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Abstract 

Pro-gun organizations have made great strides in mobilizing women and have been successful in 

inculcating women into gun culture. This raises questions about the intersection of gun ownership, 

an emerging political identity, and gender. Thus, this dissertation explores the cross pressures 

women face from their gun ownership status and the political consequences of such cleavages 

using an intersectional approach. First, I examine the effect of gun ownership on women’s political 

participation and engagement. I find gun owning women to be more engaged and participatory 

than non-owning women, and find them to be particularly motivated by gun issues. Second, I study 

the effect of gun ownership on women’s feelings of safety in public spaces where firearms are 

present. Women often feel empowered by owning a gun, and I find gun owning women to be much 

less averse to firearms than non-owning women. Furthermore, in some cases, women owners were 

even less averse than their male counterparts. Lastly, I examine the effect of gun ownership on 

women’s attitudes about use of force policies, namely the death penalty and the use military force. 

Here, gun owning women are more supportive of such policies than non-owners, and gun 

ownership is found to mitigate the expected gender gap in attitudes on these issues. I conclude by 

addressing the importance of these findings for the literature and for politics, the limitations of 

these studies, and avenues for future research. 
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Introduction 

“God made man and woman, but Samuel Colt made them equal.”1 

 Recently, 2020 Democratic presidential hopeful Senator Kamala Harris received 

considerable backlash over owning a gun. Several critiques have been lobbed at her for owning a 

firearm. Can Senator Harris be a gun owner and still appeal to the liberal democratic primary 

voter? After all, keeping a handgun for personal safety, as Harris claimed, is a “bedrock 

conservative view” (Funt 2019). Yet, Senator Harris has quite a lot in common with her fellow 

gun-owning women. Gun ownership for most women is not strictly a political issue, it is especially 

personal. Most women own firearms for self-protection, just as Senator Harris does.  Among 

women, gun ownership has not declined over the past several decades as it has for men, even as 

women have become more liberal. This trend suggests women who own firearms have a unique 

relationship with guns that is different than their male counterparts. 

 Senator Harris, like other gun owning women, face cross pressures from gender and gun 

ownership. These pressures have resulted in political behavior unique to women gun owners. This 

group of women is distinctive from other women as well as gun owning men.  This dissertation 

explores the relationship, focusing on the politics of gun ownership and gender. The main question 

addressed is: what political effect does gun ownership have on women? The dissertation is divided 

into three distinct parts. First, does gun ownership effect the political engagement of women? 

Second, does gun ownership effect women’s attitudes about the safety of guns in public spaces? 

Along with this, how does this effect the expected gender gap in attitudes about gun issues? Third, 

                                                             
1 Popular saying. Source unknown. 
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does gun ownership effect women’s attitudes about policies not related to firearms, such as 

attitudes on the death penalty and the use of military force? Furthermore, does gun ownership 

influence the expected gender gap in attitudes about capital punishment and military intervention? 

All of these questions will be addressed in the subsequent chapters. 

Gender Gap 

 Gender and politics is a growing subfield of political science. However, a questionable 

aspect of this research area is how much of the focus remains on the gender differences between 

men and women – i.e. the gender gap. This term is commonly used to refer to differences in voting 

preferences and to levels of political participation. Gender differences are most noticeable in 

attitudes and preferences that lead to active participation in elections (Kittilson 2016). As such, the 

gender gap literature spans topics such as political engagement, partisanship, and policy attitudes. 

While many gender gaps seem modest in size, gender differences nevertheless result in sizeable 

variances in political inputs. For example, in political engagement, Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 

(2001, 2) find differences accumulate to “2,000,000 fewer phone calls or letters to public officials 

than men… 7,000,000 fewer campaign contributions from women than from men… 9,000,000 

fewer women than men affiliated with a political organization.” 

Much of the gender literature focuses on the differences between men and women, but only 

focusing on gender differences is problematic. Women are not a monolithic. Women encompass 

multiple identities and the differences among groups of women are often larger than the differences 

between men and women, as I find in the chapters to come. As the intersectionality literature 

highlighted, non-gender based group attachments create divides within women. These divisions 

are often substantial and set certain groups of women apart from other women. These cross cutting 

cleavages have substantial effects on political behavior and policy attitudes. 
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This dissertation takes an intersectional approach to studying women by focusing on 

women gun owners. Recent studies show gun ownership, like gender, to be a distinct and powerful 

political identity. However, it is important not to advantage only one aspect of identity at the 

exclusion of another – as in the vast majority of the gender gap literature. Rather, gun owning 

women represent multiple categories. Therefore, treating women as homogenous is problematic. 

Exploring group attachments within women provides for a more accurate study of women’s 

political behavior. It may in fact be politically advantageous to certain interests to highlight 

differences between groups of women. For example, groups that typically do not receive support 

from a majority of women may want to highlight women’s uniqueness as gun owners. As I discuss 

in the next section, when it comes to gun ownership, pro-gun groups have rather effectively 

exploited the differences among women. Thus, because of an identity based in both gender and 

gun ownership, women gun owners do not participate in American politics in the same way as 

women generally. I refer to this divergence in behavior as the “gun gap”. Gun ownership sets gun 

owning women apart from other women by manifesting unique political preferences and attitudes. 

Past studies suggest women, single women in particular, are swayed by arguments that guns are 

tools of female empowerment, which has the potential for significant social, political, and policy 

effects. This relationship is portrayed in Figure 1. As I explore in the chapters to come, gun 

ownership mitigates the disparity between men and women, and politically gun owning women 

behave much like gun owning men. 
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Figure 1: Cross Pressures of Gender and Gun Ownership 

 

 

 

 

Gun Gap 

 The “gun gap”, a term not previously found in the literature, refers to the political 

differences between gun owners and non-owners. Gun ownership divides this group of citizens 

from the rest of the population and provides them with unique preferences and attitudes, resulting 

in a gun gap. Disparities due to gun ownership have been found in political preferences, political 

engagement and participation, and policy attitudes. Compared to non-owners, a greater share of 

gun owners participate (Haider-Markel, Joslyn, and Vegter 2018), support Republican candidates 

(Joslyn et al. 2017), and support military intervention (Middlewood et al. 2018). Furthermore, gun 

owners tend to have lower support for gun control policies (Celinska 2007; Joslyn and Haider-

Markel 2013; Lott 2013; Parker et al. 2017; Vegter et al. 2019). Divisions between gun owners 

and non-owners reflect emerging political identities, particularly among gun owners.  

Gender Gun 
Ownership

Women 
Gun 
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Political Behavior Policy Attitudes 
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 The political division between gun owners and non-owners is likely caused by gun owners’ 

submersion in gun culture. Culture is defined as “symbolic vehicles of meaning, including beliefs, 

ritual practices, art forms, and ceremonies, as well as informal cultural practices such as language, 

gossip, stories, and rituals of daily life” (Swidler 1986, 273). Over the past several decades, 

Americans have become more polarized on guns and gun-related issues, but pro-gun and gun 

control supporters alike perceive guns as symbols of power. Recent studies suggest gun ownership 

involves important psychological, political, and social attachments distinct from those of non-

owners (Joslyn et al. 2017; Lacombe 2019). To non-owners, gun ownership seems like a simple 

purchase and possession, but ownership is symbolic of a much larger set of values that have the 

capacity to shape political attitudes and perceptions (Braman, Kahan, and Grimmelmann 2005; 

Kahan and Braman 2003). According to Kohn (2004), these attachments impose meaning and 

significance on guns and weave together a gun culture. Owning a firearm has long stood as a 

symbol of individualism, self-sufficiency, and independence (Melzer 2009; Wright 1995). Gun 

ownership, and ultimately gun culture, is as old as the United States itself, and deeply entrenched 

in American values (Yamane 2017). Even when owners cite different reasons for ownership – 

recreational versus defensive ownership – similarities emerge in the attachment to American 

individualism (Celinska 2007). Furthermore, over the past fifty years gun culture shifted from 

recreational shooting to armed self-defense making attachment to gun culture much more intimate 

(Yamane 2017). In a recent piece in The Atlantic, writer and Iraq War veteran David French wrote 

“Confidence is contagious. People want to be empowered. That’s how gun culture is built. Not by 

the NRA and not by Congress, but by gun owners, one free citizen at a time” (French 2018). Gun 

owners often feel emotionally and morally empowered by their firearms and owning a gun has 

become essential to being a good and patriotic American (Carlson 2015a, 2015b). 
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 While French (2018) maintains that gun culture is not built by the National Rifle 

Association (NRA), the organization has undeniable influence on American gun culture since its 

founding in 1871. The NRA advances gun culture by openly pushing the idea that gun ownership 

reflects a set of clearly defined identities and values. Furthermore, the NRA asserts that guns are 

not only physically empowering, but are also emotionally and morally empowering. In fact, the 

NRA has been so successful in their approach they have cultivated a politicized gun owner social 

identity which the organization uses to mobilize mass political action on its behalf (Lacombe 

2019). Gun culture is further reinforced by the marketing of firearms and the prevalence of guns 

in the entertainment industry. While a vast majority of gun owners experience gun culture, I argue 

that women gun owners have a unique experience due to conscious efforts by the NRA and gun 

manufacturers to market firearms to women. 

The Mobilization of Women Gun Owners 

Previous literature recognizes the potential for gender differences in gun attachment. While 

the exact number of gun owners in the US is unknown – recent estimates range from 270 to 350 

million (Ingraham 2015; Karp 2011; Krouse 2012) – we do know women are far less likely to be 

gun owners than men. However, studies discover no change in gun ownership among women in 

recent decades (Donges and Karp 2014; Goss 2017), even as overall gun ownership has declined 

(Smith and Son 2015)2. Figure 2 displays gun ownership by gender over time using General Social 

Survey time series data. According to the website for the National Rifle Association, 3.35 million 

women own guns in the United States. In a Pew Research Center poll of self-reporting gun owners 

in 2017, twenty-two percent of women own at least one firearm (Parker et al. 2017). Furthermore,  

                                                             
2 Some studies have found increased ownership among women, though the General Social Survey shows little 
change from 1980 to 2018 in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Percent of Men vs. Women Who Own Firearms, 1980-20183 

 

Blair and Hyatt (1995) identified two subgroups of women gun owners: firearm ‘experts’ who 

primarily have recreational interests in guns and who reported interest in guns in an effort to share 

a hobby in common with their husbands, and those who own guns for personal protection and out 

of fear of personal victimization. Most women fall into the latter category, and policy and research 

on the role of firearms in women’s lives usually stress women as victims of violence. In fact, 

women’s gun ownership is highly responsive to crime rates (Bordua and Lizotte 1979; Lizotte, 

Bordua, and White 1981) and women who own guns tend to believe they are at high risk for 

victimization (DeJong 1997; Depew and Swensen 2018). As evidence emerged supporting gun 

ownership as a social identity, new questions arise regarding the role guns play in the lives of 

                                                             
3 Data for 1986 and 1992 not available. 
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American women. I argue that women experience different attachments to gun culture, principally 

due to their self-defensive reasons for ownership, which has been reinforced by the targeting of 

women by pro-gun groups. 

During the 1980s, amid a decline in firearm sales, gun organizations discovered women as 

a potential consumer base (Blair and Hyatt 1995; Browder 2006). As the gun industry began to 

embrace female customers, the NRA actively began promoting women’s gun ownership. In their 

attempt to woo women, the NRA and various gun manufacturers began placing advertisements in 

traditionally female magazines – such as People, Family Circle, Ladies Home Journal, and 

Redbook. Often the ads promoted the need to carry handguns to ensure safety, endorsing the 

perception of women as good mothers or responsible single women. These campaigns appealed to 

women’s desire for empowerment as well as their fear-induced need for self-protection. An early 

NRA program, Refuse to be a Victim, was launched in the 1990s and focused on empowering 

women to overcome concerns of victimhood by purchasing firearms. Much of the early years of 

Women & Guns magazine was also dedicated to this goal. Since then, the NRA developed the 

NRA Women’s Network, which the organization’s website describes as “…a go-to, growing 

resource for news, education, events, and more. And we’re telling more stories of empowered 

women like you. Come explore, connect, and unite – with the women of the NRA.” Furthermore, 

the NRA developed “Women on Target” instructional shooting clinics specifically for gun owning 

women. Non-NRA shooting ranges have followed suit by promoting “ladies night” events. 

Furthermore, organizations have since been developed specifically for women gun owners, such 

as The Well Armed Woman, which promotes empowerment as one of its core values and also 

provides instructor certification courses designed specifically for women. 
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Mobilizing women, a previously untapped group of firearms consumers, is beneficial to 

the pocketbooks of gun manufacturers and the image of the NRA. Or, as Browder (2006, 213) 

described it, “the ‘new’ armed women must take on the most difficult task of all: saving the gun 

industry from declining sales and helping protect the NRA against its anti-government, pro-militia 

image”. However, it also serves to politically benefit these organizations. It is politically 

advantageous for pro-gun groups to engage women and since the 1980s they have largely pulled 

ahead of pro-regulation groups in addressing women’s lack of engagement on gun issues. 

Emphasizing gun ownership as an important aspect of women’s lives, as the NRA has done rather 

successfully, is politically advantageous. By doing so, the NRA highlighted the differences 

between gun owners and non-owners and mobilized women in such a way that it makes them 

unique. Women gun owners are politically distinct from other women – i.e. the gun gap. 

Furthermore, this mobilization diminished differences with male owners – i.e. the gender gap – 

which certainly has political consequences. The effects of this success are explored in the chapters 

of this dissertation. 

Chapter One 

The first chapter explores the gun gap among women on measures of political engagement 

and participation. Women gun owners are distinctive socially and politically, making them 

substantively and symbolically important to political mobilization, especially for gun rights 

advocates. In this chapter, I find that gun ownership influences women’s political engagement and 

participation. First, I find that women gun owners are more participatory on measures of 

engagement directly linked to gun policy. Women gun owners are more likely to contact a public 

official, contribute money, express opinions on social media, and sign petitions on issues related 

to firearms. Second, using a survey experiment, I examine women gun owners’ willingness to 
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engage in political discussion on gun rights. I find a distinct gun gap between women owners and 

non-owners – who support gun rights and perceive the majority of Americans as supporting gun 

rights – on willingness to engage in discussion with someone who has the opposite view. Women 

gun owners are more likely to engage in this type of political discussion than non-owners, even 

when they hold the same gun rights position. Finally, I examine two general dimensions of political 

participation – cognitive engagement and behavior engagement – and find women gun owners are 

more likely to pay attention to political news, care about electoral outcomes, register to vote, vote 

for congressional representatives, and vote for president than women non-owners. 

