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Chapter 9
Understanding the Political Divide 
in Gun Policy Support

Joy E. Losee, Gabrielle Pogge, Nikolette P. Lipsey, and James A. Shepperd

 Introduction

Gun violence in the United States is a public health emergency. According to a 
recent report, almost 40,000 people died in firearm-related injuries in 2017 [1]. 
Legislative solutions to this emergency tend to fall into two camps—legislation 
that restricts gun access (e.g., increasing background checks and banning military-
style rifles) and legislation that increases gun access (e.g., allowing concealed guns 
on school campuses or arming teachers). In the United States, legislators are largely 
divided along party lines in their support for the different solutions. For example, 
the Bipartisan Background Checks Act (2019) [2] received near unanimous sup-
port in the House of Representatives from Democrats, yet received only token 
support from Republicans. The political divide also appears in the general popula-
tion. A recent poll showed that support for stricter gun laws was sharply divided 
among Democrats (85% supporting) and Republicans (24% supporting) [3].

In this chapter, we describe the results from a survey that we conducted to under-
stand why political conservatives and political liberals differ in their attitudes toward 
gun rights and restrictions. The survey explored several potential explanations for 
liberal/conservative differences in gun attitudes. We describe each of the explana-
tions then describe which explanations received support in our survey and which did 
not. We conclude by discussing possible approaches to bridging the gun divide.
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 Broad Explanations for the Political Divide on Gun Attitudes

In the United States, people who identify with the Republican Party are generally 
more conservative and tend to support policies that maintain or expand gun access. 
In contrast, people who identify with the Democrat Party are generally more liberal 
and tend to support policies that restrict gun access [4]. Recent evidence suggests 
that party identification is among the strongest predictors of gun policy attitudes [4] 
and gun ownership [5]. The differences in attitudes even extend to Republicans and 
Democrats who own guns; 82% of Republican gun owners favor expanding con-
cealed carry laws compared with 41% of Democrat gun owners.

Why do political conservatives favor solutions to gun violence that entail expand-
ing gun rights, whereas political liberals favor solutions to gun violence that entail 
expanding gun restrictions? Theorists in psychology and political science have pro-
posed two broad categories of explanations for the relationship between political 
ideology and policy preferences. The first category represents a person approach 
(much like a “nature” approach [6]) to thought and behavior and rests on the obser-
vation that people are fundamentally different in a variety of ways. For example, 
people differ biochemically in the quantity of various hormones and neurotransmit-
ters produced in their body. They also differ biologically in the activation of brain 
structures such as the amygdala and hippocampus in response to stimuli [7]. Finally, 
they differ in the genes they receive from their parents. Over the last several decades, 
researchers have documented how these person-variables can influence thinking 
and behavior. They shape various characteristics of people including their personal-
ity, intelligence, and how they interpret and respond to situations [6].

Some theorists have argued that these fundamental person-variables account for 
differences in the beliefs of political liberals and political conservatives. For exam-
ple, researchers have proposed that liberals and conservatives differ fundamentally 
on characteristics such as threat sensitivity [8], morality [9], thinking styles [10], 
and the Big-Five personality traits of openness and conscientiousness [11]. 
According to the person approach these differences affect psychological responses 
such as attitudes, values, expectations, beliefs, and behavior. For example, some 
researchers argue that greater political conservativism corresponds with greater 
threat sensitivity, and that political conservatives may be more attuned to dangers in 
their environment and thus more inclined than are political liberals to view even 
ambiguous stimuli as threatening [8]. According to the person approach, individual 
differences between political liberals and political conservatives account for the 
opposing policy preferences of the two groups. For example, greater threat sensitiv-
ity among political conservatives corresponds with their placing greater value on 
issues such as national security [8].

The second category of explanations represents a situational approach to thought 
and behavior (much like a “nurture” approach [6]) and proposes that people differ 
in the culture, experiences, and situations they encounter. These “situations” shape 
people’s values, which are important determinants of expectations, attitudes, and 
behavior [12]. For example, differences in media exposure presumably can lead to 
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different values, which can prompt differences in political ideology and positions on 
political issues. Of course, it also possible that political ideology can lead people to 
gravitate toward different media sources, a point we return to later.

