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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

PRECARIOUS MANHOOD AND THREAT-MOTIVATED GUN-RELATED 
ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIORAL INTENTIONS AMONG MEN IN THE UNITED 

STATES 
 

by 
 

TRAVIS RAY 
 
 

Adviser:  Michele R. Parkhill, Ph.D. 
 
 

The precarious manhood thesis posits that men are motivated to maintain 

attributes associated with societally accepted forms of masculinity. As a result, when men 

feel their manhood is threatened, they tend to respond with exaggerated displays of 

masculinity. Prior research indicates that guns are closely intertwined with masculinity 

and thus may be a tool through which men can demonstrate their manhood when feeling 

threatened. To empirically test this idea, the current research conducted two experimental 

studies examining the causal influence of masculinity threats on gun-related attitudes 

(Study 1) and behaviors (Study 2). It was hypothesized that men exposed to a masculinity 

threat would report more gun-supportive attitudes and have a greater likelihood of 

engaging in gun-related behaviors relative to men exposed to a gender affirmation—

especially in a public context. Adult men residing in the United States (N = 381) 

completed assessments of demographics and adherence to masculine gender norms prior 

to their randomization into the masculinity threat and public display conditions. 

Following the manipulations, Study 1 participants (n = 184) completed measures of gun-

related attitudes, while Study 2 participants (n = 197) also completed assessments of gun-



 v

related behaviors. Results generally did not support a causal association between the 

masculinity threat manipulation and gun-related constructs, resulting in retention of the 

null hypotheses. However, exploratory analyses revealed significant associations between 

adherence to masculine gender norms and demographic variables with gun-related 

outcomes. Together, these results suggest that masculinity threats do not have a causal 

influence on gun-related variables. Rather, gun-related attitudes and behaviors are 

partially explained by social, developmental, and cultural factors—including adherence 

to masculine gender norms.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

In the wake of recent high-profile mass shootings (e.g., Pulse Nightclub; Las 

Vegas; Parkland), public outcry has called for action to prevent firearm-related deaths. 

Gun violence is a particular concern in the United States, where the firearm homicide rate 

(i.e., 4.1 homicides per a 100,000 population) is approximately 25 times than other high-

income countries (Grinshteyn & Hemenway, 2019). Additionally, the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation (FBI) reported that the number of active shooting incidents in the United 

States had more than tripled from the 2000s to the 2010s (FBI, 2019). Homicide and 

active shooting rates, however, likely capture only a small proportion of gun violence; 

research suggests that only 12% of incidents involving gunfire result in an emergency 

call (Carr & Doleac, 2016). Despite these high rates and calls for action, gun violence 

research has been underfunded and understudied relative to comparable injury-related 

causes of death (Stark & Shah, 2017). More empirical research is needed to identify 

factors contributing to gun violence, which could better inform prevention efforts. 

Psychological gun violence research, however, is a challenging endeavor due to 

sampling and methodological restrictions. For example, imprisoned violent offenders are 

a protected population and unincarcerated perpetrators are difficult to identify and 

sample. Additionally, there are major ethical considerations when designing and 

implementing methodology for gun violence research (e.g., inability to manipulate 

variables that may increase incidence of gun violence); thus, psychological research is 

scant. Research in the extant literature most commonly takes a sociological or public 
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health perspective and utilizes observational or correlational designs. Although these 

approaches have provided substantial insight—such as qualitative themes amongst mass 

shooter manifestos (Kalish & Kimmel, 2010; Kellner, 2008; Myketiak, 2016) and 

statistical relationships between gun prevalence, gun laws, and rates of gun violence 

(Dierenfeldt, Brown, & Roles, 2017; Fleeger, Lee, Monuteaux, Hemenway, & Mannix, 

2013; Hamilton & Kposowa, 2015; Stroebe, 2016)—they are limited in their ability to 

empirically test psychological mechanisms and establish causal relationships between 

variables. 

Rather than assessing gun violence directly, it may be more feasible (and, in some 

cases, more informative) to examine gun-related attitudes and behaviors. Such research 

could provide insight into the underlying motivations and psychological intentions of 

using guns. Notably, men have more gun-supportive attitudes (Miller, 2019; Oraka et al., 

2019), are more likely to own guns (Hamilton, Lemeshow, Saleska, Brewer, Strobino, 

2018; Kalesan, Villarreal, Keyes, & Galea, 2016; Oraka et al., 2019; Pew Research 

Center, 2017; 2021), and are more often the perpetrator of gun violence relative to 

women (Cukier & Eagen, 2018; FBI, 2019; Stone, 2015). Thus, there appear to be gun-

related motivations and psychological processes that are specific to men. To further 

investigate these processes, the current research examined the precarious state of 

manhood as a motivational factor for gun-related attitudes and behaviors. 

Manuscript Organization 

The manuscript begins by defining and describing the gun-related constructs of 

interest. This is followed by a scoping review of prior gun motivation work, which 

provides comprehensive background and context to the research. Thereafter is an 
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overview of the precarious manhood framework, its supporting literature, and its 

theorized connection to gun-related variables. Following the summary of relevant 

literature, the research is outlined and its methodology detailed. Results of the empirical 

analyses are then presented and discussed. The manuscript concludes with a general 

discussion integrating the results into the extant literature, followed by a discussion of the 

implications, limitations, and future directions. 

Definitions 

There are two gun-related constructs that are referred to throughout the 

manuscript: (1) gun-related attitudes, (2) gun-related behaviors. These constructs are 

undoubtedly intertwined, in that attitudes often motivate behavior (Baumeister, 2016; 

Bohner & Dickel, 2011; Greenwald & Banaji, 1995), but they also are distinct. Attitudes 

and behavior are sometimes disjoined, meaning that attitudes do not always translate into 

behavior (Bohner & Dickel, 2011; Nosek, Hawkins, & Frazier, 2011; Sheeran & Webb, 

2016). For example, gun owners and non-owners often agree in their support for gun 

control policies (Barry et al., 2018; Wolfson, Teret, Azrael, & Miller, 2017), despite 

differing engagement in gun-related behaviors (i.e., gun purchasing). Thus, although 

these constructs are related, they are best defined and examined independently. 

Regarding gun-related attitudes, prior research has most commonly assessed 

attitudes and opinions associated with gun control. However, gun-related attitudes also 

consist of gun enthusiasm (i.e., enjoyment and personal value assigned to guns and gun-

related hobbies; Matson, 2016; Matson, Russell, & King, 2019) and positive attitudes 

toward guns (i.e., feelings of control, independence, and safety derived from guns; 

Tenhundfeld, Parnes, Conner, & Witt, 2020). These types of attitudes are highly 
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correlated with one another, despite being conceptually distinct and sometimes 

possessing divergent associations with theoretical antecedents (Ray, Parkhill, & Cook, 

2021). Analogous to attitudes more broadly (Albarracin & Shavitt, 2017; Bohner & 

Dickel, 2011), gun-related attitudes are thought to remain relatively stable overtime 

(Wozniak, 2017), but may change rather rapidly in certain situational contexts (Jose, 

Holman, & Silver, 2021; McGinty, Webster, & Berry, 2013; Newman & Hartman, 2017). 

Specifically, exposure to relevant stimuli may shift attitudes, or the expressions of 

attitudes, to better align with encoded information and social goals (Albarracin & Shavitt, 

2017; Bohner & Dickel, 2011). For example, an individual may exhibit a popular attitude 

to receive social support, a job candidate could alter his or her mindset to align with a 

company’s mission statement to obtain employment, and dating partners might attempt to 

meld their differing political opinions to ease relational conflict. Such contextual attitude 

change could similarly pertain to gun-related attitudes in that people may shift their 

viewpoint (e.g., gun control stance) when exposed to relevant stimuli (e.g., news reports 

of mass shootings), or in light of new information (e.g., statistics), to perceptually achieve 

related goals (e.g., safety; DeFoster & Swalve, 2018; Jose et al., 2021; McGinty et al., 

2013; Newman & Hartman, 2017). 

In addition to gun-related attitudes, prior research has examined gun-related 

behaviors. Gun-related behaviors consist not only of self-directed (i.e., suicide) and 

interpersonal gun violence, but also of behaviors that are not inherently intended to harm 

a human being. Specifically, prior research has examined recreational gun use (e.g., 

hunting; target shooting; Yamane, 2017), gun storage practices (e.g., storage location; 

stored with or without ammunition; Berrigan, Azrael, Hemenway, & Miller, 2019), gun 



 5

carrying (e.g., concealed carry; open carry; Carlson, 2015; Stroud, 2012), and gun 

purchasing or ownership (e.g., Azrael, Hepburn, Hemenway, & Miller, 2017). Consistent 

with behaviors, more broadly (Ajzen, 1991; Baumeister, 2016), it is theorized that gun-

related behaviors are motivated by attitudes and cognitions, and can be vehicles to 

perceptually fulfill basic needs (e.g., safety) or social goals (Buttrick, 2020; Carlson, 

2015; Pierre, 2019; Stroebe, Leander, & Kruglanski, 2017; Stroud, 2012). In some 

instances, behaviors may even be used to express personal characteristics or internal 

processes (whether explicit or implicit) to bystanders as a self-presentation strategy. For 

example, social media posts can be used to signal virtue or morality (Grubbs, Warmke, 

Tosi, James, & Campbell, 2019), purchasing expensive clothing or flashy cars can 

demonstrate status (Barry & Weiner, 2019; Han, Nunes, & Drèze, 2010), and erecting 

political yard signs can cue party affiliation (Makse & Sokhey, 2014). Similarly, gun-

related behaviors can demonstrate adherence to norms (e.g., peer norms; male norms; 

Carlson, 2015; Kahan & Braman, 2003; Kalesan et al., 2016; Stretesky & Pogrebin, 

2007; Stroud, 2012), signal group membership (Scaptura & Boyle, 2021), or 

communicate that an individual is dangerous and “not to be messed with” (Kimmel & 

Mahler, 2003; Myketiak, 2016; Stretesky & Pogrebin, 2007; Stroud, 2012). Thus, gun-

related behaviors could serve various motivational factors.  

Prior Motivational Research 

Research has explored several motivators of gun-related attitudes and behaviors. 

For example, racial prejudice (Filindra & Kaplan, 2016; Filindra & Kaplan, 2017; 

O’Brien, Forrest, Lynott, & Daly, 2013), aggressiveness (Docherty, Beardslee, Grimm, & 

Pardini, 2019), and delinquency (Docherty et al., 2019; Docherty, Mulvey, Beardslee, 
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Sweeten, & Pardini, 2020; Emmert, Hall, & Lizotte, 2018) are a few factors examined in 

prior work. Such literature explains that racial prejudice is associated with a desire to 

maintain the status quo and retain White rights, such as gun rights (Filindra & Kaplan, 

2016), aggressive individuals are inherently drawn to weapons (Docherty et al., 2019), 

and delinquent youth seek guns as a means of intimidation or defense (Docherty et al., 

2019; Docherty et al., 2020). Most research, however, has focused on mental illness, 

social influence, and fear with varying levels of support for each motivational factor. As 

could be imagined, these three constructs also vary in their associations with specific 

gun-related outcomes. Whereas mental illness is commonly conceptualized as a predictor 

of gun violence (e.g., Gold, 2013; Hodges & Scalora, 2015; Rozel & Mulvey, 2017), 

social influence and fear seemingly provide motivation for numerous gun-related 

attitudes and behaviors (e.g., Buttrick, 2020; Kahan & Braman, 2003; Kalesan et al., 

2016; Kleck, Gertz, & Bratton, 2009; Pierre, 2019). Because mental illness, social 

influence, and fear are most often embraced in gun-related research, the literatures 

pertaining to each of these constructs are summarized in the following sections. 

Mental Illness 

Politicians and popular media are often quick to suggest that interpersonal gun 

violence is a result of severe mental illness (DeFoster & Swalve, 2018; Hodges & 

Scalora, 2015; McGinty, Webster, Jarlenski, & Barry, 2014; Metzl & MacLeish, 2015; 

Rozel & Mulvey, 2017). Such depictions associate mental illness with violent behaviors 

and contribute to perceptions that those with mental health disorders are “evil” or 

“deranged” (DeFoster & Swalve, 2018; Gold, 2013; McGinty et al., 2013; McGinty et al., 

2014; Metzl & MacLeish, 2015). Not only does this discourse aid the stigmatization of 
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mental illness in ways that could harm treatment proceedings (e.g., create barriers for 

seeking treatment), they also guide prevention resources toward ineffective outcomes 

(e.g., financing for mental health screenings), place blame on mental health professionals 

for failing to prevent mass shootings, and limit the types of legislation that politicians are 

willing to implement (Gold, 2013; McGinty et al., 2013; McGinty et al., 2014; Metzl & 

MacLeish, 2015; Rozel & Mulvey, 2017). In fact, the vast majority of United States 

citizens, across the political spectrum, support gun control restrictions for those with a 

mental illness, whereas other gun polices are much more polarizing (Pew Research 

Center, 2017; 2021). This suggests that elected officials will likely favor gun bans for the 

mentally ill, but may shy away from more controversial restrictions. 

Mental health practitioners and empirical evidence, however, reject the notion that 

untreated psychological disorders are responsible for most instances of interpersonal gun 

violence (Gold, 2013; Lu & Temple, 2019; Metzl & MacLeish, 2015; Pinals, Appelbaum, 

Bonnie, & Fisher, 2015; Rozel & Mulvey, 2017). Research suggests that gun violence 

perpetrators typically do not have a mental health diagnosis (Metzl & MacLeish, 2015; 

Yelderman, Joseph, West, & Butler, 2019) and mass killings with a mentally ill shooter 

represent only a small proportion of firearm-related homicidal deaths (Metzl & 

MacLeish, 2015). Additionally, mentally ill individuals are rarely violent (Gold, 2013; 

Hodges & Scalora, 2015; Pinals et al., 2015; Rozel & Mulvey, 2017; Steadman, 

Monahan, Pinals, Vesselinov, & Robbins, 2015; Swanson, McGinty, Fazel, & Mays, 

2015), and may actually have decreased risk of harming a stranger (Kivisto, 2017). 

Psychiatric patients also have weaker orientations toward guns (i.e., less knowledge and 

comfort around guns; more support for gun control) compared to general community 
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members (Hodges et al., 2021). It is possible, however, that some disorders, such as those 

involving psychosis (e.g., paranoid schizophrenia), are stronger risk factors for gun 

violence than others (Stone, 2015), but confounding sociodemographic (e.g., age; 

socioeconomic status) and psychosocial factors (e.g., substance use; criminality) are 

better predictors of violent behavior than mental illness (Rozel & Mulvey, 2017). This 

evidence has led some researchers to conclude that merely restricting those with a mental 

health diagnosis from purchasing firearms will have little effect on interpersonal gun 

violence (Gold, 2013; Hodges & Scalora, 2015; Metzl & MacLeish, 2015; Pinals et al., 

2015; Rozel & Mulvey, 2017; Stone, 2015). 

Contrary to popular belief, the true association between mental illness and gun-

related behaviors is self-directed gun violence (Gold, 2013; Swanson et al., 2015). In 

most instances of suicide, the individual had a diagnosed mental illness or severe 

psychological symptoms (Gvion & Apter, 2012), which could include several disorders, 

but those accompanied by depressive symptoms (e.g., Major Depressive Disorder) are 

most common amongst suicide attempters and completers (Gvion & Apter, 2012; 

Hawton, Comabella, Haw, & Saunders, 2013; Popovic et al., 2014). Generally, suicidal 

behaviors are impulsive actions that become increasingly lethal when access to a gun is 

effortless (Hemenway, 2013; Lewiecki & Miller, 2013). This suggests that mental health 

disorders and their associated symptoms (e.g., depression; hopelessness; mental pain) can 

create a temporary state of crisis that motivates desire for death (Gvion, Levi-Belz, 

Hadlaczky, & Apter, 2015). If an individual is unable to adequately regulate urges for 

self-harm, and has easy access to a gun, the risk of completing suicide increases 

(Anglemyer, Horvath, & Rutherford, 2014; Hemenway, 2013; Lewiecki & Miller, 2013). 
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Although mental illness is theoretically and empirically connected to self-directed gun 

violence, it has weak or non-existent associations with other gun-related variables. Other 

motivators may explain a larger proportion of variance in gun-related attitudes and 

behaviors. 

Social Influence 

Social influence is a broad term that refers to the effects of interpersonal 

processes and social-environmental demands on the attitudes, cognitions, and behaviors 

of an individual (Aronson, Wilson, & Sommers, 2019). Such influence stems from 

varying levels of society (e.g., nations; cities; communities; families) and can affect 

individuals through their acquisition and acceptance of social information (i.e., 

informational social influence), perceptions of social norms (i.e., normative social 

influence), and identification with social groups (i.e., social identity; Aronson et al., 

2019; Turner & Reynolds, 2012). Research examining social influence in the context of 

gun-related constructs has primarily focused on the impact of particular cultures within 

geographic regions of the United States, the social norms present in various ideological 

and peer groups, and the interactive effects of social identity.  

Several researchers have examined “gun culture” and its effects on individual-

level attitudes and behaviors. Gun culture is a term used to refer to the collective values 

and cultural influence of areas with a deep-seated connection to guns (Joslyn, Haider-

Markel, Baggs, & Bilbo, 2017; Kalesan et al., 2016; Mencken & Froese, 2019; Wolpert 

& Gimpel, 1998; Yamane, 2017). These areas are characterized by a high prevalence of 

gun ownership and normative engagement in gun-related recreation (Hall-Sanchez, 2014; 

Kalesan et al., 2016; Wolpert & Gimpel, 1998; Yamane, 2017). Residents of such areas 
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tend to have more gun-supportive attitudes (e.g., opposition to gun control) than people 

who live beyond the immediate influence of gun culture (Joslyn et al., 2017; Kleck et al., 

2009; Wolpert & Gimpel, 1998). Although prominently seen in rural areas of Western, 

Midwestern, and Northeastern states, gun culture is most often attributed to the Southern 

region of the United States.  

The research concentration on the South is likely due to the widespread 

prominence of gun culture, but also the disproportionately high frequency of gun-related 

homicide and suicide in this region (Brown, Osterman, & Barnes, 2009; Brown, Imura, & 

Osterman, 2014; Fleeger et al., 2013; Nisbett & Cohen, 1996; Osterman & Brown, 2011). 

Scholars explain that the Southern United States has a strong cultural emphasis on honor, 

which influenced its development of gun culture and continues to affect individual-level 

outcomes (Brown et al., 2014; Lantz & Wenger, 2021; Nisbett & Cohen, 1996; Osterman 

& Brown, 2011). This so-called “honor culture” (or “culture of honor”) is thought to have 

culturally evolved as a result of migration by European herdsman to the South in the 17th 

and 18th centuries. At the time of migration, formalized government among White 

pioneers was rare or nonexistent. Consequently, frontiersmen and early settlers relied on 

vigilante justice to maintain social order. The construct of honor also became a powerful 

social norm that aided the instilment of respect for others and their property, but also 

motivated retaliatory aggression against those who threatened one’s family or assets (e.g., 

home; livestock; Nisbett & Cohen, 1996). In these environments, guns were essential and 

efficient tools to enforce indispensable social rules. Through their use in such contexts, 

guns became a representation of self-reliance and rugged individualism, thus portraying 

the sense of honor that they physically helped to protect (Lantz & Wenger, 2021).  
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In the modern context, honor cultures in the United States are deeply rooted in 

individual freedoms and associated with gun violence (Brown et al., 2009). Self-

sufficiency, reputation, and respect remain particular concerns in a similar vein to early 

Southern settlers (Barnes, Brown, & Osterman, 2012; Brown et al., 2014; Lantz & 

Wenger, 2021; Nisbett & Cohen, 1996; Osterman & Brown, 2011). Compared to those in 

the North, residents of Southern regions are more likely to respond to physical or 

symbolic threats with aggression (Cohen, Nisbett, Bowdle, & Schwarz, 1996; Nisbett & 

Cohen, 1996)—particularly wielding a gun (Lantz & Wenger, 2021)—in an attempt to 

defend their honor. Because Southerners also tend to cultivate a deep sense of shame and 

burdensomeness (a risk factor for suicide; Joiner, 2005) when they fail to maintain their 

honor, they are also at increased risk of self-directed gun violence (Brown et al., 2014; 

Osterman & Brown, 2011).  

