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SELF-INTEREST, SYMBOLIC POLITICS, AND
PUBLIC ATTITUDES TOWARD GUN CONTROL

Robin M. Wolpert and James G. Gimpel

Numerous studies have found that immediate and tangible self-interest has a minimal
influence on public attitudes toward many policy issues. We examine public attitudes
toward gun control in order to determine whether gun owners exhibit distinctive
policy preferences. Our results indicate that self-interest strongly influences public
preferences on gun control and that banning handguns evokes stronger self-interest
effects than banning assault weapons or imposing a waiting period on purchases of
firearms. We conclude by discussing why gun control evokes self-interested calcula-
tions among gun owners, the implications of our findings for self-interest theory, and
suggestions for further lines of research.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, gun control has been a bitterly contested
issue. Much of the controversy stems from the fact that gun control is a social
regulatory policy that involves specific rules and sanctions that have a direct
and concrete impact on individuals (Spitzer 1995, 4). Through federal regula-
tions such as the Brady Bill, the ban on assault weapons, and state regulations
such as instant checks, waiting periods, and purchasing permits, governments
are applying their coercive powers directly to shape individual conduct.

Given that gun owners are likely to be personally affected by gun regula-
tions, do they exhibit distinctive preferences on gun control? Surprisingly,
prior research suggests that this is unlikely. Although it is widely assumed that
citizens adopt policy preferences that further their private interests, a vast
body of empirical research reveals that self-interest exerts little influence over
mass preferences (for a review of the literature, see Sears and Funk, 1990).
White parents whose children are affected by a desegregation plan are no
more likely than other whites to oppose busing (Sears et al., 1979, 1980);
those with poor health insurance are no more likely to support national health
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insurance than the fully insured (Sears et al., 1980); those vulnerable to the
military draft do not have distinctive preferences on the draft (Lau et al.,
1978); those with relatives and friends serving in Vietnam were no more likely
to oppose the Vietnam War than others (Lau et al., 1978); the unemployed do
not support job programs more than the employed (Lau and Sears, 1981);
parents of children in public schools do not support aid to education more
than others (Sears and Citrin, 1985); whites adversely affected by affirmative
action are no more likely to oppose preferential hiring than other whites
(Kinder and Sanders, 1987; Kluegel and Smith, 1983; Kinder, 1986); vul-
nerability to crime does not produce distinctive attitudes on law and order
policies (Sears et al., 1980; Kleck, 1996); and working women are no more
likely than homemakers to support the ERA or affirmative action for women
(Sears and Huddy, 1990). Similarly, on issues such as bilingual education
(Huddy and Sears, 1989), immigration (Stein et al., 1997), English as an offi-
cial language (Huddy and Sears, 1989; Citrin et al., 1990a, 1990b), inflation
(Sears and Citrin, 1985), and the energy crisis (Sears et al., 1978), tangible
personal interests fail to produce distinctive policy attitudes.

What does produce distinctive policy attitudes are "symbolic predisposi-
tions" (see generally Sears and Funk, 1990). Symbolic predispositions, such as
party identification, ideology, nationalism, or racial prejudice, are stable affec-
tive preferences acquired through conditioning in preadult years (Sears et al.,
1980, p. 671; Sears and Funk, 1991, p. 13). These predispositions influence
adult policy attitudes on the basis of cognitive consistency, where the sim-
ilarity of symbols posed by policy issues evokes longstanding affective re-
sponses rather than rational self-interested calculations (Sears et al., 1980, p.
671).

There are, of course, a few exceptions to the general rule that self-interest
fails to influence policy attitudes. Self-interest has been found to be signifi-
cantly associated with support for tax-cutting ballot propositions (Sears and
Citrin, 1985) and cigarette taxes or smoking restrictions (Green and Gerken,
1989). Some scholars have hypothesized that self-interest works in these cases
because of the unusual clarity and magnitude of the personal stakes as well as
the legitimacy of placing responsibility for the policy on the government
(Sears and Funk, 1990; Green and Gerken, 1989). For most issues, however,
the stakes are neither large nor high and voters attribute their personal well-
being to themselves rather than the government (Sears and Funk, 1990, p.
166). This "ethic of self-reliance" (Sniderman and Brody, 1977) or bias to-
ward making internal attributions means that it is difficult for voters to com-
prehend the full impact of government actions on their lives and adopt ratio-
nal self-interested preferences (Sears and Funk, 1990, p. 166).

The research presented here indicates that self-interest strongly influences
public preferences on gun control. Using national polls taken at various times
between 1981 and 1993, we find that gun owners are consistently and signifi-
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cantly less supportive than non-gun owners of banning handguns, banning
assault weapons, and imposing a seven-day waiting period for the purchase of
firearms. Symbolic factors are only sporadically significant, and when signifi-
cant, their influence is far outweighed by self-interested considerations. We
conclude by discussing why self-interest, which ordinarily has little influence
on policy preferences, exerts such a strong influence on attitudes toward gun
control.

THE SOURCES OF PUBLIC ATTITUDES TOWARD GUN CONTROL

We expect public preferences on gun control to be influenced by self-
interest, symbolic, and demographic factors. Self-interested attitudes are de-
fined as those that are "instrumental to the individual's attainment of valued
goals" (Sears et al., 1980, p. 671). The range of goals has generally been
restricted to those "which bear directly on the material well-being of individ-
uals' private lives," including financial status, health, domicile, and the family's
well-being (Sears et al., 1980, p. 671). Nonmaterial goals such as spiritual
well-being, moral rectitude, and prestige or status are excluded from this
definition as well as very long-term calculations about self-interest that do not
bear directly on personal well-being in the short run (Sears et al., 1980, p.
671).

