
The Universal Pursuit of Safety
and the Demand for (Lethal, Non-Lethal or No) Guns

Marcella Alsan, Stanford
Joshua Schwartzstein, HBS
Stefanie Stantcheva, Harvard



America’s Gun Violence: Polarized Views

More than 44,000 lives were lost due to firearms in
2024 alone — about 121 lives lost every day.

About 62% were suicides, 35% homicides.

Firearms are the leading cause of death for children.

In 2024, firearms resulted in 2,228 deaths among
people under 18.

Yet, we disagree on what should be done (gun rights
advocates vs. gun control advocates).



Questions

1 Why do people hold such different views about personal lethal firearm ownership?

2 Can these views change?
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Our Paper: What We Do and Contributions

Explores motivations behind sharply different views on guns:
I Why do some people own guns while others do not? Explore the “why” and “why not?”

Leveraging an original large-scale survey of lethal �rearm owners (LFAO)
and non-owners (NO) (interested and not)

I Comprehensive questions on preferences, values, backgrounds, behaviors, beliefs, and
emotions/feelings.

An organizing framework in which every household demands safety but differs in
the way they produce it.

Experimental information treatments that speak to the safety-possibilities
frontier (safety-producing technologies):

I Highlighting private costs of gun ownership (health & legal)
I Introducing a new non-lethal alternative “Byrna.”
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What is Byrna?

Non-lethal self-defense weapon firing kinetic or chemical (0.68 caliber) projectiles (e.g.,
pepper rounds) using CO2 cartridges.

Does not penetrate the body, but can cause pain & temporary incapacitation (no
deaths recorded so far).

Designed to resemble & handle like a handgun; doesn’t require a license in many states.

Effective range of 60 feet (18m), farther than pepper sprays or stun guns.

Already used by law enforcement in various settings (special models).
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https://vimeo.com/987381123/65831a8dba?share=copy


Related Literature

Descriptive analysis of America’s gun owners:
I Glaeser and Glendon (1998); Cook and Ludwig (1996) – “Americans are ambivalent about

guns: they fear them and at the same time feel safer possessing them.”
I Studies build on Cook and Ludwig’s with more sophisticated text analysis. E.g., Boine et

al. (2022) – describes 6 types of owners with latent class analysis (Also see Yamane 2022, Kelley

and Ellison 2021; Kleck and Kovandzick 2009; ...).

Citizens’ views on LFA regulation & treatments to impact those views:
I Clips of school shooting coverage and second order beliefs (Dixon et. al. 2020; Robbers 2005; Parker

et al 2017a, b, Susmann et al 2022).
I Mild effects on support for stricter policies.

Estimates of the externalities associated with firearm use
I Cook et al (2025) contingent valuation approach: WTP $744 p.a. for 20% # in violence.
I Rosenberg (2024) causal estimates of the health externalities from LFA ownership

Estimating the demand for lethal firearms
I Moshary et al. 2025 (stated conjoint analysis); Armona and Rosenberg 2024; and
Rosenberg 2025.
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Notation Recap

LFA: Lethal firearm

LFAO: Lethal firearm owner

NLFA: Non-lethal firearm

NO: Non-owner

NO-U: Non-owner uninterested in a firearm

NO-I: Non-owner interested in a firearm
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Roadmap

1 Survey and Sample

2 Demand for Lethal and Non-Lethal Firearms

3 Organizing Framework: How People Create Safety

4 Experimental Results on Shifting Views on LFAs and NLFAs

5 Discussion
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Survey and Sample
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Survey Overview

Balance Table LFAOs Balance Table Non-Owners
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Recruitment and Screening (I)

Participants recruited from Proli�c.

Quota sampling to mirror U.S.
population on gun-ownership status

Quotas

The survey can be visited here.

The Full Questionnaire can be found
here.

Survey duration: 38 min (mean), 33
min (median).
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Recruitment and Screening (II)

Obfuscated recruitment:
participants ticked all items they
personally owned from a list Recruit

I One option was \Gun".

Direct �rearm ownership question:
\How many guns do you currently
own?" Ownership

Respondents with inconsistent
answers excluded from analysis.

