
 

  

Advances in Social Sciences Research Journal – Vol. 11, No. 3 
Publication Date: March 25, 2024 
DOI:10.14738/assrj.113.16634. 
 

Zysberg, L., & Bailey, M. (2024). Socio-Cultural Settings and the Meaning of Gun Ownership and Presence: Comparing Pilot Samples 
from the United States and Israel. Advances in Social Sciences Research Journal, 11(3). 20-32. 

Services for Science and Education – United Kingdom 

 
 
 
 

Socio-Cultural Settings and the Meaning of Gun Ownership and 
Presence: Comparing Pilot Samples from the United States and 

Israel 
 

Leehu Zysberg 
Gordon College of Education, Haifa, Israel 

 
Michelle Bailey 
Davis, CA, USA 

 
ABSTRACT 

Civilian gun ownership is hotly debated in societies around the world, especially in 
the United States. This study added to the discussion by comparing samples from 
two countries representing opposite extremes in terms of civilian gun access policy: 
the US where the right of civilians to own guns is Constitution-based and Israel 
where civilian access to guns is extremely limited and strictly supervised. One 
hundred and two American and 142 Israeli citizens completed a series of online 
measures of exposure to guns, attitudes, meaning attributed to gun ownership, and 
gun culture. Significant differences were found on all measures. The Israeli sample 
reported higher endorsement of civilian gun ownership, and Israelis associated gun 
ownership and presence in the civilian space with enhanced security. Gun culture 
was predominantly self-defense in both samples, but the US sample also showed 
higher prevalence of other cultures, such as hunting and sport. Gender played a 
major role in the results in both samples, with women reporting lower 
endorsement of gun ownership by civilians and attributing more risk and chance of 
violence to the presence of guns in their environment. The results are discussed in 
the socio-political and cultural context.  
 
Keywords: guns, civilian gun ownership, attitudes, attributed meaning, gun culture, 
United States, Israel.  

 
INTRODUCTION 

The presence of guns in our lives is a deeply debated phenomenon. While human beings have 
always carried and used weapons for various purposes, modern communities, cultures, and 
legal systems view the presence of guns in everyday settings in very different ways (Karp, 
2018). The ownership patterns and the presence of guns in different societies vary dramatically 
and may be attributed to factors such as local history, culture, socio-political aspects of 
governance and security, and more (De Waard, 1999). Every once in a while, the interest in gun 
ownership among the general population becomes the center of attention, eliciting heated 
debates, with even more hotly debated evidence to back the claims of all involved (Cottrol & 
Diamond, 2020). The recent rise in the sense of urgency and importance of the debate takes 
place in the wake of a rising trend of gun-based, violent events, mainly in the United States, but 
with some anecdotal evidence from the European Union (Krusselmann et al., 2023; Salari et al., 
2020).  
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Private gun ownership and the strictness of laws and regulations for gun licensure, ownership, 
and storage have consistently been associated with gun-related violence and mortality. Access 
to guns and the presence of guns in the physical environment are generally the leading 
predictors of gun violence (Kolbe, 2020; Snchez et al., 2020), but they are followed by a long list 
of additional factors, including urbanization, socio-economical and racial inequality, a 
consistent perception of hopelessness, and emotional distress (APA, 2014; Wanser-Nanney, 
2021). Numerous studies have explored factors associating gun ownership, the availability of 
guns, and other factors with gun violence; fewer have focused on people’s reactions to the 
presence of guns in their lives. For example, do guns make us feel safer? Do they make us look 
at our physical and social settings differently? What meaning do we attach to guns’ presence in 
our lives? This study explored these questions in a socio-political manner, comparing 
respondents in the US and Israeli.  
 
Gun Culture and The Meanings Associated with Gun Ownership 
The term ‘gun culture’ was coined by Hofstadler (1970). It initially referred to a US-specific set 
of norms and attitudes associating gun ownership with the safeguarding of citizens’ rights and 
their potential ability to resist the government, but it developed into a more complex model 
according to which separate gun cultures exist. Authors have focused on the following: (1) a 
culture of sport-related gun ownership (from target or other competitive shooting to 
recreational hunting); (2) gun ownership for self-defense; (3) gun ownership as symbolic 
support of the 2nd Amendment to the US Constitution and civilians’ right to resist oppression 
(Boine et al., 2020). These notions were developed and validated in the US; we extended them 
by testing them in another socio-political and cultural setting.  
 
Another important aspect of gun culture is a derivative of the cultural motivation to own a gun: 
people’s attitudes towards gun ownership and the part guns play in everyday life. What 
meanings do people attribute to the presence of guns around them? Are they perceived as tools 
of destruction or means for maintaining safety and peace? How central and important are they 
for people bearing arms and those around them? Existing research, again mainly from the US, 
shows that many gun owners attribute importance to owning a gun (or guns) and see guns as 
part of their identity and lifestyle (Lacombe et al., 2019). Female identity has a more intricate 
association with gun ownership, possibly moderated by liberal versus conservative world 
views (Kelley, 2022). In recent years, there has been a deepening socio-political chasm between 
various political parties in the American population, and evidence suggests gun ownership has 
become a component of conservative, religious, right-wing political identity (Joslyn et al., 
2017).  
 
