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Abstract

Gun-related deaths and gun purchases were at record highs in 2020. In light of the COVID-19
pandemic, public protests against police violence, and a tense political environment, which may
influence policy preferences, we aimed to understand the current state of support for gun policies
in the U.S. We fielded a national public opinion survey in January 2019 and January 2021 using
an online panel to measure support for 34 gun policies among U. S. adults. We compared support
over time, by gun ownership status, and by political party affiliation. Most respondents supported
33 of the 34 gun regulations studied. Support for seven restrictive policies declined from 2019 to
2021, driven by reduced support among non-gun owners. Support declined for three permissive
policies: allowing legal gun carriers to bring guns onto college campuses or K-12 schools and
stand your ground laws. Public support for gun-related policies decreased from 2019 to 2021,
driven by decreased support among Republicans and non-gun owners.
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1. Introduction

An estimated 45,000 people died from gun-related deaths in 2020, the highest single year
count in over two decades (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020; Centers for
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Disease Control and Prevention, n.d.). While gun ownership has increased over time, the
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, lockdowns, economic disruption, widespread protests
against police violence, and a tense political environment likely contributed to record
numbers of gun sales in 2020 (Tavernise, 2021). Millions of Americans buying guns in
2020 (20-30% of purchasers) were first-time gun owners (Crifasi et al., 2021; Miller et al.,
2022).

Prior research has shown that many factors including race/ethnicity, gender, religion, and
geography are associated with gun ownership and support for gun policies (Schaeffer,
2021; Oraka et al., 2019; Merino, 2018; O’Brien et al., 2013). Gun ownership is strongly
linked to decreased support for more restrictive gun policies (Schaeffer, 2021). Political
party affiliation is also associated with differences in support for gun regulations, though
differences in support vary across policies (Schaeffer, 2021). A 2017 survey by the current
authors found that only 8 of 24 gun policies had more than a 10-point gap in support
between Republicans and Democrats (Barry et al., 2018).

In this nationally representative survey, we aim to understand the current state of support for
34 specific gun policies in the United States in 2021 and to assess changes in support by gun
ownership status and political party affiliation between 2019 and 2021.

Methods

This analysis used two waves of the National Survey of Gun Policy of the Johns Hopkins
Bloomberg School of Public Health fielded January 2-28, 2019 and January 4-20, 2021
(Barry et al., 2019). Both waves were fielded using NORC’s AmeriSpeak Panel, a
probability-based panel covering approximately 97% of U.S. households (NORC at the
University of Chicago, 2022). Individuals age 18 years and older selected to participate
could complete surveys online or by telephone (NORC at the University of Chicago, 2022).
Both survey waves had high completion rates; 80% (n= 1680) and 78% (/7= 2778) of
invited participants completed the survey in 2019 and 2021 respectively.

All analyses used survey weights to account for known sample deviations and nonresponse
(Appendix A). Both surveys oversampled gun owners, defined as a person who answered
yes to both “Do you happen to have in your home or garage any guns or revolvers?” and
“Do any of these guns personally belong to you?” Individuals were not considered gun
owners if they answered yes to the first question but no to personally owning any of the
guns. For analyses using political party affiliation, individuals were considered Democrats
if they identified as “strong Democrat” or “not so strong Democrat”, Republicans if they
responded as “strong Republican” or “not so strong Republican” and Independent otherwise
(“lean Democrat,” “lean Republican,” or “don’t lean/Independent/None.”)

The 2019 and 2021 survey waves used identical question wording to measure support for 26
policies across eight categories: purchaser licensing and background checks, prohibiting
certain persons from purchasing or owning guns indefinitely, assault weapons and
largecapacity magazine bans, regulating licensed gun dealers, temporary firearm removal
for high-risk individuals, concealed carry, prohibiting certain persons from purchasing

Prev Med. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 February 29.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Stone et al.

Page 3

or owning guns temporarily, and other policies. We examined differences in support for
policies from 2019 to 2021 among the overall sample, among gun owners and non-gun
owners, and among Democrats and Republicans. Next, we examined public support for
eight policies measured for the first time in 2021 overall and by gun-ownership status.
These included policies related to background checks, extending domestic-violence related
prohibitions to dating partners, and directing federal funding to states that want to establish
handgun licensing systems. Other policies measured for the first time focused on prohibiting
behaviors such as bringing a gun into a government building, selling kits to build a gun at
home, and open carry of a gun at a public demonstration or rally.

