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One Word: How Does/Would Owning a Gun Make You Feel?



Word Cloud: Non-Gun Owners

Notes: Word clouds generated from open-ended responses. Gun owners were asked: \In one or two words, how does owning a gun make
you feel?". Non{gun owners were asked: \In one or two words, how would owning a gun make you feel?". Word size is proportional to
response frequency.
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Word Cloud: Non-Gun Owners Vs. Gun Owners

Notes: Word clouds generated from open-ended responses. Gun owners were asked: \In one or two words, how does owning a gun make
you feel?". Non{gun owners were asked: \In one or two words, how would owning a gun make you feel?". Word size is proportional to
response frequency.

Not owning
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Questions

1 Why do people hold such different views about personal lethal firearm ownership?

2 How malleable are these views?
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Our Paper: What We Do and Contributions

Explores motivations behind sharply different views on guns:
I Why do some people own guns while others do not? Explore the “why” and “why not?”

Leveraging an original large-scale survey of lethal �rearm owners (LFAO)
and non-owners (NO) (interested and not)

I Comprehensive questions on preferences, needs, values, beliefs, backgrounds, and
behaviors.

An organizing framework (formal in the paper; visual today)

Experimental information treatments that speak to the safety-possibilities
frontier (safety-producing technologies):

I Highlighting private costs of gun ownership (health & legal)
I Introducing a new a non-lethal alternative “Byrna.”
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What is Byrna?

Non-lethal self-defense weapon that fires kinetic or chemical projectiles (e.g., pepper
rounds).

Uses CO2 cartridges to propel .68 caliber projectiles.

Does not penetrate the body, but can cause pain and temporary incapacitation.

Designed to resemble and handle like a handgun but typically does not require a
firearm license in many U.S. states.

Effective range of 60 feet (18m), farther than pepper sprays or stun guns.

Already used by law enforcement in various settings (special models)
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Related Literature

Descriptive analysis of America’s gun owners:
I Cook and Ludwig (1996) – “Americans are ambivalent about guns: they fear them and at

the same time feel safer possessing them.”

I Studies build on Cook and Ludwig’s with more sophisticated text analysis. E.g., Boine et

al. (2022) – describes 6 types of owners with latent class analysis (Also see Yamane 2022, Kelley

and Ellison 2021; Kleck and Kovandzick 2009; ...).

Citizens’ views on LFA regulation & treatments to impact those views:
I Clips of school shooting coverage. (Dixon et. al. 2020; Robbers 2005; Parker et al 2017a, b)

I Target misconceptions regarding other gun-owners’ support for regulation, mild
effects on support for stricter policies. (Dixon et al 2020; Susmann et al 2022)

Estimates of the externalities associated with firearm use
I Cook et al (2025) contingent valuation approach: WTP $744 p.a. for 20% # in violence.
I Rosenberg (2024) causal estimates of the health externalities from LFA ownership

Estimating the demand for lethal firearms
I Moshary et al. 2025; Armona and Rosenberg 2024; and Rosenberg 2025.
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Roadmap

1 Survey and Sample

2 Demand for Safety and Non-Lethal Firearms

3 Organizing Framework

4 Experimental Effects: Informing Respondents About the Cost of Lethal Firearms or
Non-Lethal Alternatives

5 Discussion
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Survey and Sample
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Survey Overview

Balance Table LFAOs Balance Table Non-Owners
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Recruitment and Screening (I)

Participants recruited from Proli�c.

Quota sampling to mirror U.S.
population on gun-ownership status

Quotas

Embedded attention and
comprehension checks to ensure
high-quality responses. Attention check

The survey can be visited here.

The Full Questionnaire can be found
here.

Survey duration: 38 min (mean), 33
min (median).
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https://harvard.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_0ktTzJEjMqyaGUK
https://socialeconomicslab.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/gun_ownership_Q.pdf


Recruitment and Screening (II)

Obfuscated recruitment:
participants ticked all items they
personally owned from a list Recruit

I One option was \Gun".

Direct �rearm ownership question:
\How many guns do you currently
own?" Ownership

Respondents with inconsistent
answers excluded from analysis.