However, all these findings are for the US. We wished to extend the existing knowledge on 
identity related aspects of gun ownership as a function of socio-political and cultural settings 
beyond the US context. 
 
US and Israel in a Comparative Context 
We compared attitudes to gun ownership in two very dissimilar settings: the US and Israel. This 
comparison allowed us to test the role of the socio-political/cultural context in shaping the 
meaning and perceptions of civilian gun ownership and gun presence in one’s everyday life. 
Theoretically framing our research were the following assumptions based on the literature: 
socio-political factors rooted in history and social interests shape gun culture (Hofstadler, 
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1970; Boine et al., 2020); these factors, as well as gun culture, shape the meaning and 
perceptions people attribute to guns’ presence (Pierre, 2019).  
 
Socio-Political and Legal Context: 
Israel and the US are extreme opposites on the socio-political continuum when it comes to 
private gun ownership. The US is characterized by an (inaccurate but prevalent) ethos of a 
nation arising from civic insubordination against tyranny (Lund, 2021). The right to bear arms 
is in the Constitution and is also anchored in the American ethos of self-sufficiency. Guns are 
accessible, easy to obtain and register, and ownership regulations are considered loose at best 
(Gunn & Boxer, 2021).  
 
Israel has always separated the ‘civilian’ from the ‘military’, from its war for independence to 
the present day. Originally established within a socialist frame – the state is perceived as the 
entity in charge of caring for individuals and keeping them safe. Thus, army and police, armed 
with military grade weapons, are present in public areas. Civilians are not expected to carry 
guns unless specific circumstances require it (Masters, 2022). Gun owners must complete 
mandatory training and re-licensure every 4-6 years.  
 
Gun Ownership and Gun Prevalence/Presence: 
The US and Israel stand on opposite sides of a divide in gun ownership and gun 
prevalence/presence. The US leads the world in private gun ownership with about 89 guns per 
100 people in the general population. Most Americans use guns at some point in their lives. 
Israel is near the bottom, with about seven guns per 100 people in the general population. 
However, we cannot assume Israelis are less exposed to guns, as the majority of Israelis serve 
in the military (and have at least basic gun training), and security forces are quite visible and 
present in almost all public spaces (e.g., a gun-wielding guard stands at the entrance of each 
shopping mall, any public building, etc.).  
 
Gun Culture/Perceptions:  
While the US has participated in military conflict and experienced terrorism, most such events 
(with the obvious exception of September 11) have taken place overseas. Accordingly, civilian 
guns are geared towards self-defense in a criminal context, recreational usage (target shooting, 
practical shooting, hunting, etc.), or collection (many gun owners in the US own numerous 
weapons), again falling under the ideological and cultural ethos of self-sufficiency, with laws 
supporting civilian use of weapons in case of property law violations, etc. (Gutenberg & Gabor, 
2023).  
 
In Israel, civilian guns are predominantly seen as a means of self-defense against acts of 
terrorism. A few anecdotal events in which armed citizens stopped perpetrators in acts of 
terrorism, even before police or military forces could arrive at the scene, have promoted civilian 
gun ownership (Avitan-Cohen, 2018). Alongside a rise in illegal weapons owned by crime 
families and organizations, especially in Arab society in Israel’s periphery, the view of guns as 
means of self-defense against ‘enemies’ has become solidified.  
 
Gun-Related Crime and Random Violence:  
The US leads world statistics for mass civilian shootings. In 2019, mass shootings in the US 
accounted for over 70% of world-wide incidence (Silva, 2022). The last decade has seen a 
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dramatic rise in civilian shooting events, especially school shootings, followed by others (e.g., 
shopping mall shootings, etc.) (US Department of Defense, 2022). The trend whereby 
defenseless and innocent youth are killed by seemingly random shooters (from disgruntled 
employees to students with guns) has led to little change in policy, despite a deepening gulf 
between supporters of gun control and supporters of the right to bear arms (Gutenberg & 
Gabor, 2023).  
 
In Israel, such events are almost nonexistent. Mass shootings by civilians have not occurred in 
recent Israeli history. However, civilian gun-related violence appears in incidents of domestic 
violence (e.g., a security guard killed his spouse with his work licensed gun) and organized 
crime (Avitan-Cohen, 2018). In the last few years, most events associated with civilians using 
their licensed guns were in the context of intervening in acts of terrorism, and these have been 
increasing (General Security Service, 2022).  
 