All measures of policy support were dichotomized from the original 5-point Likert scale
with responses of “strongly favor” or “somewhat favor” indicating support compared

to “neither favor nor oppose,” “somewhat oppose,” or “strongly oppose”. Pearson’s chi-
squared tests were used to assess differences in support across waves, gun-ownership status,
and political party affiliation. All analyses were completed using Stata 15 (StataCorp,
2017). Both survey waves were approved by the Johns Hopkins School of Public Health
Institutional Review Board.

3. Results

Of the 26 gun policies measured in both survey waves, public support declined significantly
from 2019 to 2021 for three permissive policies, which would loosen restrictions on guns,
and seven restrictive policies, which would increase restrictions on gun carrying and use,
(Fig. 1). All declines in support were by <10 percentage points. The largest decreases in
public support were for the three permissive policies: allowing a person who can legally
carry a concealed gun to bring that gun onto a college or university campus (36% support
in 2019 vs. 27% support in 2021); stand your ground (31% vs. 23%); and allowing a
person who can legally carry a concealed gun to bring that gun onto school grounds for
kindergarten through 12th grade schools (31% vs. 23%).

Smaller but still statistically significant decreases in public support were observed for seven
restrictive policies intended to curb gun violence: allowing the police and public to have
information about which gun dealers sell the most guns used in crimes (73% in 2019 vs.
65% in 2021); requiring a safety test for a concealed carry license (81% vs. 73%); law
enforcement-initiated extreme risk protection orders (76% vs. 70%); banning military-style,
semi-automatic assault weapons (64% vs. 59%); requiring a person to be at least 21 years
of age to own a semi-automatic rifle (73% vs. 68%); prohibiting a person from having a
gun for 10 years if convicted of public display of a gun in a threatening manner, excluding
self-defense (73% vs. 68%), and requiring licensure for purchase of a handgun (77% vs.
72%). Appendix B presents levels of support for all policies.

Changes in public support for gun policies were more common among non-gun owners
than among gun owners (Fig. 2). There were statistically significant decreases in support
among gun owners for only two policies — both of which would loosen restrictions on
firearm carrying. Support among gun owners decreased by 10 percentage points for policies
allowing a person who can legally carry a concealed gun to bring that gun onto a college
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or university campus (55% vs. 45%) and onto school grounds for kindergarten through 12th
grade schools (47% vs. 37%).

Among non-gun owners, there was significantly decreased support for three permissive
gun policies and six restrictive policies. Support for three permissive policies decreased
from 2019 to 2021 among non-gun owners: stand your ground policies (28% vs. 18%),
allowing a person who can legally carry a concealed gun to bring that gun onto a college
or university campus (29% vs. 20%) and onto school grounds for kindergarten through
12th grade schools (25% vs. 17%). Decreases in support among non-gun owners were also
observed for six restrictive policies: allowing the police and public to have information about
which gun dealers sell the most guns used in crimes (78% vs. 69%), requiring a safety

test for a concealed carry license (83% vs. 77%), law enforcement-initiated extreme risk
protection orders (80% vs. 73%), requiring a person to be at least 21 years of age to own

a semi-automatic rifle (77% vs. 72%), allowing people to carry a concealed gun without

a permit (59% vs. 54%), and banning the sale of military-style, semi-automatic assault
weapons (72% vs. 67%). Appendix C presents levels of support by gun ownership in 2021.

Changes in support for gun policies were more common among Republicans than
Democrats (Fig. 3). Among Democrats, there was a significant increase in support from
2019 to 2021 for one restrictive policy: allowing cities to sue licensed gun dealers for
careless sales practices (80% vs. 86%). There were significant decreases in support among
Democrats for two permissive gun policies: allowing a person who can legally carry a
concealed gun to bring that gun onto a college or university campus (18% vs. 11%) and
stand your ground policies (20% vs. 13%).

