
1 
 

A DCI Deliberation Guide 

 

 
Guns in America: 

How Shall We Balance Concerns about Gun Rights and Gun Risks? 
 

 
Format for Deliberation 
 

Before the Deliberation 

I. Read this document (required) 

II. Read Britannica’s article, “Should More Gun Control Laws Be Enacted?” (optional) 

III. Read NBC News’s article, “Six Proposals to Reduce Gun Violence and How They Work” 

(optional) 

IV. Read this Constitutional Rights Foundation article, “Policies on Guns” (optional) 

 

During the Deliberation 

I. Setting Expectations - 5 min. 

II. Getting to Know Each Other - 5 min. 

III. Understanding Tensions between Gun Rights and Gun Risks - 20 min. 

IV. Identifying, Evaluating, and Prioritizing Policies - 20 min. 

V. Reflections - 10 min.  

 

Background 

 

1. Introduction  

 
The debate over gun control and gun rights is deeply ingrained in American history, reflecting 
a longstanding dichotomy between the cherished right to bear arms and the pressing need for 
public safety.1 More generally, it embodies the tension between the government’s obligation to 
safeguard individual rights ostensibly protected by the Constitution (the liberty to purchase a 
gun, the right to privacy with respect to one’s mental health, etc.) and the government’s 
obligation to “preserve the general welfare” and protect the public from undue risks of harm 
(e.g., harm from mass shootings, homicides, etc.). 
 

https://gun-control.procon.org/
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/white-house/6-proposals-reduce-gun-violence-how-they-work-n851736
https://www.crf-usa.org/images/pdf/gun_policies.pdf
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This issue is therefore both a policy discussion and a discussion rooted in deeper commitments 
expressed in the U.S. Constitution. For some, it is all about the right to bear arms as a 
fundamental aspect of American identity and freedom, while for others it is all about the 
central importance of protecting the American people from danger.  

On the one hand, advocates for stronger protection of gun rights view gun ownership as a vital 
right, emblematic of personal freedom, self-reliance and the ability to protect oneself, one's 
family, and one’s property.2 Gun rights advocacy is also tied to deep concerns about 
government overreach and long-standing traditions of hunting and sport shooting. On the other 
hand, advocates for stricter gun regulations focus on the state’s obligation to protect the 
public. They argue there is an urgent need to curb gun violence and prevent tragedies that 
affect communities across the nation. 3 They are highly motivated to reduce gun deaths and 
reduce the fear and sorrow associated with gun-related incidents.4  

While gun regulation advocates may acknowledge the importance of guns for many Americans, 
they generally argue that the restrictions they favor are important and do not violate 
Constitutionally-protected gun rights. Likewise, gun rights advocates may also be concerned 
about firearm-related homicides, suicides, and accidents, but generally believe that stricter 
regulations will not reduce those tragedies and may in fact cause them to increase. Advocates 
on both sides of this issue tend to feel very strongly about their ideals and positions as they 
relate to guns in America. 

The attitudes of the broader American public are more varied. According to a 2024 Gallup poll, 
31% of respondents are either very satisfied (12%) or somewhat satisfied (19%) with the 
nation’s laws or policies on guns, while 4% had no opinion and 65% were either very or 
somewhat dissatisfied.5 The percentage of Americans who are dissatisfied is the highest it has 
been in the 21 years Gallup has been asking the question, with 45% highly dissatisfied.6 The 
same poll found that 56% of Americans feel that the laws covering the sale of firearms should 
be made more strict, 12% feel that they should be made less strict, and 31% feel that they 
should be kept as they are now. Of those respondents who are dissatisfied with current 
regulations, 72% want stricter laws and 13% want less strict laws.7 
 
The point of sharing this public opinion data is not to suggest that the popularity of a position 
should determine whether a particular position is right or wrong – majorities can be mistaken 
and can also be persuaded by good reasons and strong evidence. It is to highlight that there is a 
spectrum of opinion on this issue both in terms of how strongly people feel about it and how 
they come down on it. Other polling data highlights another important point – that beneath 
the simple binary of too strict or not strict enough is a multiplicity of nuanced issues and 
questions. For example, 73% of Americans in 2023 were against bans on handguns (except for 
the police and other authorized persons), 64% thought having a gun in the house makes it 
safer, and 55% believed (in 2022) that there should be a ban on the manufacture, possession 
and sale of semi-automatic guns.8 These are only a few of the specific policies that are 
connected to this issue, and these poll results demonstrate how varied and complicated 
beliefs about them are.   
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The intensity of perspectives on this issue is therefore deeply intertwined with the 
complexity of the gun regulation/gun rights debate, which not only focuses on policy solutions 
but also touches on deep-seated values, fears, and aspirations. As we delve into this 
deliberation, it's helpful to approach the conversation with curiosity, kindness, and empathy, 
recognizing the valid concerns and emotions on all sides of this issue. A dialogue that explores 
the diverse perspectives on this issue is crucial to creating the possibility of finding common 
ground and crafting a set of policies that everyone can agree with, even if we might not agree 
with each individual policy. Thus, deliberating about this topic is a critical step, as it invites a 
broad spectrum of voices to contribute to a nuanced understanding and thoughtful approach to 
one of the most polarizing issues of our time.  
 
