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Abstract 

Gun ownership is a highly a consequential political behavior. It often signifies a belief about 
the inadequacy of state-provided security and leads to membership in a powerful political 
constituency (which is commonly mobilized by the National Rifle Association). As such, 
understanding why people purchase guns and how doing so affects the composition of gun 
owners is important, as it can have palpable political consequences. The researchers 
address these issues by exploring the dynamics of one of the largest gun-buying spikes in 
American history, which took place during the COVID-19 pandemic. They show that 
feelings of diffuse threat prompted many to buy guns. Moreover, new gun owners, even 
more than buyers who already owned guns, exhibit strong conspiracy and anti-system 
beliefs. This has substantial consequences for the subsequent population of gun owners, 
and provides insight into how social disruptions can alter the nature of political groups. 
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Groups are central to politics, with competition and cooperation among them playing an 

important role in, among other things, shaping public policy outcomes and structuring partisan 

politics. Indeed, several foundational models of American democracy place groups front and 

center, a view expressed as early at the 1830s when de Tocqueville commented on the propensity 

of Americans to form “associations” (Tocqueville 1835). While these models contest the extent 

to which group competition in the U.S. system promotes relatively equal democratic 

representation, they nonetheless all tend to portray groups as the key building blocks of politics.1 

One stream of this conceptualization focuses on the effects of “disturbances,” exploring how 

system-disrupting developments can cause individuals to feel threatened, thereby prompting 

groups into action. This idea spans generations of work, beginning with Truman’s (1951) 

argument that “potential” groups form due to social, economic, and political disturbances, 

extending to Hansen’s (1985) point that individuals are more apt to join groups during 

threatening times, and continuing with (among many others) Klar’s (2013) finding that messages 

involving identity threats shape the groups with which people primarily identify. 

Here, we utilize and extend this framework to study a remarkable phenomenon set off by 

recent disturbances: a massive surge in gun purchases that began immediately following the 

outbreak of COVID-19 and continued through a summer of protests and a tumultuous election 

cycle. During 2020, a record-breaking 17 million Americans purchased one or more firearms, a 

spike which first shows up in FBI background check data for April 2020, shortly after COVID-

19 had established itself in all 50 states (Denham and Ba Tar 2021; Fisher et al. 2021; Tavernise 

2021). This was a year that witnessed one of the most large-scale disturbances of the last 

 
1 See, among others, Truman (1951) and Dahl (1961) for optimistic takes about pluralist democracy and 
Schattschneider (1960) and Olson (1965) for more critical takes. Despite their intense debates about the 
consequences of group-based politics for democratic representation, it is notable that both “pluralists” and their 
critics generally agreed about the central role of groups in politics. 
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century—the COVID-19 pandemic—as well historic protest events and notable political turmoil, 

which together had dramatic health, economic, and social consequences for the country. While 

these disturbance-driven gun purchases raise numerous questions, our focus here is on their 

consequences for the future of the gun-owning community. How might the momentous gun-

buying surge of 2020 durably transform the composition, politics, and demands of gun owners as 

a group?  

The answer to this question has important consequences. Indeed, buying a gun often 

signifies an individual’s desire to address security concerns on their own rather than relying on 

the state, which—especially when events in the world make individuals feel unsafe and gun 

ownership grows—can have major sociopolitical consequences. Moreover, gun owners 

constitute a crucial and unusually politically-engaged group: many gun owners share a highly 

politically-salient social identity, which has been central to the mobilizational capabilities of the 

historically powerful National Rifle Association (NRA) and helped cement its prominent 

position in right-wing politics (Lacombe 2019, 2021; Joslyn 2020; Lacombe et al. 2019; Joslyn 

and Haider-Markel 2017). With the NRA experiencing substantial organizational challenges that 

pre-date the disturbances of 2020, the year’s gun-buying surge has the potential to either 

undermine or buttress it moving forward.  

For all of these reasons, there has been speculation about how 2020 may have changed 

(or not changed) the gun-owning community; much of this commentary has focused on 

anecdotal reports of increased gun buying among Black Americans and women, demographics 

not typically associated with gun ownership. If such trends are indeed borne out by the data, one 
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implication could be that new gun owners will politically moderate the population of gun 

owners.2 Whether this is the case, however, is yet to be seen—and, in fact, we suggest otherwise.  

We theorize that the disturbances of 2020 and into 20213 generated threats that motivated 

many individuals to purchase guns for the first time. As a result of having been 

disproportionately motivated by feelings of threat, we argue that the year’s new gun buyers are 

compositionally distinct from pre-existing gun owners; that is, whereas the latter includes gun 

hobbyists (e.g., hunters and target shooters) and individuals motivated by threat, the former is 

disproportionately comprised of those driven by threat. This matters because threat has also been 

linked to an increased likelihood of holding conspiratorial and anti-system beliefs. 

Consequently—and contrary to the speculation mentioned earlier—we expect that 2020’s new 

gun buyers are more likely to hold such beliefs than individuals who already owned firearms, 

and have therefore altered the shape of the gun-owning community to include more people 

suspicious of the system.  

We test our expectations with a large survey of more than 7,000 gun owners, in which we 

differentiate first-time and pre-existing owners, and examine their views across several relevant 

outcomes. Our results confirm our expectations: new gun owners are more likely to hold 

conspiracy beliefs and less likely to trust governmental institutions. We also show that gun 

buying in general during 2020 correlates significantly with diffuse threat variables such as 

having COVID-19 in one’s household and economic hardship. Overall, our findings contradict 

extant narratives, discussed above, that the gun buying spike of 2020 might moderate the 

population of gun buyers. Indeed, we find that new gun owners’ views differ from those of pre-

 
2 See, for example, Paterson (2020), Young et al. (2021), Alcorn (2020), NPR (2021), O’Rourke (2020), Yamane 
(2021), and Linthicum (2020). 
3 In the remainder of the paper, references to “2020” include the period from March 2020 through the collection of 
our data in April 2021.  
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existing gun owners, but this shift moves the views of the group as a whole in a more, not less, 

extreme direction. The shift we identify has palpable implications for democracy given that gun 

owners, as a group, have the means and a now increased motivation to act violently against the 

state—or against fellow citizens whom they associate with it. More broadly, our results provide 

an example of how major social disturbances can affect groups not only by altering opinions or 

mobilizing actions, but also by changing the composition of their membership in politically-

important ways. 

 

Understanding Gun Purchases During Threatening Times 

Threat is a powerful stimulant of action. When people feel threatened, they often become 

anxious and respond in ways that they believe can minimize danger (e.g., Reiss et al. 2021). This 

has been demonstrated in individuals’ attitudes across multiple domains, including climate 

change (Stollberg and Jones 2021), terrorism (Sloan et al. 2021), penal response (Klar 2013), 

personal health (Horner et al. 2021), and more. Most relevant to our paper, purchasing a gun is 

also a documented response to threat. Sloan et al. (2021), for example, show that fear of Muslim 

terrorist attacks increases the likelihood of buying a firearm. More generally, Stroebe et al. 

