 

that with some selective ~icking and choosing among topics, questions, 

, 
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and phrasings, one can elicit a very wide range of results. This "wide 

range," of course, does not imply tha.: public opinion is ephemeral or 

ill-formed, but rather that the issue itself is complex and multi-faceted. 

Tables 13-2 and 13-3 display the question wordings and marginal 

results for all items from the two surveys bearing on opinions about gun 

control; the Caddell data are shown in Table 13-2, and the DMI data in 

. Table 13_3. 10 Items are shown in the table in the order in ~vhich they 

were presented to respondents, although other items (not shown in the 

table) often intervene between those shown contiguously here; thus, the 

item numbers in the tables ~re given for ease of reference only. In 

Table 13-3, items 1 through 23 are from the DHI face-to-face survey, 

and 24 through 31 are from the telephone survey. Hhere it seems to 

matter, ~ve also shmv the question "lead-ins" as well a~ the questions 

themselves. Finally, all numbers in the table are reported exactly as ' 

they appear in the respective reports, whether they add up to 100% or 

include the missing data, or not. 

The first notable aspect of the two tables is that, although both 

surveys are ostensibly about the same topic, there are very few items 

common to both surveys. (The fe~v exceptions are discussed below.) This 

again confirms that public opinion on gun control is sufficiently multi-

faceted that two entire surveys can be done on the topic and still touch 

relatively little comaon ground. The relative' absence of items common 

to both surveys also intimates some "selectivity" on the part of both 

organizations as to the facets of gun control opinion they wish to 

explore, an intimation confirmed below. 

-----------------
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TABLE 13-2 

PUBLIC OPINION ON GUN CONTROL: RESULTS FROH THE 

CADDELL SURVEY 

Here are some specific proposals that have been made for controlling handgun 
violence. Would you tell me whether you strongly favor, somewhat favor, 
somewhat oppose, or strongly oppose each proposal with respect to civilians 
only. Law enforcement personnel would not be affected. 

1. A crackdown on illegal 
sales. 

2. Strengthening the rules 
for becoming a commer
cial handgun dealer. 

3. Institute a waiting 
period before a hand
gun can be purchased 
to allow for a criminal 
records check. 

4. Require prospective 
handgun purchasers to 
get a permit or license 
to purchase. 

5. Require the registration 
of all handguns at the 
time of purchase or 
transfer. 

6. Require the registration 
of all handguns now owned. 

7. Require a license to own 
a ha~dgun at all. 

8. Make the rules for a 
license to mm a handgun 
stricter. 

9. Require a license to carry 
a handgun outside of one's 
house or business. 

.- ~~-.. ~-"~~.--, .. ",, .. 
... 

Strongly SomewLat 
Favor Favor 

72% 13 

63% 18 

74% 14 

65% 17 

67% 17 

57% 17 

58% 16 

55% 17 

61% 18 

Somewhat 
Oppose 

5 

7 

4 

7 

5 

9 

10 

10 

8 

Strongly Don't 
Oppose Knml' 

6 5 

5 7 

3 5 

7 s 

7 5 

11 6 

11 6 

11 8 

8 6 
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Table 13-2 (continued) 

10. Hake the rules for getting 
a license to carry a hand
gun ( ... ) strict. 

11. Require mandatory prison 
sentences for all persons 
using a gun in a crime. 

12. Require mandatory prison 
sentences for all persons 
carrying a handgun ( ..• ) 
without a license. 

13. Ban the future manufacture 
and sale of non-sporting 
type handguns. 

14. Ban the future manufacture 
and sale of cheap, low
quality handguns. 

15. Ban the future manufacture 
and sale of all handguns. 

16. Use public funds to buy 
back and destroy existing 
handguns on a voluntary 
basis. 

17. Use public funds to buy 
back and destroy existing 
handguns on a mandatory 
basis. 

57% 19 

68% 15 

38% 17 

33% 15 

54% 16 

23% 9 

22% 11 

19 % 7 

9 10 5 

6 6 6 

17 21 8 

20 21 11 

10 13 7 

22 36 10 

19 37 11 

17. 45 12 

18. On [this card] are the phrases "favor banning all private ownership of 
handguns" and "oppose banning all private ownership of handguns, sepa
rated by seven blank spaces. I would like you to place yourself on the 
blank which best represents your position between the two 'opinions. 

FAVOR BAl'1NING 1 17% 
2 6 
3 8 

NEUTRAL 4 18 
5 8 
6 10 

OPPOSE BANNING 7 33 

1 

" .. -. - .. ----.. --'.---'-~.--.-.-: .. '-.. .......-'.'~.-,'''~=.=-='''''''=,==~,.,..,.,.., .. --- .~ 
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Table 13-2 (continued) 

19. Do you think it is possible to have effective controls on handguns with
out having controls on long guns, such as rifles and shotguns, or not? 

YES 
NOT SURE 
NO 

37% 
23 
40 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------
The following are 
handg'un controL 
strongly disagree 

a number of arguments which are raised both for and against 
Can you tell me if you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or 
~Yi th each one. 

20. Requiring all handgun 
owners to be lic~nsed 
~vould prevent law
abiding citizens from 
protecting themselves. 

21. Requiring all handgun 
otvner$ to be licensed 
would reduce crime. 

22. Requiring all handgun 
owners to be licensed 
,.,ould violate prople' s 
constitutional rights. 

23. Requiring all handgun 
owners to be licensed is 
just another step by 
government to interfere 
in people's lives and 
limit their freedom. 

24. Requiring all handgun 
owners to be licensed 
~vould cut dmvn on the 
number of violent crimes. 

25. Requiring all handgun 
owners to be ~icensed is 
just the first step in 
confiscating all g~ns. 
including shotguns. 

. : 

Strongly 
Agree 

21% 

21% 

17% 

18% 

22% 

Agree 

19 

28 

19 

19 

28 

19% 20 

Disagree 

37 

28 

37 

36 

26 

35 

Strongly 
Disagree 

15 

14 

16 

17 

14 

Don't 
Know 

9 

10 

11 

11 

10 
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Table 13-2 (continued) 

26. Requiring all handgun 
owners to be licensed is 
a good idea because it 
will defuse the pressure 
for total gun control. 17% 30 24 9 21 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

27. Would you be much more inclined, somewhat more inclined, somewhat less 
inclined, or much less inclined to vote for a candidate who favored hand
gun controls? 

MUCH MORE 22% 
SOMEWHAT MORE 27 
SOMEWHAT LESS 15 
MUCH LESS 13 
DON'T KNOW 23 

28. Would you agree or disagree with the following statements: I would 
never vote for a political candidate who favored banning the sale of 
all handguns to private citizens. 

AGREE 
DON'T KNm.;r 
DISAGREE 

37 
24 
40 

29. Gun control laws affect only law-abiding citizens; criminals will always 
be able to find guns. 

30. 

.. '. 

AGREE 
DON'T KNOW 
DISAGREE 

78 
10 
13 

The only way to control handguns is by Federal law; state laws which 
allow them to be purchased 'in some states and not others are ineffective. 

AGREE 
DON "T Kl\iOW 
DISAGREE 

70 
17 
14 
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TABLE 13-3 

PUBLIC OPINION ON GUN CONTROL: 

RESULTS FROM THE DMI SURVEYS 

Here is a list of various crimes. Look it over, please, and then tell me 
which three of these kinds of crimes you yourself are most afraid of for 
yourself and your family. 

FIRST SECOND THIRD 
CHOICE CHOICE CHOICE 

1. Murder by a friend or relative. 6% 3% 4% 

2. Nurder in the course of robbery, 
burglary, or another crime. 34 16 13 

3. Rape. 16 20 13 

4. Robbery, Mugging. 17 26 23 

5. Burglary, Theft. 19 21 19 

6. Vandalism. 8 11 20 

7. Fraud, embezzlement, or forgery. 2 3 8 

--------------------------------------~---------------------------------------

In recent years, there has been some, attention paid to the la,vs about who can 
or cannot own a gun, and what kinds of guns people can buy. 

8. In general, would you say there are: Already too many laws governing the 
possession and use of firearms, the present laws are about right, or the.t 
we need more laws? 

9. 

ALREADY TOO NANY 
ABOUT RIGHT 
NEED MORE 
DON'T KNOW 

13% 
41 
44 

2 

And, if there were to be more firearms laws, would you expect the crime 
rat~ to decrease or increase? And would you expect that [INCREASE! 
DEGREASE] to be large or small? 

LARGE INCREASE 
SHALL INCREASE 
STAY THE SANE 
SHALL DECREASE 
LARGE DECREASE 

6 
10 
41 
33 
10 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------

<, 
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Table 13-3 (continued) 

Sometimes the government asks us to report or give up something, with varying 
degrees of success. 

10. Suppose a law was passed that 
[OUTLAWED SMOKING IN] public 
places. How many smokers do 
you think ~vould comply? 

11 .... prohibiting the sale or 
manufacture of hard liquor in 
your state. How many drinkers 
... do you think would stop 
drinking? 

12. . .. requiring people to 
register their guns with the 
Federal government. How many 
gun owners do you think would 
comply? 

13 .... requiring people who wanted 
to sell or trade a gun or give 
one as a gift or bequest to do 
so through a licensed dealer 
and with a delay of three 
weeks, how many gun owners do 
you think would comply? 

14. If a law was passed requiring 
people to turn in all their 
handguns to the Federal govern
ment, how many ( •.. ) would 
comply? 

ALL 

8% 

4% 

3% 

MOST 

26 

4% 

25 

21 

4% . 

HALF SOME NONE 

24 35 7 

10 47 39 

28 39 4 

26 43 7 

15 62 18 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------

I w~uld like to read you some statements that others have made. For each one,. 
would you please tell me to what extent you agree or disagree ~vith it ..• 

STRONGLY STRONGLY 
AGREE AGREE DISAGREE DISAGREE 

15. Occasional domestic shootings are 
tragic, but do not justify tak~ng 
away the right of everyone to own 
a handgun. 20% 52% 22% 6% 
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Table 13-3 (continued) 

A national gun registration program 
might well eventually lead to the 
confiseation of registered firearms 
by t.he government. 

No private individual should be 
allowed to own a handgun. 

Recristration of handguns will not 
t:> •• 

prevent criminals from acqul.r1.ng 
or using them for illegal purposes. 

Anyone having a gun while commit
ing a violent crime should receive 
a severe and mandatory prison 
sentence. 

Most people who have guns in their 
home feel safer because of it. 

Prohibiting private possession of 
handguns ~vill not lead to prohib
iting all types of guns. 

12% 

5% 

48% 

53% 

22% 

9% 

39 41 8 

11 46 38 

43 8 2 

40 6 1 

61 16 1 

53 31 6 

h a Q a citizen, have a right to own a gun, or not? Do you believe t at you, u 

YES 
NO 

89% 
11 

h h Constl.·tution of the United States gives you the Do you believe t at t e 
right to keep and bear arms, or not? 

YES 87% 
NO 11 
DON'T KNOW 2 

a law giving police the power to decide ~vho may Hould you favor or oppose 
or may not mvn a firearm? 

FAVOR 
OPPOSE 
DON' T K.1~OH 

29% 
69 

3 
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Table 13-3 (continued) 

25. As you know, about $20 billion is currently spent annually by Federal, 
state, and local governmen.ts on crime control or for such things as 
police, courts, and prisons. It has been estimated that a national gun 
registration program would cost about $4 billion per year, or about 20% 
of all dollars now spent on crime control. 

Would you favor or oppose the Federal government's spending $4 billion 
to enact a gun registration program? 

FAVOR 37% 
OPPOSE 61 
DON'T KNOW 2 

26. Nr. Smith says he tvouldn' t mind government files being kept about his 
credit ratings, income, gun ownership, or medical reports. Mr. Jones is 
concerned about his loss of privacy if his personal information is kept 
in Federal or other gove!nment computers. [WHICH ONE DO YOU AGREE WITH?] 

EXACTLY LIKE SMITH 12% 
LEAN TOWARDS SHITH 16 
LEAN TOWARDS JONES 34 
EXACTLY LIKE JONES 37 
DON'T KNOW 1 

I would like to read you some statements that others have made. For each one, 
would you please tell me to what extent you agree or disagree with it ... 

27. No private individual should 
be allowed to own a handgun. 

28. Registration of handguns will 
not prevent criminals (see 
It18) • 

29. Assassination attempts on 
public officials cOlJld be 
avoided by banning private 
ownership of handguns. 

30. Anyone using a gun while 
committing a violent crime 
should receive a severe and 
mandatory prison sentence. 

STRONGLY 
AGREE AGREE 

5% 12 

42% 43 

4% 14 

59 % 34 

STRONGLY 
DISAGREE DISAGREE 

52 31 

11 3 

52 29 

5 1 

DON'T 
KNOW 

1 

1 

2 

2 
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Table 13-3 (continued) 

Do you believe that you, as a citizen, have a rigl1t to own a gun or not? 

YES 87% 
NO 12 
DON'T KNOW 1 
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(I) QRinions on Specific Control Heasures 

Caddell has the more extensive question sequence on opinions about 

specific handgun control measures (CADDELL 1-17), DMI's questionnaires, 

surprisingly, contain rather little along these lines. The Caddell 

sequence is prefaced with a lead-in stipulating that the measures in 

question are to the end of "controlling handgun violence" and does not 

mention the control of crime. As in most prior polls on the topic, 

Caddell finds large majorities favoring most, but not all, of the con-

trol measures asked about. 

Some of the larger of Caddell's majorit,ies are registered for 

relatively innocuous "easy-to-agree-with" items. He should not be 

surprised to learn, for example, that some 85% would favor a "crackdown 

on illegal sales," since cracking down on anything illegal is bound to 

enjoy sizable majority support. Strengthening existing regulations or 

making them stricter is also something that most people would presumably 

find easy to support for instance "the rules for becoming a conuner-

cial handgun dealer" (81% favor making them stronger) or the rules for 

owning or carrying a handgun (72% and 76%, respectiv~ly, favor making 

them more strict). "Toughening; up" existing regulations and laws is 

what one might call a "Why Not?" item: the surprising finding from such 

items is not that so many people say they favor them, but rather that 

anybody says they do not. 

Another useful point to keep in mind in this context is that many 

people may not be knmv1edgeable about just what the existing laws en

tail. An earlier (1975) survey by DMI revealed, in fact, a sizable 

degree of misinformation on the matter, and our own work in the area 

f / 
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(see Chapter 14) confirms that it is sometimes very difficult to figure 

out just what the law is. If the public is in general ill-informed 

about the existing laws, rules, and regulations governing the owner

ship and use of weapons, then their opinion that the existing measures 

should be II toughened up" is rather difficult to interpret meaningfully. 

All of the measures offered in the Caddell sequence that deal with 

permits to own handguns or registration of handguns also receive sizable 

maj 0, rity· support. Some 82% f 1 f 0, or examp e, avor requiring a permit or 

license in order to buy a handgun and 84% would favor the registration 

of such handguns at the time of purchase,' f h h as or t e and guns now in 

private hands, 74% would favor requiring a license for them and the same 

percentage would also favor their registration. 79% favor requiring a 

permit to carry a handgun outside the home, and 88% also like the idea 

of some "waiting period" as a part of the permit/registration process, 

"to allow for a criminal records check." Th f' d' - ese ln lngs are all very 

similar to the findings from the Gallup "police permit" item. 

One should be wary. however, of reading more into these results 

than is warranted. First, many states and local communities already 

have laws on the books that are s~m~lar to h ~ ~ t e measures discussed in 

the previous passage. Cook and Bl (1981) f , ose ,or example, report: that 

about two-thirds of the U.S. population already reside in jurisdictions 

that require handgun buyers to be screened by the police. Many of the 

---"'/sizable majorities obtained in the Caddell sequence, that is, may 

reflect more a,n endorsement of t s atus quo conditions than a demand 

for new and more restrictive gun laws. Further, the specific measures 

being supported are all similar to measures t~ken to control other 

-.. -'-~~~-~--~ 
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potentially lethal items whose use by irresponsible or incompetent persons 

might lead to injury or harm. Perhaps there is a metaphorical parallel 

that can be drawn here to the private automobile: all legally owned 

automobiles are registered with state governments, and all states 

require a license or a permit before one is allowed to drive. Likewise, 

or so the substantial majority seem to be saying, all privately owned 

handguns should also be registered, and one ought to be required to 

get a permit or a license to own or use them. Hhat these data suggest, 

in short, is that most people feel that the ownership and use of hand-

guns ought to be taken at least as seriously by goveTnments as the owner-

ship and use of automobiles is. 

Measures more extreme than those currently used to regulate auto-

mobile otvnership and use, in general, do not enjoy much public support. 

Substantial majorities, for example, oppose a "buy back" law, such as 

was tried once in Baltimore and a few other places, either on a volun-

tary or mandatory basis. The idea of an outright ban on the manufacture, 

sale, or ownership of handguns is likewise rejected by sizable majorities, 

with the exception of a ban on the manufacture and sale of "cheap, lotv 

quality handguns," which is favored by 70%. (In this context, it would 

be useful to know how many people would favor a ban on the future manu-

facture and sale of cheap, low quality automobiles, or for that matter, 

"cheap and low quality" anything.) 

There is very little in either DMI survey to compare with these 

results from Caddell. One item (DMI-8) shows that 13% feel there are 

already too many laws governing the possession and use of firearms; 

these, or so one presumes, are the same people who fall among the. 10-

20% opposing each of the Caddell registration and permit items aiready 

, ___ w ___ ,_,v~' , 

f I 
. . , 

. >', 

" I 

..J 

/ 

- 451 -

discussed. Some 41% say that "the present latvs are about right" and 

44% feel we need even more laws along these lines. Since the DMI ques-

tion does not say anything about just what additional laws they have in 

mind, one hardly knows what to make of the result; many of the Caddell 

items suggest measures similar to ones already in force (or a strength-

ening of those already in force), so the 41% who feel that the present 

laws are about right is by no means inconsistent with the large majorities 

who favor many of the measures from the Caddell sequence. (The finding 

from "Do tve need rnore laws?" figures very prominently in the DHI report 

and is, indeed, the finding being summarized in the opening mlI quotation 

") 11 in this chapter: "majorities ... believe that we' do not need more laws ... 

DMI also shows a substantial 69% majority opposing "a law giving 

police the potver to decide who mayor may not own a firearm" (DHI-24). 

This is DHI's version of the standard Gallup item, which asks about a 

law that would require "a person to obtain a police permit before he or 

she could buy a gun." But again, there is no fundamental inconsistency 

between the DMI result and the result typically obtained with the Gallup 

item: requiring a police permit in order to purchase a weapon (which a 

sizable majority favors) is obviously not the same thing as giving police 

the power to decide W,ho mayor may not own a gU,n (which a sizable majority 

opposes). As is the case for most other permit mechanisms (for example, 

permit to use explosives or have a parade), legislatures or other demo-

cratically elected bodies set the criteria by which the decision is made, 

and the function of the police is to determine tvhether the criteria are 

satisfied and to issue the permit if they are. 

The only other DMI item that relates directly to any of the Caddell 
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items so far discussed is DHI-25, the item showing that 6U of the elec-

torate would oppose "the Federal government's spending $4 billion to 

enact a gun registration program." But there is again no inconsistency 

in wanting some sort of registration or permit system and not wanting it 

to cost $4 billion. The DHI item serves the useful purpose of convincing 

us that the public does not want a registration system at any price, only 

that they (or rather, SOIile three-quarters of them, according to the rele-

vant Caddell items) want it at some price less than $4 billion. 

(II) Banning the Manufacture, Sale or O\vnership of Weapons 

Of the many available options for stricter gun controls, the only 

one asked about directly in both surveys is that dealing with an out-

right ban on the private ownership of handguns. Again, Caddell has the 

more extensive question series; there are three Caddell items dealing 

with bans on the manufacture and sale of handguns and one dealing with 

a ban on private ownership of same; DMI asked a question about banning 

handgun ownership in both the face-to-fdce and telephone surveys. 

As noted previously, some 70% of the adult population would 

apparently favor a ban on the manufacture and sale of "Saturday Night 

Specials;" a much lower percentage, but interestingly, still a plurality, 

would "ban the future manufacture and sale of non-sporting type handguns" 

(48% favor this ban, 41% oppose it, and the remainder have no opinion). 

As for banning "the future manufacture and sale of all handguns," how-

ever, the majority is opposed: 32% favor such a ban, 58% oppose it, and 

the remainder h~v\ no opinion. 

Only a minority would favor an outright ban on the private ownership 

of all handguns. In the Caddell survey (CADDELL-18), 31% of the popula-
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tion say they ~vould favor such a ban, 18% are "neutral," and 511~ say they 

are opposed. Rec.alculating the results with the "neutrals" omitted, ~ve 

get a 62-38% split against an outright ban on private ownership of hand

guns. The comparable DHI item is rather different: it offers no "neutral" 

category and is framed as an "agree-disagree" item. (The Caddell item, 

in contrast, is a seven-point "self-rating" item.) In the DHI surveys, 

83% and 84% (in the telephone and personal interview surveys, respectively) 

disagree with the statement that "no private individual should be allowed 

to own a handgun." It is thus plain that a sizable majority of the U.S. 

population disapproves of the notion of an outright ban on the ownership 

of handguns; the size of the majority on this issue, however, does vary 

apparently depending on the specific wording ,of the question and the 

context in which it is asked. 

(III) Weapons, Heapons Controls, and the Crime Rate 

Both surveys have a sizable number of items probing people's 

opinions about what effects, if any, stricter weapons controls would 

have on the incidence of crime, particularly violent crime, in the 

country. Given the number of questions devoted to this topic, one must 

assume that both organizations feel something of importance turns on 

this issue, so one point must be established in advance: \vhether the 

public feels that stricter gun controls would reduce the crime rate and 

whether stricter gun controls actually would reduce the crime rate are 

entirely separate questions, and only the former is at issue here. (The 

latter is considered in Chapter Fifteen.) 

Both surveys rind i:nmense majority support for the concept of 

mandatory and severe prison sentences for persons who use a gun to 
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commit a crime. The Caddell majority on the relevant item is 83% 

(CADDELL-ll), the DMI majority is 93% in both administrations of a 

comparable item (DHI-19 and DHI-30). Caddell also finds a 55% majority 

favoring mandatory sentences for persons carrying handguns ~vithout a 

license, such as the Massachusetts Bartley-Fox law; DMI has no compa.-

rable item. 

DMI asks, "If there were to be more firearms laws, Hould you expect 

the crime rate to decrease or increase?" One can only wish that the 

question would have said something about what kinds of laHs, or about 

the "toughness" of the enforcement. Still. the plurality, in this case 

43%, say they expect that this would cause the crime rate to decrease, 

most only by a "small" amount. Another large minority (41%) feels that 

this measure would leave the crime rate unaffected. and the remaining 

16% think the crime rate would actually increase. Caddell's version of 

the item is an agree-disagree version with no neutral or middle category; 

he finds 49% agreeing that "requiring all handgun owners to be licensed 

would reduce crime, ,t 42% disagreeing, and 10% with no opinion (CADDELL-

21); a later item asking specifically about violent crime produces nearly 

identical results (CADDELL-24). Obviously, persons disagreeing with the 

Caddell item could believe either that this licensing provision w'ould 

have no effect on crime or that it would actually cause crime to increase. 

One may also assume that most of the people who say they "don't knmoJ" to 

Caddell's item would, if pressed, respond "stay the same" to the DHI item. 

With these allowances for differences in question format and the response 

op tions provided, it is clear that the t~oJO surveys ge t very similar 

results; roughly 40% to 50% of the public think that crime would go 

down with stricter weapons controls, and the remainder think the crime 
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d . h . 12 rate would either not be affecte or m1g t even 1ncrease. 

It should also be noted that the proportion saying they think the 

crime rate would go do~vn under stricter gun control~ is everywhere lower 

than the proportion who say they favor any measure :Lnvolving licensing 

or registration of handguns. It must therefore follow that many people 

support such measures for reasons other than their assumed effects on 

13 the crime rate. 

Both surveys also find very large majorities who helieve that 

criminals will always be able to get their hands on Heapons, no matter 

what laws are passed. Caddell finds 78/~ agreeing that "gun control laws 

affect only law abiding citizens, criminals will al\oJays be able to find 

guns" (CADDELL-29); likewise, 85% of the phone respondents and 91% of 

the face-to-face respondents in the DMI surveys agreed that "registra-

tion of handguns '·all no t prevent criminals from acquiring or using them 

for illegal purposes" (DMI-18 a,nd DHI-28). In the same vein, 81% of DNI I s 

phone respondents disagree th~Lt "assassination attempts on public offi-

cials could be avoided ~:; banning private ownership of handguns" (DMI-29). 

(Caddell has no question on assassinations.) 