The Current Study 
Based on the above, we sought to gain preliminary insights from a comparative analysis of 
civilians’ attitudes and the meaning they attach to civilian gun ownership and gun presence in 
the social environment. We hypothesized that there would be differences between Israeli and 
US samples in the above measures. Due to the preliminary and exploratory nature of the study, 
we did not formulate unidirectional hypotheses.  
 

METHOD 
Sample 
Two samples of 142 Israeli and 104 American civilians (not currently in active roles in security 
forces, military, police etc.) were recruited online through social networks and online bulletin 
boards. Samples consisted of 88% men in Israel (the rest were women), and 58% men in the 
US. The mean ages were 43 (s.d.=12.34) in Israel and 48.75 (s.d.=14.52) in the US. Education 
and income levels varied between the samples. The American sample was slightly more 
educated (higher proportions of academics). In each country, participants’ incomes were 
compared with the average household income. The American participants showed a slightly 
higher than average household income than the Israeli sample; the latter showed a close to 
normal distribution. All differences were statistically significant. All participants reported 
either owning a gun (around 70% in both samples) or living in a household with a gun.  
 
Measures 
To assess the variables of interest, we used existing measures taken from the US literature and 
had them back-to-back translated to Hebrew. The following measures were used in both 
samples. 
 
Demographics: 
Non-identifying personal information was collected, including gender, age, gun ownership and 
length of time owning guns, exposure to guns, and experience (whether or not participants ever 
used a gun, were victims to gun violence, harmed others using a gun, etc.). 
 
Gun-Related Attitudes: 
Attitudes were assessed using a questionnaire on attitudes on gun control (Pew, 2012). This is 
a 4-item attitude scale. Respondents are asked to rank their support of statements for and 
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against restrictions or encouragement of private gun ownership. Reliabilities reported for the 
scale range above .80.  
 
Gun Culture: 
This was assessed using a short questionnaire asking respondents to note the extent to which 
every type of usage is relevant for their reasons and practice of owning a gun (or guns). The 5-
item questionnaire mentions the main gun cultures mentioned in the literature: self-defense, 
sport, hunting, work-related, and other (Wertz et al., 2018).  
 
Risk/Threat Perception:  
To measure risk/threat perception, we used a modified version of the California School Climate 
and Safety Survey‐short form (Furlong et al., 2005), slightly revised to refer to a local 
community rather than a school. We used only the subscale assessing perceived safety. The 8-
item questionnaire asks respondents to report the extent to which various unsafe events occur 
in their community (e.g., violence, burglary, etc.). One item asks them to rank the level of ‘feeling 
unsafe’ in their community. Reported reliabilities for this subscale range from .75 to .80.  
 
Meaning of Gun Ownership: 
We used an 8-item measure by Siegel and Boine (2020) assessing various aspects of meaning 
attributed to gun ownership, ranging from owning a gun to enhance a sense of safety to issues 
such as guns being a part of one’s identity or lifestyle. This scale was not summed into a general 
score. Each item was examined separately.  
 
Procedure 
After receiving approval from the author’s IRB, questionnaires were distributed in Israel and 
the US through social networks and online groups. The study targeted adults who either had a 
privately owned gun (at least one) or lived in a household where there was at least one gun. 
They were asked to participate in a study on ‘people’s perceptions and feelings about guns. 
Anonymity was assured, as was the right to withdraw from the study at any stage until the 
submission of the completed forms. Because no identifying data were collected at any point of 
the process, and no data were recorded for people who began taking the survey but dropped 
out, there is no way of telling how many refused to participate. However, it is worth mentioning 
that responses to the call on social networks was greeted with a lot of good will (especially from 
gun owners) in Israel and with some wariness from some in the US.  
 

RESULTS 
Before we tested the research hypotheses, we calculated descriptive statistics for the study 
variables and simple zero-order intercorrelations. These are summarized in Table 1.  
 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics and inter-correlations (n=246). 
 Mea

n 
SD 

Reliabilit
y 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 1
4 

1. Gender - - -              

2. Age 
 

45.45 
13.56 

- .37*
* 

-             

3. Education - - .30*
* 

.11 -            

4. Exposure 
to guns 

2.63 
1.46 

.67 -
.50*
* 

-
.23*
* 

-.14* -           
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5. Perceived 
threat 