Research in social psychology documents the powerful effects that situations 
exert on thinking and behavior. For example, national security threats (e.g., a terror-
ist attack) shift people’s attitudes toward more conservative values [13], whereas 
healthcare threats (e.g., learning a child with cancer was denied insurance coverage 
by the parent’s insurer) shift people’s attitudes toward more liberal values [14]. This 
latter finding suggests that both liberals and conservatives are sensitive to threat, 
which is contrary to the person-based argument that conservatives are particularly 
threat-sensitive [8]. According to the situation approach, the different experiences 
and culture of political liberals versus political conservatives result in different val-
ues that prompt them to be sensitive to different threats. For example, conservatives 
in the United States who have more pro-life values are more likely to see Planned 
Parenthood as a threat because they believe the organization threatens pro-life val-
ues. Liberals in the United States tend to be more concerned with the environment 
and thus are more likely to see climate skeptics as a threat because they the skeptics 
undermine pro-environmental efforts [15].

Although the person and situation approaches offer broad frameworks for 
explaining thinking and behavior generally, and political preferences more specifi-
cally, the two are not as distinct as they might appear. Instead, they influence both 
each other and political outcomes (e.g., policy positions) in complex ways. First, 
researchers have long noted that the two approaches represent complementary 
rather than competing explanations for thinking and behavior. Put simply, both the 
person and the situation can influence how people think and behave [16]. Second, 
the person and the situation can interact to influence thought and behavior, that is, 
whether a person variable influences thought or behavior depends on the situation. 
For example, belief in a dangerous world (a person variable) may correspond with 
a preference for fewer gun restrictions among people with experiences (a situational 
variable) that have led them adopt more conservative values, but correspond with a 
preference for more gun restrictions among people with experiences that have led 
them to adopt more liberal values. Such a finding would demonstrate that the same 
experience could have opposite effects on people. Alternatively, political conserva-
tives may oppose most gun restrictions regardless of their experiences, whereas 
political liberals may oppose most gun restrictions only when they personally have 
experienced violent crime. Such a finding would demonstrate that experience influ-
ences some people but not others.

Third, the person and situation factors can have a bidirectional influence: per-
sonal factors can influence situational factors and situational factors can influence 
personal factors [17]. Consider first how personal factors can influence situational 
factors. Personal factors can influence the situations that people select for them-
selves. For example, a predisposition to be fearful and/or anxious can lead people to 
seek environments and media sources that align with their personality (e.g., opting 
to live in a gated community, preferring news sources that confirm personal views) 
and to affiliate with other like-minded people (e.g., others who share one’s beliefs 
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or outlook on the world). Now consider how situational factors can influence the 
person. For example, culture, media exposure, and environment can shape personal-
ity (e.g., produce chronic anxiety or fearfulness) and prompt affiliations with others 
who reinforce some aspects of a person’s personality but not others (e.g., friending 
like-minded acquaintances on Facebook).

This third complexity—the fact that the broad categories of person and situation 
can influence each other—can make it difficult to determine which is responsible 
(and to what extent) for how people think and behave when it comes gun rights and 
restrictions. Thus, although the person and situation explanations have received 
considerable attention among political psychologists attempting to explain the 
divergent attitudes of political conservatives and political liberals, their utility in 
predicting specific policy positions such as positions on gun rights and restrictions, 
seems limited.