Chapter Two 

The second chapter explores the gendered perceptions of public safety and firearms. Past 

studies show a gender gap in opinions on public safety issues regarding guns, with women being 

substantially more gun averse. This chapter explores the gun gap in women’s opinions on these 

issues and the effect this difference has on the expected gender gap. Prior research on public safety 

and women’s gun ownership in particular have focused on vulnerability and victimization as 

reasons for why women choose to own firearms. Chapter Two extends this research by focusing 

on the gun gap in women’s feelings of safety, specifically on firearms in public spaces. I employ 

two unique nationally representative surveys with an oversampling of gun owners and I find that 

women gun owners are substantially more likely to feel safer when guns are present in public 

spaces than non-owning women. Additionally, women gun owners hold attitudes that are distinctly 

more positive about scenarios in which looser gun restrictions are implemented – allowing more 

people to carry firearms generally and allowing more people to conceal carry. The effects of gun 

ownership are so influential on women’s attitudes about gun safety that the expected gender gap 
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disappears, and in some cases reverses, with gun owning men being more gun averse than women 

gun owners. 

Chapter Three 

 Chapter Three focuses on non-gun related policy attitudes. This chapter explores the effect 

of gun ownership on women’s policy attitudes about capital punishment and the use of military 

force. Both of these policy areas have distinct expectations for gender and gun ownership, 

independently. Studies have found women are less supportive of these policies, largely due to 

socialization. Furthermore, many gun owners chose to own firearms as they believe the state is 

failing in its duty to protect citizens, not only individually but as a collective. Thus, gun owners 

are more supportive of policies that use force to protect all citizens – the death penalty and military 

action. Using two national surveys, I find that gun ownership has strong effects on women’s 

support for both of these policies. Gun ownership creates large attitudinal divides among women, 

divisions which are noticeably smaller for men. The effect of gun ownership ultimately mitigates 

the gender gap in support for capital punishment and military intervention.  

I conclude with a discussion of the implications of this research for both the field of 

political science and non-academics. For political science, this dissertation highlights the value in 

taking an intersectional approach to studying women. There are also several political implications 

these findings. Namely, women gun owners as a highly participatory group with distinct policy 

attitudes have the ability to potentially shape policy debates. Additionally, limitations regarding 

response and self-selection bias are also addressed. Finally, I present several fruitful avenues for 

future research. 
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Chapter 1 

Women’s Gun Ownership and Political Participation 

   Although gun ownership among men has been declining in recent decades, the same trend 

is not true among women. Since 1980, the percentage of women owning guns (about 11%) is 

stable, though still much lower than that of men ((about 32%) (see Goss 2017; Parker et al. 2017; 

Yablon 2016)). The apparent resistance of women to the decline in ownership may be a result of 

several factors; most noteworthy the National Rifle Association and gun makers tailored marketing 

campaigns toward women, emphasizing protection, and featured programs designed to inculcate 

women into gun culture (Breslin 2013; Enriquez 2006; Goss 2017; NRA Women 2018; Schultz 

2017). Although Goss (2010, 2017) contends that these efforts have not had the intended effect of 

increasing female gun ownership or participation in gun culture, it does appear that the efforts of 

the NRA and others may have prevented a decline in female gun ownership. 

Trends in gun ownership are important because firearm possession is associated with 

specific political preferences. For example, Gimpel (1998) showed a strong vote preference for 

Republican gubernatorial candidates among gun owners. More recently, Joslyn et al. (2017) found 

gun ownership to be a stable and powerful predictor of voting for Republican presidential 

candidates across numerous election cycles from 1972 to 2012, and that this pattern increased over 

time. Additionally, gun owners, compared to non-gun owners, are also more likely to support 

concealed carry laws, oppose bans on guns, strongly champion the 2nd amendment, less likely to 

blame guns for mass shootings, and less trustful of government (Joslyn and Haider-Markel 2013, 

2017; Lott 2013; Parker et al. 2017).      

 In this chapter, I hypothesize that gun ownership influences women’s political engagement 

and participation. Nearly a third of gun owners are members of the NRA, while still others join 
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gun related organizations and social networks. Membership and extended associations thus make 

gun owners available and visible to political organizations (Kohn 2004). In addition, voluntarily 

associating with others that share a common identity and interest in guns assists mobilization 

efforts. Political engagement is encouraged and reinforced within such networks as members are 

susceptible to social expectations (Rosenstone and Hansen 2003). Finally, gun owners often 

perceive a personal stake in electoral outcomes (Wolpert and Gimpel 1998). Candidates espouse 

distinct gun rights positions and therefore the potential behavior of gun owners is important for 

electoral outcomes. The possibility of future, more restrictive, regulations on gun owners may be 

sufficient motivation for political engagement (Spitzer 2015).   

 Gun ownership may increase political engagement and participation among men (Parker 

et al. 2017), but gun ownership is less common, and indeed less expected, of women (Carlson 

2015; Goss 2017). Women gun owners are thus distinctive socially and politically and this makes 

them substantively and symbolically important to political mobilization, especially for gun rights 

advocates.  

 Furthermore, female gun owners, relative to women that do not own guns, may be 

particularly susceptible to mobilization and possess significant personal motivation to engage. 

Men, in general, participate politically more so than women (Verba, Burns, and Schlozman 1997). 

This means that overall female political participation has greater room to grow. As such, to the 

extent that a firearm increases political participation, the added effect should be considerably larger 

for women than men. By comparing female gun owners to non-gun owners, I anticipate greater 

political engagement and participation across various forms.  

 I begin with a brief review of existing literature on gender, political participation, and gun 

ownership. I then present a theoretical argument suggesting that gun ownership empowers women 
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to participate politically, especially on issues involving guns. Finally, employing data from three 

national surveys of American adults I test my hypothesis that gun-owning women are more likely 

to engage in political activity than women who do not own guns. The results of this analysis 

suggest that there is a significant divide between gun and non-gun owning women on several 

distinct measures of political engagement and participation.    

Women and Political Engagement 

The intersection between gender politics and political behavior is a flourishing field.   

Although differences between the political behavior of men and women initially occupied much 

scholarly attention (Durant 1949; Gosnell 1930; Merriam and Gosnell 1924; Tingsten 1937; Verba, 

Nie, and Kim 1978), the gender gap in voter turnout largely disappeared and now tends to favor 

women (Christy 1987; Conway, Steuernagel, and Ahern 1997; Kittilson 2016; Norris 2001).   

 Yet women remain less engaged in other forms of political participation (Burns, 

Schlozman, and Verba 2001). Norris (2007) referred to the behavioral gender gap as the “activism 

gap.” Studies show men report greater interest in politics and are more likely to engage in political 

discussions (Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 2001; Jennings and Niemi 1981; Verba, Burns, and 

Schlozman 1997; Verba, Nie, and Kim 1987). Burns, Schlozman, and Verba (2001) found women 

reported lower rates of contacting public officials, contributing financially to campaigns, and 

belonging to political organizations. Mendez and Osborn (2010) additionally suggest both men 

and women perceive women to be less politically knowledgeable than men, without consideration 

for actual levels of knowledge. In the United States, the gender gap in political knowledge about 

presidential elections is consistently about eleven percentage points (Kittilson 2016).   

 Alternatively, Hancock (2007) and Kittilson (2016) consider differences among women.  

Women are not a monolithic group, and gender intersects other identities in complex ways.  
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Therefore there is likely substantial variance among women, and among men, which is often 

ignored. Indeed, the intersectional interaction of gender with other social identities is a growing 

area of research that has enhanced understandings of women’s motivation to engage politics. For 

example, Carpini and Keeter (1996); Burns, Schlozman, and Verba (2001); and Hansen (1997) 

discovered that women’s level of political knowledge and interest in politics increased when the 

subject matter was relevant to women’s position in the political system. Shared interests and 

identities among women represented important elements of political motivation and mobilization.    

 I pursue this line of inquiry and ask whether a gap exists in political participation across 

different groups of women. Specifically, I focus on the potentially crosscutting identities of gender 

and gun ownership and examine differences in participation of gun owning and non-gun owning 

women. I contend although women are less likely to own guns and are more likely to support gun 

control gun ownership draws women into the political process, especially when the issue is guns.   

Women, Ownership, and Gun Culture  

Recent studies show gun ownership represents an important political variable that rivals 

other group attachments (Joslyn et al. 2017; Braman and Kahan 2003; Braman, Kahan and 

Grimmelmann 2005; Kohn 2004).  In a recent article, Joslyn et al. (2017) demonstrated the 

predictive capacity of gun ownership. Across several decades of elections, gun ownership reliably 

outperformed age, education, place of residence, and gender as predictors of presidential vote 

choice.      

Gun ownership is connected to a learned, socialized process that involves important 

psychological, political and social attachments (Shapira and Simon 2018).  Furthermore, gun 

ownership has symbolic meaning which fits into broader political, economic, and cultural context 

(Carlson 2015; Stroud 2016). Ownership comes with its own “culture of armed citizenship” 
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(Carlson 2015; Yamane 2017). Kahan and Barman (2003) find that gun owners perceive guns in 

vastly different terms than non-gun owners. These differences translate into distinct vote 

preferences; compared to non-gun owners, gun owners are strong supporters of Republican 

presidential candidates (Joslyn et al. 2017).     

Gun ownership is also gendered (Goss 2010, 2017; Smith and Smith 1995; Spitzer 2015).   

In general, women are more supportive of gun control (Horowitz 2017; Kahan and Braman 2003) 

and less likely to own guns. However, while gun ownership eroded over the past four decades, 

Goss (2017) observed that women seem resistant to whatever forces were causing male gun 

ownership to decline. This observation yields important questions regarding female gun ownership 

(Yablon 2016). Past literature shows social and political context makes gender more or less 

relevant (Burns 2007) and politics activates an identity making it salient (Conover 1984). Gun 

ownership as an influential political identity emerged over the past four decades and resulted in 

increased political participation among gun owners (Haider-Markel, Joslyn, and Vegter 2018). 

This suggests that political changes activated gun ownership as a salient political identity, tapping 

into the strong culture that permeates the group. Similarly, women are not monolithic (Hancock 

2007; Kittilson 2016) and gaps among some socially distinct groups of women can be much larger 

than gaps between men and women (Huddy, Cassese, and Lizotte 2008). I expect gun ownership 

to potentially achieve similar divisions among women as race, religion, and economic status. That 

is, I theorize that guns come with a social identity that will distinguish the attitudes and behavior 

of owners from non-owners, especially among women. 

Additionally, the evidence suggests women own guns primarily for safety and protection 

(Horowitz 2017), and gun ownership allows women to overcome feelings of vulnerability and 

victimization (Carlson 2013; Goss 2017; Horowitz 2017; Pantazis 2000). I suspect this effects 
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women in ways that have not previously been studied. Guns may allow women to overcome 

common feelings of physical and social vulnerability (Wesely and Gaarder 2004). Along with the 

cultural ties and attendant associations gun ownership provides, firearms may enhance personal 

confidence and empower women to engage more in politics and political discussions. If so, this 

increased engagement should be apparent relative to non-gun owning women, and may even 

reducing the gender gap with men in political engagement (i.e. Burns, Schlozman, and Verba 2001; 

Jennings and Niemi 1981; Verba, Burns, and Schlozman 1997; Verba, Nie, and Kim 1987). I 

specifically expect female gun owners to engage in political discussions, contribute to campaigns, 

contact public officials, and register to vote at higher rates than female non-gun owners. 

H1: Compared to women that do not own guns, women who own guns will exhibit higher 

levels of political participation/engagement. 

Data and Methods 

I test my hypothesis across three data sets. First, I utilized survey data from a May 1-5, 

2013 Pew Research Center nationally representative probability sample of 1504 American adults. 

This survey is particularly well suited for my purposes. Pew asked respondents several questions 

about their political activities regarding gun issues. The second data set represents a unique 

nationally representative sample of American adults included a survey fielded during the summer 

of 2017. This survey included an embedded experiment that allows me to examine in detail the 

impact of gun ownership on the propensity of women to engage in political discussion.  Finally, I 

employed data from the 2016 American National Election Studies (ANES) survey, which includes 

a convenient battery of political participation questions as well as a measure of gun ownership.  
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Study 1.  2013 Pew Center Data 

Four questions from the Pew Center offer excellent tests of my hypothesis. Respondents 

were asked, “Have you ever (a, b, c, d in random order) or not? Yes or No. “a. Contacted a public 

official to express your opinion on gun policy, b. contributed money to an organization that takes 

a position on gun policy, c. expressed your opinion on gun policy using Facebook, Twitter, or 

another social network, d. signed a petition about gun policy.” Yes responses were coded as 1, no 

= 0. For my analysis I included independent variables are well-known determinants of political 

participation (Rosenstone and Hansen 2003). Several resource-based measures were included, 

notably education level, income, and age along with key demographic variables of race and gender. 

To this, I added a measure for partisan strength. Like others (Weisberg 1999), I folded the standard 

party identification response at its midpoint, reordering the measure from 0 – pure Independents 

to 3 – strong Democrats and Republicans. Finally, gun ownership is measured by the question, 

“Do you, or does anyone in your household, own a gun, rifle or pistol; yes, respondent (20.7%); 

yes, someone else (12.9%); yes, both (8.2%); no, nobody in household owns a gun (51.8%); DK 

(6.4%). I joined the first and third responses to identify respondents as gun owners (31%) and the 

second and forth category show the respondent is not a gun owner (69%).        

Table 1.1 presents logistic estimates across the four measures of political participation.  I 

first present full models then partition data by gender. Several results are noteworthy. First, in the 

full models, gun ownership increased the likelihood of participating across all four measures.  This 

is consistent with my expectations and recent research that shows gun owners as more likely than 

non-gun owners to be engaged and participate in various forms of political behavior regarding gun 

issues (Haider-Markel, Joslyn, and Vegter 2018; Parker et al. 2017). More importantly, among 

women the gap between gun and non-gun owners persisted. Female gun owners, compared to  
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female non-gun owners, were more likely to contact officials to express opinions about gun policy 

(b = .789, p < .01), contribute money to organizations involved in gun issues (b = 1.417, p < .00), 

express opinions about gun issues on social media (b = .395, p < .10), and sign gun policy petitions 

(b = 1.423, p < .00). Among men, the gap between gun and non-gun owners emerged for two of 

the four measures, contacting officials (b = 1.036, p < .00) and contributing money (b = 1.185, p 

< .00).   

Thus for matters related to gun policy, women gun owners reported greater activity and 

appear more willing than non-gun owning women to participate politically and engage others.  

Although the relationship is muted on the social media engagement question (only statistically 

significant in a one-tailed test), the results are robust after controlling for other notable 

determinants and reliable across four different measures of gun policy participation. The evidence 

in Table 1.1 provides support for my hypothesis.  