However, guns have evolved beyond their merely functional use as instruments of 

interpersonal (and intrapersonal) violence and into broad cultural symbols. The ‘culture 

conflict perspective’ suggests that much of the gun control debate in the United States is 

due to conflicting cultures (such as between Northern and Southern states or liberal and 

conservative ideologies) and what guns represent, rather than a debate over guns 

themselves (Kahan & Braman, 2003; Kleck et al., 2009; Joslyn et al., 2017; Melzer, 

2009; Wozniak, 2017). This perspective argues that guns have come to symbolize 

traditional lifestyles and values that are closely intertwined with conservative ideology 

(e.g., individualism; patriotism; moral universalism; Joslyn et al., 2017; Kleck et al., 

2009; Melzer, 2009; Wozniak, 2017). Thus, people living in gun cultures are likely to 

oppose gun restrictions, because they may perceive such measures are impeding their 
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way of life (e.g., choice of recreation), condemning their held values, and threatening 

their social identity (Anestis & Houtsma, 2019; Buttrick, 2020; Joslyn et al., 2017; 

Lacombe, Howat, & Rothschild, 2019; Melzer, 2009; Wozniak, 2017). In contrast, people 

who reside outside of gun cultures may support gun control, because the implementation 

of new restrictions represents a shift in political power and progress toward modern 

values (Joslyn et al., 2017). 

However, culture conflict is not restricted only to large regional groups. Rather, 

guns are a source of conflict between various ideological groups and their subcultures. 

Kleck and colleagues (2009) explain that guns can symbolize the attributes of any social 

group with whom they are associated. In the United States, guns and gun-support are 

common among Southerners (Felson & Pare; 2010; Kleck et al., 2009), Republicans or 

those with conservative ideology (Joslyn et al., 2017; Pew Research Center, 2017; 

Wozniak, 2017), and evangelical Christians (Merino, 2018). Guns therefore have the 

potential to elicit negative (or positive) appraisals, because they may symbolize the 

perceived negative (or positive) attributes of these social groups. This appraisal then may 

influence whether the individual develops gun supportive attitudes and engages in gun-

related behaviors, because doing so may associate them with members of these groups. 

Kleck and colleagues’ (2009) results supported this idea by demonstrating that the 

negative stereotyping of gun owners was positively related to support for handgun bans 

and negatively related to gun ownership. Put simply, guns may be a proxy to determine 

in-group/out-group membership and avoid undesirable social evaluations. 

Similarly, once an individual develops a social identity that aligns with particular 

social groups, they become subject to the normative influence of these groups. Humans 
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have a fundamental need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and, as a result, follow 

the norms of groups with whom they identify to avoid being outcast (Christensen, 

Rothgerber, Wood, & Matz, 2004). Prior research demonstrated that although there are 

individual differences in the propensity for violence (and attraction to weapons that 

facilitate violent behavior, such as guns; Beardslee, Docherty, Mulvey, Schubert, & 

Pardini, 2018; Docherty et al., 2019), the likelihood that youths will acquire and carry 

guns increases once they begin to affiliate with gun-carrying peers, become members of 

gangs, or overestimate the prevalence of gun carrying among their peers (Beardslee et al., 

2018; Docherty et al., 2019; Hemenway et al., 2011; Stretesky & Pogrebin, 2007). Other 

research shows that identities entrenched in gun ownership have especially strong 

associations with gun-related attitudes and behaviors (Anetis & Houtsma, 2019; Lacombe 

et al., 2019; Mencken & Froese, 2019). Lacombe (2019) suggests this may be due to the 

careful cultivation of gun identity by pro-gun lobbyists. The National Rifle Association 

(NRA), for example, uses targeted communications to normalize gun-related behaviors 

(e.g., purchasing; carrying; recreation) and advance the idea that guns demonstrate the 

moral virtues that people often associate with their in-groups (Lacombe, 2019; Melzer, 

2009; Mencken & Froese, 2019; O’Neill, 2007). Therefore, it may be that people in 

social environments defined by guns tend to obey gun-related norms as a strategy to 

maintain the perceived positive characteristics of in-groups and prevent ostracism 

(Lacombe, 2019; Stretesky & Pogrebin, 2007).  

In addition to the direct effect that social influence can have on gun-supportive 

attitudes and behaviors, there also are indirect associations through risk perceptions. The 

cultural theory of risk posits that risk perceptions are influenced by social norms, 
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meaning that people tend to observe their in-group, devote attention to the risks that are 

commonly expressed, engage in the risk-reduction behaviors that are modeled, and ignore 

those that are not (Anestis & Houtsma, 2019; Kahan & Braman, 2003; Pierre, 2019). 

Opponents of gun control often express the notion that gun prevalence improves safety, 

which is done by directing attention toward the risk of premeditated harm from outsiders 

(Kahan & Braman, 2003; O’Neill, 2007). The normative solution to mitigate this risk is 

the acquisition, carrying, and easy accessibility (i.e., unlocked and loaded) of guns by 

“good” and “valorous” citizens (O’Neill, 2007; Stroud, 2012). This, of course, ignores 

the imminent risks of impulsive shootings, accidental shootings, and suicide when guns 

are abundant, which are common points of emphasis among gun control advocates and 

tend to lend support for gun control (Kahan & Braman, 2003). Nonetheless, a shift in 

norms and risk perceptions could explain current trends in gun ownership motivation. 

Whereas gun culture was once characterized by recreational gun use, it has become a 

culture defined by protective gun ownership, which some refer to as “Gun Culture 2.0” 

(e.g., Yamane, 2017). 

Fear 

Recent polls indicated that physical protection was the most frequently reported 

reason for owning a gun (Azrael et al., 2017; Pew Research Center, 2017; Siegel & 

Boine, 2020). Although this is true of new gun owners (i.e., became a first-time gun 

owner within the past five years) and long-standing gun owners alike, new gun owners 

are at increased odds of owning a gun for the sole purpose of protection (Wertz, Azrael, 

Hemenway, Sorenson, & Miller, 2018). As previously mentioned, guns were traditionally 

used for several purposes, including sporting equipment for recreation (e.g., hunting; 
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target shooting) or collectable items (Yamane, 2017). The concentrated shift toward guns 

as purely instrumental to self-protection surely has a myriad of explanations, but media 

influence could be one contributing factor.  

Some researchers believe that the recent uptick in mass shootings—or perhaps the 

widely available and salient news coverage of such events—has induced fear and 

motivated gun-related attitudes and behaviors (Jang, 2019; Pierre, 2019; Stroebe, 

Kreienkamp, Leander, & Agostini, 2021; Turchan, Zeoli, & Kwiatkowski, 2017; 

Wallace, 2015). Indeed, highly publicized shootings are frequently followed by a surge of 

gun purchases and carrying permit applications (Depew & Swensen, 2019; Turchan et al., 

2017; Wallace, 2015), suggesting that guns could be a coping mechanism to deal with the 

induced emotional state (Buttrick, 2020). Additionally, many gun retailers have altered 

their marketing strategies to emphasize guns as a necessity for self-protection, as opposed 

to recreation (Buttrick, 2020; O’Neill, 2007), which could be a response to the dynamic 

marketplace, but it also reinforces and capitalizes on widespread fear. Exposure to such 

media may contribute to perceptions that the world is a dangerous place and that law 

enforcement officers are unable to prevent or thwart all threatening interpersonal 

encounters (Buttrick, 2020; O’Neill, 2007; Turchan et al., 2017). These viewpoints might 

lead some people to perceive gun ownership as the most reliable and effective way to 

protect themselves and their communities (Buttrick, 2020; Carlson, 2015; O’Neill, 2007; 

Pierre, 2019; Stroebe et al., 2017; Stroud, 2012; Warner & Thrash, 2020). 

Even beyond media exposure and the context of mass shootings, fear appears to 

have a substantial effect on gun-related attitudes and behaviors. Prior victimization 

experiences (e.g., bullying; assault) are associated with gun carrying among adolescents 
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and adults (Pham, Schapiro, John, & Adesman, 2017; Turner, Phillips, Tigri, Williams, & 

Hartman, 2016), gun ownership in adulthood (Kleck, Kovandzic, Saber, Hauser, 2011; 

Warner & Thrash, 2020), and opposition to handgun bans (Kleck et al., 2009). 

Additionally, some research finds that childhood trauma exposure (i.e., witnessing 

domestic or community violence) is predictive of gun involvement in adulthood 

(Wamser-Nanney, Nanney, Conrad, & Constans, 2019). These results suggest that 

encounters with violence may prompt protective behaviors—such as gun acquisition—in 

anticipation of future victimization (though some researchers argue in favor of the 

opposite causal direction; see Watts, 2019). However, one does not need personal 

experiences with violence, nor risk of victimization, to be motivated by fear. In fact, 

rural, high-income areas often have increased rates of gun ownership (Azrael et al., 2017; 

Hamilton et al., 2018; Pew Research Center, 2017), despite their low risk of victimization 

(Bunch, Clay-Warner, Lei, 2015; Pierre, 2019; Warner & Thrash, 2020). 

Recent theoretical work has sought to distinguish ‘perceived risk of victimization’ 

from ‘fear of crime’ to help make sense of the paradoxical associations between fear and 

gun-related constructs (e.g., Stroebe et al., 2017; Warner & Thrash, 2020). Perceived risk 

of victimization is a cognitive assessment in which an individual considers the likelihood 

of being victimized as part of a violent crime. These perceptions are formed through the 

observation of one’s immediate environment (e.g., neighborhood) and are based on 

assessments of specific threats, such as physical assault. In contrast, fear of crime is an 

emotional response that could stem from a perceived risk of victimization, but also from 

diffuse threats—such as an ambiguous notion that the world is a dangerous place 

(Buttrick, 2020; Hauser & Kleck, 2013; Stroebe et al., 2017; Stroebe et al., 2021; Warner 
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& Thrash, 2020). Although these constructs are independent predictors of gun-related 

attitudes and behaviors (i.e., gun control opposition; gun purchasing; gun carrying; 

Stroebe et al., 2017; Stroebe et al., 2021), diffuse fear has a stronger and more consistent 

relationship than perceived risk of victimization (Warner & Thrash, 2020). This suggests 

that the emotional experience of fear sometimes overrides well-reasoned risk 

assessments—or perhaps even objective crime rates (but also see Kleck & Kovandzic, 

2009)—to motivate attitudinal and behavior outcomes in an attempt to prevent perceived 

interpersonal danger (Buttrick, 2020; Pierre, 2019; Warner & Thrash, 2020). 

Although gun-supportive attitudes (e.g., gun control opposition) and gun-related 

behaviors (e.g., gun ownership; carrying) often are intended to protect against perceived 

threats, these outcomes seldom achieve their anticipated effects and may even intensify 

underlying issues (Buttrick, 2020; Grinshteyn & Hemenway, 2019; Lee et al., 2017). 

Buttrick (2020) argued that guns serve as a maladaptive coping mechanism, because 

people might confuse the sense of empowerment that accompanies gun acquisition with 

feelings of safety. Empowerment and gun ownership may temporarily relieve 

uncomfortable emotional states, such as fear, but the presence of guns can make 

communities more unpredictable and uncontrollable. Guns also may orient their owners 

toward threat, which increases the likelihood of perceived danger in their immediate 

environments and beyond. Thus, by introducing disorder and heightened vigilance, guns 

might reaffirm beliefs in a dangerous world, creating a perpetual feedback loop that 

induces fear and further motivates gun-related attitudes and behaviors. Consistent with 

this idea, Hauser & Kleck (2013) found that fear was predictive of gun acquisition, but 

gun ownership was not associated with reductions in fear at a three-year follow-up 
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assessment. Interestingly, though, the relinquishment of firearms significantly increased 

fear. These results suggest that protective gun owners may cling to their firearms, 

because they believe guns are essential to their safety, despite the weapon’s failure to 

reduce fear. In actuality, gun ownership may support the development of chronic fear, 

which could entrench an individual in gun-related behaviors (e.g., ownership; carrying) 

and opposition to gun control (due to fear of losing self-protection abilities; Buttrick, 

2020). 

 Of course, fear does not produce a singular outcome and can differentially 

motivate depending on contextual factors. For example, mass shootings are indeed 

followed by a surge of gun purchases (Turchan et al., 2017; Wallace, 2015), but they also 

could lead to support for gun control (Jose et al., 2021; Pierre, 2019; Wozniak, 2017). 

Self-interest theory suggests that people will generally favor the gun control stance that 

they perceive optimally benefits them. Thus, the outcome perceived as most efficacious 

for self-protection (e.g., gun control versus gun ownership) is likely to draw support 

(Wolpert & Gimpel, 1998; Wozniak, 2017). There also appear to be partisan differences, 

wherein fear may motivate gun control opposition, gun purchases, and gun carrying 

among Republicans, but support for gun control legislation among Democrats (Jang, 

2019; Jose et al., 2021; Shepherd & Kay, 2018; Wozniak, 2017). Other contextual 

factors, such as close residential proximity to a recent shooting or shared personal 

characteristics (e.g., race or ethnicity) with victims of a shooting, also are associated with 

gun-related attitudes and behaviors (Depew & Swensen, 2019; Newman & Hartman, 

2017). This suggests that, at least in some instances, fear and social identity interact to 
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predict gun-related attitudinal and behavioral outcomes, highlighting the importance of 

both motivational constructs. 

Current gaps in the motivational literature 

Although prior research has provided a firm foundation for the psychological 

understanding of gun-related motivation, there are several gaps in the extant literature. 

Most notably are the evident gender differences in gun-related attitudes and behaviors 

(e.g., Miller, 2019; Pew Research Center, 2017; 2021). Theory has acknowledged that 

gun-related social influence and cultural norms apply more strongly to men than women 

(e.g., Carlson, 2015; Stroud, 2012), but research seldom quantifies and empirically 

investigates men’s stronger orientation toward guns. Additionally, much of the extant 

literature examines self-reported, conscious motivation, which gives the appearance that 

physical protection is the primary motivator of gun-related constructs (e.g., Pew Research 

Center, 2017; 2021; Siegel & Boine, 2020; Yamane, 2017). It is likely that safety—and 

other conscious motivators (e.g., recreation)—account for a substantial proportion of 

variance in gun-related attitudes and behaviors, but there also is the potential for 

underlying processes in which the individual is not consciously aware and, thus, cannot 

self-report. For instance, physical threats (i.e., threats of bodily harm) are explicitly 

recognized through emotion-driven attention (Neuberg, Kenrick, Schaller, 2011; Öhman, 

Flykt, Esteves, 2001), whereas symbolic threats (i.e., threats to values, identity, 

reputation, or status) are generally detected by way of implicit cognition (e.g., Anderson, 

Hildreth, & Howland, 2015), yet both elicit a behavioral response despite differing levels 

of self-awareness regarding their core motivations. Consistent with previous scholarly 

work (Carlson, 2015; Melzer, 2009; Stroud, 2012), it may be that men in the United 
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States are culturally primed to orient themselves toward guns as a strategy to defend 

against interpersonal threats, regardless of whether those threats are physical or symbolic. 

However, because reactions to symbolic threats are often beyond conscious awareness, it 

is most methodologically appropriate to observe behavioral responses via experimental 

manipulation. The current project addresses the relative dearth of empirical research on 

gender and guns by utilizing experimental methodology to examine the motivational 

effects of a symbolic threat (i.e., a manhood/masculinity threat) on gun-related attitudes 

and behavioral intentions among men in the United States. 

Theoretical Overview: Precarious Manhood 

Prior psychological and sociological research on men and masculinities suggest 

that manhood is hard won and easily lost, meaning that men must continually 

demonstrate their masculinity to be considered a “real man” or else risk losing their 

manhood status (Myketiak, 2016; Vandello & Bosson, 2013). However, men face 

societal expectations of masculinity that are near impossible to achieve. Connell and 

Messerschmidt (2005) suggest that hegemonic masculinity is the dominant, directive, and 

regulatory form of masculinity within a given society, indicating that men are pressured 

to exemplify hegemonic archetypes. In the United States, hegemonic ideals dictate male 

norms that emphasize expressions of toughness, status, agency, bravery, and honor 

(Barnes et al., 2012; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Thompson & Pleck, 1986). 

Although hegemonic masculinity has these identifiable characteristics, its true 

embodiment is an ever-fleeting objective, which can produce feelings of stress or anxiety 

among men as they navigate social perceptions (Myketiak, 2016; Vandello & Bosson, 

2013). A central tenant of the men and masculinities literature is that manhood in the 
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United States is often conceptualized as that which is not feminine (DiMuccio, Yost, & 

Helweg-Larsen, 2017; Levant, Rankin, Williams, Hasan, & Smalley, 2010; Thompson & 

Pleck, 1986; Vandello & Bosson, 2013). If a man is faced with the perception that he has 

failed to abide by male norms (e.g., via feminine gender expression), feelings of stress or 

anxiety could motivate exaggerated expressions of masculinity in an attempt to prove 

one’s manhood (Baugher & Gazmararian, 2015; Himmelstein, Kramer, & Springer, 

2019; Smith, Parrott, Swartout, & Tharp, 2015; Vandello & Bosson, 2013). 

The precarious manhood thesis is a theoretical framework that encompasses these 

ideas and tests their assumptions (Vandello & Bosson, 2013; Vandello, Bosson, Cohen, 

Burnaford, & Weaver, 2008). Prior research has found evidence for the notion that 

“manhood” is not biologically engrained nor inevitably granted at a certain 

developmental stage. Rather, manhood is commonly viewed as an achieved status that 

must be earned through actions, such as occupational success or physical dominance 

(Vandello et al., 2008). Research shows that men are attuned to this perception, implicitly 

understand the tenuousness of manhood, and recognize that it can be maintained through 

adherence to male norms (Vandello & Bosson, 2013). Although the everyday 

maintenance of manhood is typically quite subtle (e.g., choice of clothing, use of 

language, and other gender expressive behavior), the performance of masculinity often 

becomes amplified in instances of threatened manhood. For example, experimental 

inductions of masculinity threats (e.g., via a “hair braiding” task or bogus gender-

threating feedback) tend to result in more aggressive behaviors and cognitions compared 

to masculinity affirmations (e.g., via a “rope-strengthening” task or bogus gender-

affirming feedback; Berke, Reidy, Miller, & Zeichner, 2017; Bosson, Weaver, Caswell, 
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& Burnaford, 2012; Bosson, Vandello, Burnaford, Weaver, & Wasti, 2009; Vandello et 

al., 2008). Men also tend to perceive aggression as an appropriate response to manhood 

threats (Barnes et al., 2012), and experience a reduction in anxiety after engaging in such 

behavior (Bosson et al., 2009). These results suggest that a threatened sense of manhood 

can motivate stereotypically masculine behaviors (e.g., aggression), which serve as 

mechanisms to alleviate anxiety and reaffirm manhood status. 