 Specific Explanations for the Political Divide in Gun Attitudes

An alternative to the broad explanations for the political divide in gun attitudes are 
specific explanations that offer single causal mechanisms by which political ideol-
ogy links to policy positions. We know of at least eight specific explanations for 
why political liberals and political conservatives differ in their gun attitudes (see 
Fig. 9.1). Our interest was in examining which of the explanations have merit and 
which do not. The eight explanations undoubtedly overlap. Importantly, we orga-
nize our discussion around the beliefs of political conservatives (i.e., this is what 
political conservatives believe or may believe, whereas political liberals believe or 
may believe otherwise). In no way do we wish to imply that the views of 

Political ideology:
more conservative

vs. More liberal

Policy position:
support campus

carry

Perceived relative power

Government threat

Uncertainty avoidance

Traditional view of masculinity
ownership identity

Belief in a dangerous world

Identify with gun owners

Personal responsibility for safety

Guns as a means to safety

Fig. 9.1 Origins of the link between political ideology and gun policy position
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conservatives need explaining, whereas the views of liberals do not. We could have 
just as easily focused on the views of liberals. Our interest is in understanding why 
the two groups differ and we merely picked one group as the reference throughout 
to make the arguments easier for readers to follow.

 Uncertainty Avoidance

Life is filled with uncertainty. People face uncertainties about issues such as whether 
they will remain healthy, whether their children will turn out okay, who will buy the 
house next door, and whether they will have enough money saved for retirement. 
Not all people are comfortable with uncertainty; some people find uncertainty more 
distressing than do others [18]. One explanation for the observed differences 
between liberals and conservatives asserts that the two groups differ in their toler-
ance for uncertainty and thus their desire to avoid uncertainty. Theory and research 
suggest that political conservatives are less tolerant of uncertainty than are political 
liberals [19–21]. Uncertainty is distressing because it often means change and some 
people find change unpleasant.

Although the link between political identification and intolerance for uncertainty 
appears well established, the explanation for why intolerance for uncertainty leads 
to support for gun rights is tenuous. One possibility is that guns provide a feeling of 
comfort or security that diminishes the distress associated with uncertainty. 
However, people can feel uncertain about many things and it is unclear how guns 
could provide comfort and reduce the distress that many people associate with 
uncertainty. For example, owning a gun seems unlikely to reduce many types of 
uncertainty (e.g., climate change, changes in the job market, or changes in legisla-
tion regarding same-sex marriage and marijuana). Moreover, reducing gun restric-
tions may actually increase uncertainty for people who find guns threatening and 
view their safety as threatened when guns are more readily available in a community.

 Perceived Relative Power

Having personal power influences control over events in one’s life and allows people 
to acquire the things they want, including good jobs, nice homes, and desirable 
mates. A lack of power undermines one’s capacity to achieve these outcomes. People 
vary in their perceived relative power: how much power and control they perceive 
they have relative to others, relative to the past, and relative to what they believe they 
deserve. Research links perceptions of low personal power to greater gun ownership 
[22], and perhaps for good reason. Guns are empowering in many ways, including 
their utility for self-defense and intimidating others. As such, guns may provide 
users with a sense of power and control they may feel they otherwise lack [18, 23]. 
Although the empowering function of guns is largely untested, one study provided 
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hints that guns can influence personal perceptions of control. Specifically, research 
participants who imagined holding a gun reported greater perceptions of personal 
control in their lives (i.e., the perception that one’s actions are responsible for per-
sonal life outcomes). It is noteworthy that this effect emerged for political conserva-
tives but not for political liberals [24], which suggests that conservatives may be 
more likely than liberals to experience a power or control boost from having a gun.

Traditionally, political, social, and economic power in the United States has been 
concentrated among one demographic group: White men [25]. Laws that discrimi-
nated against women and minorities in the right to vote and hold certain jobs illus-
trates this power differential. Although White men today still hold power 
disproportionate to their numbers in the population, they may very well perceive 
that their relative power is declining. To take one example, the US Senate was com-
prised entirely of White men 100 years ago in 1920, and 95% White men 50 years 
later in 1970. In 2020, that number has fallen to 70% [26, 27]. Further, political 
conservatives are more likely than are political liberals to be White males [28]. 
According to the perceived relative power explanation, political conservatives are 
more likely than are political liberals to favor policies that sustain or expand gun 
rights because they are more likely to perceive a decline in personal or relative 
power and view guns as a means of augmenting their declining power.