(2017) offer a theory of gun purchasing that posits the impact of both specific threats—such as 

victimization—as well diffuse threats that come from a belief that the world is dangerous and 

unpredictable (also see Warner and Thrash 2019). These latter types of threats induce fear that 

causes unease about the social order (Jackson 2006). Along these lines, Warner (2020: 12), in her 

study of the motivations of gun ownership, states that in general “fear of crime [is] rooted more 

broadly in abstract anxieties about modernization, reflecting diffuse anxieties brought on by 

social and economic changes, and perceptions of the world as chaotic and out of control.” This 
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coheres with Carlson’s (2015) finding that gun carriers conflate crime and economic decline. 

These diffuse threats can lead to gun buying in order to gain a sense of protection, even if the 

purchasers do not consciously identify the source of anxiety, such as whether it concerns crime, 

economic challenges, or some other source (Warner 2020). 

These types of sentiments likely help explain the unprecedented spike in gun purchases 

that occurred during 2020. In fact, from the perspective of the work cited above, it is somewhat 

unsurprising that the generally threatening atmosphere experienced by Americans in 2020 led to 

gun buying. The pandemic introduced a range of novel threats—including health threats from the 

virus itself, social threats from isolation, and economic threats due to widespread hardship (e.g., 

Perlis et al. 2021)—which together (and in conjunction with protest events and political turmoil) 

appear to have motivated individuals to purchase firearms; indeed, given the variety and 

magnitude of the threats Americans faced, the fact that increased firearm background checks in 

2020 dwarfed prior gun-buying events rather clearly reflects a perception of guns as a source of 

safety from a broad sense of peril (Lang and Lang 2021; also see Kerner et al. 2022). Therefore, 

to say that the initial gun-buying surge in April 2020 (and among households sick with COVID-

19) was fueled by the pandemic is not to imply that purchasers bought a gun to fight a virus. 

Rather, fear of death and illness—combined with layoffs, lockdowns, and shortages of essential 

household products—created a generalized anxiety which in turned fueled gun buying. 

Extending this line of thinking, we argue that a surge in threat-motivated gun 

purchases—especially of the size that occurred in 2020—will affect the composition of gun 

owners as a group in important ways. To see why, consider four points: First, during less 

troubling times, a non-trivial number of people buy guns for reasons orthogonal to threat, most 

notably for hunting and target shooting; a 2017 poll, for example, found that 38% of gun owners 
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reported hunting and 30% sport shooting as their reasons for ownership (Parker et al. 2017).4 

Second, as explained above, we expect that during COVID-19, feelings of threat likely played an 

outsized role in gun purchases. Those who bought guns during COVID-19, we argue, often did 

so due to a diffuse sense of threat brought on by economic, health, and other concerns. Third, if 

threats induced by 2020 played a large role in motivating gun purchases, it then follows that the 

group of individuals who bought guns for the first time during COVID-19 will, compositionally, 

be comprised of a greater proportion of individuals who were motivated by threat than the larger 

population of gun owners (a substantial proportion of whom have bought firearms, at least in 

part, for hobbyist reasons). Fourth, these new gun buyers—because their purchases were 

motivated by threat to an unusual degree—will then be more likely than prior gun owners to hold 

other beliefs (discussed below) that are correlated with threat. As a result, the arrival of these 

new gun owners into the gun owning community will alter the overall composition of beliefs 

within that community moving forward.  

These “other” beliefs include those related to conspiracies—that is, beliefs that seek to 

explain an event by invoking the machinations of powerful people, who attempt to conceal their 

role while pursuing malevolent goals (Bale 2007; Sunstein and Vermeule 2009). Conspiracy 

ideation comes in many guises; for example, believing that NASA faked the moon landing, or 

that the government suppressed evidence that the MMR vaccine causes autism. When 

individuals experience threatening events that induce anxiety (e.g., natural disasters, disease 

outbreaks), they feel a loss of control (Landau et al. 2015, van Prooijen and Douglas 2017, van 

Prooijen 2019), which in turn increases their likelihood of accepting conspiracy theories. As 

 
4 To be sure, protection constituted an important reason for gun buying prior to the pandemic (Yamane 2017). Our 
argument (which we provide evidence for in the next section of the paper) is not that protection-motivated gun 
buying is a new phenomenon, but instead that pandemic gun buyers were motivated by protection to a greater extent 
than past gun buyers. 
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Strol et al. (2021: 721) put it, individuals “take a complex event—for example, an outbreak of a 

deadly virus—and provide an explanation of the event and someone to blame for it…” which 

indicates that “conspiracy theories may satisfy important epistemic motives, that is, the need to 

understand what is happening around us, as well as existential motives to regain the feeling of 

control, security, and meaning in the world after encountering some threatening event.” Related 

to 2020’s events, Strol et al. (2021) show that perceptions of COVID-19 risk and a concomitant 

lack of control predicts COVID-19 conspiracy beliefs, as well as more generic conspiracy and 

pseudoscientific beliefs (i.e., it is not domain specific) (also see Jutzi et al. 2020, Scrima et al. 

2022).  

We use these findings to posit a distinction between new and old gun owners. Since the 

group of new gun buyers will be composed of more individuals driven by threat, they will also 

be more likely to accept both general and COVID-19 specific conspiracy theories. Our first 

hypothesis, then, is as follows. 

 

Gun buyers who purchased firearms for the first time during 2020-21 will be significantly more 

likely than those who previously owned guns to hold general and specific COVID-19 conspiracy 

beliefs, all else constant. (Hypothesis 1) 

 

Threat also relates to anti-system beliefs and trust. When citizens attribute a threatening 

situation to governmental actors, their trust in those actors declines—they are unable to trust 

those who they see as having caused the threat (e.g., Albertson and Gadarian 2015, Schlipphak 

2021). This explains why partisans who particularly dislike or feel threatened by the other party 

become distrustful of government when that party wins office (Hetherington and Rudolph 2015). 



9 
 

Building on our prior point, if more first-time gun buyers bought due to threat, it follows that 

they will express less trust in institutions than those who already owned them. Similarly, the 

increased conspiracy beliefs among these new gun owners (as suggested by hypothesis 1) means 

they likely have less faith in institutions (i.e., they attribute institutional failure as a source of the 

threat). In our case, this includes health and scientific institutions (which may be seen as having 

failed to adequately handle COVID-19) as well as media institutions (which may be seen as 

having mislead the public about the pandemic and other relevant matters). This leads to our 

second hypothesis. 