Weapons control as a mechanism of crime control is the object of a 

long series of DHI questions which, for the sake of brevity, are not 

shown in Table 13-3. In this sequence, respondents were given a list of 

17 measures that "have been proposed [to] fight crime" and asked to rate 

how effective they thought each measure would be. The measures asked 

about ranged from "increasing punishment for using a gun or other deadly 

~oJeapon ~oJhile committing a crime," which was seen as the most effective 
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"outlawing private possession of all handguns," ,,,rhich was rated as least 

effective (27% thought this would be effective). The general theme that 

surfaces in this question sequence is that most "get tough" measures 

(mandatory sentences for gun crimes, "making criminals pay damages to 

their victims," "increasing punishment' for serious crimes," and so on) 

are perceived as being more effec:tive crime-fighting devices than are 

most measures involving stricter controls on gun ownership or use among 

the general population. This, of course, is consistent with the previous 

finding that fewer than half the population feels that stricter controls 

would have any effect on lowering the crime rat"e at all, and that most 

who do ant"',cipate such an effect exp,ect that it would only be "small." 
, 

The one item from the DHI series that comes closest to an analogous 

Caddell item (CADDELL-21) asks about "requiring detailed record-keeping 

of guns purchases and sales by federally licensed gun dealers." Just 

over half (54%) felt this would be "very effective" (rated 6 or 7 on a 

seven-point scale); in the Cadde;LI item, the comparable proportion is 49%. 

In this same vein, DMI also has a question series asking respondents 

hOH many people they think would comply with various ,,,reapons control 

measures, if passed (DMI-IO to DHI-14). Again, how many people the 

public thinks would comply, and how many people actually would comply, 

are different questions. Still, the public anticipates a substantial 

degree of non-complia.nce, not only with new gun la,,,rs but also with lm"rs 

outlawing smoking in public places or the sale and manuf~cture of hard 

:)"iquor. On the item involving Federal registration of guns, for example, 

only 4% think that all gun' owners would comply, 25% respond "most," and 

28% say half; the remaining 43% think less than half of all gun owners 
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n 1c1pate compliance with measures would comply with this measure. At" d 

more strict than Federal registration (DMI-13 and DMI-14) is even lower. 

Clearly, a question to gun owners about whether they, personally, would 

~ v een more 1n ormative, but comply with each of these measures m~ght ha"e b . f 

neither DMI or Caddell has such an item. 14 

(IV) Personal Protection and Safety 

According to DMI, 83% of the electorate believe~ that "people who 

have guns in their home feel safer because of it" (DHI-20). At the same 

time, a majority (52% of the total, 57% of those w~th ~ an opinion) rejects 

the argument that "requiring all handgun owners t,o be licensed would 

prevent law-abiding citizens from protecting themselves" (CADDELL-20). 

Most people, in short. ,do not think that licensing handgun ownership 

would deprive people of the security they derive from ,,,reapons ownership, 

so there is again no basic inconsistency in these results. 

DMI has a seven item sequence (DMI-l t DMI 7) k o - as ing people what 

ur er 1n t e course of another crime kinds of crime they fear most. Md' h 

is apparently most feared, followed by burglary, robbery, and rape; 

murder by a friend or relative and various white collar crimes are 

apparently feared least. '''How do these findings relate to the issue of 

gun control?" the DNI report asks. "F' 1rst, note that the anti-gun argu-

ment of reducing 'murder by a friend or relative' is not a crime which 

many fear. Note [too] that robbery/mugging, rape, and, to some extent, 

'murder in the course of another cr;me' are cr;mes ~ ~ which possession of 

guns by intended victims tends to discourage or preve~t -- and these are 

crimes about which the public is very concerned .•. Finally, note that 

precisely those crimes most likely to be reduced by gun o,vnership are 
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those less feared by gun mvners." 

This is a creative, but possibly misleading, reading of the DMI 

results. Obviously, not many people would sit around in a high state 

h t of being murdered by a relative or close of anxiety over t e prospec 

friend. That people do not fear this crime does not in any sense deny 

. h most murders are in fact committed by rela-the well-knmvn reallty t at 

tives and friends, and, of course, neither the lack of fear nor the 

reality of this crime says anything about whether its incidence would 

be reduced by stricter gun controls. Also, that DMI's gun owners are 

less fearful of certain kinds of crimes than tD~ non-mvners cannot be 

interpreted in the absence of additional controls for region and city 

size, since weapons ownership is disproportionately a rural, small-town 

whereas the kinds of crimes being asked about in the sequence phenomenon, 

are disproportionately urban (see Chapter Seven). On the average, that 

is, gun owners may very well be less fearful of a mugging or a rape, as 

h only reflect that the average gun owner lives DMI reports, but t at may 

in a place where muggings and rapes are relatively rare. 

(V) The Right to Keep and Bear Arms 

89% of the respondents in DMI's personal survey, and 87% in the 

1 · h th" Cl't;zen 11ave a right to moJn a gun." phone survey, be leve t at ey as a ~ 

In the personal survey, 87% also said that the Constitution gives them 

that right. (See mn-22, DHI-23, and DNI-31.) But at the same time, a 

substantial majority of Caddell's respondents (53% of the total, 60% of 

those with an opinion) disagree with the statement that "requiring all 

handgun mvners to be licensed would violate people's constitutional 
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rights" (CADDELL-22). Thus, most Americans believe the:l have a right 

to own a gun, and most also believe that requiring a license for hand-

gun ownership would not be a violation of that right. Again, there is 

no inconsistency: most people, it appears, understand that al~ rights 

and freedoms in a democratic society are subject to at least some con-

straints, the right to keep and bear arms apparently included. 

(VI) "One Thing Leads to Another" 

The more dramatic anti-control polemicists have in the past argued 

that registration or permit mechanisms for handgun ownership or use are 

"just the first step" towards, first, regulation of all guns, then con-

fiscation of all guns, and then, once the population has been disarmed 

and lacks the means to resist, the decimation of all our freedoms. To 

emphasize a recurring theme, whether any of these things vlOuld actually 

come to pass, and whether the public thinks they would come to pass, are 

different questions; in either case, both polls contain a fair number of 

items addr~ssing public thinking on such matters. 

A plurality of Caddell's respondents (47% of the total, or 55% of 

those with an opinion) disagree with the statement that "requiring all 

handgun owners to be licensed is just the first step in confiscating all 

guns, including shotguns" (CADDELL-25). The comparable DHI item is some-

what different: in their personal survey, 51% agreed that "a national 

gun registration program might well eventually lead to the confiscation 

of all registered firearms by the government" (DMI-16). Obviously, the 

split in public thinking on this issue is so close to 50-50 that no 

certain statement about majority sentiment can be made; roughly half the 

popuLation thinks such ,measures might lead to confiscation of all weapons, 
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and the other half does not. Reflecting the same ambivalence, 37% of 

Caddell's respondents think "it is possible to have:: Gffective controls 

on handguns without having controls on long guns," 40% think not, and 

the remainder are "not sure" (CADDELL-l9). On the other hand, DMI gets 

a fairly sizable majority (62%) agreeing that "prohibiting private posses-

sion of handguns will not lead to prohibiting all types of gun~" ,(DMI-21). 

On the "larger issues," Caddell finds a clear majority (53% of the 

total, 59% of those with an opinion) disagreeing that "requiring all 

handgun owners to be ~icensed is just another step by government to 

interfere in people's lives and limit their freedoms" (CADDELL-23). DMI 

has no comparably direct item; the closest they come is their item DMI-

26, which asks people how they feel about the "loss of privacy" that 

might result if persons' "credit ratings, income, gun ownership, or 

medical reports" information was "kept in government computers." Most 

people, some 71%, would be "concerned" about all this. The quadruple-

barrelled nature of the question, however, renders it uninformative for 

our purposes, since we cannot tell from the item just ,.hat kinds of 

informatio.n-keeping people find obj ectionable. 

The only remaining.item that relates, even indirectly, to the topic 

at hand is Caddell's item 1130: "The only way to control handguns is by 

Federal Iml7; state laws vlhich allow them to be purchased in some states 

but not others are ineffective." A large majority, 70%, agree with this 

statement, but since the question is double-barrelled, it is impossible 

to say just what the majority is agreeing to. One could, for example, 

readily agree with the second clause in the statement but disagree with 

the first, i.e., could believe that the Itsolution" to this problem is a 

set of state-level laws that are, nonetheless, uniform across states (and 
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again, the parallel to regulation of automobiles might be appropriate). 

Conclusions: Heapons and Their Control 

Despite the occasionally sharp differences in emphasis and inter-

pretation between the'DMI and Caddell reports, the actual empirical 

findings from these t,170 surveys are remarkably similar; results from 

comparable (even roughly comparable) items rarely differ between the 

two surveys by more than 10 percentage points, well 'l7ithin "allowable" 

limits given the initial differences in sampling frame and tha usual 

margin of survey error. The maj or difference between the two reports 

is not in the findings but in what is said about or concluded from the 

findings -- what aspects of the evidence are emphasized or de-emphasized, 

what interpretation is given to a finding, what implications are drawn 

from the finding§ about the need, or lack thereof, for stricter weapons 

controls. He thus conclude that the "anti-survey" hypothesis is not 

. confirmed in this comparison; the two surveys differ in the aspects of 

public opinion they examine and in the conclusions they try to draw, but 

on virtually all points where a direct comparison is possible, the evi-

dence from each survey says essentially the same thing. 

\fuat does the evidence say? First, large majorities favor any 

measure involving the registration or licensing of handguns, both for 

15 new purchases and for handguns presently o\vned. The public would not 

fav.or such measures if their costs were.astronomical; likewise, there is 

substantial agreement that such measures would only be effective if they 

were uniform across states. There is very little popular support for 

an outright ban on private ownership of handguns, although the majority 

would favor a ban on the manufacture and sale of Saturday Night Specials. 
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Large majorities believe they have a right to own guns and that the 

Constitution guarantees that right; most people also feel that a licens-

ing requirement for handgun mvnership would not be a violation of that 

·right. No more than about half the population feels that stricter con-

troIs would decrease the crime rate; many measures other tham stricter 

weapons controls are thought to be more effective to this end. Virtually 

everyone agrees that criminals will ahvays be able to acqu,ire guns, no 

matter what laws are passed; likewise, nearly everyone favors strict and 

mandatory sentences for persons using guns to commit cri~es. Opinion is 

divided on the issue whether handgun controls will event.ually lead to 

control (or even confiscation) of all weapons; this not\vithstanding, the 

large majority favors such controls. There is little popular support for 

the idea that gun controls are somehow violations of Americans' basic 

freedoms. 

So far as public opinion on such a complex issue can be summarized 

at all, the thrust of majority thinking on gun control seems to be that 

the government should be just as careful about who is allowed to own and 

use a firearm as it is about who is allowed to own and use automobiles 

or other potentially hazard.pus commodities. And just as licensing and 

registration of automobiles seem to have very little effect on reducing 

automobile accidents, so too do most people anticipate that stricter 

weapons controls would have little or no effect on crime. This, however, 

obviously does not prevent them from favoring at least some gun control 

measures. The underlying concept here seems to be that weapons, as 

automobiles, are intrinsically dangerous objects that governments ought 

to keep track of for that reason alone. Whether doing so \vould reduce 
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the level of crime or violence in the society seems to be taken as a 

separate issue entirely. 
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FOOTNOTES 

IT he material in this chapter is an expanded version of James Wright, 

"Public Opinion and Gun Control: A Comparison of Results from Two 

Recent National Surveys," The Annals of the American Academy of 

Political and Social Science 455 (May, 1981): 24-39. 

2Strictly speaking, the Center for the Study and Prevention of Handgun 

Violence is not a lobbying organization, but rather a research and 

educational enterprise founded by Milton Eisenhower. The principal 

executive officers of the, Center, however, are all active in pro-

control lobbying organizations; for example, the Center's director, 

Mr. Nelson Shields, is also President of Handgun Control, Inc. (We 

thank Mr. Shields for his helpful and gracious commentary on earlier 

drafts of the material in this chapter.) 

3Indeed, the situation here is most fortunate. DMI and Cambridge Reports, 

Inc., are both reasonably well-known and respected private research and 

polling firms. DNI works primarily for "conservative" candidates and 

causes; Caddell, primarily for "liberals." Both organizations were in 

the field with their studies at about the same time; both studies are 

h b ' tt W~th the exceptions concerned with essentially t e same su Ject rna er. ~ 

of their own organizational proclivities and those of th~ study sponsors, 

then, "all else is equal," or at least equal enough for the purposes at 

hand. 
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4Thus , both DNI's and Caddell's face-to-face surveys are said to be 

based on a final N of 1,500 respondents. Whether these are exact or 

only approximate N's cannot be determined from the reports themselves, 

so we treat them as if they were exact in this analysis. 

SUnless otherwise noted in the text, we treat the two DNI surveys as a 

single survey throughout this chapter. 

6Note that both surveys report sex ratios very close to 50-50, the 

correct population value. It is well-known that the correct sex ratio 

is very difficult to obtain with standard probability samples of house-

holds, because of the differential tendency of women to be present in 

the home at any particular moment. The reported sex ratios for the two 

surveys thus suggest either (i) that both organizations took extra-

ordinary steps to execute a probability sample down to the individual 

level -- a time-consuming and expensive undertaking; or (ii) that both 

samples are probability samples down to the level of blocks or other 

enumeration areas and are quota samples (with sex defining the quotas) 

below the level of blocks. All things considered, the second of these 

is the more likely. 

7ThiS finding is reported in the Caddell survey and is also reported in 

the academic literature reviewed in Chapter Six. That opposition to 

the Gallup "police permit" item (see below) increases with income is 

reported in Wright and Marston (1975). 

~- .. -~----"",,,,---,,,.,--

, . 
• h . '\ 



- 466 -

8It must, of course, be emphasized that neither of these sampling f~?mGs 

is "better" than the other; "all adults" is an appropriate sampling 

frame for the study of public opinion; so is "all registered voters." 

9There are several useful revievlS of tho existing. poll data on gun 

control opinions. Erskine (1972) is a compendium of virtually all 

relevant national results up through the early 1970's. See also 

Stinchcombe et al. (1980) and Schuman and Presser (1977-78) for more 

recent findings. 

10The listings in Tables 13-2 and 13-3 are nearly, but not entirely, 

complete. Both Caddell and DMI have rather extensive amounts of open-

ended. materials that are presented and discussed in the reports but 

that are not included in the tables shown here. DMI also has a long 

series on the effectiveness of various measures, including gun control 

measures, in fighting crime; these items and results are discussed 

later in this chapter but they are not included in the DMI table. 

11 -
DMI's conclusion, while technically correct, is, of course, rather mis-

leadingly stated. The actual result from their survey is that 41% say 

the present laws are about right, 44% say we need more gun laws, and 

13% say there are already too many gun laws. Thus, none of the three 

response options generates a majority response; the modal or plurality 

response is that more laws are needed. DMI's conclusion is a rather 

transparent attempt to create precisely the opposite impression. 

Given the split revealed in the question, it is useful to point 

out that all three of the following "conclusions" are technically 
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correct: - (i) Maj orities do not believe the present laws are about 

right. (ii) Majorities do not believe that there are ~lready too 

many gun laws. (iii) Majorities do not believe that more gun laws 

are needed. 

121 . 
t ~s uncertain what people have in mind when they say they think the 

crime rate would increase with stricter weapons controls. One possi

bility is that they believe private weaponry is a crime deterrent, 

and that the rate would thus increase as the deterrent was removed or 

restricted. Another possibility is that these people anticipate sub

stantial noncompliance with stricter weapons controls, which would, 

by definition, increase the amount of "crime" being committed. 

131 . , 
t ~s anybody s guess what these "other reasons" might be. One possi-

bility is that people feel that rates of accidental shootings would go 

down if tougher gun laws were enacted. 

l4The Illinois survey conducted by Bordua and Lizotte (1980) apparently 

did ask respondents whether they personally would comply with stricter 

weapons regulations. The general thrust of the findings was that non

owners said they Hould comply and owners sa.id they would not (Alan 

Lizo t te, personal :communica. tion) . 

ISN . h 
,~~t er surve)' deals with the registration or licensing of long guns 

in any dix~Qt way; the standard "police permit" item suggests that 

most people would favor this as well. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

REGULATING FIREARMS: 

AN OVERVIEH OF FEDERAL, STATE, 

AND LOCAL LEGISLATION 

lhis chapter provides a brief overview of the history and provisions 

of extant weapons legislation in the United States, at Federal, state, 

and local levels. It is a summary of the materials contained in several, 

much more detailed, sources, which should be consulted for additional 

information on all points covered: 

(i) The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) publication, 

Your Guide cb'Firearms Regulations. This source is fairly detailed 

on the provisions of existing Federal regulations, and somewhat le~s 

detailed on state and local regulations. The information on state 

and local regulations is derived from an annual post-card survey of 

local political jurisdictions with populations in excess of 25,000, 

asking whether any new regulations have been enacted in the past year. 

Thus, there are no data in this source for jurisdictions smaller than 

25,000, and the data for larger jurisdictions are also incomplete, since 

the response rate in the most recent mailing was just 57%.1 

(ii) The National Rifle Association's Firearms and La~.;rs Revie~.;r (1975). 

This Nr~~ publication contains brief and easy-to-understand summaries 

of applicable state regulations, and of some local ordinances. that 

are relevant to firearms users~ especially hunters. This source is 

especially useful for regulations involving the use of shoulder weapons 

(as opposed to handguns). 
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(iii) There are three recent scholarly analyses of extant firearms 

regulations: Jones and Ray (1980), and Cook (1979a, 1980). We have 

drawn liberally on the summaries provided in these sources, especially 

the first. Zimring's (1975) paper on the Gun Control Act of 1968 (GCA) 

is definitive on the history of Federal legislative efforts and on 

the GCA intent, and we have drawn heavily on this source as well. 

(iv) Finally, we present here some selected materials from a survey 

done recently by us of weapons policies in a sample of U.S. police 

departments. The full report of this survey is contained in a separate 

publication (Weber-Burdin et al., 1981). 

The pu.rpose of this chapter is descriptive, not evaluative. The 

discussion deals with the kinds of laws that have been passed and, 

to some extent, with their intended (or hoped"':for) effects. The more 

specifically evaluative question -- whether the laws achieved the 

intended, or any other, effects -- is taken up in the following chapter. 

In their moments of polemical excess, advocates of stricter weapons 

regulations sometimes assert that the United States is virtually the 

only advanced civilized nation in the world that ex~rcises no rational 

controls over the civilian ownership, possession, or use of firearms. 

In fact, there are something on the order of 20,000 firearms laws of 

one or another 'sort already on the books. These laws have been enacted 

at different times and places, for different reasons, invoke different 

"control" mechanisms, and have different intended effects. The problem, 

if indeed there is one, i p clearly not that civilian ownership and 

use of firearms are unregulQted, but that the extant regul~tions encompass 
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a vast congeries of disparate Federal, state, and local laws, many 

of them working at direct cross-purposes with others. In the same 

vein, jurisdictions with rather restrictive regulations often abut 

jurisdictions with barely any controls at all. Proposals for a more 

uniform set of state laws, or a single overarching Federal law, date 

to at least the 1920's, but movement in this direction has been limited 

or non-existent, owing in large part to the Federal government's limited 

1 1 , 'I' 2 Constitutiona powers to regu ate ClVl lBn arms. 

That criminal violence has, over ~he past two decades, risen drama-

tic ally in spite of the large numbers of gun laws on the books is taken 

in some circles (namely, the anti-control circles) as evidence that 

gun laws "just don't work," and in other circles (namely, the pro-

control circles) as evidence either that the wrong laws have been passed, 

or that enforcement has been indifferent or otherwise inadequate, or 

that the disparity in restrictions across jurisdictions means that 

no jurisdiction-specific law is g.oing to reduce the availability of 

firearms for criminal purposes by very c,:uch. We have little to say 

about this debate in the present chapter. As noted, our purpose here 

is merely to summarize the laws now on the books. In the following 

chapter, however, we do note that very few of the laws that have been 

passed seem to have had dramatic, or even noticeable, effe~ts on criminal 

violence. 

Federal Legislation 

History. The GCA of 1968 was the first comprehensive piece of 

Federal legislation dealing apecifically with firearms. Prior to that 
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Act, Federal involvement and purview in regulattng firearms was limited 

and subject to little enforcement. 3 

During the late 19th century and into the first decade of the 

20th, there were isolated state and local attempts to control firearms, 

but no federal efforts of importance. The first significant Federal 

involvement was a 10% manufacturers' excise tax on firearms that was 

part of the larger ~var Revenue Act of 1919. Although the tax was imposed 

largely for fiscal purposes, there are indications that it also reflected 

some concern with handguns as a public safety problem. The tax survived 

its emergency revenue-sharing intent and still remains a part of Federal 

firearms policy. An important legacy of the Federal firearms excise 

tax is that the Federal agency empowered to collect the tax the 

Department of Treasury, and within the Treasury, the Bureau of Internal 

R8venue -- had administrative control over the enforcement of Federal 

firearms regulations. Not until 1972 was the Alcohol, Tobacco, and 

Firearms Division of the IRS constituted as a separate Bureau within 

the Department of Treasury (Zimring, 1975: 157). 

In 1927, ~vith urban crime and gun use receiving increasing public 

attention, debate was sparked on the Federal role in firearms regulations. 

In that year, Congress enacted a law prohibiting the mailing of conceal

able firearms to private individuals, wh';ch was an • attempt by Congress 

to support existing local and state legislation by stemming the flow 

of handguns into states with stricter controls. The law had limited 

impact since it was still legal to deliver firearms by private express 

companies. Throughout the 1920s, there ~vas discussion about uniform 

state laws regulating possession and use of handguns, but no significant 
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legislation was passed. 

In the early 1930's, the New Deal war on crime resulted in two 

important pieces of legislation: the National Firearms Act of 1934 

and the Federal Firearms Act of 1938. Both:: 'ere precursors of the 

GCA of 1968. 

The National Firearms Act (NFA) of 1934 curtailed civilian ownership 

of machine guns, sawed-off shotguns, silencers, and other forms of 

"gangster type" weapons. Its regulatory efforts involved the imposition 

of a $200 tax per weapon transfer for these type~ of weapons, and provided 

for their registration with the Federal government. An NFA permit 

is still required to legally possess such a weapon. 

The Federal Firearms Act (FFA) of 1938 'vas the most significant 

attempt prior to the 1960's to impose Federal controls on the commerce 

and possession of firearms. The Act called for Federal licensing of 

all manufacturers, importers, and dealers involved in the shipping 

and receipt of guns in interstate commerce. Certain classes cf indi-

viduals (some felons, fugitives from justice, persons under indictment, 

,- or those ineligible trader state laws) were prohibited front obtaining 

licenses or purchasing guns. In addition, dealers were required to 

keep records of firearms transactions. The law, however, did not require 

dealers to actually verify the eligibility of customers, and the small 

cost of manufacturer's and dealer's licenses ($25 and $1, respectively) 

created a prolif~ration of firearms dealers (over 100,000 by the mid-

sixties) (Zimring, 1975: 141), such that effectiy~ly monitoring dealer 

compliance with the FFA was impossible. The law also did not prohibit 

~tlles to individuals crossing s·tate lines to buy fi,rearms in less 
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restrictive states. 
For these reasons~ as Zimring (1975: 143) notes, 

the FFA was mainly "a symboll.' c d enunciation of firearms in the hands 

of criminals, coupled with an inexpensive d 
~n ineffective regulatory 

scheme that did not inconvenience the American firearms industry or 

its customers" (Zimring, 1975: 143). 

From 1939 to 1957, there was very I' 1 l.tt e Federal or state legislative 

activity in this area. In 1958, new Federal regulatl.'ons were adopted 

which extended the dealer record k ' eepl.ng period from 6 to 10 years 

following a firearm sales t 
ransaction, and which required manufaccurer's 

serial numbers on all f irearms except .22 caliber rifles. 

Present Legislation 

Owing to a number f o reasons, among them the outbreaks of racial 

unrest, the ever-increasing crime J;'ate, and the sharply increased flow 

of foreign weapons into the domestic market, 
several new legislative 

proposals were introduced to the Congress ;n 
~ the period from 1963 to 

1967. Most of these died in ' comml.ttee, and no new legislation was 

enacted. Many of these proposals, however, were encapsulated, and 

eventuall~ passed, in the Gun Control Act f 196 
o 8, a bitterly-contested 

piece of Federal legislation. 

Although the legislative incent of GCA ;s 
~ somewhat ambiguous, 

the major goals appear to have been: 

(1) To eliminate the interstate t ff' ra l.C in firearms, especially 

between less restrictive and more restrictive states. 

(2) To define certain classes of ' d l.n ividuals as ineligible for 

legally purchasing firearms. 
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(3) To end the importation of all surplus military firearms and 

all other guns unless they were "particularly suitable for ... sporting 

purposes" (Zimring, 1975: 149). 

