Wallace Justice Policy Journal, Fall 2014

Discussion & Conclusion

What is first apparent from the results of this study are the discrepancies between
outcomes. While Castle Doctrine legislation is associated with increases in the
number of NICS weapons checks, just the opposite is the case for the percentage of
suicides attributable to firearms. How can these findings be reconciled? NICS
checks only indicate the number of individuals making a weapons purchase or, in
some cases, applying for a concealed carry permit. As discussed previously it is
estimated that 10% of American adults in 1994 owned more than 75% of the
nation’s firearms (P. J. Cook & Ludwig, 1996). Further, the Pew Research Center
reported that 33% of American households had a gun in 2013 (Gewurz, 2013b).
From these figures we can infer that a sizeable number of gun sales are to those
who already have a gun in the household. It is unclear just how many gun
purchases actually result in additional households with weapons, a figure FS/S is
meant to approximate.

In the case of NICS checks, it may be the case that the legislation is encouraging
more residents to carry weapons (resulting in a weapons check) rather than acquire
new weapons. According to a report by the Crime Prevention Research Center
(2014), there are currently over 11 million conceal carry permit holders in the U.S,;
this number is an underestimate as data are not available for all states. This same
report estimated that there were 2.7 million conceal carry permits in 1999, 4.6
million in 2007, and 8 million at year-end 2011 (Crime Prevention Research Center,
2014). This trend has implications for violent crime. Lott's (2010) analyses found
that states that passed “shall issue” conceal carry laws experienced a decrease in
crime rates. According to John Lott (2010), violent crime decreased since armed
citizens increased risk for would-be offenders. Lott's work in More Guns, Less
Crime generated a great deal of controversy. While some authors corroborated his
findings (Helland & Tabarrok, 2004; Plassmann & Whitley, 2003), others found fault
with Lott’'s analytic techniques and argued that such laws actually increased
violence(Ayres & Ill, 2003; Donohue, lIl, 2003; Duggan, 2000). Regardless of
whether crime rates increase or decrease, however, the number of conceal carry
permit holders does seem to be associated with violent crime.

Increased gun ownership has implications for violent crime as well. As stated
in the Introduction, a number of past studies found a positive association between
rates of gun ownership and homicide rates (Philip J. Cook & Ludwig, 2006; Matthew
Miller et al., 2002; Siegel et al., 2013). This association was apparent internationally
as well (Killias, 1993). According to Killias (1993) there was no evidence that other
means of violence were substituted when there was decreased gun availability.
Positive associations have also been found between gun ownership and suicide

Castle Doctrine and Gun Ownership | 21



Wallace Justice Policy Journal, Fall 2014

(Kleck, 2004; M. Miller et al., 2006), leading me to use the percentage of suicides
attributable to firearms as a proxy for gun ownership .

Not all research, however, has concluded that gun availability leads to increased
crime or victimization. Kleck and Gertz (1995), for instance, found that using a gun
for protection decreased the likelihood of certain violent crimes being completed or
resulting in victim injury. Cook and colleagues (Philip J. Cook, Ludwig, & Hemenway,
1997) concluded that there were approximately 110,000 annual incidents of
defensive gun use in the 1992 to 1994 time period, although many existing
estimates are believed to be too high (Philip J. Cook & Ludwig, 1998; Hemenway &
Azrael, 2000). Although these estimates cannot clearly indicate whether there is a
net benefit of increased gun ownership, they again demonstrate that any law
affecting gun ownership or acquisition may have real effects for violent crime, albeit
positive or negative.

Although these implications are important to consider, some caveats are in
order. First, as noted previously, my outcome measures are only approximations
and may not assess the same underlying trends. Also, states are large units of
analysis; it is possible that there is within-state heterogeneity in Castle Doctrine
effects that merits looking at more localized approximations of gun ownership or
acquisition. Second, given the recency of the Castle Doctrine legislation trend, |
cannot assess whether effects are or will continue to be long term. At best, | can
only speak to the five-year trends among states passing legislation early in the
2000-2010 time frame. Time series estimation is improved with longer time
intervals because “noise” and pre-intervention trends can be better accounted for
statistically. While there is no firm requirement for the number of time pointsin a
time series analysis, balanced data (equal number of measurements before and
after intervention) and a reasonably large number of time points are ideal
(McCleary, Meidinger, & McDowall, 1980).

Third, my study does not assess the individual-level effects of Castle Doctrine
legislation on gun ownership and acquisition. As a result one cannot infer why an
individual may choose to obtain a gun post-legislation. Is it because the laws
reduce citizen fear of lawsuits? Does publicity improve individual perceptions of
gun ownership? Do the laws imply that gun ownership is a deterrent to criminal
victimization? Further, we do not know how many new gun households resulted
from the legislation. Future interview or survey-based research may be able to
assess these perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors.

An additional issue that | did not address in this paper is the possible impact of
publicity on gun ownership and acquisition. Although Castle Doctrine legislation
passed fairly quietly in some states, in others (Florida for example) it was a source
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of contentious debate. As described previously, a Lexis-Nexis search for the phrase
“Castle Doctrine” yielded more than 300 Florida newspaper article results as of
August 2014. In some instances a landmark case drawing on the Castle Doctrine
legislation prompted media interest and additional debates. The Trayvon Martin
case noted in the Introduction is among the most publicized. It is quite possible
that cases such as these increase or affect the timing of legislative impact. Ren,
Zihang, and Zhao (2012), in their study of the Texas statute, found that a deterrent
effect only emerged in the locality where a major case had occurred, and only when
the case had occurred. It is possible that the effects of the legislation for gun
ownership or acquisition might also be affected by such cases. Future research is
needed to assess this possibility.

These limitations aside, my aim with this paper was to examine whether a highly
publicized and debated form of legislation that provides extended protection for
self-defense resulted in any sort of impact on gun ownership or acquisition. | find
that these laws are associated with an increase in the number of monthly NICS
weapons checks. However, effects are more limited and in the opposite direction
for the proportion of suicides attributable to firearms. Although each outcome
assesses a slightly different construct, both results demonstrate an unintended (or
perhaps unanticipated) effect of popular legislation. Further research, particularly
at the individual level, is needed to tease out effects. Given the potential impact of
gun ownership for violence and other outcomes, this study, among many others,
highlights the need for evidence-based policy in criminal justice.
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