In the area of gun control, we identify two groups of individuals who theo-
retically have a personal stake in the issue—gun owners and crime victims.
Since gun control proponents believe that restrictions on the purchase and
ownership of guns are an effective policy solution to crime and violence,
those who have been victimized by crime may believe that they stand to
personally benefit from gun control regulations. Prior research, however, indi-
cates that crime victimization and fear of crime do not influence attitudes
toward gun control. Although many scholars have found a bivariate relation-
ship between fear or victimization and support for gun control (for example,
see Smith, 1980), multivariate models that control for demographic traits re-
veal that robbery and burglary victimization, general crime victimization, fear
of walking alone, staying away from certain parts of town because of fear of
crime, and fear of being home alone do not influence attitudes on gun control
or law and order issues (Kleck, 1996; Sears et al., 1980).

One explanation for the muted effect of self-interest on attitudes may be
that crime victims and those who fear crime respond to victimization or the
fear of victimization by purchasing firearms for defensive purposes rather
than calling for gun control (Smith and Uchida, 1988; Young, 1985; Hill et al.,
1985; Lizotte et al., 1981). Thus, "crime and disorder play a dual and some-
what paradoxical role in the gun control issue, creating both the need for gun
control and the opposition to it" (McDowall and Loftin, 1983, p. 1157).
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Gun owners theoretically have a personal stake in gun restrictions since it
is their behavior or potential future behavior that is the subject of regulation.
Gun control laws, of course, vary in the extent to which they regulate individ-
ual conduct. A ban on handguns or assault weapons is a more restrictive
measure than a seven-day waiting period for the purchase of firearms. Even if
the tangible impact of gun control regulations on individual conduct is not
great, however, the National Rifle Association (NRA) and other gun control
opponents stress the slippery slope argument that minimal restrictions on gun
ownership could eventually lead to more prohibitive measures later—includ-
ing an outright denial of the right to bear arms (Spitzer, 1995; Kleck, 1996).
The possibility of future, more costly restrictions means that even minimal
inconveniences resulting from the enactment or potential enactment of gun
control legislation may be sufficient to evoke self-interested calculations
among gun owners.

Because gun control evokes a distinct set of values collectively known as
"the gun culture" (Spitzer, 1995), we also expect attitudes toward gun control
to originate in symbolic predispositions that are the result of preadult socializ-
ation. The term "gun culture" refers to the sentimental attachment of many
Americans to firearms. This attachment is rooted in the connection between
guns and the country's early struggle for survival and independence, the fron-
tier experience, the hunting and sporting ethos, and the cultural tradition that
has grown up about these experiences (Spitzer, 1995, p. 12; Hofstadter and
Wallace, 1971). In contemporary society, the gun culture revolves around
those who continue to use guns for hunting, sporting, and related purposes
(Spitzer, 1995, p. 12). Opponents of gun control, including the NRA, deliber-
ately cast the gun control issue in moral terms to evoke the fundamental and
personal values underlying the gun culture (Spitzer 1988, p. 136; 1995).

The values associated with the gun culture are ideologically related to indi-
vidualism and opposition to governmental intrusion into private citizens' lives
(Spitzer, 1988). Politically, they are connected with the Republican party,
which has historically opposed gun control (Spitzer, 1988, pp. 127-128; Gim-
pel, 1998). Because gun control evokes values that are politically and ideologi-
cally distinctive, attitudes toward gun control may be stimulated by traditional
affective, symbolic preferences such as party identification and ideology.

We include demographic factors such as region of residence, urban-rural
residence, religion, income, age, gender, and race in our models for two rea-
sons. First, prior research indicates that those who own guns and/or compose
the active gun culture are demographically distinctive. Gun owners are likely
to be from the South and live in rural rather than urban areas (Ellison, 1991;
Dixon and Lizotte, 1987; Bankston et al., 1990; Marciniak and Loftin, 1991;
Young, 1986; Marshall and Webb, 1992). Protestants are more likely to own
guns than those of other religious traditions (Sheley et al., 1994; Marciniak
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and Loftin, 1991) and whites are more likely than blacks to own guns (Mar-
shall and Webb, 1992, p. 243; Marciniak and Loftin, 1991). Gun ownership
tends to increase with income and age and is more prevalent among men
than women (Bankston et al., 1990; Marciniak and Loftin, 1991; Marshall and
Webb, 1992; Branscombe and Owen, 1991, p. 1568; Young, 1986). Since our
aim is to determine whether gun ownership influences attitudes toward gun
control, we must control for the demographic traits that are associated with
gun ownership.

Second, apart from their association with gun ownership, prior research
suggests that demographic characteristics may directly influence attitudes to-
ward gun control. Blacks are more supportive of gun control than whites
(Smith, 1980), even after controlling for their lower levels of gun ownership
(Kleck, 1996). Those with higher incomes and levels of education are more
supportive of gun control than others, perhaps because they are personally
isolated from the risks of victimization and have been exposed to pro-control
or anti-gun cultural influences through higher education (Kleck, 1996, p.
398). Opposition to gun control decreases as one moves from small towns and
rural areas to large metropolitan centers (Smith, 1980); and those in the
Northeast are less opposed to gun control than those from the South and
West (Smith, 1980; Gimpel, 1998).