The central element of this legislation was to ban int.erstate ship-

ments to or from persons who did not possess Federal licenses as dealers, 

manufacturers, importers, or collectors, and to make it illegal for any 

person except a licensee to engage in any firearms dealings, interstate 

or not. Dealers were to be more strenuously regulated, specifically, they 

were now obliged to obtain identification from a customer to verify state 

residency and age requirements, and to maintain records of firearms sales 

for periodic Federal inspection. Prohibitions against the receipt of 

firearms by certain classes of individuals was broadened to include (1) 

minors (under 18 for shotguns and rifles; under 21 for handguns); (2) 

convicted felons, fugitives from justice, and defendants under indictment; 

(3) adjudicated mental defectives or persons having been in mental insti-

tutions; (4) persons who were drug abusers; (5) those with dishonorable 

discharges from the Armed Forces; and (6) illegal aliens. 

Concerning the importation of firearms, the GCA prohibited the 

importation of guns not I!suitable for sporting purposes," an obvious 

effort to reduce the availability of the low-priced "Saturday Night 

Special." The IRS interpreted "sporting purposes" into a scoring system 

(termed "factoring criteria") which excluded very small handguns and 

those without safety devices, and which created standards of frame 

construction and handgun weight to qualify for import. Although these 

standards did reduce handgun imports, they did nq~ stop domestic manu-

facturers from producing similar guns (see Chapter Three). Indeed, 
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because the GCA did not prohibit the import of certain firearms parts, 

the result of the Ilsporting purposes" standard may have been to shift 

the assembly of such guns from Europe to the U.S. (Cook, 1979a). 

Since enactment, several of the GCA provisions have proven difficult 

to enforce. The key issues 8ppear to be the ';ery large number of licensed 

dealers (who, because of their numbe~s, cannot be effectively monitored 

for compliance), the apparently sizeable fraction of handgun transfers 

that take place between private individuals (which, for obvious reasons, 

are virtually impossible to monitor), and the limited enforcement budget 

given by Congress to ATF. For these and other reasons, several new 

Federal legislative efforts have been introduced to the Congress in 

the past ten years, but none have been enacted. The 1968 GCA therefore 

remains the primary source of extant Federal firearms regulation. 

State and Local Regulations 

State regulations of firearms focus more commonly on handguns 

than long guns, concentrating on the control of handgun acquisition, 

transfer, and possession, and providing for the place and manner of 

legally carrying. Table 14-1 lists the types of handgun restrictions 

extant in each state and the District of Columbia (as of 1978); in 

Table 14-2, state long gun restrictions are presented. (Both tables 

are adapted from Jones and Ray, 1980.) Here, we review briefly each 

of the major categories of regulatory activity at the state level: 

(1) dealer controls, (2) acquisition and transfer controls, (3) posses

sion controls, (4) provisions for place and manner of carrying, (5) 

penalities for use of handguns in crime, and (6) bans on certain handguns. 

, 
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Some states have no further regulations on handguns beyond those 

contained in the GCA. However. cities in these states sometimes enact 

more stringent regulations. Many states delegate gun control legislation 

to municipalities. while other states specifically prohibit local legis-
, 

latures from enacting handgun controls. State preemption may be "partial" 

or "complete." California. Georgia, and Michigan, for example. partially 

preempt the field of handgun control. "Partial" preemption may mean 

that (a) certain components of handguns contl:ol are not preempted; 

or (b) non-preempted components of handgun control are allowed to be 

more stringent at the local level. The state of California, for example, 

preempts registration and licensing of commercially manufactured fire-

arms, but allows local ordinances concerning licensing of firearms .1 

dealers and conditions under which concealable firearms may be carried. 

Maryland is an example of a state that completely preempts regulations 

of handguns; no city in Maryland has ordinances other than those already 

contained in state law. An overview of local regulations in 30 American 

·, cities is shown in Table 14-3, also adapted from Jones and Ray. 
j 

Dealer Controls 

(a) Licensing: Twenty-five states and the District of Columbia 

require that firearms dealers be licensed. Investigation procedures' 

for state dealer licenses are usually more extensive than those for 
i\ 

federal licenses. The annual fees for dealer licenses range from $5 

(Washington) to $100 (South Carolina). Some states, e.g., Virginia 

and New Jersey, require that employees of handgun dealers also be licensed 

by the state, subject to the same licensing criteria (and fees) as dealers. 
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TABLE 14-1* I DEALER I ACQUISITION AND I POSSESSION r , REQUIREMENTS PURCHASE REOUIRENENTS REQUIREMENTS 

"> ~ '" . 0 '" e-, 0 " e-el' "e-, "e- ')..~ 0' '"yO "'.... c-l ?I"'" "'.... 0. 0 ..... '" 'TA"AA""~'~¢j(;£«~ c~~::~::o.~~o":?I";: 'P:v.e-~; "::~:::;:::~~~:~~:",,~,,,"?I" yO').'"y"~ :e-"~:~~~"''':c,,tt ::$~\~V~ 
Alabama I x x x I x x 

Alaska I 
I 

, 

Arizona j 
Arkansas 

I 
I 

, 
California x x xa I 

x x I 
I 

Colorado x I I 

Connecticut x x x I X " 
I 

I 
Delaware x x I 
D. of C. x x I xf xf x x 

Florida 

I Georgia x 
Hawaii x x x x x 
Idaho 

I Illinois x x x x 

Indiana 
Iowa x x x x x 
Kansas 
Kentuckv 
Louisiana 
Maine x 
Maryland x x x x x 
Massachusetts x x xa X X X x 
Michigan x x x xg x x 
Minnesota x x xC xC x 
Mississippi x x x 
Missouri x x x 
Montana 
Nebraska 
Nevada 
New Hampshire x x x 
New Jersey x x x x x 
New Mexico 
New York x x xd x x 
North Carolina x x x x 

I North Dakota x x xa xe x 
Ohio 
Oklahoma 
Oregon x x x x x 
Pennsylvania x x x x x 
Rhode Island x x x x 
South Carolina x x x x 
South Dakota x x x x x 
Tennessee x x x 
Texas x x 
Utah x x 
Vermont x 
Virginia xL x xb 

Washinqton x x x x x 
West Virginia x x x I Wisconsin 
Wvominq x ! 

Includes private transactions 
~n~.in count~es where population density. exceeds 1,000 per square mile 

o ~ne~ ~erm~t-to-purchase with application-to-ourchase (see -text) 
:re:equf~s~te for permit-to-purchase is a license- to possess or carry 
ar~ 0 l~cense-to-carry stioulation 

x 

(a) 
(b) 
(c) 
(d) 
(e) 
(f) o 1 h' -1~7~ ~ut or~zed purchasers are law enforcement and certain militarv agencies' 

r _~ aw st~pulates that only those handguns registered under 19GB-law may b~ 
:e :~g~stered and only to the same owner. This law effectively prohibits-all 
4ur~ er.purchases and transfers of handguns. 

(g) Indl~rectlY accompli~he~ through mandatory safety inspections by oolice in ord r 
to egally possess nanaguns . e 

* Table adapted from Jones and Ray (1980) , 



I 

- 478 -

TABLE 14-1* (cant.) 

STATE HANDGUN CONTROLS 

Alabama 
Alaska 
Arizona 
Arkansas xa 
California 
Colorado 
Connecticut 
Delaware 
D. of C. 
Florida 
Georgia i x 
Hawaii i 
Idaho 

I Illinois 
Indiana 
Iowa 
Kansas 
Kentucky 
Louisiana 
Maine 
M~ryland 

Massachusetts 
Michigan 
Minnesota 
Mississippi 
Missouri 
Montana 
Nebraska 
Nevada 
New Hamoshire 
New Jersey 
New !-lexica 
New York 
North Carolina 

I North Dakota 
Ohio 
Oklahoma x 
Oregon 
Pennsylvania 
Rhode Island 
South Carolina 
South Dakota 
Tennessee xa 
Texas x 
Utah 

x 

xb 
XC 

xd 

x 

x 

x 

x 

x 
x 

x 
x 

xe 

x 

x 
x 
x 

x 

xc 
x 

x 

xe 

x 

x 

x 
x 

x 
x 
x 

x 

x 

x 

x 

xt: 
x 

x 

xe 

" x· 

x 
x 

x 

x 

x 

x 

x 

x 
x 

x 
x 

x 
x 
x 
x 

; x 
x 

x 

x 

x 
x 
x 

x 

x x 

x x 

x 

x x x x 
x x 

x x 

x x 
x x 
x x x 

x x x 
x x x 

x 
x x x x 

x x 
x x x x 
x x 

x x 
x x x 
x x 

x xg 
Vermont xa 
~~ x I 
Washington x x x I 
ww~e~s~t~v/;1t"r~g~1i"nnIiaa~--------------r---------1x:-----------=--t--------~x;-----~--------------1 
Wisconsin 
Wvoming 

x 
x 

(al 
(bl 
(c) 
(d) 
(e) 
(f) 
(g) 

With intent to use as a weapon, to go armed, or to injure 
Openly only 
~NO licenses are issued: carrying openly only and concealed only 
T"NO licenses are issued: "qualified" (for certain purposes) and "unlimited" 
Except for classes of individuals exemoted 
An additional ~ermit is required to ca~ry in New 'lork City 
Apr:ies to non-resident travellers only 

i 
I 

1 

i 

In Arkansas, it is illegal to carry a handgun in a ~/v with intent to use as a weapon 

* Table adapted from Jones and Ray (1960) 
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California 
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PR 
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PR PR 
l:' 

PR R R 
~C~o~l~o~r~a~d~o~~ ____ +-n-____ n-________________________________ "' __ ~r-______________ ~ __ ~ 

Connecticut P P . .." ... 
Delaware 
D. of C. 
Florida 
Georgia 
Hawaii 
Idaho 
Illinois 
Indiana 
Iowa 
Kansas 
Kentucky 
Louisiana 
Maine 
Maryland 
Massachusetts" 
Michigan 
Minnesota 
Mississippi 
Missouri 
Montana 
Nebraska 
Nevada 
New Hamoshire 
New Jersey 
New Mexico 
New York 
North Carolina 
North Dilkota 
Ohio 
Oklahoma 
Oregon 
pennsy).vania 
Rhode Island 
South Carolina 
South Dakota 
Tennessee 
Texas 
Utah 
Vermont 
Virginia 
Washing~on 
West Virginia 
Wisconsin 
Wyoming 

LP 
P 
P 
P 
P 
PR 
P 
L 

P 
P 
P 
P 
PR 
p 

PR 
PR 
P 
P 
P 
P 
L 
P 
P 

LPR 
P 
P 
PR 
!:'R 

PR 
PR 
LPR 
LP 

P 
P 
P 
PR 

P 
PR 
L 
P 
P 

P 

P 
P 
P 

PR 
P 

P 

PR 

PR 

P 

P 
P 
P 
P 
P 

P 
P 
PR 

PR 
PR 
PR 
P 

P 
P 

PR 
P 

P 

PR 
P 

P 

L 
p* 

!:'" 

PR 
PR 
p* 
P 

P 

PR 
p* 

P 

PR 

!:'" 

P 

P 

P 

L 
p* 

.. " 

PR 
PR 

P 

P 

PR 
P 

P 

P 

P 

PR 
P 
L 

P 
P 

PR 

L 

L 

P 

L 

LPR 

PR 

PR 
L 
L 

P 

L 

L 

P 

PR 

L 

L 

L 

KEY: L specifically eligible for license to carry 
P exempt from carrying prohibition 

PR 

P 

P 
PR 

P 

PR 

L 

P 

L 

p* 
p* 

p* 

P* 

P* 
P 

p* 

p* 

P* 
P" 
~* 

P* 

R exempt from "carrying in motor vehicle" restriction 

P 

P 

PR 

L 

P 
P 

P 
p* 

P 

P 

P 

P 

P 

P 
i? 

P 

P 

P 

* = exemption applies if "carrying in motor vehicle" restrictions are oboyed 

** \"Ihile engaged in sport 

*** Table from Jones and Ray (1980) 
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TABLE 14-1~' (cont. ) I INELIGIBLE CLASSES 

M<~#~ STATE HANDGUN CONTROLS v~ ¢,~ ~'" ",,<' r6 
<, ~ <,,::,'> <, :\0 ",,<' c c<;- <, "" '> ",,<' 

0<;- ,::,~ ~<, ~ 0'" e'" ",,1> ~r,. • .,.'>« 0;;' c'''' "<',,,.'" <;-.,e.of . .,.~ &~""',;f' .<' .,0.,,0 .",.' ,0'...,°'", ..••• 
~ ~.,. 9 ~ ~'> 1> ~ '" ?;,c o.l. 1> 1>v 

Alabama 
Alaska 
Arizona 
Arkansas 
California 18 
Colorado 
Connecticut 
Delaware 
D. of C. 21:PC 21 
Florida 21:C 
Georgia 21:C 
Hawaii 
Idaho 
Illinois 18 
Indiana 
Iowa 
Kansas 
Kentuckv 
Louisiana 
Maine 
Maryland 18:B 
Massachusetts 18:PC 18 
Michigan 21:C 18 
Minni;\sota 21:C 18 
1·1ississippi 16 
Missouri M 
Montana 
Nebraska 18 
Nevada 14 
tiew Hampshire 

~. 

New Jersey 18:B.: 18 
New Mexico 
New York 2l:P 21 
North Carolina 
North Dakota 17 
Ohio 
Oklahoma 
Oregon 18 
Pennsylvania 18:B 
Rhode Island 21:C 15 
South Carolina 21:P 21 
South Dakota 
Tennessee 
Texas 
Utah 18 
Vermont 16 
Virginia 
Washington 14 
West Virginia 
Wisconsin M 
W:z:omins: 

UNITED STATES (GCA) I 21:T 

gy: B 
P 

ineligible to buy or receive 
ineligible to possess 

P 

P 

P 
PC 

PC 

P 

P 

P 
PC 

PC 

PC 

P 
PC 

PC 
P 

P 

C 
C 

BT 

T ineligible to sell or transfer to 

PT P 
P 

P 
P P 

P 
PC 

C 
P P 

BPTC PC C P 
P 

C C 
C P C 

P BPT P 
T C 

PT P 
P 

PC 
P 

BPT P 
BPT P PC 

C C 
PC PC PC 

PC 

P 
P 
P 

BC PC C I:' ilC 

PC PC 
PC 

P P P 
BI?TC PC BPTC 

P 

P 
T P 
BPTC PC p 

BPT P P 
P 

BT C 
P 

P P 

BTC C PC 
C c 

BPT BPT 

C ineligible to carry 
M minor (age not defined) 

~: For ~ransfer (T) and receipt (B), only those state laws with more stringent 
~equirements than the GCA are shown. For possession (P), all state-defined 
ineligibles are shown. 

* Table from Jones and Ray (1980) 
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TABLE 14-1* (cont.) 
INELIGIBLE CLASSES 

STATE HANDGUN CONTROLS 

Alabama 
Alaska P P Arizona P 
Arkansas i California I T Colgrado I P P 
Connecticut 

I TC Delaware P 
D. of C. T 

BPT C 
Florida 

I 
T 

Georgia C 
Hawaii PC PC 
Idaho 

I Illinois PC 
T Indiana TC T 

Iowa I 

Kansas 
Kentuckv 
Louisiana 

P Maine 
M~ryland BPT P T T T Massachusetts BPTC 
Michigan BC P P 
Minnesota PC 
Mississippi 

T Missouri 
Montana T T 

Nebraska P 
Nevada P 
New Hampshire 
New Jersey 
New Mexico 

BP PC T 
New York BPC BPC North Carolina T 

North Dakota T 
P 

Ohio PC TC Oklahoma TC T 

Oregon PTC PTC T 

Pennsylvania P 
Rhode Island PT P BPTC C C 
South Carolina BPT P BPT T South Dakota PT T Tennessee BT BT Texas 
Utah T T 

P P vermont 
Virginia 
Washington BPTC 
West Virginia T 
Wisconsin 
Wvoming P 
UNITED STATES (GCA) BT BP T T 

gy: B ineligible to buy or receive 
P ineligible to possess 
T ineligible to sell or transfer to 
C ineligible to carry 

~: For transfer (T) and receipt (B), only those state laws with more stringent 
requirements than the GCA are shown. For possession (P), all state-defined 
ineligibles ar~ shown. 

* Table from Jones and Ray (1980) 
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TABLE 14-2* ,~'E"'RlAC'",""W' 'R I _.' -I'~""-" ,. -_. 
STATE LONGGUN COO""',, ~,o. ..' ;,' 

... <:>e,. 0 ...,0.0 
"e,o *?; ",'" '" ?;'" :\- ... e, ",<:> :>- "v . v~?;<:> ",.t,. • ?; 

e?;. c,e, rtt ~v ~ .... ~ .... <:> ec,'" 
........ /~e ",0.. ~~~ ~v~ .t,.<!'o, ... <:>~ 

Alabama 
Alaska 
Arizona 
Arkansas 
california 
Colorado ,.~\ ... ;' . 
Connecticut 
Delaware x' x 
D. of C. 
Florida 
Georgia x 
Hawaii x 

Idaho 
Illinois x x 

Indiana 
Iowa 
Kansas 
Kentuckv xa I Louisiana x 

Maine 
Maryland 
Massachusetts x XO 

Michigan 
Minnesota 
Mississippi 
Missouri 
Montana 
Nebraska 
Nevada 
New Hampshire 
New Jersey x x 

New Mexico 
.New York x 

North Carolina 
North Dakota 
Ohio 
Oklahoma I orelgon 
PeiUls;::lvania x 

Rhode Island x 

South car~lina 
South Dakota 
Tennessee x 

Texas 
Utah 
Ve=ont 
Virginia 
Washinqton 
West Virginia xc; 

Wisqonsin 
jlvomins: 

(a) If rifle barrel length is less than 16" or shotgun less than 20" 
(b) Not required if person has a license-to-carry a handgun 
(c) Applies to "high powered rifles" 

City exceptions indicated in NRA's Firearms and Law Review: 
Chicago (registration of all firearms). New York City (p"rmit-to-purchase). 
Philadelphia (license-to-purchase). 

*Table a4apted from Cook (1979a) .for dealer licensing and from the NRA's 
Fireartils and Law Review (1975) for remaining categories. 
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TABLE 14-3'" ACQUISITION AND 
PURCHASE REQUIREMENTS 

?OS"",SSION 
REQUIREMENTS 

SELECTED STATE AND LOCAL 
JURISDICTIONS 

CONTROLS 

~.AL!FORNIA 

Los Angeles 
Oakland 
San Diego 
San Francisco 

COLORADO 
Denver 

J1., of C. 
FLORIDA 

Dade County 
Miami 

GEORGIA 
Atlanta 

ILLINOIS 
Chicaqo 

KENTUCKY 
Louisville 

LOUISIANA 
New Or.leans 

MARYLAND 
Baltimore 

MASSACHUSETTS 
Boston 

I.fICHIGAN 
Detroit 

MINNESOTA 
Minneapolis 

MISSOURI 
Kansas City 
St. Louis 

NEW JERSEY 
Newark 

NEW YORK 
Buffalo 

+ + 
+ + 
+ + 
+ + 

l( 

+ 
X X 

X X 
X X 
X 
+ X ,,.-, 

X 
X + 

~,~,-

X X 

X 

X lC 
+ + 
X X 
+ + 

X 
+ 
X 
X 
X 
+ 
+ 

X X 

+ + 
X X 

+ + 
X + 

+ 
+ 
+ 
+ 

Xa 

X 
X 

l{ 

Xa 

X 

X 
+ 
xa 
+ 

X 
+ 
X 
lIa 

;{ 

+ 

+ + 
+ + 
+ + 
+ + 

X X X :< 

xb X 1 

! 
X ,{ I X I 

+ XC + X + I 
X X I 
X X I 
X X 

+ + 
X X X -.. .< 

I 
+ + + + 

X "').:0 X Xc 
+ .+ + + 
X " 

I 

+ X X I 
X " I + + 
+ + 
II 

+ + 
X l( ;<- ., 
+ + + + 
+e + + + New York City 

X l( 
( .. ,., 

NORTH CAROLINA 
Charlotte 

OHIO 
Cincinnati 
Cleveland 

OREGON 
Portland 

PENNSYLVANIA 
Philadelphia 
Pittsburgh 

TEXAS 
Dallas 
Houston 

WASHINGTON 
Seattle 

WISCONSIN 
Milwaukee 

X 
X 

X 
X 
X 
+ 
X 
X 
+ 
X 
X 
X 
X 
... 

X 

X 
+ + 

X X 
X X X 

X X II 

+ + + 
X X X 
+ + + 
+ + + 
X 
+ 
+ 
X X X 
+ + + 

:< X 

KEY: X requirement originates in listed jurisdiction 
+ = local administration of a state statute 

Ca) Includes private transfers 

+ 

X X X 

+ 
X 
+ 
+ 

X 
+ 

(b) ?urchasers must demonstrate knowledae of firearms laws and handgun safety 
(c) Because Chichas has stringent handg;n regulations and high ·dealer license fees. 

Chicago dealers d.o not offer handguns for sale. Chicago residents '/lho purchase 
handguns outside the city's limits must register their handguns within ten days 
of bringing their· handguns to Chicago. 

Jd) Registration is indirectly accomplished through mandatory safety inspections by 
police in order to legally possess handguns; safety inspection certificate must 
be ~ept with handgun at all times. 

I 

Cel A special ~Ie~ York Cit: ::ermit to carry or possess is, a ?rerequisi~e :0:: a permit
to-purchase. 

• Adapted :rom Jones and Ray (1980) 

, 
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TABLE 14-3~" (cont.) 

t I HOTOR VEHICLE CARRYING 
REQUIREHENTS REQUIREHEN'l.'S 

,,='" ,,.".Mm WC~$ft($tfzff:/ JURISDICTIONS HANDGUN c,o e,"O 0-;" 0: "0 e,o..' e,o..' ~ 'J,e, 
CONTROLS d ":,,?""<'; I> 'Je, ",'" 'J,~"O..,,<,;'" ~e,"O e, -V 0 e,o O;;'-~e,"O "",,~,,~ ~e,"O 

;;-':s-"" 'J,~;;-" "e,?t ~~ e,'" ei-"" e,-;''' o?t?> "'-v c?t'" e,?t "e, <,; d? 
oQ,.e, Q,.",o n~e,:.>"e, ,,0'" oQ",o "o"'r::.,..."v "o""Ci ,,-;.'Y "t,C e,~ -;.0<'; ?tV -;.0 ,,0'" 

CALIFORNIA X 

Los Angeles + 
Oakland + 
San Diego + 
San Francisco + 

COLORADO 0 
h 

Denver X 

1:1. OF C, X 
FLORIDA oX 

Dade County + 
Miami + 

GEORGIA X Xa X 
Atlanta + + + 

ILLINOIS X 
Chicago X 

KENTUCKY X 
Louisville + 

LOUISIANA X 
New Orleans + 

MARYLAND X 
Baltimore + 

MASSACHUSETTS h 

Boston + 
MICHIGc'UI X 

Detroit + 
MINNESOTA X 

MinneapSJlis + 
MISSOURI X 

Kansas City + 
St. Louis + 

NEW JERSEY X 
Newark .+ 

NEW YORK X 
Buffalo + 
New York City -rb 

NORTH CAROLINA X 
Charlotte + 

OHIO x 
Cincinnati + 
Cleveland + 

OREGON X 
Portland + 

PENNSYLVANIA X 
Philadelp~.ia + 
Pittsburqh X 

-
TEXAS X 

Dallas + 
Houston + 

WASHINGTON X 
Seattle + 

WISCONSm X 
Milwaukee + 

~: X 
+ 

requirement originates in listed jurisdiction 
local administration of a state statute 

X X 
+ + 
+ + 
+ + 
+ + 

X 

X X X X 
X X 
+ + 
+ + 

X 
+ 

X 
+ X 

X 
+ 
X 
+ 
X X X x 
+ + + + 
X X X x 
+ + + + 

X 
X X 

X - X x x 
+ + + + 
X 
+ 
+ 

X x x 
+ + + 
+ + + 

X 

+ X 
X X X 
+ + + 
+ + + 
X 

+ 
+ 

X X 
X + + 

(a) In Georgia carrying a handgun concealed is prohibited except for classes 
specifically exempted, Carrying a handgun openly is permitted with the 
appropriate license, 

(b) A special New York City permit-to-carry a handgun is required. 