I 197 participants in total (3% of
recruited participants).
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Descriptive Survey

Demographics

Models of guns

Reasons to own (not own) a �rearm
Reasons

Identity: network, family tradition

Self-view, feelings, emotions Feelings

Self-defense and safety

Personal rights and freedoms

Community defense

Externalities
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Prior Beliefs and Behaviors

Beliefs
I Prior knowledge on NLFAs*
I Worried about health risks of LFA

for self and others
I Worried about legal risks of LFA

Behaviors
I Storage of weapons
I Carrying
I Shooting range and competitions
I Hunting
I Activism and subscriptions

*Question asked at the end of the survey to prevent priming
participants.
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Randomized Video Treatment

Gun owner respondents
randomized to:

I NLFA Information
I NLFA Information + Endorsement
I Private Cost of LFA
I Control

Non-gun owner respondents
randomized to:

I Private Cost of LFA
I Control
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Posterior Beliefs, Behaviors and Policy Views

Beliefs
I Worried about health risks of LFA
I Worried about legal risks of LFA
I Non-lethal �rearms as alternatives

Good Replacement

Incapacitate but not kill

Behaviors
I Safe storage
I Multiple-price-list elicitation

Gun safe MPL

Byrna MPL

Policy views and real stakes
I Non-lethal Real Stakes

I Lethal Real Stakes
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Feedback and Additional Demographics

Additional Demographics
Feedback

I Open-ended feedback
I Open-ended purpose
I Bias

Additional information about Byrna
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Data Quality

Attention checks : Trick question, failed by 5.7% of respondents

Obfuscated recruitment to avoid selection on the topic

Attrition is low (� 2%) and not di�erential wrt gun ownership or other characteristics.

Correlation between self-reported policy views andreal-stakes questions . Lethal

Non-lethal

Perceived bias and feedback: not biased� 75%; left-wing biased� 20%.
10% negative feedback due to survey length mainly.

Validation survey : List experiment to test for social desirability bias; prediction
exercises; gun games; additional questions.
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Follow-up Survey

Two weeks after the main survey.
Sections:

I Storage of Weapons
I Beliefs

Worried about health risks of LFA
Worried about legal risks of LFA
Non-lethal �rearms as alternatives

I Multiple price list elicitation
Safe
Byrna

I Policy views
Non-lethal
Lethal
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Survey Overview

Balance Table LFAOs Balance Table Non-Owners
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Demand for Safety and Non-Lethal Firearms
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Safety is a Primary Reason for Owning and Acquiring a Lethal Firearm

(a) Lethal Firearm Owners Question (b) Non-Owners Question

Social desirability bias? List experiment from validation survey con�rms these shares.

List experiment Predictions All important reasons
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Feelings Attached to (Idea of) Owning a Gun Di�ers Across Gun
Ownership Status

Notes: The �gure illustrates respondents' attitudes toward owning or potentially owning a lethal �rearm, by �rearm ownership status.
The survey question asked: \To what extent does/would owning a gun make you feel:" with response options: No extent, Some extent, A
moderate extent, and A great extent. The �gure presents the share of respondents who answered \A great extent." Restricted to control
group participants.
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Feelings Attached to (Idea of) Owning a Gun Di�ers Across Gun
Ownership Status

Notes: The �gure illustrates respondents' attitudes toward owning or potentially owning a lethal �rearm, by �rearm ownership status.
The survey question asked: \To what extent does/would owning a gun make you feel:" with response options: No extent, Some extent, A
moderate extent, and A great extent. The �gure presents the share of respondents who answered \A great extent." Restricted to control
group participants.
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Feelings Attached to (Idea of) Owning a Gun Di�ers Across Gun
Ownership Status

Question

NO-I look more like LFAOs
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Owners and Non-Owners Have Relatively Similar Ideas About
Whether Guns Will Help in Case of Attack

NO-I feel the least safe; NO-U somewhat more likely to say guns will increase chance of being attacked or hurt. It seems that these are
not key di�erences.
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Feelings of Safety Correlated with Reality, Higher for LFAO & NO-U

(a) Feeling of safety (b) Perceived risk of violent crime

Notes: Bin scatter plots show relationship between risk perception and county-level violent crime incidence. Feelings of safety (left panel,
on a 5-point scale from \very unsafe" to \very safe") and perceived likelihood of being a victim of violent crime (right panel, 5-point scale
from \Very unlikely" to \Very likely.") Violent crime incidence is calculated using FBI Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) data, de�ned
as the number of violent crimes|Murder and Non-Negligent Manslaughter, Forcible Rape, Robbery, and Aggravated Assault|divided
by the county population. Equal-sized county bins based on their crime incidence rates, and each dot represents the average perception
within a bin.
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Non-Owners are Concerned With Harms Attached to Gun Ownership
Question

Notes: This �gure shows the share among non-owners who rated each reason as the most important for why they do not own a lethal
�rearm. Restricted to control group participants.

Alsan & Schwartzstein & Stantcheva The Universal Pursuit of Safety July 2025 NBER SI Economics of Crime



Owners See Few Reasons to Give Up Guns But Some Consider Harms

Notes: This �gure displays the distribution of topics in responses from LFAOs to the question: \What speci�c factors, if any, would
prompt you to consider no longer owning guns?". Restricted to control group participants.
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How Would You Feel if Your Gun Was Taken Away?