Among Republicans, there were significant decreases in support for 16 restrictive policies
and 2 permissive policies. Support decreased among Republicans from 2019 to 2021 for
the following restrictive policies: universal background checks (88% vs. 83%), prohibiting
someone from having a handgun (60% vs. 52%) or a semi-automatic rifle (70% vs. 62%) if
they are under the age of 21, prohibiting someone from having a gun if they are convicted
of more than two misdemeanor crimes involving illegal drugs (73% vs. 64%), banning the
sale of military-style, semi-automatic assault weapons (49% vs. 37%) or large capacity
ammunition clips or magazines (51% vs. 35%), allowing the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco,
Firearms and Explosives (ATF) to temporarily take away a gun dealer’s license if they
cannot account for 20 or more guns (86% vs. 73%), allowing cities to sue licensed gun
dealers for careless sales practices (71% vs. 62%), allowing the police and public to have
information about which gun dealers sell the most guns used in crimes (70% vs. 55%),
extreme risk protection orders initiated by law enforcement (76% vs. 65%) or family
members (76% vs. 68%), requiring a safety test for a concealed carry license (79% vs. 64%),
prohibiting a person from having a gun for 10 years of convicted of public display of a gun
in a threatening manner (73% vs. 59%), carrying a concealed gun without a permit (51%
vs. 37%), or drunk and disorderly conduct (43% vs. 33%), and requiring a safety course
for first-time gun purchasers (80% vs. 72%). Support among Republicans also decreased
for two permissive policies: allowing a person who can legally carry a concealed gun to
bring that gun onto a college or university campus (57% vs. 44%) or kindergarten through

Prev Med. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 February 29.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Stone et al.

Page 5

12th grade school grounds (48% vs. 36%). Appendix D presents levels of support by party
affiliation in 2021.

Fig. 4 shows public support for eight policies examined for the first time in 2021. The
majority of respondents supported all eight restrictive policies including: requiring that a
person be fingerprinted for the background check to verify their identity and link it to any
relevant criminal records (80%), prohibiting a person from bringing a gun into a government
building (70%), prohibiting the sale of kits to build guns at home that can be purchased
online (68%), extending the time to conduct a background check to up to 10 days (67%),
prohibiting the sale of a gun before a background check is complete (64%), extending
domestic violence-related prohibitions to include couples who have dated (60%), directing
federal government funding to states that want to establish licensing systems for handgun
purchasers (57%), and prohibiting the open carrying of a gun at a public demonstration

or rally (54%). Non-gun owners had significantly higher levels of support compared to
gun owners for seven of the eight policies — all except prohibition of gun sales until a
background check is complete (Appendix E and F).

4. Discussion

Most respondents to our 2021 national survey expressed support for broad range of policies
related to guns and gun ownership. We found decreased support from 2019 to 2021 for

three policies that would increase access to and carrying of firearms: allowing guns onto
college campuses and K-12 school grounds and for stand your ground laws that expand legal
justification for using lethal force. However, public support for seven policies intended to
curb gun violence through gun regulations declined from 2019 to 2021. These changes were
driven principally by decreased support among non-gun owners and Republicans.

The reasons for these trends are likely multi-faceted. Prior literature has shown associations
between a lack of trust in the government, gun ownership, and skepticism of or opposition
to gun safety reforms (Jiobu and Curry, 2001; De Angelis et al., 2017). In the wake

of the social disruption due to the pandemic, lockdowns, job losses, acts of racialized
police violence, protests, disputed elections, and violent insurrection, it is likely that some
Americans — including non-gun owners — have experienced a decline in trust in government
and lost faith in laws and law enforcement to keep them safe, resulting in decreased support,
even for policies shown to prevent gun violence (Crifasi, 2018). For others, these events
may have activated more partisan beliefs (e.g., as seen in the growth of the “Blue Lives
Matter” retort to the “Black Lives Matter” movement),contributing to decreased support for
gun regulations across the board as observed among Republicans in this survey (O’Brien et
al., 2013; Hetherington and Weiler, 2018; Filindra and Kaplan, 2016).

Future research should examine determinants of attitudinal changes related to gun
regulations in a longitudinal study that can determine causality and inflection points.
Understanding why different groups hold or change their attitudes about various gun policies
may help inform which messages or messengers and moments may be effective in increasing
support for restrictive gun policies. Understanding drivers of attitudinal changes and the
effectiveness of messaging on affecting policy support may be especially important as states
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may need to adapt their gun policies following recent, contradictory federal movement on
the issue of gun policy. On June 25, 2022, following mass shootings in Buffalo, NY and
Uvalde, TX, President Biden signed a bipartisan gun safety bill that includes incentives
for states to adopt extreme risk protection order policies, closed the domestic violence
dating loophole, and expanded background checks for gun sales to young adults ages
18-21 (S.2938 - 117th Congress (2021-2022): Bipartisan Safer Communities Act, n.d.).
This law, however, follows a Supreme Court decision striking down a New York law that
restricted concealed carry of guns (New York State Rifle and Pistol Association v. Bruen.
597 U.S, 2022). This decision not only established for the first time an individual right to
“bear arms in public for self defense”, but also established a new test for determining the
constitutionality of gun laws based on “text, history, and tradition.” (New York State Rifle
and Pistol Association v. Bruen. 597 U.S, 2022)