·Adapted from Jones and Ray (1980) 

.. , 
• 0 

X 
+ 
+ 
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X 
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}\, 

+ 
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TABLE 14-3~'oh" (cont.)/ 
EXEMPTIONS FROM CARRYING RESTRICTIONS 

"~C"D'''''~~~W JURISDICTIONS HANDGUN "e,o "",,~ ~o'" 0 ~ ","0" ~'o 9> '" 0"''' <;06, ~-v ~ <;o"e, '" 
CONTROLS ",,,.0'" "," "'~ ~e,""" ",6, i" e,"O ,,<;0,<,;">< 6,,,?t <,;..,,0 ;"",<;0 e, 0 6,?t'V o",OV""o$- ..,,0<;0 ",e,?t

OV 
<;00 OV" ",,?t ",e,o, 

e,'" 0 "e, 0 <,;?t 0-;' ",'" e,'" <;0" '<\ Q. ~?t e,c ?t'V '<J"" "Q,.?t<; ,,<'; '<:' ..,,-;. e,'" §:oQ,. 4 
... ~"" """" "," 0 ~ e, e, '" ,,'V 0 4 " -;. e, e, '<J <,;?t o?> 0 \ 

?t ~ :.. e, ,!:>O eo 0 c. '1>'$; ",<$' ,," ",,0 ",,"" ole, ",?t 0 -V 0'V~: '" ,,"" c. 0$-y 0 0$- "<$' ",,'" ?t 0 ~ ~..,,<;o '<J ~.,. -0.<; .."" "e, ",e, ..,,-;. ... 1 
CALIFORNIA I PR PR PR PR PR R R 

Los Angeles 
Oakland 
San Diego 
San Francisco 

COLORADO 
Denver P P p* 

0, OF C. LP P 
FLORIDA P P P P P 

Dade county 
Miami 

GEORGIA P P 
Atlanta 

ILLInOIS PR PR PR PR PR 
Chicago P P P P P 

KENTUCKY P P 
Louisville 

LOUISIANA P 
New Orleans 

MARYLAND PR PR PR 
Baltimore 

MASSACHUSE'l.'TS P j 
Boston I 

MICHIGAN PR PR L I Detroit J 

MINNESOTA PR P 
Minneapolis : 

MISSOURI P I 
Kansas City : P P* P* P . P 
st. Louis 

NEW JERSEY P P P" p* L 
I Newark I 

NEW YORK L<'K 

Buffalo 
i , LJ:'''' 

New York City 
NORTH CAROLINA p p 

chariotte 
OHIO PR PR PR PR 

Cincinnati 
, 
I , , 

Cleveland I , I 
OREGON PR PR I PR PR 

I I 
Portland ! 

PENNSYLVANIA PR PR , PR PR PR 
Philadelphia i P 
Pittsburqh R R R R R 

TEXAS P P P P P 
Dallas 
Houston ; 

WASHINGTON PR PR PR ~R L 
Seattle i 

WISCONSm 
I Milwaukee I I 

I 

~: specifically eligible for license to carry 
exempt from carrying prohibition 

PR 
P 

PR 

P 

PR 

I 

R 
P , 

i : , 
L 
P 
R exempt from "carrying in motor vehicle" restriction 

p* p* 
p* 
p* P 

p* 

P 

p* P 

P 

P 
, P 

p* P 

<'K 

p* P 

P 
, 

P~ L p 

, I I 

* = exe:nption applies if "carrying in motor vehicle" restrictions are obeyed 

~: State jurisdiction exemptions also apply to local levels, but are not 
duplicated here. Local exemptions apply only to carrying restrictions 
required by local ordinance. 

** While engaged in sport 

***Table from Jones and Ray (1980) 
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TABLE 14-3~'< (cont.) 
i INELIGIBLE CLASSES 

SELECTED STATE AND LOCAL 

~1(H~ JURISDICTIONS HANDGUN ?JfU fU Ib-l,. ","" "" 1>~ 
CONTROLS ~ 1>0; ,,"" "" Ib Ib~ o~ <' 

"" ';j' "" 7P :y ."" '" . "" V Ib"" '" '" Ib1> !;" Ib"" ~o Ib.... ;-. Ib~ ~.,.. ~o:; ~ 'b~;;."" Ib~ Ib~ 
",,0 Ib . .,.<$> "" ,,0, c,o ,,"" r."<.i <J'" .!,Ib:y'" '> o"":yo 0"" ~ 

Q.Ib-l,. 1>0; .,.-",~ Q.o"" 0-1,. 1>"" 7P .,.Ib'- 4> ')"?JIb 1>'> .!,-.,. f<. Ib .!,-.,. <>-.-"'':; 

CALIFORNIA 18 P 
Los Angeles 
Oakland 
Siln Diego 
San Francisco 

" COLORADO PC 

Denver 
D. OF C. 2l:pc 21 PC BPTC PC C " 
FLORIDA 21:C P 

Dade County 
Miami 

GEORGIA 21:C C C 

Atlanta 
ILLINOIS 18 P P BPT p' 

Chicaqo 21:B 
KENTUCKY P 

Louisville 21:BP 21 T P 

LOUISIANA PC 

Ne.... Orleans 
p 

MARYLAND 1
18

:
8 P BPT P 

Baltimore 
MASSACHUSETTS l8:PC 18 PC ! BPT P PC 

Boston 1 
MICHIGAN 2l:C 18 IC ~ 

Detroit ! 

MINNESOTA 21:C 18 PC PC PC PC 
Minneapolis 

MISSOURI l 

Kansas City 
St. Louis l7:P 17 

NEW JERSEY 18:BP 18 ; PC ; BC PC C P BC 
Newark ! 

NEW YORK 21:P 21 PC PC 
BU£falo 
New York Citv 

NORTH CAROLINA PC 
Charlotte 

OHIO PC BPTC PC BPTC' 

cincinnati 16 
Cleveland 2l:PC 21 PC BPTC 

OREGON 18 P 
Portland , 

PENNSYLVANIA l8:B ,T : P 
Philadelphia 'B B~ 

Pittsburoh 
TEXAS "- P 

Dallas 
I 

"-Houston 
WASHUIGTON 14 C BTC C PC 

Seattle 
, 

WISCONSIN M I I i ! ! Milwaukee 8:B ! 

UNITED STATES (GCA) 21:T BT BPT BPT 
,,-

KEY: B 
P 
T 

ineligible to buy or receive 
ineligible to possess 

C = ineligible to carry 
M = minor (ag~ not defined) 

ineligible to sell or transfer to 

~: For transfer (T) and recei.pt {B), only, those state or local laws Hith more 
stringent requirements than the GCA are shown. For possession (p), all 
state- and/or local-defim~d ineligibles are shown. Local ineligibility defi
nitions which are identical to or less stringent than those defined by 
state law are excluded. 

*Table from Jones and Ray (1980) 
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TABLE 14-3 1c (cont.) I INELIGIBLE CLASSES 