15.53 
7.00 

.93 .09 -.06 -.11 .00 -          

6. Attitudes 
 

3.75 
1.19 

.84 -
.54*
* 

-
91 **  

-
.26*
* 

.48*
* 

-
.16*
* 

-         

7. I feel safer 
carrying a 
gun 

4.30 
1.02 

-- -
.50*
* 

-
.23*
* 

-
.25*
* 

.27*
* 

-.04 .63*
* 

-        

8. I feel 
more 
powerful 

2.68 
1.51 

-- .04 -
.21*
* 

.03 .01 .14* .07 .31*
* 

-       

9. More 
afraid for 
safety 

1.71 
1.16 

-- .28*
* 

-.04 .14* -
.18*
* 

.12 -
.68*
* 

-
.48*
* 

-.05 -      

10. More 
likely to 
take risks 

1.71 
1.13 

-- .16*
* 

-.16* -.03 .07 .16* -
.32*
* 

-
.26*
* 

.22*
* 

.39*
* 

-     

11. Gun is 
part of 
identity 

2.67 
1.56 

-- -
.22*
* 

.05 -
.20*
* 

.21*
* 

-.12 .39*
* 

.43*
* 

.37*
* 

-
.22*
* 

.04 -    

12. Gun is 
part of 
lifestyle 

2.61 
1.67 

-- -.04 .14* -.10 .28*
* 

.17* .30*
* 

.32*
* 

.30*
* 

-.15* .09 .57*
* 

-   

13. Guns 
encourag
e crime 

1.85 
1.25 

-- .40*
* 

.12 .27*
* 

-
.22*
* 

.32*
* 

-
.68*
* 

-
.42*
* 

.10 .46*
* 

.38*
* 

-
.20*
* 

.01 -  

14. Guns 
decrease 
violence 

3.58 
1.35 

-- -
.33*
* 

.12 .09 .23*
* 

-.03 .69*
* 

.47*
* 

.09 -
.40*
* 

-.12 .34*
* 

.38*
* 

-
.40*
* 

- 

Note: Gender and education were categorical variables and therefore descriptives have been provided 
elsewhere. 

 
The analyses were run on the full sample and showed no ceiling or floor effects, reasonable 
distribution for all variables, and acceptable or high reliability coefficients for the scales. 
Preliminary associations were calculated first for each sample separately, but as they were 
almost identical, for the sake of simplicity and brevity, they are presented in a single sample 
format: the associations we found supported trends observed in the literature, Gender (being 
female) was associated with less-favorable views of guns and their meaning. Exposure to guns 
was positively associated with both attitudes and meaning attributed to gun ownership, with 
age and education were negatively associated with attitudes and meaning. Perceiving one’s 
environment as unsafe or threatening showed some negative associations with attitudinal and 
meaning aspects of gun ownership or showed no association.  
 
Similar statistics were then calculated for the gun culture items. These are summarized in Table 
2. Self-defense was the most dominant culture by a landslide, followed by sport. The least 
dominant was hunting. 
 

Table 2: Descriptive statistics for ‘gun culture’ items in both samples. 
 

  Valid  Missing Mean S.D. Minimum Maximum 

Self Defence 
 

184 
 

62 
 

4.71 
 

0.81 
 

1.00 
 

5.00 
 

Sports 
 

178 
 

68 
 

2.84 
 

1.63 
 

1.00 
 

5.00 
 

Hunting 
 

180 
 

66 
 

1.63 
 

1.31 
 

1.00 
 

5.00 
 

Work related  
 

180 
 

66 
 

2.42 
 

1.67 
 

1.00 
 

5.00 
 

Collection 
 

178 
 

68 
 

1.98 
 

1.52 
 

1.00 
 

5.00 
 

Note: Missing values represent participants who do not own guns. 
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Next, we compared findings for the main variables for both samples. Since gender and 
education distributions varied dramatically in both samples, we controlled for them as 
covariates. Table 3 gives the results.  
 

Table 3: Comparing Israeli and US samples. 
 Mean (sd) 

Israel 
Mean (sd) 
US 

t (df) 

Attitudes 4.11 (.91) 3.28 (1.36) 5.67 (242) ** 

Perceived threat 12.37 (5.24) 19.73 (6.99) -9.39 (242) ** 

Exposure to guns 2.88 (1.35) 2.28 (1.41) 3.34 (242) ** 

Meaning of gun ownership    

I feel safer carrying a gun 4.46 (.89) 4.00 (1.18) 3.15 (204) ** 

I feel more powerful 2.53 (1.46) 2.94 (1.57) -1.85 (204) 

More afraid for safety 1.53 (1.00) 2.05 (1.34) -3.11 (204) ** 

More likely to take risks 1.64 (1.07) 1.86 (1.27) -1.82 (204) 

Gun is part of identity 2.83 (1.57) 2.37 (1.54) 1.99 (200) * 

Gun is part of lifestyle 2.19 (1.53) 3.43 (1.63) -5.33 (202) ** 

Guns encourage crime 1.61 (.98) 2.28 (1.57) -3.76 (202) ** 

Guns decrease violence 3.63 (1.30) 3.48 (1.47) .75 (200) 

