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ABSTRACT: A survey o f  539 residents o f  Cincinnati is used to examine the will- 
ingness to use guns in self-defense against crime. Support for using deadly force 
against lawbreakers is largely contingent upon the threat o f  physical harm. In 
contrast to previous research, firearm owners and non-owners do not differ in 
their willingness to shoot offenders or in their support for using violence for de- 
fensive purposes. Such findings question the distinctiveness o f  these two groups. 
Support for firing at crbninals, however, did have a cultural component. Willing- 
ness to shoot is positively related to childhood socialization into a gun culture and 
to holding violent attitudes. It also is positively related to the belief that crime is 
rising, perceived risk o f  victimization, being nonwhite, and being male. 

INTRODUCTION 
Writers (Lacayo, 1998; Wright, Rossi, & Daly, 1983) often portray 

the United States as a nation "under the gun." This characterization 
reflects not only America's high rates of gun-related violence, but also 
the widespread ownership of and relatively easy access to firearms 
(Cook & Ludwig, 2000; Zimring & Hawkins, 1997). It is estimated that 
Americans possess in the vicinity of 200 million guns (Cook & Ludwig, 
1997, 2000; Kleck, 1991; Zimring & Hawkins, 1987). Depending on the 
survey, 35% to almost half of those polled report that a firearm is pre- 
sent in their household (Cook & Ludwig, 1997; Gibbs, 1993; Kleck, 
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1991: Maguire & Pastore, 1995, p. 186). It is estimated that 14 to 17 
million adults carry a gun outside their homes for self-protection over 
the course of a year (Cook & Ludwig, 1997; Kleck & Gertz, 1998). 
There also is a move afoot to relax prohibitions against having a firearm 
in public. With recent legislative changes, 31 states now issue permits 
that allow citizens, with few restrictions, to carry a concealed firearm 
(Ludwig, 2000). Ten states have passed these laws in the last five years 
(Ludwig, 2000). Most controversially, Lott (1998) presents data pur- 
porting to show that crime decreases in jurisdictions following the im- 
plementation of concealed handgun laws. His claim is that "more guns" 
lead to "less crime" (for alternative views, see Black & Nagin, 1998; 
Ludwig, 2000; McDowall, Loftin, & Wiersema, 1995). 

The prevalence of firearms, however, is not prima facie evidence 
that a "gun culture" fully determines how Americans think about fire- 
arms (Zimring & Hawkins, 1987). One can detect cleavages between 
people who do and who do not favor limiting access to guns (Brennan, 
Lizotte, & McDowall, 1993; Kleck, 1991). On a broader level, reviews 
of public opinion suggest that most Americans take a balanced, rather 
than a laissez faire, approach to firearms control. Although some peo- 
ple balk at proposals to make gun ownership illegal, believe they have a 
constitutional right to bear arms, and are ambivalent about whether gun 
laws will reduce crime, a clear majority favors tightening gun control 
laws, especially if restrictions do not greatly inconvenience law-abiding 
citizens who wish to secure a firearm (Adams, 1996; Bordua, 1984; 
Gibbs, 1993; Kleck, 1991; Roberts & Stalans, 1997; Wright et al., 1983). 

Most of the research on firearm-related attitudes focuses on gun- 
control issues such as requiring a permit to purchase a firearm, handgun 
registratiom and a waiting period to check whether a potential gun pur- 
chaser has a criminal record (Brennan et al., 1993; Kleck, 1991; Roberts 
& Stalans, 1997; Wright & Marston, 1975). This research thrust is un- 
derstandable given the ongoing policy debate over gun control in the 
United States (Cottrol, 1994; Gibbs, 1993; Jacobs & Potter, 1995; Kleck, 
1991; Van Biema, 1995; Zimring & Hawkins, 1987). Even so, the near- 
exclusive attention given to public views on gun control may limit re- 
search unnecessarily on the full panorama of attitudes that citizens pos- 
sess about firearms and their use. 

Given this background, the current project builds upon Whitehead 
and Langworthy (1989) by investigating public attitudes in a closely re- 
lated, but nonetheless distinct, domain: the willingness of citizens to 
shoot offenders during the commission of a crime (hereinafter referred 
to as "willingness to shoot"). Phrased differently, this research explores 
public views on the defensive use of guns. As Ludwig (2000, p. 379) 
recently observed, "no systematic data are available on public attitudes 
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toward defensive gun use." An attempt is made in this study to help fill 
this void in the current literature. 

This area holds interest for several reasons. First and most specu- 
lative, survey data on "willingness to shoot" may be a broad indication 
of the propensity of citizens to use firearms in self-defense generally 
and in specific situations. The extent to which guns are employed in 
self-defense is hotly disputed (Cook & Ludwig, 1997; Kleck, 1988, 1991: 
Kleck & Gertz, 1995; Ludwig, 2000; McDowall, 1995). Estimates re- 
garding the defensive use of guns are widely disparate~ ranging from 
less than 65,000 incidents a year to 2.5 million annually (Cook & Lud- 
wig, 2000; Kleck & Gertz, 1995; McDowall, 1995). There is the possibil- 
ity that methodological difficulties in securing accurate reports about 
when weapons are used and for what purpose may inflate these figures 
(Cook & Ludwig, 1997; Ludwig, 2000). Even so, the existing research is 
clear in showing that, at minimum, Americans annually use guns to 
thwart tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of victimizations. Further, 
willingness to shoot varies in these incidents. Kleck and Gertz's (1995) 
study of defensive gun use suggests that potential victims are not "trig- 
ger happy" but exercise restraint in discharging their firearms. In their 
survey, only about one-fourth of "gun defenders" fired their weapons, 
with 8.3% wounding or killing their assailants. 