The perceived power explanation is limited in much the same way that the uncer-
tainty avoidance explanation is limited. Although White men, who make up a large 
percentage of US conservatives, may be losing actual power or perceive they are 
losing personal or relative power, they are unlikely to be the only group that feels 
disempowered. The African American community and the LGBTQ community—all 
groups that tend to receive unfavorable treatment [29, 30] and tend to vote liberal [31, 
32]—while not losing power, likely believe they have little power or less power than 
they should. Yet contrary to the perceived power explanation, these communities are 
more likely to support gun restrictions [33, 34]. Finally, this explanation neglects the 
possibility that liberals, especially when conservatives control the executive or legis-
lative branches of government, also feel a loss of power or lack of control.

 Government Threat

A common argument among proponents of gun rights is that gun restrictions 
infringe on their ability to protect themselves and their country from a tyrannical 
federal government [35, 36]. Implicit in this argument is a distrust of the govern-
ment. Consistent with this explanation is the finding that distrust of the federal gov-
ernment predicts owning a gun [37]. However, the evidence is mixed on whether 
political conservatives, compared with political liberals, are more distrustful of the 
government, or are more likely to perceive the US government as inclined to become 
tyrannical. Some research shows that greater political conservatism corresponds 
with greater system justification—a tendency to justify, defend, and bolster the 
existing power structure, which would imply that conservatives are generally more 
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trustful of the government than are liberals [19, 38]. Other studies show that people 
trust the government more when their political party is in power. Thus, Republicans 
tend to trust the government more during a Republican presidency, and Democrats 
trust the government more during a Democratic presidency [39, 40]. However, the 
effect appears stronger for conservatives: a recent review paper concluded that polit-
ical conservatives are more distrustful of the government than are liberals when the 
government is controlled by the opposing party [41]. In sum, it remains unclear 
whether distrust of the government explains the greater support for gun rights poli-
cies among political conservatives than political liberals.

 Belief in a Dangerous World

People differ in the extent to which they perceive the world as dangerous [42]. 
People who believe in a dangerous word are inclined to view the world as competi-
tive and violent [43]. Some research has linked belief in a dangerous world to 
greater political conservatism [44, 45]. In addition, research finds that the more 
people believe that the world is dangerous, the more likely they are to own a gun for 
protection reasons, to perceive guns as effective in protecting themselves from 
harm, and to favor fewer gun restrictions [44]. When viewed together, this research 
suggests that political conservatives support fewer gun restrictions because they 
believe the world is dangerous.

 Traditional Views of Masculinity

Masculinity refers to behavior, traits, and people commonly associated with males 
[46]. The link between having guns and being male has a long history in the United 
States. Men are more likely than women to serve in the armed forces [47], to be in 
professions that require having a gun [48], and to own guns [49]. The dolls/action 
figures that boys play with often involve weapons such as guns, whereas the dolls/
action figures that girls play with do not [50]. In short, guns are likely far more 
central to the identity of boys and men than to the identity of girls and women.

Some theorists have argued masculinity is precarious—it is not innate but rather 
achieved through stereotypical masculine behavior [51, 52]. Men can also achieve 
or establish their masculinity by publicly displaying the trappings of masculinity, or 
expressing attitudes and beliefs that are consistent with masculinity. Consistent with 
this theorizing is the argument that one appeal among men for carrying a firearm 
is that carrying a firearm bolsters the masculine self-image of a powerful protector 
who can inflict violence if necessary [53, 54]. Moreover, gang members acknowl-
edge that guns are a tool for projecting an image of being tough [55]. Given that 
owning and using a gun are linked to masculinity, holding attitudes in favor of gun 
rights should also correspond with greater endorsement of traditional masculinity.
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In a nutshell, it is possible that the more a person is comfortable with or supports 
traditional masculinity and traditional sex roles, the more the person will support 
gun rights over gun restrictions. Political conservatives are more likely than are 
political liberals to endorse traditional masculinity [56] and it may be the case that 
their support for gun rights stems from their endorsement of traditional masculinity.