Study 2.  2017 Survey Sample International Survey 

My analysis above shows association, but not causation. I am unable to account for all of 

the causal pathways that might influence the relationship between gun ownership and political 

engagement, but I did utilize an experiment that can account for causal influence in a specific 

decision to engage politically. I used an embedded experiment from a nationally representative 

survey of 2,089 American adults administered by Survey Sample International (SSI) from June 28 

– July 1 2017. The experiment used a modified version of the classic “train test,” first applied by 

Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann in her book The Spiral of Silence: Public Opinion -- Our Social Skin 

(1984). The train test examines the impact of the prevailing opinion climate on willingness to 

engage in political conversation. Respondents were asked to consider a hypothetical social 

situation where they are located next to a fellow passenger during a five hour train ride. The only 
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information known about the passenger is she possesses a political point of view diametrically 

opposed to the respondent. Would the respondent be willing to talk with this person to get to know 

her point of view better?   

Noelle-Neumann hypothesized people possessing majority opinions would be more willing 

to stand up for their views and readily engage in a conversation with others of opposing views.  

Across several versions of the experiment, Noelle-Neumann discovered those holding majority 

views were significantly more likely to talk about political issues with a fellow train passenger. If 

gun ownership genuinely enhances the likelihood of women engaging in politics, women gun 

owners should be more willing than non-gun owning women to discuss politics with an unknown 

traveler holding an opposite political view. This gun gap should be especially evident when women 

gun owners perceive their opinions are in line with the majority. Noelle-Neumann’s train test was 

modified in two ways. First, selected gun ownership as the issue of discussion. Second, the 

scenario was changed to travelling on a plane.    

Respondents were first asked: “What do you think is more important – to protect the rights 

of Americans to own guns (58%) OR control gun ownership (42%).” Since 2009, the public is 

largely split on this question, showing either a slight majority or virtual tie among gun rights and 

gun control supporters (Pew Research Center 2017). It was therefore important to ascertain 

respondents’ perceptions of public support for their own gun opinion. It was then asked, “Now, 

regardless of your own opinion, what do you think: Do most Americans believe it more important 

to protect the right of Americans to own guns (62%) OR do most Americans believe it more 

important to control gun ownership” (38%). Clearly most respondents in the sample perceived 

most Americans as protectors of the right to own guns.        
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Finally, if respondents answered the first question in support of protecting gun rights, the 

following question appeared: “Suppose you are faced with a five hour plane trip, and there is a 

person sitting next to you who thinks there should be greater control of gun ownership in the United 

States. Would you talk to the person to get to know their point of view better or wouldn’t be worth 

your while.” Results showed that gun rights supporters who believed their opinion was supported 

by most Americans (61%) were as willing to talk to fellow plane travelers as gun rights supporters 

that perceived their opinion as the minority (57%) (χ2 = 2.1, p < .143).  From this vantage point, 

the perceived climate of opinion did not influence willingness to engage others about an opposing 

view on guns. However, the distribution changes markedly when examining gender and gun 

possession.   

Table 1.2 displays the distribution by gender, gun ownership and perceived majority 

opinion. Women gun owners that perceived most Americans supporting their gun rights position 

appear quite willing to talk to gun control supporters (64%). Compare this figure to the slightly 

less than fifty percent of non-gun owning women that also perceived majority support (49%).  This 

significant gun gap emerged only for women that perceived majority status of their own gun rights 

position. Among women that perceived minority status for their gun rights opinion, gun owners 

did not differ from non-gun owners (χ2 = .62, p < .42).  

To the extent that women willing to speak exert a greater impact on others, and perhaps 

influence the climate of opinion, gun possession appears to motivate greater engagement. Table 

1.2 shows that men do not respond similarly. Gun ownership and perception of public opinion – 

majority or minority perceived status – does not influence willingness to speak to gun control 

supporters. Overall, the experiment provides conditional evidence that female gun owners are 

more willing to engage politically at the decision point of behavior action.  
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Table 1.2:  Gun Rights Supporters by Gender and Perceived Public Support, 
Willingness to Engage People of Opposite Opinion. 

 
     Women                                Men       

  Majority            Minority                    Majority                Minority 

 Gun 
Owner 

Non- 
Gun 
Owner 

Gun 
Owner 

Non- 
Gun 
Owner 

Gun 
Owner 

Non-
Gun 
Owner 

Gun 
Owner 

Non-
Gun 
Owner 

Talk to 

person  

64% 49% 64% 59% 56% 56% 56% 68% 

Chi-square 

test  

Χ2 = 6.61 p<.01* Χ2 = .62     p < .42 Χ2=.019 p<.89 Χ2=2.71 p <.10 

N 171 142 96 75 307 133 113 69 

*significant chi-square value.   

 

Study 3.  American National Election Studies Survey 2016 

I examined two general dimensions of political participation in the 2016 ANES survey.  

The first is cognitive engagement, which is an important measure of political involvement and 

interest (Zukin 2006). I employed two conventional measures of cognitive engagement; first, 

attention to national politics, and the second, concern about who may win the election. 

Specifically, respondents were asked, “How much attention do you pay to news about national 

politics on TV, radio, printed newspaper, or the Internet? 1 - a great deal, 2 - a lot, 3 – a moderate 

amount, 4 – a little, 5 – none at all.”  And, “How much do you care who wins the presidential 

election this fall? 1 - a great deal, 2 - a lot, 3 - a moderate amount, 4 - a little, 5 - not at all.”.  I 

recoded responses to form separate dependent variables that begin with the least amount of 

attention and care – 0, and extend to the highest categories – 4. The second participation dimension 
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is behavioral. Citizens engage in political activities that attempt to influence an outcome (Brady 

1999). I used three broad measures; whether citizens registered to vote, voted for a presidential 

candidate, and voted for a congressional candidate.        

As I did for the first study, I included typical determinants of political participation, notably 

education, income, age, race, gender, and party extremity as independent variables in the 

multivariate model. Given ANES extensive battery of questions, I also added an efficacy index 

comprised of two conventional efficacy questions.4 Finally, gun ownership is measured by the 

question, “How many guns do you or anyone else living here own?” Approximately 32% reported 

owning at least one gun. This percentage is comparable to levels observed in several national 

opinion polls (Ingraham 2016; Parker et al. 2017; Smith and Son 2015).       

Table 1.3 reports ordered logistic model estimates for the cognitive political engagement 

measures. Positive coefficients indicate a greater likelihood of attending to political news and 

caring about the election outcome. Full models are displayed as well as estimated relationship for 

women and men separately. As anticipated, age, education and party intensity are strong predictors 

of cognitive engagement. The estimated signs indicate each variable increases the likelihood of 

greater cognitive engagement. Most importantly, female gun owners were more likely to attend to 

                                                             
4 V162215 - “Public officials don't care much what people like me think.” (Do you [agree strongly, agree 

somewhat, neither agree nor disagree, disagree somewhat, or disagree strongly / disagree strongly, 

disagree somewhat, neither agree nor disagree, agree somewhat, or agree strongly] with this statement?). 

V162216 - “People like me don’t have any say about what the government does.” (Do you [agree 

strongly, agree somewhat, neither agree nor disagree, disagree somewhat, or disagree strongly / disagree 

strongly, disagree somewhat, neither agree nor disagree, agree somewhat, or agree strongly] with this 

statement?) 
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news about politics than were non-gun owning women (b = .335, p < .008), and more likely to 

care about the outcome of the election than non-gun owning women (b = .239, p < .05).  By 

contrast, male gun owners did not differ in their cognitive engagement from non-gun owning men. 

In short, gun possession does make a difference for cognitive engagement tendencies among 

women, but not men.        

Table 1.3: Cognitive Political Participation 
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Table 1.4 provides logistic estimates for behavioral participation. Once again, full model 

estimates are presented then data is stratified by gender. The typical participation variables of age, 

education, income, and party strength exert strong and consistent effects across the models.  

Beyond these effects, however, gun owners compared to non-gun owners were more likely to 

register to vote (b = .386, p <.02), vote for congressional representatives (b = .249, p <.10), and 

report having voted in the 2012 presidential election (b=.347, p<.000).  More important for my 

purposes, women gun owners were more likely to register (b = .611, p < .01), to vote in 

congressional elections (b = .406, p < .07), and to report having voted in 2012 (b = .346, p<.00) 

than women who did not own guns. Though the coefficient is positively signed as expected, 

estimates did not rise to standard statistical significance among female gun owners and voting for 

president (b = .121, n.s).  Differences among male gun owners and non-gun owners did not appear 

for any measures of behavioral participation. As before, a significant gun gap appeared among 

women only, and enhanced participation among women gun owners.    

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 Scholars are increasingly in pursuit of identifying differences among groups or categories 

of women, and it is clear that various identities and group memberships motivate women politically 

(Hancock 2016). This research examines a distinct crosscutting identity among women—gun 

ownership—to understand if gun ownership plays a significant role in the political participation of 

women. I theorize that given observed lower levels of political engagement and participation by 

women, gun ownership could facilitate higher levels of engagement and participation by allowing 

women to feel more confident and empowered in the public sphere. I also suggest that female gun 

owners will exhibit higher engagement and participation when the political issue involves guns.  
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 This analysis of data from three nationally representative surveys of American adults, one 

of which includes an experimental manipulation, provides support for my central hypothesis. In 

sum, female gun owners are significantly more likely to be engage and participate in politics 

relative to female non-gun owners. Below I summarize my findings and relevant conclusions.  

 First, the analysis of data from the 2016 ANES survey suggests that gun-owning women 

are more likely to engage in various types of political engagement than women who do not own 

guns. I discovered that female gun owners are more likely to attend news about politics and more 

likely to care about the outcome of the election than non-gun owning women. A similar gap does 

not consistently emerge among men.  

 The gun gap also appeared for behavioral measures of political engagement. Women gun 

owners are more likely to register to vote, vote in congressional elections, and report having voted 

in 2012 than women who do not own guns. Again, a similar gap does not consistently emerge 

among men, suggesting that gun ownership is particularly powerful in motivating the political 

engagement and participation of women, a reality previously unobserved in the literature.    

 Likewise, the analysis of data from a 2013 survey conducted for the Pew research Center 

indicates that gun-owning women are more likely to engage in politics when the issue is guns, 

relative to non-gun owning women. Female gun owners are more likely to contact officials to 

express opinions about gun policy, contribute money to organizations involved in gun issues, 

express opinions about gun issues on social media, and sign gun policy petitions, relative to female 

non-gun owners. I observe a gap between male gun and non-gun owners in only two of the four 

forms of political engagement. I conclude that female gun-owners are distinctly motivated by the 

gun issue. 
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 Finally, the results of the analysis of data from an experiment embedded in a 2017 national 

survey suggest that female gun owners that perceive their gun rights position as supported by a 

majority of citizens, are more willing to talk to gun control supporters, relative to female non-gun 

owners. The simulated social situation, involving a potentially awkward interaction during airplane 

travel, suggests that female gun owners are emboldened to state a political position on a divisive 

issue with another passenger even though neither person can easily walk away from the situation. 

This finding is rather novel considering that research suggests that engaging in public discussion 

of political issues can have profound effects on the perceived opinion climate (Carpini et al. 2004). 

My analysis suggests that since female gun owners that support gun rights are more likely to 

express a preference, their actions are the ones most likely to impact who more generally is willing 

to express their views publicly (Noelle-Neumann 1984).  

 Finally, this research contributes to two specific theoretical areas of interest. First, my 

results underscore the value of studying intersectionality, or potential differences among groups 

of women. Although gender gaps are often explored, much less attention is paid to distinctions 

within a gender. Women typically support gun control; gun owners typically support gun rights 

(Parker et al. 2017).  Thus women gun owners represent an intriguing group that combines 

divergent political tendencies. It is also a group that gun rights groups and businesses value, 

highlight, and emphasize in the marketing campaigns and political mobilization (Goss 2017; 

Browder 2006). Gun interests advertise protection, safety, strength, equality, and empowerment. 

It is perhaps these characteristics that in part produce the gaps in participation tendencies between 

gun and non-gun owning women. In addition, gun ownership represents a political identity (Joslyn 

et al. 2017; Lacombe 2019). Such attachment draws the attention of competing political interests 

and thus members of groups tend to participate a higher levels than non-members. In this way gun 
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possession, and trends in gun ownership, are important politically and require further research to 

map likely associations between guns and political behavior.    

 Additionally, because gun owners’ exhibit greater participation on gun issues than non-gun 

owners, and female gun owners are most likely to participate relative to female non-gun owners, 

policy debates may be disproportionally shaped by female gun owners, relative to other policy 

debates. Indeed, female gun owners can be mobilized, are likely to participate, and appear 

motivated by gun issues. Unfortunately for gun control advocates, female non-gun owners do not 

appear to be so easily mobilized nor predisposed to engage politically, whether on gun related 

issues or not. Conceivably, these participation gaps could prove crucial in close elections and 

policy debates.  
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Chapter 2 

Women’s Gun Ownership and Perceptions of Safety 

The rates of gun ownership among women are holding steady, even as ownership among 

men declines. Yet, very little research explores the effect gun ownership has on women. In this 

chapter I examine the impact of women’s gun ownership on feelings of safety about firearms in 

public spaces. Gun ownership sets women owners apart from other women, creating cleavages in 

a group that has traditionally been more gun adverse. There is in fact substantial variance among 

women which is often ignored in the gender gap literature. Women are not a monolithic group, 

and gender intersects other identities, like gun ownership, in complex ways.  This chapter focuses 

on the gun gap between women gun owners and non-owners, and explores the effect gun 

ownership has on the expected gender gap on gun issues.  

In this chapter, I ask: does gun ownership effect women gun owners’ perceptions of public 

safety and guns? I hypothesize that gun ownership empowers women, causing them to possess 

substantially different opinions on public safety issues involving guns than non-owning women. 

Women gun owners are likely to possess attitudes similar to men about public safety involving 

guns and this reduces the expected gender gap. I begin with a brief review of existing literature on 

the gender gap in gun issues and women’s gun ownership. I then present a theoretical argument 

suggesting that gun ownership empowers women on public safety issues involving guns. Then, I 

test my hypotheses using data from two national surveys of American adults – with an 

oversampling of gun owners. The results of the analysis suggest gun owning women are 

significantly less fearful of guns in public spaces than non-owners, the effect of gun ownership is 

larger for women than men, and gun ownership mitigates the expected gender gap. Finally, I 

discuss the implications of my findings for politics and public policy. 
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The Gender Gap in Gun Issues 

Over the past several decades, public opinion polls consistently show women to be gun 

adverse. For example, women routinely favor gun control at significantly higher rates (Celinska 

2007; Erskine 1972; Filindra and Kaplan 2016; Goss 2006; Goss and Skocpol 2006; Haider-

Markel and Joslyn 2001; Howell and Day 2000; Shapiro and Mahajan 1986; Smith 1980, 1984; 

Wolpert and Gimpel 1998). Being female is an independently powerful predictor of supporting 

gun regulation, even after controlling for other variables – e.g. race, region, gun in home – that are 

also associated with gun policy beliefs (Goss 2017). Furthermore, women are nearly twice as likely 

as men to prioritize gun control over gun rights (Goss 2017). Gender is in fact one of the strongest 

predictors of gun views. Women tend to be more supportive of all types of gun control – stricter 

gun sale laws (Shapiro and Mahajan 1986), requiring a police permit to purchase a gun (Brennan, 

Lizotte, and McDowall 1993; Smith 1980), banning assault style weapons and high-capacity 

ammunition clips (Pew Research Center 2016), and a complete handgun ban (Kleck, Gertz, and 

Bratton 2009). This occurs at the citizen and elite levels, and even when controlling for 

partisanship, female state legislators are more supportive of gun control than male legislators 

(Thomas, Miller, and Murphy 2008). However, women are purchasing firearms in greater numbers 

than ever before. The steadfastness of women gun owners in an era of gun owner decline has major 

implications for the gender gap in gun politics.  