However, outcomes evoked through manhood threats are not limited to 

aggression. Rather, there are many ways in which men choose to display their 

masculinity. Prior research has investigated several of these gender-reaffirming 

outcomes, including engagement in unsafe physical behaviors (e.g., health risks; potential 

bodily harm; Vandello & Bosson, 2013), exaggerations of one’s physical strength 

(Frederick et al., 2017), sexist or homophobic joke telling (O’Connor, Ford, & Banos, 

2017), participation in risky gambling behaviors (Weaver, Vandello, & Bosson, 2013), 

and decisions to invest in shaky financial portfolios (Parent, Kalenkoski, & Cardella, 

2018). Because these actions are associated with hegemonic masculine traits (e.g., 

bravery; toughness; risk-taking; Vandello & Bosson, 2013), or are behaviors to 

distinguish themselves from feminine-characterized groups (e.g., women; gay men; 

O’Connor et al., 2017), any are possible reactions to manhood threats. Yet, in a real-

world context, men must choose which (or which combination) of these behaviors to 

perform. In many cases, the chosen manhood-affirming behavior may be dependent on its 

applicability to the given context (Vandello & Bosson, 2013). For example, a man whose 

masculinity is threatened by a fellow patron at the supermarket is unlikely to engage in 

risky gambling, because that opportunity is not cognitively or physically accessible to 
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him. Instead, aggression could be perceived as a feasible outcome. Although 

understudied, there is emerging evidence that gun-supportive attitudes and behaviors are 

widely applicable (and implicitly recognized) strategies to demonstrate masculinity. 

Guns and Masculinity 

Sociological scholars contend that guns and masculinity have long been 

intertwined in United States culture. Stroud (2012) explains that mythological narratives 

surrounding the “American frontier” portray images of ruggedly individualistic, gun-

toting men who approach danger and defend the downtrodden. Similar images are widely 

seen in popular media (e.g., film, television, and video games), and are used in pro-gun 

lobbying and marketing campaigns. In fact, the NRA publishes accounts of men who 

resemble American frontiersmen and use their firearms to fend off violent crime (Melzer, 

2009; O’Neill, 2007). Men in these media are depicted with hegemonic masculine 

characteristics (e.g., tough, courageous, honorable) and often become exemplars of the 

male ideal (O’Neill, 2007; Stroud, 2012). In addition to these media, gun manufactures 

further associate guns and masculinity through their advertisements and marketing 

strategies. Bushmaster, for example, is known for their explicit appeals to masculinity by 

using advertisement tag lines such as “Consider your man-card reissued” for high-

powered assault rifles, implying that possession of the weapon will permit men their 

manhood. Bushmaster has even included a “manhood test” on their website, in which 

men must prove their manhood through a series of questions. Successful completers are 

issued a “Man Card,” which is valid for one year (or until it is revoked by someone who 

feels the individual has betrayed his manhood; Esposito & Finley, 2014). Pro-gun 

politicians use similar—yet oftentimes subtler—appeals to masculinity, such as 
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communications that implicate men as responsible for protecting their family (Carlson, 

2015; Melzer, 2009; O’Neill, 2007). It is argued that, through these consistent 

associations overtime, guns became embedded within hegemonic masculinity and a 

symbol through which men can embody it (Carlson, 2015; Melzer, 2009; Myketiak, 

2016; Stroud, 2012). 

For many men, especially those from traditional backgrounds, guns are an integral 

piece of their gender socialization, which may further engrain guns into masculinity. This 

form of gender socialization includes the paternal passing of gun-related rituals and 

indoctrination into manhood, as well as ideological developments that aid gun-supportive 

attitudes and behaviors. Among gun owners, 95% believe that teaching their children 

about firearms is an important parental duty (Pew Research Center, 2017). However, 

gun-related teachings tend to be male affairs, suggesting that young boys likely have 

more exposure to firearms than young girls. Indeed, hunting often serves as a father-son 

bonding experience and a rite-of-passage for boys into manhood (Hall-Sanchez, 2014). 

Boys also are regularly taught the importance of the “male role” (Hall-Sanchez, 2014), 

which includes protecting the family (Carlson, 2015; Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020; 

Stroud, 2012; Warner, Tober, Bridges, & Warner, 2021). This could orient young men’s 

threat-detection processes toward harm from outsiders and away from intrafamilial harm 

(e.g., accidental shootings; suicide), thus demonstrating the value of guns while also 

directing attention away from its risks (Daruwala, Bandel, Houtsma, Butterworth, & 

Anestis, 2020; Pierre, 2019; Stroebe et al., 2021). As a result of these teachings, many 

men may conclude that the risks associated with a lack of firearms—including symbolic 

(e.g., failure to fulfill the male role of protector) and physical (e.g., harm from 
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outsiders)—outweigh the risks associated with the possession of firearms (Stroebe et al., 

2021). 

In addition to the paternal passing of gun-related attitudes and behaviors, there 

also are potential group-based processes that could aid gender socialization. Mechling 

(2014) explains that the Boy Scouts—a popular outdoorsman group for young boys—was 

founded in response to widespread anxieties about the feminization of men and what it 

meant for the readiness of future military cohorts. Thus, the Boy Scouts included lessons 

on “manliness” (e.g., self-reliance; toughness) in a similar vein to military bootcamps. 

When the Boy Scouts expanded to the United States by the name “Boy Scouts of 

America,” they quickly became a market for guns and ammunition. They also became an 

avenue to indoctrinate boys into gun culture. In fact, the Boy Scouts of America continue 

to provide NRA authored pamphlets and shooting instruction alongside lessons that instill 

hegemonic masculine characteristics into its members (Mechling, 2014). Although 

appealing to a distinct sociodemographic group (e.g., urban/low-income versus 

suburban/middle- to high-income), inter-city gangs similarly attract members through 

their promises to enhance members’ masculine personas. Scholars explain that gangs 

often provide necessities for abiding by manhood norms, including a source of income, a 

means of protection, and an environment to engage in risky or dangerous behaviors, 

which may appeal to men who have few fiscal opportunities or prospects for manhood 

pursuits (Baird, 2012; Deuchar & Weide, 2019; Flores, 2016). Guns serve a particular 

purpose for gang members in that they allow men to maintain respect, reputation, and 

status—within and between gangs—through their symbolic portrayal of masculine 

characteristics (Stretesky & Pogrebin, 2007). The ensuing sense of masculine 
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empowerment from gun-related behaviors (e.g., gun carrying and violence) may reinforce 

attraction to guns and situate guns within these men’s manhood identities (Mencken & 

Froese, 2019; Stretesky & Pogrebin, 2007). 

 Although the handling of guns, engagement in gun-related activities, and 

expression of gun-supportive attitudes could be suitable manhood-preserving 

demonstrations in everyday contexts (Carlson, 2015; McDermott, Brasil, Barina, & 

Borgogna, 2021; Ray et al., 2021; Stroud, 2012; Warner et al., 2021), it is theorized that 

the use of guns can become inflated in instances of threatened masculinity. For example, 

manhood threats (e.g., disrespect; insults) from peers are thought to ignite aggressive 

impulses that can manifest as gun violence among inner-city youth (Hemenway, 2013; 

Stretesky & Pogrebin, 2007). Additionally, meta-analytic results suggest that bullying 

victimization is associated with adolescent weapon carrying (van Geel et al., 2014), 

perhaps due to a perceived sense of emasculation and a subsequent attempt to 

demonstrate toughness (Stretesky & Pogrebin, 2007). Similar sentiments have been 

expressed in secondary analyses of writings by mass shooters. Many school shooters, for 

instance, expressed frustration with the constant humiliation and emasculation brought on 

by relentless bullying and homophobic name-calling from classmates (Kalish & Kimmel, 

2010; Kimmel & Mahler, 2003). Shooters also commonly describe their sexual 

campaigns and chronic experiences of romantic rejection, which appear to threaten their 

sense of heterosexuality and, thus, their hegemonic masculine identity (Farr, 2019; Leary, 

Kowalski, Smith, & Phillips, 2003; Myketiak, 2016). Of course, experiences of bullying, 

rejection, and ostracism are common in school environments, but rarely manifest as 

school shootings, despite the increased risk they pose (Tonso 2006; 2009). Engagement 
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in violent retaliation may be reliant on perceived entitlement to the manhood affirmations 

that some men feel they have been unjustly stripped, as well as the belief that their 

avenues for achieving manhood status are desperately narrow (Farr, 2019; Kalish & 

Kimmel, 2010; Myketiak, 2016). Indeed, Leander and colleagues (2019) explain that 

thwarted goals can sometimes result in gun-related behaviors, because these behaviors 

can restore a sense of power over one’s environment. In the case of school shootings, the 

shooters may have chosen the ultra-masculine behavior of gun violence as a way (they 

thought) to prove their worth as a man, demonstrate control over their fate, and entrench 

themselves within “warrior culture” (Farr, 2019; Kalish & Kimmel, 2010; Kellner, 2008; 

Kimmel & Mahler, 2003; Myketiak, 2016).  

In addition to these extreme examples, gun-related attitudes (e.g., gun control 

opposition) and behaviors (e.g., gun purchases) appear to be motivated by more subtle 

manhood threats, such as physical and economic decline. Scholars suggest that physical 

and economic decline limit some men’s ability to provide for their family and adhere to 

male norms (Carlson, 2015; Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020; Stroud, 2012), which may 

cause considerable distress as they attempt to maintain their manhood status. Indeed, 

Syrda (2020) found that married men tend to experience psychological distress when they 

earn less income than their wives, especially if the difference in income is large. As a 

result of this distress, men often emphasize a distinct facet of the male role, thus allowing 

them to fulfill hegemonic ideals in a different context (Carlson, 2015; Cassino & Besen-

Cassino, 2020). Many men shift their role from a “provider” (or “breadwinner”) to a 

“protector,” which typically includes the acquisition and carrying of guns (Carlson, 2015; 

Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020). Carlson (2015) explains that the newfound role of 
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“protector” provides men with a sense of usefulness, because it affords the perception 

that they are essential to the safety of their family and community. Although the role of 

“protector” is situated within hegemonic masculinity by its very nature, the role further 

supports manhood status by allowing men to justifiably associate themselves with 

symbols of masculinity (e.g., guns; Carlson, 2015; Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020; 

Stroud, 2012). In fact, some men are even thought to create and communicate a false 

perception of physical threat in order to reaffirm the necessity of their role as a 

“protector” (Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020; Stroebe et al., 2021). Without such an 

outlet to demonstrate their masculinity, men may feel at further risk of losing status and 

sliding down the gender-based social hierarchy. Thus, in times of physical or economic 

uncertainty, guns offer men relief from their otherwise precarious manhood standings 

(Carlson, 2015; Stroud, 2012). 

Empirical Evidence 

Despite scholarly interest in theory pertaining to guns and masculinity, there has 

been very little empirical work that directly assesses the relationship. Recent 

groundbreaking quantitative analyses, however, addressed this evident gap and supported 

the association. In samples of community men, adherence to masculine gender norms and 

masculine honor ideology (i.e., a man’s prerogative to defend his reputation using 

masculine gender expression) had significant bivariate associations with indicators of 

gun-supportive attitudes—including gun enthusiasm, positive attitudes toward guns, and 

gun control opposition (Matson et al., 2019; Ray et al., 2021). Ray and colleagues (2021) 

extended these results using a multivariate path analysis and found that masculine honor 

ideology had a direct relationship with gun enthusiasm and positive attitudes toward 
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guns, while adherence to masculine gender norms was indirectly related to these 

outcomes through honor ideology. Adherence to masculine gender norms is also 

associated with gun ownership (Stroebe et al., 2021; Warner et al., 2021), and the 

association is particularly strong with norms emphasizing violence, risk-taking, and 

power over women (McDermott et al., 2021). Together, these results suggest that gun-

supportive attitudes and behaviors could be preemptive strategies for men to affirm their 

manhood status, likely because guns highlight normative male qualities (e.g., toughness; 

aggressiveness; dominance). 

In addition to these results, there is emerging empirical evidence to support 

manhood threats as motivators of gun-related attitudes and behaviors. Cassino and Besen-

Cassino (2020) found that self-reported sexism scores were positively associated with 

gun control opposition. Sexism and gender-based violence are mechanisms to assert 

dominance over women and solidify men’s position in gender-based social hierarchies 

(Glick & Fiske, 2001; Smith et al., 2015). These constructs tend to increase when men 

feel their masculinity has been threatened (O’Connor et al., 2017; Parkhill & Ray, 2021; 

Ray & Parkhill, in press; Smith et al., 2015) and thus may be indicators of men’s insecure 

social standings. The positive association between sexism and gun control opposition 

therefore suggests that, in addition to regaining power through sexism, men also may 

seek manhood stability through guns, thereby opposing restrictions. Additionally, 

Scaptura and Boyle (2021) found that masculine gender role stress (i.e., felt threats to an 

individual’s sense of masculinity) and status threats (i.e., the belief that societal changes 

are detrimental to men’s social standing) were positively associated with gun-supportive 

attitudes, and that these effects were pronounced among economically disadvantaged 
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White men. Similarly, Cassino & Besen-Cassino (2020) found that male unemployment 

rates—at the state level—were predictive of the number of firearm background check 

applications that were submitted to the respective state government. These results suggest 

that a lack of financial security may result in compensatory behavior to regain a sense of 

power or control. Indeed, Mencken and Froese (2019) reported that men experiencing 

economic decline are comforted and empowered by guns, further supporting the notion 

that some men use guns to symbolically demonstrate masculinity and relieve gender-

related anxieties, especially when their manhood is threatened. 

Current Research 

Although prior research has examined the effects of masculinity threat on gun-

related attitudes and behaviors (Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020; Mencken & Froese, 

2019; Scaptura & Boyle, 2021), such research is scant and correlational; thus, prior 

research should be considered preliminary. Accordingly, it remains unclear if masculinity 

threats have a casual influence on gun-related variables. Despite the relative dearth of 

empirical evidence, it is theorized that guns symbolize masculinity and can be tools to 

situate oneself within hegemonic masculinity (Carlson, 2015; Myketiak, 2016; Stroud, 

2012). Therefore, when men feel their masculinity is threatened, they are likely to orient 

themselves toward guns to stabilize their manhood status, which could manifest as gun-

supportive attitudes or gun-related behaviors (Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020; Mencken 

& Froese, 2019; Ray et al., 2021; Scaptura & Boyle, 2021). Given evidence that gun-

related behaviors tend to increase in the presence of others (Lantz & Wenger, 2021; 

Stretesky & Pogrebin, 2007), guns seem to serve a self-presentation function. However, 

guns provide men with feelings of empowerment (Mencken & Froese, 2019), suggesting 
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that guns also serve internal functions. As a result, it is unknown whether shifts in gun-

related attitudes and behaviors are purely intended to display masculinity to others, or if 

such shifts could be internal mechanisms to prove manhood to oneself. 

Specific Aims 

The goal of the proposed research is to empirically test the theorized causal 

effects of masculinity threats on gun-related attitudes (Specific Aim 1) and behaviors 

(Specific Aim 2) among men in the United States. In addition to these primary aims, the 

proposed research also aims to determine whether guns are a symbol used to demonstrate 

masculinity to others (Specific Aim 3) and if increases in gun-supportive attitudes and 

behaviors are attempts to prove manhood to oneself (Specific Aim 4). The research 

consisted of two studies that followed similar procedures. However, because the aims 

were to examine distinct, albeit interconnected, aspects of psychology (i.e., attitudes and 

behaviors), one study was devoted to each of these outcomes. All study procedures 

received ethical approval from the Oakland University Institutional Review Board prior 

to their implementation (see Appendix A).  
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CHAPTER TWO 

STUDY 1 
 
 
 

Methods 

Study Design and Hypotheses 

The first study examined the association between masculinity and gun-related 

attitudes. In addition, the study also examined whether this association is due to a desire 

to display masculinity to others. Thus, Study 1 consisted of a two (masculinity threat: 

‘gender affirmation’; ‘masculinity threat’) by two (public display: ‘public display’; 

‘private’) experimental design. Based on prior research (Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020; 

Mencken & Froese, 2019; Ray et al., 2021; Scaptura & Boyle, 2021), it was hypothesized 

that men who receive a masculinity threat—compared to men who receive a gender 

affirmation—would have more gun-supportive attitudes (i.e., more positive attitudes 

toward guns; more gun enthusiasm; less support for gun control; hypotheses 1.1-1.3). It 

also was hypothesized that masculinity threat would interact with public display, wherein 

men who received a masculinity threat, and were told that their attitudes would be 

displayed to others, would have the highest gun-supportive attitudes (hypotheses 1.4-1.6). 

Participants 

An a priori power analysis was conducted in G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, 

& Lang, 2009) to determine the appropriate sample size for the planned analysis. Prior 

research indicated that a masculinity threat manipulation produced a moderate-sized 

effect on masculine-affirming behavior (i.e., aggression; Bosson et al., 2012). Thus, an 

effect size (multivariate η2) of .06, an error probability (α) of .05, power (1-β) of .80, four 
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groups, two predictors, and three response variables were specified in a power analysis 

for a two-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA). Based on these criteria, it 

was estimated that a total 117 responses were necessary to achieve sufficient power. 

The final sample consisted of 184 adult men living in the United States. The mean 

age was 34.91 (SD = 10.79) and ranged from 18 to 74; however, nearly two-thirds (n = 

118; 64.13%) of participants were 35 years of age or younger. Participants were White or 

European-American (n = 129; 70.11%), Black or African-American (n = 32; 17.39%), or 

non-Black Persons of Color (n = 23; 12.50%). Most participants held a bachelor’s degree 

or higher (n = 131; 71.20%) and had a yearly family income of $40,000 or more (n = 

134; 72.83%). Political ideology was normally distributed on a scale from 1 (Extremely 

liberal) to 7 (Extremely conservative), with a mean of 4.19 (SD = 1.67); approximately 

half (n = 87; 47.28%) of participants described their ideology as conservative, one-third 

(n = 61; 33.15%) as liberal, and the remaining as neutral (n = 36; 19.57%). Most 

participants specified a religious affiliation (n = 146; 79.35%), the most common of 

which was Christian (n = 84; 45.65%). Region of residence was diverse with 32.61% (n = 

60) of participants living in the Northeast, 32.07% (n = 59) in the South, 24.46% (n = 45) 

in the Midwest, and 10.87% (n = 20) in the West. Close to one-third (n = 55; 29.89%) of 

participants owned a gun at the time of their study participation. One-fourth (n = 46; 

25.00%) of participants were current or former law enforcement officers and 28.80% (n = 

53) were current or former military personnel. There was considerable overlap between 

law enforcement and military; 20.32% (n = 38) of participants had served in both roles. A 

breakdown of participant demographics is presented in Table 1.  

 



 34

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Demographics for Study 1 Participants (N = 184) 

Demographic Variables  n % 

Age 
  

    18-24 27 14.67% 
    25-29 30 16.30% 
    30-39 69 37.50% 
    40-49 39 21.20% 
    50 or older 19 10.33% 
Race/Ethnicity   
    Black or African-American 32 17.39% 
    Non-Black Person of Color1 23 12.50% 
    White or European-American 129 70.11% 
Education   
    Associate’s/technical degree or less2 53 28.80% 
    Bachelor’s degree 82 44.57% 
    Graduate degree 49 26.63% 
Yearly Family Income   
    $29,999 or less 27 14.67% 
    $30,000-$39,999 23 12.50% 
    $40,000-$49,999 53 28.80% 
    $50,000-$59,999 25 13.59% 
    $60,000 or more 56 30.43% 
Political Ideology   
    Extremely or very liberal 40 21.74% 
    Slightly liberal 21 11.41% 
    Neutral 36 19.57% 
    Slightly conservative 34 18.48% 
    Extremely or very conservative 53 28.80% 
Religion   
    Agnostic, Atheist, or none 38 20.65% 
    Catholic 52 28.26% 
    Christian 84 45.65% 
    None of the above3 10   5.43% 
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Table 1–Continued  

Demographic Variables  n     % 

Region of Residence   
    Midwest 45 24.46% 
    Northeast 60 32.61% 
    South 59 32.07% 
    West 20 10.87% 
Gun Ownership   
    No 111 60.33% 
    Yes 55 29.89% 
Current or Former Law Enforcement Officer   
    No 123 66.85% 
    Yes 46 25.00% 
Current or Former Military   
    No 120 65.22% 
    Yes 53 28.80% 

Notes. Some categories were collapsed to protect participant confidentiality that would otherwise be 
violated due to low cell counts. 1The “Non-Black Person of Color” category consisted of individuals who 
were Asian or Asian-American, Hispanic or Latinx, Native American or Alaskan Native, or Native 
Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. 2The “Associate’s/technical degree or less” category consisted of individuals 
who earned less than a high school diploma, high school diploma, GED or ABE certificate, attended some 
college without a degree, or held an Associate’s/technical degree. 3The “None of the above” category 
consisted of individuals who were Buddhist, Muslim, Jewish, or Pagan. 
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Recruitment and Sampling Procedures 

Participants were recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk). MTurk is 

an online crowd-sourcing marketplace that has been found to produce valid data that is 

more demographically diverse than traditional internet or college student samples 

(Casler, Bickel, & Hackett, 2013). An advertisement for the study was uploaded to 

MTurk, which included basic information about the study (e.g., duration; compensation). 