The current authors recognize, as Kleck and Gertz (1995, p. 167) 
point out, that "having access to a gun and being willing to use it against 
criminals is not the same as actually doing so." Still, social psychologi- 
cal research reveals a moderate connection between expressions of be- 
havioral intentions and future conduct when opportunities to act are 
present (Albrecht & Carpenter, 1976; Davis, 1985; Fishbein, 1995; Fish- 
bein & Ajzen, 1975: Murray & Erickson, 1987). This connection is 
higher when the intention or attitude being assessed is behaviorally spe- 
cific and is measured through surveys constructed to capture such inten- 
tions (e.g., through vignettes that describe a scenario in some detail). 
Following this logic, researchers now are measuring propensities to of- 
fend through items and vignettes that focus on specific behaviors (see, 
e.g., Grasmick & Bursik, 1990; Mazerolle & Piquero, 1998; Murray & 
Erickson, 1987; Nagin & Paternoster, 1993). In a similar vein, the cur- 
rent project uses scenarios describing varying situations to probe 
propensities to defend oneself with a gun. Although one should view 
the results with appropriate caution, they furnish beginning insights into 
the circumstances under which people are willing to use guns in self- 
defense. 

Second, researchers in other attitudinal domains, such as public pu- 
nitiveness toward crime, have explored the normative principles that 
guide people's evaluations (Jacoby & Cullen, 1998; Rossi & Berk, 
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1985). In a similar way, attitudinal data on willingness to shoot may 
provide insight into the conditions under which the use of firearms is 
seen as socially normative and legally justified. For example, if most 
respondents state they would shoot an assailant in a given situation, this 
finding would indicate a degree of consensus on when the use of deadly 
force is approved and unlikely to be sanctioned with criminal penalties. 
As a side note, this research also would provide an opportunity to dis- 
cern whether the standards for citizen use of deadly force differ or coin- 
cide with the regulations applied to the police (Cullen et al., 1996). 
Thus, it is possible that certain normative standards organize public sen- 
timent about when it is appropriate to use a firearm against an offender, 
regardless of whether it is a citizen or a police officer wielding the po- 
tentially lethal weapon. 

Third, examining willingness-to-shoot views has relevance to theo- 
retical debates about gun ownership and gun-related attitudes. Previ- 
ous research reveals that owning a firearm is a major predictor of 
attitudes toward gun control (Brennan et al., 1993; Kleck, 1991; Wright 
& Marston, 1975). Kleck (1991, pp. 374-375) attributes this relationship 
to self-interest. Owners oppose gun control out of a fear that their ac- 
cess to firearms may be restricted or eliminated in the future. "Rational 
choice," in essence, is held to shape policy views. It is not clear, how- 
ever, whether the divide between gun owners and non-owners will ma- 
terialize in an attitudinal domain in which self-interest is not manifestly 
linked to owning a firearm. Indeed, gun attitudes may be due to a host 
of conditions, including cultural factors, crime-related experiences, as- 
sessments of collective security, and political orientations. As will be 
explained in more detail, the current study examines these competing 
perspectives on public support for the use of guns in self-defense. 
Again, the results will be particularly informative to the debate over 
whether gun ownership is a salient social status, perhaps even demar- 
cating a proclivity to be "trigger happy." 

RESEARCH STRATEGY 

The present study is an attempt to extend the research by White- 
head and Langworthy (1989), who explored the sources of willingness 
to shoot among gun owners by reanalyzing the nationwide 1982 ABC 
News Poll of Public Opinion on Crime. They found that about 70% of 
gun owners answered "yes" to the question, "Do you think you would 
try to use your firearm if a burglar broke into your house at night?" 
Using this item to assess "willingness to shoot," they discovered that 
several factors increased the propensity to use a firearm against a night- 
time burglar. For example, willingness to shoot was significantly higher 
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among men, those fearful of crime, those perceiving crime to be on the 
rise in their neighborhoods, the less educated, and residents of the 
South. 

The analysis here is informed by, but also differs from, the White- 
head and Langworthy (1989) study. First, the measure of willingness to 
shoot is more detailed and asks specifically whether a respondent would 
shoot the offender. The question in the ABC Poll data asks only if the 
respondent "would use your firearm." The term "use," however, might 
include not only firing a weapon, but also brandishing a gun to scare the 
offender away (Kleck & Gertz, 1995). 

Second, the ABC Poll asked only gun owners if they would be will- 
ing to shoot a burglar. In contrast, this question is presented to all re- 
spondents in the current survey. In this way, it is possible to discern 
whether views on using deadly force to thwart a criminal victimization 
are unique to gun owners or common to all citizens. Furthermore, the 
ABC Poll measured only whether a gun was in the household and not 
whether the individual being surveyed owned a firearm. The current 
project used a measure of personal gun ownership so that the unit of 
analysis, the individual, is consistent across all variables. 

Third, because the sample is drawn from a midwestern city, it not 
feasible to explore regional differences in willingness to shoot. Previ- 
ous research suggests that Southerners have distinct views on gun con- 
trol (Brennan et al., 1993; Kleck, 1991) and willingness to shoot 
(Whitehead & Langworthy, 1989). This attitudinal cleavage is usually 
attributed to cultural differences in the South regarding firearms and 
the use of deadly force to resolve problems (Brennan et al., 1993). The 
weakness in previous research, however, is that it often uses the varia- 
ble of "living in the South" as a proxy for these cultural variables. In 
contrast, the current survey is designed to measure a range of potential 
cultural influences directly (e.g., childhood socialization into a gun cul- 
ture, adult participation in a gun culture, and endorsing violent values). 
In this way, it is possible to assess whether gun-related attitudes, as 
Brennan et al. (1993, p. 304) suggested, have a "cultural component." 
As far as the present researchers can determine, no other study of gun- 
related attitudes has explored this issue with this degree of specificity. 

Fourth, beyond cultural factors, there may be other determinants 
which affect support for the use of firearms to prevent a crime. Similar 
to Whitehead and Langworthy (1989), the present study explores 
whether willingness to shoot is a reaction to concerns about crime and 
about collective security. There is a large body of research that links 
ownership and protective use of weapons to fear of crime and to a be- 
lief that the state is unable to ensure order (see, e.g., Cao, Cullen, & 
Link, 1997; McDowall, 1995). A range of variables are included to test 
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this proposition. It is also possible that willingness to shoot is a by- 
product of political ideology. Accordingly, the potential influence of 
conservatism on attitudes in this domain are explored. Finally, whether 
racial attitudes might affect willingness to shoot is assessed. 