 Personal Responsibility for Safety

An underlying theme of many gun rights messages is that safety is one’s personal 
responsibility [57]. Part of the message is that law enforcement can do little to stop 
or prevent violent crime and, according to a US Supreme Court ruling, is not legally 
required to protect people from violent crime [58]. To the extent that people believe 
that their safety and protection is their personal responsibility, they should favor 
policies that allow them unfettered access to the means for self-protection. Thus, 
people who endorse this belief presumably support legislation that protects or 
expands gun rights. Although we know of no evidence that political conservatives 
are more likely than political liberals to regard safety and protection as their per-
sonal responsibility, a few studies have suggested that political conservatives are 
more likely to believe that they, rather than outside forces, are responsible for their 
personal outcomes. For example, political conservatives are more likely than politi-
cal liberals to attribute internal responsibility for personal outcomes such as poverty 
[59] and health [60]. Accordingly, political conservatives may be more likely than 
political liberals to oppose gun restrictions because they believe that their personal 
protection is their responsibility and that gun restrictions threaten their ability to 
protect themselves.

 Gun Ownership Identity

A large part of how people think about themselves—their identity—comes from the 
groups to which they belong [61]. People, of course, opt to join groups whose mem-
bers share their attitudes and beliefs. However, it is also true that once they become 
part of a group, people tend to adopt the beliefs and attitudes of the group. Part of 
the adoption process can be explained by consistency theory. People seek consis-
tency between their attitudes, beliefs, and behavior; inconsistency creates discom-
fort [62]. Thus, people conform to the attitudes and beliefs of the members of the 
groups to which they belong because to do otherwise feels uncomfortable. On the 
flipside, people seek to differentiate themselves from the groups to which they do 
not belong, particularly groups they view as standing in opposition to their own 
group. Thus, they often develop attitudes and beliefs that set them apart from or 
contrast with members of opposing groups.
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For a variety of reasons, the politically conservative Republican Party has come 
to associate itself with the gun culture, that is, owing gun, using guns for recreation, 
and affiliating with national gun groups such as the National Rifle Association. In 
contrast, the politically liberal Democratic Party has not. If anything, over the last 
two decades people have come to view the Democratic Party as opposing the gun 
culture. One reason likely reflects the narrow passage of the assault weapons ban by 
a Democratic-controlled Congress in 1994 [63]. A consequence of this passage was 
that the NRA dramatically increased its financial contributions to Republican can-
didates for office and dramatically reduced its financial contributions Democratic 
candidates for office [64].

The shift to a sharp imbalance in political contributions appears to have set in 
motion a growing polarization in the attitudes of members of the two parties, one 
that feeds on itself. Republicans may increasingly identify with gun owners and see 
gun owners as part of their ingroup and see non-owners as part of the outgroup. Not 
surprising, 77% of NRA members identify as Republicans (compared to 58% of 
non-NRA gun owners) [5]. By comparison, Democrats may increasingly identify 
with non-owners and see gun non-owners as part of their ingroup, and see gun own-
ers as part of the outgroup. And, once people come to view gun owners (or non- 
owners) as part of their ingroup, they process information about guns in ways that 
are biased toward protecting and justifying that identity [61]. They also gravitate 
toward stances that are consistent with their political party and distinguish them 
from the opposing political party. Thus, according to the identity explanation, politi-
cal conservatives may oppose gun restrictions because they identify more with gun 
owners and the gun culture. Political liberals, by contrast, may support gun restric-
tions because they identify more with non-owners.

 Gun as a Source of Safety

All people have basic needs they must satisfy to survive and thrive [65]. Among the 
most basic needs is the need for safety. Some researchers have argued that this need 
for safety has an evolutionary basis [66], affects how people think, feel, and behave 
[67], and is important to psychological well-being [68]. Yet people differ in their views 
of the role that guns play in achieving safety. Whereas some people perceive guns as 
a means to safety, others view guns as a threat to safety. Moreover, people who own 
guns for protection reasons are more likely than people who own guns for other rea-
sons (e.g., for sport or collecting) to favor policies that broaden gun rights [69].