Gun culture    

Self defense 4.95 (.21) 4.25 (1.25) 5.94 (182) ** 

Sport 2.50 (1.50) 3.55 (1.58) -4.21 (176) ** 

Hunting 1.10 (.34) 2.70 (1.78) -4.37 (178) ** 

Work related 2.13 (1.53) 3.00 (1.78) -3.37 (178) ** 

Collection 1.50 (1.16) 2.90 (1.68) -6.10 (176) ** 
*p<.05 **p<.01 

 
The results revealed numerous differences between the two samples in most variables. The 
most prominent differences were the following. First, while perception of threat was lower in 
Israel than in the US, support of gun ownership attitudes was higher in Israel. Second, and 
unexpectedly, exposure to guns in everyday life was higher in Israel than the US despite the 
restriction on gun ownership and activity; this was probably due to mandatory military service 
for most citizens. Third, Israelis attributed more positive meanings to gun ownership, 
perceived it as contributing to safety and security, and gave less weight to the dangers 
associated with gun ownership. Fourth, while Israelis endorsed the statement thar gun 
ownership was part of their identity, they ranked guns as part of their lifestyle to a lesser extent 
than their American counterparts. Fifth, self-defense was the most dominant context/gun 
culture reported in both samples, but was more salient in Israel. Other gun cultures were 
ranked dramatically lower, with hunting the lowest. Since gender significantly affected the 
results (and was partialed out for the comparisons above), we examined the associations 
between gender and the compared variables controlling for samples (Israel/US). Table 4 
summarizes the main associations between gender and the focal variables (attitudes and 
meaning of gun ownership) controlling for sample country. 
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Table 4: Gender’s association with the focal variables in the study, controlling for 
country. 

Correlation 
Pearson's Partial Correlations  

Variable   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Gender  — 
         

2. Attitudes -0.46 — 
        

3. I feel safer -0.46 0.61 — 
      

 

4. I feel more powerful -0.01 0.10 0.35 — 
      

5.more afraid 0.22 -0.67 -0.46 -0.08 — 
     

6.more likely to take risks 0.14 -0.31 -0.24 0.21 0.38 — 
    

7. part of who I am -0.18 0.37 0.42 0.39 -0.20 0.05 — 
   

8. part of my lifestyle -0.21 0.40 0.42 0.27 -0.23 0.06 0.67 — 
  

9. guns encourage violent crime 0.33 -0.66 -0.39 0.07 0.43 0.38 -0.17 -0.07 — 
 

10.guns decrease crime -0.34 0.69 0.47 0.10 -0.40 -0.12  0.42 -0.40 — 
Note. Conditioned on variables : Countryofresidence. 

 
The results showed how meaningful gender is beyond and above the involvement and role of 
socio-cultural settings. In both samples, women consistently viewed gun ownership and 
presence in their environment as less favorable, more dangerous, and less a means to ensure 
safety or security.  
 

DISCUSSION 
Civilians have always owned guns, but the meaning and implications of civilian gun ownership 
have varied dramatically throughout history (Yamane, 2017). Gun culture and the meaning of 
guns’ presence depend on the society and the era. To better understand the socio-cultural 
differences in gun-related attitudes, gun culture, and meaning attributed to gun ownership 
among civilians, we compared samples of American and Israeli civilians – countries with 
extremely different approaches to gun policy. We found dramatic differences in most measures, 
as well as some similarities and consistencies which shed new light on what guns mean to 
people in different settings.  
 
Consistencies and Similarities 
First, it is worth noting that the measures’ psychometric characteristics were well within the 
acceptable range, with almost no variation between the samples. This may reflect the 
methodological robustness of the measures used, as well as some consistency, at least in the 
relevance of the concepts of gun-related attitudes, meaning, and culture.  
 
Despite the obvious disparities between the US and Israel, we found some consistencies – 
especially in the dominance of a self-defense culture of gun ownership in both countries. While 
alternative gun cultures, such as hunting, sport, and collection, were evident, especially in the 
US, our finding of the salience of self-defense echoes other authors’ discussion of the rise of ‘gun 
culture 2.0’ in which self-defense takes high priority in an armed society that becomes 
increasingly likely to be dangerous (Roth, 2002; Yamane, 2017).  
 
In both samples, correlations between the background variables, attitudes, and meaning 
attributed to gun ownership suggest that unlike existing studies that have associated a 
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tendency to view one’s environment as threatening as a motivation to own guns (Vegter & 
Haider-Markel, 2022), our findings suggest there may be a negative association between 
perceived threat in one’s social and physical environment and gun-endorsing attitudes and the 
meaning attributed to gun presence. While we found differences in level of endorsement, both 
samples said they felt safer owning a gun and viewed guns generally as a factor decreasing risk 
and violence.  
 
US-Israel Sample Differences 
Generally, the Israeli sample ranked attitudes to guns, and exposure to guns (gun-related 
experience) higher than their American counterparts and ranked perceived threat lower. These 
differences may highlight some of the deep-rooted differences in the respondents’ ‘reality of 
threat’: While in the US, gun availability is socially and historically associated with events of 
mass shooting and random acts of gun violence (Reeping et al., 2019), in Israel, gun violence is 
directly associated with two types of events: terrorist attacks on civilian targets and more 
recently, organized crime (Perry et al., 2019). Therefore, on a daily basis, threat is perceived to 
emanate from ‘others’ rather than random individuals in the community. The association of gun 
ownership with the potential reduction of terror attacks, as well as the fact that for most 
Israelis, gun usage is associated with military and security issues, may also explain why 
attitudes supporting gun ownership are higher in Israel.  
 