Prior research on the influence of religion, gender, and age on gun control
attitudes produces contradictory hypotheses. Although gun regulation is not a
theological or religious matter, Smith (1980) finds that Protestants and those
without a religious affiliation are more opposed to gun control than Catholics
and Jews (Smith, 1980). Kleck (1996), however, finds that Jews are more
supportive of requiring police permits for gun ownership but that member-
ship in a Protestant group is unrelated to attitudes toward permits. Smith's
(1980) research reveals that women are consistently more supportive of gun
control than men, perhaps because traditional female upbringing generally
includes values such as pacificism and sympathy. Kleck's multivariate models
(1996), however, indicate that gender is not significantly associated with atti-
tudes toward police permit requirements, suggesting that the strong bivariate
association between gender and permit opinion is due to the fact that women
are less likely to own guns. Many scholars argue that older people, regardless
of their victimization rates, are significantly more likely than younger people
to be afraid of crime and thus more supportive of stringent approaches to law
and order problems (see Danigelis and Cutler 1991). Danigelis and Cutler,
(1991), however, find no support for the "aging-conservativism" thesis; and
Smith (1980) and Kleck (1996) find no statistically significant difference be-
tween younger and older cohorts in their attitudes toward police permits.

Finally, we investigate whether those living in states with strict gun control
laws are less likely to oppose gun control. In restrictive states, residents may
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have become accustomed to state laws regulating the sale and ownership of
firearms. The passage of an additional law may not seem like too great a
departure from the status quo. Moreover, because laws foster and create
opinion in their favor, public opinion is often supportive of measures that
have become law merely because they have been enacted (Lazarsfeld, 1957;
Noelle-Neumann, 1993, pp. 130-131). In states where there are few or no
restrictions, there may be more opposition to gun control because the passage
of a handgun ban or other restrictions would be considered an extraordinary
measure contrary to local tradition and history.

THE DATA

We examine the influence of self-interest, symbolic, and demographic fac-
tors on public attitudes toward three types of gun control regulations: ban-
ning handguns, banning assault weapons, and requiring a seven-day waiting
period for the purchase of firearms. For the handgun issue, we utilize four
polls taken in April 1981 (CBS News/New York Times), October 1988 (CBS
News/Neit> Yorfc Times}, January 1992 (CBS News/New York Times State of
the Union), and December 1993 (CBS News). We use two polls conducted in
May 1991 (CBS News) and January 1992 (CBS/New Yorfc Times State of the
Union) to assess attitudes toward a seven-day waiting period for the purchase
of handguns. Finally, we use two polls taken in March 1989 (CBS 48 Hours)
and January 1992 (CBS/New York Times State of the Union) to examine the
sources of attitudes toward banning assault weapons.1

Our choice of polling data is governed by several considerations. First, the
polls we use contain identical question wording on the dependent variables
(see Appendix for question wording). Second, we chose to use network poll-
ing data because these data ask respondents about their views concerning a
wide variety of gun control policies—banning handguns, banning assault
weapons, and waiting periods. Thus, although polling data on gun control are
available from the General Social Survey, these polls only ask questions about
police permits rather than a full range of gun control policies. Third, we use
network polling data because the networks have polled respondents on their
views about the three gun control policies at various points in time. We can-
not use all of the available polls here because they lack key variables thought
to influence attitudes toward gun control. We do, however, use at least two
polls taken at separate points in time for each policy issue in order to deter-
mine whether the influence of self-interest and symbolic predispositions on
attitudes depends on the timing of polls.

With a few exceptions, all of the surveys we use contain information about
a respondent's party identification, ideology, region of residence, age, educa-
tion, race, income, religion, and gender (for coding of the independent vari-
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ables, see Appendix). Additional variables include whether the respondent
lives in a rural or urban area and whether anyone in the respondent's house-
hold owns a gun. Unfortunately, only one of these polls (December 1993,
CBS) contains information about whether the respondent is a crime victim or
fears crime. Our analysis of the influence of these two variables on attitudes
toward gun control, however, confirms the results of prior research that vic-
timization and fear of crime are insignificantly associated with gun control
attitudes (Kleck, 1996; Young, 1985). We therefore are confident that using
the polls that lack these questions about crime victimization and fear of crime
does not compromise our results.

In order to determine the extent of gun regulation in particular states, we
constructed a variable based on data compiled by the United States Depart-
ment of Justice, published in The Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics,
which specifies which states have laws requiring (1) a waiting period for the
purchase of guns, (2) a license or permit to purchase guns, (3) gun registra-
tion requirements, (4) whether a record of gun sales is sent to state or local
governmental authorities, (5) whether carrying firearms openly is prohibited,
whether carrying concealed weapons is prohibited, (6) whether licenses to
carry firearms openly or concealed is required, and (7) whether gun owners
are required to carry a license or identification card. The product of our
inventory of state gun control laws was a scale running from 0 to 7, with 0
indicating no restrictions and 7 indicating the states with the most restrictive
gun control laws. We constructed the scale for each year data were available.