The difference between political conservatives and political liberals in their sup-
port for gun rights may arise from group differences in gun safety perceptions. 
Specifically, political conservatives may be more likely than are political liberals to 
own guns for protection reasons and to perceive guns as a source of safety rather 
than a threat to safety. Although we know of no evidence bearing on the issue, the 
difference in gun perceptions may stem from the two groups relying on different 
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media sources for news and information. Conservative media sources may be more 
inclined than liberal media sources to emphasize the safety benefits of guns and gun 
ownership, such as presenting statistics on how guns save lives, or stories of how 
people protected themselves from perpetrators with guns. Conversely, liberal media 
sources may be more inclined to emphasize the safety costs of guns, such as pre-
senting statistics on the number of gun deaths in the country, particularly compared 
with countries with stricter gun laws, or stories about perpetrators who used guns to 
harm victims. A quick internet search reveals numerous news editorials and opinion 
pieces reporting that news outlets are biased toward portraying guns and gun owners 
unfavorably (i.e., as dangerous). But these editorials and opinion pieces are them-
selves published in news outlets, many of which are likely biased toward portraying 
guns and gun owners favorably (i.e., as not dangerous). In short, it seems quite 
likely that different news outlets are biased toward portraying guns differently—as 
a means to safety versus a threat to safety—depending on their political tilt.

 Testing the Explanations for Political Differences 
in Gun Policy Positions

We carefully constructed a survey that included items measuring the eight explana-
tions for why political liberals and political conservatives differ in their support for 
gun policy. We assessed belief in a dangerous world, with items such as, “The world 
is a dangerous place.” We assessed uncertainty avoidance using items such as, 
“Uncertainty makes me feel anxious.” We assessed perceived relative power with 
items such as, “I have less control over what happens in my life than I used to.” We 
assessed government distrust with items such as, “I need to protect myself against a 
potentially oppressive government.” We assessed identity as a gun owner with items 
such as, “Owning a gun is part of who I am.” We assessed traditional views of mas-
culinity with items other researchers have used such as, “Men who don’t like mas-
culine things are not real men” [52, 70]. We assessed the belief that people are 
personally responsible for their safety with items such as, “It is my responsibility to 
protect myself.” Finally, we assessed perceptions of guns as a source of safety with 
items such as, “Carrying a gun makes me feel safe.” For all items, participants indi-
cated how true the statement was for them personally.

Finally, we measured political ideology with a single item that ranged from 
1 = extremely liberal to 7 = extremely conservative, and measured support for a 
single gun policy that was highly relevant to our sample: allowing people with a 
concealed carry license to carry a concealed gun on college campuses (i.e., “Campus 
Carry”).

We sent our survey via email to faculty, students, and staff at the University of 
Florida, a large land-grant university in the southeast United States. Compared with 
the US population, our sample was younger (our sample mean age = 25.00 years; 
US median age = 38.2 years in 2018; U.S. Census Bureau, 2019), more educated 
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(percentage earning a graduate degree in our sample = 26.9%; percentage in the 
United States as of 2015 = 12% [71]), and more liberal (40.6% liberal compared to 
25% liberal in the United States [72].).

We conducted our survey over a 2-week period between October and November 
2018 and received responses from almost 17,000 people. Although no major inci-
dent of gun violence occurred during our survey, it is noteworthy that our survey 
occurred 8  months after the February 18, 2018, shooting at Marjory Stoneman 
Douglas High School in South Florida that left 17 people dead. Major gun violence 
events tend to deepen, at least temporarily, the divide in gun attitudes, but the effect 
is small and presumably would strengthen our ability to identify the reasons that 
political conservatives and political liberals differ in the beliefs about guns [73].

Figure 9.2 presents a scatterplot that crosses political ideology with support for 
campus carry. The dots represent the number of people falling into each quintile of 
our measure of support for concealed carry (higher numbers = greater support) at 
each level of our 7-step measure of political ideology. As is clear from the figure, 
respondents who were politically conservative reported stronger support for legisla-
tion legalizing concealed carry than did respondents who were politically liberal. As 
evident by the preponderance of dots in the lower left corner of the figure, political 
liberals strongly opposed legalizing concealed carry.