 

Gun buyers who purchased firearms for the first time during 2020-21 will be significantly less 

trusting of health, scientific, and media institutions than those who previously owned guns, all 

else constant. (Hypothesis 2) 

 

 Importantly, our hypotheses, if confirmed, would be all the more notable given that the 

population of pre-existing gun owners would themselves be expected (relative to the general 

public) to hold the sorts of views described above. That is, our hypotheses about the attitudes of 

new gun owners are not meant to imply that pre-existing owners are unlikely to hold 

conspiratorial views about 2020’s events and anti-system sentiments about actors and institutions 

who played central roles in those events. In fact, given their notably strong support for the right-

wing populist worldview popularized by Trumpism and long-promoted by the NRA (Lacombe 

2021), we expect (all else equal) pre-existing gun owners, when compared to other Americans, to 

be significantly more likely to hold such views. Our theoretical framework and associated 

hypotheses, however, lead us to expect that first-time gun owners will shift the broader gun-
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owning community even further in this direction, reinforcing and extending the sorts of extant 

attitudes that have been shown to be associated with gun ownership.  

 

Data and Methods 

Our data come from a large, online survey, with participants recruited via PureSpectrum 

between April and July of 2021.5 Our full sample includes 24,448 individuals and has been 

weighted to reflect the U.S. population along dimensions of race/ethnicity, gender, age, 

education, geographic region, and county urbanicity. (In Appendix A, we provide a table 

containing descriptive statistics of the sample.) Our analyses that compare gun owners to other 

Americans use the full sample, while our analyses comparing pre-existing and new gun owners 

focus on a subset of respondents (N=7,699) who reported being gun owners. We consider 

pandemic (or “2020”) gun buyers to be those who bought guns in or after March 2020—when 

COVID-19’s presence in the U.S. began to rapidly increase, a national emergency was declared, 

and states throughout the country issued stay-at-home orders. Pre-existing gun owners are those 

who—regardless of whether they made pandemic purchases—owned guns prior to March 2020, 

while first-time buyers are those who bought guns during or after March 2020 and did not, prior 

to that point, own any. 

We begin by assessing the relationship between threat and 2020 gun buying. As noted 

earlier, there are clear reasons to suspect that pandemic gun buyers were motivated by the 

different types of threats that were caused by the events of 2020. To examine this, we use as our 

dependent variable a question asking respondents whether they or a member of their household 

purchased a gun during the pandemic (see Appendix B for exact wording). We use linear 

 
5 Unless otherwise noted, all results are pooled from two waves. The April 2021 wave lasted 4/1-5/3 while the June 
wave lasted 6/9-7/6. If a respondent participated in both waves, only their first observation was retained. 
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probability models (with robust standard errors) to examine the effect of a number of factors on 

gun purchasing.6  More specifically, as our primary independent variables of interest, we use two 

different measures to capture factors that would produce the sort of diffuse sense of threat related 

to the pandemic and the year’s events discussed earlier: first, whether they report having 

experienced economic hardships during the pandemic and, second, whether anyone in an 

individual’s household was diagnosed with COVID-19. As a point of clarification, we do not 

mean to suggest that individuals consciously or explicitly connected these experiences to gun 

purchasing; as explained, rather, they generate a sense of diffuse threat (or anxiety) that leads 

one to take action in response. (We later will offer some insight into individuals’ explicitly 

offered rationales for buying guns.)  

We also include a range of other variables that might affect pandemic gun purchasing, 

including partisanship, parental status, race, community type (rural, urban, or suburban), whether 

the respondent is a White evangelical Christian (which has been shown to be linked to gun 

ownership and attitudes; Yamane 2016; Merino 2018), income, ideology, college education, 

gender, and age. We also control for prior gun ownership (which, as a predictor of future gun 

purchases, is important to hold constant in order to identify the impact of threat), and region 

fixed effects.  

In this first set of tests, we expect to find that pandemic gun buying is predicted by each 

of our variables capturing threat (i.e., economic hardships and household COVID diagnoses); to 

 
6 We report linear probability and ordinary least squares models throughout the paper rather than maximum-
likelihood models, as they require fewer assumptions and modeling decisions while typically producing 
substantively similar results and allowing for easier interpretation. Nonetheless, as a check, we also estimated logit 
models (see Appendix C); our results hold under these alternative specifications. See Angrist and Pischke (2009: 
102–7). 
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be clear, we expect this to be the case for all individuals, including those who did and did not 

own guns prior to the pandemic.  

We then shift to analyses that examine our core hypotheses regarding conspiracy beliefs 

and institutional trust. In this part of the paper, we compare new and pre-existing gun owners to 

examine the extent to which their views differ. We do this in two different ways; first, by 

comparing new gun owners to all pre-existing gun owners (regardless of whether those pre-

existing owners bought additional guns during the pandemic) and, second, by comparing new 

gun owners to pre-existing owners who did not buy more guns during the pandemic. We also, as 

a point of reference, compare pre-existing gun owners to non-gun owners (i.e., those who did not 

own guns before the pandemic and did not buy them during it), which provides a baseline 

measure of the views of those who owned guns prior to the pandemic. These latter analyses give 

important context, as they speak to where gun owners as a social group stood prior to the entry of 

first-time buyers into the gun owning community; the substantive consequences of differences 

and/or similarities between the views of new and pre-existing gun owners depends on the nature 

of pre-existing gun owners’ views. In other words, the consequences of our main findings—

which compare new gun owners to pre-existing owners—depend in part on how likely pre-

existing owners are to hold conspiracy beliefs and how trusting they are of institutions. 

To test our first hypothesis, we look at two dependent variables that measure conspiracy 

beliefs. The first captures whether individuals believe that the 2020 election was stolen from 

Donald Trump (see Graham and Yair 2021 regarding the depth and stability of this belief as 

reported on surveys). The second is an additive index capturing conspiratorial views about 

COVID-19 vaccines; this consists of 5 items pertaining to whether the respondent believes that 

vaccines change people’s DNA, contain microchips, incorporate lung tissue from aborted 
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fetuses, or cause infertility.7 We also included a true item (that the vaccine has been thoroughly 

tested), reverse coded such that the variable takes on the value of 1 if the respondent does not 

indicate it is true that the COVID-19 vaccines were tested on thousands of people in clinical 

trials.  