Before proceeding to the multivariate analysis, some descriptive statistics
for the dependent variables and key independent variables are in order. They
are presented in Table 1. These figures show that nearly half of all respon-
dents owned some type of firearm. As for the gun control measures, the
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TABLE 1. Percentage of Respondents Owning Guns and Favoring Various
Gun Control Measures, 1981-1993

Variable and Poll

April 1981
October 1988
March 1989
May 1991
January 1992
December 1993

% Owning
Guns

47%
47%
49%
48%
47%
46%

% Favoring
Handgun Ban

45%
46%
43%

43%
51%

% Favoring
Assault

Weapons
Ban

79%

81%

% Favoring
7-day Waiting

Period

87%
89%

Source: ICPSR, CBS News/Nett York Times and CBS News Monthly Polls, 1981-1993.



handgun ban was by far the most controversial, generating support from be-
tween 43% and 51% of respondents. The sharp division of opinion is not
surprising given that such a ban goes well beyond what is on the books in
most states (although some localities, including Washington, D.C., have
adopted such a ban). By contrast, the other gun control measures received
considerable support, with 79% to 81% supporting the ban on assault weap-
ons, and 87% to 89% support on the seven-day waiting period.

In exploring other relationships among our variables (data not reported),
we discovered that these polls confirm previous findings on the profile of gun
owners; namely, that when compared to non-gun owners, those who own
firearms tend to be male, white, ideologically conservative, slightly less edu-
cated, and younger. They are not necessarily poorer than non-gun owners,
however. Gun ownership rates are also higher in the South and West than in
the Northeast or Midwest, and considerably higher in rural areas than in the
nations largest cities.

Table 2 presents bivariate correlations of the relationship between gun
ownership and several gun control policies. These figures reveal that gun
ownership is negatively associated with support for the waiting period, a
handgun ban, and an assault weapons ban. When compared to the waiting
period and the assault weapons ban, gun owners are particularly hostile to the
ban on handguns.

GUN OWNERSHIP AND ATTITUDES TOWARD GUN CONTROL:
MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS

We evaluate attitudes toward banning handguns, banning assault weapons,
and requiring a seven-day waiting period for the purchase of firearms with
standard multivariate logistic regression models.2 The results concerning atti-
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TABLE 2. Bivariate Correlation of Gun Ownership with Various Gun Control
Measures 1981-1993

Variable and Poll

April 1981
October 1988
March 1989
May 1991
January 1992
December 1993

Correlation with
Handgun Ban

- . 3 3 "
- .34"
- . 1 5 "

- . 3 6 "
- .34"

Correlation with
Assault

Weapons Ban

- . 1 4 "

- . 1 6 "

Correlation with
7-Day Waiting

Period

- . 1 4 "
- . 1 4 "

Source: ICPSR, CBS News/New York Times and CBS News Monthly Polls, 1981-1993.
°p < .05; "p < .01; two-tail tests.



tudes toward banning handguns are presented in Table 3. Self-interest exerts
a consistently strong influence on attitudes, regardless of the year in which
the poll was taken. Gun owners were between 22.8% and 33.0% more likely
to be opposed to a ban on handguns than non-gun owners. With the excep-
tion of age in the October 1988 poll and state restrictions in the January 1992
poll, the self-interest effects of gun ownership dwarf the effects of all other
variables in the model, including symbolic factors such as ideology and party
identification. This finding is particularly noteworthy, given the conclusions of
past research that symbolic factors far outweigh self-interest. The general
insignificance of these symbolic variables suggests that banning handguns is
not an aspect of gun control that has polarized the electorate on partisan or
ideological grounds.

It should be emphasized, however, that the significance of symbolic factors,
particularly ideology, varies. In October 1988, for example, conservatives
were 18.0% less supportive of banning handguns than liberals. By contrast,
conservatives were only 2.0% less supportive of banning guns than liberals in
the April 1981 poll, and the coefficient was not significant. The variation in
the importance of symbolic predispositions across the polls strongly suggests
that contextual factors, such as events proximate to the time the polls were
conducted, are relevant in triggering affective responses to gun control. For
instance, ideology is highly salient in October 1988. This may be due to the
pending presidential election as well as Congress' consideration of the Brady
Bill during this period. In December 1993, ideology is again salient, perhaps
because of the passage of the Brady Bill by Congress the previous month, an
event that was highly publicized. Since the effects of ideology on attitudes are
not as pronounced in December 1993 as in October 1988, it may be the case
that in nonelection years, citizens' symbolic predispositions are not as likely to
be activated by political news and events as in election years.

The results in Table 3 also indicate that support for banning handguns is
consistently and significantly associated with age and gender. Older individ-
uals and women are more supportive of banning handguns than younger indi-
viduals and men. The coefficients for age and gender are quite large and the
effects of these variables on attitudes toward banning handguns occasionally
come close to those of gun ownership. Protestants, on the other hand, oppose
banning handguns. Other variables such as region of residence, education,
income, urban-rural residence, and state restrictiveness on gun control are
sporadically significant. Surprisingly, race does not significantly influence atti-
tudes toward banning handguns in any of the polls. Is this because some
blacks respond to the threat of crime by purchasing firearms for self-defense
and therefore view gun control measures as hostile to their interest in individ-
ual security? This is certainly one possible explanation. In the wake of the
Rodney King beating and the Los Angeles riots, much has been made of the
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TABLE 3. The Impact of Self-Interest and Symbolic Politics on Attitudes
Toward Banning Handguns, 1981-1993