SELECTED STATE AND LOCAL 
- ",0,,, 0; Ib ,~ ~ 0, 

~~~~W, . "~'#"',-,I' ",·~4·';;f •• , ~"'~'. "0",#,.:",, ... 

JURISDICTIONS HANDGUN ~"" "" '" ~ 0 ",v ,>v:y ",Ib.,."'.,.1> ",Ib 1> 
'" .,. 1>~'" .,."'~ c,Ib "" 0 ",,' "" .... ~ ~ ?J ..,.~"" 0"",0 -.,.",1> 0"" ~9.'> ""Ib _""..,"" CONTROLS 

CALIFORNIA 
.!,.,. ?Jib .,.Ib ;7 " Ib<:' . ,,<:' 0"" • .,.<:' ",,'" <:,0 Q.v 0 ",Ib 

Los Angeles 
Oakland 
San Diego 
San Francisco 

COLORADO P P 
Denver T T. T 

D. OF C. BPT C T 
FLORIDA 

Dade County T PT PT T 

Miami T PT PT 
GEORGIA C 

Atlanta 
ILLINOIS T 

Chicaqo T 
KENTUCKY 

Louisville PT P T 
LOUISIANA P 

New Orleans T 

MARYLAND BPT P T T T 
Baltimore 

MASSACHUSETTS i 
BPTC " 

Boston 
MICHIGAN i BC PC PC 

Detroit : 
MINNESOTA PC 

Minneapolis PTC PTC 
MISSOURI I 

T '!' 

Kansas city , : 

st. Louis ! 

NEW JERSEY BP ~ PC 
! 

T , 
Newark . , 

NEW YORK BPC BPC T 
BU£falo 
New York Cit:! 

, 
NORT.d CARQLJ;M T 

Charlotte 
OHIO PC TC TC T 

Cincinnati 
: , P 

Cleveland I T 
OREGON . 

Portland ! , , 

PENNSYLVANIA P : ! '" 
Philadelphia BT T 
Pittsbur!lh ; 

TEXAS .T T 

Dallas 
, 
i I 

Houston 
WASHINGTON BPTC 

Seattle 
WISCONSIN I I i ! Milwaukee : . . . 
UNITED STATES BT BP T T 

~: B ineligible to buy or receive 
P ineligible to possess 
T i.neligible to sell or transfer to 
C = ineligible to carry 

~: For transfer (T) and receipt (B), only those state or local laws which more 
stringent requirements than the CGA are shown. For possession (P,l, all 
state- and/or local-defined ineligibles are shown" Local ineligibility 
definition~ whi.ch are identical to or less stringent than those defined by 
state law a~e excluded. 

*Table from Jones and Ray (1980) 
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(b) Dealer recordkeeping and report of sales: The District of 

Columbia and 30 states require that sales records be kept for all hand-

gun transactions, including a description of the firearm sold, its 

serial number, and descriptive information on the purchaser. This 

is similar to the recordkeeping requirements of Federal law. About 

20 sta.tes require that a report of all handgun sales (usually a copy 

of the sales record) be sent within a certain time to the local police 

department or other enforcement agency. Three states (California, 

Massachusetts, and North Dakota) require that private handgun sales 

be reported. 

Some localities go much further than their respective states in 

controlling handgun dealers. For example, Charlotte, North Carolina, 

requires separate licensing and fees to the city and to the county, 

as well as to state and Federal governments. In Atlanta, Georgia, 

and Louisville, Kentucky, firearms dealers are required to take finger-

prints of purchasers as part of the sales rE~cord. Chicago levies a 

$400 annual fee for handgun dealers and requires additional recordkeeping 

procedures. In the District of Columbia, annual license fees are also 

high ($300). In all cases, note, the local restrictions are in addition 

to any applicable state or Federal restrictions. 

Acquisition and Transfer Controls 

(a) License or permit to purchase: There are 10 states which 

require some form of permit to purchase handguns. The common procedure 

is for the handgun purchaser to apply for the permit at the local police 

department, filling out a form with information on address and criminal 
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record, in addition to fingerprints and photograph which are required 

in some states. The police department may then conduct an investigation 

to verify the information on the application form. In most C2ses, 

a permit is issued if the purchaser is not among the "ineligible" classes; 

in some states, applicants have to provide character references to 

establish good standing in the community (e.g., New Jersey). No state 

with a permit to purchase requirement requires the applicant to prove 

his Qr her need for a handgun, but some cities, such as Boston and 

Chicago, do. In Massachusetts, local police departments have interpre-

tive discretion to decide whether handguns are purchased "for a proper 

purpose." 

There is a waiting period of varying length before the permit 

is approved, some states setting statutory maxima of 30 days after 

which time the application is automatically approved. New Jersey 

requires a permit to purchase followed by a formal 7-day waiting period 

before an individual can purchase a handgun. 

(b) Application to purchase: There are 12 states which combine 

an applicatioc to purchase with a waiting period which has an effect 

similar to permit to purchase policies. The difference is that an 

application to purchase form is completed at the dealer's place of 

business and then forwarded to the police department, rather than being 

completed at the police department, as ih the case of permits. Once 

the form is forwarded, the department investigates the application 

during a formal waiting period. The department notifies the dealer 

of the approval or denial of the application, and the dealer in turn 

contacts the purchaser. 

""',".,- "--.' ....... -.-.---.-" . .,...p,--..,,----~-... ' , " 
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Most states requiring either permits or applications to obtain 

a handgun include private as well as dealer transactions under the 

legislation. However, Jones and Ray (1980) report, on the basis of 

interviews with local authorities, that compliance with these permit 

systems by private parties is usually minimal. 

Some differences between the permit to purchase and application 

to purchase systems are that (1) the application to purchase system 

usually has less restrictive provisions for eligibility requirements; 

(2) application to purchase systems do not require fees, while permit 

to pur _,ase systems often do; and (3) in application to purchase systems, 

if the police do not specifically deny the application during the speci-

fied waiting period, the transfer is automatically approved. 

State and city variations on permit to purchase and application 

to purchase systems usually involved different waiting periods (two 

days in Pennsylvania to a statutory maximum of 50 days in New Jersey). 

Cities such as Pittsburgh and Minneapolis circumvent time limits by 

providing written notification to the seller that the prospective pur-

chaser may be ineligible. Permit to purchase systems usually take 

longer to process (up to 3 months) than application to purchase systems 

(usually about 2 weeks). Some other variations: In Dade County (Miami), 

Florida, a certificate of completion of a handgun safety and firearms 

law qualification is required and serves as a purchase permit. In 

Cleveland, handgun owners must have a city-issued ID card, which serves 

as a purchase permit. In New York State, one must have either a license 

to possess or a license to carry a handgun to be eligible for handgun 

purchases. The holder of either type of license must go to the local 
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an 0 tain a "purchase coupon" before police or sheriff's department d b 

purchasing a handgun. 

Possession Controls 

(a) License to possess: In 6 states and one city (Cleveland), 

some certificate or'l' , 1cense 1S required to possess a handgun, even 

if it is kept at home. As mentioned above, a New York State resident 
, 

must have either a license to possess or a license to carry in order 

to purchase a handgun. ... ... a cert1 icate of In Hawaii and Mississ~pp~, 'f 

registration is necessary for lawful possession of a handgun. Michigan 

requires a certificate of safety inspection for every handgun in order 

"assac usetts and Illinois for the handgun to be legally possessed. ~f h 

have firearms identification cards, w'hich are necessary for both lawful 

purchases and lawful possession. Each of these systems requires record-

keeping that amounts to a form of registration of handgun owners and 

their handguns. All apply to handguns obtained privately as well as 

those obtained through dealers. 

(b) Registration: Two states (Hawaii and Nississippi) and the 

District of Columbia h f ave ormally labelled registration systems. In 

theory, registration focuses upon f' 1rearms, not upon owners, and does 

not serve as ~ screening system. I n practice, registration is used 

to screen firearm owners when law enforcement officials check regis-

trants against ineligible classes, usually b y a criminal record check. 

The District of Columbia's 1977 handgun law contains the most stringent 

form of registration. In stipulates that only those handguns . reg1stered 

under the GCA may be re-registered and only to the same owners. This 

, 
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law effectively prohibits all further purchases and transfers of hand

guns in the District, with the exception of those for law enforcement 

and some military personnel. 

Provisions for Place and Manner of Carrying 

There are many ways in which states and local jurisdictions regulate 

the carrying of handguns, concealed or openly, on t~e person or in 

motor vehicles. Some classes of individuals are exempted from carryi.ng 

, 'd" ( lJ.' e) Of all the forms restrictions in all JurJ.s J.ctJ.ons e.g., po c . 

of handgun restrictions, those on place and manner of carrying are 

the most numerous and varied. Although there are many kinds of carrying 

regulations, they can be grouped under two general headings: (1) those 

prohibiting the carrying of handguns on or about the person with excep

tions and (2) those requiring that persons wanting to carry handguns 

be licensed by state or local authorities. Most states require that 

persons applying. for licenses to carry concealed handguns show a need 

for the weapon in the course of their employment. 

Variation in the fee for a carrying license is large. Michigan's 

fee for a 3-year license to carry a concealed handgun is $3, while Florida's 

annual license fee to carry a handgun openly or concealed is set by 

local authorities. In Miami, the initial fee is $300 and is $150 for 

every year thereafter; in addition, individuals issued the license 

must post a $100 bond conditional upon the lawful use of the weapon.. 

Penalities for the Use of Firearms in Crime 

In 28 states, there are additional criminal sentences (sentence 

"enhancements") for persons convicted of carrying or using a firearm in 
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the commission of a felony. Some states (Florida, Maryland, Massachusetts, 

Minnesota, Missouri, and New York) have a mandatory minimum prison 

term for such offenders, allowing no possibility for suspended sentence. 

Massachusetts and New York have a mandatory one-year prison term for 

persons convicted of unlawfully carrying or possessing a handgun away 

from home or business, regardless of whether it was involved in a crime. 

Maryland also has a mandatory minimum sentence for viol~tions of carrying 

restrictions, but the sentence is mandatory with the second offense. 

"Mandatory Sentencing" for gun crimes is an increasingly popular control 

strategy, and so the above tallies will in all probability be quickly 

outdated. 

Bans on Certain Handguns 

Three states and three cities Illinois, Minnesota, South Carolina, 

Dade County, Denver, and Cleveland have provisions which forbid 

the manufacture, transfer, or possession of low-quality, inexpensive 

handguns, the so-called "Saturday Night Specials." All three states 

and Denver use gun metal melting point as the primary criterion, while 

Dade County and Cleveland use barrel length (less than 3 inches) and 

caliber (.32 or less). Prohibitions in Denver and Illinois apply to 

firearms dealers; Denver prohibits transfer only, while Illinois pro-

hibits manufacture and transfer. Minnesota prohibits manufacture by 

any person and transfer by dealers. Dade County and Cleveland's bans 

apply to all persons, including dealers. Dade County prohibits transfer 

only, while Cleveland's ban is the most inclusive, prohibiting manufac-

ture, possession, receipt, and transfer of the "Saturday Night Special." 
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Coverage of Existing Firearms Regulations 

Cook (1979a, 1980) has attempted to estimate the proportion of 

the U.S. population affected by extant firearms regul~tions. His analysis 

reveals that: 

(1) 22 states have requirements that dealers be licensed; these 

states contain 57% of the U.S. population. 

(2) 20 states have requirements that officials keep permanent 

records of handgun transactions; these states contain 51% of the U.S. 

population. 

(3) 23 states have requirements that police be given the chance 

to check on buyers of handguns; these states contain 64% of the U.S. 

popuJ,.ation. 

(4) The estimated percent of the U.S. population 21 years and 

over that is ineligible from buying a handgun under GCA regulations 

is 25%, the largest ineligible classification being "users of illegal 

drugs" (21%), a category which includes users of marijuana, hashish, 

hallucinogens, cocaine, as well as heroin and other opiates (see Cook, 

1980: Table 111-2 for the basis for these estimates). 

Cook's analysis is based only on state laws and is therefore con-

servative. Some states lacking any of the above regulations nonetheless 

contain cities where such regulations are in force, as shown in Table 

14-3. 
If we take the populations of cities that have such regulations 

in the states that do not, and add the figures to Cook's original state-

level data, we get revised and slightly higher "coverage" figures. 

Specifically, adding in the cfty data shows that about 60% of the U.S. 

population is affected by state dealer licensing, 70% are affected by 
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acquisition or purchase requirements, and 66% are subject to a police 

check before or after purchasing a handgun. 

One portion of SADRI's national survey of local police and 

departments (Weber-Burdin, 1981) dealt specifically with police 

sheriff 

depart-

mental responsibilities for enforcing firearms regulations in their 

jurisdictions. Table 14-4 shows the responses to each of the regulation 

The proportions shown have been weighted by the size of the items. 

department, which correlates at.9 h' or ~gher with the size of the juris-

diction, and for this reason, the numbers shown are the approximate 

equivalent of the proportion of the U.S. populat~on ~ presently covered 

by each regulation. 

Several aspects of the table bear a comment. First, the proportions 

of the population covered by the various regulations are here higher 

than in Cook's original analysis and in the above amendation of that 

analysis. In these data, for example, 85% of the population resides 

in jurisdictions where firearms wholesalers are licensed (by the state 

or local community), and 89% res~de ~n' 'd ~ ~ Jur~s ictions where retailers 

are similarly licensed. L'k' 75% ~ ew~se, • reside in jurisdictions that 

require a license or a permit to purchase or carry a fir.earm. In sum, 

the It " coverage revealed in these data (on all 15 regulatory measures 

asked about) is rather more widespread than any , prev~ous analysis has 

revealeJ. Most of the population of the United States, in short, already 

lives in jurisdictions th h at ave relatively advanced weapons regulation 

policies in effect. 

Secondly, the data show that police d k un erta e some regulatory 

activities in these areas even wheu they are not required to do S9 by 
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TABLE 14-4 '1< 

POLICING EFFORTS IN ENFORCING FIREARMS REGULATIONS 

Function 

Wholesalers/Retailers 

Issue licenses to firearms whole
salers 

Issue licenses to firearms 
retailers 

Conduct investigations of persons 
applying to become firearms 
retailers 

Firearms Controls 

Issue permits to carry firearms 
openly 

Issue permits to carry concealed 
firearms 

Conduct investigations of persons 
who have applied for a permit 
to carry a firearm 

Conduct investigations of persons 
applying for a license or permit 
to purchase or possess a firearm 

Required by 
Law and 
Done By 

Your 
Dept. 

22% 

30% 

18% 

38% 

52% 

44% 

", 

Other 
Agency 

71 

64 

54 

23 

33 

18 

26 

! 

Not Required 
by Law But 

Done By 

Your 
Dept. 

.1 

o 

1 

.8 

.5 

1.8 

3 

Other' 
Agency 

.9 

.1 

1 

.2 

.5 

.2 

1 

Not Done in 
Jurisdiction 

15 

11 

9 

57 

28 

27 

25 

~ . 
• 

, 

Unsure 

2 

2 

5 

1 

0 

1 .-i \ I . 
I 1 

i 
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r 
I 

II 



Function 

Handgun Controls 

Issue licenses, permits or ID cards 
to purchase handguns 

Issue licenses, permits or ID cards 
to possess handguns 

Handle registration of handguns 

L0!lggun Controls 

Issue licenses, permits or ID cards 
to purchase longguns 

Issue licenses, permits or ID cards 
to possess longguns 

Handle registration of longguns 

Hunting Controls 

Issue hunting licf'11ses or permits 

Ammunition Controls 

It 
Issue licenses or permits -,to sell 

11 

ammunition 

J.' 
1~ :' 1". 
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TABLE 14-4 (continued) 

l' 

Required by 
Law and 
Done By 

Your 
Dept. 

Other 
Agency 

32% 23 

26% 24 
29% 27 

14% 17 

12% 13 
9% 17 

2% 83 

8% 55 

" 

/ 
I 

Not Required 
by Law But 

Done By 

Your 
Dept. 

1.5 

.4 
15 

1 

1 
16 

.4 

0 

. Agency 

1.5 

.6 
2 

2 

1 
3 

2.6 

3 

Not Done in 
Jurisdiction 

40 

48 
25 

63 

71 
53 

11 

25 

t-• . • 
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'" 

... 

Unsure 

2 

1 +:-
2 \0 
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TABL~ 14-4 (continued) 

Data from 1980 survey of a national sample of police and sheriff departments; see Weber-Burdin 
(1981) for details on questionnaire methodology and weighting of survey items by departmental 
size. Rows sum across to 100%, except for rounding error. 
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law. "Voluntary registration" of weapons with the local police is 

especially common (about 15% of the population, that is, live in juris-

dictions where the police register weapons even though the law does 

not require it). 

Further analysis also shows, predictably, that there is regional 

variation in these matters, with the South and West tending to have 

fewer firearms restrictions. 

Summary 

The major Federal weapons regulation policies are contained in 

the Gun Control Act of 1968, and are supplemented, literally, by tens 

of thousands of additional state and local level laws. The lack of 

uniform laws across jurisdictions means, inevitably, that the laws 

extant in any particular jurisdiction will have no necessary implication 

for the availability of firearms for criminal purposes in that same 

, 
jurisdiction, and this fact, plus the evidence suggesting a rather 

, . substantial across-jurisdiction flow in criminal weaponry, also implies 

" 
that isolated jurisdictional laws will, in the normal course of things, 

have few or no dramatic crime-reductive effects. This topic is taken 

up in detail, and the above conclusion generally confirmed, in the 

folowing chapter. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. The Federal Register (1979), Vol 44, No. 119, Part II is the most 

recent Federal publication of state and local firearms regulations. 

2. Just what the Constitution does and does not allow the Federal 

government to do in this area is, of course, a hotly contested 

issue about which we can claim no experti~e. Certainly, state-

level firearms regulations pose no Constitutional issues and for 

this reason, state (and local) regulations frequently are more 

strict by far than the corresponding Federal regulations, as the 

following review makes plain. 

3. This historical review of Federal involvement in regulating firearms 

is taken from Zimring's (1975) more detailed review. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

WEAPONS CONTROL LEGISLATION AND EFFECTS ON VIOLENT CRIME 

I. Introduction: 

While there is much disagreement on many of the empirical 

facts about the extent of firearms oWl1:ership and its distribution in 

the United State,s, the level of accompanying rancour appears to be 

almost polite murmurings in comparison ~o the extent of disagreement 

and attendant feelings about legal control of weapons. Gun control 

legislation, existing and proposed, produces partisanship and fervour 

beyond any of the other issues surrounding weapons issues in the United 

States. The issues involved range in loftiness from constitutional 

questions What does the 2nd Amendment really mean two centurj.es 

after its enactment? -- to tricky technical research issues -- Do the 

trencs in crime rates after the enactment of a gun control statute 

signify any impact on weapons related crimes? 

We will leave the philosophical and legal issues involved in 

gun control legislation to those scholars who have special competence 

to deal with them; in this chapter we will be concerned with reviewing 

the technical issues involved in assessing the effectiveness of such 

legislation tl7hen enacted and with reviewing some of the landmark researches 
-j 

that have attempted to estimate the direction and magnitude of such 

effects. The next section of the chapter takes up some of the critical 

technical issues that arise in the assessment of the impact of legis-

lation on some area of human behavior. The third section reviews the 

procedures and assesses the findings of the major studies of impact 

assessment. A final section draws out the implications of preceding 
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sections for future research on the effectiveness of gun control legis-

lation. 

II. Issues 'in the Assessment of the Impac t of Gun Control Legisla tion: 

The science and art of assessing the impacts of the activities 

of government agencies and of legislation have grown considerably in 

sophistication over the past two decades (Rossi, Freeman, and Wright, 

1979: Cronbach, 1980; Cook and Campbell, 1980). While there had been 

some attempts to assess effectiveness since the late nineteenth century 

of the S ocl.'al and behavioraJ sciences, the development of appearance 

this field received a considerable. boost from the skepticism that accompanied 

the Great Society programs of the late 1960s. Whatever the reason, 

legislators and public officials then began to ask social scientists 

to estimate whether or not, e.g., Head Start or the Job Corps, was 

"working." This interest in impact assessment also 'extended to legisla

tion that was not accompanied by programs but which changed procedures, 

shifted sanc tions, or othenlise changed the ways in which establisiled 

government agencies operated. 

The main problems involved in estimating the impact of some government 

action are well known. Solutions to these problems that are satisfactory 

. ,~k··eptl.·cal reviewer are much more difficult beyond questl.on to every _ 

to provide. Any and all assessments of effectiveness. are subject to 

question and hence vulnerable to more or less decisive criticisms. 

The two main problems in assessment are as follows·: First of 

all, there is the issue of defining and measuring the intended effects 

of the governmental action. The preambles to legislation which set 

forth legislative intent tend to be stated in global and rather vague 
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terms. For example, legislation authorizing housing subsidies for 

poor families may be described as intending to improve the ",quality 

of b.fe" of the intended benefid,aries. While there may be very good 

reasons for the vagueness of legislative intent, it then becomes diffi-

cult to decide upon specific measures bhat can index the success of 

the program in question. Thus, should an improvement in the "quality 

of life" be measured by changes in the levels of satisfaction ~"ith 

housing or should one measure the extent to which hous:fng fulfills 

criteria set forth by public health and/or housing specialists? 

The second main problem is defining what is to be considered 

a sign of effectiveness. It is easy to define the effects of a program 

or legislation as changes that would not have occurred if the program 

or legislation had not been enacted, but then the problem becomes how 

best to compute ~~hat would have happened in the absent condition. There 

are many false signs of effectiveness; crime rates may decline after 

the enactment of a gun control statute, but crime rates may have been 

declining in any event; gun control legislation may be enacted at the 

same time that penalty changes are introduced into the criminal code 

and the effects of the latter may be mistaken for the effects of the 

gun con trol legisla t ion, etc. As ~"e will see in revie~ving the studies 

of gun control statute effectiveness, establishing the ceteris paribus 

conditions that will permit reasonable estimates of what would have 

happened absent the gun control legislation is perhaps the most serious 

problem facing researchers who venture into this area. 

How these (and other) problems manifest themselves in the assess-

ment of gun control legislation is discussed in detail in the next 

subsection of this chapter. 
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A. Deciding on Possible Effects of Gun Control Legislation: 

The American manufacturing and distribution system and the patterns 

of gun ownership and use are not well known or understood. Yet legisla-

tion that is designed to alter the patterns of gun usage in crime needs 

necessarily to build upon some implicit or explicit model of these 

systems and on some empirically based parameters concerning size and 

distribution of household firearms stocks that describe the systems. 

To be more specific, if a legislator were to decide that registration 

of all guns held by civilians and police should be required by la,,,, 

that legislator should know how many such guns would need to be regis-

tered and hm" many new registrations or transfers of mvnerships would 

be generated year to year. It would obviously make a considerable 

differencI.= in the costs of running a registration system if the total 

stock of guns in the hands of civilians and the police were of the 

order of 120 millions or 200 millions or whether the annual new regis-· 

trations and transfers amounted annually to 10 millions or 20 millions. 

In addition, a registration system that ,,,as based on the assumption 

that all gun transfers proceeded through the intermediary of a gun 

dealer would miss the apparently large number of transfers that take 

place among private citizens. And so on. 

The implicit model or models of the system surrounding the distri-

bution and usage of guns determine as well the kinds of consequences 

one can anticipate to follow from a particular legislative act. Thus 

if one assumes that the use of guns in, say, robberies is largely pre-

meditated (i.e., a person carries a gun and looks for a target after 

having decided to commit a robbery), then it might make some sense 

", 
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to raise the penalty for robberies in which guns were used in order 

to raise the potential costs to robbers. Al ternatively, if one believes 

that gun owners engage upon robbery when they are short of funds, then 

one might want to establish a negative means test for permitted gun 

ownership, allowing only persons with steady employment and/or sources 

of legitimate income to own and/or possess guns. l 

Perhaps the main issue in what sort of model of gun distribution 

or of gun usage one should have in mind in the drafting of legislation 

centers around ,,,hether the level of crime affects the stocks of guns 

in civilian hands. Those who believe that the number of guns in civilian 

hands affects either the amount of crime or the types of crimes committed 

are in favor of measures that ld d h wou re uce t e stock or change its 

distribution (i.e., keep guns out of the possession of persons who 

would commit crl.'mes). Those wh b I' . h o e l.eve ot erwise are doubtful ,,,hether 

any attempts at gun control would affect the level of crime, perhaps 

asserting that changes in the stocks of weapons or their distribution 

would lead to the substitution of alternatives to guns as weapons in 

crimes. Indeed, the possibility of these "substitution" effec ts means 

that legislative impact assessments h ld k s ou ta e such possibilities 

into account. 

The main issue is further complicated by the fact that mixed 

models may be easily thought of. For example, income producing crimes 

of certain sorts may be affected by the stock of ,,,eapons, e.g., bank 

robberies or payroll robberies, '"hile "crimes of passion" (unp:remedi

tated murders or assaults) may simply be unaffected by the stocks of 

guns, assaulters and murderers using any weapons that may be at hand. 2 
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All of the above discussion leads to a differentiation among 

three broad classes of anticipated effects: 

1. Intermediate effects: These are effects anticipated within 

the gun distribution system and in the patterns of gun 

distribution and usage. 

2. End Effects: These are anticipated effects that are more 

or less desired as the outcome of the legislation and upon 

which the effectiveness of the legislation would be judged. 

3. Side Effects: These are effects that are not necessarily 

intended but which are also a consequence of the legislation. 

Of course, a side-effect could be beneficial or unwanted; 

the main point is that a specific governmental action can 

often have effects that were unintended and sometimes very 

much unwanted. 

The distinguishing characteristic of intermediate effects is 

that they are intended to occur and constitute the mechanisms through 

which end effects are achieved. Thus a gun control statute may have 

the desired end effect of reducing gun use in assaults, but its desired 

intermediate effect is to lower the availability of "Saturday Night 

Specials." Of course, a given piece of legislation may be quite success

ful in producing its desired intermediate effect but not at all in 

achieving reasonable levels of success in its desired end effects. 

Conversely, desired end effects may appear without the desired inter-

mediate effects, althOQgh this would be less likely. 

The point in distinguishing among the three types of effects, 

as indicated above, is to emphasize again that a given statute is built 
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around a model of hmv the social system in general works and how the 

pa'cticular phenomenon in question proceeds, specifying instrumentalities 

(intermediate effects) for achieving a set of particular ends (desired 

end effects), hopefully with no harmful side effects. rhis point also, 

emphasizes the importance of some of the research discussed in previous 

chapters; an accurate and valid e~pirical understanding of the size, 

distribution, and usages of the stock of \veapons held by American house-

holds is essential for the development of effective legislation aimed 

at controlling gun usage in violent crime. 

Figure 15.1 lists some of the possible end effects, intermediate 

effects, and side effects that might be considered in an assessment 

of weapons legislation. Although the list i~ far from exhaustive, 

it will provide the reader \vith at least an impression of the wide 

variety of options available for choices among desired intermediate 

and end effects and the kinds of side effects that might accompany 

attempts to regulate the distribution and usage of firearms. Note 

that while this discussion is focussed on "firearms," easy modifications 

of the discussion to restricted classes of firearms, e.g., handguns, 

certain types of handguns, etc., can be made without loss of meaning. 

The inventory of desired effects includes some which are clearly outside 

the realm of current discussion and are included here mainly for the 

purpose of providing a more complete set of policy alternatives. Clearly, 

only those falling within the current "policy space" -- those proposals 

which are politically acceptable to significant portions of the decision 

making elites -- are likely to be actually considered. 

An effective statute can be conceptualized as one that specifies 
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FIGURE 15.1 

INVENTORY OF DESIRED END EFFECTS, INTERMEDIATE EFFECTS AND an intermediate effect that is administratively feasible, efficient, 

SIDE EFFECTS OF POTENTIAL GUN CONTROL LEGISLATION economical and corresponds to an accurate understanding of the weapons 

distribution and usage systems and is directed towards an appropriate 

I. Desired End Effects: 

A. Reduction in use of weapons in crime. 
set of desired end effects. It is easy to think of statutes that would 

B. Reduction in stock of weapons held by private households. not fit the till. For example, a statute that intends to reduce the 

C. Reduction in weapons in accidental injuries. stock of weapons held by criminals through regulating the manufacture 
D. Reduction in stock held by "criminals. " 
E. Reduction in stock of certain types of weapons (e.g. , handguns, 

and import of weapons may simply raise the costs of weapons acquisition 

"Saturday Night Specials, " etc.). to all who desire to mm. weapons. Such a statute ignores the difficulty 

II. Desired Intermedi·'·te Effects: 
of identifying who is a criminal, assumes that changing prices would 

A.. Regulating the ,.,reapons production system. affect criminals possibly more than other users of weapons, and so 

1. Restrictions on the manufacture of weapons on. 

2. Restrictions on the import of weapons 

B. Regulating the distribution system. B. Operational Measures of Effects on Crime: 

1. Restrictions on the sale' and transfer or weapons 

C. Regulating possession. 
Although the major intent of most proposed and actual gun cO'ntrol 

1. Restrictions on ownership legislation is to affect the criminal usage of weapons, completely 

D. Regulating uS2~e. satisfactory measures of such improper usages are difficult to come 

1. Restrictions on carrying weapons 

E. Raising the costs of weapons ownership and use. 
by. CTime, as such, goes largely unmeasured: all that is ordinarily 

F. Raising the penalties for improper usage .. available are reports of crimes that have been detected by someone __ 

victim or witnesr -- who reports the event to either the police or to 
i 
" 

III. Possible Side Effects: 

A. Substitution of other ,.,reapons for firearms in crime. 
a survey interviewer. All the instances in which, for example, burglars 

B. Creation of illegal manufacturing, distribution, and transfer carry weapon.:s cannot be reported unless the burglar is actually seen 

systems. 

C. Higher costs to the criminal justice system. 
by a witness and tht::- geapon is vis~_ble in that encounter. Weapons 

D. Higher costs to the administering ag~ncy. may be carried and not used; witnesses may not be present to observe; 

E. Higher costs to weapons users. and victims may not detect the commission of a crime or be willing 

to report the event either to the survey interviewer (in the case of 

victimization surveys) or to the police (in the case of police generated 

statistics on crimes). 

1 I ,c 
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The defects of the Uniform Crime Reports are too well known to 

bear repeating in this context. Victimization surveys correct some 

of the deficiencies of police generated statistics, especially that 

of under-reporting, but create others. Victimization studies can contain 

many accounts of events that are either very trivial or only questionably 

crimes and are subject to the many defects of recall frailties. In 

addition, most of the national victimization surveys routinely undertaken 

are usually too sparsely taken in anyone jurisdiction to be useful, 

say, in studying the impact of gun control legislation in a single 

city, county or state. 

The problem with errors of measurement is that at best such errors 

tend to obscure the estimated effects and, at worst, may distort such 

estimations. Thus, if the errors are "random"but extensive, small 

effects will be hard to distinguish from the ordinary "noise level" 

present in criminal justice statistics. If the errors are biassed, 