Gun Cultures: 
Despite clear cultural and historical differences between the two countries, both samples 
marked self-defense as the main purpose and culture around their ownership of guns. This 
pattern accords with findings from the US and, in fact, from most of the world (Kocsis, 2015). 
However, there is good reason to suggest that even when using the same title for the ideas – 
values and norms of gun ownership – different contexts may give the same terms different 
meanings (Belbin, 2018). Gun ownership by citizens in the US is often associated with the 2nd 
Amendment to the Constitution and the right to bear arms should the need arise to resist the 
government. Until very recently, this idea has not been prevalent in Israeli culture (Mavis & 
Shapiro, 2019). In the Israeli context, civilian gun ownership and use have been seen almost 
exclusively in two contexts: self-defense in criminal and in terror-related settings, with the 
latter becoming more prevalent and significant in recent years (Aharoni et al., 2022). While 
Israel seems to be moving towards more liberal policies of gun licensure for civilians, the major 
reason is to ensure self-defense in a terrorist attack. The option of using arms to rebel against 
the government is not even a radical option (e.g., Kurtz, 2023).  
 
Other reasons for owning a gun were ranked higher in the US sample (e.g., sport, hunting etc.). 
While there is a small but distinct sport-oriented gun culture in Israel, it is highly regulated and 
demanding. Policies do not allow occasional shooters into this circle; sport licenses are given 
only to actively registered competitive club members, and this naturally narrows the circle. 
Hunting is generally illegal in Israel, with minor exceptions for several species in specific 
seasons, and this again requires a special license. Overall, Israel does not have a hunting culture 
(Israel Parks Authority, 2023).  
 
Meaning Attributed to Gun Ownership and Guns’ Presence in Civilian Life:  
Our focal question concerned the meaning attributed to gun ownership and the presence of 
guns in the civilian space. The results showed numerous differences between the two samples. 
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Overall, compared to the American sample, the Israeli sample tended to view the presence of 
guns and gun ownership by civilians as a source of an increased sense of security and safety 
and did not associate gun presence with an increased risk of violence.  
 
Interestingly, while Israelis ranked feeling that gun ownership was part of their identity higher 
than their American counterparts, the opposite trend was observed for the item describing gun 
ownership as part of one’s lifestyle. How can we reconcile these two opposing trends? We 
suggest the respective socio-political and cultural settings offer an explanation. Gun ownership 
in Israel is earned, not a basic right. A gun license is most commonly given to people in high-
risk vocations, persons living in border areas, professional military and police forces, and to a 
much smaller extent, to professional competitive shooters (Rosenbaum, 2012). Therefore, 
owning a gun says something about oneself, and gun owners will see their gun as part of their 
identity. However, American participants reported higher agreement with the item describing 
gun ownership as part of a lifestyle. Gun lifestyle is definitely a cultural element, part of 
American heritage and society, with entire communities training, accumulating impressive gun 
arsenals, and leading a lifestyle revolving around gun ownership and use (e.g., Scodari, 1994; 
Kalesan et al., 2016). Such a lifestyle is nearly nonexistent in Israeli settings: civilians very 
rarely are allowed to own more than a single pistol or revolver, and rifles and automatic 
weapons are not allowed to nonmilitary/security forces personnel. Most civilians rarely attend 
‘free shooting sessions’ at shooting ranges and only practice their gun skills around the 
periodical renewal of the permits (Israeli law requires a supervised target shooting practice for 
gun license renewal every four to five years), leaving little room for practicing a gun-related 
lifestyle.  
 
Gender and Gun-Related Attitudes and Attributed Meaning: 
Gender emerged in this study as one of the most significant intervening variables. It is therefore 
worthwhile examining its associations with our focal variables beyond the effect of sample 
(Israel/US). This is not new; gender consistently emerges as a significant factor differentiating 
gun-related attitudes, perceptions, and behaviors (Warner, 2020). In this respect, the study’s 
findings validate existing patterns and show a consistent trend by which women see guns as a 
potential danger to safety rather than a tool to maintain safety or security, associate guns’ 
presence with violence, and show less favorable attitudes to civilian gun ownership. Within the 
context of this study, gender may be seen as an overarching culture, going beyond socio-
political settings and cultural assumptions typical of the two samples and adding complexity to 
the cross-cultural comparison. Similar results were reported by Aharoni and colleagues (2022), 
thus lending support to our interpretation.  
 