Notes: This �gure displays the distribution of topics in responses from LFAOs to the question: \In one or two words, how would you feel
if your gun was taken away?", for Democrat and Republican LFAOs. Restricted to control group participants.
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Owners Perceive Lower Chance of Private Harms from Guns Than
Non-Owners

Notes: This �gure displays the share of respondents who reported feeling very upset or extremely upset and very worried or extremely
worried about various scenarios involving the private costs of �rearms, by �rearm ownership status. Each scenario was rated on a 4-point
scale, from 1 (Not upset at all/Not worried at all) to 4 (Extremely upset/Extremely worried). Restricted to control group participants.
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Owners Perceive Lower Chance of Social Harms from Guns

Notes: This �gure displays the share of respondents who hold speci�c perceptions on the items listed in the rows, by �rearm ownership
status. Restricted to control group participants.Alsan & Schwartzstein & Stantcheva The Universal Pursuit of Safety July 2025 NBER SI Economics of Crime



Owners and Non-Owners Have Di�erent Policy Views Re: Guns

Notes: This �gure illustrates respondents' views on policies related to lethal �rearms, by �rearm ownership status. Support for each
policy was measured on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 ("Strongly oppose") to 5 ("Strongly support"). The �gure displays the share of
respondents who expressed "Somewhat support" and "Strongly support" to each policy. Restricted to control group participants.
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Gun Owners Largely Haven't Considered NLFAs

Notes: This �gure displays the distribution of LFAO's responses to the items listed in the rows. Restricted to control group participants.
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Why Are Non-Lethal Firearms Good or Bad Replacements?

(a) Why is NLFA a good replacement for LFA? (b) Why is it a bad replacement?

Notes: These �gures respectively display the distribution of topics in responses from LFAOs to the follow-up open-ended questions:
\Why do you consider non-lethal �rearms like Byrna to be a decent/good/complete replacement?" and \Why do you consider non-lethal
�rearms like Byrna to be not much of a replacement/not a replacement at all?"
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Policy Views on NLFAs

Notes: This �gure illustrates LFAO and non-owners' views on policies related to non-lethal �rearms, by political leaning. Restricted to
control group participants
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Summing Up

Lethal �rearm owners and non-owners appear to share acommon objective: to be safe

However, they have di�erent views about whether guns make them safer

Owners appear to attach greater weight to protective bene�ts

Non-owners appear to attach greater weight to private and social harms

Interested non-owners appear to fall in-between and feel especially unsafe

Policy preferences similarly di�er across gun owners and non-gun owners

Most gun owners haven't considered purchasing non-lethal �rearm alternatives
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Organizing Framework

Alsan & Schwartzstein & Stantcheva The Universal Pursuit of Safety July 2025 NBER SI Economics of Crime



Outline of Framework

All households demand safety but di�er in how they think about producing it

People di�er in their choices of �rearms for several reasons

Heterogeneity in underlying preferences , needs, values: utility function
Heterogeneity in beliefs about which tools deliver the most net safety: perceived
safety-possibilities frontier (SPF)

I SPF could be heterogeneous or homogeneous across people
I Perceptions of the SPF(s) can be accurate or biased
I Actual or perceived frequency or intensity of encounters requiring lethal force
I Actual or perceived di�erences in harms vs. protective bene�ts of �rearms
I Di�erences in knowledge or beliefs about options such as NLFAs

Fundamental preference disagreement might imply few levers to change choices.

Heterogeneity in views about the SPF suggests levers such as our experimental
treatments could in
uence beliefs and behavior
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Trading O� Net bene�ts B and HarmsH from Di�erent Firearms
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The Safety-Possibilities Frontier (SPF) Shows E�cient Combinations
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People Select Firearm Ownership based on Preferences and Beliefs
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Pure Preference-Driven Demand for Guns

SPF homogeneous across people & perceptions are accurate.
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Pure Preference-Driven Demand for Guns (II)

Agent j values protective bene�ts more than i , ready to accept more harms.
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Pure Belief-Driven Demand for Guns

People might perceive di�erent SPFs
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Pure Belief-Driven Demand for Guns (II)

SPFs might di�er from true SPF (note, in general, SPFs could be heterogeneous).

Alsan & Schwartzstein & Stantcheva The Universal Pursuit of Safety July 2025 NBER SI Economics of Crime



Pure Belief-Driven Demand for Guns (III)

Even with the same preferences, people will choose di�erent points.
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Informing Respondents About the Cost of Lethal Firearms or
Non-Lethal Alternatives: Experimental E�ects
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