e.g., systematic under- or over-reporting of some types of events, 

then even genuine effects may be offset and impossible to detect. The 

worst possible situation is if the error!) of measurement themselves 

are affected by the gun control legislation. For example, we see in 

a later section (Pierce and Bowers, 1979) that the Bartley-Fox amendment 

enacted in Hassachusetts appeared to affect positively the willingness 

of victims to report weapons related crimes to the police, thereby 

creating an apparent rise in the number of such crimes, thus tending 

to obscure the effects of the Bartley-Fox amendment itself. 

Of course, very large effects -- dramatic and drastic declines 

or increases in certain types of crimes -- are likely to overcome th~ 
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errors of measurement problem, but such drastic and dramatic effects 

are unlikely to occur, least of all in the short run. If there is 

a single lesson to be learned from the past two or three decades of 

federal legislation addressed to social problems of various sorts, 

it is that no problem of any magnitude yields very dramatically to 

any single legislative effort, or even to a broad program of legislation 

(such as the War on Poverty), and certainly not over a short period 

of time. A gun control bill that is designed to remove certain types 

of handguns from the stocks held by private persons by prohibiting 

their manufacture, for example, may take years to manifest significant 

effects since the rate of depletion of existing stocks may be quite 

low. 

C. The Problem of Long-term versus Short-term Effects: 

The effects of any statutory change can be expected to take some 

period of time to be manifest, depending on the changes such legislation 

requires to be made in existing administrative arrangements. Thus 

a gun regist.ration law that requires the establishment of a new agency 

can only manifest effects after the agency has been set up, administra-

tive regulations established, and the everyday procedures of administration 

worked out. Of course, some changes may require minimal adjustments 

and hence can be expected to show effects after a shorter period, for 

example, a statute that increased penalties for convictions on weapons 

related felony charges. It may also take some time for side effects 

to appear. For example, increasing the prison sentence lengths of 

persons convicted of weapons related crimes may produce the unwanted 

side effect of prison over-crowding, a potential source of pressure on 
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prosecuto~s and judges to develop accommodations to the new statutes 

that would result in lower prison sentences than prescribed in the 

statute. 

These considerations argue for careful considera.tion of both 

long-term and short-term effects of any gun control legislation that 

is enacted. Short-term effects may be lower Or higher than long term 

and vice versa, depending upon the kinds of impacts such laws may have 

on various parts of the criminal justice systems to which they apply. 

D. The Problem of Dosage: 

The problem o,f dosage is simply whether "enough" of the remedy 

prescribed in the statutes has been administered. Thus, it may well 

be that careful and conscientious monitoring of guns sales and transfers 

could interdict criminals from possessing weapons, but if insufficient 

funds are given to the agency with responsibility for monitoring such 

sales and transfers, conscientious and careful scrutiny of such trans-

actions cannot be accomplished. Or, if penalties for weapons-related 

crimes are not raised enough, no deterrence effect may be shown. And 

so on. The issue of dosage looms large in the discussion of the effects 

of ,the 1968 federal gun control legislation (Zirnring, 1975) in which 

it is claimed that with inadequate funds for monitoring the dealer 

licensing system thus instituted, the legislation fell far short of 

in terdic t ingcross-sta te weapons sales. 

The dosage issue emphasizes the importance of careful analysis 

of the implementation of statutory changes. Dosage problems often show 

up quickly in the assessment of intermediate effects; thus, the 1968 

gun control legislation was found very early not to prevent the sales 

.-. " 
. .. , 

--- ---~-

- 513-

of weapons across state lines when the exporting state had less stringent 

requirements on gun ownership than the receiving state. 

E. Establishing Ceteris Paribus Conditions: 

As discussed earlier, one of the main problems in evaluating 

the effects of any statute is to establish the proper conditions for 

estimating what would have occurred without the statute. The simplest 

and therefore most tempting solution is to consider before- and after-

enactment comparisons of, say, weapons related crime rates. The draw-

back is that there are many other tQings happening at the same time 

that carr affect the crime rates, either depressing or elevating them. 

Thus a comparison of crime rates of any sort before and after the enact-

ment of the 1938 weapons legislation would have led to the naive conclusion 

that the statute was quite effective in lmvering crime rates nationally. 

Trends in the 1930s continuing into the 1940s consisted of a gradual 

decline in crime rates nationally; more careful consideration may lead 

to the likely conclusion that the trends were neither accelerated nor 

impeded by the passage of that legislation. 

Before and after comparisons are reasonable only if the analyst 

is able to properly model the prevailing trends before enactment in 

order to make reasonable predictions about post-enactment levels of 

crime rates. The time series analyses performed to assess the Massa<:hu-

setts Bartley-Fox amendment (Pierce and Bowers, 1979; Deutsch and Alt, 

1977) are excellent illustratiotlS of hmv this may be accomplished. 

This is not to imply that such techniques can be applied mechanically. 

On the contrary, time series analyses depend very heavily on selection 

of models that most appropriately characterize the existing hefore-

o 

/ 



, , ; 

- 514 -

enactment trends. The models selected by Deutsch and Alt (1977) in 

their early analysis of Bartley-Fox were challenged as to their appro-

priateness by Hay and HcCleary (1979). In addition, it may sometimes 

happen that other changes occurring around the time of the statute 

enactment may make it difficult to model appropriately what would have 

been expected absent the statute in question. Thus, for example, a 

gun control statute that is enacted at the same time that changes are 

made in police practices will have its effects confounded with those 

of the police reorganization, an event that likely cannot be modelled. 

Time series analyses are perhaps the only way to deal with esti-

mating the effects of national statutory changes. wnere c~~~nges take 

place in some jurisdictions and not in others, comparisons across juris-

dictions may provide yet another way of estimating what would have 

happened absent the statute under scrutiny. The issue here is, What 

are appropriate comparison jurisdictions? The general principle is 

that a jurisdiction ought to be compared with others that are as nearly 

identical as possible. Since no two jurisdictions are exactly alike, 

comparability is always a matter of degree. Adjacent states in the 

same region are perhaps more comparable than more distant jurisdictions; 

nearby cities of comparable size and demographic composition are likely 

more comparable than more distant cities or ones of different size 

or composition. And so on. The choice of comparison jurisdictions 

is of course, more a matter of art and judgment than science and any 

choice is subject to dispute. Perhaps the best strategy is to pick 

a number of comparison jurisdictions (see Pierce aI).d Bowers, 1979) 

and if the majority of such comparisons support a particular interpre-
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tation, the conclusions are considerably strengthened. 

Under some special circumstances, it may be possible to conduct 

actual field experiments with gun control measures, especially ones 

which would test out alternative means of implementation. The actual 

example that is closest to an experiment of the sort contemplated was 

an attempt to provide maximum administration of the 1968 gun control 

law (as described in Zimring, 1975) in which licensed gun dealers in 

nearby Maryland and Virginia localities were monitored carefully to 

detect sales to District of Columbia residents, in violation of the 

1968 Ac t. The impac t of the "exp\'!rimen tal" dosage level ~vas measured 

by observing the trends in weapon~;-related crimes ~vithin the District. 

F. Some General Observations on Impact Assessment: 

The discussion in this section is designed primarily to alert 

the reader to some of the problems that face researchers who attempt 

3 to make assessments of the impact of gun control statutes. Perhaps 

the most important message is that such asessements cannot be made 

sensibly without intimate knowledge and understanding of how guns are 

distributed and used in the United States and in the particular juris-

dictions in question. Such knowledge is useful in understanding how 

a given piece of legislation is intended to work and how it is likely 

to work -- through what mechanisms and with what changes in the structure 

of incentives'- ." sanctions for criminals, police, victims, courts 

and other participal.lts in the general criminal justice system. 

Of course, such knowledge is agnostic ~ priori with respect to 

whether it is at all possible to achieve the desired amount of control 
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and desired effects on crimE!. Indeed, one of the major motivations 

for increasing the depth and accuracy of our general knowledge concerning 

firearms and their distribution is to be able to make such predictions. 

This chapter assumes tha t gun control may be effec tive ir;, achieving 

some ends, but that is simply a working assumption for this discussion. 

Also of importance is the expectation that massive and dramatic 

crime-reductive effects are unlikely outcomes of most contemplated 

gun control statutes. This expectation is founded on an understanding 

that crime rates, in particular, are affected by many trends in the 

society and that the contribution that gun control could make ~o changes 

in crime rates is likely to be relatively slight. The implication 

for evaluations of gun control impacts is that such research efforts 

have to be made carefully since the effects to be detected are likely 

to be slight and easily swamped by the noise level that ordinarily 

exists in the system. Another implication is that findings will usually 

be subject to dispute; slight changes in the specification of research 

models of the gun control legislation effects are likely to lead to 

changes in the estimated sizes or even the directions of effects. 

III. Landmark Evaluations of Gun Control Effects: 

This section reviews some of the major attempts to assess the 

effectiveness of gun control legislation that was in place at a point 

in tim~ or had ,been newly enacted. The studies were chosen for scrutiny 

both because each has been cited repeatedly in the literature on gun 

control and because they each represent major approaches to the problem 

posed by evaluation. 

The three major approaches, each described in a subsection below, 
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are (i) cross-sectional studies which attempt to estimate the effects 

of "natural variations" in gun control legislation by states or other 

political jurisdictions on weapons-related crimes, (ii) time series 

studies which look at the shifts in relevant crime rates that occur 

at the time of the introduction of a change in gun control legislation; 

and (iii) "process studies" that attempt to show hmv particular changes 

in gun control policies are implemented through intermediate effects. 

A. Cross-sectional Studies of "Natural Variation" in Gun Control: 

The 50 states and thousands of counties and municipalities that 

exist in the United States provide considerable opportunity for "natural 

variation" to arise in the way in which particular political jurisdictions 

attempt to regulate the possession and use of weapons. While ~~ate 

legislation ordinarily has priority over local ordinances and laws, 

states often delegate to localities the authority to enact additional 

regulations that go beyond what the state may reQuire. 4 Generally, 

regulations tend to be more restrictive in states in the Northeast 

region of the United States, as opposed to the South and the West and 

more restrictive in larger as opposed to smaller cities and counties. 

Thus among the most restrictive states in the Union are New York, Massa-

chusetts and New Jersey. New York City, Boston, and Chicago are more 

restrictive than most cities in the country. 

It would seem only sensible to attempt to trace out the implica-

tions for weapons-related crimes of this natural variation; indeed, 

5 two studies reviewed below attempt to do so for the 50 states. The 

problem, of course, is that the 50 states are not comparable one to 

the other, being composed of varying mixes of demographic, economic 
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and even historical factors that might conceivably be affecting the 

crime rates of those states, independently of gun control legislation. 

Indeed, one might easily entertain the theory that the underlying condi-

tions that induce legislators to enact gun control legislation are 
~ 

the same that produce state gun-related crime rates. Hence the assess-

ment of gun control legislation effects depends for its plausibility 

on the researcher's ability to unravel the confounding effects of state 

socio-economic, demographic and political characteristics from legisla-

--~- -----

tive effects. The t~vo studies described belmv take t~vo different approaches, 

leading to markedly different conclusions concerning the effectiveness 

of gun control legislation. 

(1) Geisel et al. (1969)6: Using an inventory of state regulations 

in effect at the time, Geisel and his associates attempted to relate 

statistically a set of crime, accident and suicide rates involving 

firearms to a combined index formed from the state regulations. The 

index displayed in that article is one of several dozen ways in which 

numerical scores were given to each state according to the particular 

configuration of regulations in effect; the scoring system which produced 

the highest relationship to the largest number of gun-related crime 

j / 

rateti was selected for discussion in the article. 

Recognizing that crime rates ~vere also dependent on other charac

teristics of the states, the authors entered into a multiple regression 

model se,eral state characteristics: average per capita income, median 

school years completed by adults, males per 100 females, police employees 

per 1,000 residents, proportion black, population density, median age, 

and licensed hunters per c~pita. Hultiple regression equations linking 
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the dependent variables with the above along with ea~h state's numerical 

score on the regulations index yielded sets of effect coefficients for all 

the independent variables. The coefficients for gun regulations tended to 

show for most dependent variables that the stricter the gun regulations 

in each state, the lower the deaths, injuries, suicides and crime com-

mitted with guns. The authors further estimate that if each state brought 

its regulations up to the strictness (then) of New Jersey, several hun-

dred deaths from firearms would be averted each year in the country as a 

whole. Similar calculations were made over 129 cities using state regu-

lations in which the cities were located. 

The main problems with the Geisel ~ al. analyses center around the 

statistical model used. As discussed earlier, establishing the ceteris 

paribus conditions in cross-sectional studies requires that the investiga-

tor have a fairly complete understanding of how the particular crime rates 

are generated'. The variables, entered into the equations as "controls" 

are largely ad hoc. Most are known correlate- of crime rates, but they 

are not held together by any systematic theory of hmv crime rates are 

generated. For example, a theory of crime that weighed deterrence heavily 

might have led the investigators to include clearance rates, average sen-

tences given out to persons convicted of gun-related offenses, or other 

similar variables as part of the analysis. Since the theoretical relevance 

of the control variables used was not explained (and hence cannot be eval-

uated), one can only suspect heavily that the ceteris paribus conditions 

may not be plausible. In other words, variables may be left out, causal 

relationships among variables may be ~vrongly specified, and some variables 

may be simply alternative proxies for the same underlying phenomenon. In 

short, the analysis presented is not vary plausible just because it is 

not driven by a plausible or explicit theory about the dependent variable. t 

~ .. 

~ 
1\ 
h 

~--------~~~~::";~~J::.-= tj 



- 520 -

(2) Murray (1975): The contrast between Murray's research and 

( 6) d 'b d above 1'llustrates dramatically the effect~ Geisel ~ al. 19 9 eSCH e 

of positing alternative statistical models in cross-sectional studies 

of the effects of gun control legislation. Murray used data from the 

1970 Census to characterize each of the states along with Uniform Crime 

Report data from the same year. State regulations concerning guns 

were modelled as a set of dummy variables using information obtained 

from Bakal (1966) rather than summarized into an overall numerical 

I I (1969) 7 In addition, certain variables index, as in Geise ~~. . 

were used in Hurray's analysis that had not been employed by Geisel, 

including the log of total state population, percent unemployed, percent 

belm.; the poverty line, percent of population who were interstate migrants 

and so on. Thus, the implicit underlying theory of firearm violence 

employed by Murray is substantially different from the "theory" that 

appears in Geisel ~ al. Still, Murray provides little r.ationale for 

or discussion of his model, either in general or in the specific ways 

in which it departs from the Geisel model discussed above. 

Also, the form of the statistic,al analysis employed by Murray 

was different in important ways from that employed by Geisel. Using 

a backward stepwise regression method, Murray "forced" all the indepen

dent variables (save the gun regulation dummies) into the equation, 

first allowing those variables to absorb as much variance in gun-i'elated 

crimes as possible, then adding the gun control dummies and allowing 

them to absorb any additional variance. ~fuile this is a perfectly 

acceptable procedure for many purposes, it should be noted that its 

use implies a model that allocates any effects of the state character-
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istics that may be shared with the gun control legislation to the former. 

In other words, if legislators are more inclined to institute licenses 

to carry firearms in states that are outside the "Old South" because 

it is part of non-Southern culture to do so, any joint determination 

of crime rates by region and gun control legislation is allocated entirely 

to the regional variable in Murray's formulation. 8 This procedure, 

in short, "stacks the deck" against such effects as the gun legislation 

variables might otherwise produce. 

Murray's analysis also includes data on hand gun ownership obtained 

from Harris and Gallup polls. Since neither of these two surveys are 

based on samples large enough to permit state by state tabulations 

only levels of gun ownership in four regions of the U.S. 9 were used, 

a decision that conceals potentially large variations from state to 

state within regions in the possession of guns by households (see Chapter 

Seven) . 

Murray's analysis indicates that there are no significant effects 

of gun con trol legisla tion on the crime ,ra tes in ques t ion. These resul ts 

are obtained for homicides, assaults, robbery, suicide, and gun accidents. 

Murray's analyses are no more plausible than Geisel's. Taken 

together, the two studies confirm that'cross-sectional studies of this 

sort are highly sensitive to alternative specification of the statistical 

models employed, and possibly to the analytical strategies employed 

as well. Cross-section.al studies that are not informed by reasonable 

theoretical models of how states, cities or regions vary in crime rates 

can produce misleading and contradictory results, and until such theories 

are developed, little of substance can be concluded from studies of 

h ' 10 t 1S type . 
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B. ~ongitudinal Studies of Gun Control Legislation: 

A much m/.re promising strategy for examining the impact of gun 

control legislation is the before-and~after longitudinal study. States 

and other political jurisdictions shift from more permissive to less 

permissive legislation concerning ~uns (and, sometimes, vice versa) 

whenever new gun legislation is enacted. These changes, unde~ proper 

circumstances, obvla.te many of the difficulties in specifying ceteris 

paribus conditions since the jurisdictional experiences before the 

new legislation can be contrasted with those occurring subsequent to 

enactment. Of course, there are many caveats that have to be observed. 

since the legislation changes may be accompanied by ctrer shifts that 

could also influence the antic.ipated outcome, e.g., an urban disturbance 

occurring around the same time may increase gun possession, or a rise 

in unemployment among youth may increase the number of robberies, and 

so on. But, the difficulties in using such shifts in legislation are 

considerably less than those involved in the analysis and interpretation 

of cross-sectional differences. 

One potentially very serious problem in any ti;ne-series analysis 

is wbat can pe called the "timing" problem. Imagine a time-series 

data base that is tracking some variable of interest: the crime rate, 

unemployment, worker productivity, etc. In the normal course of things, 

due to the simultaneous effects of all other variables that influence 

the variable of interest, the time-series "bounces" up and down between 

less desirable and more desirable .conditions, that is, there are "troughs" 

and "peaks" occurring normally in the time-series. as part of its usual 

or customary behavi01;. The "timing" problem is simply that policy inter-
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vent ions tend, almost invariably, to be . lnstituted during the "troughs," 

that is, as the variable t~ends towards 1 d ess esirable states, for 

the very simple reason that the incll'natl'on t "d o 0 something" about 

a problem sharply increases when it appears th t th a e problem is getting 

worse. And since the normal behavl'or f h . o t e tlme series is to bounce, 

troughs tend to be followed by peaks, agal'n as part of the normal behavior 

of the series. It is thus easy to see that the normal fluctuation 

of the time series can be easily mistaken for evidence of a positive 

program effect. The sol t' t th u 10n 0 e problem. of course, is to let 

the post-enactment series run its course over 
~ a reas~nable span of 

time before impact assessment is attempted. B 1 . 1 ut ,egls ators who want 

to know ~vhether the program is "workl'ng" are seldom satisfied to hear 

that it will be several years before the question can be reasonably 

answered. 

The major longitudinal studies can be roughly classified into 

t~-'o types, process studies and time series analyses. The former are 

co"cerned mainly with the impact of the ne,-, legislation on the ~-,ays 

in ~vhich gun control legl' slatl' on l'S' 1 lmp emented and less on the outcome 

in terms of the use of weapons l'n . Crlmf.';, ,v'hile time series analyses 

are more concerned with measuring the effects of legislation on crime 

ra tes of various ~orts. B th 1 1 - o lave va ue; process studies address the 

critical issue of the intermedl"ate ff e ects of such legislation while 

time series studies are concerned primarily ~-,ith end effects. 
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S d The 1968 Federal Gun Control (1) A National Pr~o~c~e~s~s~~t~u~y~:~~~~~~~~~~.~~~~ __ 

Law (Zimring, 1975): Zimring's (1975) study is perhaps the most exten-

f h ' w~th the most recent major federal sive examination 0 t e exper~ences ~ 

legislative effort in the direction of gun control. The 1968 Act was 

a ·.L"med at eliminating interstate sales a complex variety of measures 

of guns (thereby inten ing to _ ~ d ~_id Qtat~s with stronger gun controls 

from being undercut by dealers in more permissive states), prohibiting 

salf~s t~) certain classes of individuals, notably minors, persons convicted 

of felonies, mental defectives and drug users, and limiting imported 

firearms by prohibiting the ir..port of surplus military firearms and 

restricting imports largely to those weapons that could be used for 

"sporting purposes. ,,11 Administrative responsibility for the Act was 

given to the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms within the Treasury 

Department. 

Zimring's account of the first five years of the operation of 

the 1968 Act was limited primarily to an analysis of the operating 

assumptions of the Act and a description of its administration. 

h h Act called for licensing of dealers Zimring notes that althoug t e 

who were to maintain records of their firearms transactions, very little 

was done to police the implementation of the licensing and transaction 

Although cases ref. erred for prosecution increased consiregulations. 

derably after the Act was passed, the sheer volume of transactions 

was such that almost any extensive policing cf dealers would have been 

far beyond the capacity of BATF to undertake. The considerable task 

I ' , f dealers' licenses (there were about of investigating app ~cat~ons or 

160,000 licensed deal~rs in 1972) was simply more than the relatively 
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small handful of Bureau agents could be expected to undertake. In-

specting dealer records for compliance with provisions bf the Act, 

much less investigating whether dealers werp. complying with the exclu-

sionary provisions of the Act, were completely beyond the capacity 

of the Bureau. 

Much more success was achieved by the provisions that regulated 

the importation of certain types of guns. Aimed at the importation 

of "Saturday Night.Specials," the Act left it to the Bureau to find 

a specific definition. The Bureau came up with a quantitative "fac-

toring" index which took into account, among other things, barrel 

length and weapon weight. The consequence of the introduction of 

this definition was to lower the number of handgun imports significantly 

during the first few years after the passage of the Act. However, 

as Zimring was able to show, domestic production of handguns increased 

12 to fill at least part of the gap. 

Zimring attempts to show that the lowering of handgun imports 

had some impact on certain gun-related crimes, especially handgun homi-

cides and firearm assaults. While it is apparent that the rates 

at which such offenses increased began to decline after 1969, it is 

not at all convincing that decline in importation produced the rate 

decline. For one thing, we do not know the price elasticity of weaponry 

for persons who commit crimes. It may ~l7ell be that a doubling or even 

tripling of the price of handguns on the legitimate and illegal mar-

kets would have no effect on their ownership for illicit purposes, 

Secondly, it is not at all clear that "Saturday Night Specials" are 

the weapons of choice for persons who use weapons in the commission 

i) .,.~----;..,.t~r-~---"'~""'~_--""-·~·' , 
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of crimes (see Chapter Ten). Finally, it may well be that the rate 

of increase in the relevant crime rates would have begun to decline 

in any event and that the coincidence noted by Zimring may not indi-

cate any causal link after all. 

Zimring also attempts to measure the ability of the Act to lower 

sales by dealers of handguns to persons residing out of state. Since 

the local gun laws in Boston and New York are enforced strictly enough 

to, in effect, prevent sales of weapons within each city, weapons per

force have to be procured from out of the city and in most cases from 

out of the state. Trends in handgun homicides in the two cities, how-

. ever, indicate no wiggles in the period after 1968 that would be 

consonant with the interpretation that the law was effe;ctive in reducing 

interstate sales. Indeed, if anything, it appeared that firearm 

assaults increased in New York and Boston more than in other places 

throughout the nation. 

Zimring's analysis points up sharply some of the points made 

earlier in this chapter about .the importance of having a firm empir

ically grounded understanding of the facts concerning'gun usage in 

crime before embarking on legislation. It is not entirely clear that 

Saturday Night Specials are the weapons of choice for criminals; 

rather there is developing some evidence that such weapons are bought 

mainly by persons who are not professional criminals. Secondly, the 

pattern of interstate commerce in guns on the retail level was not 

well understood; hence regulation of sales by dealers to out-of-

state purchase'rs could not be adequately policed for compliance. 

Finally, a method of gun regulation that implied a considerable increase 
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in BATF manpower should have been accompanied by such increases in 

order to achieve any effectiveness. Since the Act was based on little 

or no knowledge of the phenomena it was supposed to control, we should 

not be surprised that it produced few or none of the intended effects 

(the reduction of handgun imports possibly being the only major ,excep-

tion). 

While Zimring's analysis does not make any strong statements 

concerning the impact of the law on gun-related crimes (indeed, it 

could not do so), the analysis is quite valuable because it investi

gated the important issues in administration as described above. For 

example, an import restriction that actually did not restrict imports 

could have no impact on weapon usage nor could a registration system 

fo~ sales have any impact without some eff1'c1'ent f ,. means or mon1tor1ng 

compliance. Hence such "process" studies prove to be of value even 

if they cannot and should not lead to estimates of effectiveness. 

(2) Local Process Studies of the Massachusetts Bartley-Fox 

Amendment (Beha. 1977; Rossman et al., 1979). In 1974 the Massachusetts 

legislature passed an amendment (known as the Bartley-Fox Amendment) 

to its gun control laws which expanded Massachusetts licensing pro

cedures and made unlicensed carrying of firearms an offense with a 

mandatory sentence of one year, forbidding the suspension of sentences 

nonfiling of cases, plea bargaining and other devices used by courts 

and prosecutors to avoid felony convictions when they thought it 

, 

advisable. 13 The passage of the Bartley-Fox Amendment was accompanied 

by several months of widespread publicity before it became effective in 

April 1975. 
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In a very fine-grained study of process, Beha examined the facts 

of every arrest charge involving weapons that was processed through 

the courts of Suffolk County (Boston) in the period April through 

September 1975, as well as a parallel set of cases in a six month 

period in 1974. In addition, UCR and Boston Police Department arrest 

records, statistics on the issuance of firearms permits, and inter-

views undertaken with police, prosecutors and defense attorneys were 

employed in the analysis. 

While Beha did undertake to assess the effectiveness of the 

Bartley-Fox Amendment in lowering firearms-related offenses', a major 

portion of his analysis centered on the ways in which the Suffolk 

County Courts handled such charges. Initially, there was some concern 

that the courts would resent the loss of discretion imposed by the 

Bartley-Fox Amendment and work out.evasion tactics which would restore 

their ability to deal flexibly with cases of weapons carrying violations. 

In addition, it was also believed that arresting police might be re1uc-

tant to enter a carrying charge because of the mandatory penalties 

ca!.\ried in the Bartley-Fox Amendment. 

Beha's study of court Cqses indicated widespread compliance with 

the provision of the Amendment that restricted judges' discretion. 

Persons charged with weapons carrying violations were either acquitted 

or sentenced as the law required, whereas before the enactment of the 

Bartley-Fox Amendment a fairly large proportion of such cases were 

given suspended sentences or kept on file for periods. of time without 

sentencing.
14 

In short~it~ppeared to Beha that, at least for the 

first six months of experience with the law, it, was being properly 
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administered by the courts. 

Inspection of the Boston police arrest records also led Beha to 

the conclusion that the Boston police were not reluctant to arrest 

on carrying charges. Although there was a drop in such arrests after 

Bartley-Fox, there was no evidence that thi8 was due to arresting 

officer discretion; rather, inspection of additional charges filed 

indicated that the as~ociation of carrying charges with other charges 

remained the same before and after Bartley-Fox. 

Beha's study also indicated that the Bartley-Fox Amendment had 

little effect on other weapons-related cha,rges. Thus if a person was 

charged with armed robbery in which an unlicensed handgun was used, 

a weapons carrying charge was ordinarily not filed as an additional 

charge. Indeed, the latter carried with it ,under Bartley-Fox a much 

smaller mandatory sentence than ordinarily given out for armed robbery 

and hence did not add much to the. prosecution of the more serious 

weapons-related crimes. 

Beha also made some comparisons of police reports of weapons-

related crimes before and after Bartley-Fox. We do not discuss those 

comparisons in any great detail because they are ambiguolls in meaning 

without careful specification of the ceteris paribus conditions. 

Beha's process analysis again shows the importance of working 

out and studying in detail the process of enforcement in the case of 

gun control legislation. There were several points at which the 

opera~ions of the law could have been vitiated; police may have stopped 

entering carrying charges; prosecutors may have found ways in w.hich 

to use the charges in plea bargaining 111:,ith the accused; and judges 

<'-<-'~"'''''''7-'-----''''' __ --~ , , 

/ 



- 530 -

could have avoided the mandatory sentencing provisions by dismissing 

more easily certain type~ of cases. Note that the issue here is not 

whether things have changed or not, but whether the cases of detected 

violations of carrying weapons are treated in the courts as the legis-

lation apparently demands that they be treated. 

Rossman et al. (1979) extended Beha' s earlier study in several 

directions. Most important, the time period of analysis was extended 

beyond the first six months after Bartley-Fox came into operation; 

also, the jurisdictions studied included Spr.ingfield and Worcester 

(in addition to Boston); and the data collected included systematic 

interviews with prosecutors, defense a.ttorneys, policemen, and judges 

and clerks of the courts. In addit:!.on, a much more sophisticated 

before-and-after analysis of crime rates was undertaken (to be consi-

dered separately in the next subsection). 

Rossman and his colleagues found that there were differences in 

the accommodation of the criminal justice system to Bartley-Fox over 

time. In the year immediately following enactment, enforcement ap-

peared to be pursued more vigorously than two years later. Arrests 

;; I 

