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The Gun Control Debate and Public Opinion

By Leobardo Lopez, Tanya Dudinskaya, and Christopher Forepaugh

The controversial nature of the gun control debate has led to a legislative balancing act 

between the protection of individual freedoms and the interest of public safety. The U.S. 

Supreme Court has placed restrictions on gun ownership dating back to the Gun 

Control Act of 19681. This prohibited people under 18 years of age, convicted 

criminals, the mentally disabled, and others from purchasing a gun. Similarly, the Brady 

Handgun Violence Prevention Act of 1993 increased restrictions by instituting 

mandatory background checks for people purchasing a firearm2. At the state level, 

firearm legislation varies but ultimately revolves around the restrictions placed by these 

federal acts. For example, in Nevada, background checks are required for all firearm 

sales and a CCW permit is needed to carry a concealed weapon. Aside from firearm 
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There are a variety of issues to consider when discussing public perceptions of guns and 

related policies. Figure 3 shows differences in gun ownership and public support for 

stricter laws on firearm sales, background checks, and banning assault weapons. 

Overall, a sizeable minority of U.S. citizens (over 40%) live in gun-owning households5. 

Regarding public opinion on gun laws, previous surveys show the following trends: (1) 

slightly over half of the public supports stricter gun laws, (2) the majority support 

background checks for all gun purchases (including private sales and at gun shows), and 

(3) over 60% support banning the manufacture, possession, and sale of assault style 

weapons6.

In relation to the specific areas that would constitute stricter gun laws, an overwhelming 
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The significant differences in opinion concerning whether there should be increased 

restrictions on firearm sales (and stricter gun laws overall) based on political orientation is 

also consistent across multiple survey samples such as from Gallup and Pew Research 

Center. Gallup’s survey revealed that 91% of Democrats favored stricter gun laws 

compared to only about a fourth of Republicans8. Similarly, the Pew Research Center 
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CONCLUSION
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The political nature of the gun control debate often stifles the development and 

implementation of informed, effective policies. A more balanced approach is needed to 

carefully assess the evidence surrounding policy effectiveness. Thus, the implementation 

of gun-related policies requires extensive research and development that involves an 
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https://www.atf.gov/rules-and-regulations/gun-control-act
https://www.atf.gov/rules-and-regulations/brady-law
https://www.atf.gov/rules-and-regulations/brady-law
https://news.gallup.com/poll/357317/stricter-gun-laws-less-popular.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/357317/stricter-gun-laws-less-popular.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/1645/Guns.aspx
file:///C:/Users/5clar/Downloads/Guns-Report-FOR-WEBSITE-PDF-6-21.pdf
file:///C:/Users/5clar/Downloads/Guns-Report-FOR-WEBSITE-PDF-6-21.pdf
file:///C:/Users/5clar/Downloads/PP_2021.04.20_gun-policy_REPORT%20(5).pdf
file:///C:/Users/5clar/Downloads/PP_2021.04.20_gun-policy_REPORT%20(5).pdf
https://news.gallup.com/poll/264932/percentage-americans-own-guns.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/264932/percentage-americans-own-guns.aspx
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