Interested individuals clicked on a hyperlink that led to a screener questionnaire. The 

screener questionnaire consisted of various demographic items to ensure that respondents 

met eligibility criteria (i.e., male; lived in the United States; 18 years of age or older). The 

inclusion criteria were ambiguous to respondents, which is consistent with best practices 

for collecting data in online research. Specifically, previous research suggests that 

respondents will lie in online surveys to appear eligible for participation and receive 

compensation; ambiguous inclusion criteria can mitigate such instances (Chandler & 

Paolacci, 2017). Respondents who were ineligible were dismissed from the study and not 

allowed to complete the screener questionnaire a second time. Eligible participants were 

given access to the online study, provided with an informed consent document, and asked 

to provide electronic consent prior to their participation. 

A total of 889 individuals consented to participate in the study. Of these, 452 

(50.84%) did not meet eligibility criteria, 117 (13.16%) attempted to complete the study 

more than once, six (0.67%) provided incomplete data (i.e., less than 75%), and one 

(0.11%) did not provide data for any of the outcome variables; these individuals were 

removed from the data. In addition, several insufficient effort responding (IER) criteria 

were examined to ensure validity of the data. These criteria included: (1) one or more 



 37

missed attention checks (three items instructing participants to select a specific response 

were interspersed throughout the study), (2) two or more instances of “straight-lining” 

(i.e., selecting the same response for a string of five or more items, including at least one 

reverse-scored item), (3) improbable study completion time (i.e., three or more standard 

deviations below the mean duration), (4) suspicious free-response entries (e.g., nonsense 

text; copying and pasting the question prompt into the text box; clear indication that the 

question prompt was not read). A total of 112 (12.60%) respondents incorrectly answered 

one or more attention check, eight (0.90%) straight-lined on two or more instances, and 

six (0.67%) entered suspicious text in free-response items; there were no participants who 

had a study duration three or more standard deviations below the mean. Finally, at the 

conclusion of the study, but prior to debriefing, participants were asked if they had any 

suspicions while completing the study. Three (0.34%) participants correctly guessed the 

purpose of the study and at least one hypothesis. Those who failed any of the IER criteria, 

or correctly guessed the purpose of the study, were removed from the data. This resulted 

in the final sample of 184 adult men residing in the United States. 

Study Procedures and Manipulations 

Eligible participants first completed a self-report measure of adherence to 

masculine gender norms (Thompson & Pleck, 1986), which was followed by a 

masculinity threat manipulation. The masculinity threat manipulation and its associated 

procedures were based on prior research examining precarious manhood (e.g., Berke et 

al., 2017; Bosson et al., 2012; Vandello et al., 2008). Specifically, participants were 

asked to complete a “Gender Knowledge Test” (Rudman & Fairchild, 2004; Vandello et 

al., 2008), in which they answered stereotypical gender-based knowledge questions (e.g., 
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“What is the best way to deflect a punch?”) with binary response options. Participants 

were told that the Gender Knowledge Test would assess their level of masculinity or 

femininity and, once completed, would provide them with feedback relative to others 

who had previously completed the study. Upon completing the Gender Knowledge Test, 

participants were held on a page that stated, “Please wait while your results are 

calculated.” After several seconds, feedback was presented on the screen with two 

normally distributed bell curves along a continuum from “feminine” to “masculine.” The 

bell curve that was lower on the continuum was labeled “women” and the bell curve on 

the higher end was labeled “men.” These bell curves were overlapping, wherein the high 

end of the bell curve (i.e., above the 75th percentile) labeled “women” overlapped with 

the low end of the bell curve (i.e., below the 25th percentile) labeled “men.” The content 

of the feedback, however, was fictitious; participants were randomized to receive 

feedback that was either a (1) gender affirmation (n = 93) or (2) masculinity threat (n = 

91). In the gender affirmation condition, an arrow labeled “Your Score” pointed just 

above the average score on the “men” bell curve along with text stating, “Your score 

indicates that you have the masculinity level of a typical man” (see Appendix B). In the 

masculinity threat condition, the arrow pointed toward the low end of the bell curve 

labeled “men,” and was closer to the average score for women than to the average score 

for men. This was accompanied by text stating, “Your score indicates that you have the 

femininity level of a typical woman” (see Appendix C). 

Participants were then further randomized into either the (1) ‘public display’ 

group (n = 90) or (2) ‘private’ group (n = 94) as part of the ‘public display’ manipulation. 

Participants in the ‘public display’ group were told that their scores on the following 
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questionnaires—which assessed “hobbies, interests, and attitudes”—were to be used, 

along with their masculinity or femininity score, to create a social media profile that 

represents them. They also were told that the desire to spend time with the person 

depicted in the profile would be rated by participants in a future study, and the average 

ratings from male and female observers would be sent to them via email. Participants in 

the ‘private’ group were told that their responses to the following questionnaires would 

be kept completely confidential. Both groups were told that the first few questionnaires 

would assess their attitudes toward guns, followed by questions addressing other topics 

(the latter part of the statement was fictious and designed to prevent suspicion). 

Following the public display manipulation, participants completed the dependent 

variable measures (i.e., positive attitudes towards guns, gun enthusiasm, support for gun 

control), which were displayed to participants in a random order. After completion of the 

dependent measures, but prior to debriefing, participants were presented with two free-

response questions that asked them (1) to provide any comments about the study and (2) 

if they had any suspicions about the study. Participants were then debriefed and told that 

the purpose of the study was to evaluate the effect of the ‘masculinity and femininity’ 

feedback on responses to the gun-attitudes questionnaires. The debriefing information 

also explicitly stated that the feedback on the ‘masculinity and femininity’ assessment 

was fictitious and that none of their responses would be shared with other participants. 

Because deception was used, participants were given the opportunity to withdraw their 

data from the study—though no participant chose to do so. Participants also were 

provided with resources for community mental health agencies and contact information 

for the researchers. Prior to departing from the study, participants were asked to indicate 
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whether they were current or former law enforcement officers, current or former military 

service members, and current gun owners. Finally, participants were provided with 

financial compensation paid through their MTurk accounts. 

Measures 

 Demographic variables. Demographic variables were used to describe the study 

sample and to assess whether there were between-group differences for any of the 

demographic characteristics (which would indicate that the randomization procedure did 

not eliminate confounds). The demographic variables assessed in the study included 

gender, age, race/ethnicity, education, family income, political ideology, religion, region 

of residence, gun ownership, employment as a law enforcement officer, and military 

service. The items used to assess these constructs are presented in Appendix D. 

Adherence to masculine gender norms. Adherence to masculine gender norms 

was included in the study to assess whether there were between-group differences in 

masculinity prior to the experimental manipulations. Adherence to masculine gender 

norms was assessed using the 26-item Male Role Norms Scale (MRNS; Thompson & 

Pleck, 1986). The MRNS measures the extent to which respondents adhere to the 

traditional male norms of toughness (i.e., men must be tough), status (i.e., men must 

achieve occupational and financial success), and antifemininity (i.e., men must not be 

feminine). Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed or 

disagreed with each statement on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). 

Items included “A man should never back down in the face of trouble,” “Success in his 

work has to be man’s central goal in this life,” and “It is a bit embarrassing for a man to 

have a job that is usually filled by a woman” (see Appendix E for a complete list of 



 41

items). Higher mean scores on the MRNS indicated greater adherence to masculine 

gender norms. The MRNS demonstrated validity and excellent internal consistency (α = 

.91-.92) in prior research (Ray & Parkhill, 2020; Ray et al., 2021; Thompson & Pleck, 

1986) and in the current data (α = .95).  

 Dependent variables. 

Positive attitudes toward guns. Positive attitudes toward guns were assessed 

using the 9-item Gun Attitudes Scale (GAS; Tenhundfeld et al., 2020). The GAS 

measures support for gun ownership and the extent to which feelings of control, 

independence, and safety are derived from guns. Participants were asked to indicate the 

extent to which they agreed or disagreed with each statement on a scale from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Items included “Owning a gun would give me a feeling 

of independence” and “I would personally feel more in control by keeping a gun in my 

home” (see Appendix F for a complete list of items). Higher mean scores on the GAS 

indicated more positive attitudes toward guns. The GAS demonstrated validity and 

excellent internal consistency (α = .91-.95) in prior research (Ray et al., 2021; 

Tenhundfeld et al., 2020) and in the current data (α = .90). 

Gun enthusiasm. Gun enthusiasm was assessed using the 8-item Gun Enthusiasm 

Scale (GunEn; Matson, 2016). The GunEn measures the extent to which respondents 

enjoy and engage in gun-related activities (e.g., hobbies). For the purposes of this 

research, the GunEn was slightly revised to assess interest in gun-related activities. 

Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with each 

statement on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Items included “I 

would enjoy hunting small game, such as fowls or rabbits” and “I would enjoy collecting 
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assault rifles” (see Appendix G for a complete list of items). Higher mean scores on the 

GunEn indicated more interest in gun enthusiasm. The GunEn demonstrated validity and 

adequate internal consistency (α = .79) in prior research (Matson, 2016; Ray et al., 2021) 

and in the current data (α = .74). 

Support for gun control. Support for gun control was assessed using the 14-item 

Gun Control Attitudes Scale (GCAS; Stark & Sachau, 2016). Participants were asked to 

indicate the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with each statement on a scale from 

1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Items included “It should be more difficult to 

purchase a gun in this country” and “People should not be allowed to carry guns for self-

protection” (see Appendix H for a complete list of items). Higher mean scores on the 

GCAS indicated more support for gun control. The GCAS demonstrated validity and 

good internal consistency (α = .88-.89) in prior research (Ray et al., 2021; Stark & 

Sachau, 2016) and in the current data (α = .85). 

Data Analytic Approach 

Several data preparation procedures were conducted prior to the primary analysis. 

Normality of data was assessed through patterns of missing data, identification of 

outliers, and examination of data distributions for all study variables. Collinearity of the 

dependent variables was examined to ensure the constructs were strongly associated with 

one another, but not to the extent that including all variables in the same model would 

produce unreliable estimates. Tests also were conducted to assess between-group 

homogeneity and determine whether participants encompassed within each group were 

derived from the same population. In addition to these data preparation procedures, a 

series of between-group analyses were conducted to examine characteristic differences 
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between conditions and determine whether inclusion of covariates in the primary model 

was necessary. Specifically, one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) were utilized for 

continuous demographic variables (i.e., age, education, family income, political ideology, 

adherence to masculine gender norms), whereas Pearson Chi-Square tests were used for 

categorical variables (i.e., race/ethnicity, religion, region of residence, gun ownership, 

employment as a law enforcement officer, military service).  

The primary analysis consisted of a two-way MANOVA. All three dependent 

variables (i.e., ‘positive attitudes toward guns,’ ‘gun enthusiasm,’ ‘support for gun 

control’) were included in the model; ‘masculinity threat’ (0 = gender affirmation; 1 = 

masculinity threat) and ‘public display’ (0 = private; 1 = public) were specified as fixed 

factors. The main effects of ‘masculinity threat’ on the dependent variables were used to 

test hypotheses 1.1 to 1.3, whereas the interaction effects between ‘masculinity threat’ 

and ‘public display’ on the dependent variables tested hypotheses 1.4 to 1.6. All data 

analytic procedures were conducted using SPSS version 25. 

Results 

Primary Analysis 

Data diagnostics. Data were determined to be missing at random; no more than 

three individuals (1.63%) had identical patterns of missing data. To adjust for instances 

of missing data, mean imputation was implemented for respondents who provided data 

for at least 75% of items for each construct, respectively. List-wise deletion was used for 

respondents who completed less than 75% of items. Univariate and multivariate outliers 

were assessed through inspection of histograms, scatterplots, and z-scores. No outliers 

were identified through the inspection of histogram and scatterplots, and all participants 
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had scores within three standard deviations from the mean for all study variables. 

Constructs were normally distributed with acceptable values for indices of skewness ( 

|1|) and kurtosis ( |3|), except for positive attitudes toward guns, which had a slight 

negative skew (skewness = -1.12). An exponential transformation was applied to positive 

attitudes toward guns, resulting in a modified distribution that fell within acceptable 

estimates of normality. The dependent variables were significantly associated with one 

another (rs = |.40|-|.75|, ps  .001); this indicated that problematic collinearity (rs  |.90|; 

Tabachnick & Fidell, 2012) was not present and that examination of the dependent 

variables within a single model was appropriate. Between-group homogeneity of variance 

was demonstrated by non-significant values for Box’s Test of Equality of Covariance 

Matrices (Box’s M = 28.33, f = 1.52, p = .071) and Levene’s Test of Equality of Error 

Variances (fs  1.36, ps  .258). 

There were no between-group differences for any of the demographic 

characteristics. Specifically, a one-way ANOVA indicated that there were no significant 

between-group differences for any of the continuous variables, including age (f [3, 180] = 

1.23, p = .302), education (f [3, 180] = 2.60, p = .054), family income (f [3, 180] = 0.09, p 

= .966), political ideology (f [3, 180] = 0.57, p = .634), and adherence to masculine 

gender norms (f [3, 178] = 1.56, p = .202). Upon examination of the categorical variables 

(i.e., race/ethnicity, religion, region of residence, employment as a law enforcement 

officer, military service), it was found that several had low cell counts (< 5) for some of 

the encompassed categories. Thus, categorical variables were recoded into dichotomous 

variables to allow for the examination of between-group differences. Because prior 

research indicated that gun-supportive attitudes are most common among individuals who 
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are White or European-American (Kleck et al., 2009; Pew Research Center, 2021), 

Christian (Merino, 2018), and live in the South (Kleck et al., 2009; Lantz & Wenger, 

2021; Warner & Thrash, 2020; Warner et al., 2021), the corresponding variables were 

recoded accordingly (i.e., race/ethnicity: 0 = Person of Color, 1 = White/European 

American; religion: 0 = non-Christian, 1 = Christian; region of residence: 0 = 

Midwest/Northeast/West, 1 = South). However, religion also was examined on the basis 

of any religious affiliation (i.e., 0 = none/Atheist/Agnostic, 1 = Any specified religious 

affiliation); thus, there were two religious variables compared between-groups. 

‘Employment as a law enforcement officer’ and ‘military service’ also were recoded into 

dichotomous variables, wherein individuals who had any employment/service within 

their lifetime were coded as 1 (yes) and those who did not were coded as 0 (no). There 

were no significant between-group differences in observed frequencies for race/ethnicity 

(2[3] = 1.97, p = .579), religion for either the ‘Christian’ (2[3] = 0.33, p = .954) or ‘any 

religious affiliation’ (2[3] = 6.20, p = .102) variables, region of residence (2[3] = 3.21, 

p = .360), gun ownership (2[3] = 0.81, p = .848), employment as a law enforcement 

officer (2[3] = 1.42, p = .702), or military service (2[3] = 4.53, p = .210). These results 

provided evidence that the methodological randomization sufficiently prevented 

demographic confounds between groups. 

Two-way MANOVA. A two-way MANOVA indicated that there were no 

significant main effects of masculinity threat (f [3, 169] = 1.47, p = .224, Wilks’  = 

.975) or public display (f [3, 169] = 2.12, p = .099, Wilks’  = .964), nor interaction 

effects between masculinity threat and public display (f [3, 169] = 0.28, p = .837, Wilks’ 
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 = .995), on positive attitudes toward guns, gun enthusiasm, or support for gun control. 

These results suggested that the study manipulations did not have a casual effect on gun-

supportive attitudes, which ensued retention of the null hypotheses. 

Exploratory Analysis 

Although the primary analysis indicated that the masculinity threat manipulation 

did not influence gun-supportive attitudes, the possibility remained that the effect was 

reliant on participants’ adherence to masculine gender norms. Adherence to masculine 

gender norms was connected to gun-related variables in several prior research studies 

(McDermott et al., 2021; Ray et al., 2021; Stroebe et al., 2021; Warner et al., 2021). This 

may suggest that the construct is a predisposed risk factor for gun-supportive attitudes, 

meaning that only men who strongly adhere to masculine gender norms might perceive 

the manipulation as a masculinity threat and attempt to compensate through attitudinal 

shifts. To explore this possibility, a series of hierarchical linear regressions were 

conducted to examine interaction effects between adherence to masculine gender norms 

and masculinity threat on positive attitudes toward guns, gun enthusiasm, and support for 

gun control. The ‘public display’ variable was dropped from the exploratory analysis, due 

to its secondary function in the current research, as well as the lack of power within the 

study to detect a three-way interaction. 

 Power analysis. Prior to the exploratory analysis, a power analysis was 

conducted in G*Power (Faul et al., 2009) to determine if the sample size was adequate 

for the planned analytic approach. A post hoc power analysis indicated that a hierarchical 

linear regression with three predictors (i.e., two main effects; one interaction) and five 
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covariates (see ‘Model preparation’ below) had sufficient power (1- = .96;  = .05) to 

detect a small-to-moderate effect (f 2 = .10) with a sample size of 184.  

 Model preparation. Several procedures were conducted to prepare data for 

modeling. First, to determine if any covariates should be included in the model, bivariate 

associations between demographic variables and outcomes were examined (see Table 2). 

Nominal variables (i.e., race/ethnicity, religion, region of residence, gun ownership, 

employment as a law enforcement officer, military service) were dummy coded 

consistent with the prior analysis examining between-group differences in demographics 

(see ‘Data diagnostics’ in the ‘Primary analysis’ section above). Five constructs had 

significant bivariate associations with at least one gun-related attitude; these included 

education, political ideology, religion, gun ownership, and military service. Regarding 

the religion variables, the ‘Christian’ variable was significantly associated with gun 

enthusiasm (r = .20, p = .008) and support for gun control (r = -.18, p = .015), whereas 

the ‘any religious affiliation’ variable was significantly associated with all three 

outcomes. Because ‘any religious affiliation’ had stronger and more consistent 

relationships with the outcome variables relative to the ‘Christian’ variable, it was 

selected to represent ‘religion’ in later analyses. All five demographic variables that 

demonstrated significant bivariate associations with gun-related attitudes were included 

as covariates in the hierarchical linear regressions. 

 To prevent multicollinearity of the predictors and interaction term, the two 

primary predictors (i.e., masculinity threat; adherence to masculine gender norms) were 

centered around their sample means. More specifically, mean values were subtracted 

from observed values, resulting in a transformed sample mean of zero for both predictor  
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Table 2. Bivariate Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations for Study 1 Outcome Variables 

Variables GAS GunEn GCAS 

Age -.02 -.04  .05 
Race/Ethnicity -.08 -.02  .01 
Education -.18* -.15*  .20** 
Yearly Family Income -.10 -.08  .07 
Political Ideology  .28***  .29*** -.22** 
Religion – Christian  .08  .20** -.18* 
Religion – Any Religious Affiliation  .16*  .24** -.23** 
Region of Residence  .07  .01 -.11 
Gun Ownership  .24**  .40*** -.28*** 
Law Enforcement Officer  .11  .09 -.02 
Military Service  .15  .17* -.14 
Masculinity Threat -.16* -.13  .10 
Adherence to Masculine Gender Norms  .33***  .18* -.12 

Mean 56.23 3.17 3.54 
Standard Deviation 37.12 0.78 0.68 

Notes. GAS = Positive attitudes toward guns. GunEn = Gun Enthusiasm. GCAS = Support for gun control. 
The mean and standard deviation presented in the table for GAS are for the exponentially transformed 
variable; the observed mean and standard deviation was 3.71 and 0.94, respectively. *p < .05 *p < .01 *p < 
.001. 
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variables. Multicollinearity of predictors and covariates was then evaluated through the 

examination of variance inflation factor (VIF) estimates. None of the predictors or 

covariates had a VIF value greater than the conservative cutoff of 2.50 (VIFs  1.62), 

which indicated that multicollinearity was not an issue within the regression models. 