on carrying charges increased after enactment but then declined in 

the following year. Interviews with policemen indicated a widespread 

lack of clear understanding of the provisions of the law and its ap

plicability, resolved in favor of enforcement in the first year and 

otherwise in the second year. Some of the courts systematically under

cut the law by downgrading charges of carrying to possession, leading 

to the restoration of discretion to the courts that was intended to 

be reduced by the passage of Bartley-Fox. 
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Rossman and his colleagues also noted that after the passage 

of Bartley-Fox, convictions on carrying charges declined for those 

charged, indicating that judges and juries were less willing to con-

vict on such charges, perhaps another type of evasion of the intent 

of Bartley-Fox. Indeed, the investigators conclude (very tentatively) 

that the Bartley-Fox amendment only led in Boston to 40 more prison 

sentences over a year's period for carrying charges than would have 

15 been expected. 

The major importance of the Rossman~ ale study was to show 

that longer term effects may be different than short-run effects. It 

apparently takes time for a complex, loosely coupled system such as 

the criminal justice system to absorb and assimilate a change such 

as that represented by the Bartley-Fox Amendment. Initial responses 

may not be the same as long-term responses; indeed, the studies re-

viewed are hardly very long-term, extending only two years after 

ena~tment. Whether the trends seen by Rossman and his colleagues 

toward a re-establishment of the status quo ante continued or reversed 

in subsaquent years is of course completely open. 

(3) Time Series Analyses of the Bartley-Fox Ame:ndment' s Effects 

on Relevant Crime Rates (Deutsch and Alt, 1977; Pierce and Bowers, 1979).16 

Because crime statistics are collected and available on a fairly fine

grained time scale, it is possible to examine the effects of identified 

changes in the criminal justice system on crime rates in general and 

on specific types of crimes. The general logic of proceeding is clear 

and simple even if the specific procedures to be employed are complicated 

and demanding. The general principle that underlies time series 
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analyses is that it is possible to estimate the behavior of a time 

series at a particular point in time through an analysis of trends 

in the data at previous points in time, a principle that asserts that 

abrupt and dramatic changes are unlikely; the best way to predict how 

many crimes there will be in a given month is to analyze how long

term trends, seasonal trends plus variability of an unstructured sort 

would lead one to 'predict a particular set of values for the month in 

question. 

Deutsch and Alt in an early article applied sophisticated time 

series modelling to investigating the effects of Bartley-Fox on gun 

assaults, homicides and anned robbery for the city of Boston for the 

six month period following the implementation of Bartley-Fox. UsIng 

the estimation techniques of Box and Jenkins (1970), the investigators 

fitted an estimation fonnula to the monthly time series (1966 through 

1974) for the three types of crimes, projected the series forward and 

compared their estimates of what was to be expected with the rates 

of actual occurrence in each of the six months following implementa

tion of Bartley-Fox. Deutsch anq Alt conclude that the Bartley-Fox 

Amendment affected crime rates for anned robbery and gun assaults but 

not for homicide. 

It should be noted that these findings apply only to the city 

of Bostl,)n and only to the si'X months following the implementation of 

the law, and assume that the Bo~~Jenkins model fitted was the best 

one among those available. This la::st qualification ag!lin emphasizes 

that theoretical models are critically important in assessing effec-

tiveness. 
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In an article critical of Deutsch and Alt, Hay and McCleary 

(1979) dispute whether the time series model used was appropriate. 

A~lsertj,ng that another model was more appropriate, Hay and McCleary 

show that the use of their "better" model led to inconclusive findings 

in which the differences between predi·ted and actual crime rates for 

gun assault and anned robbery were not statistically significant. In 

a rejoining article, Deutsch (1979) disputes the criticisms of Hay 

and McCleary and asserts that the original Box-Jenkins ARIMA model 

chosen was appropriate. Since we are not in a position to judge 

these claims and counter-claims, the best we can do is to point to 

the clear implication that time series analyses are not the applica

tions of some predetermined procedure but require the judicious selec

tion among a variety of alternatives; a decision based on artful 

diagnoses of empirical data as well as matching models with theoreti-

cal understandings. 

A much more extensive attempt to assess the effects of Bartley

Fox is represented by the work of Pierce and Bowers (1979). These 

investigators enlarged the data considered to include a longer period 

of time after Bartley-Fox implementation, compared the trends in 

Massachusetts and Boston with other states and communities, and con

sidered trends outside Boston as well as Boston itself. Indeed, 

Pierce and Bowers achieve a more convincing analysis of Bartley-Fox 

impacts because the several data bases used strengthen each other 

considerably. 

Trends for Massachusetts are compared with crime trends in 

nearby states, for the New England area as a whole and for the North-
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east region. In addition, trends in urbanized counties abutting on 

Massachusetts are compared with Boston and the state as a whole. Pierce 

and Bowers find that the incidence of gun assaults was deflected down

ward by the introduction of Bartley-Fox, with a compensatory increase 

in assaults in which guns were not used. Apparently, Bartley-Fox 

had both a deterrent and a displacement effect. As for armed robberies, 

a moderate deterrent effect was detected with a possibility that guns 

were again beginning to be used two years after Bartley-Fox went into 

effect, particularly against victims in certain types of robberies. 

Finally gun homicides showed a slight decline, as a consequence of 

Bartley-Fox. 

Note that it is not at all clear how the Bartley-Fox Amendment 

achieved these effects on the major gun crimes. The Amend~ent speaks 

directly to only one offense, namely carrying of an unlicensed firearm. 

It does not increase, decrease or otherwise alter penalties for 

crimes in which guns are used. Bartley-Fox certainly increases the 

risk of carrying an unlicensed weapon, but evidence from the process 

studies does not seem to indicate that the police and the courts 

changed in their arresting or charge processing behaviors to a great 

extent, especially after the initial post-implementation period had 

p~·tfJsed. If there is a deterrence effect, it is that Bartley-Fox de

terred persons from carrying unlicensed weapons, a side-effect of 

wQich was to reduce the usage of gUlls in connection with certain 

crimes. Of course, there is always the possibility that the Bartley-

Fox Amendment was only imperfectly understood by the public as generally 

increasing the severity with which gun-related offenses would be 
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17 treated by the police and the courts. 

In any event, it seems clear that the impa~t of such changes in 

the law have to be studied in considerable detail, both in their 

impacts on the criminal justice system and in their impacts on the 

commission of crimes. We see from the studies reviewed that the system 

may react initially differently from its long-run accommodation to 

the law. Crime rates may also be affected, but displacement effects 

and deterrent effects lead to a mixed set of outcomes. Perhaps it 

would be best if all assaults involved non-firearms weapon.s, but that 

is not totally obvious given that victims threatened with less' deadly 

weapons might resist more vigorously and thus bring more harm to them-

selves. 

(4) The Washington DC and Detroit Laws (Jones, 1981; Loftin and 

McDowell, 1981). 

Two very recent studies, each focussed on a widely publicized 

legislative change, also bear review in this section: the first, a 

study of the effec:'ts of Washington DC's If Firearms Control Regulations 

Act of 1975" (Jones, 1981), sometimes said to be the "toughest" gun 

law in the nation; and the second, a study of the impact of Detroit's 

recent (1976) mandatory sentencing law undertaken by Loftin and McDowell 

(1981) . 

Jones' (1981) paper is the latest in a series of rather embittered 

disputes over the effectiveness of Washington's new (as of 1976) gun 

laws, the provisions of which were described briefly in Chapter 14. 

, , d evaluatl.'on was one sponsored by the United The first widely publl.cl.ze 

f M (1980), whl.'ch concluded that the new laws States Conference 0 ayors 

I 
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had successfully reduced both firearms crime in general, and handgun aggravated assault, but the entries elsewhere in the table also show 

crime in particular, within the District. This study was immediately (approximately similar) d~clines in most other jurisdictions as well. 

faulted on various methodological grounds, including th(~ inappropriate- Indee"l, over the 38 entries in the table (19 jurisdictions times two 

ness of the comparison jurisdictions and the failure of the evaluation crime rate indicators'h29 are negative in sign (that is, indicate 

model to take into account possible cyclical effects in the crime rate, declines in the proportion of either robberies or aggravated assaults 

both well-taken criticisms. that were committed with firea~ms). The declines in the District, 

The passage of the 1975 Act illustrates the "timing" problem dis- while certainly present in the dat~, are on the whole neither more 

cussed earlier in this chapter. The Act was passed at a time when nor less substantial than the declines (over the same period) registered 

rates of violent crime had achieved all-time highs allover the nation in most other cities for which data are presented. 

(i.e., in the 1974-1975 era). In the years since, rates of violent A second tabulation in the Jones i.~Ltic1e compar:es handgun homicides 

crime have tended to decrease somewhat (an effect which many suspect in Washington DC and Baltimore -- which, owing to its proximity, is 

is due to the changing age structure of the popul.ation and, in particular, perhaps the "most appropriate" comparison citY. Both c:tcies show a 

to the passage of the post-war "baby boom" out of the years in the marked decline in handgun homicides between 1974 and 1978, but the 

life cycle when criminality is at its highest pea.k, the 16-24 year Baltimore decline is clearly the more pronounced. Between the two 

old category). Th~ simple before-after comparison for legislation y'ears, the number of handgun homicides in Baltimore declined 'by 46% 

enacted in "the peak years would, as a consequence, almost necessarily (from 193 to 104), while the number in the District declined by 36% 

indicate some positive crime-reductive effects fnr the legislation (from 174 to 112). There were, however, some differences between the 

in question. This is the essence of the criticism that the U.S. Conf'=r- cities in the kinds of homicides that declined. In Washington, for 

ence of Mayors' study was insensitive to the "cyclical" nature of the example, within-family homicides did show a small percentage decline j 

crime rate. whereas in Baltimore, within-family homicides increased. In contrast, 

Jones' (1981) paper presents before-after (1974-1976, and 1977- crime-related murders increased in Washington, but declined in Baltimore, 

1979) data on "firearms incidents as a percentage of total incidents" over the same period. It is thus possible that the 1975 Act in the 

for the United States as a whole, for Washington DC, for nine other District had some eft~ct on the mix of crime types, but, in general, 
,. 

major American cities, and for eight Maryland and Virginia jurisdictions not on the overall number. 

that are in the immediate area of the District (see his Table l)~ The In conclusion, it can be said, fairly, that none of the published 

entries for the District show definite declines for both robbery and evaluations of the Washington law show an unambiguous crime-reductive 
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effect. That violent crime decreased in the District (and elsewhere 

in the nation) after the passage of the Act is clear in all data sources, 

but no persuasive evidence has yet been produced that this reduction 

was in any sense a result of the new legislative measure. 

The Loftin-McDowell evaluation of the 1976 Detroit mandatory sen-

tencing law is interesting in that it combines elements of both process 

studies and impact assessment studies. The nature of the law was to 

provide a mandatory two-year add-on (or sentence enhancement) for felonies 

committed while in possession of a firearm; similar in many respects 

to oth~r sentencing-enhancement policies, the general idea is that 

a felony commit Led with a gun results in some sentence for the felony 

and a mandatory add-on penalty for having used (or in this case possessed) 

a gun in the process. The "process" question concerns how the mandatory 

add-on was implemented in the courts; the "impact" question is whether 

the add-on sentence provision had a detectab1e crime-reductive effect. 

To examine the first question~ Loftin and McDowell analyzed sentenc-

ing data from the Detroit Recorder's Court for three years (1976 through 

1978) spanning the enactment of the new law (N = 8414 murder, armed 

robbery or assault charges). These data suggest no observable change 

in sentencing practices for firearms homicides Qr armed robb~ries, 

but some increase in the sentences for firearms assaults. The courts, 

appearently, were selective in applying the provisions of the new law. 

The interpretation given to this pattern is of some interest. Prior 

to enactmen.t, typical offenses for assault were relatively low, and 

many cases were given suspended sentences or probation. Failing to 

add the mandatory two years would thus be highly visible in a typical 
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assault case. In contrast, average pre-enactment sentences for homicide 

and robbery were rather "stiff," and thus, "the sentencing judge could 

simply shave a couple of years off th~ murder or robbery sentence, 

making the net sentence the same as it had always been" (1981: 156). 

This is an interesting comment because it illustrates the subtle ways 

in which the criminal justice system modifies initial legislative intent 

through discretionary implementation of new measures, and thus, confirms 

once again the need for intelligent and sensitive implementation studies 

as a precondition for impact assessment. 

Assessing the impact of the Detroit law confronts thl': same "timing" 

problem discussed above in the case of the DC Act: the law was enacted 

when crime rates everywhere had reached all-time highs. Following 

the general pattern, rates for most violent crimes did decrease in 

Detroit subsequent to passage of the new law, sometimes quite dramatically, 

but the data suggest "several patterns that are inconsistent with the 

hypothesis that the gun law contributed to the decline" (1981: 159). 

First of all, all the declines begaq several months before the law 

went into effect. Armed robbery declined sharply in the post-enactment 

period, but so did unarmed robbery. "For assaults the patterns are 

quite contrary to what would be expected if the gun law had a deterrent 

effect" (1981: 160). More refined statistical analyses confirm the 

conclusions derived from simple visual inspection of the data, "that 

the gun law did not significantly alter the number or type of viol~nt 

offenses committed in Detroit" (1981: 162). 
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IV. On The Effe:~~.veness of Gun Control Legislation: 

The research reviewed in this chapter leads to no strong or 

certain conclusions concerning the ability of gun control legislation 

to affect changes in the criminal i~stice system or in rates of crime 

associated with the use of guns. In l~~ge part, the ambiguous charac-

ter of the evidence has as its roots a lack of basic knowledge con-

cerning the connections bet:.ween crime and gun usage, on the distribu-

tion system through which guns are circulated, and on the ways in 

which criminal justice systems of this country operate. 

The basic defects in gun control legislation stem from a lack 

of understanding about how the legislation is expected to impact upon 

enforcing agencies and upon persons who might commit crimes. Licensing 

of gun dealers and regulating ':li'ports (as in the 1968 Gun Control Act) 

without too much thought given to how to implement the law effectively 

stmply leads to adjustments in the gun distribution system that restore 

the status quo ante. Gun control legislation that reduces judicial 

discretion may increase the use of discretion at other points in the 

criminal justice system. And so on. Note that this paragraph is not 

an endorsement of more effective gun control legislation; it simply 

means that if effective legislation along these lines is desirp.d, then 

some considerable thought ought to be given to what are the most im-

portant points at which legislative control ought to be applied. 

Similarly, gauging the effectiveness of legislation also demands 

considerable thought in constructing the appropriate ceteris paribus 

conditions. Cross-sectional studies of "natural" variations aCTOSS 

7 I 
. ~ " ," 

! 

1 .. 
" 

~-.."-... ".~~ ..... -----------------~--=--=--~~-.--=--"==""""'-~=-------~--~.--.,..,..--.,,--.-.. 

- 541 -

political jurisdictions appear to be an approach that needs to be 

postponed until the time when more is understood about how crime rates 

within jurisdic~ions are generated. Before- and after-studies are not 

as severely restricted but have problems of their own, as the efforts 

to estimate the impact of the Massachusetts Bartley-Fox Amendment 

indicate. 

The conclusions we eome to are as follcws: 

First, any effort to estimate the ef:i:ects of gun control 
legislation needs to be based on a thorough under
standing of the phenomena intended to be affected 
and the institutional sys'tems involved. 

Secondly, while there is some evidence that the Massachusetts 
Bartley-Fox Amendment achieved at least an initial 
impact on gun-related crime, there are considerable 
hints that long-range effects are not to be expected 
or will be consid~rably reduced in magnitude. In 
other words, there is some evidence that under some 
conditions, reductions in gun-related crimes can be 
achieved through gun control legislation, but this 
outcome will be neither very common nor especially 
pronounced. 
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Notes 

1. The fact that this proposal would be unacceptable on many grounds is 

not the issue of concern at the moment. 

2. The issue of how many murders start out as aggravated assaults and 

are transformed into murders by the availability of guns on the 

scene is also relevent; see Chapter Eleven. 

3. More detailed and technical analyses of these problems can be found 

in the standard works on the evaluation of social programs, e.g., 

Rossi, Freeman and Wright, 1979; Cook and Campbell, 1979; Cronbach 

et al., 1980. 

4. The extent to which such local variations exist may be seen in 

the results of the Policy Department Survey and in 

the survey of gun control regulations contained in Chapter 14. 

5. Other types of variation present even greater temptations which 

most social scientists at least have resisted trying to analyze. 

Countries vary even more markedly in the restrictions placed on 

weapon possession, ranging from Switzerland (which virtually requires 

each adult Swiss male national to possess a weapon and ammunition 

as part of his service to the national militia) to England and 

Ireland (where ownership of handguns is virtually forbidden and 

se~~e controls are placed on the ownership of long guns). Some 

appreciation of the international variation in gun control can 

be attained from King (1973) as well as General Accounting Office 
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(1978). Ne:i.ther study attempts to draw any conclusions from the 

cross-national comparisons presented except to note that crime 

rates and the restrictive or permissive nature of gun control cross-

nationally seems to be scarcely related. On the problems of inter

national comparisons, see also Bruce-Biggs (1976) and Chapter Seven, 

above. 

6. Earlier studies conducted by Krug (1967, 1968a, 1968b) purported 

to show no relationship between gun control legislation and crime 

rates. But since states were grouped into very large c,ategories 

and socio--economic and other relevant characteristics were not 

held constant, Krug's results have generally been heavily discounted 

in discussion of gun control legislative effects. Krug's studies 

received widespread publicity (they were published in the Congressional 

Record) and Geisel's research must be regarded as partly a response 

to Krug's analyses. 

Another study (Seitz, 1972) may also be cited. Seitz attempted 

to model the effects of gun control on the availability of weapons 

across states, and its subsequent effect on homicide rates. This 

study also suffers from insufficient attention to the processes 

that produce interstate variations in crime rates of all sorts. 

Among the least sensible statistics produced in this article is 

a correlation computed between the total homicide rate the gun

homicide rate, a computation that inflates the correlation coefficient 

perforce since gun-related homicide is included in all homicides, 

part-whole correlations generally being tautologically high (see 

Chapter 11). 
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7. Criticisms were raised by Jones (1980) that data were incorrectly " , 

transcribed by Murray from Bakal's state law inventory. Specifically, 

the state of South Carolina was described by Murray as a strict 

control state while Bakal shows that the laws in question had been 

repealed and that South Carolina was no longer a strict gun control 

state by 1970. 

8. This statement does not imply that we accept the notion that there 

is a regional culture (see Chapter Six). All we mean to imply 

is that Murray's formulation implies that there is not. This and 

other features of the implicit theoretical structure underlying 

Murray's procedures are not clearly set out by him. 

9. Two states, Hawaii and Alaska are ordinarily simply le~'t out of 

the Harris and Gallup samples since eacq would be allocated only 

a very small number of very expensive interviews. However, these 

two states are somehow allocated out to regions in Murray's analysis. 

10. On the other hand, the fact that alternative specifications of 

the underlying conditions which cause crime lead to entirely opposite 

research findings means certainly that the effects of state~level 

weapons control legislation are not sufficiently large to overpower 

specification errors. This implies that if state-by-state legisla-

tive variation has any effects at all on state-by-state variation 

in gun crime and gun violence, then the effect can only be subtle 

at best. Assuming accurate measurement of the ~egislative varia-

bility, a truly powerful effect would be detectable in either 

Murray's or. .Geisel's data. 
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11. Thus, the Gun Control Act of 1968 is a classic example of a problem 

well-known in the evaluation literature. The Act is not a simple 

measure with a single intended outcome, but rather a large number 

of distinct 'measures, each with a different end purpose in mind. 

Evaluating "the" effect of the 1968 Gun Control Act as a whole 

would obviously be a vei7 difficult business. 

12. Some wide differences between Census and ATF import statistics 

make it ambiguous whether the trend toward lowering of imports 

continued through the end of 1975; see also Chapters 2 - 5, above. 

13. The publicity precf~ding the enforcement of the Bartley-·Fox Amendment 

stressed possession as well as carrying, a theme that was not in 

fact true about the legislative change. Persons could still possess 

unlicensed weapons in their homes and places of business without. 

violating the law, .1. provision of the law that was contradicted 

by its publicity. 

14. This is a Massachusetts device for achieving a "conviction lt without 

creating a felony record for the accused. If the accused comes 

before the court again on a felony charge, the unfiled case is 

then activated and a sentence imposed. This device is used frequently 

for first offenders and for persons who appear to the judge to 

be "ordinary" law-abiding citizens. 

15. The calculated number is based on a number of precarious assumptions 

and hence can only be regarded as providing some evidence that 

the number of convictions that could be attributed to Bartley-Fox 
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was not large, over and beyond what would. have been expected other-

wise. 

16. Other s:tudies using time series for the study of gun control effects 

include: Deiner and Crandall (1979), who studied the effects of 

a general crime control act that included gun control on crime 

rates in Jamaica. The models used, however, are much more primitive 

than those in the studies reviewed here and cover a shorter period 

of time before and after the intervention. 

17. Indeed, both Beha (1977) and Rossman ~ al. (1979) indicate that 

the major publicity campaign preceding implementation was quite 

misleading in claiming that weapons possession was also covered 

by the law. 
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AN AGE}IDA FOR RESEAF.CH ON WEAPONS, CRIME 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

AN AGENDA FOR RESEARCH ON FIREARMS AND CRIME 

I. Introduction 

The connections between firea~ms and crimes form a series of 

topics that are scarcely neutral; partisanship runs through the avowedly 

polemical literature that appears in journals of opinion and is strongly 

present in the literature that purports to be scholarly and empirically 

based. There is likely nothing that additional research can furnish 

which would dampen the rancour that permeates the field. Nor should 

it, for the controversies are fueled by differences in life styles, 

political philosophies, theories of crime, ~~d so on; research find-

ings are not likely to change such passions. The best one can expect 

~rom additional research is to take some aspect of the problems in 

question out of the realm of controversy, perhaps forcing all partici-

pants to corne more closely to grips with how things actually are rather 

than rely on artful constructions of empirical realities. 

The re~earch agenda described in this chapter is designed to 

narrow the wide band of misinformation and simple lack of empirical 

knowledge that surrounds the major issues involved in firearms and 

crime. The proposed researc~es are intended to provide more empiri-

cally based detailed knowledge about the connections between firearms 

and the commission of crimes. The specific projects fit together 

rather closely and are designed to constitute a program, the fulfill-

ment of which will considerably enrich our understanding of private 

ownership of firearms in the United States, how firearms are distributed .. \ 



'/ 
~.l . , 

- 548 -

and used by persons in the commission of crimes and on how public 

policy may be modified for the purpose of reducing the use of firearms 

in crime. It should be noted that this goal for public policy is en

dorsed by all parties in the public debate over firearms policies; 

what is at issue is whether the regulation of firearms ownership and 

possession will accomplish that end or whether public policy might be 

more effectively directed toward the end by the use of some other 

instrumentality, perhaps through raising the statutory penalties for 

using firearms in the commission of crimes. 

The research program recommended in this chapter is addressed to 

two broad topics: First of all, we recommend that a set of researches 

be undertaken on how firearms are distributed and circulated within 

the private sector consisting of households and individuals, with 

special attention to be given to how persons accused and/or convicted 

of crimes involving weapons obta4 n them. F' . ~ ~rm, empir1cally based 

knowledge along these lines may point out ways in which reasonable, 

enforceable and equitable public policies might be able to. lower the 

possession of firearms by criminals and the use of firearms in the 

commission of crimes. Sec dl on y, we propose a program designed to 

increase our theoretical and empirical understanding of why firearms 

are used in the commission of crimes and how public policy may change 

such usage by restructuring the balances of costs and benefits (widely 

construed) that are associated with such use. In this connection, we 

recommend both model construction and theoretical clarification as 

well as empirical study of decisions to employ weapons in the commis

sion of crimes. 

1 j 

.~~~----- ~.--

" 

- 549 -

In addition, we propose research directly on the effects of 

public policy, especially evaluations of the impacts of state and 

local legislation directed at controlling the ownersh~p, possession 

and use of firearms, as well as the mutual effects of firearms owner-

ship and crime rates. 

These broad topics are further subdivided into specific research 

projects. As part of the attempt to understand how the private stock 

of weapons is acquired, used and disposed of, we recommend: 1) A 

national household survey designed to provide a valid and accurate 

description of the current stock of firearms held by individuals and 

households, with special attention to weapons owned and used by seg-

ments of the US population especially likely to use firearms illegally; 

2) Special surveys of persons arrested, charged or convicted of crimes 

involving the use of firearms with special focus on how the firearms 

in question w~re obtained and disposed of; 3) Firearms circulation 

studies in which the household survey plus industry data, data on 

imports, transfers of weapons from public sect~r stocks, and so on, 

are melded together to form an understanding of how firearms are added 

to the privately held stock, circulated among households and individ-

uals and finally disposed of in various ways. 

To increase our basic understanding of the use of firearms in 

the commission of crime, we recommend two related projects: 1) A 

re-conceptualization of police crime data schemes that will provide 

more specific information Ot~ the nature and frequency of the use of 

weapons in crime~ 2) The develgpment of models (oriented to the 

classification scheme resulting from the f);rst proj ect) of firearms 
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use in crime. We suggest that micro-economic models of the decision 

to engage in crime be expanded to include the decision to use or not 

to use firearms. Here our main concern is with understanding the 

anticipated benefits and costs assocl. .. · ,,' with such usage. 

Finally, anticipating that addit, .uaal legislative actions will 

be undertaken regulating in some way the possession, use, manufacture 

or distribution of firearms or changing penalties associated with the 

criminal use of firearms, several alternative strategies are described 

for appropriate monitoring of the implementation of such laws and 

assessing their effects on gun-related crimes. 

The research efforts are described in relatively general terms in 

the sections which follow. Researchers and research organizations 

should be encouraged to exercise their creativity and ingenuity in 

the design of specific proposals. Nor have cost estimates been at-

tached to any of the proposed areas of research. Rather, it is con

templated that ~here are several levels of funding that would be 

appropriate to each area, lesser amoun'ts, of course, being accompanied 

by narrower scopes. 

II. Describing and Understanding the Circulation of Firearms Privately 
Held in the United States 

As earlier chapters of this report have amply documented, there 

is considerable ambiguity about how firearms flow into and are circu-

lated among the households and individuals of th~United States. l 

The few existing national surveys provide some crude information on 

(I -1-:------'-~~·= .. ':::::==!SI·~~~-Iil .. *~. -.,....~~-. - ,'. .-

i 
I 

- 551 -

the total privately held stock; handguns are sometimes differentiated 

from long guns, and the surve)s provide some data on the characteris-

tics of gun possessing households. The best survey yet conducted 

(Lizotte and Bordua) provides good information on the purposes for 

which guns are held privately, but only for the state of Illinois. 

None of the surveys provide much information on how firearms 

are acquired and disposed of. The flow of guns into the ~rivately 

held stock from registered dealers is known (at least in principle), 

but how much circulation takes the form of sales and barter among 

individuals is largely unaddressed. Nor are such important issues 

as how firearms are withdrawn from the privately held stock by destruc-

tion, loss, and the like, addressed by existing survey data. 

The policy relevance of such information as we propose to be 

gathered in the two research projects recommended below should be 

fairly obvious. The worth and effectiveness of any attempts to pre-

vent the use of firearms in crilne by regulating the circulation of 

firearms is clearly conditioned by how these processes are structured, 

including the possibilities for substitute processes compensating for 

those affected by potential regulations. As usual in all decisions, 

the relative sizes of anticipated Type I and Type II errors and their 

impact are at issue: A suggested policy may have great promise fo~ 

preventing potential criminals from possessing guns (minimizing false 

positive or Type I errors), but at the same time preventing many 

others from possessing guns (maximizing Type II errors or false nega-

tives). Obviously, the most desirable policy alternative would be 

one that prevented only cri1;ltinals from possessing weapons and allowed 
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all others as much access as they wanted. Of course, given the clear 

difficulty of identifying cri.minals or "crime-prone" persons, it is 

not likely that any policy will come anywhere near approximating 

this optimum condj,,::;i.on. Indeed, it appears likely that there may 

be no reasonable policy that will minimize both types of errors. 

Of special policy relevance is firm empirical evidence on how 

criminals who use guns obtc:Lin them. There is some anecdotal evi-

dence that firearms used in robberies are obtained specially for that 

2 purpose and immediately disposed of. A small scale interview study 

conducted by Burr (1977) provides ~ome additional evidence. But 

neither anecdotes nor existing research provide information that is 

firm enough to indicate whether or not the same or different ~outes 

to obtain firearms are used by criminals as compared to other civil-

ians. Firm knowledge about the ways in which firearms are circulat-

ing to criminals is critical to weapon~ public policy. As indicated 

below, we propose to attain this knowledge in two ways : first. by 

oversampling portions of the civilian population that are especially 

prone to crime (e.g., young males from poverty households), and by 

directly interviewing persons who are known to have committed crimes 

using firearms. 

Note that the two studies outlined below are closely interrelated.; 

knowledge about how criminals obtained their weapons without correspond-

ing knowlecj.ge about hmv weapons are ordinarily obtained is not fully 