This guide will begin with an overview of the factors influencing peoples’ general orientation to 
this issue and why they might be more likely to support more strict or less strict gun 
regulations. Then it will dive into the complexity underlying this simple dichotomy and explore 
four dimensions of public policies related to guns: 
 

1. Populations: Who should be able to have guns? 
2. Types: What kinds of guns should they be able to have? 
3. Requirements: Under what conditions should they be able to have them? 
4. Locations: Where should they be able to have them? 

 
While the guide covers a wide range of issues related to guns in America, given space 
limitations it is not a comprehensive review of all of the different facets of this topic. But 
examining these specific questions and the datapoints and arguments provided in the guide 
(and those that participants also bring to the discussion) should help us all better understand 
the complexities of this contentious issue, where we agree and disagree about it, and how we 
might best balance concerns about both gun rights and gun safety.  
 

2. Factors Related to Discussions about Guns 

 
There are numerous factors that influence our thinking about guns in America. They include the 
number of deaths and injuries from guns in the United States in absolute terms, over time, and 
relative to other countries. They include the role guns can play in enhancing personal safety and 
the sense that the right to bear arms is an intrinsic right that is protected by the Constitution. 
They include the belief that guns have some unique qualities that require us to pay special 
attention to them and the belief that guns are only one of many contributors to the violence we 
see in our communities. And they include the competing beliefs that gun possession and gun 
regulations may deter crime, have no effect on crime, or lead to increased gun violence. This 
section will briefly summarize each of these different factors. 
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2.1 Gun Deaths  
 
In 2021, 48,830 people died from gun-related injuries, which is more than the 42,915 people 
who are estimated to have died in automobile accidents that same year.9 Gun regulation 
advocates often cite this comparison as a reason for making gun laws more strict.10 The per 
capita rate (14.6 gun deaths per 100,000 people) in 2021 was the highest it has been since the 
mid-1990s, but it remains below its peak level in the 1970s.11 Approximately 54% of firearm-
related deaths in 2021 were suicides while 43% were murders (3% were accidental, involved 
law enforcement, or had undetermined causes).12 Firearms were the leading cause of death for 
children between 1 and 17 in 2020 and 2021, and the rate of deaths per 100,000 children has 
increased 68% since 2000.13   
 
According to data compiled by the University of Washington’s Institute for Health Metrics and 
Evaluation, the age-adjusted firearm homicide rate in the United States is significantly higher 
than in other high-income countries; for example, it is 33 times the rate of Australia and 77 
times that of Germany.14 The rates of gun violence within the US vary considerably; 
Washington, DC, has the highest age-adjusted firearm homicide rate in the country at 14.4 per 
100,000 people, putting it on par with countries like Brazil and Jamaica, which are among the 
top ten globally for firearm violence.15 At the opposite end, New Hampshire has the lowest rate 
in the US at 1.1 per 100,000, similar to Chile.16 Yet, this rate is still three times higher than that 
of Cyprus, which at 0.36 deaths per 100,000, has the highest rate in Europe.17  
 
These statistics illustrate the high levels of gun violence in the United States compared to other 
causes of death, other periods of time, and other countries, and are frequently-cited reasons 
for increased gun regulation.18 Proponents of strict gun control laws argue that these measures 
are necessary to keep guns out of the hands of those who might misuse them, and to prevent 
mass shootings and reduce gun deaths.  
 
2.2 The Right to Bear Arms 
 
Pro-gun advocates assert that the right to bear arms is a fundamental right and a cornerstone 
of personal liberty, offering a check against potential government tyranny. They reference the 
Second Amendment of the U.S. Constitution as a safeguard for this freedom, emphasizing its 
foundational role in American democracy.19 They are generally critical of many gun regulations 
because they are viewed as infringing on this right protected by the Second Amendment.  
 
The 2nd Amendment states, “A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free 
State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.”20 Legal scholars 
and Supreme Court justices have strongly disagreed about how best to interpret the text of this 
amendment.21 Some argue that it means the right to bear arms should be viewed only within 
the context of maintaining a well-regulated militia.22 Others assert that this right is independent 
of the considerations related to a militia.23 The former view was the precedent of the Supreme 
Court until it issued its 5-4 ruling in District of Columbia v. Heller, which overturned a law 
banning handguns in Washington, DC.24 The majority argued that “the Second Amendment 
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protects an individual right to possess a firearm unconnected with service in a militia, and to 
use that arm for traditionally lawful purposes, such as self-defense within the home.”25  The 
four justices in the minority argued that it was instead “adopted to protect the right of the 
people of each of the several States to maintain a well-regulated militia.”26  
 
Those in support of the justices who ruled in favor of protecting gun rights have largely been 
referred to as Originalists. Originalists believe that interpretations of the Constitution must be 
understood in the way it was intended to be understood at the time of its writing (rather than 
be interpreted from a contemporary point of view).27 Opponents of this approach, often 
referred to as Living Constitutionalists, claim Originalists defend antiquated norms that neglect 
the evolving needs of society. They fear that adherence to this approach will lead to the law 
failing to account for the present day and its differences from the time the document and its 
amendments were constructed. Living Constitutionalists generally believe evolving social 
attitudes are what enables judges to best apply the Constitution to the times we live in, while 
Originalists contend that social attitudes can lead to misinterpretations of the Constitution.28 
 