Women’s Gun Ownership & Empowerment 

Since the early 1980s there is a five percent increase in the number of women who 

personally own a gun. And, a corresponding decrease in ownership among men (Goss 2017). The 

apparent resistance of women to the decline in ownership may be a result of several factors; most 

noteworthy the National Rifle Association (NRA) and gun manufacturers tailored marketing 
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campaigns toward women, emphasizing protection, and featured programs designed to make gun 

ownership more appealing to women (Breslin 2013; Enriquez 2006; Goss 2017; Schultz 2017). 

The efforts made by the NRA and other pro-gun groups may not have dramatically increased 

female gun ownership, but they have notably prevented the decline observed among men (Goss 

2006, 2017).  

Existing literature suggests gun ownership encourages women to overcome feelings of 

physical and social vulnerability (Carlson 2013; Goss 2017; Horowitz 2017; Pantazis 2000). 

Furthermore, evidence suggests women own guns primarily for safety and protection (Horowitz 

2017). Studies of legal firearms also show women’s gun ownership is more responsive to crime 

rates than men’s ownership (Bordua and Lizotte 1979; Lizotte, Bordua, and White 1981).  In 

addition, women who believe they are at a high risk for criminal victimization are more likely to 

own a gun than women who do not share the same perception (DeJong 1997; Depew and Swensen 

2018). In other words, feelings of vulnerability and victimization incentivizes women’s gun 

ownership. Here, important links can be drawn to vulnerability politics theory.  

Vulnerability Politics 

Vulnerability politics is used by scholars as a construct through which to understand 

people’s feelings of insecurity (Killias 1990). Gender scholars argue that the association between 

femininity and vulnerability naturalizes women as victims and structures women’s fear of 

vulnerability to hyper-aggressive, predatory strangers (Franklin and Franklin 2009; Madriz 1997). 

Vulnerability is traditionally associated with femininity, marginalization, and 

subordination (Hollander 2001). Female bodies are believed to be inherently vulnerable and not as 

dangerous to others because of their smaller average size and perceived lack of strength. As such, 
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women tend to report higher levels of fear when it comes to violence than men (Gordon and Riger 

1989; Madriz 1997; Warr 1984). However, reported patterns of victimization do not correspond to 

these patterns of fear (Pain 1997). According to the National Crime Survey, men experience much 

higher risk of violence than women do, both overall and for every type of violence, with the 

exclusion of sexual assault. Despite the reality of violence against men, vulnerability is not a part 

of constructions of masculinity (Hollander 2001).  

Research conducted by Hollander (2001) shows that while most women view themselves 

– as a group – as vulnerable and unable to defend themselves against men, women do not perceive 

themselves – individually – to be passive, and many participants indicated that they would respond 

vigorously if attacked. However, the study also found that girls and women are perceived as weak, 

regardless of their actual strength and abilities. Valentine (1997) reported similar findings from 

interviews with children. Children of both genders viewed girls, but not boys, as vulnerable to 

danger. Hollander’s (2001) study found that women are perceived as dangerous, and thus not 

vulnerable, only in extraordinary circumstances – when they are armed. 

This perception is emphasized by the messaging pro-gun organizations have used to target 

women. Gun advertisers use fear of crime, among other things, to sell their products (Higgins 

2013; Matthews 2015; Stampler 2012). The NRA actively promotes guns to women as the gender 

“equalizer” in defense against criminal threats (Carlson 2013). Gun carriers often believe that guns 

level the differences between men and women and allow women to defend themselves against 

crime. When asked about their reasons for carrying a gun, interviewees in Carlson’s (2013) study 

responded by calling attention to their ever-present risk of victimization. Both male and female 

gun owners and carriers emphasized the risk of physical vulnerability when they were not armed. 

From a psychological perspective, gun ownership is motivated by subjective factors such as 
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perceived risk of victimization (Stroebe, Leander, and Kruglanski 2017). Often, victims of crimes 

feel total “embodied helplessness” and gun ownership helps alleviate this feeling (Pantazis 2000). 

Self-defense through gun usage is seen as an “equalizer” which can help overcome feelings of 

helplessness and vulnerability among women (McCaughey 1997; Stange and Oyster 2000). Once 

again, this perception has been emphasized by the NRA and gun manufacturers. Gun-industry 

spokespeople began using language alluding to women’s empowerment immediately after 

launching their initial marketing push in the 1980s. The NRA then released their “Refuse to be a 

Victim” campaign in the early 1990s which specifically targeted women by stressing the ability of 

gun ownership to overcome women’s fear of victimization and feelings of vulnerability. 

Additionally, Browder (2006) finds many stories in the early years of Women & Guns magazine 

were about fighting back against male violence. Even Naomi Wolf, the liberal feminist author, 

approvingly noted the rise of Women & Guns magazine in her book Fire With Fire (1993). Wolf 

(1993, 217) states “In the voices of women’s letters to the magazine, one can hear the pioneer 

voices of the women who know that no one will take care of them but themselves.” Furthermore, 

Laura Ingraham, a conservative talk show host, has said “Smith & Wesson and the National Rifle 

Association are doing more to ‘take back the night’ than the National Organization of Women and 

EMILYs List” (Browder 2006)5. Additionally, several news articles from across the country 

suggest guns represent an “equalizer” allowing women to fight off larger and stronger male 

attackers (Barr 2009; Gosch 1992; Johnson 1989; Leary 1992; Wu 1991). 

Goss (2017) suggests that women, and single women in particular, can be swayed by pro-

gun arguments – that guns are tools of female empowerment and protection. Women’s recent 

                                                             
5 Take Back the Night is an international movement and non-profit organization with the mission of ending sexual 
and domestic violence. 
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embrace of firearms can be attributed to demographic changes. More women are living alone due 

to delayed marriage, and more women are heading households. Sheley, et al (1994) reports that 

the profile of women who own guns is changing. They find that women handgun owners are more 

urban, middle class, and professional than in prior years. Pro-gun interests often argue that “bad 

guys with guns” pose a pervasive threat and that mothers have a duty to take up arms to protect 

themselves and their families (Goss 2017). Gun rights groups also focus on persuading women to 

abandon their commitment to stronger gun control laws and instead embrace firearms (Browder 

2006; Goss 2017). 

Broadly, then, guns function as symbols of courage and self-reliance (Hofstadter 1970; 

Kohn 2004). Furthermore, guns are emblematic of independence, power, and justice (Gottlieb 

2016; Halbrook 2013; Kahan 1999). Gun rights supporters believe that gun ownership boosts 

public safety and enables citizens to protect themselves against potential violence (Lampo 2000; 

Lott 2013). Among gun owners, ownership is seen as a means to provide protection for the self 

and for loved ones (Carlson 2013, 2015; Esposito and Finley 2014). Smith, Laken, and Son (2014) 

found more than one-third of households report possession of at least one firearm, with self-

defense and hunting purposes being the most reported reasons for ownership. Gun owners seem to 

be more empowered in general because of feelings of security that come from owning a gun. This 

seems to be even more salient among gun owning women who have been targeted using anti-

victimization messaging. About a quarter of women who own guns cite protection as the sole 

reason for ownership, compared to eight percent of men (Horowitz 2017). Women who believe 

they are at a high risk for victimization are also more likely to own a gun (DeJong 1997). As such, 

I suggest that gun ownership allows women to overcome fears of victimization and vulnerability. 

In sum, firearms are symbols of self-reliance and empowerment for gun owning women. Guns not 
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only addresses physical security, but also should effect gun owning women perceptions of gun 

safety. Gun ownership and gender should theoretically pull women in opposite directions –women 

in general are pro-gun control but women that are gun owners are likely pro-gun rights.  The 

substantial evidence from the literature on gun ownership suggests women gun owners should 

possess attitudes toward safety and guns much the same as other gun owners.  Thus they will be 

substantially different on perceptions of safety than women generally. This leads to my three 

hypotheses: 

 H1: Gun owning women feel less fearful than non-owning women. 

H2: The effects of gun ownership on women perceptions of safety is substantially 
larger compared to men  

 
 H3: On perceptions of safety, there is no gender gap among gun owners. 

 

Data and Methods 

Study 1: 2017 Survey Sample International 

I first test my hypotheses using a nationally representative survey of 2,089 American adults 

administered by Survey Sample International (SSI) from June 28 to July 1, 2017. This survey is 

well suited for the purpose of this analysis since it includes an oversampling of nearly 900 gun 

owners. Two dependent variables related to safety and guns are included in this study. First, 

respondents were asked: “How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following statements: 

If people are allowed to carry guns, I would be afraid to be in certain areas?” If respondents 

indicated that they agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, they were coded as 1, and 0 

otherwise.  Forty-five percent of respondents indicated that they somewhat or strongly agreed, 

while fifty-five percent did not.  
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The analysis includes two main independent variables, gender and gun ownership. Gender 

was coded dichotomously; female respondents coded as 1, and male as 0. Gun ownership is also 

coded as a dichotomous variable. Respondents were asked “Do you or does someone else keep a 

gun or rifle in your home?” To capture gun owners specifically, those who answered “Yes” were 

coded as 1, and those who answered “Yes, but it doesn’t belong to me” were removed from the 

sample. Those who indicated neither they nor anyone in their home own a firearm were coded as 

0. By only accounting for people who own a gun themselves, it allows for a more accurate 

measurement of the effects of gun ownership than if gun owning households in general were used. 

Table 2.1 displays descriptive statistics for the first dependent variable across gender and 

gun ownership. Forty-eight percent of women indicated they somewhat or strongly agreed that 

people carrying guns makes them afraid to be in certain areas, compared to forty-one percent of 

men. However, among gun owners the gender gap reverses. Thirty-two percent of men agreed they 

would be afraid, but only twenty-eight percent of women agree, suggesting women gun owners 

are less afraid when people are allowed to carry guns. Furthermore, there is a notable gun gap 

among both genders, but even more so for women. There is a twenty point difference between 

male gun owners and non-owners, but that pales in comparison to the gun gap among women. 

There is a remarkable thirty-three point difference between women gun owners and non-owners. 

In other words, over two-thirds of non-owning women feel afraid, but only about one-fourth of 

gun-owning women. This gun gap suggests gun ownership has a more powerful effect on women 

than men. 
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Table 2.1: Descriptive Statistics for Feeling Afraid 

“If people are allowed to carry guns, I would be afraid to be in certain areas.”   
Somewhat or 

Strongly Agree 
 

% Gun Owner Non-Owner Differences 

Men 41 32 52 +20 

Women 48 28 61 +33 

 

The second dependent variable concerned a similar question about safety and guns: “How 

strongly do you agree or disagree with the following statements: When I see people carrying guns, 

I feel threatened and not safe?” Responses were coded as 1 if respondents agreed or strongly agreed 

with the statement, and 0 otherwise. The sample is evenly split on this question. 49.51 percent of 

respondents somewhat or strongly agreed with the statement, while 50.49 percent did not. 

Descriptive statistics for feeling threatened and not safe when people carry guns are displayed in 

Table 2.2. The gun gaps presented in this table are noteworthy. Among women, there is a striking 

thirty-nine point difference between gun owners and non-owners. Among men, this gap decreases 

to only twenty-one points. In other words, nearly two-thirds of non-owning women feel threatened 

and not safe when guns are present, but gun owning women are markedly lower. Less than one-

fifth of gun owning women feel threatened and not safe. This shows a distinct difference among 

women. Indeed, gun ownership has a notable impact on women sense of safety. The gender gap in 

the whole population is also presented, with thirty-six percent of men agreeing and forty-two 

percent of women. Among non-owners, the gender gap appears in the same direction, with women 

feeling more threatened (9 percent more than men). However, just as with the first dependent 

variable, among gun owners the gender gap reverses. Remarkably, men gun owners now indicate 

feeling more threatened than women by a nine point margin. A mere eighteen percent of women 

gun owners agree with the statement, whereas twenty-seven percent of men owners. Once again, 
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this suggests that gun ownership has a larger effect on women than men. However, to establish 

this relationship a multivariate analysis with a battery of controls is needed. 

 

Table 2.2: Descriptive Support for Feeling Threatened and Not Safe 

“When I see people carrying guns, I feel threatened and not safe.” 
Somewhat or 

Strongly Agree 
 

% Gun Owner Non-Owner Differences 

Men 36 27 48 +21 

Women 42 18 57 +39 

 

Multivariate Analyses 

In addition to the two main independent variables, a myriad of control variables were also 

included in this analysis. Ideology is measured on a seven point scale, 1 = extremely liberal to 7 = 

extremely conservative. Ideology is a self-placement of ideology on the scale by the survey 

respondent. Next, to measure income, respondents were asked “Last year, that is 2016, what was 

your total family income from all sources, before taxes?” This self-reported income variable was 

categorically coded from less than $10,000 up to $150,000 or more. Other control variables, 

education level and age were used as they has been shown to be a predictor of gun ownership 

(Kahan and Braman 2003; Kleck 1996; Smith and Smith 1995; Spitzer 2015). Age is the self-

reported age given by respondents. Education level was coded as 1 = high school diploma or less, 

2 = some college, 3 = bachelor’s degree, 4 = graduate degree. Lastly, it is also important to include 

race as a control since non-whites have consistently been more supportive of gun control measures 

(Kahan and Braman 2003; Kleck 1996; Wolpert and Gimpel 1998). The race control variable was 

coded as 1 if the respondent indicated they are white/Caucasian, and 0 otherwise. 
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Table 2.3 presents logistic estimates for the feeling afraid gun gap. The multivariate 

analysis supports the descriptive statistics from Table 2.1. Model 1 displays the determinants of 

feeling afraid across all respondents, gun owners and non-gun owners alike. Both women (b = 

0.205, p < 0.05) and gun ownership (b = -0.991, p < 0.001) are significant. However, the coefficient 

for women is positive, indicating that women tend to be more afraid when they know people 

around them are carrying guns. On the other hand, the coefficient for gun ownership is negative, 

indicating that gun owners feel less afraid.  Based on past studies, the significance and direction 

of both estimates are expected based. Model 2 limits the sample to only women. Examining women 

gun owners, it is apparent that gun ownership has a notable effect on women. Among women, gun 

ownership (b = -1.298, p < 0.001) is statistically significant with a negative coefficient indicating 

women gun owners feel less afraid when they encounter guns in public than women non-owners. 