Next, we examined the eight explanations we offered for why political conserva-
tives and political liberals differ in their support for campus carry legislation. 
Table 9.1 presents the correlations. Correlations are a measure of the strength and 
direction of a relationship, and range from −1.00 to +1.00. Irrespective of the 
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valence of the correlation (i.e., whether it is negative or positive), the larger the 
number, the stronger the relationship. Thus, a correlation of 0.50 (or − 0.50) indi-
cates a stronger relationship than a correlation of 0.10 (or − 0.10). A correlation of 
0.50 and − 0.50 are equal in strength. The valence of a correlation indicates the 
direction of the relationship. Thus, positive correlations indicate that people who 
score higher on one measure in the relationship also score higher on the other mea-
sure in the relationship. We worded our measure of political ideology so that higher 
numbers indicate being more politically conservative. Thus, a positive relationship 
between an explanation and political ideology indicates that political conservatives 
were more likely than were political liberals to say the explanation was true of them. 
A negative relationship indicates that political conservatives were less likely than 
were political liberals to say the explanation was true of them.

The first column of correlations in Table 9.1 indicates the relationship between 
political ideology and the extent to which survey participants reported each expla-
nation was true of them. The asterisks indicate the statistical probability that the two 
variables are related by chance. Traditionally, if that probability is low (in our case, 
we set the probability at 1 in 1000), then the result is considered statistically signifi-
cant. However, more important than whether the correlation is significant is the size 
of the correlation (how far it differs from zero). The first four correlations in the 
column are quite small (0.14 or less), indicating that political conservatives differed 
little from political liberals in how much they said that the statements representing 
the explanations (uncertainty avoidance, perceived relative power, government 
threat, belief in a dangerous world) were true of them. These correlations indicate 
that the first four explanations explain little of the difference between political con-
servatives and political liberals in their support for legalizing campus carry.

Table 9.1 Correlations between the eight explanations, political ideology, and support for 
legalizing campus carry

Explanation
Identification as politically 
conservative

Support for campus 
carry

Uncertainty avoidance 0.03 0.00
Perceived relative power −0.06* −0.06*
Government threat −0.02 0.12*
Belief in dangerous world 0.14* 0.18*
Traditional view of 
masculinity

0.33* 0.29*

Personal responsible for 
safety

0.43* 0.52*

Gun ownership identity 0.43* 0.54*
Guns as a means to safety 0.69* 0.84*

Note. For the first column of numbers, larger correlations indicate that people who were more 
politically conservative felt the explanation was more true of them. For the second column of 
numbers, larger correlations indicate that the more that people felt the explanation was true for 
them, the greater their support for legalizing campus carry
* p < 0.001
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The next three correlations in the first column ranged from small to medium. 
Political conservatives were more likely than were political liberals to hold tradi-
tional views of masculinity, to believe that their personal safety is their responsibil-
ity, and to view guns as part of their identity. The final correlation in the first column, 
however, was by far the largest, indicating that political conservatives were far more 
likely than were political liberals to perceive guns as a source of safety rather than 
a threat to safety.

The second column of correlations in Table 9.1 indicates the relationship between 
how much people reported the explanation as true of them and their support for 
legalizing campus carry. Once again, the first four correlations in the column were 
quite small (0.18 or less), indicating that people who did and did not support cam-
pus carry differed little in the extent to which they said the statements representing 
the explanations were true of them. The fact that these correlations were so small 
indicates that uncertainty avoidance, perceived relative power, government threat, 
and belief in a dangerous world tell us little about why some people favor fewer gun 
restrictions and other people favor more gun restrictions.

Once again, the next three correlations in the column range from small to moder-
ate. People were more likely to support campus carry legislation if they held tradi-
tional views of masculinity, saw their personal safety as their responsibility, and 
viewed guns as part of their identity. Finally, the last correlation was the largest 
(huge in fact), indicating that the more our survey respondents supported campus 
carry, the more likely they were to view guns as a means (rather than threat) to safety.