Fifth, although the main concern is with the use of guns for defense 
against crime, the project also incorporated a measure of "defensive 
violence" that assesses the willingness to use non-gun violence ("hit 
someone") in defense against crime (Dixon & Lizotte, 1987). This mea- 
sure attempts to make possible a comparative analysis of whether the 
predictors of using guns for defense, a potentially lethal form of protec- 
tion, differ from the predictors of using non-gun violence for defensive 
purposes, a form of protection that would be non-lethal in most cases. 

Taken together, these considerations hopefully allow for one of the 
more comprehensive analyses of gun-related attitudes. It is important 
to recognize, of course, that the findings are limited by the use of a 
sample drawn from one social context. This methodological choice in- 
volves a trade-off. Secondary analysis of national data allows for 
broader generalization and for the ability to test for regional effects. In 
contrast, primary data collection in a specific site provides the opportu- 
nity to design fairly detailed measures of central theoretical variables. 
Both kinds of analyses have merit and, when merged, have the potential 
to provide a clearer understanding of the nature of American attitudes 
toward guns. 

METHODS 

Sample 
A random sample of 1,000 households in the City of Cincinnati 

were sent a questionnaire titled the "1992 Cincinnati Crime Survey" 
during the fall of 1992. In an attempt to minimize nonresponse due to 
population transiency, the sample was drawn through a service pro- 
vided by the Cincinnati Bell Telephone Company, which updates its 
listings every two weeks. Because males are more likely to be listed in 
telephone books (e.g., women are more likely than men to be listed 
under their spouses' name), an attempt was made to balance the gender 
of respondents. Thus, half the surveys carried the instruction that the 
survey should be completed by an adult female over the age of 21, while 
the other half were to be completed by an adult male 21 or older. In 
the event that an adult of the sex requested was not present at the ad- 
dress, then any adult residing at the address was asked to complete the 
survey. Age 21 was used because it is the minimum legal age in Ohio to 
purchase a handgun. 
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Following Dillman (1978), the sample was sent an initial mailing of 
the survey, a reminder letter, and two additional mailings of the survey. 
The time intervals between the follow-up mailing were guided by Dill- 
man's "Total Design Method." Due a shortage of funds, however, the 
researchers were unable, as Dillman (1978, pp. 180-191) recommends, 
to send the third follow-up by certified mail. This inability may have 
reduced the response rate among those persons reluctant to participate 
in the study. As a potential counterbalance, after the contacts specified 
by the Dillman method were completed, nonrespondents were tele- 
phoned to urge them to complete and return the survey. In all, 544 
questionnaires were received, 539 of which were usable; thus, the re- 
sponse rate was 53.9%. If the response rate is calculated on the popula- 
tion minus the number of potential respondents who had moved, were 
deceased, and the like (n = 66), the response rate would climb slightly 
to 57.7% (539 of 934). 

Table 1 compares the sample characteristics with census data on 
Cincinnati. The sample is representative on gender, but under- 
represents nonwhites, the undereducat~d, and the poor. If the sample 
composition introduces biases, the findings reported by Whitehead and 
Langworthy (1989) would suggest that race would decrease, but educa- 
tion would increase, the level of willingness to shoot expressed by the 
sample. Income had no effect in their study. 

Finally, it is important to reiterate that one should exercise appro- 
priate caution when interpreting these results. Not only is the sample 
drawn from one community, but also the data are now a decade old. 
Although crime-related attitudes tend to be stable (Cullen, Fisher, & 
Applegate, 2000; Cullen, Pealer, Fisher, Applegate, & Santana, in 
press), one cannot rule out the possibility that the causal relationships 
might be specified by events during the intervening years. Mail surveys 
also are less likely than other data collection strategies to secure the 
views of potential respondents who are transient and/or uncomfortable 
with paper-and-pencil tasks. Further, the use of the term "Cincinnati 
Crime Prevention Survey" to describe the current research, while en- 
hancing the legitimacy of the survey to some respondents, inadvertently 
might have caused others to refrain from completing their 
questionnaires. 

Dependent Variables 

Willingness-to-Shoot Measure 
The dependent variable, willingness to shoot, is an index of four 

items (a = .705). The respondents were given the following instructions: 
"Let's assume that you have a loaded gun in your hand and within 
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TABLE 1 
Selected Sample (n = 539) and Adult Population 
Characteristics 

Characteristic Sample Cincinnati 

Gender: 
Female 56.7% 55.3% 
Male 43.3 44.7 

Race: 
White 79.2% 64.9% 
Non-white 20.9 35.0 

Education: 
Did Not Graduate from High School 9.7% 30.4% 
Graduated from High School 20.8 25.0 
Some College 26.4 22.5 
Graduate from College 21.9 13.4 
One or More Years of Graduate School 21.2 8.7 

Median Family Income $36,259 $26,006 

Mean Age 47.0 35.0 

reach. For each of the following situations, would you  use the gun to 

shoot  the criminal?" (italics used in the survey instrument).  Note that 
the instructions on the survey instrument  were intended to read "have a 
loaded gun in your hand or within reach" not "and within reach." Al- 
though the effect of this error  cannot  be known for certain, it is likely 
that the meaning of the instructions, including the directions that fol- 
lowed, were clear. Thus, the use of "and"  rather  than "or"  should have 
little substantive influence on the results. There was no evidence (e.g., 
excessive missing cases) that the respondents  were t roubled by the mi- 
nor incorrect wording of the instructions. 

In any event, after reading the instructions, the respondents  were 
asked to answer "yes" or "no"  to the question, "Would you shoot?," for 
each of these scenarios: 

1. You come home and find a criminal running out of your 
home  with your television set. (Scenario label: Shoot un- 
armed,  non-threatening burglar.) 

2. You come home and find a criminal who not is a rmed with 
a weapon,  in your home.  The criminal sees you and turns 
toward you. (Scenario label: Shoot unarmed,  but threaten- 
ing burglar.) 

3. You come home and find a criminal, who is a rmed with a 
knife, in your home. The criminal sees you and turns to- 
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ward you. (Scenario label: Shoot armed and threatening 
burglar.) 