This result is somewhat expected, it is reasonable to expect gun owners to be more comfortable 

around firearms than non-owners. What is remarkable, however, is how much larger the effect of 

gun ownership is on women compared to men. Model 3 is limited to only men. Unsurprisingly, 

gun ownership (b = -0.730, p < 0.001) is also negative and statistically significant for men. Though, 

the coefficient is notably smaller for men. As these models are estimated using logistic regression, 

the coefficient is not an accurate representation of the rate of change because a linear relationship 

cannot be assumed. Rather, marginal effects should be used to calculate the magnitude of the effect 

of gun ownership. Marginal effects are changes in the probability of the dependent variable across 

the range of the independent variable. In this case, the marginal effects are changes in the 

probability of feeling afraid when moving from non-ownership to gun ownership. The marginal 

effects of gun ownership on the likelihood of feeling afraid for women is -0.31. On the other hand, 

the marginal effect of gun ownership for men is -0.17. The effect gun ownership has on women is 
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striking, and nearly twice as large as it is for men. This supports the descriptive statistics, where a 

larger gun gap is apparent for women. First, gun owning women feel less afraid of guns in public 

spaces than women non-owners. Second, the effect of gun ownership is larger for women than for 

men.  

Table 2.3: Gun Gap in Feeling Afraid 

 

Next, to test my third hypothesis, I explore the effect of gun ownership on the gender gap. 

As gun ownership has a much stronger effect on women, it should impact the gender gap and I 

expect it to mitigate the difference between men and women. For that reason, I explore the gender 
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gap among gun owners. Logistic estimates for the gender gap in feeling afraid are presented in 

Table 2.4. Model 1 displays the determinants of feeling afraid among gun owning individuals. 

Remarkably, gender is not a significant predictor of feeling afraid in Model 1. The lack of 

significance for gender in Model 1 indicates that there is no difference between men and women 

gun owners on feeling afraid when people carry guns in public. Noteworthy, the gender gap re-

appears in Model 2. Model 2 displays feeling afraid among individuals who do not own guns. 

Gender here is significant (b = 0.444, p < 0.001) and the coefficient is positive, indicating that 

among non-gun owners, women are more likely to feel afraid. Thus, the expected gender gap holds 

among non-owners, further suggesting gun ownership has a significant impact on gun owning 

women. 

These results are novel because the literature suggests that women are more fearful of guns, 

and this assumption should hold across all women. But women gun owners are not more afraid of 

firearms than gun owning men. Among gun owning individuals, the gender gap disappears and 

there is no statistical difference between men and women who own guns. Gun ownership mitigates 

the expected gender gap, demonstrating that gun ownership has substantial influence on women. 

In other words, gun ownership effects women in a way that suggests they hold attitudes about 

firearms that resemble the attitudes of gun owning men, and are considerably different than women 

generally.  
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Table 2.4: Gender Gap in Feeling Afraid 

 

 Table 2.5 presents logistic estimates for feeling threatened and not safe. The multivariate 

analysis supports the relationship found in the descriptive statistics from Table 2.2.  Model 1 

displays all respondents. Women are surprisingly not significant in Model 1. A gender gap is 

expected based on past studies, but the lack of a gender difference could potentially be due to 

significance in opposite directions among women gun owners and non-owners. This will be 

explored further in the subsequent section. However, gun ownership is significant (b = -1.206, p < 

0.001) with a negative coefficient, indicating gun owners feel less threatened when they see 

someone in public carrying a gun. Just as with the first dependent variable, this relationship is 

expected. Model 2 is limited to women. Gun ownership (b = -1.738, p < 0.001) is negative and 
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significant, signifying gun ownership has a large effect on women when it comes to feeling 

threatened and not safe around firearms. There is a significant gun gap among women where gun 

owners indicate feeling significantly less threatened than non-owners. Similar results are seen for 

male owners (b = -0.809, p < 0.001). Once again, the marginal effects are needed to determine the 

actual effect gun ownership has on each gender. For women, gun ownership has a marginal effect 

of -0.373. This influence is more than twice as large as the marginal effect for men, -0.182. This 

difference is noteworthy. On the question of feeling threatened and not safe when firearms are 

present, gun ownership has a clear and substantial impact. Not only is there a large gun gap among 

women, gun ownership has a stronger effect on women than it does men. 

Table 2.5: Gun Gap in Feeling Threatened and Not Safe 
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Now that it has been established that gun ownership significantly impacts women, it is once 

again helpful to determine what effect this has on the gender gap. Table 2.6 displays the gender 

gap in feeling threatened and not safe by guns in public. Model 1 presents gun owners. Here gender 

(b = -0.566, p < 0.01) is significant. The coefficient for women is negative, indicating women gun 

owners feel less threated when they see someone carrying a gun in public than male owners. I 

expected gun ownership to mitigate the gender gap, but remarkably there is still a gender gap just 

in the opposite direction. Not only do women feel less threatened, Model 2 suggests that there is a 

significant statistical difference between male and female gun owners. In this case, when women 

encounter firearms, women gun owners feel less threatened than even men owners. Furthermore, 

this result is strengthened when looking at Model 3. Non-gun owning women are also significant 

(b = 0.425, p < 0.01), but the coefficient is positive.  Thus in the presence of guns, non-gun owning 

women compared to men feel more threatened and not safe. This also explains why Model 1 from 

Table 2.5 did not show a gender gap among the population as a whole. As suspected, the 

significance of gender among gun owners and non-owners in opposite directions cancelled out any 

significance that could be found among women generally. Unlike the first dependent variable, 

which suggests the lack of a gender gap between men and women gun owners, the models in Table 

2.6 show that there is a gender gap, but it is the opposite of what is to be expected via the literature. 

Here women gun owners feel even less threatened by guns than their male counterparts.  

Surprisingly, my third hypothesis is not supported by these results as I hypothesized there 

would be no gender gap among gun owners. However, the actual relationship is even more novel 

than the lack of a gender gap. Gun ownership has a substantial effect on women, causing an 

unexpected gender gap where men owners feel more threatened by others carrying firearms than 

women. This also sets women gun owners even further apart than other women as the expected 
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gender gap is present among non-owners. Thus, gun ownership status is pulling women in opposite 

directions.  Among gun owning men and women, the impact is large enough to set women apart 

from men. 

Table 2.6: Gender Gap in Feeling Threatened and Not Safe 

 

Study 2: 2018 Survey Sample International 

 To build on the findings from the previous study, I utilized a more recent nationally 

representative survey of 2,780 American adults. This survey was conducted by SSI between July 

27 and August 2, 2018. Containing an oversampling of nearly 1,500 gun owners, this survey is 

also well suited for this analysis. Two questions relating to safety and firearms are utilized as 
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dependent variables. First, respondents were asked: “How much do you agree or disagree with the 

following statement: More people carrying guns in public makes me feel less safe.” This question 

allows for a proxy measure of attitudes on policies that would allow more Americans to carry 

firearms in public spaces. Mirroring the 2017 SSI study, this analysis also includes two main 

independent variables – gender and gun ownership. Just as before, gender is a dichotomous 

variable. Women are coded as 1 and men as 0. Gun ownership is also dichotomous. Respondents 

were asked “Do you or does someone else keep a gun or rifle in your home?” Once again, I wanted 

to use the most accurate measure of gun ownership possible and have only included personal gun 

ownership in the variable. As such, those who answered “Yes” were coded as 1, and those who 

answered “No” were coded as 0. Those who responded with “Yes, but it doesn’t belong to me” 

were removed from the sample. 

The descriptive statistics for the first dependent variable are shown in Table 2.7. Sixty-

three percent of men agreed or strongly agreed with this statement, while only fifty-eight percent 

of women. These descriptive statistics suggest women are slightly less fearful when more people 

carry guns in public, there is about a five point gender gap. However, when examining gun owners 

and non-gun owners, as seen in Table 2.7, there is a noteworthy gun gap among women. There is 

virtually no difference between men gun owners (sixty-three percent) and non-owners (sixty-five 

percent). Remarkably, when exploring women, there is a thirty-one point difference between gun 

owners and non-owners. Seventy-four percent of non-owning women feel less safe when more 

people carry guns, compared to forty-three percent of owners. In other words, less than half of gun 

owning women feel less safe while nearly three quarters of non-owners feel unsafe. This is a stark 

difference. Women gun owners are notably less likely to agree that gun carrying people make them 

feel less safe.  Gun ownership here makes no real difference for men, but has an undeniable effect 
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on women. These descriptive statistics suggest there is a monumental difference between gun 

owning and non-owning women, as well as the lack of a gun gap for men. 

 

Table 2.7: Descriptive Statistics for Feeling Less Safe When More People Carry Guns 

“More people carrying guns in public makes me feel less safe.” 
Somewhat or 

Strongly Agree 
 

% Gun Owners Non-Owners Differences 

Men 63 63 65 +2 

Women 58 43 74 +31 

 

The second dependent variable alludes to concealed carry. Respondents were asked how 

much do they agree or disagree with the following statement: “Allowing people to carry concealed 

guns makes everyone safer.” Including this question as a dependent variable allows for an analysis 

of attitudes on concealed carry specifically. If respondents indicated they agreed or strongly agreed 

with the statement, they were coded as 0, and 1 if they somewhat or strongly disagreed. As this 

question asks respondents if they feel safer, flipping the responses was necessary since all of the 

previous dependent variables ask respondents about feeling fearful. Coding those who disagree as 

1 allows for a measurement of feeling less safe when people concealed carry which fits with the 

directional relationship of the previous dependent variables. 

The descriptive statistics for the second dependent variable are shown in Table 2.8. As 

expected based on past literature, there is a gender gap. There is a thirteen point difference between 

men and women on feeling fearful when there is concealed carry. Also, unsurprisingly, there is a 

massive gun gap between gun owners and non-gun owners of both genders, although it is slightly 

larger among women. About a quarter of gun owning women, twenty-six percent, feel fearful but 
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among women non-owners, there is a spike to sixty-nine percent, resulting in a forty-three point 

gun gap. The gun gap is only thirty-seven points among men. Only about a quarter of gun owners 

disagree that concealed carry makes everyone safer, while nearly sixty-four percent of non-gun 

owners believe the same. Clearly, there is a distinct difference between gun owners and non-gun 

owners on concealed carry, and the larger gun gap among women suggests, once again, that gun 

ownership has a larger effect on women. These results will be tested in a multivariate analysis. 

 

Table 2.8: Descriptive Statistics for Concealed Carry 

“Allowing people to carry concealed guns makes everyone safer.” 
Somewhat or 

Strongly Disagree 
 

% Gun Owners Non-Owners Differences 

Men 35 21 58 +37 

Women 48 26 69 +43 

 

Utilizing these dependent variables allow for a measure of fearfulness on the presence of 

guns in public spaces. These variables are also related to two popular areas of public policy. The 

first, feelings of safety when more people carry guns in public, is related, albeit indirectly, to 

policies which allow greater access to firearms. The second, feelings of safety when people 

concealed carry, is of course related to concealed carry policy. While these cannot be used as a 

direct measure of support for or against such policies, the results do allow for measurement of how 

safe or fearful respondents feel when these policies are implemented. 

For consistency, this study contains the same controls as the first. Ideology is once again 

measured on a seven point scale from extremely liberal to extremely conservative. To measure 

income, respondents were asked to reveal their total family income from 2017. These are 

categorically coded from less than $10,000 to $150,000 or more. For age, respondents self-reported 
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their age. Education level was once again coded on a four point scale – high school diploma or 

less, some college, bachelor’s degree, and graduate degree. Finally, race is a dichotomous variable 

where 1 indicates White and 0 otherwise. 

Multivariate Analysis 

For the first dependent variable, logistic estimates are shown in Table 2.9. The table shows 

the gun gap in feeling less safe when more people carry guns in public. As shown in Model 1, both 

gender (b = -.386, p < 0.01) and gun ownership (b = -.7, p < 0.001) are significant and the 

coefficients are negative. This gender gap indicates that women, compared to men, feel safer when 

more people are allowed to carry firearms. This result is rather unexpected based on past studies. 

However, as this survey contains an oversampling of gun owners, it is likely women gun owners 

are pulling the coefficient for women towards negative. Examining the marginal effect largely 

supports this explanation. The marginal effect of gender in Model 1 is 0.089, indicating very little 

overall effect. Noteworthy, the effect of gender among gun owners is nearly three times larger, 

with a marginal effect of 0.222. Therefore, it seems probable that the reversal of the gender gap 

shown in Model 1 is caused by the oversampling of gun owners, considering gun owners feel safer 

when more people are allowed to carry firearms in public. Model 2 limits the sample to women to 

examine the effects of gun ownership. Gun ownership (b = -1.146, p < 0.001) is significant among 

women and has a large negative coefficient. The marginal effect of gun ownership on women is -

0.268. Furthermore, gun ownership is not a significant predictor among men, as displayed in 

Model 3. First, gun owning women are substantially less fearful of more people carrying guns in 

public than non-owning women. The effect of gun ownership is also much larger for women than 

men. In fact, there is no statistical difference between gun owning and non-owning men, while 

there is an impressive gun gap among women. Gun ownership has a strong impact on women and 
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sets gun owning women far apart from non-owning women when it comes to feelings of safety 

and carrying firearms in public. 

Table 2.9: Gun Gap in Feeling Less Safe When More People Carry Guns in Public 

 

As the previous table explored the gun gap on feeling less safe when more people carry 

guns, it is necessary to explore what this gun gap means for the expected gender gap. Table 2.10 

examines the gender gap. Model 1 limits the sample to gun owners. In Model 1, women are 

significant (p < 0.001) and negative (b = -0.910) indicating there is indeed a gender gap among 

gun owners but it is once again in the opposite direction of what is expected. Past literature suggests 

women are more gun averse and feel less safe around guns in public spaces, however, I find 

contradictory results. My findings suggest gun owning men feel less safe when more people carry 

guns in public than women gun owners. Strikingly, gun ownership does not mitigate the gender 
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gap as I expected, but has a significant effect on women. Gun ownership effects women to such a 

degree that it makes them even less gun averse than gun owning men. In this case, women feel 

significantly less opposed to more people carrying firearms. Gun ownership has such an effect that 

it reverses the gender gap, with women feeling more positively than men about guns. The result is 

even more noteworthy when considering Model 2. Among non-owners there is no gender gap, 

which is unexpected. Here, gender is not a significant predictor of feeling less safe and there is no 

statistical difference between men and women non-owners. Clearly, the effect of gun ownership 

is much larger for women as women owners are statistically different than male owners. On the 

question of feeling less safe when more people carry guns in public, men are more fearful. There 

is no gender gap among non-owners.  

