
The psychology of 
gun ownership

On 14 February 2018, there was a school shooting 
in the USA. It probably won’t still be a big news 
story when you read this; at any time there will 

have been a recent school shooting somewhere in the 
USA.

In the UK we don’t have a gun culture so the idea of 
school shootings is not only hideous but bizarre. Our 
first reaction in the UK — and that of many people 
in the USA — is to want to improve gun control, and 
yet this is deeply unacceptable to many Americans. So 
what can psychology tell us about the debates around 
gun ownership and gun control?

A lesson in critical thinking about 
statistics
There is some debate about the scale of the US school 
shooting problem, and one contribution psychologists 

can make is to look more critically at the published 
statistics used in the debate. Statistics can be technically 
correct but misleading. Take the following two statistics:
• In the last 5 years there has been an average of one 

school shooting per week in the USA.
• 0.0017% of American deaths are in school mass 

shootings.
The first statistic makes the scale of school shootings 

appear much greater than the second, but actually both 
figures are oversimplified and potentially misleading. 
The figure of one school shooting per week is a little 
misleading because many of these incidents were 
accidental or suicidal rather than deliberate acts of 
violence.

On the other hand the second figure is definitely 
misleading. It is well established that in a large 
population, people see a small percentage as less 
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Activity
This is an emotive issue and no one is unbiased. 
What sources of bias can you see in this article and 
the research reported? Can you find other research 
suggesting different conclusions?

Weblinks

You can read about the Berkowitz and Le Page 
(1967) and Hemenway, Vinriotis and Miller (2006) 
studies here: www.tinyurl.com/y825c4ox and 
here: www.tinyurl.com/ybn4roak.  
The Pierre (2015) review can be found here:  
www.tinyurl.com/qjdagab.

meaningful than a large raw number. As well as making 
use of the percentage rather than the raw numbers, this 
figure places false limits on what events are recorded.

Mass shootings are defined as involving four or 
more deaths, so the percentage figure takes no account 
of the majority of incidents in which a smaller number 
were killed. Nor does it say anything about the scale of 
injury, post-traumatic stress or bereavement involved 
in school shootings. If the figure were a raw number 
rather than a percentage and included all those 
seriously affected by school shootings it would look 
very different.

Do guns make people safer?
One of the controversies around gun ownership 
concerns whether the presence of guns increases or 
decreases the level of danger in a given situation. 
Here the science is clear: having a gun around makes 
people more aggressive, regardless of whether the gun 
itself is the instrument of the aggression. This was 
demonstrated in the lab by Berkowitz and Le Page 
(1967). They had a confederate deliberately annoy a 
real participant then seated them at a table with either 
a badminton racket and shuttlecock or two guns. The 
participant was then tasked with deciding the voltage of 
a shock to be given to the confederate as a punishment. 
In the gun condition they opted for significantly higher 
voltages.

This ‘weapons effect’ has also been demonstrated 
in real-life situations. Hemenway, Vinriotis and Miller 

(2006) surveyed a representative sample of 2000 
Americans and found that those carrying guns in their 
car reported driving more aggressively.

Why gun owners like guns
Pierre (2015) reviewed the evidence for why American 
gun owners are so committed to keeping their guns in 
the face of events like school shootings. He identified 
three major factors:
• Guns are an integral part of US culture — the USA 

was founded through revolt involving guns, and 
hunting and shooting competitions are still rites of 
passage in many areas.

• Guns are associated with positive emotion — 
American gun owners have overwhelmingly 
positive experiences involving them.

• Guns make owners feel safer — although guns 
actually make people more aggressive and therefore 
any situation less safe, gun owners report feeling 
safer when they have their gun.
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