4. Two men, one having a knife, stop you on the street and 
demand you give them your money. (Scenario label: Shoot 
armed robbers.) 

These items are referred to as "Scenarios 1 to 4" in the results sec- 
tion. A respondent's score on this index was computed as a 1 for each 
scenario given a "yes" answer. Thus, scores on this index ranged from 0 
to 4. OLS regression was employed in the multivariate analysis. How- 
ever, as a check on this analysis, the dependent variable also was coded 
dichotomously, with those scoring 0 on the index in one category and 
those showing any willingness to shoot (an index score of 1 to 4) in the 
other category. Logistic regression was used to examine this outcome 
m e a s u r e .  

These scenarios obviously do not exhaust the many types of victim- 
ization that the survey might have asked. Even so, these items do re- 
flect situations (burglary, the potential of assault, and robbery) in which 
a person might reasonably employ a gun for self-protection. In their 
study of defensive gun use, for example, Kleck and Gertz (1995, p. 185) 
found that "crime defenders" used their guns most often in or near 
their homes (73.2%) and to stop a burglary (33.8%), robbery (20.5%), 
and assault (30.4%). 

Defensive Violence 
Building on previous research by Dixon and Lizotte (1987; see 

also, Cao et al., 1997), the researchers developed three items to mea- 
sure the willingness to use non-gun violence in response to a crime. 
This measured is termed "defensive violence." These items were an- 
swered on a six-point scale ranging from "1" (very strongly disagree) to 
"6" (very strongly agree). The scale was additive and had an alpha of 
.678. The three scale items the respondents rated are: 

1. I think it is okay to hit someone if they are breaking into 
my house. 

2. I think it is okay to hit people in self-defense. 
3. I think it is okay to hit someone if they are committing a 

crime against someone else. 

Independent Variables 
Existing research (Lizotte & Bordua, 1980) notes the potential im- 

portance of distinguishing gun ownership that is personal from the pres- 
ence of a firearm in the household, especially when individuals are the 
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unit of analysis. Accordingly, the present study measured personal gun 
ownership by asking "Do you personally own any kind of gun?"(italics 
used in the survey instrument). It is noteworthy that compared to cities 
of similar size (see Kleck, 1991, p. 57), the sample's level of personal 
gun ownership is only slightly lower (17.5% versus 19.3%). 

A summary of the remaining measures used in the analysis, includ- 
ing the items and response categories for each variable, appears in the 
Appendix. This appendix presents the measures according to five gen- 
eral categories: socialization/cultural variables, crime-related variables, 
collective security variables, political ideology variables, and demo- 
graphic variables. The scales were pretested on college students. The 
independent variables are not highly intercorrelated, thus mitigating 
concerns about multicollinearity. 

First, six variables were included in an attempt to assess cultural 
values that might influence attitudes about guns. Growing up in the 
South and community size where one resided at age 16 were utilized 
because cultural values favorable to guns are hypothesized to be more 
prevalent in the South and in rural areas (Kleck, 1991). Building on 
Lizotte and Bordua (1980; see also Lizotte, Bordua, & White, 1981), 
seven items were used to measure childhood socialization into a gun 
culture (a = .795). A three-item "gun subculture" scale (a = .615) as- 
sessed recent involvement in gun-related activities. Since training in the 
use of firearms occurs in the armed forces, respondents were asked if 
they had served in the military. Relying on Dixon and Lizotte (1987), 
the study also incorporated a measure of "violent attitudes" (a -- .741). 

Second, five variables were included that relate to crime fear and 
victimization. Previous research often has operationalized "fear" with 
items that do not tap actual feelings of anxiety about being victimized. 
In contrast; the measure asked respondents to report how many times 
in the past month they had been afraid or worried that they might be- 
come a crime victim. An eight-item index was used to assess whether 
the respondent had been a victim of a crime. An attempt also was 
made to capture vicarious victimization by asking whether the respon- 
dent knew a crime victim personally (see Luxenburg, Cullen, Langwor- 
thy, & Kopache, 1994; Skogan & Maxfield, 1981). The study 
incorporated "perceived risk of victimization," which measured the re- 
spondents' judgment of their chances of being a crime victim in the fu- 
ture (Whitehead & Langworthy, 1989). "Crime trends" assessed 
whether the respondents perceived crime in their neighborhood to be 
increasing (Whitehead & Langworthy, 1989). 

Third, the collective security model argues that citizens take pri- 
vate protective action when they doubt the ability of institutionalized, 
collective means of security--in particular, the criminal justice system-- 
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to protect them. Consistent with previous research (Cao et al., 1997; 
Luxenburg et al., 1994; Smith & Uchida, 1988; Whitehead & Langwor- 
thy, 1989; Young, McDowall, & Loftin 1987), collective security is oper- 
ationalized with a five-item measure of "confidence in the police" (a = 
.775). The advantage of this scale is that it asks specifically about the 
ability of the police to enhance citizen security and not about general 
confidence or satisfaction with law enforcement. A measure of neigh- 
borhood disorder or incivilities was also used (Lewis & Salem, 1986) on 
the assumption that perceptions of disorder may indicate a breakdown 
in formal and informal collective security and prompt protective atti- 
tudes. This measure is based largely on items developed by Skogan 
(1987, 1990), which measured physical and social disorder. These types 
of disorder were combined into a single measure because, similar to 
Skogan's (1987, p. 109) research, they are highly intercorrelated (a = 
.882). 

Fourth, general "conservative political ideology" was measured 
with an item adopted from the General Social Survey which asks re- 
spondents to self-report their degree of conservatism or liberalism. The 
measure of "conservative crime ideology," which largely assesses sup- 
port for harsher punishments, drew items from previous research (a = 
.806) (Cullen, Bynum, Montgomery, & Greene,1985; McGarrell & 
Flanagan, 1987). 

Fifth, previous research on gun ownership has explored, with 
mixed results, whether securing firearms is affected by race-related atti- 
tudes (Cao et al., 1997; Lizotte et al., 1981; Kleck, 1991; Whitehead & 
Langworthy, 1989; Young, 1985). In this vein, the study assessed 
whether willingness to shoot is increased by the perception that one's 
neighborhood is changing its racial make-up due to the influx of more 
black residents. 