 Table 2.10: Gender Gap in Feeling Less Safe When More People Carry Guns in Public 
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 Furthermore, logistic estimates for the second dependent variable are displayed in Table 

2.11. This table shows the gun gap in feeling unsafe when more people carry concealed guns. As 

presented in Model 1, gender (b = 0.385, p < 0.01) is significant and positive, indicating women 

feel more unsafe when people concealed carry. This is the expected result based on past studies. 

Gun ownership is also a significant predictor (b = -1.621, p < 0.001), but is negative. As expected, 

gun owners do not feel unsafe around people who concealed carry. Model 2 limits the sample to 

only women and suggests a fairly large gun gap. Gun ownership (b = -1.692, p < 0.001) is 

significant and negative among women. As such, there is a distinct difference between women 

owners and non-owners. The results from Model 2 indicate this is the case even regarding 

concealed carry, a policy area that traditionally has notably less support among women. The impact 

of gun ownership appears fairly large based on the coefficient, and the marginal effects support 

this. The marginal effect of gun ownership on women is 0.395 Furthermore, Model 3 shows the 

gun gap between men. Gun ownership (b = -1.517, p < 0.001) is also significant and negative 

among men. The marginal effect of gun ownership here is 0.339. Gun ownership has a larger effect 

for women than for men, though in this case, the marginal effect is only slightly larger for women, 

suggesting the gun gap to be fairly similar regardless of gender. 
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Table 2.11: Gun Gap in Feeling Unsafe When More People Carry Concealed Guns 

 

Results from the previous table suggest gun owners to be distinctly more favorable towards 

concealed carry, but ownership only has a slightly larger effect for women. As such, further 

exploration into the gender gap among gun owners is warranted. Table 2.12 displays the gender 

gap in feeling unsafe when people concealed carry. Model 1 presents logistic estimates for gun 

owners. There is no gender gap in Model 1 suggesting there is no statistical difference between 

men and women gun owners about feeling unsafe when more people carry concealed firearms. 

Gun ownership mitigates the gender gap. Furthermore, Model 3 examines non-owners. Here 

gender (b = 0.406, p > 0.05) is significant and positive, indicating the expected gender gap exists 

among non-owners. Non-gun owning women feel more unsafe when people conceal carry. The 

gender gap among non-owners supports the expected divide between men and women found in 
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the literature. This result makes the findings from Model 1 even more noteworthy. Gun ownership 

diminishes the gender gap, equalizing men and women on feelings of safety and concealed carry. 

There is no gender gap in feelings of safety about concealed carry among gun owners, despite the 

gap existing in the general population and among non-owners. 

 

Table 2.12: Gender Gap in Feeling Unsafe When More People Carry Concealed Guns 

 

The findings presented for all four dependent variables are novel. On both feeling afraid to 

be around firearms and feeling threatened by firearms a gun gap is found among women. Gun 

owning women feel less fearful of guns than non-owning women and the effect of gun ownership 

is substantially larger for women than men. Gun ownership effects women to such a large degree 

that it also impacts the gender gap. For the first dependent variable, it mitigated the gap altogether. 
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For the second dependent variable, ownership pushed the gender gap in the opposite direction, 

with women owners feeling less threatened. Furthermore, women gun owners are found to be 

distinctly different from non-owners on feelings of safety when certain firearms policies are 

implemented. Large gun gaps are found among women, suggesting gun owning women are less 

fearful of guns in public spaces. Moreover, the effect of gun ownership is larger for women than 

men. Thus, gun ownership causes a larger divide among women than it does for men on these 

issues. There is a larger difference among gun owning women and non-owning women than there 

is for the same groups of men. As a result of the substantial impact of gun ownership, the expected 

gender gap on these policies is nonexistent. Strikingly, the first dependent variable, feeling less 

safe when more people carry guns, the effect of gun ownership is so considerable it reverses the 

gender gap. Women gun owners are found to be even less fearful than men owners. In other words, 

gun ownership effects women differently. These findings show women owners hold attitudes about 

firearms that more closely resemble those of gun owning men, and are considerably different than 

women generally. Support is found for the first two hypotheses, there is a significant gun gap 

among women and the effect of gun ownership is stronger for women than men. For the third 

hypothesis, support is mixed. In two cases, there was no gender gap among gun owners. In the 

other two cases, gun ownership had such an effect that it revered the gender gap, and women gun 

owners felt more positively towards firearms than even male gun owners. The substantial effects 

of gun ownership on women have major implications for gun policy.  

 

Conclusion 

 Scholars are increasingly in pursuit of identifying differences among groups or categories 

of women, and it is clear that various identities and group memberships motivate women politically 
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(Hancock 2016). This research examines a distinct crosscutting identity among women to 

understand if gun ownership plays a significant role in women’s opinions on gun safety issues. 

There are many types of women and thus we should not assume women to be homogenous. I 

theorize that gun ownership facilitates lower levels of fear and vulnerability, allowing women to 

feel more confident around firearms. 

Analyzing the 2017 and 2018 SSI surveys provides support the three hypotheses 

established in this chapter. The results suggest women gun owners differ greatly from women who 

do not own firearms. Among non-gun owners, women are more afraid and threatened by guns in 

public spaces than men. However, gun ownership equalizes men and women’s fear of firearms, or 

perhaps made women even less fearful than men. Furthermore, I find that gun ownership effects 

feelings of safety among women when certain gun policies are implemented. Women gun owners 

do not feel less safe when more people carry guns in public, including when people concealed 

carry. Women owners feel substantially different than other women about firearms, and there is 

virtually no difference with male owners. Thus, women gun owners do not fit the expectation 

presented in past literature about women’s attitudes on gun control and concealed carry. Rather, 

gun ownership status divides women to a larger degree than it divides men. Women gun owners 

are considerably more similar to men owners than women non-owners are to men non-owners. 

Even among non-owners there are stark gender differences in attitudes about gun issues, with men 

being less averse than women. But, among gun owners, gender differences are nearly nonexistent. 

Indeed, where there are gender differences, the expected gender gap reverses, showing women to 

be more disposed towards gun issues than men.  

Results highlight the value of taking an intersectional approach to studying women. 

Although gender gaps are often explored, much less attention is paid to distinctions within a 
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gender. Women typically support gun control; gun owners typically support gun rights (Parker et 

al. 2017).  Thus women gun owners represent an intriguing group that combines divergent political 

tendencies and policy preferences. It is also a group that gun rights organizations and businesses 

value, highlight, and emphasize in marketing campaigns and political mobilization (Goss 2017). 

Gun interests advertise protection, safety, strength, equality, and empowerment. It is perhaps these 

characteristics that in part produced the reverse gender gap among male and female gun owners. 

It is likely on certain issues these gun rights campaigns have been so effective they created gender 

differences among gun owners, where women feel even less adverse to firearms than men. 

Additionally, because gun owners’ exhibit greater participation on gun issues than non-gun 

owners (Parker et al. 2017), and – as Chapter 1 found – female gun owners are more likely to 

participate, policy debates may be disproportionally shaped by female gun owners, particularly 

policy debates regarding guns and public safety. Indeed, female gun owners can be mobilized, are 

likely to participate, and appear motivated by gun issues. Unfortunately for gun control advocates, 

female non-gun owners do not appear to be so easily mobilized nor predisposed to engage 

politically, whether on gun related issues or not. Conceivably, these attitudinal and participation 

gaps could prove crucial in policy debates regarding gun control and concealed carry rights with 

long term influence. 
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Chapter 3 

Women’s Gun Ownership and Policy Attitudes 

 As previous chapters highlighted, women gun owners are a unique group that face cross-

cutting pressures from gender and gun-owner identity. As such, this chapter employs an 

intersectional approach to public opinion attitudes on the state use of force – capital punishment 

and military intervention. As the previous chapter finds, gun ownership has certain effects on 

policy attitudes that are distinct to women. However, Chapter 2 explores this in the specific context 

of gun-related policy attitudes. Based on the findings of the previous chapter, I expect gun 

ownership to alter the attitudes of women in big ways, and on issues not directly related to firearms. 

Some studies suggest that women’s penchant for being gun averse may reflect differences in the 

socialization process. For example, traditional female upbringing includes, in general, values such 

as pacifism, sympathy, and passivity. As such, Smith (1980) suggests, in addition to a distaste for 

firearms, this may also lead to a greater opposition to war and capital punishment. However, as 

Chapter 2 found gun owning women to be pointedly supportive of pro-gun issues, this chapter will 

extend beyond gun-related policies to investigate attitudes about use of force policies.  

Carlson’s (2015) work explains gun ownership as a self-defense mechanism for many 

owners. Gun owners often view law enforcement – a proxy for the state – as having a mandate to 

“serve and protect”. When the state is seen as failing in this role, gun owners often decide to 

purchase firearms and take on the part of “citizen protectors”. This is furthered by gun owners’ 

long legacy of mistrust of the state, and gun ownership is tied to waning confidence in the 

government (Jiobu and Curry 2001). State legitimacy is undermined by a demand for safety and 

security it is incapable of satisfying (Carlson 2015). As a result, gun owners try to fulfill the serve 

and protect mandate for themselves. In the act of carrying a firearm it can be assumed that gun 
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owners are primed to use force if need be. As such, this mandate can also be used to justify the 

state use of force generally – for example, against criminals and foreign enemies. Furthermore, 

gun ownership has been found to be politically consequential and is associated with specific 

political preferences. Past literature suggests gun owners are more supportive of capital 

punishment (Britto and Noga-Styron 2015; Joslyn forthcoming) and military intervention 

(Middlewood et al. 2018). However, as these policies traditionally yield gender gaps, it begs the 

question, how does gun ownership effect women’s attitudes on policies that promote the use of 

force?  

I begin with a brief literature review on existing studies of gender and the death penalty. I 

then theorize the effects gun ownership has on the gender gap on support for capital punishment 

and formulate three hypotheses. First, gun owning women will have substantially different 

attitudes towards the death penalty than non-owning women. The effect of gun ownership will be 

larger for women than men, mitigating the gender gap among gun owners. Next, I present literature 

on gender and support for military force. Once again, I theorize gun ownership has strong 

attitudinal effects for women on support for this policy. I have three similar hypotheses for the use 

of military intervention. I expect gun ownership to divide women’s support for this issue, with gun 

owners displaying more support for military force. Furthermore, I expect the effect of gun 

ownership to be considerably stronger for women than men resulting in virtually no gender 

differences in support for this policy. 

Capital Punishment 

 In early work on public opinion towards the death penalty, the social characteristics of 

people who supported capital punishment tended to be male, white, older, more wealthy, less 

educated, religious, and Republican (Vidmar and Ellsworth 1973). Vidmar and Ellsworth’s (1973) 
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research also found that people who supported the death penalty were less likely to approve of gun 

control laws, which suggests a subsidiary relationship to gun ownership. By 1985, however, people 

who supported the death penalty no longer tended to be religious or less-educated, but still fit into 

other demographic categories such as male, white, older, more wealthy, and Republican (Gallup 

Report 1985). Gender is one of the most consistent predictors of death penalty support, even after 

controls are introduced for a variety of sociodemographic factors. From 1985 to 1995, twenty-one 

of twenty-three studies reported a significant relationship, with women holding lower levels of 

death penalty support than men (Stack 2000). Other than race, the effect of gender has been greater 

than that observed for any other sociodemographic characteristic (Bohm 1991). Furthermore, the 

gender gap in capital punishment attitudes has almost always increased and decreased over time 

in the same direction, revealing nearly identical trends regardless of gender (Bohm 1991).  

 However, research found that women who supported capital punishment were 

characterized by a similar profile as men who supported it (Stack 2000) – women proponents of 

the death penalty tended to be white, married, conservative, wealthier, and believe the courts are 

too soft on criminals (Bohm 1999). Thus, it is likely that certain characteristics, such as gun 

ownership, may mediate the gender gap on death penalty attitudes. Furthermore, persons 

supportive of the death penalty often rate crime as a salient problem. Public support for the death 

penalty is linked to “fear of crime, perceptions of increasing crime rates, a belief in the efficacy of 

punishment as a means of deterrence, and a willingness to employ punishment as a response to 

criminality” (Thomas and Foster 1975, 641). Stack (2000) suggests gun owners are generally 

assumed to be high in crime salience, and Carlson (2015) finds this to be true in her extensive 

interviews of gun owners in metro Detroit. Generally, salience of crime is lower for women than 

men. However, studies of legal firearms show women’s gun ownership to be more responsive to 
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crime rates than men’s ownership (Bordua and Lizotte 1979; Lizotte, Bordua, and White 1981). 

Additionally, women who believe they are high risk for criminal victimization are more likely to 

own a gun (DeJong 1997; Depew and Swensen 2018). As such, women gun owners meet two 

dimensions of crime salience that women as a whole tend to be excluded from; gun ownership and 

fear of crime. Therefore, I expect gun owning women to have substantially different attitudes than 

non-owning women, due to their gun ownership status. Additionally, I expect the effect of gun 

ownership to be stronger for women and as a result there will not be a gender gap on capital 

punishment attitudes among gun owners. As such, I hypothesize the following:  

H1: Gun owning women will support capital punishment more than non-owning 

women. 

H2: The effects of gun ownership on women’s support for capital punishment is 

substantially larger compared to men.  

H3: Among gun owners, there will be no gender gap in support for capital 

punishment.  

Use of Military Force 

 There are striking and persistent gender differences in opinions on the use of force. In fact, 

some scholars found gender differences in foreign policy attitudes before gender gaps emerged in 

partisanship and voting (Brandes 1996). This suggests differences on national security issues were 

not a result of the political mobilization of women in the 1970s. Gender differences increased 

during the war in Vietnam (Opinion Roundup 1982), but were also found to disseminate to other 

international problems other than war (Lynn 1975). The average gender difference in preference 

toward foreign policies dealing with the use of force and violence have been moderately large 
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(Baxter and Lansing 1983; Frankovic 1982; Jensen 1987; Shapiro and Mahajan 1986). This is 

consistent with research that documents substantial gender gaps on attitudes toward domestic force 

and violence (Smith 1984). The gap exists regardless of partisanship of the president (Eichenberg 

2016) and is not mitigated by large “rally around the flag” effects such as the September 11th 

terrorist attacks on the United States. Women in the US, on average, felt more threatened than men 

by terrorism after 9/11 but they were still less likely than men to endorse full retaliatory measures 

(Huddy et al. 2005). 

For attitudes about military force, many scholars suggest socialization as an explanation 

for the gender gap in attitudes about military force. Fite, Genest, and Wilcox (1990) suggest 

socialization is the most important factor and that women are socialized to the importance of 

interlocking social relationships while men are socialized to individualism and competition. 