I 197 participants in total (3% of
recruited participants).
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Descriptive Survey

Demographics

Models of guns*

Reasons to own (not own) a �rearm
Reasons

Identity: network, family tradition

Self-view, feelings, emotions Feelings

Self-defense and safety

Personal rights and freedoms

Community defense*

Externalities

*Question only asked to gun owners.
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Prior Beliefs and Behaviors

Beliefs
I Prior knowledge on NLFAs*
I Worried about health risks of LFA

for self and others
I Worried about legal risks of LFA

Behaviors
I Storage of weapons**
I Open carry**
I Shooting range and hunting
I Memberships and subscriptions

*Question asked at the end of the survey to prevent priming
participants. ** Asked to gun owners
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Randomized Video Treatment

Gun owner respondents
randomized to:

I NLFA Information
I NLFA Information + Endorsement
I Private Cost of LFA
I Control

Non-gun owner respondents
randomized to:

I Private Cost of LFA
I Control
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Posterior Beliefs, Behaviors and Policy Views

Beliefs
I Worried about health risks of LFA
I Worried about legal risks of LFA
I Non-lethal �rearms as

alternatives*
Question Good Replacement

Question Incapacitate

Behaviors
I Safe storage
I Multiple-price-list elicitation*

Gun safe MPL Text

Byrna MPL Text

Policy views and real stakes
I Non-lethal Real Stakes

I Lethal Real Stakes
*Question only asked to gun owners.
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Feedback and Additional Demographics

Additional Demographics
Feedback

I Open-ended feedback
I Open-ended purpose
I Bias

Additional information about Byrna
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Data Quality

Obfuscated recruitment to avoid selection on the topic, validated via gun game

Attention checks : Trick question, failed by 5.7% of respondents

Attrition is low (� 2%) and not di�erential wrt gun ownership or other characteristics.

Correlation between self-reported policy views andreal-stakes questions . Lethal

Non-lethal

Perceived bias and feedback: not biased� 75%; left-wing biased� 20%.
10% negative feedback due to survey length mainly.

Validation survey : List experiment to test for social desirability bias; prediction
exercises; gun games; additional questions.
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Follow-up Survey

Two weeks after the main survey.
Sections:

I Storage of Weapons
I Beliefs

Worried about health risks of LFA
Worried about legal risks of LFA
Non-lethal �rearms as alternatives

I Multiple price list elicitation
Safe
Byrna

I Policy views
Non-lethal
Lethal
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Survey Overview

Balance Table LFAOs Balance Table Non-Owners
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Demand for Lethal and Non-Lethal Firearms
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1. Demand for lethal �rearms
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Large Demand for LFAs, Little Willingness to Give Them Up

Interested Non-Owners (NO-I) : 1/3 of non-owners interested in acquiring a LFA.
I NO-I (versus NO-U): More likely to be African American or Hispanic, younger, lower

income, and more politically Independent. Group demographics Coe�cients

I 38% grew up in households with a gun (LFAO: 66%).

Asymmetry : Few LFAOs would consider reducing number of guns (7%) even with
NLFA.

I In contrast, 63% are considering adding another �rearm.
I Responses to \What would make you no longer own a gun" show many cannot �nd any

reason, or would need to be major shift (much lower crime or legal). Figure

Safe storage might be an issue: 95% of LFAOs say they can access LFA \within
minutes," 57% \immediately or within seconds;" 10% keep it with them.

) Giving up LFAs might be o� the table but movable margins can be safe storage, not
buying additional guns, considering other options as good alternatives
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2. The quest for safety
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Safety is the Main Reason for Owning a Lethal Firearm
Question (LFAO)

Question (NO)

Social desirability bias? List experiment from validation survey con�rms these shares.

List experiment Predictions All important reasons
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Safety is the Main Reason for Owningor Acquiring a Gun
Question (LFAO)

Question (NO)

Social desirability bias? List experiment from validation survey con�rms these shares.

List experiment Predictions All important reasons

Alsan & Schwartzstein & Stantcheva The Universal Pursuit of Safety February 25, 2026



Can you think of any reason or situation for you to start owning a gun?

Notes: This �gure displays the distribution of topics by types of non-owners responding to the question: \Can you think of any reason
or situation for you to start owning a gun? Please list them here." . Restricted to control group participants.
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3. Diving deeper into demand for safety
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LFAO & Non-Owners � Views on: # Armed Citizens, Trust Police,
Past Victimization

Notes: NO-I feel the least safe, trust police less; NO-U somewhat more likely to say guns will increase chance of being attacked or hurt.
(30% of US people own a gun, 40-43% live in household with a gun).
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However, NO-I Feel Much Less Safe, Trust police less

NO-I feel the least safe; more likely to have been victims of DV; NO-U more likely to say guns will increase chance of being attacked or
hurt.
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Feelings of Safety Correlate with Reality

Notes: Bin scatter plots show relationship between risk perception and county-level violent crime incidence. Feelings of safety (left
panel, on a 5-point scale from \very unsafe" to \very safe"). Violent crime incidence is calculated using FBI Uniform Crime Reporting
(UCR) data, de�ned as the number of violent crimes|Murder and Non-Negligent Manslaughter, Forcible Rape, Robbery, and Aggravated
Assault|divided by the county population. Equal-sized county bins based on their crime incidence rates, and each dot represents the
average perception within a bin.
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Feelings of Safety Correlate with Reality, and� for LFAO and NO-U