Variable and Poll April 1981

Gunowner

Effect
South

Effect
West

Effect
Midwest

Effect
Democrat

Effect
Republican

Effect
Ideology

Effect
Age

Effect
Education

Effect
Black

Effect
Income

Effect
Female

Effect
Rural

Effect

-1.19"°
(.14)

-28.9
- .49"

(-19)
-12.1

-1.02""
(.22)

-24.5
-.03
(.19)

-1.0
.12

(.16)
3.0
-.08

(.17)
-2.0
-.04

(.09)
-2.0

.12"
(.07)
9.0
-.05

(.07)
-3.8

.21
(.24)
5.1

.03
(.06)
3.0
.68"°

(.13)
15.2

.02
(.06)
1.5

October
1988

-1.02""'
(-16)

-22.8
-.41°

(.22)
-9.2
-.54"

(.25)
-11.7

.23
(.21)
5.6

.01
(.33)
.2

-.19
(.33)

-4.4
_ 39...

(.11)
-18.0

.36°°"
(.08)

24.7
.16°

(.08)
11.6

.03
(.29)
1.0
.04

(.06)
3.7
.63""

(.15)
10.8
-.13"

(.06)
-12.0

January
1992

-1.39"*
(.14)

-33.0
-.22

(.21)
-5.6
-.20

(.21)
-4.5

.15
(.20)
3.6
-.18

(.17)
-4.4
-.32°

(-18)
-7.9
-.05
(.10)

-2.5
.32""

(.07)
23.0

.03
(.08)
2.2

-.06
(.26)

-1.4
.14"

(.07)
13.5

.75°"
(.14)

17.4
.02

(.06)
1.5

December
1993

-1.22""
(.14)

-29.4
-.17
(.19)

-4.2

.07
(.22)
1.8
.03

(.20)
1.0
.15

(.17)
3.7
-.05

(.17)
-1.3
-.19""
(.10)

-9.5
.22""

(.07)
16.3

.24"°°
(.08)

16.9
.34

(.26)
7.0
.05

(.06)
5.0

.89""°
(.14)

16.8
-.07

(.06)
-5.2
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finding that blacks have far less confidence in police protection than whites;
and where police effectiveness is perceived to be weak, the rate of household
gun ownership peaks (McDowall and Loftin, 1983; Feagin, 1970). In our
January 1992 poll an uncommon but useful question was asked about the
reasons gun owners purchased their weapons. Among white respondents,
62% said that their guns were for hunting and recreational purposes and only
22.6% of whites said their guns were for self-protection. Among blacks, how-
ever, the proportions were reversed. Sixty-four percent of black gun owners
reported owning guns for self-protection and 27% for recreation and hunting.
Blacks' interest in gun ownership for personal protection is much higher than
for whites and this may explain the opposition of African-Americans to certain
gun control measures (Gimpel and Wolpert, 1998).

Table 4 presents the results for our estimation of the sources of attitudes
toward banning assault weapons and requiring a seven-day waiting period for
the purchase of firearms. Again, as with the issue of banning handguns, self-
interest exerts a strong influence on attitudes, regardless of the year in which
the poll was taken. Furthermore, the effects of self-interest far outweigh the
effects of symbolic factors, which, with one exception, do not even reach
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TABLE 3. (Continued)

Variable and Poll

Protestant

Effect
State Restrictions

Effect
Constant
N
% Correct
Null Model

-211X2
p -value
Pseudo-R2

April 1981

_ 7o«»«
(.14)

-17.2
.10

(.15)
-12.4

- .16
1186

68.4
54.7

226.8
p < .0001

.16

October
1988

- .21
(.16)

-5 .0
.01

(.20)
2.4

- . 6 7
916

68.2
54.5

172.8
p < .0001

.16

January
1992

- .26"
(.14)

-6.4
.36"

(.17)
53.0

-1 .74
1080

69.2
56.7

214.6
p < .0001

.17

December
1993

_

.01
(.06)
1.8

-1 .92
1091

68.9
50.8

205.4
p < .0001

.16

Source: ICPSR, CBS News/New York Times Monthly Polls.
"p < .10; °'p < .05- '"p < .01
Logit regression models; MLE coefficients (standard errors).
Dependent variable: 0 = Oppose gun ban, 1 = Favor gun ban.
Effect = Change in the probability of supporting a ban on handgun sales by moving each

independent variable from its lowest to highest value with all other variables held constant at
their sample means.

Pseudo-R2 = Model x2/(W + Model x2).
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TABLE 4. The Impact of Self-interest and Symbolic Politics on Attitudes
Toward the Seven-Day Waiting Period and the Assault Weapons
Ban, 1989-1992

Variable and Poll

Gunowner

Effect
South

Effect
West

Effect
Midwest

Effect
Democrat

Effect
Republican

Effect
Ideology

Effect
Age

Effect
Education

Effect
Black

Effect
Income

Effect
Female

Effect
Rural

Effect

Assault Ban
March 1989

-.74""
(.24)

-5,6
-.83"

(.34)
-5.7
-.31

(-41)
-2.2
-.61°

(.34)
-2.4

.52°
(.29)
4.2

-.04
(.26)

-.3
.03

(.15)
.5
.14

(-12)
3.3
.37"°

(.12)
16.5

-.83"
(.38)

-18.9

—

.69"
(.22)
2.8

.07
(.09)
1.5

Assault Ban
January 1992

-.76"
(.18)