Hierarchical linear regressions. A hierarchical linear regression was conducted 

for each outcome variable (i.e., positive attitudes toward guns, gun enthusiasm, and 

support for gun control); covariates were entered as predictors on Step 1, masculinity 

threat and adherence to masculine gender norms were entered on Step 2, and the 

interaction between masculinity threat and adherence to masculine gender norms was 

entered on Step 3. The association between each predictor and outcome variable was 

interpreted on the step in which the predictor was entered into the model, but 

standardized coefficients for associations at each step can be seen in Table 3. 

Positive attitudes toward guns. Positive attitudes toward guns was specified as 

the outcome in the first series of models. The predictors specified within each step of 

modeling were significantly associated with the outcome (fs  6.64, ps < .001), which 

signified that the models fit the data well. Step 1 explained a significant proportion of the 

variance in positive attitudes toward guns (R2 = .18, p < .001) and the amount of 

explained variance significantly increased once masculinity threat and adherence to 

masculine gender norms were entered in Step 2 (∆R2 = .12, p < .001); there was a non-

significant change in explained variance after entering the interaction term in Step 3 (∆R2 

= .01, p = .259). Education (b = -4.51, t = -2.12, p = .035), political ideology (b = 4.63, t 

= 2.31, p = .022), religion (b = 16.72, t = 2.03, p = .045), and gun ownership (b = 15.95, t 

= 2.56, p = .011) were significantly associated with positive attitudes toward guns at Step  
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Table 3. Standardized Coefficients for Study 1 Hierarchical Linear Regressions by Outcome Variable 

 GAS GunEn GCAS 

Step 1    
Education -.17* -.12 .21** 
Political Ideology .20* .16* -.10 
Religion – Any Religious Affiliation .17* .29*** -.30*** 
Gun Ownership .20* .38*** -.23** 
Military Service .07 .08 -.09 
Step 2    
Education -.20** -.12 .19* 
Political Ideology .15 .14 -.10 
Religion – Any Religious Affiliation .02 .24** -.30** 
Gun Ownership .23** .39*** -.22** 
Military Service -.02 .05 -.10 
Masculinity Threat -.12 -.08 .05 
Adherence to Masculine Gender Norms .39*** .12 .02 
Step 3    
Education -.20** -.12 .19* 
Political Ideology .14 .13 -.10 
Religion – Any Religious Affiliation .00 .21* -.28** 
Gun Ownership .22** .37*** -.21** 
Military Service -.02 .05 -.10 
Masculinity Threat -.12 -.08 .05 
Adherence to Masculine Gender Norms .40*** .13 .02 
MT*MRNS .08 .16* -.11 

Notes. Constructs are bolded to emphasize the step upon which they were entered into the model. GAS = 
Positive attitudes toward guns. GunEn = Gun Enthusiasm. GCAS = Support for gun control. *p < .05 **p < 
.01 ***p < .001. 
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1. Adherence to masculine gender norms was significantly associated with the outcome at 

Step 2 (b = 13.90, t = 4.68, p < .001), while masculinity threat was not (b = -9.14, t = -

1.69, p = .094). The interaction between masculinity threat and adherence to masculine 

gender norms at Step 3 was non-significant (b = 5.74, t = 1.13, p = .259). 

Gun enthusiasm. Gun enthusiasm was specified as the outcome in the second 

series of models. The predictors specified within each step of modeling were significantly 

associated with the outcome (fs  10.92, ps < .001), which signified that the models fit 

the data well. Step 1 explained a significant proportion of the variance in gun enthusiasm 

(R2 = .34, p < .001), but the amount of explained variance did not significantly increase 

once masculinity threat and adherence to masculine gender norms were entered in Step 2 

(∆R2 = .02, p = .149). The specification of the interaction term in Step 3, however, 

resulted in a significant increase in the amount of explained variance in gun enthusiasm 

(∆R2 = .02, p = .022). Political ideology (b = 0.08, t = 2.05, p = .042), religion (b = 0.60, t 

= 3.70, p < .001), and gun ownership (b = 0.67, t = 5.44, p < .001) were the only 

covariates significantly associated with gun enthusiasm at Step 1. Neither masculinity 

threat (b = -0.14, t = -1.23, p = .220) nor adherence to masculine gender norms (b = 0.09, 

t = 1.49, p = .137) was associated with the outcome at Step 2. However, the interaction 

effect at Step 3 was significant (b = 0.24, t = 2.32, p = .022), which indicated that there 

were contextual effects not detected through the testing of simple main effects. The 

interaction was later probed through a simple slopes analysis (see the ‘Simple slopes’ 

section below). 
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Support for gun control. Support for gun control was specified as the outcome in 

the third series of models. The predictors specified within each step of modeling were 

significantly associated with the outcome (fs  6.02, ps < .001), which signified that the 

models fit the data well. Step 1 explained a significant proportion of the variance in 

support for gun control (R2 = .24, p < .001), but the amount of explained variance did not 

increase in Step 2 (∆R2 = .00, p = .759) or Step 3 (∆R2 = .01, p = .146) of modeling. 

Education (b = 0.10, t = 2.72, p = .007), religion (b = -0.52, t = -3.57, p < .001), and gun 

ownership (b = -0.34, t = -3.09, p = .002) were the only covariates significantly 

associated with support for gun control at Step 1. Neither masculinity threat (b = 0.07, t = 

0.70, p = .483) nor adherence to masculine gender norms (b = 0.01, t = 0.25, p = .802) 

was associated with the outcome at Step 2. The interaction effect at Step 3 also was non-

significant (b = -0.14, t = -1.46, p = .146). 

Simple slopes. To probe the significant interaction between masculinity threat 

and adherence to masculine gender norms on gun enthusiasm, a simple slopes analysis 

was conducted. Four variables were created to examine the influence of masculinity 

threat and adherence to masculine gender norms at high (+1 SD) and low levels (-1 SD) 

of these variables. The four variables were independently entered into a series of four 

regression equations (i.e., one for each newly created variable), which included the other 

construct’s centered variable along with the five demographic covariates specified in the 

prior analysis. Results indicated that participants in the ‘Gender Affirmation’ condition 

had moderate levels of gun enthusiasm, regardless of their adherence to masculine gender 

norms ( = -0.03, t = -0.33, p = .745). In contrast, the masculinity threat had differential 

effects on gun enthusiasm, depending upon the extent to which participants adhered to 
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masculine gender norms. Men who were in the ‘Masculinity Threat’ condition and had 

high adherence to masculine gender norms scored significantly higher on gun enthusiasm 

compared to those who were in the ‘Masculinity Threat’ condition but had low adherence 

to masculine gender norms ( = 0.28, t = 2.67, p = .009). These men also had slightly 

elevated gun enthusiasm relative to participants with high adherence to masculine gender 

norms in the ‘Gender Affirmation’ condition—though not significantly so ( = 0.08, t = 

0.78, p = .436). Contrary to expectations, participants with low adherence to masculine 

gender norms who were exposed to a masculinity threat had significantly lower gun 

enthusiasm compared to other participants with low adherence to masculine gender 

norms but were in the ‘Gender Affirmation’ condition ( = -0.24, t = -2.53, p = .012). A 

plot of the interaction can be seen in Figure 1.  

Discussion 

The purpose of Study 1 was to test the causal influence of masculinity threats on 

gun-related attitudes, including positive attitudes toward guns, gun enthusiasm, and 

support for gun control. The study also sought to determine if causal effects produced by 

masculinity threats are reliant on whether the participant believed that their attitudes 

would be displayed to others. Thus, participants were randomly assigned into masculinity 

threat and public display conditions to examine between-group differences in gun-related 

attitudes after exposure to the manipulations. Based on prior theoretical and empirical 

research (e.g., Carlson, 2015; Mencken & Froese, 2019; Ray et al., 2021; Scaptura & 

Boyle, 2021; Stretesky & Pogrebin, 2007; Stroud, 2012; Vandello & Bosson, 2013), it 

was hypothesized that men exposed to a masculinity threat would have more gun-  
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Figure 1. Interaction Between Masculinity Threat and Adherence to Masculine Gender Norms on Gun 
Enthusiasm 
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supportive attitudes compared to men whose masculinity was affirmed, especially if such 

men were told that their attitudes would be publicly displayed. 

 The primary analysis did not yield any evidence for masculinity threats, nor 

public displays of masculinity, as motivational factors of gun-related attitudes. 

Specifically, there were no significant between-group differences for any of the three  

outcome variables. This indicated that neither the masculinity threat manipulation nor the 

public display manipulation had main effects on positive attitudes toward guns, gun 

enthusiasm, or support for gun control. In addition, the interaction term was non-

significant for all outcome variables, suggesting that there were no conditional effects on 

gun-related attitudes resulting from two manipulations. These results led to the rejection 

of the study hypotheses (i.e., hypothesis 1.1-1.6). 

 Because researchers have previously suggested that masculinity threats might 

only influence gun-related attitudes and behaviors among men who strongly adhere to 

masculine gender norms (Kalish & Kimmel, 2010; Kimmel & Mahler, 2003; Ray et al., 

2021; Warner et al., 2021), an exploratory analysis was conducted to examine these 

potential contextual effects. The results provided some evidence that the effect of the 

masculinity threat manipulation was reliant on adherence to masculine gender norms, but 

findings were inconsistent across outcomes. The interaction between masculinity threat 

conditions and adherence to masculine gender norms was only significant when it was 

specified as a predictor of gun enthusiasm; there were no contextual effects of the 

manipulation on positive attitudes toward guns nor support for gun control. Results of the 

interaction probe indicated that men who strongly adhered to masculine gender norms, 

and were exposed to the masculinity threat, had relatively equal levels of gun enthusiasm 



 56

to men in the gender affirmation condition. The manipulation had a different effect 

among men low in adherence to masculine gender norms, wherein the masculinity threat 

resulted in lower levels of gun enthusiasm relative to men in the gender affirmation 

condition.  

Although the pattern of results was unexpected, they could be interpreted as 

support for the notion that gun-related attitudes are a form of gender expression. 

Specifically, the interaction probe seemed to suggest that men adapted their gun 

enthusiasm to their self-perceptions of masculinity. Men in the gender affirmation 

condition were told that they had “the masculinity level of a typical man” and may have 

reported their gun attitudes accordingly. This was evidenced by the moderate levels of 

gun enthusiasm within the gender affirmation condition, regardless of adherence to 

masculine gender norms. Men who had low adherence to masculine gender norms, and 

were exposed to a masculinity threat, also seemed to internalize gender feedback. These 

men were told that they had “the femininity level of a typical woman,” which may have 

served as faux confirmation of their relative femininity and influenced their low levels of 

gun enthusiasm. In contrast, men high in adherence to masculine gender norms may have 

rejected feedback from the masculinity threat (e.g., perceived it as incorrect information 

rather than a masculinity threat), potentially due to the strong integration of manhood 

norms within their identities. This is supported by the fact that several men in the 

masculinity threat condition wrote in survey comment boxes that they believed the 

‘Gender Knowledge Test’ was an inaccurate assessment of masculinity—such comments 

were not written by men in the gender affirmation condition. Thus, cognitive biases (e.g., 

self-serving bias) may have protected masculine self-perceptions, particularly among the 
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men who strongly adhered to masculine gender norms, which may be reflected by their 

self-reported gun enthusiasm. 

 Although there were no main effects of the masculinity threat manipulation on 

gun-supportive attitudes, as hypothesized, there was additional evidence—beyond the 

significant interaction between the masculinity threat manipulation and adherence to 

masculine gender norms—for the connection between masculinity and gun-supportive 

attitudes. Adherence to masculine gender norms had significant associations with positive 

attitudes toward guns in both bivariate and multivariable models. This is consistent with 

prior research (Ray et al., 2021; Scaptura & Boyle, 2021; Warner et al., 2021) and 

suggests that masculine gender performance might partially explain men’s gun-

supportive attitudes, despite the lack of evidence for masculinity threats as motivational 

factors. 

 However, these results should be considered preliminary. Further research is 

necessary to replicate the study and determine the reliability of results across samples. 

Particularly, it is surprising that the masculinity threat manipulation interacted with 

adherence to masculine gender norms to predict gun enthusiasm, but not the other gun-

related attitudes. One possibility is that the results were a fluke and, therefore, unlikely to 

be observed in future research; consistent results across studies would be met with greater 

confidence. Beyond direct replication, it also would be informative to examine the effects 

of the masculinity threat and public display manipulations on other gun-related outcomes 

(e.g., gun-related behaviors). It may be that the measures were too obvious of outcomes, 

thus hinting at the study hypotheses and causing participants to report their gun-related 

attitudes in ways that were inconsistent with their psychological orientations toward guns. 
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Indeed, three participants explicitly guessed the true purpose of the study; it is likely that 

more participants had some indication of the study hypotheses but did not openly 

communicate it. A distinct pattern of results may emerge if examining a behavioral 

outcome that is less obvious to participants. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

STUDY 2 
 
 
 

Methods 

Study Design and Hypotheses 

The second study sought to replicate the results of Study 1 (i.e., the effects on 

gun-related attitudes) and test whether a threatened sense of masculinity can motivate 

gun-related behaviors. Because it would be infeasible to examine the causal association 

between a manhood threat and the actual purchase of a gun (or another gun-related 

behavior), the study used a real-world scenario (i.e., a budgeting task) to examine the 

likelihood of purchasing a gun when men feel their masculinity has been threatened. The 

study also examined whether gun purchasing is a mechanism for men to demonstrate 

their masculinity to others. Thus, like the first study, Study 2 consisted of a two 

(masculinity threat: ‘gender affirmation’; ‘masculinity threat’) by two (public display: 

‘public display’; ‘private’) experimental design. It was hypothesized that men who 

received a masculinity threat—relative to men who received a gender affirmation—

would have increased odds of budgeting their hypothetical money to allow for the 

purchase of a gun (hypothesis 2.1) and would have greater intentions of purchasing a gun 

in their actual lives (hypothesis 2.2). It also was hypothesized that men who received a 

masculinity threat, and were told that their responses would be displayed to others, would 

have the highest likelihood of budgeting for a gun in the hypothetical scenario 

(hypothesis 2.3) and purchasing a gun in their actual lives (hypothesis 2.4).  
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Participants 

An a priori power analysis was conducted in G*Power (Faul et al., 2009) to 

determine the appropriate sample size for the planned analyses. Results suggested that 

192 responses were needed to detect a moderate sized effect (Odds ratio = 2.5; Cohen’s f 

= .25) with power (1-β) of .80 and an error probability (α) of .05. 

The final sample consisted of 197 adult men (M age = 32.60, SD = 9.60, range: 

18-65) living in the United States. Participants were White or European-American (n = 

140; 71.07%), Black or African-American (n = 21; 10.76%), or non-Black Persons of 

Color (n = 36; 18.27%). Participants were generally well-educated, with 60.41% (n = 

119) holding a bachelor’s degree or higher. The majority of participants had a yearly 

family income above the national poverty threshold; 77.66% (n = 153) received $40,000 

per year or more. Most participants were married (n = 96; 48.73%) or single (n = 57; 

28.93%) and had one or more children living in their household (n = 106; 53.81%). 

Political ideology was normally distributed on a scale from 1 (Extremely liberal) to 7 

(Extremely conservative; M = 3.85, SD = 1.71); 36.05% (n = 71) described themselves as 

conservative, 43.65% (n = 86) as liberal, and 20.30% (n = 40) as neutral. Most 

participants specified a religious affiliation (n = 123; 62.44%), the most common of 

which were Christian (n = 60; 30.46%) and Catholic (n = 48; 27.37%). Participants 

resided across all four major regions of the United States, including the South (n = 66; 

33.50%), Northeast (n = 50; 25.38%), Midwest (n = 44; 22.34%), and West (n = 37; 

18.78%). About one-fourth (n = 48; 24.37%) of participants were gun owners at the time 

of their study participation. A few participants (n = 31; 15.74%) worked as a law 
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enforcement officer within their lifetimes and 19.80% (n = 39) served in the military. A 

breakdown of participant demographics is presented in Table 4. 

Recruitment and Sampling Procedures 

Recruitment and sampling for Study 2 followed the same procedures as those 

outlined for Study 1. Specifically, participants were recruited through advertisements on 

MTurk to complete a screener questionnaire designed to assess eligibility. Respondents 

who were ineligible were dismissed from the study, whereas those who met criteria (i.e., 

male; lived in the United States; 18 years of age or older) were provided with an 

informed consent document, asked to provide electronic consent, and given access to the 

online study. For more details, see the ‘Recruitment and Sampling Procedures’ section 

from Study 1. 

A total of 1,016 individuals consented to participate in the study. Of these, 494 

(48.62%) did not meet eligibility criteria, 164 (16.14%) attempted to complete the study 

more than once, and 14 (1.38%) provided incomplete data (i.e., less than 75%); these 

responses were removed from the data. The IER criteria used in Study 1 (see 

‘Recruitment and Sampling Procedures’ in Study 1) also were used in Study 2. A total of 

139 (13.68%) respondents incorrectly answered one or more attention check, four 

(0.39%) straight-lined on two or more instances, and three (0.30%) entered suspicious 

text in free-response items; there were no participants who had a study duration three or 

more standard deviations below the mean. In addition, one (0.10%) participant correctly 

guessed the purpose of the study and at least one hypothesis. Those who failed any of the 

IER criteria, or correctly guessed the purpose of the study, were removed from the data. 

This resulted in the final sample of 197 adult men residing in the United States. 
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Table 4. Demographics for Study 2 Participants (N = 197) 

Demographic Variables  n % 

Age 
  

    18-24 36  18.27% 
    25-29 41  20.81% 
    30-39 82  41.62% 
    40 or older 38  19.29% 
Race/Ethnicity   
    Black or African-American 21  10.66% 
    Non-Black Person of Color1 36  18.27% 
    White or European-American 140  71.07% 
Education   
    High school diploma/GED or ABE or less 21  10.66% 
    Associate’s/technical degree or some college 57  28.93% 
    Bachelor’s degree 77  39.09% 
    Graduate degree 42  21.32% 
Yearly Family Income   
    $39,999 or less 44  22.34% 
    $40,000-$49,999 19    9.64% 
    $50,000-$59,999 27  13.71% 
    $60,000-$69,999 19    9.64% 
    $70,000-$79,999 20  10.15% 
    $80,000 or more 68  34.52% 
Relationship Status   

Single 57  28.93% 
Dating or engaged 44  22.34% 
Married 96  48.73% 

Number of Children   
0 91  46.19% 
1 38  19.29% 
2 47  23.86% 
3 or more 21  10.66% 

Political Ideology   
    Extremely or very liberal 50  25.38% 
    Slightly liberal 36  18.27% 
    Neutral 40  20.30% 
    Slightly conservative 30  15.23% 
    Extremely or very conservative 41  20.81% 
Religion   
    Agnostic, Atheist, or none 74  37.56% 
    Catholic 48  24.37% 
    Christian 60  30.46% 
    None of the above2 15    7.61% 
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Table 4–Continued  

Demographic Variables  n % 

Region of Residence    
    Midwest 44  22.34% 
    Northeast 50  25.38% 
    South 66  33.50% 
    West 37  18.78% 
Gun Ownership   
    No 132  67.01% 
    Yes 48  24.37% 
Current or Former Law Enforcement Officer   
    No 157  79.70% 
    Yes 31  15.74% 
Current or Former Military   
    No 148  75.13% 
    Yes 39  19.80% 

Notes. Some categories were collapsed to protect participant confidentiality that would otherwise be 
violated due to low cell counts. 1The “Non-Black Person of Color” category consisted of individuals who 
were Asian or Asian-American, Hispanic or Latinx, Middle Eastern or Arabic, Native American or Alaskan 
Native, or multiracial  2The “None of the above” category consisted of individuals who were Buddhist, 
Muslim, Jewish, Mormon, or Hindu. 
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Study Procedures and Manipulations 

Study 2 followed many of the same procedures as Study 1 (see ‘Study Procedures 

and Manipulations’ in Study 1), including the initial assessments (i.e., demographics; 

MRNS), masculinity threat manipulation, public display manipulation, debriefing, and 

compensation processes. Participants first completed the initial assessments and were 

subsequently randomized into the ‘masculinity threat’ (n = 114) and ‘gender affirmation’ 

(n = 83) conditions, followed by randomization into the ‘public display’ (n = 91) and 

‘private’ (n = 106) conditions. Participants then completed the dependent variable 

measures. 