Notes: Bin scatter plots show relationship between risk perception and county-level violent crime incidence. Feelings of safety (left
panel, on a 5-point scale from \very unsafe" to \very safe"). Violent crime incidence is calculated using FBI Uniform Crime Reporting
(UCR) data, de�ned as the number of violent crimes|Murder and Non-Negligent Manslaughter, Forcible Rape, Robbery, and Aggravated
Assault|divided by the county population. Equal-sized county bins based on their crime incidence rates, and each dot represents the
average perception within a bin.
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Feelings of Safety Correlate with Reality, NO-I Feel Less Safe

Notes: Bin scatter plots show relationship between risk perception and county-level violent crime incidence. Feelings of safety (left panel,
on a 5-point scale from \very unsafe" to \very safe") and perceived likelihood of being a victim of violent crime (right panel, 5-point scale
from \Very unlikely" to \Very likely.") Violent crime incidence is calculated using FBI Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) data, de�ned
as the number of violent crimes|Murder and Non-Negligent Manslaughter, Forcible Rape, Robbery, and Aggravated Assault|divided
by the county population. Equal-sized county bins based on their crime incidence rates, and each dot represents the average perception
within a bin.
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Similar Findings for Perceived Risk of Crime

(a) Feeling of safety (b) Perceived risk of violent crime

One standard deviation increase in the crime rate leads to 0.07, 0.072 and 0.083 decrease in 1-to-5 scale safety feeling, for NO-U, NO-I
and LFAO respectively. One standard deviation corresponds to 0.00078 incidents per capita (or 0.78 incidents per 1000 inhabitants).

Zip code level
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Correlates of Feeling Safe: Safer With or Without a Gun?

One standard deviation increase in the gun violence rate leads to 0.017 decrease in dichotomized safety feeling (decreases likelihood of
feeling safe by 1.7ppt). One standard deviation corresponds to 0.0021 incidents per capita (or 2.1 incidents per 1000 inhabitants).
Notes: This �gures plots the OLS regression coe�cients of feels safe on personal chars. and state f.e. Outcome is dichotomized feels
safety (1 if \Somewhat" or \Very Safe"). The coe�cients by LFAO and NO-U are relative to NO-I. Bars rep. 95% CI.

Variance decomposition
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4. What stops some people from owning guns even though they
demand safety? The role of heterogeneous perceived costs of guns
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Non-Owners are Concerned With Costs Associated with Ownership
Question

Notes: This �gure shows the share among non-owners who rated each reason as the most important for why they do not own a lethal
�rearm. Restricted to control group participants.
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LFAO Perceive Lower Chance of Private Harms from Guns

Notes: This �gure displays the share of respondents who reported feeling very upset or extremely upset and very worried or extremely
worried about various scenarios involving the private costs of �rearms, by �rearm ownership status. Each scenario was rated on a 4-point
scale, from 1 (Not upset at all/Not worried at all) to 4 (Extremely upset/Extremely worried). Restricted to control group participants.
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Feelings Attached to (Idea of) Owning a Gun

Notes: \To what extent does/would owning a gun make you feel:" [No extent, Some extent, A moderate extent, and A great extent].
Share answering \A great extent."
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Feelings Attached to (Idea of) Owning a Gun

Notes: \To what extent does/would owning a gun make you feel:" [No extent, Some extent, A moderate extent, and A great extent].
Share answering \A great extent."
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Feelings Attached to (Idea of) Owning a Gun: NO-I� LFAOs
Question

NO-I look more like LFAOs
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LFAO Perceive Lower Chance of Social Harms from Guns

Notes: This �gure displays the share of respondents who hold speci�c perceptions on the items listed in the rows, by �rearm ownership
status. Restricted to control group participants.
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5. Demand for Non-Lethal Alternatives and Policy views

Alsan & Schwartzstein & Stantcheva The Universal Pursuit of Safety February 25, 2026



LFAO Largely Haven't Considered NLFAs

Timeline
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Role of Safety in Views on whether NLFA Good or Bad Replacements
among LFAO

(a) Why is NLFA a good replacement for LFA? (b) Why is it a bad replacement?