This study should be viewed in light of its limitations. Online survey administration may be
subject to sampling bias; however, the AmeriSpeak panel uses probability-based sampling
and survey weights were used in all analyses to account for non-response and population
characteristics (NORC at the University of Chicago, 2022; American Association for Public
Opinion Research Standards Committee, 2010). While we compare support for policies from
2019 to 2021, both survey waves were cross-sectional, so we are unable to follow the same
individuals over time. It is also beyond the scope of this study to examine drivers of changes
within other sub-population groups. Finally, the attack on the U.S. Capitol occurred on
January 6, 2021 while our survey was in the field. Most respondents (68%) completed the
survey before January 6 and policy support was largely unassociated with when the survey
was administered relative to January 6 (Appendix G).

5. Conclusion

Findings indicate that support for policies intended to reduce gun violence decreased from
2019 to 2021, driven by reductions in support among non-gun owners and Republicans.
Future research should examine what determines attitudinal changes related to gun
regulations.
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Purchaser license and background check policies
Universal background check
Licensure
Policies that prohibit a person from having a gun if they are:
Subject to a temporary DVRO
Convicted of a serious crime as a juvenile
Under the age of 21
Convicted of more than 2 dismeanor crimes involving illegal drugs
Convicted of 2 or more DWIs or DUIs in 5 years
Policies that ban the sale of:
Milary-style, semi automatric assault weapons
Large-capacity ammunition clips or magazines

Policies regulating gun dealers that allow:

ATF to temporarily take away a dealer’s license if they cannot
account for 20 or more guns

Cities to sue licensed gun dealers for careless sales practices

Police and public to have information about which gun dealers sell
the most guns used in crimes

Temporary firearm removal policies
Extreme risk protection order: family members

Extreme risk protection order: law enforcement

Concealed carry policies
Requiring a safety test for a concealed carry license

Allowing a person who can legally carry a concealed gun to
bring that gun onto school grounds for k-12

Allowing a person who can legally carry a conceled gun to bring
that gun onto a college or university campus

Allowing concealed carry without a licenseure requirement

Policies that prohibit a person from having a gun if for 10 years if
convicted of:

Public display of a gun in a threatening manner, excluding self-
defense

Assault and battery that does not result in serious injury or
involve a lethal weapon

Carrying a concealed gun without a permit

Drunk and disorderly conduct

Other policies
Requiring a safety course for first time gun purchasers
Safe gun storage

Requring a person to be at least 21 years of age to own a semi-
automatic rifle

Stand your ground policy

Fig. 1.
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Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p< 0.001. ATF = Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms
and Explosives; DUI = driving under the influence; DVRO = domestic violence restraining
order; DWI = driving while intoxicated; k-12 = kindergarden through 12th grade school.

Prev Med. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 February 29.



1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnuely Joyiny

Stone et al. Page 10

Purchaser license and background check policies
Universal background check o\
Licensure [ Ye) A\
Policies that prohibit a person from having a gun if they are:
Subject to a temporary DVRO 0O A\
Convicted of a serious crime as a juvenile @ /A
Under the age of 21 V) NA
ﬁ:;;:cdti?ng more than 2 dismeanor crimes involving @O A
Convicted of 2 or more DWIs or DUIs in 5 years @O A
Policies that ban the sale of:
Milary-style, semi automatric assault weapons [ @) A\
Large-capacity ammunition clips or magazines ® AN

Policies regulating gun dealers that allow:

ATF to temporarily take away a dealer’s license if they
cannot account for 20 or more guns —OA
Cities to sue licensed gun dealers for careless sales @ A
practices

% % %
Police and public to have information about which gun O A—\

dealers sell the most guns used in crimes
Temporary firearm removal policies

Extreme risk protection order: family members
O AYA
Extreme risk protection order: law enforcement
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

% support

O = Gun owner, 2019 @ = Gun owner, 2021 A = Non-gun owner, 2019 A = Non-gun owner, 2021

1duosnuepy Joyiny

1duosnuely Joyiny

Prev Med. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 February 29.