To test our second hypothesis, we examine several dependent variables pertaining to trust 

in institutions. The goal is to identify whether first-time buyers have less faith in the “system” 

then pre-existing gun owners. More specifically, we examine trust in health institutions 

(consisting of the FDA, CDC, and Dr. Anthony Fauci of the NIH combined into an index8), 

scientists, and the news media. (See the Appendix B for exact question wordings.) Beyond their 

obvious relevance to the events of 2020, we believe our variables pertaining to conspiracy beliefs 

and trust are particularly useful for testing our hypotheses because they are not directly related to 

gun politics; in other words, rather than looking at trust in, for example, the Bureau of Alcohol, 

Tobacco, and Firearms (which enforces most federal gun laws) or beliefs in conspiracies 

pertaining to gun confiscation, we instead examine outcomes that constitute a tougher and more 

generalizable test of our argument. In all models, we use the same set of controls discussed 

earlier, while also holding constant economic hardship and household COVID-19 diagnoses. 

 

Findings 

 We begin by examining the extent to which a sense of diffuse threat generated by 

anxiety-inducing experiences in 2020—measured by variables capturing economic hardship and 

household COVID-19 diagnoses—predicts gun buying. We also include the aforementioned 

 
7 α = .69. 
8 α = .88. 
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variables, ordered by the size of their effects.9 As expected, our threat variables are indeed 

important predictors of pandemic gun buying; as Figure 1 shows, both household COVID-19 and 

our economic hardship index are positive and statistically significant.10 Interestingly, we also 

find that, all else constant, parents were more likely to buy guns during the pandemic; this is 

consistent with our argument about threat, as pandemic-related disruptions to society may have 

impacted parents particularly strongly (given both their childcare needs and the financial costs of 

supporting a family). Finally, we find that several other factors that would theoretically be 

expected to predict gun buying are also significant, including Republican party identification. 

Taken together, these findings are consistent with the notion that the gun buying spike of 2020 

was motivated by diffuse threat, leading—as we next show—to a more mistrustful, conspiracy-

fearing population of gun-owners than before. 

 
9 In Figure 1, we do not display pre-existing gun ownership since it is, in some sense, a lag of the outcome variable; 
it unsurprisingly had a large effect, as gun ownership predicts future gun ownership. We also do not display the 
coefficients for the region fixed effects, other party (since it is not clearly interpretable given that “other” is not well 
defined), or other race/ethnicity (since again it not clearly interpretable given that “other” is not well defined). See 
Appendix C for full regression tables. 
10 To test whether these results were driven solely by pre-existing owners or new owners, we also ran regressions on 
each subsample. In each case, as would be expected, our threat variables are positive and significant. This indicates 
that threat has similar impacts among those Americans who did and did not own guns prior pandemic and is 
consistent with our contention that threat was an outsized motivator of pandemic gun buying. As a result of these 
similarities, we can be more confident in our claim that the composition of gun owners as a whole will now be more 
comprised of individuals motivated by threat, as it suggests pre-existing gun owners who chose not to buy more 
guns during the pandemic were, among the population of gun owners, those who were significantly less likely to 
feel a sense of threat. 
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Comparing the Views of Pre-Existing and New Gun Owners 

We now turn to our primary hypotheses, which pertain to differences between the views 

of pre-existing and new gun owners. Our first hypothesis is that new gun owners will be more 

likely than pre-existing gun owners to hold conspiracy beliefs. These include, first, a belief that 

Trump was the true victor in the 2020 election, and, second, belief in conspiracy theories about 

the nature and effects of COVID-19 vaccines, such as whether they alter people’s DNA or 

contain microchips (which we combine into an additive index).  

Our findings are depicted in Figure 2, where we display three comparisons from models 

that can be found in full form in Appendix C. Specifically, we include results that compare pre-

existing gun owners to non-owners. These are important for interpreting the substantive meaning 

of both differences and similarities between new and pre-existing owners. As noted, we expect 

pre-existing owners to be more likely to hold conspiratorial views than the general public. We 

then present two tests of hypothesis 1, which posits that new gun buyers will be more likely to 

hold conspiracy beliefs than those who previously owned guns: one set of results includes a 
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comparison against all pre-existing gun owners (perhaps the strictest test of our hypothesis) 

while the other focuses on new gun buyers relative to old gun buyers who did not buy during the 

pandemic. This latter comparison is interesting since those who did not buy at all were likely less 

motivated by threat and thus are even less likely to hold conspiratorial views. Each panel 

includes results for the 2020 election conspiracy, the vaccine conspiracy index, and each 

individual vaccine conspiracy item. 

The first panel of Figure 2 shows that pre-existing gun owners, compared to all other 

respondents, are statistically significantly more likely to both believe that Trump won the 2020 

election and hold conspiratorial views about COVID-19 vaccines. These findings are expected 

given prior work on the political views of gun owners (see, e.g., Joslyn 2020; Lacombe 2021). 

What about new gun owners? The second panel of Figure 2 shows partially consistent evidence 

with regard to the 2020 election: new gun owners are more likely to believe the conspiracy 

compared to pre-existing gun owners, although it does not reach conventional levels of statistical 

significance (p = 0.14). Moreover, given how strongly pre-existing gun ownership predicts a 

belief that Trump was the election’s true victor (the first panel), a non-finding here is still notable 

as it suggests that first-time gun owners, rather than moderating the views of others in the gun 

owning community, are (at the very least) just as likely to believe the election was stolen.  

In the case of vaccine views, we see (as predicted) that first-time gun buyers are 

significantly more likely to hold conspiracy beliefs than pre-existing gun owners, who 

themselves were already more likely than other respondents to hold such beliefs. This is the case 

for the scale as well as several of the individual items (with those that are not statistically 

significant at conventional levels nonetheless positive). This is clear support for hypothesis 1: the 

entry of new buyers into the ranks of gun ownership pulls an already conspiratorial group in a 
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more conspiratorial direction. This is accentuated by the last panel, where we see even stronger 

effects when comparing new gun buyers against pre-existing owners who did not buy during the 

pandemic.  

 

 We now turn to our second hypothesis, which is that new gun owners will be more likely 

to hold anti-system views than pre-existing gun owners. We measure such views through three 

different variables pertaining to institutional trust: Trust in government health institutions, trust 

in scientists, and trust in the news media. We present our findings in the same way we presented 

those pertaining to hypothesis 1, with the full results appearing in Appendix C. We again see, in 

the first panel of Figure 3, that pre-existing gun owners were less trusting of all three groups than 

other respondents; this coheres with the well-known political outlooks associated with gun 

ownership. More notable, however, is that the second panel strongly supports hypothesis 2: first-

time gun buyers report substantially less trust than pre-existing gun owners in all three cases; 

again, we see that these new gun owners pull an already low-trust group in an even less trusting 

direction. The final panel shows that relative to existing owners who did not buy during the 

pandemic, new owners also exhibit substantially less trust, marginally more so than with the 

comparison against all pre-existing owners. 