-17.4

.40'
(.24)
9.0
.03

(.26)
1.0
.38

(.25)
7.3
.13

(.21)
3.0
-.15

(.22)
-3.5
-.06
(.12)

-2.8
.35""

(.09)
24.1

.10
(.09)
6.4

-.58°
(.31)

-6.8
-.04

(.09)
-3.7

.64°°°
(.17)

15.8

-.24"°
(.08)

-15.9

7-Day Wait
May 1991

-.89°"
(.28)

-11.7
-.35
(.38)

-4.5
-.06
(.46)

-1 .0
.11

(.39)
1.6

-.03
(.32)

-.4
-.40
(.30)

-5.1
.07

(.17)
1.8
.17

(.13)
6.9

.06
(.13)
2.6

-1.19°°°
(.43)

-24.4
.13

(.14)
7.1

1.31°"
(.27)
5.9
-.02
(.10)

-1.1

7-Day Wait
January 1992

-.84°°°
(.24)

-17.0
.60°°

(.31)
11.5
-.08

(.32)
-1.6

.48
(-32)
7.0

-.28
(.26)

-5.7
.15

(.29)
3.0

-.12
(.15)

-4.8
.19

(.11)
11.3

.27°°
(.12)

11.4
-.47

(.40)
-5.0

.10
(.11)
7.9
.71°°°

(.22)
17.4

-.22"°
(.09)

-12.7
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statistical significance. These results, which mirror those obtained for the
handgun ban issue, clearly indicate that gun control is an exception to the
general rule that symbolic predispositions outweigh self-interest.

A close inspection of the effects of gun ownership on attitudes reveals two
noteworthy patterns. First, the effects of gun ownership on attitudes toward
banning assault weapons vary from 5.6% in March 1989 to 17.4% in January
1992. The weak effect of self-interest in March 1989 may be due to the
fact that President Bush enacted a temporary ban on assault weapons that
month—a highly salient event that proved to have widespread popular sup-
port (see also Table 1).

A second noteworthy pattern is that the effects of gun ownership on atti-
tudes toward banning assault weapons and imposing a waiting period are
considerably less than the effect of gun ownership on attitudes toward ban-
ning handguns. Gun owners are 11.7% to 17.0% more opposed to a seven-day
waiting period than non-gun owners and 5.6% to 17.4% more opposed to an
assault weapons ban than non-gun owners. With respect to the ban on hand-
guns, gun owners are between 22.8% and 33.0% more opposed. Apparently,
gun owners view a ban on assault weapons and a seven-day waiting period as
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TABLE 4. (Continued)

Variable and Poll

Protestant

Effect
State
Restrictions

Effect

Constant
N
% Correct
Null Model

-211*2

p- value
Pseudo R2

Assault Ban
March 1989

- .35
(.29)

16.0
-.32
573

79.0
79.0
56.1

p < .0001
.09

Assault Ban
January 1992

.25
(.18)
5.8

.31
(.21)

43.7
.38

1097
82.5
80.7
84.0

p < .0001
.07

7-Day Wait
May 1991

_

- . 4 3
(.33)

-33.5
.35

7401
88.2
87.1
60.3

p < .0001
.08

7-Day Wait
January 1992

- .01
(.23)

- . 1 0
.28

(.26)
35.0

.67
1091

90.1
88.8
62.3

p<.0001
.05

Source: ICPSR, CBS News/Weu; fork Times Monthly Polls.
'p < .10; "p < .05; p < .01.

Logit regression models; MLE coefficients (standard errors).
Dependent variable: 0 = Oppose policy, 1 = Favor policy.
Effect = Change in the probability of supporting either the 7-day waiting period or the assault

weapons ban by moving each independent variable from its lowest to highest value with all other
variables held constant at their sample means.

Pseudo-fi2 = Model x2/(N + Model X2).



less intrusive than a ban on handguns (see also Table 2). This makes sense, of
course, since a seven-day waiting period regulates the purchase of a firearm
but does not prohibit the ownership of one. Similarly, the assault weapons
ban prohibits ownership, but only of a certain small class of guns. A ban on
handguns, however, is far more restrictive as the demand for handguns is
much greater than for assault rifles and far more handguns are produced than
assault rifles. That there are such differences in the strength of the gun own-
ership coefficients across various gun control policy measures is particularly
noteworthy because it supports the idea that the magnitude of the personal
stakes influences the effect of self-interest on policy attitudes (Sears and
Funk, 1990). Furthermore, the variation in the magnitude of the personal
stakes across the three gun control policies explains why the ban on assault
weapons and the seven-day waiting period are so popular—even among gun
owners—compared to the ban on handguns (see Tables 1 and 2).

Unlike the issue of banning handguns, when it comes to the seven-day
waiting period and the assault weapons ban, some demographic factors exert
an influence over attitudes that rival, if not exceed, those of immediate self-
interest. Demographic factors play a greater role in explaining attitudes on
these two relatively popular policies because the magnitude of the personal
stakes is lower and self-interested concerns are not triggered to the extent
that they are for the handgun ban. Gender and race are consistently and
significantly associated with attitudes on banning assault weapons and impos-
ing a seven-day waiting period, with women being between 2.8% and 17.4%
more supportive of such measures than men, and blacks being 5.0% to 24.4%
less supportive of these measures than whites. Although the effects of south-
ern residence on attitudes is often pronounced, the direction of influence
varies across the polls. Other demographic factors such as age, education, and
rural residence have large effects on attitudes toward the assault weapons ban
and the seven-day waiting period, but only in some of the polls. Finally, those
living in states with restrictive gun control laws are not significantly more
likely to oppose gun control policies than those living in unrestrictive states.
This finding may speak to the power of gun rights groups to mobilize opposi-
tion to gun control on a truly nationwide scale, entirely independent of the
actions of individual states and localities (Gimpel, 1998).