In addition to the dependent variables assessed in Study 1 (i.e., gun-related 

attitudes), Study 2 included a behavioral task designed to measure the likelihood of 

engaging in gun-related behavior (i.e., gun purchasing). Directly following the ‘public 

display’ manipulation, participants were told to imagine they had an annual family 

income of $68,703 (the 2019 median household income), which computed to $41,537 in 

annual net earnings or $3,461 per month. Using their monthly income, participants were 

asked to create a budget, which consisted of typical living expenses (e.g., housing; 

internet; phone plan; transportation; food; clothing; insurance; protection). For each 

category, participants were provided with several options. Some of these options were 

more expensive and higher quality, whereas others were cheaper and lower quality (e.g., 

the payment for a large house, small house, large apartment, small apartment, or studio 

apartment). Where applicable, participants were allowed to select several (or none) of the 

options. For example, the ‘protection’ category included options for a security system, 

security cameras, deadbolt locks, and a gun (the latter three options were presented as 
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month-to-month “payment plans,” given that they are typically one-time purchases); 

participants were allowed to select all, some, or none of these options. The budgeting task 

was a computerized program that kept track and displayed the remaining budget to 

participants, who were free to alter their choices until they decided on a final budget 

within their income (see Appendix I for an outline of the budgetary categories and 

choices). After the budgeting task, participants completed the second gun-related 

behaviors measure, which was followed by completion of the gun-related attitudes 

measures, debriefing, and compensation. 

Measures 

Demographics. Several demographics variables were included to describe the 

study sample and to determine whether there were demographic confounds that should be 

included as covariates in statistical analyses. These variables included those assessed in 

Study 1 (i.e., age, race/ethnicity, education, yearly family income, political ideology, 

religion, region of residence, gun ownership, current or former employment as a law 

enforcement officer, and current or former military service), but also ‘relationship status’ 

and ‘number of children,’ which were examined as possible covariates in the primary 

analysis due to their potential influence on budgetary decisions. The items used to assess 

these constructs are presented in Appendix J. 

 Adherence to masculine gender norms. Adherence to masculine gender norms 

was included in the study as a potential covariate for the primary analysis, but also was 

used to replicate the analyses conducted in Study 1. The construct was assessed using the 

MRNS (Thompson & Pleck, 1986; see the ‘Measures’ section in Study 1 for further 
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details; see Appendix E). The MRNS demonstrated excellent internal consistency in the 

current data (α = .93). 

 Dependent variables. 

 Gun-related behaviors. Gun-related behaviors included two measures designed to 

assess the likelihood of purchasing a gun. The first measure was part of the budgeting 

task (see Appendix I). The choice of whether or not to include a gun in the hypothetical 

budget was used as a behavioral indictor for the likelihood of purchasing a gun. 

Participant responses were coded into a dichotomous variable for its use in analyses (i.e., 

0 = no gun purchase; 1 = gun purchase). The second measure was used to assess the 

intentions of purchasing a gun in the real world. Specifically, participants were presented 

with the question “In your actual life, how likely are you to purchase a gun in the near 

future?” and asked to specify a response on a scale from 1 (not at all likely) to 5 

(extremely likely). Higher scores were indicative of stronger intentions for purchasing a 

gun. 

Gun-related attitudes. The gun-related attitudes assessed in Study 2 were the 

same as those assessed in Study 1; these included positive attitudes toward guns, gun 

enthusiasm, and support for gun control. GAS assessed positive attitudes toward guns 

(Tenhundfeld et al., 2020; see Appendix F), GunEn assessed gun enthusiasm (Matson, 

2016; see Appendix G), and GCAS assessed support for gun control (Stark & Sachau, 

2016; see Appendix H). Further details regarding these measures are presented in the 

‘Measures’ section of Study 1. All three measures demonstrated good to excellent 

internal consistency in the current data (GAS: α = .91; GunEn: α = .80; GCAS: α = .88). 
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Data Analytic Procedure  

Data preparation procedures were the same as those specified in Study 1 (see 

‘Data Analytic Approach’ in Study 1). Analyses were performed to examine patterns of 

missing data, outliers, variable distributions, collinearity, and between-group 

homogeneity. A series of ANOVAs (continuous variables) and Pearson Chi-Square tests 

(categorical variables) were conducted to examine demographic differences between 

conditions and determine whether inclusion of covariates was necessary in between-

group analyses; bivariate associations were examined to determine which covariates 

should be included in logistic and linear regressions. 

 The replication analysis consisted of a two-way multivariate analysis of 

covariance (MANCOVA) that followed the same procedures as those specified for Study 

1 (see ‘Data Analytic Approach’ in Study 1); masculinity threat and public display were 

specified as fixed factors, whereas positive attitudes toward guns, gun enthusiasm, and 

support for gun control were specified as dependent variables. Unlike Study 1, covariates 

were included in the between-group model due to demographic differences between 

conditions (see ‘Model preparation’ in the ‘Two-way MANCOVA’ section below). The 

exploratory analysis from Study 1 (see ‘Exploratory Analysis’ in Study 1) also was 

respecified using Study 2 data. This included analyses of bivariate associations between 

demographics and outcomes (i.e., gun-supportive attitudes), multicollinearity of 

covariates and predictors (i.e., masculinity threat; adherence to masculine gender norms), 

and multivariable linear associations between predictors and outcomes. A series of 

hierarchical linear regressions were used to test multivariable models, wherein covariates 
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were entered into the model on Step 1, predictors on Step 2, and the interaction between 

predictors on Step 3. 

 The primary analyses for Study 2 consisted of a hierarchical logistic regression 

and a two-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA). The hierarchical logistic regression 

tested hypotheses 2.1 and 2.3, whereas the two-way ANCOVA tested hypotheses 2.2 and 

2.4. Demographic variables associated with the purchase of a gun in the budgeting task 

were entered as covariates in Step 1 of the logistic regression, masculinity threat (0 = 

gender affirmation; 1 = masculinity threat) and public display (0 = private; 1 = public) 

were entered in Step 2, and the interaction between masculinity threat and public display 

was entered in Step 3 of the model; the purchase of a gun in the budgeting task (0 = no 

gun purchase; 1 = gun purchase) was specified as the outcome variable. The main effect 

of masculinity threat on gun purchasing tested hypothesis 2.1 and the interaction effect 

tested hypothesis 2.3. The two-way ANCOVA was used to test between-group 

differences in mean scores on the item assessing intentions to purchase an actual gun. 

Masculinity threat and public display were specified as fixed factors, demographic 

variables as covariates, and the continuous “gun purchase intentions” variable as the 

dependent variable. The main effect of masculinity threat on gun purchase intentions 

tested hypothesis 2.2 and the interaction between the masculinity threat and public 

display conditions tested hypothesis 2.4. All data analytic procedures for Study 2 were 

conducted using SPSS version 25. 
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Results 

Data Diagnostics 

An analysis of missing data indicated that data were missing at random; patterns 

of missing data had frequencies less than or equal to three (1.52%). Mean imputation was 

used to account for missing data among participants who completed at least 75% of the 

items for each respective construct; listwise deletion was used for respondents who 

provided less than 75% of the requested information. Inspections of histograms, 

scatterplots, and z-scores suggested that there were not outliers for any variable. 

Continuous variables were normally distributed with estimates of skewness ( |0.76|) and 

kurtosis ( |1.30|) within acceptance ranges (i.e., skewness  |1|, kurtosis  |3|).  

Replication Analysis 

Two-Way MANCOVA. 

Model preparation. Collinearity, between-group homogeneity, and between-

group differences in demographics were examined prior to the implementation of the 

two-way MANCOVA. Correlations between gun-related attitudes were strong (rs = |.58|-

|.79|), but did not meet the problematic collinearity cutoff of .90 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 

2012), which indicated that the specification of all three dependent variables within a 

single multivariate model was appropriate. Between-group homogeneity was evidenced 

by a non-significant Box’s Test of Equality of Covariance Matrices (Box’s M = 13.150, f 

= 0.71, p = .806) and a non-significant Levene’s Test of Equality of Error Variances (fs  

1.53, ps  .208) for each of the three dependent variables.  

 A series of one-way ANOVAs indicated that yearly family income significantly 

differed between conditions (f [3, 193] = 3.16, p = .026). More specifically, mean income 
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was significantly lower (p = .022) among participants who were randomized into both the 

gender affirmation and public display conditions (M = 6.05, SD = 2.89) relative to those 

assigned to both the gender affirmation and private conditions (M = 7.96, SD = 2.81). 

There were no other between-group differences for any of the continuous demographic 

variables (fs [3, 193]  1.76, ps  .155), or for adherence to masculine gender norms (f [3, 

193] = .129 p = .943).  

As a result of low cell counts for some categories within nominal variables, 

categorical variables were recoded into dichotomous variables, consistent with Study 1 

procedures. Recoded dichotomous variables included race/ethnicity (0 = Person of Color, 

1 = White/European American), region of residence (0 = Midwest/Northeast/West, 1 = 

South), gun ownership (0 = no, 1 = yes), current or former employment as a law 

enforcement officer (0 = no, 1 = yes), and current or former military service (0 = no, 1 = 

yes). The ‘religion’ constructs consisted of two variables: any religious affiliation (0 = 

none/Atheist/Agnostic, 1 = any religious affiliation) and Christian affiliation (0 = non-

Christian; 1 = Christian). Pearson Chi-Square tests indicated that there were no 

significant between-group differences for any categorical variable (2s [3]   3.47, ps   

.325), other than race/ethnicity (2[3] = 8.14 p = .043). Pairwise comparisons suggested 

the ‘gender affirmation and public display’ group had a significantly lower proportion of 

People of Color relative to the ‘masculinity threat and public display group’ (2[1] = 

7.80, p = .005). As a result, income and race/ethnicity were specified as covariates in the 

two-way MANCOVA. 

 Model results. Results of the two-way MANCOVA indicated that there were no 

significant main effects of the masculinity threat manipulation (f [3, 182] = 0.03, p = 
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.995, Wilks’  = 1.00), nor the public display manipulation (f [3, 182] = 0.69, p = .562, 

Wilks’  = .99), on positive attitudes toward guns, gun enthusiasm, or support for gun 

control. In addition, the interaction between masculinity threat and public display was 

non-significant (f [3, 182] = 0.93, p = .429, Wilks’  = .99), indicating that there were no 

contextual effects of the two manipulations on any of the three outcomes. 

Hierarchical linear regressions. 

Model preparation. Seven demographic constructs had significant bivariate 

associations with at least one of the three outcome variables (see Table 5). These 

included education, political ideology, religion, region of residence, gun ownership, 

current or former employment as a law enforcement officer, and current or former 

military service; all seven constructs were included as covariates in the hierarchical linear 

regression models. For the religion construct, the ‘Christian’ variable had stronger 

associations with gun-related attitudes relative to the ‘any religious affiliation’ variable; 

thus, the ‘Christian’ variable represented the religion construct in the regression models. 

To prevent multicollinearity, the masculinity threat and adherence to masculine 

gender norms variables were centered around their means (consistent with Study 1 

procedures). VIF values were examined for the covariates and predictors included in the 

models, all of which were less than or equal to 2.12. Because there were no VIF values 

that exceeded the conservative cutoff of 2.50, it was determined that multicollinearity 

was not an issue in the hierarchical regression models. 

Multivariable associations between covariates/predictors and outcome variables 

were interpreted on the step in which they were entered into the model, but standardized 

coefficients and p-values at each step of modeling are presented in Table 6. 
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Table 5. Bivariate Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations for Study 2 Continuous Outcomes 

Variables GAS GunEn GCAS    GPI 

Age -.06  .69 .05 -.03 
Race/Ethnicity  .07  .12 -.08 -.11 
Education -.07 -.18* .14 .05 
Yearly Family Income  .01 -.05 .13 .01 
Relationship Status   —   —     — .32*** 
Number of Children   —   —     — .18* 
Political Ideology  .37***  .42*** -.43*** .38*** 
Religion – Christian  .28***  .34*** -.23** .19** 
Religion – Any Religious Affiliation  .24**  .24** -.24** .28*** 
Region of Residence  .20**  .17* -.07 .23** 
Gun Ownership  .35***  .45*** -.31*** .29*** 
Law Enforcement Officer  .24**  .24** -.15* .43*** 
Military Service  .23**  .23** -.13 .40*** 
Masculinity Threat -.02 -.01 -.01 -.02 
Adherence to Masculine Gender Norms  .49***  .41*** -.33*** .40*** 

Mean 3.38 2.88   3.64   2.59 
Standard Deviation 1.04 0.95   0.81   1.50 

Notes. GAS = Positive attitudes toward guns. GunEn = Gun Enthusiasm. GCAS = Support for gun control. 
GPI = Gun Purchase Intentions. *p < .05 *p < .01 *p < .001. 
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Table 6. Standardized Coefficients for Hierarchical Linear Regressions by Study 2 Replication Outcome 
Variables 

 GAS GunEn GCAS 

Step 1    
Education -.12 -.21** .15* 
Political Ideology .25** .33*** -.40*** 
Religion – Christian .12 .14* -.06 
Region of Residence .17* .10 -.03 
Gun Ownership .32*** .39*** -.27*** 
Law Enforcement .11 .06 -.04 
Military Service .06 .09 -.02 
Step 2    
Education -.12 -.21*** .15* 
Political Ideology .13 .25*** -.35*** 
Religion – Christian .08 .12* -.05 
Region of Residence .17** .11 -.03 
Gun Ownership .33*** .39*** -.28*** 
Law Enforcement .01 .01 -.01 
Military Service .03 .07 -.01 
Masculinity Threat -.07 -.05 .03 
Adherence to Masculine Gender Norms .38*** .23*** -.14 
Step 3    
Education -.12 -.21*** .15* 
Political Ideology .13 .25*** -.35*** 
Religion – Christian .08 .13* -.05 
Region of Residence .17** .10 -.04 
Gun Ownership .32*** .39*** -.28*** 
Law Enforcement .00 .00 -.01 
Military Service .04 .08 -.00 
Masculinity Threat -.07 -.05 .03 
Adherence to Masculine Gender Norms .39*** .24*** -.13 
MT*MRNS -.05 -.04 -.03 

Notes. Constructs are bolded to emphasize the step upon which they were entered into the model. GAS = 
Positive attitudes toward guns. GunEn = Gun Enthusiasm. GCAS = Support for gun control. MT = 
Masculinity Threat. MRNS = Adherence to Masculine Gender Norms. *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001. 
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Positive attitudes toward guns. Positive attitudes toward guns was specified as 

the outcome in the first series of regression models. The predictors specified within each 

step of modeling were significantly associated with the outcome (fs  11.34, ps < .001), 

which signified the models fit the data well. Step 1 explained a significant proportion of 

the variance in positive attitudes toward guns (R2 = .33, p < .001), which increased once 

the predictors were entered on Step 2 (∆R2 = .11, p < .001), but not the interaction on 

Step 3 (∆R2 = .00, p = .451). Political ideology (b = 0.16, t = 3.53, p = .001), region of 

residence (b = 0.38, t = 2.60, p = .010), and gun ownership (b = 0.75, t = 4.86, p < .001) 

were the only covariates significantly associated with positive attitudes toward guns at 

Step 1. Adherence to masculine gender norms was associated with the outcome at Step 2 

(b = 0.38, t = 5.55, p < .001), but masculinity threat was not (b = -0.14, t = -1.12, p = 

.267). The interaction between masculinity threat and adherence to masculine gender 

norms was non-significant when it was entered in Step 3 of modeling (b = -0.09, t = -

0.76, p = .451). 

Gun enthusiasm. Gun enthusiasm was specified as the outcome in the second 

series of regression models. The predictors specified within each step of modeling were 

significantly associated with the outcome (fs  16.31, ps < .001), which signified the 

models fit the data well. Step 1 explained a significant proportion of the variance in gun 

enthusiasm (R2 = .46, p < .001), which increased once the predictors were entered on Step 

2 (∆R2 = .04, p = .002), but not the interaction on Step 3 (∆R2 = .00, p = .514). Education 

(b = -0.13, t = -3.51, p = .001), political ideology (b = 0.18, t = 5.13, p < .001), religion (b 

= 0.30, t = 2.31, p = .022), and gun ownership (b = 0.84, t = 6.62, p < .001) were the only 

covariates significantly associated with gun enthusiasm at Step 1. Adherence to 
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masculine gender norms was associated with the outcome at Step 2 (b = 0.21, t = 3.61, p 

< .001), but masculinity threat was not (b = -0.09, t = -0.80, p = .426). The interaction 

between masculinity threat and adherence to masculine gender norms was non-significant 

when it was entered in Step 3 of modeling (b = -0.07, t = -0.65, p = .514). 

Support for gun control. Support for gun control was specified as the outcome in 

the third series of regression models. The predictors specified within each step of 

modeling were significantly associated with the outcome (fs  7.47, ps < .001), which 

signified the models fit the data well. Step 1 explained a significant proportion of the 

variance in support for gun control (R2 = .31, p < .001), but the amount of explained 

variance did not increase in Step 2 (∆R2 = .01, p = .201) nor Step 3 (∆R2 = .00, p = .679) 

of modeling. Education (b = 0.08, t = 2.19, p = .030), political ideology (b = -0.19, t = -

5.39, p < .001), and gun ownership (b = -0.50, t = -4.07, p < .001) were the only 

covariates significantly associated with support for gun control at Step 1. Neither 

adherence to masculine gender norms (b = -0.10, t = -1.77, p = .079), nor masculinity 

threat (b = 0.04, t = 0.38, p = .707), was associated with the outcome at Step 2. Similarly, 

the interaction between masculinity threat and adherence to masculine gender norms was 

non-significant when it was entered in Step 3 of modeling (b = -0.04, t = -0.41, p = .679). 

Primary Analysis 

Hierarchical logistic regression. 

 Model preparation. A series of bivariate logistic regressions were specified to 

examine demographic associations with the decision to purchase a gun in the budgeting 

task (henceforth referred to as ‘gun budgeting’). Prior to these analyses, nominal 

variables were recoded into dichotomous variables, consistent with the coding scheme 
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from the replication analyses (see ‘Model preparation’ in the ‘Two-way MANCOVA’ 

section above). Relationship status and number of children were added and examined as 

potential covariates in the primary analysis; relationship status was recoded into a 

dichotomous variable (0 = not married; 1 = married), whereas number of children was 

treated as a continuous variable. Five of the demographic constructs were associated with 

gun budgeting. These included education (B = -.37, SE = .11, Wald = 11.14, p = .001), 

political ideology (B = .31, SE = .10, Wald = 8.85, p = .003), religion (only the 

‘Christian’ variable; B = 1.02, SE = .35, Wald = 8.78, p = .003), region of residence (B = 

.82, SE = .34, Wald = 5.77, p = .015), and gun ownership (B = 1.22, SE = .37, Wald = 

10.75, p = .001). Thus, five demographic constructs were included as covariates in the 

hierarchical logistic regression. Odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals using 1,000 

bootstrapped samples are presented in Table 7. 