18 
 

 

 Taken all together, the findings presented in this section align with our argument. We 

examine five different relevant outcomes (as well as the component parts of the vaccine 

conspiracy index) and in four cases our findings confirm our hypotheses; in the fifth case—

which pertains to the 2020 election—we find that new gun owners are no less likely than prior 

gun owners to hold the conspiratorial belief that Trump was the true victor and, indeed, that they 

are more likely to do so at the p < 0.14 significance level. Further, they are significantly more 

likely to hold that believe than pre-existing owners who did not buy during the pandemic. 

 

Robustness Checks 

We conducted two different types of checks to assess the robustness of our findings. The 

first further probes the stated motivations of gun buyers, focusing on the relationship between 

threat and first-time purchases. Recall that our earlier analyses looked at how anxiety-inducing 

events created diffuse feelings of threat that correlate with gun buying. The theoretical work on 

which we build makes clear that individuals do not necessarily need to consciously connect these 

diffuse feelings to explicitly-articulated rationales for buying guns. We can nonetheless look to 

such rationales for additional information, however, because our data include a question that 

asked those who purchased guns during the pandemic their reasons for doing so. The response 
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options include both hobbyist reasons—hunting and target shooting—and reasons that can be 

connected to threats, such as protection from crime.11 Respondents could select all that apply. To 

be clear, this question was asked only of those who bought guns during the pandemic, which 

means that it excludes pre-existing gun owners who did not make additional purchases during or 

after March 2020; as a result, the sample used for analyses that include this question differs from 

the sample used in other parts of the paper and is less ideal for our purposes. Nonetheless, it 

provides some useful leverage about the reasons that people provided for buying guns.  

Earlier, we showed that all 2020 gun buyers were more likely than the rest of the public 

to have faced threat-inducing events—namely, economic hardships and COVID-19 in the 

household. Yet, while elevated threats are associated with gun purchases by new and pre-existing 

owners alike, threats were more likely to be the stated rationale for purchase among first-time 

buyers. As Figure 4 shows, new gun owners attributed their purchases to threat-based 

motivations more frequently than pre-existing owners, while the latter were more likely to cite 

hunting and target-shooting, reasons that were already popular before the pandemic (see Parker 

et al. 2017). Thus, this influx of threat-driven buyers suggests that gun owners as a group are 

probably now more threat-driven than before the pandemic.12 Note that, because we did not pose 

this question to pre-existing gun owners who did not purchase additional guns during the 

pandemic, the differences we identify between first-time and repeat gun buyers here very likely 

understate gaps between new and pre-existing owners.13 Although we expect (and, as discussed 

earlier, find) that all pandemic gun buyers were motivated by diffuse senses of threat, our finding 

 
11 “Hobbyist” response options consist of “hunting” and “target shooting.” “Threat” reasons consist of: “Protection 
against crime,” “protection against the government,” “because of COVID-19,” “because of lockdown and 
restrictions,” “because of the election,” and “protection against someone I know personally.” 
12 They also may be quicker or more eager to use a gun to counter these threats, though other factors such as comfort 
and familiarity with using a firearm likely play a role. 
13 Our logic here is that the group of pre-existing gun owners who did not make additional purchases during the 
pandemic would be expected to consist of hobbyists to a greater extent than the group of pandemic buyers. 
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here—which enables gun owners to articulate their reasons for buying—lends support to the 

notion that the composition of first-time gun buyers is unusually (consciously) motivated by 

threat. 

 

 

 
Second, we also include a robustness check that pertains to our core hypotheses regarding 

the views of gun owners. Here, we explore the same dependent variables pertaining to 

conspiracy beliefs and trust discussed above, and, as independent variables, focus on our 

measures associated with diffuse threat. We do this by limiting the sample to all gun owners (i.e., 

first-time buyers, those who owned guns before the pandemic and bought more during it, and 

those who owned guns before the pandemic but did not buy more during it) and examining 

factors, described earlier, that would be linked with anxiety due to the pandemic. These are 

whether anyone in an individual’s household was diagnosed with COVID-19 and whether an 

individual experienced pandemic-related financial hardships. Here, expect to find that household 

COVID-19 cases and economic hardship predict conspiracy beliefs and trust; our theory is that 

threat motivates both gun buying and the attitudes that we examine, which means our threat 
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variables should predict our dependent variables. As Tables 1 and 2 show, this is indeed what we 

find: Both outcomes related to conspiracy beliefs are predicted by either household COVID-19 

or the economic hardship index (or both), as are all three trust outcomes. In the latter case, we 

find that being a new gun owner is also significantly associated with reduced levels of trust (with 

new gun ownership positive but not significant in the other models); this is notable given that our 

theory does not necessitate a difference between new and repeat buyers here.  
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These findings, in conjunction with our other findings, show that threat-based gun buyers 

differ from others, which indicates that the composition of the population of gun owners—as a 

result of the entry of a group of first-time gun buyers especially motivated by threat—has shifted 

during the pandemic, with a greater proportion holding conspiracy beliefs and reporting low 

levels of trust in important institutions. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

In this study, we have examined how the gun-buying surge of 2020—by bringing many 

millions of new Americans into the gun-owning community—may alter the group composition 

of gun owners moving forward. Gun owners are a notably important group, for at least two 

reasons. First, gun owners have been shown to be a crucial political constituency; participating in 

politics at unusually high rates, holding a distinct set of views, and comprising a key part of the 

Republican Party’s electoral coalition, gun-owning Americans—led by the NRA—have played a 

large role not just in the realm of gun politics but in U.S. politics more broadly. As a result, 

potential shifts in their political behavior are important for both substantive and academic 

reasons. Second, gun owners are important because, by definition, they are armed; they possess 

the ability to—at least to some extent—address security concerns independently of the state and, 

indeed, to even potentially take on the state. As a result, their political attitudes and actions—

particularly as it pertains to conspiracy beliefs and anti-system views—have important 

consequences for American democracy itself.  

In this light, we believe our findings are troubling. We have demonstrated that the gun 

buying spike of 2020 was motivated in large part by threat, which prior work has shown to be 

associated with a distinct set of political views. We examine whether 2020’s gun buyers—
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particularly its first-time buyers who, by virtue of being new to the group, have the capacity to 

alter its composition—hold these views; we focus in particular on attitudes pertaining to the 2020 

election and COVID-19 vaccines along with trust in public health, science, and media 

institutions. We find that new gun owners are in almost all cases more likely than pre-existing 

gun owners to hold conspiracy beliefs and anti-system views, even despite the fact that pre-

existing gun owners—relative to other Americans—are themselves more likely to hold such 

attitudes. In other words, our evidence contradicts the claims of some that first-time gun buyers 

will substantially moderate the sociopolitical meaning of gun ownership in the U.S. Rather, we 

find that the new gun owners of 2020 hold views that are more extreme than those of pre-

existing gun owners. Importantly, since new gun owners have beliefs that directionally echo 

those of prior owners (when viewed relative to the general population), they are unlikely to cause 

a fissure with the pre-existing population of gun owners, instead moving the group in a further 

conspiratorial and anti-system direction. Along these lines, given our finding that 2020 led to an 

increase in the number of people who have the means and motivation to act against the state—

and given events like the January 6, 2021 insurrection—subsequent work might extend our study 

by examining the relationship between gun buying and support for political violence. 