In sum, the results indicate that self-interest strongly and consistently influ-
ences attitudes toward banning handguns, banning assault weapons, and im-
posing a seven-day waiting period for the purchase of firearms. Symbolic
factors are seldom relevant in influencing public attitudes toward the three
gun control measures. As for demographic factors, those who consistently
support banning handguns are women and older individuals; those who con-
sistently oppose banning handguns are Protestants. Women are core suppor-
ters of banning assault weapons and imposing a seven-day waiting period
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while blacks are regularly opposed to the ban on assault weapons. The influ-
ence of other demographic factors such as region, education, income, and
rural residence is unstable and probably varies according to the context in
which the data were collected. The irregular impact of these demographic
traits across polls may explain the somewhat contradictory results of prior
research on public attitudes toward gun control.

CONCLUSION

Overall, our results indicate that gun control is an exception to the general
rule that self-interest fails to influence policy attitudes. Given the weakness of
self-interest effects in prior research, why does gun control evoke self-inter-
ested calculations among gun owners? We offer several explanations for these
results. First, the NRA's ability to mobilize its members into participating in a
variety of political activities, including voting, is legendary (see generally Spit-
zer, 1995). These activities raise the salience of gun control and provide infor-
mation about the issue and candidates' positions on it. Since information
helps individuals figure out what policy position maximizes their self-interest
(Sears et al., 1980, p. 672), the NRA's activities create conditions that facilitate
the ability of gun owners to act in a self-interested manner (Sears and Funk,
1990). Indeed, Schuman and Presser (1981) find that although supporters of
gun control have more intense feelings than opponents, opponents were
much more likely to engage in collective action—writing letters, contributing
money—than supporters. If, as Schuman and Presser argue, it is the superior
organizational effectiveness of gun rights groups that explains this differential,
it may also explain why self-interested attitudes are triggered on gun control.
It is true, of course, that we do not provide a direct test of group mobilization
on self-interest. Our results, however, are suggestive of the hypothesis that
self-interested behavior may be triggered by collective group action (Sears
and Funk, 1990).

Second, the NRA's public relations campaign makes two arguments that
highlight the self-interested concerns of gun owners. The first argument is
that gun regulations will not keep firearms out of the hands of criminals and
other high-risk individuals—they will only create burdens for law-abiding citi-
zens and infringe on Second Amendment rights. The second argument is that
widespread gun ownership is one of the best deterrents to and defenses
against crime. These arguments, coupled with the high visibility of the NRA
and the NRA's ability to mobilize its members, may help trigger self-inter-
ested concerns among gun owners.

Third, prior research indicates that self-interest may influence policy pref-
erences if individuals believe that it is legitimate to act in a self-interested
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manner and if they attribute their personal well-being to the government
(Sears and Funk, 1990). Both of these conditions are likely to be present with
the gun control issue. Gun control opponents, including the NRA, constantly
stress that the Second Amendment guarantees an inalienable right to bear
arms (Spitzer, 1995). The idea that the Constitution protects the right to bear
arms may help legitimize the self-interested claims of gun owners against
restrictions on gun rights.

Furthermore, gun control is a policy where it may be particularly easy for
gun owners to place responsibility for their personal well-being on the gov-
ernment. Past research reveals that people rarely see government as responsi-
ble for their own personal well-being and explain their present or future pros-
pects in privatistic rather than societal or collectivist terms (Sears and Funk,
1990, p. 165). The existence of gun control regulations, however, cannot be
explained in personal terms; only societal factors could explain the existence
of such regulations. Thus, unlike an individual's financial situation, where an
individual might attribute responsibility to himself rather than to societal fac-
tors (Feldman, 1982), restrictions on an individual's ability to own a handgun
or assault weapon, or wait seven days for the purchase of one, cannot gener-
ally be attributed to that individual. It is true that issues such as busing,
inflation, and economic recession—issues where government responsibility is
clear—do not produce self-interest effects (Sears and Funk, 1990, p. 166).
Thus, the ability to clearly attribute responsibility to the government does not
mean that self-interest will always work (Sears and Funk, 1990, p. 166); but in
the case of gun control unambiguous attributions of responsibility to the gov-
ernment may help explain the self-interest effects we find here.

Finally, self-interest may work for gun control because gun control does
not consistently polarize the public on partisan or ideological grounds. Al-
though the Republican party has historically opposed gun control, the Demo-
crats have often been divided on this issue, with southern Democrats oppo-
sing gun control and those from the Northeast supporting it. In addition,
former President Bush and other Republicans changed their positions on
some aspects of gun control, such as the ban on assault weapons, in response
to high-profile events such as the Stockton, California, killings. The lack of
consistent, clear-cut partisan and ideological divisions on gun control may
make it more difficult for symbolic, affective responses to be triggered. On
the smoking issue, where the parties have not taken opposite positions, self-
interest exerts a strong influence over attitudes. On virtually all of the other
issues examined in prior research—the Vietnam War, affirmative action, bus-
ing, the ERA, aid to education, national health insurance, the energy crisis,
the draft, and jobs programs—the parties have consistently taken opposing
positions. This may explain why symbolic factors have a stronger effect on
these types of issues than self-interest. Once an issue has been contested by
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the parties, the tangible, self-interested concerns associated with that issue
may be captured by a particular party or ideology and become part and parcel
of the package of symbols associated with that party or ideology. Alternatively,
but relatedly, once an issue polarizes the public along partisan or ideological
lines, that issue may become part of an overarching partisan or ideological
philosophy, thus muting the self-interested appeals that the issue might have.