interpretable into policy terms. A circulation process used by crimi-

nals may also be used by civilians, and an interdiction on that proc-

ess may deprive more civilians than criminals of access to firearms. 
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The three research projects recommended are as· follows: 

A. National Household Survey of How Firearms Are Acquired and Disposed of 

We recommend that the National Institute of Justice fund a large 

scale national household survey centering around the following topics 

(listed in order of priority): 

A. An Inventory of Household and Individual Possession and 
Ownership of Firearms, including firearm type, age, con
dition, and purchase cost. 

B. Acquisition and Disposition of Firearms: Sources from 
which existing firearms stock was acquired (e.g., firearms 
dealer,. general department store, friends, pawnshops, etc.) 
and how firearms in the past were disposed of. 

c. Usage of Firearms and Frequencies of Use: Here we would 
be concerned about how often firearms acquired are used 
for hunting, target firing, kept on person for protection 
and so on. . , 

D. 

E. 

F. 

Handling and Storage of Firearms: 
How often maintained? Inventory 
loaded or unloaded in storage? 

Where kept? 
of ammunition? 

Ever carried? 
Firearm 

Lifet~me Experiences ~vith Firearms: Has household always 
had flrearms? First experiences with firearms and types 
of socialization (e.g., military, hunting, target shooting, 
etc. ) 

Opinions on Firearms Public Policy: Here one would be con
cerned with developing considerably more sophisticated 
measures of assessments of alternative public ~0licies 
than have been employed so far. 

G. Demographic and Socio-Economic Measures: Age, sex, educa
tion, income, ethnic background, etc. 

Since anywhere from 40 to 50% of households will not currently 

own or possess any firearms, interviews with non-firearm households 

would only cover topics E, F, and G and hence be somewhat shorter. 

In order to have a sufficient case base for comparisons among different 
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types of firearm owners, a relatively large sample size would be 

efficient. Hence, we recommend an N equal to at least 5,000. 

While there is obviously interest in all segments of American 

society, there is also special interest in those segments most likely 

to either be the victims of firearm crimes o.r the offenders. 

Hence, we recommend a sampling strategy that obtains more observations 

on such strata: Large metropolitan areas should be oversampled, along 

with lower socio-economic neighborhoods and especially households in 

which there are young adult males. 

Since considerable skepticism has been frequently expressed about 

the validity of responses to such surveys, some preparatory technical 

research ought to be undertaken to test out the validity of responses 

of critical groups of respondents. For example, special studies 

ought to be undertaken in states (e.g" Massachusetts) with gun regis-

tration laws of persons on registration rolls to see the extent to 

which known and verified gun owners are willing to identify themselves 

in survey interviews. 

Since it is quite conceivable that a competent and valid national 

survey of this sort would serve as a bo:=nchmark from which to measure 

trends in circulation patterns, ownership and possession, it is esp0-

cially important that the survey be undertaken employing the best of 

talents and with technical proficiency. Hence, we recommend that 

sufficient time be provided for the detailed planning of the samp-

I : 
ling design, construction and pre-testing of interview schedules 

and for exploratory research. Sufficient funds should be set aside 

for the employment of expert consultants. 

oj I 
. .. \ 

... ' 

, " 

'I 

I 

=r::o;·-.. ~·:t'===-~n __ , ______ - __ ... ___ . ____ = ____________ _ 

- 555 -

Two complementary ways of obtaining information on firearms 

circulation ought to be explored: First of all, actual past be-

havior in the acquisition and disposal of firearms can be ascertained. 

Here the critical issue is how each presently owned firearm was 

acquired and how previously owned firearms were disposed of. This 

information has the desirable characteristic of being anchored in 

actual experiences, but also the undesirable characteristic of being 

rooted in the past and possibly representing patterns no longer cur-

rent. A second approach is to ask about hypothetical prospective 

behavior, e.g., "If you wanted to buy a handgun, how would you go 

about it?", possibly generating a series of questions in which the 

word "buy" is replaced by the terms "borrow'," "sell," "get rid of," 

and so on. The advantage of the second approach lies in the poss'i-

bility of constructing the presently perceived circulation patterns 

for firearms. The disadvantages are also obvious, especially the 

fact that perceived patterns are not necessarily those that would be 

used. (No brief is being made here for the particular wording of 

the hypothetical question posed above, the precise wording to be 

used bu~ng clearly a matter to be decided by exploratory research.) 

Because the recommended national survey is likely to stand as 

a benchmark in the measurement of future trends in firearms circula-

tion and ownership, the grantee or contractor conducting the study 

needs to be selected with special care. Especially critical is 

proven experience in the writing of questionnaires. Hasty and 

superficial questions on acquisition and disposition may produce 

vague general replies, knowledge that may be only marginally bettl;r 
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than ignorance. Equally critical would be the design of the questions 

dealing with gun policy issues. As shown in Chapter 13, slavish 

imitation of past surveys will only serve to perpetuate the partial 

understandings we now have of where significant portions of the 

American electorate stand on these issues. The anticipated costs 

and benefits of various gun policies ought to be set out clearly so 

that respondents can see more clearly the anticipated consequences 

of their choices. Appropriate analyses of these choices undoubtedly 

will show that the American population can be sensitive to the nuances 

of public policy choice. 

B. Special Studies of Transfers Into Criminal Possession 

Although the national sample described above will provide good 

information on how guns typically are acquired by the US population 

and some specific detail on how crime- or victim-prone segments of 

the population behave in these respects, any tabulation of even the 

most likely crime-prone segment will largely contain persons who 

have never and will never commit firearms-related offenses. Nor is 

there any way of refining the analysis to the point where only per

sons highly likely to be (or have been) criminals are looked at in 

detail. Hence, we recommend that special studies be undertaken of 

persons who have been identified as having committed crimes involv-

ing the use of firearms. 

Of course, guns figure in criminal charges in a variety of ways. 

It would be useful to distinguish among the following types of fire

arms-related charges. 

I
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a. Weapons Status Crimes: Illegal possession, illegal carrying 
of weapons: crimes that are viola
tions of weapons regulations. 

b. Instrumental Weapons Crimes: Crimes in which weapons are used 
or threatened to be used for the pur
pose of obtaining economic gain, e.g., 
armed robbery, armed burglary, etc. 

c. Essential Weapons Crimes: Crimes in which the actual use of 
the firearm is essential to the com
mission of the crime: armed assault, 
gun homicide, etc. The key issue here 
is that harm is intended and guns are 
essential to that intention. 

The main reason for making these distinctions is that the processes 

by which weapons are obtained in connection with each of these types 

may be quite different. Furthermore, policy interest may well vary 

from one type to another. Weapons status crimes may be of less inter-

est than instrumental weapons crimes o~ essential weapons crimes. 

The main source of information about weapons used in connection 

with such crimes is from weapons that are detained or confiscated by 

the police in connection with the commission of such crimes. Indeed, 

the only information we have on the origins of crime-related weapons 

comes from a small handful of studies reviewed above in Chapter 10. 

We recommend that such studies be continued and enlarged. Espe·-

cially critical would be attempts to obtain information about how 

firearms were acquired from the persons 'from whom the weapons were 

confiscated. Especially critical would be information on prices paid 

for weapons as well as the kinds of descriptive characteristics of 

weapons, as detailed above (type, caliber, age, operating condition, 

etc.). Whether such information is of utmost reliability is not an 

overriding issue, especially in the absence of any information on how 
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guns are obtained to be used in criminal acts. We anticipate that 

the sources of weapons used in each of the crime types above 

will vary and that this information will provide insights into ap-

propriate and efficient weapons interdiction policies (assuming that 

such policies would be desirable on other grounds). 

Several strategies for the collection of data under this project 

are possible: First of all, at the crudest level, one may simply 

attempt to trace the origins and last known dealer for firearms con-

fiscated by the police. The existing files of the BATF may be used 

for this purpose. Weapons may also be traced through the NCJIS system 

to discover whether or not they have been used in other crimes and/or 

reported to the police as stolen. While this information may be use-

ful in pinpointing the crude geographical origins of such weapons, the 

paths taken by the weapons since leaving the hands of registered 

dealers or reported stolen by a previous owner may not be specific 

enough information to outline the market for weapons used in crimes. 

For example, it may be of some interest to know that weapons confis-

cated by the New York City police were last sold by a registered 

dealer in Florida, but that fact suggests that there may be many 

intermediary steps before the guns reached the persons from whom 

they were confiscated. 

The· remaining strategies all involve obtaining information di-

rectly from the persons charged with gun-related crimes. One way 

would be to approach prosecutors' offices to obtain lists of per-

sons charged with such offenses and to interview the latter concern-

irig how they obtained their ·weapons. The difficulties involved in 
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such an approach are fairly obvious: First of all, there is some risk 

to the individuals involved, especially if their cases have not yet 

be~n adjudicated, and it may not be wise to obtain such information 

without strong safeguards on their confidentiality, possibly requir-

ing special exemptions from the courts or legislation. Secondly, 

there is considerable reason to doubt the candor and honesty of per-

sons whose cases are still to be adjudicated. 

A second, potentially more fruitful, approach would be to approach 

persons who had been convicted of firearms-related offenses, inter-

viewing them either in prison, if sentenced, or in their normal abodes 

if judged innocent or given non-prison sentences. The experience of 

the Rand Corporation researchers (e.g., Greenwood, 1980; Marquis, 1981) 

in interviewing prisoners is an especially good precedent indicating 

that such an approach would yield reasonable sets of data. 

We lean toward recommending that prisoners be interviewed or 

invited to fill out self-administered questionnaires. Although the 

pri~oner population does not fairly represent all relevant criminals 

or even all persons charged ~7ith the commission of firearms-related 

offenses, this approach is likely to be cost effective and potentially 

productive of good data. 

C. Describing the Firearms Distribu.ti!:>n System 

In order to propErly understand how firearms of various types find 

their way into the inventory of firearms held privately, the household 

survey described above will be extremely' useful. It will provide data 

on hew firearms are acquired and from which sources. The survey will 

·~'--"""""1"7t'r.4.'t::I.'I~--..~ot;tpa,,\(o:;:;;;_:u~_,*.~~~r.~=~ .. i4_~'~.;,""=_=_~>:tI<~~"~= ... _.,,._~ . 

, 



- ~ -- ----------~----

- 560 -

also provide data on how weapons are passed on to other owners or 

withdrawn from circulation (destroyed, irretrievably lost, etc.). 

However,the privately held stock is replenished and increased by 

transfers from dealers, and ultimately from manufacturers or from 

other stccks (e.g., military weapons). To properly understand the 

total system of distribution of weapons, it is necessary to under-

take some special studies of particula.rly important segments of the 

system, as follows: 

.j i 

1. Manufacturers, Importers and Exporters 

An important source of new entries in.to the total 

stock of firearms in the United Ste.tes is the output of 

3 manufacturers and the transactions of importers. Since 

this source consists of a relatively small number of cor-

porate entities who are monitored by Federal agencies, the 

obtaining of detailed data from them on numbers, types, 

calibers, prices, and other qualitative features of fire-

arms in their inventories and sold by them should be pos .. 

sible. There is also good reason to suspect that such 

data are already being compiled by the firms in question 

for their own internal management needs and possibly as 

well to meet the regular data needs of the ATF and the 

Customs Service. 

Since ';some of the stock manufactured in this country 

is exported abroad either by the~anufacturers directly or 

through intermediaries, it may be necessary to add export-

ers as ;a source of information in order that such weapons 
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not be added to the domestic stock, 

2. Dealers' Transactions 

Since there are from 150,000 to 200,000 dealers 

licensed under the 1968 Gun Control Act (Zimring, 1975), 

collection of complete data on acquisitions and sales from 

such sources will likely be expensive and fraught with data 

quality problems. Since dealers are required to keep rec-

ords of transactions and to make such records available to 

ATF, basic data likely exist. Because of the large numbers, 

it seems sensible to undertake a sampling of dealers and 

their transactions. Undoubtedly, as in other businesses, 

considerable size discrepancies exist among dealers with 

some small proportion of large volume dealers completing 

the largest proportion of transactions; hence, a sampling 

strategy in which dealers are sampled with probability pro

portionate to their business volumes would be efficient. 4 

As in the case of manufacturers and importers, the 

information on ,dealers' transactions should center around 

a few key characteristics of the firearms being handled: 

sources from which acquired, caliber, types, prices, and 

so on. 

Actual data assembly procedures may take the form of 

requesting sampled dealers to summarize their own records, 

with a subsample of such summaries being checked against 

original raw records, or trained surveyors may be sent to 

__ "C~.,,,,,--_,___ <>,. __ .... ' __ w __ • __ •• _ 
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dealers to assemble data from the origittal raw records. 

Obviously, the former strategy would be considerably less 

expensive than the latter, although one might be more 

confident that the summaries resulting from the labors 

of specially trained personnel will likely yield data 

of higher quality. Whether one should adopt one or the 

other of the two data collection strategies described 

should be dec~ded on the basis of some small scale tech

nical research that is incorporated into the design phase 

of any dealer survey undertaken. 

3. Private Transactions 

As mentioned above, if the national household survey 

described in II ab.ove is undertaken, data on transactions 

between non-dealers cah be "obtained in connection with in

ventories of the household stock. If the national survey 

is not undertaken, there appears to be no other way in which 

such private transactions can be measured. Hence, special 

" " ,to the 110usehold survey in this re-prominence ~s g~ven 

search agenda. 

4. Transfers from Milita.ry, Police and Corporate Stocks 
to Household Stocks 

A potentially important source of replenishment for the 

privately held stock of firearms is the transfer of surplus, 

outmoded, or inappropriate firearms from the stocks held by 

the mi1:itary, police forces, and by corporate bodies (includ-
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ing government agencies as well as corporations). Given 

the attention given to the police armament by firearms 

manufacturers, we can suspect that the turnover of police 

firearms may be an important (if ~Lnor) source of addi~ 

tions to the household stock each year. 

While the military and police may be reluctant to 

provide information on their total firearms inventory, 

they may be less reluctant to provide information on this 

disposal of wea.pons, including those that are, transferred 

into the household market. Indeed, for the military such 

information may be already compiled as part of maintaining 

firearms inventories. For police organizations, special 

surveys ox' police departments will have to be undertaken 

on how many confiscated weapons are returned to civilian 

hands, on how surplus police weapons are disposed of. 5 

Stocks held by corporations and government agencies (other 

than police and military) are almost completely unknown. Some 

appreciation of the size of such stocks may be obtained from dealers, 

manufacturers and importers which would provide some indication of 

flows into such stocks. If such transactions are only minimal in 

size, it may not be worth the considerable investment involved in 

devising an efficient survey strategy to measure flows out of such 

stocks. 

The purpose of the studies outlined in this section is to round 

out the portrait of the gun distribution system in place in the 
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United States by looking at the roles played by critical organiza-

tions in the distribution of weapons. The household survey outlined 

earlier would provide information on what happens to firearms after 

leaving the hands of dealers and other organizations. But transfers 

among organizations that are oriented to the private citizen mark~t 

need organizational data for complete understanding of the tot.a1 

system. 

* * * * 
The s~udies proposed in this section are intended to provide data 

that ; ... :.11 fit together to afford a more general understanding of how 

firearms are circulated and the institutional structures that support 

that circulation. Of the studies outlined above, perhaps the least 

essential is the study of transfers from the military and police 

stocks, and the most essential is that of the origins of guns used in 

crime. It should be noted, however, that without a good understanding 

of how the ordinary citizen obtains weapons, an interpretation of how 

weapons are obtained that later figure in crime is not very interpre-

table. It may well be that the guns used in crimes are not obtained 

~;n any way different from those employed by ordinary citizens. Of 

course, without the household survey it would not be possible to make 

such an assessment. 

III. Basic Research on t;he Conceptualization of Firearms-Related Crimes 

Throughout this report there were many points at which we noted 

the considerable need for some thoughtful and rigorous conceptualiza-
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tion of the issues under discussion. At least part of the problem is 

a measurement one. Firearms-related crimes are not clearly distin-

guished as a separate category in the accounting systems lying behind 

crime statistics. In some criminal codes, the only firearms-related 

crimes that can be distinguished are those that directly contain 

firearms in code titles, e.g., "assault with a firearm;" in other 

systems, e.g., LA PROMIS, it is ~ossiQ1e to ascertain whether or not 

a firearm was "present" in. some way in connection with a charge, but 

not whether it was used in the offense involved. We propose below 

that some effort be expended in develop'ing a simp1e-to-operate device 

for re'cording firearms information in connection with criminal jus-

tice records. 

A second effort we recommend in this section is development of 

models concerning the use of firearms in the commission of crimes. 

The main thrust here should be to conceptualize the balances of costs 

and benefits associated with the use of weapons in crimes, a task that 

potentially may locate points at which such balances may be upset in 

a socially approved directio~ the pursuit of an appropriate social 

policy. 

A. Improving Data Collection on Firearms-Related Crimes 

As shown ~n the Police Department Survey (Weber-Burdin et al., 

1981), and in the analysis of the Los Angeles PROMIS data (Rossi et 

al., 1981), some information on weapons used in crimes and on the 

presence of weapons in a charge is collected routinely by many 

jurisdictions. The ihformation is ordinarily neither easily retriev-
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able nor very revealing when available. We believe that such data 

may be made more available and useful without adding appreciably to 

the existing response burdens of criminal justice agencies. 

In part, the recommended effort consists of thinking through 

what information is needed and in part of devising simple data col-

lect.ion instruments that may be added to existing records systems. 

Information desired on weapons would include the following: 

1) Whether or not firearms were "present" in connection with 

a charge; 

2) Weapons description: size, caliber, manufacturer, model; 

3) Weapons location: on person, in sight, on premises, etc.; 

4) Whether or not weapon was "used" in connection with charge, 

i. e., brandished, displayed only, shot threatened, dis-

charged, etc.; 

5) Condition of weapon: loaded, unloaded, in apparent operat-

ing condition, inoperable, etc.; 

6) Firearms serial number. 

Most of this information is available in written arrest records and 

police investigative reports. Conversion to checklists and boxes 

for required information would be simple and require little addi-

tional training for investigating police officers. Such data or a 

copy thereof could be carried forward with a case to a district 

attorney's office.aud incorporated into that office's records used 

in the courts. ,. 
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B. Modelling the Use of Firearms in. Crime 

While the use of weapons in crime appears superficially to be 

so transparently obvious and sensible that there may be no good rea-

son to investigate this topic further, more thoughtful consideration 

leads one to assert that this topic may be of utmost importance. It 

is clear that policies designed to affect gun related crimes are 

based on models of why and how guns are used in crime,and more care-

ful thought to such models, as well as empirical tests, may allow for 

the formulation of more effective policies. 

First of all, while many commentators upon weapons and crime 

distinguish roughly between assaults, homicides and economically 

motivated crimes, it is not at all clear that the patterns of fire-

arms use connected with those crimes are different. A model which 

s.tates that crimes will be committed with guns if guns are accessible 

is often an extrapolation from the obvious truth that if there were 

no guns available, no crimes would be committed with them. It is also 

a model which implies that whether ·or not a weapon is used is not so 

much a matter of calculated costs and benefits but more a matter of 

convenience. A gun assault in a bar arising out of an altercation 

occurs only because the assailant carries a gun; a street robbery 

involving a gun also arises out of gun carrying. Note that this model 

leads to a strategy which attempts to lower the possession or carrying 

of guns, and is perhaps the basic view underlying the Bartley-Fox 

amendment in Massachuset,ts. 

Secondly, careful attent.:ion has not been given to the anticipated 

costs and benefits of using weapons in crime, especially those crimes 
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that would appear to have more of a rational basis. Here the issue 

is, say, why would a burgler carry ~ gun? The structure of antici

pated'costs and benefits include considerations of the following 

sort: How much is the anticipated gain from the crime affected by 

the use of a gun? Clearly, someone who attempted to hold up an armed 

bank messenger is more likely to be, successful using a gun than at

tempting strong-arm tactics. But, is a gun really necessary in order 

to 'successfully complete a burglary? How much is the risk of appre-

hensl.on owere y e c " " "I d b th arrYl."ng of a weapon? Wl."ll armed robbers be 

more successful at escaping from the scene of a crime than those who 

use strong-arm methods? Fiually, does the possession of a gun and 

its use (or threat of use) in a crime increase the expected punish-

ment if apprehended? 

The two issues raised above cannot be settled easily. The best 

we can recommend at this point is that the National Institute con-

sider funding basic research that attempts to model the commission 

of gun crimes. Some attention ought to be paid to the problem of 

differentiating among types of crime, especially those involving in-

juries to persons and those from which some economic gain can be 

reaped. Secondly, models should be constructed which attempt to con-

ceptualize the costs and benefits to be derived from the use of weapons 

on a variety of types of crime. 

While many attempts at micro-econometric modelling often end 

with model construction and perhaps fanciful extra.polation to macro

data, this is not an inherently natural end to the process of model

ling. It is also possible to see the extent to which such models 

.. ' 

"'."!:' .... ~~>"" 

" 

e, 

,. / 

- 569 -

accurately mirror processes of decision making actually used ~y 

persons engaging in crime. At the least, such models ought to be 

consistent with the findings on the use of guns as revealed in the 

empirical studies undertaken under I. B. above. But, even more im-

portant, the construction of interview instruments ought to be influ-

enced by model construction. For example, a decision making model 

might rely heavily on shifts in the perceived probabilities of appre-

hension conditional on carrying or not carrying a firearm during the 

commission of a given category of offence, say, robberies. Such 

estimates of perceived probabilities may be obtained from prisoners 

interviewed for a variety of crimes in which the carrying of a weapon 

appears optional. 

IV. Other Recommended Research Projects 

The two projects listed below arise out of the literature review 

but are not easily su.bsumed under the broad topics listed above; never-

theless, they have some important policy relevance in and of themselves. 

A. Mutual Effects of Gun Ownership and Crime 

Gun ownership in the United States is claimed to be at least 

partially influenced by individuals' desires to protect themselves 

against crime. Some observers have noted that this pattern of arming 

may have the effect of motivating criminals to arm themselves and to 

carry arms while committing crimes in which weapons are not intrinsi-

cally necessary (e.g., burglary). Others claim that widespread 
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possession of firearms makes it easier for criminals to obtain arms 

through theft. On the other side, there are claims that widespread 

gun ownership reduces some types of crimes because criminals are not 

willing to risk encountering an armed potential victim; the lower 

burglary rates in the South are pointed to as evidence. In short, 

this is an issue in which the facts are in dispute as well as their 

implications. 

To cast some definitive light from hard evidence on this issue 

would require data series that are virtually impossible to obtain. 

Ideally, one would want to have a set of time series at hand tha.t 

would enable one to relate patterns of gun ownership to patterns 

of crime over a sufficiently long enough period of time (at least 50 

time data points) to be able to model statistically a system of mutual 

affecting trends. To our knowledge no time series exists that would 

reliably document changes in the extent and distribution of gun owner

ship for the country .as a whole or for smaller areas. But, it would 

be worthwhile encouraging some researchers to investigate the utility 

of gun licensing information in states that have had licensing laws 

over a sufficient period of time. Especially useful would be licens-

ing data that can be related to smaller areas within states and are 

generated by a system that requires frequent renewals. Note that 

while licensing does not cover all firearms held, especially guns 

held illegally by criminals, licenses are more likely to be held by 

persons who acquired the weapons for defense, and hence, licensing 

series would best index the defensive acquisitions. Exploratory 

research t~sting the ~dequacy of licensing data series in the states 
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of Massachusetts, New Jersey and Hichigan might be worth the small 

investment involved. 

More feasible, if less definitive, are cross sectional studies 

which would relate crime rates for political jurisdictions to patterns 

of gun possession within those areas. The national household survey 

discussed in section I above can provide data on gun ownership. Geo-

coding of household locations would make it possible to attach to 

each household the specific crime rates of their local political jur-

isdictions. If no relationship is found between the heights of crime 

rates over some period prior to the survey and gun ownership patterns, 

then doubt can be cast on whether or not crime rates affect gun owner-

ship patterns. On the other hand, some relationships would have ambigu-

ous meaning and would require additional and more powerful research to 

disentangle the relationships involved. 

B. Estimating the Effects of Gun Control Legislation 

It can be anticipated that some states and some local jurisdictions 

will change their gun control legislation over the next decade. Indeed, 

at the present writing, it seems likely that the issue of whether to 

amend the 1968 Gun Control Act will come up in the next (1981) Congres-

sional Session. Although the national changes do not present much of 

an opportunity to make definitive studies of the effects of gun control 

legislation on crime, those changes enacted in local jurisdictions have 

considerable promise. 6 Especially encouraging have been the excellent 

attempts to study the impact of the Bartley-Fox amendment in Massa

chusetts, as reported in Chapter 15. Accumulation of evidence of high 
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plausibility from several state and local attempts will begin to pro

vide knowledge on what kinds, of gun control legislation work with 

what kinds of jurisdictLons and with effects on which types of crime. 

Especially attractive in the two major studies of the Bartley-

Fox amendment (Beha, 1977; Rossman, 1979; ?nd P1;,rce and Bowers, 

1979) was their ability to blend together careful analyses of the 

acconmlodations of the criminal justice system to the legislation with 

sophisticated time series and control comparison analyses. We recom

mend that this pattern of combined research be continued in any addi

tional studies that are undertaken of any new gun control legislation. 

We recommend, in addition, sample surveys of households to obtain 

better understanding of how such legislation is understood by the 

general population and esped.ally gun owners. Shifts in such popular 

understanding over time are especially important to understand; initial 

reactions may be less informed and sophisticated than later reactions 

that are more influenced by actual experiences. 

V. ConclusiGt!9 

This chapter has set forth an agenda on what we consider to be the 

more important research topics connected with the issues surrounding 

weapons and crime. ~ve believe that the clearest suggestions set forth 

(but not necessarily the least expensive) are the national household 

survey and the survey of offenders described in Section I. These will 

provide the most information useful for a wide variety of areas and 

are easiest to accomplish, since the techniques involved/are well known 

. . ' .... • )1 I 
,/ 

- 573 -

and well tested. 

We also believe that the conceptualization described in Section II 

is also important to mo:st, if not all, of the topics discussed. 

Of lesser importance are the suggestions made for studies of the 

weapons distribution system on the effects of gun control legislation 

on crime, and the mutual effects of gun ownership and crime patterns. 

These topics would assume a more central position if better models 

of the crime process were available. 
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FOOTNOTES 

lThe privately held portion of the total stock of firearms in the 

United States needs to be supplemented by information on the fdllow-

ing stocks in order to arrive at an estimate of the total amount of 

firearms in the United States: 

1. Manufacturers imTontory. 

2. Dealers inventory. 

3. Inventory held by Federal, state and local police. 

4. Inventory held by private corporate entities (businesses, 
private police forces, gun clubs, etc.). 

5. Inventory held by military forces, including the National 
Guard. 

6. Inventory held by Federal, state and local governments 
other than above. 

To obtain estimates of the total stock, special surveys would hav~ to 

be mounted addressed to each of these ~ajor component~. While such a 

total stock assessment would be of some interest, it is not being 

discussed here. 

2A few inquiries addressed to acquaintances of the two principal inves

tigators brQught to light that the current ongoing prices for "un

traceable" handguns (Le., not registered to a known person in the 

Western Massachusetts area) is between $50 and $100. One indirect 

source was willing to provide discount quotations for sizable pur-

chases, e.g.~ 10 or more weapons. 
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3Although firearms may be brought in by individuals and reputedly many 

were brought in by military personnel returning from overseas duty, 

most of the firearms manufactured abroad entered the U.S. through 

large scale imports in recent years. 

4As more knowledge accumulates about the origins of firearms used in 

crime, it may turn out that small volume dealers are important sources, 

in which case adjustm~nts can be made in the sampling strategy to 

provide more informatioq on such sources. 

5Departments that require officers to furnish their OlVU weapons or 

allow officers to substitute personally owned armament for department 

issue will present special problems for the survey contemplated above. 

Of course, the adaptations necessary depend heavily on how many de-

partments fall into these special categories. 

6Here the iss:'lle centers around whether it is possible to sensitively 

specify the ~eteris paribus conditions for the evaluation of the im

pact of national legislation. Local and state legislative changes 

allow the use of comparison jurisdictions in addition to better model-

ling of time trends (i.e .• , trends for Massachusetts should not be radi

cally different from those in nearby states). Of course, fine grained 

process research on the implementation of Federal changes would cer-

tainly be worthwhile even if the assessment of effectiveness may be 

difficult if not impossible to undertake. 

, 
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