 Model results. Each step of modeling was a significant improvement in fit 

relative to the baseline model (2s  42.13, ps < .001, Cox & Snell R2s  .21), but Step 2 

did not improve fit compared to Step 1 (2 [2] = 2.98, p = .226, ∆R2 = .01), nor did Step 3 

compared to Step 2 (2 [1] = 0.00, p = .994, ∆R2 = .00). Education (B = -0.47, SE = .14, 

Wald = 11.02, p = .001), political ideology (B = 0.34, SE = .13, Wald = 6.52, p = .011), 

region of residence (B = 1.04, SE = .41, Wald = 6.36, p = .012), and gun ownership (B = 

1.22, SE = .43, Wald = 8.20, p = .004) were associated with gun budgeting as Step 1, 

whereas religion was not (B = 0.73, SE = .42, Wald = 2.99, p = .084). Neither masculinity 

threat (B = -0.70, SE = .43, Wald = 2.65, p = .103) nor public display (B = 0.27, SE = .41, 

Wald = 0.43, p = .513) was associated with the outcome at Step 2. Similarly, the 

interaction between masculinity threat and public display was non-significant when it  



 77

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7. Odds Ratios and Confidence Intervals for Bivariate Logistic Regression Associations Between 
Demographic Variables and Gun Budgeting 

Variables OR   LLCI ULCI 

Age 0.99  -0.05 0.03 
Race/Ethnicity 0.52  -1.35 0.02 
Education 0.69** -0.59 -0.17 
Yearly Family Income 0.97 -0.15 0.10 
Relationship Status 0.96 -0.72 0.64 
Number of Children 0.97 -0.38 0.23 
Political Ideology 1.36**  0.11 0.55 
Religion – Christian 2.79**  0.35 1.73 
Religion – Any Religious Affiliation 1.44  -0.32 1.11 
Region of Residence 2.27*  0.15 1.51 
Gun Ownership 3.39**  0.46 2.01 
Law Enforcement Officer 1.38  -0.86 1.17 
Military Service 1.55 -0.46 1.22 

Notes. OR = Odds Ratio. LLCI = 95% Lower Level Confidence Interval. ULCI = 95% Upper Level 
Confidence Interval. *p < .05 **p < .01. 
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was entered in Step 3 of modeling (B = 0.01, SE = .82, Wald = 0.00, p = .994). Thus, null 

hypotheses 2.1 and 2.3 were retained. Odds ratios and confidence intervals for each step 

of the hierarchical logistic regression model are presented in Table 8. 

Two-Way ANCOVA. 

Model preparation. Between-group homogeneity for intentions to purchase a gun 

in one’s actual life (henceforth referred to as ‘gun purchase intentions’) was demonstrated 

by a non-significant Levene’s Test of Equality of Error Variances (f [3, 189] = 1.36, p = 

.256). As previously mentioned (see ‘Model preparation’ in the ‘Two-way MANCOVA’ 

section above), there were between-group differences in the demographic items assessing 

income and race/ethnicity. Thus, income and race/ethnicity were entered as covariates in 

the between-group analysis. 

 Model results. Results of the two-way ANCOVA indicated that there were no 

significant main effects of the masculinity threat manipulation (f [1, 187] = 0.20, p = 

.659), nor the public display manipulation (f [1, 187] = 0.16, p = .689), on gun purchase 

intentions. Additionally, the interaction between masculinity threat and public display 

was non-significant (f [1, 187] = 0.12, p = .735), indicating that there were no contextual 

effects of the two manipulations on gun purchase intentions. These results ensued the 

retention of null hypotheses 2.2 and 2.4. 

Exploratory Analysis 

As with Study 1 (see ‘Exploratory analysis’ in Study 1), exploratory analyses 

were conducted to determine whether the influence of masculinity threat was reliant on 

adherence to masculine gender norms. Thus, a hierarchical logistic regression was 

specified to examine the effects of masculinity threat and adherence to masculine gender  
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Table 8. Odds Ratios and Confidence Intervals for Study 2 Hierarchical Logistic Regressions on Gun 
Budgeting 

         Primary Analysis Exploratory Analysis 

Variables OR   LLCI ULCI OR LLCI ULCI 

Step 1       
Education 0.62** -0.83 -0.22 0.62** -0.77 -0.22 
Political Ideology 1.40* 0.09 0.68 1.40* 0.04 0.66 
Religion – Christian 2.07 -0.15 1.77 2.07 -0.12 1.69 
Region of Residence 2.84* 0.24 2.03 2.84* 0.20 2.05 
Gun Ownership 3.37** 0.35 2.18 3.37** 0.40 2.22 
Step 2       
Education 0.63** -0.84 -0.20 0.63** -0.79 -0.21 
Political Ideology 1.39* 0.07 0.71 1.41* 0.02 0.77 
Religion – Christian 2.13 -0.15 1.88 2.19 -0.08 1.84 
Region of Residence 3.01* 0.28 2.17 3.06** 0.23 2.19 
Gun Ownership 3.90** 0.52 2.47 3.89** 0.51 2.55 
Public Display 1.31 -0.67 1.29    — —    — 
Masculinity Threat 0.50 -1.70 0.12 0.51 -1.70 0.17 
Adherence to Masculine Gender 
Norms 

 —     —    — 0.93 -0.72 0.44 

Step 3       
Education 0.63** -0.84 -0.20 0.64** -0.84 -0.21 
Political Ideology 1.39* 0.07 0.70 1.41* 0.02 0.79 
Religion – Christian 2.13 -0.16 1.89 2.18 -0.10 1.90 
Region of Residence 3.01* 0.29 2.17 3.12** 0.24 2.32 
Gun Ownership 3.90** 0.47 2.48 3.93** 0.51 2.57 
Public Display 1.31 -0.72 1.25    —   —    — 
Masculinity Threat 0.50 -1.79 0.13 0.50 -1.76 0.15 
Adherence to Masculine Gender 
Norms 

 —    —    — 0.93 -0.71 0.47 

PD*MT 1.01 -1.97 1.83    —   —    — 
MT*MRNS  —    —    — 1.19 -0.81 1.31 

Notes. Constructs are bolded to emphasize the step upon which they were entered into the model. OR = 

Odds Ratio. LLCI = 95% Lower Level Confidence Interval. ULCI = 95% Upper Level Confidence 

Interval. PD = Public Display. MT = Masculinity Threat. MRNS = Adherence to Masculine Gender Norms. 

*p < .05 **p < .01. 
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norms on gun budgeting, whereas a hierarchical linear regression was specified to 

examine the associations between these variables and gun purchase intentions. Covariates 

were entered on Step 1 of the models, predictors (i.e., masculinity threat; adherence to 

masculine gender norms) on Step 2, and the interaction between masculinity threat and 

adherence to masculine gender norms on Step 3. Associations were interpreted on the 

step in which the variable was entered into the model, but coefficients for each step are 

presented in Tables 8 and 9. 

Hierarchical logistic regression. 

Model preparation. Bivariate logistic associations were examined to determine 

which demographic variables should be included as covariates. More specifically, 

demographic variables that had significant associations with gun budgeting (see Table 7) 

were entered as covariates in Step 1 of the model. These variables included education, 

political ideology, religion (i.e., the ‘Christian’ variable), region of residence, and gun 

ownership. 

Model results. Each step of modeling was a significant improvement in fit 

relative to the baseline model (2s  42.13, ps < .001, Cox & Snell R2s  .21), but Step 2 

did not improve fit compared to Step 1 (2 [2] = 2.65, p = .266, ∆R2 = .01), nor did Step 3 

compared to Step 2 (2 [1] = 0.17, p = .683, ∆R2 = .00). Because Step 1 included the same 

variables as the logistic regression specified in the primary analysis (see ‘Hierarchal 

logistic regression’ in the ‘Primary Analysis’ section above), the results are identical: 

education, political ideology, region of residence, and gun ownership were associated 

with gun budgeting, whereas religion was not. Neither masculinity threat (B = -0.68, SE = 

.43, Wald = 2.55, p = .110) nor adherence to masculine gender norms (B = -0.08, SE =  
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Table 9. Standardized Coefficients for the Exploratory Hierarchical Linear Regression on Gun Purchase 
Intentions 

  GPI 

Step 1  
Relationship Status .07 
Number of Children -.03 
Political Ideology .19** 
Religion – Any Religious Affiliation .08 
Region of Residence .19** 
Gun Ownership .25*** 
Law Enforcement .23* 
Military Service .10 
Step 2  
Relationship Status .06 
Number of Children -.04 
Political Ideology .14 
Religion – Any Religious Affiliation .05 
Region of Residence .20** 
Gun Ownership .25*** 
Law Enforcement .20* 
Military Service .09 
Masculinity Threat -.02 
Adherence to Masculine Gender Norms .19* 
Step 3  
Relationship Status .06 
Number of Children -.04 
Political Ideology .14 
Religion – Any Religious Affiliation .05 
Region of Residence .20** 
Gun Ownership .25*** 
Law Enforcement .20* 
Military Service .09 
Masculinity Threat -.02 
Adherence to Masculine Gender Norms .19* 
MT*MRNS .01 

Notes. Constructs are bolded to emphasize the step upon which they were entered into the model. GPI = 
Gun Purchase Intentions. MT = Masculinity Threat. MRNS = Adherence to Masculine Gender Norms. *p < 
.05 **p < .01 ***p < .001. 
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.24, Wald = 0.10, p = .755) was associated with the outcome at Step 2. Similarly, the 

interaction between masculinity threat and adherence to masculine gender norms was 

non-significant when it was entered in Step 3 of modeling (B = 0.17, SE = .42, Wald = 

0.17, p = .683). Odds ratios and confidence intervals for each step of the hierarchical 

logistic regression model are presented in Table 8. 

Hierarchical linear regression. 

 Model preparation. Bivariate linear associations between demographic covariates 

and gun purchase intentions, as well as procedures to ensure multicollinearity did not 

obstruct the obtainment of reliable estimates, were conducted to prepare the model for 

analysis. Eight demographic constructs were associated with gun purchase intentions (see 

Table 5). These included relationship status, number of children, political ideology, 

religion, region of residence, gun ownership, current or former employment as a law 

enforcement officer, and current or former military service; these constructs were entered 

as covariates in Step 1 of the hierarchical linear regression. Although both religion 

variables had significant associations with gun purchase intentions (rs  .19, ps < .01), 

the association was stronger for the ‘Any Religious Affiliation’ variable. Thus, ‘Any 

Religious Affiliation’ represented ‘religion’ in the multivariable model. To prevent 

multicollinearity between the predictors included in the model, the mean-centered 

masculinity threat and adherence to masculine gender norms were used. VIF values were 

examined to ensure that no variables met the multicollinearity cutoff of 2.50. All 

variables included in the model had a VIF value less than or equal to 2.16, which 

indicated that multicollinearity would not disrupt statistical estimates. 
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Model results. The predictors specified within each step of modeling were 

significantly associated with the outcome (fs  9.89, ps < .001), which signified the 

models fit the data well. Step 1 explained a significant proportion of the variance in gun 

purchase intentions (R2 = .38, p < .001), which increased once the predictors were entered 

on Step 2 (∆R2 = .03, p = .039), but not the interaction on Step 3 (∆R2 = .00, p = .923). 

Political ideology (b = 0.16, t = 2.65, p = .009), region of residence (b = 0.62, t = 3.04, p 

= .003), gun ownership (b = 0.85, t = 4.07, p < .001), and current or former employment 

as a law enforcement officer (b = 0.93, t = 2.61, p = .010) were the only covariates 

significantly associated with gun purchase intentions at Step 1. Adherence to masculine 

gender norms was associated with the outcome at Step 2 (b = 0.27, t = 2.57, p = .011), but 

masculinity threat was not (b = -0.05, t = -0.25, p = .802). The interaction between 

masculinity threat and adherence to masculine gender norms was non-significant when it 

was entered in Step 3 of modeling (b = 0.02, t = 0.10, p = .923). Standardized coefficients 

for the associations at each step of modeling are presented in Table 9. 

Discussion 

The primary purpose of Study 2 was to examine the causal effects of masculinity 

threats on gun-related behaviors (i.e., budgeting for a gun; intentions to purchase a gun) 

and to determine if their effects were reliant on whether behaviors were publicly 

displayed. In addition, the study also sought to replicate the results of Study 1 (i.e., 

effects on gun-related attitudes) using an independent sample. Consistent with Study 1 

procedures, participants were randomized into masculinity threat and public display 

conditions, followed by assessments of gun-related attitudes and behaviors. Study 2 

provided some support for the notion that gun-related attitudes and behaviors are 
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associated with adherence to masculine gender norms, but the study did not provide any 

evidence to suggest that the gun-related outcomes were sensitive to the masculinity threat 

manipulation, nor the public display manipulation. 

Particularly, the primary analysis hypotheses stated that men who received a 

masculinity threat would have increased odds of purchasing a gun in a budgeting task, 

and greater intentions of purchasing a gun in their actual lives, relative to men who 

received a gender affirmation. It also was hypothesized that men who received a 

masculinity threat and were told that their behaviors would be communicated to others 

would be most likely to budget for a gun, and have the strongest intentions of purchasing 

a gun, relative to men in the other conditions. Although the hypotheses had theoretical 

and empirical support (Carlson, 2015; Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020; McDermott et al., 

2021; Stroebe et al., 2021; Stroud, 2012), the results led to the rejection of all four study 

hypotheses (i.e., hypothesis 2.1-2.4). Specifically, there were no main effects of the 

masculinity threat manipulation, nor the public display manipulation, on gun budgeting 

and gun purchase intentions. Further, the effects of the masculinity threat manipulation 

did not interact with the public display manipulation to result in between-group 

differences for either of the gun-related behaviors. These results were like those of the 

replication analysis, which indicated that the masculinity threat and public display 

manipulations did not have significant main effects, nor interaction effects, on positive 

attitudes toward guns, gun enthusiasm, and support for gun control. Thus, there was no 

evidence that the masculinity threat had a causal influence on any of the gun-related 

outcomes—the central focus of this research. 
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 Despite the lack of evidence for a causal association, there was some support for 

the connection between adherence to masculine gender norms and gun-related behaviors. 

Specifically, an exploratory analysis was conducted to determine if the effect of the 

masculinity threat manipulation was reliant on participants’ levels of adherence to 

masculine gender norms. Although the interaction between masculinity threat and 

adherence to masculine gender norms did not predict gun budgeting nor gun purchase 

intentions, adherence to masculine gender norms was associated with gun purchase 

intentions in a bivariate model and this association remained when controlling for 

demographic variables in a multivariable model. Interestingly, this result did not extend 

to gun budgeting. Theoretical models of behavior indicate that intentions are more 

proximal to attitudes and normative influence relative to conscious behavior (e.g., Theory 

of Planned Behavior; Ajzen, 1991). This could explain why a direct association between 

adherence to masculine gender norms and gun purchases intentions was observed, but not 

the potentially more distal outcome of budgeting behavior. Therefore, it may be that 

adherence to masculine gender norms indirectly influences gun-related behaviors (e.g., 

gun budgeting), but further research is needed to explore this possibility. 

The replication analysis provided further support for the association between 

adherence to masculine gender norms and gun-related constructs. Specifically, adherence 

to masculine gender norms had positive bivariate associations with positive attitudes 

toward guns and gun enthusiasm, as well as a negative bivariate association with support 

for gun control, which suggested that stronger adherence to masculine gender norms was 

broadly associated with more gun-supportive attitudes. In multivariable models 

controlling for demographic variables, adherence to masculine gender norms continued to 
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demonstrate significant associations with positive attitudes toward guns and gun 

enthusiasm, but not support for gun control. Although these results slightly diverged from 

the results of the exploratory analysis conducted in Study 1 (a main effect of adherence to 

masculine gender norms was observed in Study 2, rather than an interaction predicting 

gun enthusiasm), they were generally consistent with prior research. For example, Ray 

and colleagues (2021) found that masculine honor ideology was significantly associated 

with positive attitudes toward guns, gun enthusiasm, and support for gun control, but the 

later specification of education and political ideology in the multivariate model accounted 

for its association with gun control attitudes. Together, these results suggest that 

demographic variables such as education, political ideology, and gun ownership may 

sufficiently predict support for gun control, but adherence to masculine gender norms 

appears to explain additional variance in other gun-related attitudes. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 
 
 

The precarious manhood framework posits that manhood is hard won and easily 

lost, meaning that men must constantly demonstrate their manhood through gender 

affirming behaviors such as those associated with hegemonic masculinity (Vandello et 

al., 2008; Vandello & Bosson, 2013). Scholars argue that guns are closely intertwined 

with societally accepted forms of masculinity (e.g., hegemonic masculinity) and might 

even be used as tools to symbolize manhood (Carlson, 2015; Myketiak, 2016; Stroud, 

2012). Indeed, prior research supports the association between masculinity and gun-

related constructs (Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020; Matson et al., 2019; McDermott et 

al., 2021; Ray et al., 2021; Scaptura & Boyle, 2021; Stroebe et al., 2021; Warner et al., 

2021) and has theorized that a threatened sense of masculinity can serve as a motivational 

force for the development of gun-supportive attitudes and engagement in gun-related 

behaviors (Carlson, 2015; Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020; Farr, 2019; Kalish & 

Kimmel, 2010; Kimmel & Mahler, 2003; Myketiak, 2016; Ray et al., 2021; Scaptura & 

Boyle, 2021). Accordingly, the current research used an experimental manipulation based 

on the precarious manhood framework (Vandello et al., 2008; Vandello & Bosson, 2013) 

to empirically test if a masculinity threat could cause greater endorsement of gun-

supportive attitudes, and engagement in gun-related behaviors, relative to a gender 

affirmation. The study also sought to determine whether the hypothesized shifts in gun-

related outcomes uniquely function as gender performance in social contexts, or if they 

might also serve internal processes aimed toward “proving” manhood to oneself.  
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Across two studies, the research provided little support for the causal influence of 

masculinity threats on gun-related attitudes and behaviors, and no support for an 

enhanced effect on gender performance among men in a public context. A significant 

interaction between the masculinity threat manipulation and adherence to masculine 

gender norms on gun enthusiasm was the only piece of evidence supporting the casual 

influence of masculinity threats on gun-related constructs. However, the pattern of the 

interaction was inconsistent with expectations. Interpretations of gender theory could lead 

to the logical hypothesis that men in the masculinity threat condition would generally 

endorse higher levels of gun enthusiasm (e.g., Carlson, 2015; Connell & Messerschmidt, 

2005; Kalish & Kimmel, 2010; Kimmel & Mahler, 2003; Stroud, 2012; Vandello et al., 

2008). Yet, men who were exposed to a masculinity threat and weakly adhered to 

masculine gender norms reported significantly lower levels of gun enthusiasm relative to 

other men in the sample. This may suggest that, under certain conditions, masculinity 

threats decrease the likelihood of manhood affirming behavior. Indeed, prior research has 

found that men exposed to a masculinity threat had less desire for muscularity (rather 

than more; Hunt, Gonsalkorale, & Murray, 2013) and men whose masculinity was 

affirmed were more prejudiced toward gay men (rather than less; Rivera & Dasgupta, 

2018). Although results of the interaction are consistent with these findings, the 

interaction failed to replicate in Study 2. Thus, the interaction demonstrated weak 

reliability, meaning the extent to which it represents a real-world phenomenon is unclear. 

Although the current research generally did not support the causal association 

between masculinity threats and gun-related constructs, a recent study published in 

Psychology of Men and Masculinities reported differently. Borgogna, McDermott, and 
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Brasil (2022) conducted a study in which participants were randomized into conditions 

consisting of either a masculinity threat, masculinity boost (i.e., gender affirmation), or 

neither (i.e., control). Researchers then instructed participants to engage in a “marketing 

survey” in which they were “assigned the firearm category of items” (i.e., cover story). 