Sixth, the study included as control variables the demographic vari- 
ables of race, gender, age, education, and household income. For the 
household income variable, 107 subjects did not respond. Rather than 
delete this variable or the cases from the analysis, the researchers sub- 
stituted income values for the missing answers based on a regression 
analysis of factors significantly related to income in the sample. Given 
these non-responses, one should interpret any results regarding house- 
hold income cautiously. Note also that a measure of household income 
is used rather than individual income because an individual's class sta- 
tus is typically measured by the economic resources present in the 
household (e.g., a homemaker who is not remunerated for family-re- 
lated tasks is given the class status of his or her spouse). 
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RESULTS 
Table 2 presents the extent to which the respondents stated that 

they were willing to shoot by each scenario and then across the scena- 
rios. The data reveal that nearly 7 in 10 members of the sample answer 
affirmatively to at least one of the scenarios. There is not, however, a 
uniform willingness to shoot under  all conditions. The data suggest that 
willingness to shoot is tied to whether  a perceived physical threat is 
present. A fleeing or unarmed burglar does not elicit a pervasive will- 
ingness to shoot. In contrast, when offenders are armed and appear 
menacing, support for the use of deadly force rises markedly in Scena- 
rios 3 and 4. Similarly, only a relatively few respondents say they would 
shoot under  all four conditions. 

TABLE 2 
Willingness to Shoot (n = 539) 

Percent 

Scenario Yes No Total 

Willingness to Shoot: 
Shoot unarmed, nonthreatening burglar 12.6% 
Shoot unarmed, but threatening burglar 28.9 
Shoot armed and threatening burglar 65.1 
Shoot armed robbers 44.2 

Total 68.4 

Willingness to Shoot: 
One Scenario 17.8% 
Two Scenarios 27.0 
Three Scenarios 15.6 
Four Scenarios 8.0 

87.4% 100.0% 
71.1 100.0 
34.9 100.0 
55.8 100.0 

31.6 100.0 

As explained earlier, the current  study includes a defensive vio- 
lence scale largely as a way of comparing whether the predictors of us- 
ing guns for defensive purposes is similar to the predictors for non-gun 
violence for protection. When the distribution of responses for the 
three items in this measure is examined, it can be seen that respondents 
mostly support  the use of violence across the items. Support  is highest 
for the notion of hitting someone in self-defense (88%), second highest 
for striking a person breaking into one's house (74%), and lowest for 
those committing a crime (66%). The respective mean scores for these 
three items were 4.86, 4.33, and 3.91 on a six-point scale. Making direct 
comparisons to the willingness-to-shoot measure is difficult because one 
set of items uses scenarios and the other does not. Still, on a broad 
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level, it appears that respondents are more likely to believe it is permis- 
sible to use non-gun violence against burglars than to shoot them. If 
this interpretation has merit, it would mean that the participants differ- 
entiate gun from non-gun means of defense and have more stringent 
criteria for when lethal force is warranted. 

Table 3 presents the multivariate analyses. With respect to willing- 
ness to shoot, gun ownership approaches, but does not achieve, statisti- 
cal significance. Furthermore, the relationship is a negative one. Gun 
owners are less likely than non-gun owners to say they would shoot. 
When this relationship is examined for males and females separately, it 
is non-significant for females but significant and negative for males. 
This finding suggests that the image of gun-toting males being "trigger 
happy" is likely misplaced. In addition, gun ownership is not related to 
defensive violence. 

Two socialization variables have statistically significant effects. 
Willingness to shoot is increased by childhood socialization into a gun 
culture (but not current involvement in a gun subculture) and by vio- 
lent attitudes. Willingness to shoot also is increased by perceptions that 
crime in one's neighborhood is rising and that one is more at risk for 
victimization. Holding a conservative political ideology (p = .066), be- 
ing male, and being nonwhite foster support for using deadly force 
against offenders. The analysis also reveals that perceptions that the 
racial make-up of a neighborhood is becoming more black is positively 
related to willingness to shoot. 

To test for the robustness of the results, a reduced analysis of the 
model is conducted for the willingness-to-shoot scale that includes only 
the significant predictors in Table 3. With one exception, all variables 
that are significant in the full model are also significant in this reduced 
analysis. The one exception is race, which is now statistically significant 
only at the .067 level. As a further check, the analysis was reanalyzed 
using a dichotomous measure of willingness to shoot (those never will- 
ing to shoot versus those willing to shoot in at least one of the scena- 
rios). Based on logistic regression analysis, the results are substantially 
the same. Thus, gun ownership continues to be unrelated to willingness 
to shoot, while the variables of childhood socialization, violent atti- 
tudes, perceived risk of victimization, and change in racial make-up re- 
tain a significant relationship with the dependent variable. The only 
changed results are that crime trend, race, and gender lose their statisti- 
cal significance, whereas age achieves statistical significance (negatively, 
but weakly, related to willingness to shoot). 

Defensive violence is predicted by several different factors that are 
unrelated to willingness to shoot. Thus, it is positively associated with 
conservative crime ideology, being younger, and having a higher house- 
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TABLE 3 
Determinants of Willingness to Shoot and Defensive 
Violence, OLS Summary (n = 539) 

Independent Variables 

Willingness Defensive 
to Shoot Violence 

b [3 b [3 

Gun Ownership -.288 -.084 -.052 -.006 

Socialization Variables: 
Grew Up in South .050 .014 .133 .014 
Community Size .029 .025 -.220 -.072 
Childhood Gun Socialization .109 .165" .110 .062 
Gun Subculture -.014 -.008 .126 .025 
Violent Att i tudes .121 .200* .325 .198" 
Military Experience .231 .067 -.151 -.016 

Crime-Related Variables: 
Fear of Crime .054 .050 .082 .028 
Crime Victim .037 .026 .297 .079 
Crime Trend .165 .099* .326 .072 
Perceived Victimization Risk .173 .107" -.115 -.026 
Vicarious Victimization .127 .049 .152 .022 

Collective Security Variables: 
Confidence in Police -.013 -.045 -.048 -.060 
Neighborhood Disorder -.029 -.082 -.091 -.097 