Within the broader federal context, the laws of U.S. states differ considerably in terms of how 
strictly they regulate guns. For those in favor of strong gun rights, Texas is often cited as having 
laws that appropriately protect the right of citizens to bear arms.29 For instance, Texas does not 
require a permit for the open carry of long guns and does not mandate universal background 
checks for private sales. These policies will be described in more detail below.30  
 
2.3 Guns and Government Overreach 
 
Advocates for the protection of gun rights also point to the idea that an armed populace can 
prevent not just individual crimes but also serve as a bulwark against potential government 
overreach and tyranny.31 As an editorial on the website of the Texas Public Policy Foundation 
argues, “the very presence of firearms in an empowered citizen populace has a deterring effect 
on overreach.”32 
 
2.4 Guns and Self-Defense 
 
Additionally, gun rights advocates present statistics showing that firearms are used defensively 
between 500,000 to 3 million times each year (as cited in a 2013 National Academies of 
Sciences report), suggesting that guns are frequently and appropriately used for self-defense, 
sometimes without a shot being fired.33 This perspective considers the individual's right to 
protect oneself and one’s property as paramount, and views responsible gun ownership as a 
vital component of maintaining one’s personal safety. Some have questioned the validity of 
these numbers, suggesting that they are overestimates and that firearms are “used far more 
often to intimidate than in self-defense.”34 
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2.5 Guns as Deterrence 
 
Critics of strict gun control argue that Texas' approach enables law-abiding citizens to use their 
firearms to deter crime, including homicides.35 They can do so directly, by taking “non-fatal 
actions, like brandishing a weapon,” firing warning shots, or intentionally wounding an 
attacker.36 Or they can do so indirectly; one survey suggests that “criminals are more worried 
about meeting an armed victim than they are about running into the police.”37    
 
2.6 Gun Regulations as Deterrence 
 
However, supporters of stricter gun control often point to evidence that permissive gun laws 
contribute to higher rates of gun-related homicides and mass shootings.38 A Columbia 
University study found that “a 10 unit increase in state permissiveness was associated with a 
significant 11 percent higher mass shooting rate; a 10 percent higher state firearm ownership 
rate was associated with a 35 percent higher rate of mass shootings.”39 In California, for 
example, a state known for its strict gun control measures, the gun homicide rate is 3.5 per 
100,000 people.40 Conversely, in Mississippi, a state with more permissive gun laws, has a 
higher firearm homicide rate of 10.2 per 100,000 people.41  
 
Statistically, the relationship between gun laws and homicide rates may be confounded by 
other variables. The organization Third Way found that the murder rate in states that voted for 
Donald Trump was 21% higher than states that voted for Joe Biden in 2020. The authors 
suggest that several factors, including not only gun ownership but also other factors, such as 
poverty levels, educational attainment, availability of social services, and police resources may 
all influence crime rate levels.42  
 
2.7 Effectiveness of Gun Laws 
 
Critics of strict gun laws also suggest that such restrictions do not effectively prevent criminals 
from obtaining firearms illegally.43 
 
2.8 The Uniqueness of Guns 
 
As Sarah Logemann asks in A Resource for Generous Dialogue about Gun Violence, “What is 
unique about gun violence?“44 Citing the Bible, she writes that people have been killing each 
other since the time of Cain and Abel and have used many different ways to do so.45 Gun 
regulation advocates might respond by emphasizing the relative lethality of guns, the limited 
time between decision and impact when using a gun as opposed to other weapons, and the 
high levels of both accessibility and usability of firearms.46 Other arguments highlight the 
versatility of guns – they “permit attacks at greater range and from positions of better 
concealment than other weapons...[and] attacks by persons physically or psychologically unable 
to overpower their victim through violent physical contact.“47 These features are likely the 
reason that guns are “are virtually the only weapon used in killing police officers.“48 
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2.9 Other Factors Driving Gun Deaths 
 
Gun rights advocates sometimes emphasize other factors that may be causing gun-related 
deaths. This is a variation of the argument, “Guns don’t kill people, people kill people,” and the 
implication is that we should focus on the root causes of these deaths rather than the particular 
weapon used to kill.49 Below are some of the factors that are often cited as contributors to high 
rates of gun violence: 
 

• Economic Factors: Joblessness can in some cases lead to increased crime rates.50 
Economic distress can drive individuals towards criminal activities as a means of survival 
or due to the frustration and hopelessness that come with financial instability. One 
study found that during the pandemic, unemployment was associated with gun violence 
and homicides in 16 cities.51 

 

• Social Inequalities: Socio-economic disparities and racial inequalities can also 
exacerbate tensions within communities, leading to higher rates of violence. Areas with 
significant socio-economic divides may experience more frequent instances of violence 
as marginalized groups might face systemic barriers that contribute to a cycle of poverty 
and crime.52 