However, gun owners experience a different type of cultural socialization, including gun owning 

women, which comprise a much smaller proportion of the gun owning population. Gun culture 

portrays firearms as a symbol of strong individualism, self-sufficiency, and independence (Wright 

1995). Guns also have symbolic meaning, and are often depicted as tools through which people 

project violence in the world (Messner 2019). Generally, this is thought to most effect men, but, 

despite gendered socialization, guns are also known to be symbols of women’s capacity for 

violence (Browder 2006). Gun ownership intersects with this larger gun culture and has substantial 

effects on political preferences (Joslyn et al. 2017). Thus, women gun owners face cross-cutting 

pressures from both gender and gun culture socialization and should be expected to have policy 

attitudes that differ considerably from non-gun owning women. Gun ownership has strong 

attitudinal effects, particularly for women. I expect these effects are not limited to gun issues, but 

will also impact support for military force. Thus, I hypothesize: 
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H4: Gun owning women will support the use of military force more than non-

owning women. 

H5: The effects of gun ownership on women’s support for the use of military force 

is substantially larger compared to men. 

H6: Among gun owners, there will be no gender gap in support for the use of 

military force.  

Methods 

 I begin my analysis by examining support for the death penalty among women gun owners. 

I employ data from the 2016 General Social Survey (GSS). The 2016 wave of the GSS contains a 

nationally representative sample of 2,867 American adults. Second, I utilize the American National 

Election Studies (ANES) 2016 Time Series study to evaluate support for military force. The ANES 

combines responses collected through face-to-face interviews (n = 1,181) and surveys conducted 

on the internet (n = 3,090) for a total sample of 4,271. 

Study 1. Capital Punishment, 2016 General Social Survey 

 I test my first set of hypotheses about capital punishment using the GSS. The dependent 

variable is opinion on the death penalty. Respondents were asked: “Are you in favor of the death 

penalty for persons convicted of murder?” This variable is coded dichotomously, where 1 

represents support for capital punishment and 0 otherwise. About sixty percent of respondents 

indicated support for the death penalty, with almost forty percent not supporting. The descriptive 

percentages are shown below in Table 3.1. Also shown in Table 3.1 are the percentages of support 

among gun owners and non-owners. For gun ownership, there were two possible measurement 

options. Past studies measure gun ownership using questions similar to the following: “Do you 
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happen to have in your home any guns or revolvers?” This method categorizes all individuals who 

live in a home with a gun as a gun owner and has been found to be a reliable measure. Most people 

who live in a gun home have similar political behaviors and attitudes even if the gun does not 

personally belong to them. In short, this is generally considered an acceptable proxy variable for 

gun ownership. However, there is also a more precise measure of gun ownership which asks 

respondents about their personal gun ownership. The 2016 wave of the GSS asks both questions. 

If respondents answered yes to the previous question about home ownership, they were then asked 

a follow up question, “Do any of these guns personally belong to you?” In order to more accurately 

measure the effects of gun ownership among women, I have chosen to use the second, more 

precise, measure of gun ownership. 

 

Table 3.1: Descriptive Statistics for the Death Penalty 

“Do you favor or oppose the death penalty for persons convicted of murder?” 
Favor % Gun Owners Non-Owners Differences 

Whole Population            60 78 53 -25 

Men 65 78 58 -20 

Women 56 78 49 -29 

 

Seventy-eight percent of gun owners favor the death penalty. Gun owners favor the death 

penalty at a striking eighteen points higher than the average population, and twenty-five points 

more than non-owners. The percentages are even more compelling when assessing gender 

differences. Among both genders there is a notable gun gap, however it is considerably larger for 

women. A noteworthy seventy-eight percent of women gun owners support the death penalty, 

resulting in a twenty-nine point difference from women non-owners. This gun gap is only twenty 
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points among men, suggesting gun ownership has a larger effect on women. Furthermore, as 

expected, there is a none-point gender gap in the entire population. A nine point gap exists for non-

owners as well. When examining gun owners, however, there is no gender difference on support 

for the death penalty. Remarkably, men and women gun owners indicate support for the death 

penalty in equal percentages, seventy-eight percent. These descriptive statistics are noteworthy as 

there is no gender gap among gun owners.  

 For the multivariate analysis, I have included a battery of control variables typical in public 

opinion research – race, income, age, education level, religiosity, and ideology. To measure race, 

respondents were asked to self-identify their racial category. White respondents were coded as 1, 

and 0 if non-white. For income, respondents were asked their total family income from all sources 

before taxes. Values for this variable range from less than $1,000 USD to $170,000 USD or over, 

with twenty-six total categories. Age is measured by self-reported age in years. Values run 

continuously from “18 years old”, the youngest possible response, to “89 or older”, as the oldest 

possible response. Education level is measured categorically on a scale from 1 to 4. High school 

or less is coded as 1, some college is coded as 2, having a bachelor’s degree is coded as 3, and 

having a graduate degree is the highest category, coded as 4. To measure ideology, survey 

respondents were asked to self-place on a seven point ideology scale arranged from (1) extremely 

liberal to (7) extremely conservative. As expected, this scale yields a normal distribution. For 

religiosity, I utilized self-reported church attendance. Response categories range from (0) never to 

(8) more than once per week. 

Multivariate Analysis 

Table 3.2 presents logistic estimates for the gun gap in support for the death penalty. The 

purpose of Table 3.2 is to show the effect gun ownership has on gun owning women and men 



68 
 

compared to non-owning women and men. I first present full model then partition the data by 

gender. Model 1 shows the entire sample while Model 2 shows women and Model 3 men. First, in 

Model 1, gun ownership increases the likelihood of supporting the death penalty (b = 0.770, p < 

0.001), while women are less likely to support it (b = -0.314, p < 0.05). These findings are 

consistent with expectations based on past research. Model 2 displays estimates for women and 

gun ownership is positive and significant (b = 0.970, p < 0.001). Here, gun ownership divides 

women on support for the death penalty. Gun owning women are statistically more likely to 

support capital punishment than non-owning women. However, gun ownership is also positive and 

significant among men (b = 0.664, p < 0.01), suggesting support for the death penalty is also 

divisive among men. The coefficient for gun ownership among women is larger than it is among 

men, suggesting gun ownership may have more of an effect on women. To truly test the magnitude 

of the effect of gun ownership, however, marginal effects are needed. As these estimates are found 

using logistic regression, a linear relationship cannot be assumed. By finding the marginal effects, 

I can more accurately portray changes in the probability of support for capital punishment when 

moving from non-ownership to gun ownership. Among women, gun ownership has a marginal 

effect of 0.224. This effect is nearly twice as large as the effect gun ownership has on men, which 

is 0.137. This difference displays when women move from non-ownership to gun ownership, their 

support for the death penalty changes more than when men make the same move. Based on these 

findings, gun ownership markedly effects women more than men.  
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Table 3.2: Gun Gap in Support for the Death Penalty 

 

Due to the striking effects gun ownership has on support for capital punishment, further 

investigation into the gender gap is warranted. Namely, the lack of a gender difference in the 

descriptive statistics, stark differences between women gun owners and non-owners, and the large 

effect gun ownership has on women poses questions for the expected gender gap in capital 

punishment support. Since gun ownership has a stronger effect on women than men, this may 

diminish the expected gender gap among gun owners. Table 3.3 presents logistic estimates for the 

gender gap in support for capital punishment. Model 1 is limited to gun owners. Here, there is no 

gender gap among gun owners. In other words, there is no statistical difference between men and 

women gun owners on support for the death penalty, despite a gap among the general population. 
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Gun owners, regardless of gender, are virtually the same in their opinion of the death penalty. 

Examining Model 2 shows the expected gender gap. Among non-owners, women (b = -0.367, p < 

0.01) are significantly less likely to support the use of capital punishment. Due to the strong impact 

gun ownership has on women, it mitigates a gender gap among gun owners. Indeed, women have 

more room to grow in support for this policy, and these results suggest gun ownership causes them 

to do so, equalizing their support with gun owning men. 

 

Table 3.3: Gender Gap in Support for the Death Penalty 

 

The results of this study propose gun ownership not only has strong effects on support for 

capital punishment, but those effects are stronger among women. Support is found for all three 

hypotheses. First, there is a considerable gun gap among women, where gun owning women are 
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significantly more supportive of the death penalty. Second, the effect of gun ownership is larger 

for women than for men. Third, this difference diminishes the expected gender gap on support for 

capital punishment. In other words, gun ownership pulls women with firearms apart from other 

women, creating divides in a population that has traditionally been more opposed to the use of the 

death penalty. As gun ownership influences women, it moves their attitudes closer to men’s and 

decreases gender differences, making men and women equally likely to exhibit support for capital 

punishment. 

Study 2. Military Force, 2016 American National Election Studies Survey 

 In the second study, support for military force serves as the dependent variable. There are 

two question options to choose from regarding the use of military force in the 2016 ANES survey. 

Respondents were asked a general question, “How willing should the United States be to use 

military force to solve international problems?” Unsurprisingly, this question does not yield a 

gender gap, even without including control variables. Hypothetical questions do not generally 

show a gender gap, but when utilizing specific questions of using military force, then gender 

differences become large (Conover and Sapiro 1993). As such, I utilize a more specific question 

as the dependent variable. Respondents were asked “Do you favor, oppose, or neither favor or 

oppose the US sending group troops to fight Islamic militants, such as ISIS, in Iraq and Syria?” If 

respondents indicated they favored sending troops to the Middle East to fight ISIS they were coded 

as 1, and 0 otherwise. About thirty-seven percent of the sample answered affirmatively. The 

descriptive percentages are shown in Table 3.4. For gun ownership, the ANES does not ask a direct 

question about gun ownership, but respondents are asked “How many guns do you or anyone else 

living here own?” If the respondent indicated one or more firearms, they were coded as 1, and 0 if 

they indicated zero firearms were owned. There is no question in ANES for personal gun 
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ownership, so this study uses home ownership as an acceptable proxy. Table 3.4 shows the 

percentages of support among gun owners and non-owners. Forty-five percent of gun owners 

favored sending troops to fight ISIS, while only thirty-three percent of non-owners do the same. 

These percentages are even more noteworthy when considering the gender differences in this gun 

gap. There is a mere nine point gun gap between men, but this gap jumps to fourteen points among 

women. Forty-four percent of women gun owners support the use of military force, while only 

thirty percent of women non-owners support sending troops. Here, the gun gap among women is 

even slightly larger than the twelve point gap in the entire population. This gun gap seems to have 

notable effects on the gender gap as well. The overall gender gap is seven percentage points, and 

is the same among non-owners. However, when examining gun owners, the gender gap shrinks 

significantly, to a mere two percentage point difference. Forty-one percent of all men indicate 

support for sending troops, and thirty-four percent of women. But for gun owners, these numbers 

are much higher, especially for women. Forty-six percent of gun owning men support the use of 

military force, and forty-four percent of gun owning women. The gender gap is almost nonexistent, 

further suggesting gun ownership has strong effects on women. These descriptive statistics propose 

women owners are distinctly different than non-owners, the effect of gun ownership seems to be 

stronger for women, and there is almost no gender gap among gun owners. Multivariate analysis 

is needed to determine if these relationships hold after accounting for other factors. 
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Table 3.4: Descriptive Statistics for Military Force 

“Do you favor the United States sending ground troops to fight Islamic militants, 
such as ISIS, in Iraq and Syria?” 

Favor % Gun Owners Non-Owners Differences 

Whole Population 37 45 33 -12 

Men 41 46 37 -9 

Women 34 44 30 -14 

 

 For the multivariate analysis I have once again included all controls typical of public 

opinion research and included evangelicalism and veteran status. These additional controls are due 

to the religious and militaristic nature of the dependent variable. The ANES does not ask 

respondents to self-identify their age, rather a birth year question is asked and the ANES then sorts 

respondents into age groups. The first age category is eighteen to twenty year olds, the second is 

twenty-one to twenty four year olds. Then, starting at twenty-five years old, each category 

encompasses five years and continues in that matter all the way to seventy-four years old. The 

final category is seventy-five years and older. Past studies attribute the gender gap on the use of 

force to women’s access to higher education and paid labor markets, but Eichenberg (2016) finds 

no evidence of this as there is no upward trend in the gender difference on the use of force as more 

women access higher education and higher salaried jobs. I will nevertheless control for income 

and education level. Income is measured by self-reported income level which has been categorized 

into groups starting with under $5,000 and maxing out at $250,000 or more. For education level, 

respondents are asked to indicate the highest level of education they have completed. I then coded 

these into four categories. High school or less is coded as 1, some college is coded as 2, having a 

bachelor’s degree is coded as 3, and having a graduate degree is the highest category, coded as 4. 

Race is once again a dichotomous variable, with white respondents coded as 1, and 0 otherwise. 
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To measure ideology, respondents were asked to self-place on a seven point liberal-conservative 

ideology scale. From (1) extremely liberal to (7) extremely conservative. The ANES then asks a 

follow up question for respondents who indicated “moderate”, “don’t know” or “haven’t thought 

much about it” asking, “If you had to choose, would you consider yourself a liberal or 

conservative?” Moderate was also displayed as an option for web respondents. Those who 

indicated “don’t know” again were dropped from the sample, but those who indicated “liberal” 

were included in the “slightly liberal” category from the original seven point scale, and 

“conservative” were included in the “slightly conservative” category. Those who once again 

answered “moderate” remained in the middle category. By including responses from this follow 

up question into my ideology variable I am able to more accurately measure ideology among the 

respondents as it is widely accepted that most moderates consistently vote for one party. To 

measure evangelicalism, I utilize the following question: “Would you call yourself a born-again 

Christian, that is, have you personally had a conversion experience related to Jesus Christ?” 

Respondents were coded as 1 if they indicated yes, and 0 if no. For veteran status, respondents 

were asked to self-report their status. If respondents indicated they are currently or have previously 

served on active duty, they were coded as 1, and 0 if they have never served on active duty. 

Multivariate Analysis 

Table 3.5 presents logistic estimates of support for military intervention. I first present the 

full model then subgroup the data by gun ownership. Model 1 shows the entire sample, while 

Model 2 shows gun owners and Model 3 non-owners. As expected, in Model 1, gun ownership 

increases the likelihood of support for military intervention (b = 0.184, p < 0.05) and women are 

less likely to support the use of force (b = -0.196, p < 0.05). Model 2 presents evidence that there 

is a significant gun gap among women. Gun ownership (b = 0.285, p < 0.05) is positive and 
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significant, suggesting gun ownership is a significant predictor of support for military force among 

women. In other words, on support for the use of military force, women gun owners are distinctly 

different than non-owners. There is no such difference among men. Model 3 displays estimates for 

men, and gun ownership is not significant. As such, among men there is no gun gap. Male gun 

owners and non-owners are statistically the same on support for the use of military force. The lack 

of gun gap among men strengthens the findings from Model 2. Gun ownership makes a difference 

among women, but not among men. This makes the differences among women even more 

impactful. Here, gun ownership sets gun owning women apart from women generally on support 

for military force, but men stay the same. Thus, even as women owners become more supportive, 

there is no difference among men. Gun ownership only effects women’s policy attitudes when it 

comes to military intervention. This suggests implications for the gender gap. 