Second, our findings demonstrate that when individuals take actions that stem from 

threat, there can be important downstream consequences that are not necessarily obvious. In this 

case, the events of 2020 caused a number of threats, which in turn motivated gun buying, which 

in turn has consequences for a number of different political outcomes. Understanding both how 

threat motivates actions and what sorts of consequences those actions have is thus important. 

More generally, threats typically do not prompt direct calculated actions to address their source. 

Instead, they often trigger a range of emotions that bias decision making. In the case of gun 
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buying, as mentioned, senses of diffuse threat can prompt gun purchases even when owning guns 

has no obvious connection to the threat. It also can alter reasoning as people seek attributions and 

explanations for the threat. In the case of the pandemic, these patterns seemed to connect with 

both gun buying and anti-system beliefs, a potentially very dangerous combination. 

Finally, our work builds on important theories of group politics by demonstrating that 

disturbances—that is, social, political, or economic disruptions to the system—do not just 

encourage the mobilization of “potential groups” comprised of individuals who perceive their 

shared interests to be threatened, but can also lead to important changes in the composition of 

existing groups. In other words, when disturbances—such as a global pandemic—make 

individuals feel threatened, they may respond by entering the ranks of a pre-existing group. This 

decision may then have important consequences for who’s part of that group and what sorts of 

views its members hold.  

We have explored this pattern in the case of gun owners. A set of threatening conditions 

caused a surge in gun-buying, including among millions of individuals who did not previously 

own guns. This led to speculation that the relative diversity of these new gun owners—with some 

groups, such as Black Americans, buying guns for the first time at rates that slightly exceeded 

their pre-existing rates of gun ownership (while nonetheless comprising a relatively small 

proportion of pandemic purchasers)—would moderate the views of the gun-owning community. 

Our expectations—built on extant scholarship focused on the effects of disturbances and the 

threatening feelings they cause—were the opposite, however, and are borne out by our findings: 

rather than moderating the gun-owning community, the first-time gun buyers of 2020 have 

instead moved a group that was already especially likely to hold conspiracy beliefs and anti-

system views in a more extreme direction. These findings—although, at this point, limited to one 
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group and one set of disturbances—suggest that subsequent work should consider not just how 

social, economic, and political disruptions mobilize groups, but also how they change the 

composition of groups that already exist. Such work could help explain how and why critical 

junctures caused by threatening events sometimes reorganize important lines of group-based 

political conflict in durable and otherwise unexpected ways. 

  



26 
 

References  
 

Albertson, Bethany, and Shana Kushner Gadarian. 2015. Anxious Politics: Democratic 
Citizenship in a Threatening World. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 

Alcorn, Chauncey. 2020. “First-time buyers fuel pandemic-related surge in gun sales.” 
CNN Business, October 24. https://www.cnn.com/2020/10/24/business/gun-sales-surge-black-
americans-women/index.html. 

 
Angrist, Joshua D., and Jorn-Steffen Pischke. 2009. Mostly Harmless Econometrics: An 

Empiricist’s Companion. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
 
Bale, Jeffrey M. 2007. “Political Paranoia v. Political Realism: On Distinguishing 

Between Bogus Conspiracy Theories and Genuine Conspiratorial Politics.” Patterns of Prejudice 
41(1): 45-60. 
 

Carlson, Jennifer. 2015. Citizen-Protectors: The Everyday Politics of Guns in an Age of 
Decline. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 
Dahl, Robert A. 1961. Who Governs? Democracy and Power in an American City. New 

Haven: Yale University Press. 
 

Denham, Hannah, and Andrew Ba Tra. 2021. “Fearing violence and political uncertainty, 
Americans are buying millions more firearms.” Washington Post, February 3. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2021/02/03/gun-sales-january-background-checks/. 
 

Fisher, Marc, Mark Berman, Christine Spolar, Lori Rozsa and Andrew Ba Tran. 
2021. “America on edge: COVID lockdowns, protests and election strife led to record gun sales. 
Washington Post, January 18. https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/record-gun-sales-us-
2020/2021/01/18/d25e8616-55a9-11eb-a931-5b162d0d033d_story.html.  
 

Graham, Matthew H. and Omer Yair. 2021. “Expressive Responding and Trump’s Big 
Lie.” Working paper, https://m-graham.com/papers/GrahamYair_BigLie.pdf. 

 
Hansen, John Mark. 1985. “The Political Economy of Group Membership.” American 

Political Science Review 79(1): 79-96. 
 

Hetherington, Marc J., and Thomas J. Rudolph. 2015. Why Washington Won’t Work: 
Polarization, Political Trust, and the Governing Crisis. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 

Horner, Dylan E., Alex Sielaff, Tom Pyszczynski, and Jeff Greenberg. 2021. “The Role 
of Perceived Level of Threat, Reactance Proneness, Political Orientation, and Coronavirus 
Salience on Health Behavior Intentions.” Psychology & Health. 
DOI: 10.1080/08870446.2021.1982940 
 

https://www.cnn.com/2020/10/24/business/gun-sales-surge-black-americans-women/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2020/10/24/business/gun-sales-surge-black-americans-women/index.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2021/02/03/gun-sales-january-background-checks/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/record-gun-sales-us-2020/2021/01/18/d25e8616-55a9-11eb-a931-5b162d0d033d_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/record-gun-sales-us-2020/2021/01/18/d25e8616-55a9-11eb-a931-5b162d0d033d_story.html
https://m-graham.com/papers/GrahamYair_BigLie.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870446.2021.1982940


27 
 

Jackson, Joshua. 2006. “Introducing Fear of Crime to Risk Research.” Risk Analysis 
26(1): 253-264. 
 

Joslyn, Mark R. 2020. The Gun Gap: The Influence of Gun Ownership on Political 
Behavior and Attitudes. Oxford: Oxford University Press 

 
Joslyn, Mark R., and Donald P. Haider-Markel. 2017. “Gun Ownership and Self-Serving 

Attributions for Mass Shooting Tragedies.” Social Science Quarterly 98(2): 429–442. 
 
Jutzi, Chiara A., Robin Willardt, Petra C. Schmid, and Eva Jones. 2020. “Between 

Conspiracy Beliefs, Ingroup Bias, and System Justification: How People Use Defense Strategies 
to Cope With the Threat of COVID-19.” Frontiers in Psychology 11: 
DOI=10.3389/fpsyg.2020.57858. 
 