The correlations reveal how political ideology, support for campus carry, and the 
eight explanations are interrelated. The correlations can also tell us if some explana-
tions are not viable. In our case, the correlations lead us to dismiss the first four 
explanations for political differences in support for campus carry. Importantly, 
although the correlations can provide hints, they do not reveal which explanation or 
explanations best explain the relationship between political ideology and policy 
support. To address this question, we need to examine statistically how much of the 
relationship between political ideology and policy support we can attribute to each 
of the explanations. Statisticians use the term indirect effect to describe the path 
from the predictor (i.e., political ideology) to the outcome (i.e., policy position) 
through each explanation. Statisticians use the term direct effect to describe the 
relationship between the predictor (i.e., political ideology) and the outcome (i.e., 
policy position) after removing the indirect effects. Our interest is in the indirect 
effects. The larger the indirect effect, the more the explanation accounts for the 
relationship between political ideology and support for campus carry.

Figure 9.3 shows the magnitude of the indirect effect associated with each of our 
explanations. Unsurprisingly, given the correlations we observed in Table 9.1, the 
first four explanations (uncertainty avoidance, perceived relative power, govern-
ment threat, and belief in a dangerous world) had zero to small indirect effects. The 
same was true for having a traditional view of masculinity. In short, none of these 
explanations help much in understanding why political conservatives are more 
likely to support campus carry. Of the remaining three predictors, viewing gun 
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ownership as part of one’s identity and viewing personal safety as one’s responsibil-
ity explain a respectable proportion of the relationship between political ideology 
and support for campus carry. By far the strongest explanation of the relationship is 
perceiving guns as a means (rather than a threat) to safety. That is, our findings sug-
gest that political conservatives are more likely than political liberals to support 
campus carry because they are more inclined to view guns as a means to safety.

 Summary

We began with a simple question: why do political conservatives and political liber-
als differ so markedly in their thinking about how to reduce gun violence in the 
United States? We discussed eight explanations for the political divide in support for 
gun policies. Researchers have evoked some of these explanations to explain differ-
ences between political conservatives and political liberals in other areas. Our 
research failed to support some of these explanations with respect to support for 
campus carry for two reasons: (1) conservatives and liberals did not differ in their 
responses to our measures of the explanations, and (2) the explanations were unre-
lated to support for campus carry. We found evidence that viewing personal safety as 
one’s own responsibility and identifying with gun owners explained a respectable 
portion of the relationship between political ideology and support for campus carry. 
The strongest explanation, however, was viewing guns as a means (as opposed to a 
threat) to safety. Our findings suggest that political conservatives were more likely 
than were political liberals to a support policy (e.g., campus carry) that expanded gun 
rights because they viewed guns as a source of safety rather than a threat to safety.

0.00

0.05

0.10

0.15

0.20

0.25

0.30

0.35

0.40

0.45

0.50

Uncertainty
avoidance

Perceived
relative
power

Government
threat

Belief in a
dangerous

world

Traditional
view of

masculinity

Personality
responsibility

for safety

Identify with
gun owners

Guns a
means to

safety

In
di

re
ct

 e
ffe

ct
 s

iz
e
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In the United States, the sharp political divide between liberals and conservatives 
has pushed the country to the point of gridlock, undermining the government’s abil-
ity to address the crisis of gun violence. Our findings indicate that political liberals 
and conservatives differ in the solutions they support to reduce gun violence because 
they differ in their perceptions of the role that guns play in safety. Feeling safe is 
important to everyone. If we are going to reduce gun violence in a politically divided 
country, legislators need to craft policies that are sensitive to everyone’s safety 
needs and recognize that views on achieving safety differ from person to person. 
Specifically, policies should be sensitive to differences in the extent to which people 
believe they are personally responsible for their safety and differences in the extent 
to which people perceive gun ownership as part of their identity. But perhaps most 
importantly, lawmakers need to craft policies that do not place one group’s needs 
over the other’s, but rather satisfy the safety needs of both groups. Such policy is 
challenging, but is essential if we are to reduce gun violence in America.
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