• Mental Health Services: The availability and accessibility of mental health services play 
a crucial role in addressing potential violent behaviors. Inadequate mental health 
support can leave individuals with untreated mental health issues, some of whom may 
pose a risk to themselves and others.53 

 

• Education and Community Programs: Lack of educational opportunities and community 
support programs can contribute to higher murder rates. Education and community 
engagement are vital for providing individuals with the knowledge and skills necessary 
for productive participation in society, as well as offering alternatives to criminal 
activities.54 

 

• Drug and Alcohol Abuse: Substance abuse is closely linked to violent behavior, including 
murder. The use of drugs and alcohol can impair judgment and lead to aggressive 
behaviors, making substance abuse a significant factor in discussions about murder 
rates.55 

 
This multiplicity of factors support the argument that addressing high crime rates, including gun 
violence, may require a holistic approach that considers not only gun control measures but also 
interventions aimed at improving economic conditions, reducing social inequalities, enhancing 
access to mental health services, and supporting education and community programs. Gun 
regulation advocates might agree that addressing these areas is indeed important, but not to 
the exclusion of also introducing more strict gun regulations that can also reduce gun violence.  
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3. Dimensions of Gun Policies  

 
Building on the broader arguments above related to gun regulations, this section will explore 
the different dimensions of these policies. It adapts the concept of the gun rights spectrum 
introduced by Sarah Logemann to highlight the point that we may fall on different parts of the 
spectrum depending on which dimension we are considering.56  
Nobo 
3.1 Populations: Who Should Be Able to Have Guns? 
 
This dimension is perhaps the most foundational one – who should be allowed to have guns? It 
ranges from no one to everyone, with several options in between. 
 

Populations: Who Should Be Able to Have Guns? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Nobody Military and 
police while 
on the job 

Police 
while off 
duty (in 

addition to 
those in 2) 

Hunters (in 
addition to 
those in 2-

3) 

Everyone 
18+ 

without 
mental 

illnesses  

Everyone 
18+ 

Everyone 

 
Regulations preventing people with mental illnesses from possessing guns have been most 
commonly debated in recent years. Federal law currently does not allow gun possession by 
people who have been involuntarily committed to a psychiatric hospital or found to be a danger 
to themselves or others.57 These laws, however, will only be enforced if states have similar laws 
in place.58 Conversely, some states have laws that also ban possession of guns by people who 
have been found to be incapable of managing their affairs due to mental illness (18 states), 
found not guilty due to reason of insanity (29 states), found incompetent to stand trial (27 
states), and other reasons related to mental illness.59 
 
Arguments for and against restrictions on gun possession by people with mental illnesses: 
 
For: Proponents of these measures argue that, while not all people with mental illnesses are 
inherently dangerous, there is evidence to suggest that many suffering from particular types of 
mental illness (e.g., schizophrenia) do have a higher risk of committing a homicide and 
attempting suicide.60 Given that one study showed 2% of patients released from psychiatric 
facilities committed an act of violence with a gun within one year of release, guns are used in 
more than half of all suicides, and 9 out of 10 firearm suicides result in death, keeping guns out 
of their possession would proactively prevent these individuals from harming themselves and 
others.61  
 
Against: Opponents of this measure argue that people with mental illnesses are stigmatized by 
the media and that a large majority are never violent.62 They feel a ban on weapons sales would 
deprive perfectly safe gun owners of the right to defend themselves when mental illness only 
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accounts for a small proportion of interpersonal violence – 4% – in the United States.63 Laws 
restricting gun possession based on mental illness “will not stop gun violence, and instead, 
could fuel prejudice and fear around people living with a mental illness and may lead to people 
avoiding mental health services.”64  
 
3.2 Types: What kinds of guns should citizens be able to own and/or carry? 
 
A second dimension of gun regulations is what kinds of firearms should people be allowed to 
have. Positions can range from none to all kinds, with several options in between. 
 

Types: What kinds of guns should citizens be able to own and/or carry? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

None Hunting 
Rifles  

Handguns 
(in 

addition to 
those in 2) 

Semi-
Automatic 
Weapons 

(in 
addition to 

those in  
2-3) 

High 
Capacity 

Ammunition 
Magazines 
(in addition 
to those in 

2-4) 

Automatic 
Weapons 

(in 
addition to 

those in  
2-5) 

All Kinds 

 
Guns fall into a number of different categories, and these categories can be relevant for 
regulation as can be seen in the chart above. Some people who are concerned about gun 
regulation prefer to talk in terms of “assault weapons,” a loosely-defined category typically 
considered to include semi-automatic firearms with large capacity magazines.65 A semi-
automatic firearm automatically loads the next round to fire but requires the shooter to pull 
the trigger for each shot. A high-capacity magazine, according to the now-expired 1994 Federal 
Assault Weapons Ban, could hold more than ten cartridges of ammunition.66 With this 
background, we can consider the arguments below.  
 