Notes: These �gures respectively display the distribution of topics in responses from LFAOs to the follow-up open-ended questions:
\Why do you consider non-lethal �rearms like Byrna to be a decent/good/complete replacement?" and \Why do you consider non-lethal
�rearms like Byrna to be not much of a replacement/not a replacement at all?"
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LFAO and Non-Owners Don't Always Disagree on Policy: Prohibited
Purchasers, Who Cannot Own

Notes: This �gure illustrates respondents' views on policies related to lethal �rearms,
by �rearm ownership status. Support for each policy was measured on a 5-point scale
ranging from 1 (\Strongly oppose") to 5 (\Strongly support"). The �gure displays the
share of respondents who expressed \Somewhat support" and \Strongly support" to each
policy. Restricted to control group participants.
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LFAO and Non-Owners Di�er On Rules for Buying

Notes: This �gure illustrates respondents' views on policies related to lethal �rearms, by �rearm ownership status. Support for each
policy was measured on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (\Strongly oppose") to 5 (\Strongly support"). The �gure displays the share of
respondents who expressed \Somewhat support" and \Strongly support" to each policy. Restricted to control group participants.
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Proposed Policies: LFAO and Non-Owners Di�er On the Where, How,
and Which of Lethal Firearm Use

Notes: This �gure displays the share of respondents who expressed \Somewhat support" and \Strongly support" to each policy on a
5-point scale ranging from 1 (\Strongly oppose") to 5 (\Strongly support"). Restricted to control group participants.
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LFAO and Non-Owners Overlapping Views on Who Can Own and
Potential Alternatives: NLFA*

Notes: This �gure illustrates respondents' views on policies related to lethal �rearms, by �rearm owner-
ship status. Support for each policy was measured on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (\Strongly oppose")
to 5 (\Strongly support"). The �gure displays the share of respondents who expressed \Somewhat sup-
port" and \Strongly support" to each policy. Restricted to control group participants.

*So long as not asked to give up gun.

Treatment E�ects
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Summing Up Descriptive Analysis

Lethal �rearm owners and non-owners appear to share acommon objective: to be safe.

However, they have di�erent views about whether guns make them safer.

Owners feel safe with lethal guns and vulnerable without them.

Uninterested non-owners feel unsafe and irresponsible with LFA; worried about private
and social harms.

Interested non-owners appear to fall in-between and feel especially unsafe in daily lives.

These di�erences do not seem readily explained by other sociodemographics or the
actual crime threat people face.

Policy preferences similarly di�er across LFAO and NO, but there is overlap for purchasing
prohibitions and NLFA.

Most gun owners haven't considered purchasing non-lethal �rearm alternatives.
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Organizing Framework
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Outline of Framework: Producing Safety

Option f bundles types of �rearms (NLFA vs. LFA), behaviors (e.g. carry), storage (e.g.,
safe).

Vf =
X

s

�̂ if (s) �
�

wif � b̂if (s) � ĥif (s)
�

� Pf (1)

�̂ is subjective beliefs
s indexes di�erent situations
�̂ if (s) is probability attached to situation s
wif � 0 weight on the safety bene�ts relative to harms (true preferences or salience)
b̂if (s) is protective bene�ts assigned.
ĥif (s) is non-pecuniary and pecuniary harms/costs (private & internalized social)
Pf is the price of �rearm f
Let: B̂ if �

P
s �̂ if (s) � b̂if (s) and Ĥ if �

P
s �̂ if (s) � ĥif (s) + Pf .

Vf = wif � B̂ if � Ĥ if (2)
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Trading O� Bene�ts B and HarmsH from Di�erent Firearm Bundles
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The Safety-Possibilities Frontier (SPF) Shows E�cient B/H
Combinations: Highest Protective Bene�t for Least Harm
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People Select Firearms based on Preferences and SPF
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Pure Preference-Driven Demand for Guns

SPF homogeneous across people & perceptions are accurate.
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Pure Preference-Driven Demand for Guns (II)

Agent j values protective bene�ts more than i , ready to accept more harms. Weights could re
ect
salience or true preferences. Implicit in most of the literature.
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Heterogeneous SPFs

Can re
ect di�erent risk/exposure ( � (s) di�ers for risky situations), legal restrictions, di�erent skill,
income, family situations, etc.
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Pure Belief-Driven Demand for Guns

1) Di�erent perceived ^ � ( s) (could be salience) we saw that LFAO perceive lower chance of harms to children or legal implications; 2)

di�erent perceived bene�ts b̂f (e.g., chance of being hurt if attacked); 3) di�erent perceived harms ĥ f (hard to disentangle from � ).
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Pure Belief-Driven Demand for Guns (II)
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Pure Belief-Driven Demand for Guns (III)

Even with the same preferences & true SPF, people will choose di�erent points in perceived B and
H space.
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General Case: Heterogeneous SPFs, Beliefs, and Preferences

Agents may also di�er in SPFs, beliefs, and preferences, leading them to consume at di�erent points
in the perceived B and H space.
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Experimental E�ects:
Informing Respondents About the Cost of Lethal Firearms or

Non-Lethal Alternatives
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