1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnuely Joyiny

Stone et al. Page 11

Concealed carry policies
* %

Requiring a safety test for a concealed carry license O—0hk—
Allowing a person who can legally carry a concealed A *xk A o ** o)
gun to bring that gun onto school grounds for k-12
Allowing a person who can legally carry a conceled gun ‘ﬁA .LO
to bring that gun onto a college or university campus
Allowing concealed carry without a licenseure N\ [ ]
requirement
Policies that prohibit a person from having a gun if for 10
years if convicted of:
Public display of a gun in a threatening manner, &
excluding self-defense
Assault and battery that does not result in serious injury A
or involve a lethal weapon N
e A& A
Carrying a concealed gun without a permit
Drunk and disorderly conduct [ 2@) AN\
Other policies
Requiring a safety course for first time gun purchasers
® &\
Safe gun storage
Requring a person to be at least 21 years of age to own o0 A
a semi-automatic rifle
*
Stand your ground policy @ AN
I % kK . :
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90
% support
O. Gun owner, 2019 o Gun owner, 2021 A = Non-gun owner, 2019 A = Non-gun owner, 2021
Fig. 2.

Percent of respondents who support different gun policies in 2019 and 2021 by gun
ownership status.

Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. ATF = Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms
and Explosives; DUI = driving under the influence; DVRO = domestic violence restraining
order; DWI = driving while intoxicated; k-12 = kindergarden through 12th grade school.

1duosnuepy Joyiny

1duosnue Joyiny

Prev Med. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 February 29.



1duosnuepy Joyiny 1duosnuely Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnuely Joyiny

Stone et al.

Purchaser license and background check policies
Universal background check

Licensure

Policies that prohibit a person from having a gun if they are:

Subject to a temporary DVRO
Convicted of a serious crime as a juvenile

Under the age of 21

Convicted of more than 2 dismeanor crimes involving

illegal drugs

Convicted of 2 or more DWIs or DUIs in 5 years
Policies that ban the sale of:

Milary-style, semi automatric assault weapons

Large-capacity ammunition clips or magazines

Policies regulating gun dealers that allow:

ATF to temporarily take away a dealer’s license if they

cannot account for 20 or more guns

Cities to sue licensed gun dealers for careless sales

practices

Police and public to have information about which gun

dealers sell the most guns used in crimes

Temporary firearm removal policies
Extreme risk protection order: family members

Extreme risk protection order: law enforcement
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Concealed carry policies
Requiring a safety test for a concealed carry license

Allowing a person who can legally carry a concealed
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. % 5k c ' f

gun to bring that gun onto school grounds for k-12 : * % A C * 3k O
Allowing a person who can legally carry a conceled gun
to bring that gun onto a college or university campus A\ @ ** O
Allowing concealed carry without a licenseure
requirement A\ o ]
Policies that prohibit a person from having a gun if for 10
years if convicted of:
Public display of a gun in a threatening manner, *%
excluding self-defense [ O A
Assault and battery that does not result in serious injury
or involve a lethal weapon ® A
Carrying a concealed gun without a permit —0 AN
Drunk and disorderly conduct %
e—O &
Other policies
Requiring a safety course for first time gun purchasers ® * O A
Safe gun storage O /A
*
Requring a person to be at least 21 years of age to own e—0O A&
a semi-automatic rifle
* %
A—\ —O
Stand your ground policy
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

% support

o = Republican, 2019 o Republican, 2021 A= Democrat, 2019 A- Democrat, 2021

Fig. 3.

Percent of respondents who support different gun policies in 2019 and 2021 by political

party affiliation.

Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. ATF = Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms
and Explosives; DUI = driving under the influence; DVRO = domestic violence restraining
order; DWI = driving while intoxicated; k-12 = kindergarden through 12th grade school.
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Requiring that a person be fingerprinted for the background check to
verify a person’s identity and link it to any relevant criminal records .
Prohibiting a person from bringing a gun into a government building —

Prohibiting the sale of kits to build guns at home that can be
purchased online

Extending the time to conduct a background check to up to 10 days —
Prohibiting the sale of a gun before a background check is complete _
Extending domestic violence-related gun prohibitions to include
couples who have dated o
Directing federal government funding to states that want to establish
licensing systems for handgun purchasers ek

Prohibiting the open carrying of a gun at a public demonstration or
rally

o

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

mQverall mGunowner = Non-gun owner

Fig. 4.
Percent of respondents who support newly surveyed policies by gun ownership status, 2021.
Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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