STUDY LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE STUDIES 
This study was a preliminary comparison based on pilot samples. The samples, though large 
enough to provide statistical power, are not representative of any of the populations involved 
but only reflect aspects and sections within them. Moreover, while our research points to 
directions and trends, future research should use more diverse samples within each targeted 
population. The same applies to settings. While Israel and the US represent two extreme 
positions on the gun policy and culture continuum, comparisons of additional settings along the 
continuum would illuminate how cultural nuances work their way into perceptions and 
experiences of civilian gun ownership.  
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We used generally accepted measures and indicators of our variables, with internal consistency 
and consistent results validating the measures, but the choice of measure may be a source for 
bias (Arnold & Feldman, 1981). Therefore, future studies should use other measures and means 
of assessing gun-related perceptions to validate our findings.  
 

CONCLUSION 
Our comparison of US and Israeli samples’ attitudes and the meaning they attributed to gun 
ownership and presence in civilian settings revealed consistent and dramatic differences. It 
seems Israelis view guns as means of maintaining safety and security in the context of a rising 
risk of terror attacks and organized crime. The Israeli sample showed higher support of gun 
ownership attitudes and felt safer in the presence of guns in the civilian space than the 
American sample. The US sample, in turn, showed higher endorsement of more diverse gun 
cultures and tended to associate gun ownership and presence among civilians with gun 
violence and loss of personal safety. We argue these differences may be explained by the 
countries’ socio-political and cultural differences. In an interesting similarity, in both samples, 
gender emerged as a strong factor shaping the perceptions of what gun ownership means.  
 
References 
Aharoni, S. B., Lewin, A. C., & Sa’ar, A. (2022). Gender/nationality intersections in attitudes toward gun carry 
among Israeli citizens. Sociological Perspectives, 65(1), 133-153. 
 
APA. (2014). Gun violence: Prediction, prevention and policy. https://www.apa.org/pubs/reports/gun-violence-
prevention 
 
Arnold, H. J., & Feldman, D. C. (1981). Social desirability response bias in self-report choice situations. Academy of 
Management Journal, 24(2), 377-385. 
 
Avitan-Cohen, S. (2018). A calculated risk? The controversy around the handgun reform. Makor Rishon (First 
Source).  מקור ראשון -סיכון מחושב? המחלוקת סביב הרפורמה בנשק  (makorrishon.co.il)  
 
Belbin, D. (2018). Unreal: How the rest of the world views US gun policy. In Contending with gun violence in the 
English language classroom (pp. 16-22). Routledge. 
 
Boine, C., Siegel, M., Ross, C., Fleegler, E. W., & Alcorn, T. (2020). What is gun culture? Cultural variations and 
trends across the United States. Humanities and Social Sciences Communications, 7(1), 1-12. 
 
Cottrol, R. J., & Diamond, R. T. (2020). Public safety and the right to bear arms. Scholarly Commons. 
https://scholarship.law.gwu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=&httpsredir=1&article=1506&context=faculty_pu
blications 
 
De Waard, J. (1999). The private security industry in international perspective. European Journal on Criminal 
Policy and Research, 7, 143-174. 
 
Furlong, M. J., Greif, J. L., Bates, M. P., Whipple, A. D., Jimenez, T. C., & Morrison, R. (2005). Development of the 
California school climate and safety survey‐short form. Psychology in the Schools, 42(2), 137-149 
 
General Security Service. (2022). Monthly and yearly comparisons of acts of terrorism in Israel. 
https://archive.org/web/ 
 
Gunn III, J. F., & Boxer, P. (2021). Gun laws and youth gun carrying: Results from the youth risk behavior 
surveillance system, 2005–2017. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 50(3), 446-458. 
 



 
 

 

31 

Zysberg, L., & Bailey, M. (2024). Socio-Cultural Settings and the Meaning of Gun Ownership and Presence: Comparing Pilot Samples from the United 
States and Israel. Advances in Social Sciences Research Journal, 11(3). 20-32. 

URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.14738/assrj.113.16634 

Guttenberg, F., & Gabor, T. (2023). American carnage: Shattering the myths that fuel gun violence. Mango Media 
Inc. 
 
Hofstadter R (1970) America as a gun culture. Am Heritage 21(6 October). Retrieved 
online: https://www.americanheritage.com/content/america-gun-culture.  
 
Israel Parks Authority (2023). Hunting permits according to the law of wildlife protection. Retrieved from:   מכסת

רשות הטבע והגנים - רשיונות ציד בהתאם לתקנות להגנת חיית הבר  (parks.org.il) [Hebrew].  
 

Joslyn, M. R., Haider‐Markel, D. P., Baggs, M., & Bilbo, A. (2017). Emerging political identities? Gun ownership and 
voting in presidential elections. Social Science Quarterly, 98(2), 382-396. 
 
Kalesan, B., Villarreal, M. D., Keyes, K. M., & Galea, S. (2016). Gun ownership and social gun culture. Injury 
prevention, 22(3), 216-220. 
 
Karp, A. (2018). Estimating global civilian-held firearms numbers. Briefing Paper. Australian Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade.  
 