Conservative Ideology Variables: 
Politics .044 .070 -.112 -.066 
Crime .021 .083 .099 .142" 

Changes in Racial Make-Up .248 .097* .692 .101" 

Demographic Variables: 
Race -.279 -.088* .626 .073 
Age -.006 -.085 -.033 -.172" 
Gender  .285 .109" 1.436 .204* 
Education -.039 -.065 .058 .036 
Household Income .000 .086 .000 .109" 

Constant -.721 7.240* 

R 2 .191 .228 
Adjusted R 2 .157 .195 
F 5.541 6.929 
Significance .000 .000 

* p < .05 

hold  income .  In con t ras t  to  the  p rev ious  analysis ,  c h i l d h o o d  social iza-  
t ion in a gun cu l ture  is u n r e l a t e d  to  defens ive  v io lence .  S imi la r  to the 
wi l l ingness - to - shoo t  analysis ,  howeve r ,  the  defens ive  use of  v io lence  is 
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supported more by males and by those with violent attitudes. All the 
significant variables in Table 3 retain their prominence in a separate 
reduced analysis. Finally, gun ownership has no relationship with de- 
fensive violence. 

DISCUSSION 

Almost 70% of the respondents express a willingness to shoot an 
offender in at least one of the scenarios presented for their assessment. 
It is possible that this level of protective action could be heightened 
considerably if the respondents rated scenarios in which the danger was 
more imminent, such as such as an offender making life-threatening 
comments, charging toward them, or attempting to harm one's child or 
family member. Willingness to shoot also might be shaped by contex- 
tual factors, such as whether the crime is being committed under the 
cover of darkness. There is some evidence that items pertaining to 
shooting a criminal who has intruded into a house during the night elicit 
high levels of willingness to use a gun (Cullen et al., 1996; Whitehead & 
Langworthy, 1989). In short, respondents generally endorse employing 
violence to protect themselves against crime. 

The results, however, do not suggest that the United States is so 
"under the gun" that citizens embrace shooting offenders under virtu- 
ally any circumstance. The central normative structure (Jacoby & Cul- 
len, 1998; Rossi & Berk, 1985) guiding the willingness to shoot is the 
physical threat posed by the offender. Consensus favoring the use of 
deadly force is high when the risk of bodily harm is present, but de- 
clines substantially when victims are not in imminent physical danger 
(see Cullen et al., 1996 for similar results on police use of deadly force). 

The data buttress the conclusion that views toward gun use may 
have a cultural component (Brennan et al., 1993). The present study 
suggests there might be utility to moving beyond proxy measures of 
culture, such as being in the South, and to measuring socialization ex- 
periences and cultural attitudes more directly (see also, e.g., Cao et al., 
1997; Dixon & Lizotte, 1987; Lizotte & Bordua, 1980; Lizotte, 
Tesoriero, Thornberry, & Krohn, 1994). Three observations are perti- 
nent here. First, childhood socialization into a gun culture, but not 
adult participation in a gun subculture, is significantly and positively 
related to willingness to shoot. It appears that people who have grown 
up around firearms are more likely to see themselves as able to use a 
gun as a decisive way to end a victimization episode. This predisposi- 
tion to shoot may reflect a general belief in the utility of firearms to 
protect life and property and, perhaps, self-confidence that they could 
use deadly force effectively. 



100 DEFENSIVE GUN USE 

Second, building on Dixon and Lizotte (1987), this study includes a 
measure of violent cultural attitudes that assesses whether people see 
physical violence as an appropriate response to disputes, attempts to 
tarnish one's honor, displays of opposing viewpoints, and the like. The 
analysis reveals that people who endorse violent attitudes are more sup- 
portive of using guns for defense. They also are more supportive of the 
general use of violence for defensive purposes. The results suggest, 
then, that expressions of willingness to shoot and to hit someone to 
prevent crime may be part of a broader cultural domain that defines 
violence as appropriately serving defensive and offensive functions 
across a variety of situations, of which shooting and hitting an offender 
are but two instances. 

Third, males are more likely to favor both willingness to shoot and 
defensive violence. Criminologists often focus on the illegitimate invo- 
cation of violence by males. However, it appears that men also are 
more oriented to using violence legitimately. One can link this male 
proclivity towards violence to such theoretical considerations as gender- 
role socialization and patriarchy. As Messerschmit (1993) explains, 
"maleness" is not an undifferentiated construct. There are different 
"masculinities." Accordingly, researchers may wish to explore how 
willingness to shoot and defensive violence are influenced by cultural 
and structural factors, not only between men and women, but also 
within each gender group. 

Willingness to shoot is also rooted in concerns about crime and a 
breakdown in collective security. Respondents who believe that crime 
is rising in their neighborhood and who perceive themselves to be more 
at risk of becoming a crime victim express a higher level of willingness 
to shoot. The analysis also reveals that living in a neighborhood that is 
absorbing more black residents is related to both dependent variables 
and, quite possibly, reflects racial prejudice. Young (1985), for exam- 
ple, reports that aggressive reactions to criminals--from support for 
tougher sanctions to gun ownership--are related to racially tainted 
views. Although these observations are only beginning insights, they 
provide a basis for encouraging future researchers to explore whether 
support for defensive violence is a function of racial prejudice. 

Nonwhites, predominantly African Americans, are more willing to 
shoot and exhibit a border-line significant relationship with defensive 
violence. It may be that urban minorities are more likely to favor "self- 
help" measures against crime. Such self-help advocacy might stem from 
the historical tendency of minorities to mistrust the police to provide 
adequate protection against crime (Cao, Frank, & Cullen, 1996). Re- 
lated research suggests that African Americans are less supportive of 
police use of deadly force, a finding that again may reflect a lack of 
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confidence in law enforcement  officials (Cullen et al., 1996). The cur- 
rent study, however, does not find that confidence in the police predicts 
willingness to shoot or defensive violence, even when separate analyses 
are conducted for whites and minorities and when the effects of an in- 
teraction term of involving race and confidence in the police are ex- 
plored. Further investigations, perhaps using a wider array of 
confidence measures, are needed to confirm whether  mistrust of the 
police is, in fact, implicated in minority support for defensive gun use. 