Although we find that self-interest exerts a strong influence over attitudes
toward gun control, we also find that the strength of these effects varies
across the three policy issues. Banning handguns evokes stronger self-interest
effects than banning assault weapons or imposing a waiting period on pur-
chasers of firearms. Scholars have hypothesized that the magnitude of the
personal stakes influences the extent to which self-interest influences mass
preferences (Sears and Funk, 1990; Green and Gerken, 1989). Our results
led credence to this idea. Banning handguns is a much more severe and
controversial restriction on individual behavior than a ban on a smaller class
of weapons or a seven-day waiting period, and the extent to which self-inter-
est influences attitudes on these three issues seems to increase as the magni-
tude of the personal stakes increases. Apparently, gun owners are not a
monolithic group. If they were, we would expect self-interest to be triggered
similarly across the three gun control policies because the magnitude of per-
sonal stakes would be the same for all gun owners.

In addition to finding that the effects of self-interest on attitudes vary
across the three policy areas, we also find that the significance and effects of
symbolic predispositions (for the ban on handguns) and self-interest (for the
assault weapons ban) vary. These results are quite interesting because public
opinion scholars have sought to explain the variation in the significance of
self-interest as a function of differences across policy areas. Thus, self-interest
is hypothesized to work in the areas of taxation and smoking but not for other
issues because of the clarity and magnitude of the stakes and the ability of
individuals to attribute their well-being to the government. Variation in the
importance of symbolic factors and self-interest within a single policy area,
however, means that contextual factors such as elections, the passage of major
laws, and media attention to widely publicized events (including especially
heinous crimes) may also play a role in evoking affective and self-interested
calculations. We therefore hope that this research places contextual factors on
the agenda as possible explanatory variables for the relative influence of self-
interest and symbolic politics on mass policy attitudes.
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NOTES

1. Although additional network polling data regarding gun control are available, they were not
included in this study because they lack key variables thought to influence attitudes toward
gun control.

2. For the handgun ban issue, one of the four polls used (December 1993) does not include
information about respondents' religion. In order to assess the likely impact of excluding this
variable, we used the January 1992 poll and estimated the model with and without the religion
variable. Our results indicate that in the absence of religion, the coefficients for South, Re-
publican, and black are slightly overestimated, but their levels of significance do not change.
The direction and influence of the other variables in the model remain the same. We there-
fore include the December 1993 data in this study. For the assault weapons ban and the
seven-day waiting period, the March 1989 poll does not include information about respon-
dents' income and religion; and the May 1991 poll does not contain information about respon-
dents' religion. We still include these polls in our study because neither of these variables
significantly influences attitudes toward banning assault weapons or imposing a seven-day
waiting period for the purchase of firearms.

APPENDIX: CBS NEWS POLLS, QUESTIONS

For the handgun ban:
Would you favor or oppose a ban on the sale of all handguns except those that are
issued to law enforcement officers?

1. favor
2. oppose
3. don't know/not applicable

For the assault weapons ban:
Would you favor or oppose a nationwide ban on assault weapons—that is, semi-
automatic military-style rifles that can hold up to 30 bullets?

1. favor
2. oppose
3. don't know/not applicable

For the seven-day waiting period:
Would you favor or oppose a national law that required a seven-day waiting pe-
riod between the time a person applied to buy a handgun and the time it was sold
to them?

1. favor
2. oppose
3. don't know/not applicable

For gun ownership:
Do you or does any other member of your household own a handgun, rifle, shot-
gun, or any other land of firearm?

1. yes
2. no
3. don't know/not applicable
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For crime victimization (December 1993 poll only):
In the last year, have you or any member of your immediate family been the
victim of a crime?

1. yes
2. no
3. don't know/not applicable

Coding of Independent Variables

Gun owner: 0 = nonowner; 1 = owner.
South: 0 = non-South; 1 = South.
West: 0 = non-West; 1 = West.
Midwest: 0 = non-Midwest; 1 = Midwest.
Democrat: 0 = non-Democrat; 1 = Democrat.
Republican: 0 = non-Republican; 1 = Republican.
Ideology: 0 = Liberal; 1 = Moderate; 2 = Conservative.
Age: 0 = 18-29; 1 = 30-44; 2 = 45-64; 3 = over 64.
Education: 0 = less than high school; 1 = high school grad; 2 = some college; 3 =
college grad.
Black: 0 = other race; 1 = black.
Income: 0 = under $15,000; 1 = $15,000-$30,000; 2 = 30,000-$50,000; 3 = over
$50,000.
Female: 0 = male; 1 = female.
Rural: 0 = large central city; 2 = central city; 3 = suburbs; 4 = small community; 5
= rural area.
Protestant: 0 = other religion; 1 = Protestant.
State Restrictions: 0 = least restrictive to 7 = most restrictive.
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