Arguments for and against banning assault weapons:  
 
For: Those in favor of banning assault weapons argue that people are capable of defending 
themselves with other, less dangerous types of guns, and that these kinds of weapons put 
society at risk of mass acts of violence.67 In this view, they should therefore be banned to 
prevent mass shootings from being carried out, which Everytown For Gun Safety argues is 
plausible because, during the 10 year federal prohibition, it found at least 11 mass shootings 
were prevented.68 
 
Against: Those against banning assault weapons argue these weapons are not the only ones 
used in mass shootings and they are responsible for very few deaths in the U.S. In their view, 
banning them would erode our Constitutional rights, and particularly those who may not be 
trained or physically capable of handling more difficult weapons to use like pistols or 
shotguns.69 Under these bans, these individuals who include disabled persons would be unable 
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to defend themselves and unfairly harmed should access to these kinds of weapons be 
banned.70  
 
Arguments for and against banning high-capacity ammunition magazines:  
 
For: Similarly to proponents of assault weapons bans, those who support a ban on high-
capacity magazines argue that private ownership of these types of weapons is unnecessary for 
self-defense. They also argue that almost two-thirds of mass shootings over three decades 
involved magazines with more than 10 rounds, and that banning them would significantly 
reduce the threat of mass shootings by taking away the capability to carry out these acts as 
effectively.71 However, there is no universally agreed upon definition of “high-capacity 
magazine.”  
 
Against: Those opposed to the banning of high-capacity magazines argue that shootings carried 
out with weapons with high-capacity magazines only affect a minority of gun-related crimes.72 
Like assault weapons, banning them would deprive the vast majority of gun owners of an  
effective tool for self-defense.73 Implementing a ban would be practically difficult because of 
the high number of magazines in circulation without resorting to extreme policies to do so.74  
 

3.3 Requirements: Under what conditions should citizens be able to own and/or carry guns? 

 
The next dimension of gun regulations is the conditions under which permitted citizens are 
allowed to own and possess the types of firearms that have been allowed by law. Beyond the 
far ends of the spectrum (never and none), the options include training and/or background 
checks that are either mandatory or optional and either thorough or limited.  
 

Requirements: Under what conditions should they be able to have them? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Never 
(they 

are not 
allowed 
to have 
them) 

Thorough and 
Mandatory 

Training and 
Background 

Checks  

Thorough 
and 

Mandatory 
Background 

Checks 

Limited and 
Mandatory 

Training and 
Background 

Checks 

Limited and 
Optional 
Training 

and 
Background 

Checks 

Limited and 
Optional 

Background 
Checks 

None 
(no 

reqs. 
For 

having 
them) 

 
One approach to regulating gun ownership is to regulate the sale of guns. One way to do so in 
the U.S. is to subject those purchasing guns at gun shows to background checks before they can 
make the purchase. Another approach is to monitor and track the purchases of guns at gun 
shows and elsewhere. A third approach is to require waiting periods for gun buyers before they 
can purchase a gun. With this background, we will now examine arguments for and against 
these different gun policies.  
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Arguments for and against making private gun sales and sales at gun shows subject to 
background checks: 
 
For: Supporters of such universal background checks argue that these kinds of gun sales can be 
loopholes for extremely dangerous and potentially threatening people to purchase guns who 
would otherwise be restricted from acquiring firearms.75 This is because, although federal law 
requires criminal background checks for all firearm sales by licensed dealers, it does not require 
these checks by non-licensed dealers, i.e., sellers who are private individuals.76 It is therefore up 
to each state to determine what it requires of private individual sellers, and whether an 
individual buyer at a gun show must pass a criminal background check before purchasing from 
an individual seller.77 These advocates argue all gun sales should be subjected to the same 
standards in order to ensure that background checks serve their purpose, which is to prevent 
firearms from coming into the hands of dangerous individuals.78 In their view, this purpose is 
directly undermined by the existence of gun distributors who do not require checks. 
 
Against: Opponents argue that the so-called “gun show loophole” is a misnomer because over 
90 percent of the sellers at gun shows are indeed licensed dealers, and less than 1% of criminals 
buy their guns at gun shows.79 Opponents of this policy are not necessarily against any system 
of criminal background checks but tend to argue that we should not expand the background 
check laws to include private unlicensed sellers.80 They argue that very few guns are purchased 
through private sellers, and that many sellers at gun shows are federally licensed to sell guns, 
meaning they complete background checks on all sales.81 They argue these regulations will not 
reduce gun violence, at least not to any significant extent. Instead, they believe these 
regulations are designed to reduce gun purchases by law-abiding citizens by holding these 
markets to higher standards. Some also point to the fact that the 1994 Brady Act, which 
required background checks at all federally licensed gun dealers, did not reduce homicide rates 
at all.82  
 
Arguments for and against creating a federal government database to track all gun sales: 
 
For: Advocates for a federal database for gun sales often cite its potential for improving law 
enforcement's ability to solve gun crimes and deter gun violence, as ownership information 
would be readily available.83 Furthermore, surveys show that 54% of gun owners are open to 
the idea of such a database.84 These proponents believe that a federal database would help law 
enforcement solve crimes by making the process of gun tracing more efficient. It would also aid 
in preventing those deemed unsafe from acquiring firearms.85 
 