Kerner, Liz, Joy E. Losee, Gerald D. Higginbotham, and James A. Shepperd. 2022. 
“Interest in Purchasing Firearms in the United States at the Outset of the COVID-19 Pandemic.” 
Journal of Threat Assessment and Management 9(1): 52–66. 
 

Klar, Samara. 2013. "The Influence of Competing Identity Primes on Political 
Preferences.” The Journal of Politics 75(4): 1108-1124. 

 
Lacombe, Matthew J. 2021. Firepower: How the NRA Turned Gun Owners into a 

Political Force. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Lacombe, Matthew J. 2021. “The Political Weaponization of Gun Owners: The National 

Rifle Association’s Cultivation, Dissemination, and Use of a Group Social Identity.” Journal of 
Politics 81(4): 1342-1356. 

 
Lacombe, Matthew J., Adam J. Howat, and Jacob E. Rothschild. 2019. “Gun Ownership 

as a Social Identity: Estimating Behavioral and Attitudinal Relationships.” Social Science 
Quarterly 100(6): 2408-2424. 

 
Landau, Mark J., Aaron C. Kay, and Jennifer A. Whitson. 2015. “Compensatory control 

and the appeal of a structured world.” Psychological Bulletin 141(3): 694–722. 
 

Lang, Bree J., and Matthew Lang .2021. “Pandemics, Protests, and Firearms.” American 
Journal of Health Economics 7(2): 131-163. 
 

Linthicum, Kate. 2020. “Gun sales are soaring. And it’s not just conservatives stocking 
up.” Los Angeles Times, October 30. https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2020-10-
30/gun-sales-are-soaring-and-its-not-just-conservatives-stocking-up. 
 

Merino, Stephen M. 2018. “God and Guns: Examining Religious Influences on Gun 
Control Attitudes in the United States.” Religions 9(6): 189. 

 



28 
 

NPR. 2021. “Gun Sales Rise In Past Year, Especially Among Women And African 
Americans,” NPR Weekend Edition, March 13. https://www.npr.org/2021/03/13/976785274/gun-
sales-rise-in-past-year-especially-among-women-and-african-americans. 
 

O’Rourke, Ciara. 2020. “They’re Afraid. They’re Buying Guns. But They’re Not Voting 
for Trump.” Politico, October 25. https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/10/25/first-
time-gun-sales-not-voting-for-trump-430310. 

 
Olson, Mancur. 1965. The Logic of Collective Action. Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press. 
 

Parker, Kim, Juliana Menasce Horowitz, Ruth Igielnik, Baxter Oliphant, and Anna 
Brown. 2017. “America’s Complex Relationship With Guns.” Pew Research Center report. 
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2017/06/22/americas-complex-relationship-with-guns/ 
 

Paterson, Leigh. 2020. “Black Gun Ownership Rises Amid Pandemic, Protests For Racial 
Justice.” NPR, September 6. https://www.npr.org/2020/09/06/910194857/black-gun-ownership-
rises-amid-pandemic-protests-for-racial-justice 

 
Perlis, Roy H., Mauricio Santillana, Katherine Ognyanova, Jon Green, James Druckman, 

David Lazer, and Matthew A. Baum. 2021. “Factors Associated With Self-reported Symptoms of 
Depression Among Adults With and Without a Previous COVID-19 Diagnosis” JAMA Network 
Open 4(6): e2116612. 

 
Reiss, Stefan, Eline Leen-Thomele, Johannes Klackl, Eva Jonas. 2021. “Exploring the 

Landscape of Psychological Threat: A Cartography of Threats and Threat Responses.” Social 
and Personality Psychology Compass 15(4): e12588. 
 

E.E. Schattschneider. 1960. The Semi-Sovereign People. New York: Holt, Rinehart, and 
Wilson. 
 

Schlipphak, Bernd. 2021. “Threat Perceptions, Blame attribution, and Political Trust.” 
Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties DOI: 10.1080/17457289.2021.2001474. 
  

Scrima, Fabrizio, Silvana Miceli, Barbara Caci, and Maurizio Cardaci. 2022. “The 
Relationship Between Fear of COVID-19 and Intention to Get Vaccinated: The Serial Mediation 
Roles of Existential Anxiety and Conspiracy Beliefs.” Personality and Individual Differences 
184: 111188. 
 

Sloan, Melissa M.,  Murat Haner, Francis T. Cullen, Amanda Graham, Ebru Aydin, 
Teresa C. Kulig, and Cheryl Lero Jonson. 2021. “Using Behavioral Strategies to Cope With the 
Threat of Terrorism: A National-Level Study” Crime & Delinquency 67(12): 2011-2042. 
 

Stollberg, Janine, and Eva Jonas. 2021. “Existential Threat as a Challenge for Individual 
and Collective Engagement: Climate Change and the Motivation to Act.” Current Opinion in 
Psychology 42(2): 145-150. 

https://www.npr.org/2021/03/13/976785274/gun-sales-rise-in-past-year-especially-among-women-and-african-americans
https://www.npr.org/2021/03/13/976785274/gun-sales-rise-in-past-year-especially-among-women-and-african-americans
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/10/25/first-time-gun-sales-not-voting-for-trump-430310
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/10/25/first-time-gun-sales-not-voting-for-trump-430310
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2017/06/22/americas-complex-relationship-with-guns/
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2017/06/22/americas-complex-relationship-with-guns/
https://www.npr.org/2020/09/06/910194857/black-gun-ownership-rises-amid-pandemic-protests-for-racial-justice
https://www.npr.org/2020/09/06/910194857/black-gun-ownership-rises-amid-pandemic-protests-for-racial-justice
https://compass.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Reiss%2C+Stefan
https://compass.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Leen-Thomele%2C+Eline
https://compass.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Klackl%2C+Johannes
https://compass.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Jonas%2C+Eva


29 
 

 
Stroebe, Wolfgang, N. Pontus Leander, and Arie W. Kruglanski. 2017. “Is It a Dangerous 

World Out There? The Motivational Bases of American Gun Ownership.” Personality and 
Social Psychology Bulletin 43(8): 1071-1085. 
 

Šrola, Jakub, Eva Ballová Mikuškováa, and Vladimíra Čavojová. 2021. “When We Are 
Worried, What Are We Thinking?: Anxiety, Lack of Control, and Conspiracy Beliefs Amidst the 
COVID-19 Pandemic.” Applied Cognitive Psychology 35(3): 720-729. 
 

Sunstein, Cass R., and Adrian Vermeule. 2009. “Conspiracy Theories: Causes and 
Cures.” The Journal of Political Philosophy 17(2): 202-227. 