Table 3.5: Gun Gap in Support for Military Force 
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Even when looking at support for the death penalty, gun ownership did increase 

favorability among women and effected women nearly twice as much. Here, gun ownership 

mitigates the expected gender gap by only moving favorability among women. Table 3.6 displays 

the gender gap in support for the use of military force. The gender gap disappears among gun 

owners, as shown in Model 2. There is no difference between men and women gun owners on 

support for military force, which is unsurprising considering the findings of Table 3.5. As gun 

ownership pushed women towards being more supportive, there was no such movement among 

men. The gender gap re-appears in Model 3 among non-owners. Women non-owners are less likely 

to support the use of military force (b = -0.307, p < 0.01). There is therefore no statistical difference 

between men and women gun owners on support for military force, despite a gap among the 

general population. Women, compared to men, were less likely to support intervention. As were 

non-gun owning women, compared to non-owning men. But among gun owners, gender 

differences are not present. Once again, gun ownership has mitigated the gender gap. 

Table 3.6: Gender Gap in Support for Military Force 
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 This study finds gun ownership has strong effects on women’s support for the use of 

military force – considerably stronger than the effect ownership has on men. These findings 

support all three hypotheses. Just as with the death penalty, there is a substantial difference 

between women gun owners and non-owners on support for military intervention. The effect of 

gun ownership is also larger for women than for men. Here, the considerable effect gun 

ownership has on women results in the lack of a gender gap among gun owners, despite the gap 

in the entire population. In other words, gun ownership divides women, making gun owning 

women substantially more supportive of military force than non-owning women. Gun ownership 

moves women’s attitudes away from those of women non-owners, and closer to gun owning 

men. Gun ownership does not have the same sizeable effect on men. As such, there is no gender 

gap among gun owners. 

 

Conclusion 

The findings in this chapter support previous discoveries that gun ownership has certain 

effects on policy attitudes that are distinct to women. However, by examining policy attitudes on 

the death penalty and use of military force, this chapter has expanded on previous conclusions and 

demonstrates the effects of gun ownership are not limited to attitudes on gun-specific policies. 

Rather, gun ownership creates large divides among women. Furthermore, these divisions are not 

nearly as strong among men and ultimately mitigate the gender differences between men and 

women gun owners and the gender gap disappears. 

 Women gun owners face cross cutting pressures from their gender identity as well as their 

gun ownership status. Individually, these cleavages are associated with distinct expectations about 
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certain policy attitudes. This chapter tests expected gender differences in two policy arenas, capital 

punishment and military force. Gun ownership, it seems, has substantial effects on women. Not 

only does it divide women’s attitudes on gun issues, the findings in this chapter show it has 

considerable effect on other policy attitudes. Furthermore, gun ownership mitigates the gender gap 

on both of these policies. Women gun owners are not distinct from men gun owners on support 

for the death penalty, and the effect of gun ownership was twice as large for women. Among gun 

owners, there is also no gender gap in support for the use of military force against ISIS. Indeed, 

among women, gun ownership was shown to have an effect on support, but there was no effect for 

men. The findings in this chapter suggest that gun ownership has powerful effects on the policy 

attitudes of gun owning women. Further, this effect is not limited to gun related policies.  

Differences in public opinion matter. Although some policy issues may be electorally more 

important than others, any changes that occur in the aggregate may ultimately influence the 

political agenda and the direction of public policy. Furthermore, gender and other differences may 

be important because some groups may be more politically powerful than others, or their 

preferences may be the driving force behind trends in mass opinion. Gun owners are more 

politically active and participate in large numbers. As Chapter 1 shows, this participation effect is 

greater among women gun owners. As such, differences among women take on additional 

significance because of these rising levels of political participation, particularly among women 

gun owners. These opinions are likely to affect women’s voting behavior and other forms of 

political participation, which gun owners are more likely to engage in than non-owners. Given the 

magnitude of gun ownership on these issues involving the state use of force, such differences have 

the potential to be a significant factor in political decisions to employ military force and use capital 

punishment. 



79 
 

Conclusion 

 This study found that the cross-cutting cleavages created by gender and gun ownership 

effect the political behavior of gun owning women in unique ways. Chapter one finds stark 

differences between women gun owners and non-owners on various measures of political 

participation. Women gun owners are substantially more engaged and participate to a larger 

degree, both on gun issues and generally. In the second chapter, women gun owners are found to 

be significantly less gun averse than non-owners. Gun ownership has such a large effect on women 

that there are virtually no differences with gun owning men, despite a gender gap in the general 

population. The final chapter explores policy attitudes about non-gun issues. On topics regarding 

the use of force, women gun owners are substantially less opposed than non-owning women. Once 

again, gun ownership has a large effect on women and equalizes their attitudes with gun owning 

men on the death penalty and use of military force. In all three chapters, women gun owners are 

found to be unique from women non-owners with substantial political and policy effects. Namely, 

gun ownership can explain certain behaviors and policy attitudes among women. 

Much of the gender gap literature focuses on women as a cohesive group, when in actuality 

there are large divisions among women based on other group attachments. By only focusing on 

the gender gap, the field of political science neglects complexities that have substantial 

consequences for attitudes and behavior. Scholars have begun to study racial and partisan 

influences, but much work remains on other identities that cross pressure women. By focusing on 

gun ownership, an emerging political identity, this dissertation further highlights the value of using 

an intersectional approach to study women. Differences among women, as I have found, can be 

much larger than differences between men and women. Here, women gun owners are influenced 
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by their gun ownership status and connection to gun culture which sets them apart from non-

owning women in substantial ways.  

Indeed women gun owners represent a unique group that combines contradicting political 

tendencies. Gun ownership and gender serve as counter pressures on gun owning women. Gun 

ownership sets women owners apart from other women and the result is distinctive political 

behavior.  Furthermore, the gun gap is not only found in one area of political behavior and opinion, 

but multiple. Gun ownership affects women’s political participation, feelings of safety in public 

spaces, and policy attitudes. Finding these divides in multiple areas exemplifies the strength of gun 

ownership to explain political behavior and attitudes. Gun ownership can be empowering. These 

findings suggest gun ownership not only empowers individuals politically but impacts a variety of 

related attitudes. 

Additionally, political science rarely studies gun ownership, and even more rarely is gun 

ownership studied using public opinion data. It is even more novel to study women gun owners 

using this approach. Most studies of firearms in political science take a policy-based approach (e.g. 

Goss 2006) or utilize interviews of gun owners (e.g. Carlson 2015). This dissertation is noteworthy 

because it takes a quantitative public opinion approach to studying women gun owners. Qualitative 

interview data is undeniably important when studying women gun owners. Yet this dissertation 

used more precise methods that permits needed generalizations across and within important 

political groupings. Examining relationship in this way enhances the validity of findings and 

strengthens the claims that gun ownership matters. 

 The novelty of these findings also have major implications for politics. Women generally 

participate less on all measures of political participation except voting. However, this is not true 

of women gun owners. Women who own firearms are substantially more likely to engage in 
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politics. This is particularly true of participation on gun issues, where women traditionally are less 

involved. High levels of participation on any issue are politically important but can have larger 

effects on highly salient issues such as gun policy. Gun owners generally are highly participatory, 

and despite trends where women are substantially more gun averse, women gun owners appear 

highly motivated by gun issues. They are also substantially less fearful of firearms and view 

policies that allow guns in public spaces more positively, in some cases even more so than male 

gun owners. Furthermore, women gun owners are also supportive of policies that allow the state 

to use force, such as capital punishment and military intervention.  

 Combining these distinctive policy attitudes with the high levels of participation exhibited 

by women gun owners undoubtedly has the potential to change policy outcomes. Being more 

engaged and participatory allows for the voices of women gun owners to disproportionately affect 

debates about these policies. Furthermore, these are highly divisive issues. Gun policy, capital 

punishment, and the use of military force are topics that inspire contention among the public. 

However, gun owners are fairly unified on these issues, regardless of gender. This builds a 

cohesive front to present to elected officials.  In this way, gun owners, women included, present a 

formidable voting bloc that can influence the direction of public policy.  

Limitations 

 As with all research, there are limitations. First, response bias. While I found stark 

differences in the behavior and attitudes of women based on gun ownership status, some women 

non-owners may in fact own firearms. Ludwig, Cook, and Smith (1998) found women underreport 

gun ownership. Using telephone surveys, the authors compare the status of home gun ownership 

reported by husbands and wives and find women significantly under-report home ownership. The 

authors find women underreport by approximately twelve percent – which is a noteworthy 43.3 
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million firearms. This gap is often attributed to social desirability bias. Women, the authors 

theorize, may be more sensitive to social desirability bias because they are more likely than men 

to be anti-gun. Therefore, it is possible that women have also underreported gun ownership – both 

personal ownership and household ownership – in the surveys I have utilized here.   To the extent 

that this occurred in the survey I utilized, my results may change.  In most cases, however, the 

results should be stronger.  Some gun owning women would have been recorded as non-owners, 

moderating differences between gun and non-gun owning women across the behaviors and 

attitudes examined. 

 Furthermore, the potential for self-selection bias is also a limitation of this study. Self-

selection bias exists when individuals select themselves into a group and potentially create bias by 

doing so. In this case, women who are already inclined towards certain attitudes – being less fearful 

of firearms or supporting use of force policies – may also be the group most likely to purchase a 

gun. In essence, this is a classic “chicken or egg” argument. I have found similar attitudes about 

firearms, capital punishment, and military intervention among women and men gun owners, 

despite gender gaps in the population as a whole. It is possible women who already hold these 

attitudes, and men as well, are more inclined to own firearms based on these predispositions. If 

this were the case, behaviors and attitudes I have attributed to gun ownership may be the result of 

something else entirely. 

Future Research 

 Several questions have arisen throughout the course of writing this dissertation that would 

make excellent supplemental studies. First and foremost, partisan effects. Gun ownership is 

associated with voting for Republican candidates meanwhile women tend to vote Democratic. As 

such, women gun owners are once again cross pressured by the expectations associated with these 
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two identities and studying the partisan differences among women gun owners would prove 

interesting. Based on the findings in this dissertation, gun owning women are significantly 

influenced by their gun ownership status, but partisanship is often the most influential political 

variable. In the future, I would like to conduct a study of women gun owners focusing on 

partisanship. In the introduction, I discuss the backlash Senator Kamala Harris faced from 

Democrats because she owns a firearm. For many women gun owners, ownership is not necessarily 

political, it is due to a psychological need for self-protection. Therefore, it would be useful to 

compare Democrat and Republican women gun owners on various policy preferences, particularly 

as they relate to firearms. Additionally, it would be valuable to expand on the findings of Joslyn 

et al. (2017) and study the partisan voting preferences of women gun owners. 

 Furthermore, as there is a gun gap on policy issues such as capital punishment and military 

intervention, gun ownership may also have a substantial effect on other policy attitudes among 

women. For example, interesting claims have been made linking pro-life abortion stances and 

support for the death penalty6. As gun ownership is a strong predictor of support for the death 

penalty among women, it may also potentially yield an effect on attitudes about abortion policy. 

Especially when pro-life supporters of capital punishment tend to make an argument claiming the 

death penalty saves the lives of potential victims by discouraging capital offenses. As gun owners 

often purchase firearms to protect themselves and others, the same “saves lives” logic can be 

applied support for pro-life abortion policies. Further examination of these connections is 

warranted. 

                                                             
6 George W. Bush made this connection in his book, A Charge to Keep. 
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 Additionally, gun culture is also socialized through childhood contact with guns. Research 

consistently shows that individuals are more likely to own and use guns if they grew up in a 

household with guns. Even among non-owners, having a social network that includes gun owners 

makes one more likely to consider future ownership (Kelley, Ellison, and Middlewood 2018). This 

raises questions about the social networks of women gun owners. What is the nature of women’s 

gun owning network?  Furthermore, how do such networks compare to men gun owners?   Are 

they larger, smaller, or virtually the same? As men tend to experience more firearms-based 

childhood socialization, it is likely the case that men’s networks are larger. However, this may be 

counteracted by the organizational efforts pro-gun groups have made to integrate women into gun 

culture – such as ladies’ night events at gun ranges. Further exploration of these networks would 

likely prove fruitful as social networks are known to have strong effects on political behavior. 

 Lastly, the findings of Chapter 1 show gun ownership has strong participation effects for 

women. As women become more participatory, what does this mean for the leadership of the 

National Rifle Association? Theoretically, we should expect to see more women in leadership at 

the NRA as women gun owners gain clout with elected officials – both in the organization and the 

US government. Leadership has long been dominated by men, but recently more women have been 

placed in leading roles. In the middle of the organization’s campaign to mobilize women, the NRA 

elected its first female president in the mid-1990s. Also noteworthy, on April 29, 2019, the NRA 

elected its current president, Carolyn D. Meadows, after the internal power struggle between its 

former president, Oliver North, and the long-time executive vice president and CEO Wayne 

LaPierre. As women gain further leadership positions, it may attract more women to the 

organization, and thus further strengthen the NRA’s clout with women gun owners. Additional 

research is warranted to study women’s influence on the internal makeup of the organization. 
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I began this dissertation with the quote “God made man and woman, but Samuel Colt made 

them equal”. Remarkably, this popular pro-gun saying is supported with substantial evidence. Gun 

ownership may divide women, but it makes men and women similar in their political behavior and 

policy attitudes. Women who own firearms have a unique relationship with guns and often cite 

different reasons for ownership, but ownership itself is an equalizer. Not only in physical strength, 

as the saying implies, but also in political strength. Gun ownership increases women’s participation 

and also mitigates the gender differences in attitudes about firearms, public safety, and the use of 

force. The group cohesiveness produced by gun ownership, regardless of gender, is politically 

influential as politicians are more likely to be persuaded by a united front. 
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Table 1.3: Cognitive Political Participation 
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Table 2.3: Gun Gap in Feeling Afraid 
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Table 2.4: Gender Gap in Feeling Afraid 
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Table 2.5: Gun Gap in Feeling Threatened and Not Safe 

 



92 
 

Table 2.6: Gender Gap in Feeling Threatened and Not Safe 
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Table 2.9: Gun Gap in Feeling Less Safe When More People Carry Guns in Public 
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Table 2.10: Gender Gap in Feeling Less Safe When More People Carry Guns in Public 
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Table 2.11: Gun Gap in Feeling Unsafe When More People Carry Concealed Guns 
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Table 2.12: Gender Gap in Feeling Unsafe When More People Carry Concealed Guns 
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Table 3.2: Gun Gap in Support for the Death Penalty 
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Table 3.3: Gender Gap in Support for the Death Penalty 
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Table 3.5: Gun Gap in Support for Military Force 
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Table 3.6: Gender Gap in Support for Military Force 
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