Against: Critics argue that a federal database is a form of government overreach and could lead 
to a gun registry that raises privacy and Second Amendment concerns.86 Many gun owners view 
their firearm ownership as an essential part of their personal freedom and are resistant to 
policies they perceive to track or control gun ownership. Additionally, there is a concern that 
“gun ownership records could provide a potential road map for criminals in search of firearms, 
as well as potential for neighborhood gossip.”87 
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Shortening Waiting Periods for People Who Want to Buy Guns Legally: 
 
For: Advocates for shortening waiting periods argue that these delays infringe upon the Second 
Amendment rights and can prevent individuals from quickly obtaining a firearm for urgent self-
defense needs.88 Advocates argue that immediate access to firearms is crucial for self-defense. 
Those in favor of shortening waiting periods argue that modern technology can expedite 
background checks without compromising their thoroughness, and that there is “no evidence 
that waiting periods reduce suicides, homicides, or mass shootings.”89 

 
Against: Opponents of this idea maintain that waiting periods are crucial for thorough 
background checks, reducing impulsive violence and suicides, and ensuring that firearms do not 
fall into the wrong hands.90 A study in the American Journal of Public Health found that states 
with waiting periods had 51% fewer firearm suicides and a 27% lower overall suicide rate. 
Furthermore, a study in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences reported a 17% 
reduction in homicides with waiting periods.91 

 

3.4 Locations: Where should they be citizens to have guns? 

 
Gun regulations can also focus on where citizens are permitted to have firearms. Options range 
from nowhere to everywhere, with many options in between. This section will explore the 
arguments for and against several of these regulatory options.  
 

Locations: Where should citizens be able to have guns? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Nowhere Only in 
your home 

Only out of 
your home 

for 
specified 
reasons 

Teachers 
and school 
officials in 

schools 
(and 2-3) 

Concealed 
carry –  

with 
permit 

(and 2-4) 

Open  
carry –  

with 
permit 

(and 2-5) 

Permitless 
carry  
(no 

restrictions) 

   
Allowing People to Carry Guns Without a Permit: 
 
For: Supporters of permitless carry, or “constitutional carry,” argue that it removes unnecessary 
barriers to the exercise of Second Amendment rights, enables citizens to determine for 
themselves how to protect themselves, and simplifies the process and reduces the costs for 
law-abiding citizens to carry a firearm for self-defense.92 They also assert that it enables citizens 
to take responsibility for their own safety and suggest that the decrease in violent crime since 
1991 is due to the increase the number of people carrying firearms.93 They also note that gun 
buyers still have to go through required background checks and individuals previously 
prohibited to possess firearms still are not allowed to obtain them.94  
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Against: Critics contend that removing permit requirements undermines public safety by 
allowing potentially untrained individuals to carry firearms in public who have not gone any 
background check.95 They assert there is no evidence that permitless carry laws are associated 
with crime reduction. In contrast, the Violence Policy Center found over 2000 holders of 
concealed carry permits were involved in homicides or suicides since 2007.96 Everytown also 
points to a study that states with weak or no concealed carry laws had 29% higher rates of 
workplace homicides committed with guns.97 
 
Allowing People to Carry Concealed Guns in More Places with a Permit: 
 
This policy option requires us to understand the concept of “concealed carry,” which is the 
practice of carrying a concealed firearm on one’s person in public. It constitutes carrying a 
weapon, most commonly a handgun, in proximity to or on one’s person in public places in a 
way that hides the weapon’s presence from surrounding observers. States have different laws 
regarding who is allowed to engage in concealed carry, where they are allowed to do so, and 
how difficult it should be to become legally allowed to concealed carry.98 
 
In 2022, the Supreme Court ruled in its New York Rifle & Pistol Association v. Bruen decision 
that concealed carrying guns outside of the home is a protected right under the 2nd 
Amendment.99 The decision made the legality of state laws on guns contingent on whether the 
2nd Amendment protects the activities involving guns that states are attempt to regulate. It thus 
invalidated arguments by states that the reasons for restricting the possession of a gun outside 
of one’s home outweighed the burden of that restriction on the gun owner.100 Advocates of gun 
rights celebrated the decision as a reaffirmation of the rights granted to them in the 
Constitution.101 No longer would they need to undergo lengthy and difficult application 
processes to obtain open-carry permits which limited the right to carry outside the home to a 
strict set of specific conditions.102 Gun control advocates, on the other hand, lamented the 
decision as robbing the states of the right to determine the best way to handle guns being 
carried in public to ensure the safety of their citizens.103  
 
Within the context of this decision, we can examine arguments for and against making 
concealed carry laws less restrictive.  
 