Kelley, M. S. (2022). Feminism and firearms: Gun ownership, gun sarrying, and women’s 
empowerment. Sociological Perspectives, 65(1), 77–96. 
 
Kocsis, M. (2015). Gun ownership and gun culture in the United States of America. Essays in Philosophy, 16(2), 
154-179. 
 
Kolbe, L. J. (2020). School gun violence in the United States. Journal of school health, 90(3), 245-253. 
 
Krüsselmann, K., Aarten, P., Granath, S., Kivivuori, J., Markwalder, N., Suonpää, K., ... & Liem, M. (2023). Firearm 
homicides in Europe: A comparison with non-firearm homicides in five European countries. Global Crime, 1-23. 
 
Kurtz, A. (2023). A day and a half since the fighting began: About 4000 new applications for gun license. Calcalist 
(October 9, 2023). צאת רישיון נשק | כלכליסט בקשות חדשות להו 4,000-יום וחצי מתחילת הלחימה: כ  (calcalist.co.il)  
 
Lacombe, M. J., Howat, A. J., & Rothschild, J. E. (2019). Gun ownership as a social identity: Estimating behavioral 
and attitudinal relationships. Social Science Quarterly, 100(6), 2408-2424. 
 
Masters, J. (2022). US gun policy: Global comparisons. Council on Foreign Relations. 
 
Mavis, M. B., & Shapiro, M. D. (2019). Second Amendment interpretation and a critique of the resistance to 
common-sense gun regulation in the face of gun violence: This is America. Washington State University Law 
Review, 46, 85. 
 
Perry, S., Hasisi, B., & Perry, G. (2019). Lone terrorists: A study of run-over attacks in Israel. European Journal of 
Criminology, 16(1), 102-123. 
 
Pew Research Center. (2012). Most say assault weapons will make nation more dangerous. People Press. 
Pierre, J. M. (2019). The psychology of guns: risk, fear, and motivated reasoning. Palgrave Communications, 5(1). 
 

Reeping, P. M., Cerdá, M., Kalesan, B., Wiebe, D. J., Galea, S., & Branas, C. C. (2019). State gun laws, gun ownership, 
and mass shootings in the US: Cross sectional time series. BMJ, 364. 
 
Roth, R. (2002). Counting guns: What social science historians know and could learn about gun ownership, gun 
culture, and gun violence in the United States. Social Science History, 26(4), 699-708. 
 
Rosenbaum, J. E. (2012). Gun utopias? Firearm access and ownership in Israel and Switzerland. Journal of Public 
Health Policy, 33(1), 46-58. 
 



 
 

 

32 

Vol. 11, Issue 3, March-2024 Advances in Social Sciences Research Journal (ASSRJ) 

Services for Science and Education – United Kingdom 

Salari, S., Sillito, C. L., & Allen, T. (2020). USA violent cause mortality: Analysis of trends and the political 
controversies of prevention. Athens Journal of Social Sciences, 7(4), 227-246. 
 
Sanchez, C., Jaguan, D., Shaikh, S., McKenney, M., & Elkbuli, A. (2020). A systematic review of the causes and 
prevention strategies in reducing gun violence in the United States. The American Journal of Emergency 
Medicine, 38(10), 2169-2178. 
 
Scodari, C. (1994). Johnny got his gun: Wartime songs of pacifism, patriotism and life style in 20th‐century 
American culture. Popular Music & Society, 18(1), 1-17. 
 
Siegel, M. B., & Boine, C. C. (2020). The meaning of guns to gun owners in the US: The 2019 National Lawful Use 
of Guns Survey. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 59(5), 678-685. 
 
Silva, J. R. (2022). Global mass shootings: comparing the United States against developed and developing 
countries. International Journal of Comparative and Applied Criminal Justice, 1-24. 
 
US Department of Defense, Naval Postgraduate School, Center for Homeland Defense and Security. (2022). 
School shooting safety compendium, internal data files. In Digest of Education Statistics, Table 228.12. 
 
Wamser-Nanney, R. (2021). Understanding gun violence: Factors associated with beliefs regarding guns, gun 
policies, and gun violence. Psychology of Violence, 11(4), 349–353. 
 
Warner, T. D. (2020). Fear, anxiety, and expectation: Gender differences in openness to future gun 
ownership. Violence and Gender, 7(1), 11-18. 
 
Wertz, J., Azrael, D., Hemenway, D., Sorenson, S., & Miller, M. (2018). Differences between new and long-standing 
US gun owners: results from a national survey. American Journal of Public Health, 108(7), 871-877. 
 
Vegter, A., & Haider-Markel, D. P. (2022). Gun ownership, threat, and gun attitudes in an experiment. Sociological 
Perspectives, 65(1), 119-132. 
 
Yamane, D. (2017). The sociology of US gun culture. Sociology Compass, 11(7), e12497. 

 