An exclusive focus on gun control policies, where self-interest is 
paramount ,  risks fostering the mistaken contention that owners and 
non-owners are so distinct that common ground between them is non- 
existent. The current study provides no evidence that these groups dif- 
fer in their assessments of when deadly force should be used against 
offenders. Indeed, a potentially important finding is that support for 
willingness to shoot is unrelated to being a gun owner. In fact, if any- 
thing, the data indicate that gun owners are less likely to say that they 
would shoot an offender. It is possible, of course, that  this finding is 
specific to an urban environment  where the present study was con- 
ducted. That is, gun owners in rural areas may be quicker to "pull the 
trigger." Still, it also is possible that owning a gun is not  a central deter- 
minant of all firearm-related attitudes. 

The cleavage between gun owners and non-owners may emerge 
only when clear self-interests are at stake (see Kleck, 1991). For own- 
ers, such a situation may arise when they see gun control laws as limit- 
ing their access to firearms. For non-owners, it may occur when they 
view proposed laws as putting people at risk by permitting unrestrained 
access to weapons that seem to have no other purpose than to kill 
human beings. In this case, attitudes reflect rational choice. Outside 
this realm of discourse, however,  owners and non-owners may be more 
alike than different. They may agree on when offenders committing a 
crime should be shot or on whether  law-breakers who use a firearm 
should serve extra time in prison. The broader  theoretical point is that 
gun owners may not, as some believe, have distinct personalities or di- 
verge from non-owners in social attitudes (Kleck, 1991). This conclu- 
sion receives additional credence from the finding that gun ownership 
in this study also is unrelated to support for defensive violence. 

Future  research might benefit  from exploring more systematically 
the factors that structure normative judgments about when shooting an 
offender is warranted, whether  by citizens or by law enforcement offi- 
cials. One promising strategy for assessing normative judgments is the 
factorial design survey in which one can combine vignette components 
at random (see, e.g., Jacoby & Cullen, 1998). Again, the current study 
suggests that willingness to use guns for defense is influenced substan- 
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tially by perceptions of imminent danger or risk. Although the concept 
of risk has objective qualities, it is also a social construction. For exam- 
ple, perceptions of risk may vary depending on offender characteristics 
(age, gender, size, number of assailants), type of weapon involved (gun, 
knife, or bat), victim characteristics (age, gender, size, number present), 
and context (day versus night, possibility or no possibility of escape, at 
home or on the street). A factorial vignette survey could help assess 
how certain factors and their combination (e.g., interaction of victim- 
offender characteristics) shape perceptions of risk and the willingness to 
shoot. 

CONCLUSION 
Due to the prevalence of firearms and the controversy over gun 

ownership in the United States, research on public attitudes about 
weapons is important both in its own right and for what it potentially 
reveals about American society. Discourse in this area, however, is 
often highly charged and polarized. One side depicts gun owners as 
"trigger happy" and the other side paints non-owners as liberal elites 
who wish to deprive others of fundamental constitutional rights. The 
current study, however, suggests that these portrayals mask what 
Americans have in common when dealing with the use of lethal force 
for self-protection. Both gun owners and non-owners embrace the view 
that guns should be used judiciously for defensive purposes. There is a 
consensus that lethal and non-lethal violence are appropriate means of 
self-defense. There is also a shared belief that lethal force should not 
be used indiscriminately but only when imminent physical danger is 
present. Like other attitudinal domains, views about guns are a social 
product. This study shows that willingness to shoot is shaped by cul- 
tural factors, concern about crime and security, and structural location. 
Whereas the common expectation might be that gun ownership would 
be the factor that accounts for extant attitudinal variation, the current 
analysis reveals such is not the case. 
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APPENDIX 
Summary of Measures 

Measure  Ques t ion  

Gun Ownership: 

Gun  O w n e r s h i p  

Socialization: 

Grew up in Sou th  

C o m m u n i t y  Size 

Chi ldhood  G u n  
Social izat ion Scale 

G u n  Subcu l tu re  
Scale 

Do  you persona l ly  own any kind of gun?  
0 = N o ,  l = Y e s  

M = .17, SD = .28 

W h a t  s tate  were  you  living in at age 16? 
0 = Non-Sou th ,  1 = South  

M - -  .15, SD = .36 

W h a t  k ind of  a c o m m u n i t y  were you living in at age 
16? 

1 = rura l  and  no t  nea r  a city 
2 = rura l  but  no t  far f rom a city 
3 = s u b u r b  
4 = small  city 
5 = big city 

M = 3.43, SD = 1.14 

Before  the  age of 18, pa ren t  or o the r  family m e m b e r  
member :  
a. kept  a gun  in the  h o m e  for hun t ing  or  some th ing  

like that .  
b. kep t  a gun  in the  h o m e  and said they would  use it 

to shoot  any criminal.  
c. showed me  how  to shoot  a gun. 
d. took me  hunt ing .  
e. gave me  a gun. 
f. I went  shoo t ing  or hun t ing  with fr iends.  
g. most  of the  peop le  you knew had  a gun  in the i r  

home.  

0 = No, 1 = Yes (sum of 6 i tems) 

M = 1.69, SD = 1.96, a = .79 

Ove r  the  last  12 mon ths ,  
a. a f r iend or family m e m b e r  took  you  to a gun  show 

or to a s tore  tha t  sold mainly  f i rearms.  
b. s o m e o n e  gave you a magazine  on  guns  or  hun t ing  

to read. 
c. you had  f r iends  or family m e m b e r s  ta lk  to you 

abou t  why they  like guns. 

0 = No, 1 = Yes (sum of 3 i tems) 

M = .33, SD = .69, a = .61 



Violent  A t t i t udes  
Scale 

Mil i tary Exper i ence  

Crime-Related: 

Fear  of Cr ime  

Cr ime Vict im 

Cr ime Trend  

Perce ived  
Vic t imizat ion  Risk 
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a. If some  s t ranger  was mak ing  a lot of  noise in some 
pro tes t  m a r c h  I d isagreed with, I m igh t  hit h im.  

b. If some  s t ranger  insul ted me  and  swore  at me,  I 
might  hi t  or  slap him. 

c. If some  s t ranger  was d runk  and  b u m p e d  into me,  I 
might  hi t  or  slap him. 