For: Opponents of strict concealed carry laws argue that self-defense is an essential right of 
every citizen. They contend in many situations carrying a gun is the only way to ensure a person 
is capable of self-defense. They point to numerous examples of mass murder and violent crimes 
being prevented and greatly reduced because of concealed carry laws enabling people to 
defend themselves and those around them.104 Advocates for allowing people to carry 
concealed firearms in more places often cite a decline in violent crimes with the increase in 
concealed carry permits. For example, the Crime Prevention Research Center reported a 22% 
decrease in murder rates and a 15% decrease in violent crime rates between 2007 and 2015 in 
states with the most significant increases in permits.105 Beyond the reduction of violence and 
crime, they would argue that cities with harsh gun control laws often have some of the highest 
crime rates and that concealed carry would deter much of this crime.106  



14 
 

For: Proponents of making concealed carry requirements more robust contend that making 
concealed carry easier increases instances of increase total and firearm-related homicides.107 A 
Stanford study found that right-to-carry laws are linked to an 8% increase in aggravated 
assault.108 Additionally, a National Bureau of Economic Research study indicated that violent 
crime is estimated to be 13-15% higher a decade after the adoption of right-to-carry laws.109 
These advocates argue that more guns in public places could escalate ordinary conflicts into 
deadly encounters and increase the likelihood of accidental shootings. They argue that open 
carry restrictions are important safety measures which are the only way to properly ensure 
people allowed to concealed carry are properly trained to do so safely. They argue law 
enforcement's job becomes more difficult when concealed carry limits are lifted as 
investigations into violent crimes become more difficult.110  
 
Allowing Teachers and School Officials to Carry Guns in K-12 Schools: 
 
In the wake of recent school shootings, some have proposed that teachers and school officials 
be allowed to keep and carry guns in K-12 schools. This section will summarize arguments for 
and against such a policy. 
 
For: Advocates for arming teachers and school officials argue that this measure would enable a 
quicker response to active shooter situations, potentially deterring would-be attackers and 
saving lives. There are instances where armed individuals on school grounds have successfully 
stopped shootings, reinforcing the argument for the presence of armed defenders in schools. 
The principle behind this is not only the immediate neutralization of a threat but also the 
potential deterrence it provides against the initiation of such attacks. Proponents believe that, 
with proper training and strict protocols, the benefits of having armed personnel on campus 
could outweigh the risks, providing an immediate line of defense in critical situations.111 
 
Against: On the other hand, critics raise significant concerns about the implications of 
introducing more firearms into the school environment. Major educational and law 
enforcement organizations, including the American Federation of Teachers, National Education 
Association, and the National Association of School Resource Officers, stand against arming 
educators, citing risks to students, staff, and law enforcement. They argue that the presence of 
guns could increase the likelihood of accidental discharges and the potential for guns to be 
accessed by unintended individuals, including students. There is also a fear that the educational 
setting could be compromised, creating an atmosphere of fear rather than safety. The 
psychological impact of students knowing their teachers are armed could potentially affect the 
learning environment and student-teacher relationships.112  
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Setting Expectations (5 min) 

   
In this section, we will review the “Expected Outcomes,” Deliberative Dispositions,” and 
“Conversation Agreements” below.  

Expected Outcomes of the Conversation  
The purpose of this deliberation is to deepen our understanding of gun policies in the United 
States. Over the course of the deliberation, we will have the opportunity to listen to the 
perspectives of our fellow deliberators as well as share our own experiences and beliefs 
related to guns and federal and states’ laws that regulate them. By the end of the 

conversation, we will have deliberated about the strongest and weakest arguments for 

strengthening or weakening gun regulations and discussed our highest and lowest priorities 
for reforming gun policies in the United States. We will also have talked about the Supreme 
Court’s decision about New York State’s concealed carry law. Finally, we will have reflected on 
our conversation, our areas of both agreement and disagreement, and what we have learned 
from our time together.   

Deliberative Dispositions  
The DCI has identified several “deliberative dispositions” as critical to the success of 
deliberative enterprises. When participants adopt these dispositions, they are much more 
likely to feel their deliberations are meaningful, respectful, and productive. Several of the 
Conversation Agreements recommended below directly reflect and reinforce these 
dispositions, which include a commitment to egalitarianism, open mindedness, empathy, 
charity, attentiveness, and anticipation, among others. A full list and description of these 
dispositions is available at https://deliberativecitizenship.org/deliberative-dispositions/.  

Conversation Agreements  

In entering into this discussion, to the best of our ability, we each agree to:  

1. Be authentic and respectful  
2. Be an attentive and active listener  
3. Be a purposeful and concise speaker  
4. Approach fellow deliberators’ stories, experiences, and arguments with curiosity, 

not hostility  
5. Assume the best - and not the worst - about the intentions and values of others, and 

avoid snap judgements  
6. Demonstrate intellectual humility, recognizing that no one has all the answers, by 

asking questions and making space for others to do the same  
7. Critique the idea we disagree with, not the person expressing it, and remember to 

practice empathy  
8. Note areas of both agreement and disagreement  
9. Respect the confidentiality of the discussion  



16 
 

10. Avoid speaking in absolutes (e.g., “All people think this,” or “No educated people 
hold that view”)  

Getting to Know Each Other (5 min) 

 
In this section, we will take less than a minute to share our names, where we are currently 
located, and 3-4 aspects of our identities that are important to us.  These could be our 
gender pronouns, our occupation, our family status (e.g., husband, mother, etc.), our 
hometown, our favorite hobby, etc. There is no pressure to do so, but if you are online 
everyone is welcome to type in any, all, or none of these aspects of your identity into your 
Zoom nameplate (just right-click on your own image and click Rename). 