 
Tavernise, Sabrina. 2021. “An Arms Race in America: Gun Buying Spiked During the 

Pandemic. It’s Still Up.” New York Times, May 29. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/29/us/gun-purchases-ownership-pandemic.html 
 

Tocqueville, Alexis de. (1835) 2000. Democracy in America. Edited and translated by 
Harvey C. Mansfield and Delba Winthrop. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 

Truman, David. The Governmental Process: Political Interests and Public Opinion. New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf. 
 

van Prooijen, Jan-Willem. 2019. “An Existential Threat Model of Conspiracy Theories.” 
European Psychologist 21(1): 16-25. 

 
van Prooijen, Jan-Willem, and Karen M. Douglas. 2017. “Conspiracy Theories as Part of 

History: The Role of Societal Crisis Situations.” Memory Studies 10(3): 323-333. 
 

Warner. Tara D. 2020. “Fear, Anxiety, and Expectation: Gender Differences in Openness 
to Future Gun Ownership.” Violence and Gender 7(1): 11-19. 
 

Warner, Tara D., and Courtney R. Thrash. 2019. “A Matter of Degree?: Fear, Anxiety, 
and Protective Gun Ownership in the United States.” Social Science Quarterly 101(1): 285-308. 
 

Yamane, David. 2016. “Awash in a Sea of Faith and Firearms: Rediscovering the 
Connection Between Religion and Gun Ownership in America,” Journal for the Scientific Study 
of Religion 55(3): 622-636.  

 
Yamane, David. 2017. “The Sociology of U.S. Gun Culture.” Sociology Compass 11(7): 

e12497. 
 

Yamane, David. 2021. “Gun Culture 2.0 and the Great Gun-Buying Spree of 2020.” 
Discourse, February 2. https://www.discoursemagazine.com/culture-and-
society/2021/02/02/gun-culture-2-0-and-the-great-gun-buying-spree-of-2020/. 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/29/us/gun-purchases-ownership-pandemic.html
https://www.discoursemagazine.com/culture-and-society/2021/02/02/gun-culture-2-0-and-the-great-gun-buying-spree-of-2020/
https://www.discoursemagazine.com/culture-and-society/2021/02/02/gun-culture-2-0-and-the-great-gun-buying-spree-of-2020/


30 
 

Young, Ryan, Dakin Andone and Pamela Kirkland. 2021. “Gun sales rise among Black 
people as they look for firearm training and education.” CNN, June 23. 
https://www.cnn.com/2021/06/23/us/black-gun-owners-sales-rising/index.html 
 
  

https://www.cnn.com/2021/06/23/us/black-gun-owners-sales-rising/index.html


31 
 

Appendix A: Sample Descriptive Features 
 
Table A1 shows the demographics of our sample after reweighting to approximate the 2018 

American Community Survey proportions for gender, age, race/ethnicity, educational attainment, 

urbanicity, and region. We find, in general, that our weights suffice for the other variables in the 

weighted sample to likewise reflect demographic patterns in the U.S. adult population.  

 
Table A1: Sample demographics. 
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Appendix B: Question Wording 
 
Gun Ownership 

Gun owner Do you or a member of your household own a gun? 

o Yes   

o No  
 
Gun purchase Did you or a member of your household buy a gun during the COVID-19 pandemic (in 
the past 12 months)? 

o Yes  

o No  
 
Pre-existing owner Did you or a member of your household own a gun before the COVID-19 pandemic 
(over 12 months ago)? 

o Yes   

o No  

 

Reasons for Gun Buying 
 
What were the reasons you or a member of your household decided to get a gun? (Please select all that 
apply) 

▢     Hunting  

▢     Target shooting  

▢     Protection against crime  

▢     Protection against the government   
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▢     Because of COVID-19   

▢     Because of the lockdown and restrictions  

▢     Because of the election   

▢     Protection against someone I know personally  

▢     Other  
 
Conspiracy Beliefs 
 
Respondents received a “1” for saying accurate and a “0” for saying inaccurate or not sure, except for 
the clinical trials item which was reverse coded (1 for inaccurate, 0 for accurate or not sure). The 
vaccine conspiracy index is the average of these scores. 
 
Below are some statements about the COVID-19 vaccines that are currently being distributed. To the best 
of your knowledge, are those statements accurate or inaccurate? 

  Accurate  Inaccurate  Not 
sure  

The COVID-19 vaccines will alter people’s DNA. 

o   o   o   

The COVID-19 vaccines contain microchips that could track 
people. o   o   o   

The COVID-19 vaccines contain the lung tissue of aborted fetuses. 

o   o   o   

The COVID-19 vaccines can cause infertility, making it more 
difficult to get pregnant. o   o   o   
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The COVID-19 vaccines were tested on thousands of people in 
clinical trials. o   o   o   

 
Institutional Trust 
 
The trust health officials variable is an average of the following three items. These items were 
originally embedded in a longer list. 
 
How much do you trust the following people and organizations to do the right thing to best handle the 
current coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak? 

  A lot  Some  Not too 
much  

Not at 
all  

The FDA (Food and Drug Administration)  

o   o   o   o   

The CDC (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention) o   o   o   o   

Dr. Anthony Fauci of the National Institute of Health 

o   o   o   o   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The trust scientists and trust news media variables appeared in the following matrix, which 
originally contained more items. 
 
How much do you trust the following people and organizations to do the right thing to best 
handle the current coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak? 
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  A lot Some Not too much Not at all 

Scientists and researchers 

o   o   o   o   

The news media 

o   o   o   o   

  
COVID-19 Variables 

The following two questions were used to construct the COVID-19 House variable. Respondents 
who answered “Yes” to the first question or any answer aside from “None” on the second 
question were coded as 1. All others were coded as 0.  
 
Have you ever been diagnosed with coronavirus (COVID-19)? 

o Yes, I was diagnosed by a medical professional  

o No, I was not diagnosed but I think I may  have it now  

o No, I was not diagnosed but I think I had it previously and recovered  

o No, I was not diagnosed and I do not think I ever had it  

o I am not sure 
 
How many members of your household (other than yourself) have been diagnosed with coronavirus 
(COVID-19)? 

o None  

o One  

o Two  

o Three 
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o Four  

o Five or more 
 
The economic hardship index was constructed from the number of items a respondent checked in the 
following list. 
 
Are you or someone in your household currently experiencing any of the following as a result of the 
coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak? (Please select all that apply) 

▢     Had to start working from home 

▢     Had their school or university closed 

▢     Had to stop or scale back work to take care of their children 

▢     Had to stop or scale back work to take care of someone who had COVID-19 

▢     Had to take a cut in pay due to reduced hours or demand for their work 

▢     Was unable to make rent or mortgage payments 

▢     Was evicted from their home 

▢     Was laid off or lost a job 

▢     Was unable to make rent or mortgage payments 

▢     Was evicted from their home 

▢     None of the above 
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Appendix C: Logit and Full Models 
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