1 = Very Strongly Disagree,  2 = S t rongly  Disagree ,  
3 = Disagree ,  4 = Agree ,  5 = St rongly  Agree ,  6 = 
Very St rongly  Agree  (sum of  3 i tems)  

M = 3.48, SD = 2.13, a = .68 

Have  you ever  served  in the  mil i tary? 

0 = No,  1 = Yes 

M = .17, SD = .38 

Think  back  to those  t imes when  you migh t  have felt 
afraid tha t  you  might  be  a cr ime victims. How many  
t imes have  you felt afraid of cr ime in the  last m o n t h ?  

1 = Once ,  2 -- Two to Three ,  3 = T h r e e  to Five, 4 = 
Over  Five 

M = 2.01, SD = 1.19 

In the  last  two years, have  any of the  fol lowing crimes 
been  c o m m i t t e d  against  you: 
a. s o m e o n e  b r o k e  into your  house;  
b. had  p rope r ty  s to len  f rom your  house  or  yard; 
c. s o m e o n e  stole,  b roke  into, or vanda l i zed  your  car; 
d. s o m e o n e  held  you up on  the  s t ree t  and  r o b b e d  you: 
e. s o m e o n e  t h r e a t e n e d  to beat  you up or  t h r e a t e n e d  

you with a knife,  gun, or o the r  weapon ;  
f. s o m e o n e  actually bea t  you up; 
g. some o t h e r  cr ime not  listed here  h a p p e n e d  to you. 

0 = N o ,  1 = Y e s  

M = . 4 4 ,  S D = . 5  

In the  last  12 mon ths ,  do you th ink  tha t  cr ime in your  
n e i g h b o r h o o d  has  

1 = D e c r e a s e d  a Lot,  2 = Dec rea sed  a Little, 3 = 
Stayed a b o u t  the  Same, 4 = Inc reased  a Little, 5 = 
Inc reased  a Lot  

M = 3.33, SD = .77 

In the  next  12 months ,  what  do you th ink  the  chances  
are tha t  you  will be  a victim of a c r ime?  

1 = None ,  2 = A Little,  3 = A b o u t  50-50, 4 = High,  
5 = Very High  

M = 2.14, SD = .8 
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Vicarious 
Victimization 

Collective Security: 

Confidence in 
Police 

Neighborhood 

Disorder 

Conservative Ideology: 

Political 

Crime 

In the past two years, do you personally know anyone 
who has been a victim of a crime that injured or scared 
them? 

0 = N o ,  l = Y e s  

M = .36, SD = .48 

a. There are not enough police in my neighborhood to 
deal with crime. 

b. When people in my neighborhood call the police, 
they come right away. 

c. The police do a good job in my neighborhood in 
making sure that no one disturbs the peace. 

d. The police care a lot about the safety of the people 
in my neighborhood. 

e. The police do a good job in protecting me against 
crime. 

1 = Very Strongly Disagree, 2 = Strongly Disagree, 
3 = Disagree, 4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly Agree, 6 ; 
Very Strongly Agree (sum of 5 items) 

M = 16.8, SD = 4.36, a = .77 

How much of a problem is each of the following: 

a. noisy neighbors--people who play loud music, have 
late parties, or have noisy fights? 

b. garbage or litter on the streets or sidewalks? 
c. people not keeping up their houses or apartments--  

like not painting or fixing windows that break? 
d. groups of teenagers hanging out on the corners or 

in the streets? 
e. people selling or using illegal drugs in the 

neighborhood? 
f. vandalism--like kids breaking windows or writing 

on walls or things like that? 
g. teenage gangs who commit crime? 
h. people who say insulting things or bother people as 

they walk down the street? 

1 = Not a Problem, 2 = Some Problem, 3 = Big 
Problem (sum of 8 items) 

M = 4.68, SD = 3.75, a = .88 

How would you rate yourself on a scale of 1 to 9? 

1 = Extremely Liberal, 9 = Extremely Conservative 

M = 5.7, SD = 2.16 

a. Stiffer jail sentences are needed to show criminals 
that crime does not pay. 

b. Juvenile criminals are treated too leniently by the 
courts. 
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Racial Attitude: 

Changes in 
Racial  M a k e - U p  

Demographics: 

Race 

Age  

Gende r  

Educat ion  

Household  Income 

e. 

d. 
e. 

Crime has increased in recent  t imes because society 
has become  too permissive. 
These days, criminals have too many  legal rights. 
If we really cared about crime victims, we would 
make  sure that criminals were  caught  and given 
harsh punishment .  

1 = Very Strongly Disagree, 2 = Strongly Disagree, 
3 -- Disagree,  4 -- Agree,  5 = Strongly Agree,  6 = 
Very Strongly Agree  (sum of 5 i tems) 

M = 18.7, SD = 5.04, a = .81 

Has the racial make-up of your ne ighborhood changed 
much lately? 

1 = My ne ighborhood has more  white  residents 
than before,  2 = the neighborhood has stayed about 
the same, 3 = My neighborhood has more black 
residents than before  

M = 2.24, SD = .51 

0 -- Non-white,  1 = White 

M = .79, SD = .41 

In years 

M = 47.12, SD = 18.0 

0 = Female ,  1 = Male 

M = . 4 3 ,  S D = . 5  

1 = Did Not  Graduate  From High School, 2 = 
Gradua ted  From High School, 3 = Some Years of 
College, 4 = Graduated  From College,  5 = Finished 
One  or  More  Years of Graduate  School  

M = 3.25, SD = 1.26 

1 = $2,000 and Below; 2 = $2,0001-$6,000; 3 = 
$6,0001-$10,000; 4 = $10,0001-$15,000; continues in 
$4,999 increments;  14 = $60,001-$70,000; continues 
in $9,999 increments;  17 = $90,001-$120,000; 18 = 
$120,000+ 

M = 8.78, SD = 4.25 