Understanding Tensions Between Gun Rights and Gun Risks (20 min) 

 

In this section, we will examine the arguments for and against gun regulations, which often 
revolve around concerns about gun rights and gun risks. We will each take 1-2 minutes to 
answer each of the questions below, without interruption or crosstalk.  

 
1. What are the strongest and weakest arguments for limiting restrictions on gun 

possession and ownership? Why? 
2. What are the strongest and weakest arguments for increasing restrictions on 

gun possession and ownership? Why? 
 
After everyone has answered these questions, the group is welcome to take a few minutes for 
clarifying or follow up questions and responses. Feel free to share the reasons for why you have 
a particular orientation towards guns and to ask your fellow deliberators about their reasons. 
Continue exploring the topic as time allows. 

Identifying, Evaluating, and Prioritizing Policies (20 min) 

 
We will now identify, evaluate, and prioritize specific measures to take related to guns in 
America. We will each address the question below, and then together we’ll explore our areas of 
agreement and disagreement. We can also generate additional ideas that may transcend and 
elicit more support than existing proposals. 
 

1. Who should be able to have guns? 
2. What kinds of guns should they be able to have? 
3. Under what conditions should they be able to have them? 
4. Where should they be able to have them? 
5. What are the main criteria you believe should be considered when making these 

determinations and evaluating gun policy reforms?  



17 
 

In considering this question, we can refer to the combined gun policy spectrum below. Consider 
where you fall on each dimension of the spectrum, and why. To learn more about these and 
other gun policy options, these NBC News and Constitutional Rights Foundation articles are 
useful resources. 
 
If there is strong disagreement in the group, try to explore the underlying reasons for the 
disagreement – are they based on different factual interpretations, different value emphases, 
or different life experiences?  Perhaps you can agree on where precisely you disagree, which 
can be helpful. Alternatively, if there is widespread agreement in the group, try to dig deeper 
and examine the nuances of these policies – are there particular contexts, for example, where 
your agreement breaks down? Or perhaps your reasons for supporting particular policies are 
different? Exploring this complexity can be helpful as well. 
 

The Gun Policy Spectrum 
 

  Populations Types Requirements Locations 

1 Nobody None 
Never (they are not 

allowed to have them) 
Nowhere 

2 
Military and police 

while on the job 
Hunting Rifles  

Thorough and 
Mandatory Training and 

Background Checks  
Only in your home 

3 
Police while off 

duty (in addition to 
those in 2) 

Handguns (in addition to 
those in 2) 

Thorough and 
Mandatory Background 

Checks 

Only out of your 
home for specified 

reasons 

4 
Hunters (in addition 

to those in 2-3) 

Semi-Automatic 
Weapons (in addition to 

those in 2-3) 

Limited and Mandatory 
Training and Background 

Checks 

Teachers and school 
officials in schools 

(and 2-3) 

5 
Everyone 18+ 

without mental 
illnesses  

High Capacity 
Ammunition Magazines 
(in addition to those in 

2-4) 

Limited and Optional 
Training and Background 

Checks 

Concealed carry – 
with permit (and 2-

4) 

6 Everyone 18+ 
Automatic Weapons (in 
addition to those in 2-5) 

Limited and Optional 
Background Checks 

Open carry – with 
permit (and 2-5) 

7 Everyone All Kinds 
None (no reqs. For 

having them) 
Permitless carry (no 

restrictions) 

 

  

https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/white-house/6-proposals-reduce-gun-violence-how-they-work-n851736
https://www.crf-usa.org/images/pdf/gun_policies.pdf
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Reflections (10 min)  

While today’s conversation is an important step in the journey, effectively balancing 
concerns about Second Amendment rights and the harmful effects of guns will take 
time and commitment. Please reflect on the insights from your discussion with your 
fellow participants today, and then answer one of the questions below without 
interruption or crosstalk. After everyone has answered, we can continue exploring 
additional questions as time allows. 

1. What was most meaningful or valuable to you during this deliberation? 
2. Where are the areas of both agreement and disagreement in your group?  
3. Have any new ways to think about this issue occurred to you as we have talked today? 

Any new ideas that might transcend our current way of conceiving of the problem and 
its potential solutions? 

4. Was there anything that was said or not said that you think should be addressed 
with the group? Are there any perspectives missing from this conversation that 
you feel would be important to hear?  

5. What did you hear that gives you hope for the future of conversations on issues related 
to gun policies?  

6. Is there a next step you would like to take based upon the deliberation you just had? 
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when they lead to individual or collective action on the key issues facing society. Such action can come in a range 

of forms and should be broadly understood. It might involve developing a better understanding of a topic, 

connecting with relevant local or national organizations, generating new approaches to an issue. or deciding to 

support a particular policy.  

If you make use of this guide in a deliberation, please provide attribution to the Deliberative Citizenship Initiative 
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http://www.deliberativecitizenship.org/
mailto:dci@deliberativecitizenship.org
http://www.deliberativecitizenship.org/readings-and-resources
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