Participants were then shown a series of firearms and asked to rate their level of interest 

in each item. Results of the study indicated that participants in the masculinity threat 

condition had significantly greater interest in the firearms relative to the masculinity 

boost and control conditions; there was a non-significant difference in ratings between 

the masculinity boost and control conditions. These results were consistent with the 

hypotheses of the current research, especially those stating that men exposed to a 

masculinity threat would be more likely to budget for a gun in the budgeting task and 

have stronger intentions for purchasing a gun (i.e., Hypotheses 2.1 and 2.2). 

The sample characteristics and methodology used in the study conducted by 

Borgogna and colleagues (2022) were quite similar to those used in the current research, 

making it difficult to discern which factors led to differences in results. However, there 

were slight methodological differences that potentially could account for the 

disagreement of results. One difference is that Borgogna and colleagues (2022) did not 

test for between-group differences in demographics. Although the authors correctly noted 

that their use of random assignment should eliminate demographic confounds between 

conditions, such methodology is not always effective. For instance, in Study 2 of the 

current research, there were between-group differences in yearly family income and 

race/ethnicity (despite random assignment), which called for the two demographic 

variables to be included as covariates. Thus, there may have been undetected between-
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group differences in demographics that affected the results reported by Borgogna and 

colleagues (2022). It also could be that the cover story and use of “product ratings” by 

Borgogna and colleagues (2022) allowed their hypotheses to be less obvious than the 

current research, thus eliciting more truthful responses. Indeed, four participants correctly 

guessed the purpose of the current research; it is likely that other participants were 

skeptical but did not openly communicate their suspicions. The final possibility is that the 

gender feedback provided to participants in Borgogna et al., (i.e., “You fall below the 

normal range” [of masculinity relative to other men]) produced a general masculinity 

threat, whereas the feedback provided to participants in the current research (i.e., “…you 

have the femininity level of a typical woman”) may have threatened men along the 

antifemininity norm. Thus, the type of masculinity threat may be of critical importance.  

There is some evidence to suggest that guns are more closely intertwined with 

some aspects of masculinity than others, which might explain the null results of the 

current research, especially considering similar research reported the hypothesized effect 

(Borgogna et al., 2022). Particularly, using guns as a tool to demonstrate masculinity may 

be more likely when men are threatened along the toughness norm—or perhaps even the 

status norm. In the book, Good Guys with Guns: The Appeal and Consequences of 

Concealed Carry, Stroud (2016) notes that the term “guns” is frequently used to describe 

bicep muscles, suggesting guns are colloquially tied to toughness. Empirical research also 

supports the associations between toughness and gun-related constructs. For instance, 

Ray and colleagues (2021) reported stronger bivariate associations between toughness 

and gun-supportive attitudes relative to their associations with status and antifemininity 

norms. Using other measures of masculinity, emotional devaluation was associated with 
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gun enthusiasm (Matson et al., 2019) and masculine gender norms emphasizing violence, 

risk-taking, and power over women were associated with increased odds of gun 

ownership (McDermott et al., 2021). In addition to physical deterioration as a reason for 

seeking solace in guns (suggesting toughness concerns; Stroud, 2012), qualitative 

research has identified economic decline as a motive of gun carrying (Carlson, 2015). 

Economic precarity also was positively associated with gun-supportive attitudes and gun 

sales in prior quantitative research (Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020; Mencken & Froese, 

2019; Scaptura & Boyle, 2021). Together, these results suggest that portrayals of 

toughness (whether through physical strength, emotional stoicism, violence, or 

dominance), or insecurities about failing to “provide,” might motivate gun-supportive 

attitudes and engagement in gun-related behaviors. It is possible that such motivation 

does not similarly stem from masculinity threats associated with the antifemininity norm, 

which highlights the potential of obtaining the hypothesized results had the current 

research utilized a general masculinity threat or one threatening men’s toughness or 

status. Of course, firm conclusions cannot be made in this regard. Further research is 

needed to test the nuanced effects of masculinity threats on gun-related attitudes and 

behaviors. 

Rather than the causal influence of masculinity threats, most evidence from the 

current research supports the association between gun-related constructs and adherence to 

masculine gender norms. These conclusions are similar to those reported by Warner and 

colleagues (2021), who found that economic instability—a type of masculinity threat—

did not result in increased gun ownership, but personal investments in stereotypical forms 

of masculinity did predict ownership. The association between adherence to masculine 
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gender norms and gun-related constructs is well-documented and continues to accumulate 

support in the literature (e.g., Matson et al., 2019; McDermott et al., 2021; Ray et al., 

2021; Scaptura & Boyle, 2021; Stroebe et al., 2021; Warner et al., 2021), which is unlike 

the extant literature supporting a causal association between masculinity threat and gun-

related outcomes. Only one experimental study supports a causal association (Borgogna 

et al., 2022) and other studies examining the influence of masculinity threat on gun-

related constructs have been correlational (Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020; Mencken & 

Froese, 2019; Scaptura & Boyle, 2021). Thus, there is more empirical support for the 

association between adherence to masculine gender norms and gun-related constructs 

relative to a causal association. This suggests that masculine gender performance has the 

potential to manifest as gun-supportive attitudes or behaviors, but additional evidence is 

needed to support the notion that gun-related outcomes are common following 

masculinity threats, in particular. 

It is worth noting, however, that not all gun-related constructs are reliably 

associated with adherence to masculine gender norms. The current research generally 

supported its association with positive attitudes toward guns, gun enthusiasm, and gun 

purchase intentions—but not support for gun control nor gun budgeting. Further, in most 

cases, the addition of adherence to masculine gender norms and masculinity threat as 

predictors in hierarchical models only slightly increased the amount of variance 

explained in the outcomes (∆R2s = .01-.11). Demographic variables, in contrast, 

accounted for large proportions of variance (R2s = .21-.46), thus appearing to adequately 

explain much of men’s gun-related attitudes and behaviors. Consistent with prior 

research, gun ownership was the most dependable predictor of gun-supportive attitudes 
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and behaviors (Buttrick, 2020; Jose et al., 2021; Lacombe et al., 2019; Wolpert & 

Gimpel, 1998), while political ideology (i.e., more conservative), education (i.e., less 

educational attainment), and religious affiliation (i.e., ‘Christian’ or ‘any religious 

affiliation’) also were reasonably predictive across analyses (e.g., Jose et al., 2021; 

Merino, 2018; Ray et al., 2021; Warner et al., 2021; Wozniak, 2017). In addition, there 

was some evidence to suggest that employment as a law enforcement officer increased 

men’s intentions of purchasing a gun, while those residing in the South had more positive 

attitudes toward guns and an increased likelihood of engaging in gun-related behaviors. 

Of course, it should be highlighted that employment as a law enforcement officer and 

Southern residency were inconsistent predictors across outcomes. This was hardly 

surprising, given that some law enforcement organizations support gun control policies 

(International Association of Chiefs of Police, 2019) and Southern culture has received 

mixed empirical support as a predictor of gun-related constructs at the individual level 

(e.g., see Kleck et al., 2009; Lantz & Wenger, 2021; Warner et al., 2021; Warner & 

Thrash, 2020, but also Scaptura & Boyle, 2021; Wozniak, 2017). Nevertheless, the 

reliable associations between gun-related constructs and other demographic variables 

indicated that there are complex social, developmental, and cultural circumstances—

beyond masculine gender norms—likely affecting the development of gun-supportive 

attitudes and behaviors. These factors should be considered by researchers seeking a 

compressive understanding of men’s psychological orientation toward guns. 

Implications 

The study findings have several practical implications for researchers and 

interventionists. First, gun-related attitudes and behaviors appear more closely tied to 
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male norms—and perhaps other sociocultural norms—than to a threatened sense of 

masculinity. It may be that chronic desires to express masculine characteristics can 

emerge as gun-supportive attitudes and behaviors, but momentary threats to manhood are 

more likely to result in quick bursts of exaggerated masculine behavior, such as the 

expression of anger or aggression (Vandello & Bosson, 2013). Even so, it may be 

beneficial for gun violence interventionists to work toward disentangling guns and 

masculinity, which might decrease men’s general desire for guns, in turn reducing the 

likelihood of lethal violence when aggression is enacted—especially in the presence of 

others (see Lantz & Wenger, 2021; Stretesky & Pogrebin, 2007). Disentanglement could 

be done through the alteration of male norms at the societal level (e.g., media portrayals 

of men), or even through community- or school-level interventions centered around 

teaching healthy forms of masculinity to male youth and adolescents. For example, the 

Coaching Boys into Men program has found success in reducing aggressive behavior in 

male adolescents by addressing problematic gender norms and providing adaptive ways 

of dealing with negative emotions (Miller et al., 2012). Similar programs are likely to 

mitigate the expression of masculine qualities through violent symbols, such as guns.  

 Further, it is worth considering associates of gun-supportive attitudes when 

designing, communicating, and implementing polices to curb gun violence. Gun-

supportive attitudes have been identified as a major barrier to the implementation of 

evidence-based public policy designed to mitigate gun violence (e.g., gun control 

legislation; Jehan et al., 2018; Wozniak, 2017). Addressing the underlying motivations of 

gun-supportive attitudes could help design policies and media communications that 

appeal to a greater proportion of the United States population. The results of the current 
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research highlight not only the need to incorporate appeals to masculinity, but also the 

demographic characteristics commonly associated with gun-supportive attitudes (e.g., 

education, religious affiliation, political ideology, gun ownership). For instance, 

interventions could entice men whose identities are strongly engrained in masculine 

gender norms by highlighting the traditional male role of “protector” and communicating 

the protective utility of firearm safety. Such communications have the potential to bypass 

men’s reluctance to forego their firearms by instead focusing their attention on gun-

related behaviors that make firearm-related deaths less likely (e.g., trainings; proper gun 

storage). Firearm safety also is generally accepted by gun owners (Barry et al., 2018; 

Barry et al., 2019; Pew Research Center, 2017), which implies that formal trainings may 

be an avenue through which firearm-related information is most impactful. Gun control 

legislation, in particular, may find success by improving access to higher education, 

involving religious congregations in firearm education, and focusing on policies with 

bipartisan support. For example, requiring background checks for gun purchases and 

limiting concealed carry only to those with a government-issued permit are policies 

supported by Republicans and Democrats alike (Pew Research Center, 2021). Although 

these policies alone are unlikely to result in extensive reductions in firearm-related 

deaths, they may prevent mortality in some instances. Thus, a substantial next step in 

improving public safety in the United States would be to target the characteristics 

associated with gun-related attitudes and behaviors, including those identified within the 

current research. 
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Limitations 

Although the current research had several notable strengths (e.g., experimental 

design; multimodal measurement tools), there also were limitations that should be 

considered. Particularly, there were several sample characteristics that may have limited 

generalizability or affected the study’s ability to detect effects within subpopulations. 

First, participants were primarily White/European-American. Scholars have noted a 

racialized element to gun ownership, whereby White/European-American owners are 

often attributed positive characteristics and Black/African-American gun owners 

attributed negative characteristics (Filindra & Kaplan, 2016; O’Brien et al., 2013; Stroud, 

2012). Given that men who strive to achieve hegemonic masculinity are concerned with 

holding masculine characteristics that are perceived as positive (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005), Men of Color may not associate guns with masculinity in a 

similar vein to White/European-American men. Although the race/ethnicity variable was 

not associated with any of the gun-related outcomes in the current research (suggesting 

generalizability), there is the possibility that results would diverge from studies with 

nationally representative samples. In addition, more than half of the participants were 

over 30 years of age. Prior research indicates that aggression in men tends to diminish 

once they reach the age of 25 (Björkqvist, 2018), which may partially be a result of 

prefrontal cortex maturation that improves emotion regulation abilities—particularly 

impulse control (Arain et al., 2013). This suggests that the masculinity threat 

manipulation may have been unsuccessful in eliciting intense emotional reactions needed 

to motivate the acquisition of violent symbols (i.e., guns), thus resulting in retention of 

the null hypotheses. Further, participants had higher educational achievement than the 
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United States population more broadly (United States Census Bureau, 2020). Education 

is associated with less gun-supportive attitudes and a lower likelihood of gun-related 

behavior (Kleck et al., 2009; Kleck et al., 2011; Ray et al., 2021; Warner & Thrash, 

2020), suggesting that many of the respondents were inclined toward negative gun-

related schemas and perhaps a reluctance to demonstrate masculinity using guns. The 

samples also consisted of fairly low frequencies of gun ownership. If masculinity threats 

truly motivate gun-related behaviors in a real-world context, then men who are 

susceptible to masculinity threats are likely to own guns. Thus, the low prevalence of gun 

ownership may be indicative of samples whose respondents are generally unreactive to 

masculinity threats; samples with higher frequencies of gun owners may be more likely 

to observe the hypothesized results. 

There also were limitations associated with methodological features beyond 

sample characteristics, including condition sizes, the masculinity threat manipulation, and 

the outcome measures. More specifically, the data preparation procedures (e.g., removing 

data for participants who failed IER criteria) in Study 2 caused uneven numbers of 

participants who were randomized into the masculinity threat (‘masculinity threat’: n = 

114; ‘gender affirmation’: n = 83) and public display conditions (‘public display’: n = 91; 

‘private’: n = 106). Although this did not appear to substantially impact results, which 

was evidenced by relatively consistent findings between Studies 1 and 2, the 

disproportionate group sizes may have affected statistical estimates in some instances. 

Another methodological limitation is that the masculinity threat manipulation seemed to 

threaten men along the antifemininity norm. This may have produced different results 

than a general masculinity threat, or threats to another male norm (e.g., toughness; 
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status). Similarly, the online delivery of the masculinity threat manipulation was a 

limitation. Improved effectiveness may be observed in lab settings, because feedback 

could be delivered orally creating an interpersonal context in which men might have 

heightened motivation to demonstrate masculinity. A further limitation is that some of the 

outcome measures may not translate into real-world contexts. For example, the 

behavioral outcome (i.e., ‘gun budgeting’) was based on a hypothetical scenario in which 

purchasing a gun is one choice in a small field of fixed options. Real-life scenarios are 

not nearly as controlled, which suggests that the research was limited in external validity. 

The budgeting task also may have resulted in unrealistic financial decisions, because 

participants were allocated a fixed income that may have been too dissimilar to their 

actual incomes. Finally, the gun-related constructs assessed in the current research may 

not generalize to gun-related attitudes and behaviors beyond the utilized measurements, 

such as gun-carrying or storage practices—which may be of particular concern to some 

researchers and interventionists. 

Future Directions 

Despite limitations, the current research is a step toward a fuller empirical 

understanding of the associations between masculinity and gun-related constructs. 

However, the research also uncovered potential moderation in the associations that 

warrants further investigation. Namely, masculinity threats may have differential effects 

depending on the male norm in which they threaten. Experimental designs that randomize 

participants into different masculinity threat conditions (e.g., toughness, status, and 

antifemininity threats) may lead to a nuanced understanding of masculinity threats—and 

may also explain the discrepant findings between the current research and Borgogna et 
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al., (2022). In addition, it would be beneficial to explore moderated effects based on 

demographic variables, such as determining if masculinity threats are more likely to 

motivate gun-related attitudes and behaviors in men who are under the age of 30, 

White/European-American, have little educational achievement, or live in gun cultures 

(e.g., Southern United States). Further examining the contexts in which masculinity 

threats are given (e.g., real-world settings; lab settings; interpersonal contexts) and their 

effects on gun-related outcomes would be similarly informative, as would the 

examination of masculinity threats on other gun-related constructs (e.g., storage 

practices; gun carrying). 

Beyond research focused on masculinity threats, further research is needed to 

better understand the association between gun-related constructs and adherence to 

masculine gender norms—as well as other social, developmental, and cultural variables. 

In particular, there may be complex interactions between social influence, fear, and 

masculinity in ways that have yet to be empirically tested. Using these constructs as 

indicators of latent profiles may be one way of establishing common patterns of variables 

and determining their associations with gun-related constructs. Other advanced data 

analytic techniques, such as multilevel modeling, also could be employed to gain insight 

into shared cultural contexts and their influence on individual-level factors that contribute 

to gun-related attitudes and behaviors. These data analytic techniques can integrate large 

numbers of variables, thus helping to account for previously unexplained variance and 

contributing to a comprehensive understanding of gun-related constructs. Such research 

is essential to the psychological understanding of gun-related orientations—a knowledge 
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base that may ultimately help to inform interventions intended to mitigate gun violence in 

the United States. 

Conclusions 

 Across two experimental studies, results generally did not support a causal 

association between masculinity threats and gun-related outcomes among men in the 

United States. The results did, however, support the notion that gun-related constructs are 

associated with adherence to masculine gender norms. These findings indicate that the 

precarious manhood framework and transient manhood threats may not apply to gun-

related outcomes. Rather, stable desires to embody hegemonic masculine characteristics 

can supplement other social, developmental, and cultural factors to explain much of 

men’s gun-related attitudes and behaviors. However, additional research is needed to 

support these conclusions, especially considering recent research has reported contrasting 

effects on interest in guns stemming from masculinity threats (Borgogna et al., 2022). 

Thus, there may be some contexts in which the associations between masculinity and 

gun-related constructs are most likely to emerge, but empirical literature investigating 

these nuanced effects is underdeveloped in its current state. Further research is crucial for 

developing more concrete conclusions concerning the precarious manhood thesis and its 

application to gun-related attitudes and behaviors. 
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Appendix B. Gender Affirmation Stimulus 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Feminine Masculine 

Your Score 

Your score indicates that you have the masculinity 
level of a typical man 

Average 

Average 

Women 
Men 
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Appendix C. Masculinity Threat Stimulus 
 

 

 

 

Masculine Feminine 

Your Score 

Your score indicates that you have the femininity level 
of a typical woman 

Average 

Average 

Women 
Men 
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Appendix D. Study 1 Demographic Variables 
 

Gender 
 Item: What is your gender? 
 Response options: 1 = Male, 2 = Female 

 
Age 

 Item: What is your age? 
 Response options: Free-response 

 
Race/Ethnicity 

 Item: What is your race/ethnicity?  
 Response options: 1 = Asian or Asian-American, 2 = Black or African-American, 

3 = Hispanic or Latinx, 4 = Middle Eastern or Arabic, 5 = Native American or 
Alaskan Native, 6 = Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 7 = White or European-
American, 8 = Not listed (please specify) 

 
Education 

 Item: What is the highest level of education you have completed? 
 Response options: 1 = less than high school diploma, 2 = High school diploma, 3 

= GED or ABE certificate, 4 = Some college, 5 = Associate’s/technical degree, 6 
= Bachelor’s, 7 = Graduate degree (e.g., M.A., PhD, MD) 

 
Family Income 

 Item: What is your family’s yearly income? (Make your best estimate) 
 Response options: 1 = Under $9,999, 2 = $10,000-$19,999, 3 = $20,000-$29,999, 

4 = $30,000-$39,999, 5 = $40,000-$49,999, 6 = $50,000-$59,999, 7 = $60,000-
$69,999, 8 = $70,000-$79,999, 9 = $80,000-$89,999, 10 = $90,000-$99,999, 11 = 
$100,000 or more 

 
Political Ideology 

 Item: How would you generally describe your political ideology? 
 Response options: 1 = Extremely liberal, 2 = Very liberal, 3 = Slightly liberal, 4 = 

Neutral, 5 = Slightly conservative, 6 = Very conservative, 7 = Extremely 
conservative 

 
Religion 

 Item: Which of the following is most consistent with your current religious 
beliefs? 

 Response options: 1 = Agnostic, 2 = Atheist, 3 = Buddhist, 4 = Catholic, 5 = 
Christian, 6 = Islamic, 7 = Jewish, 8 = Mormon, 9 = None, 10 = Not listed (please 
specify) 

 
Region of Residence 



 106

 Item: Which region of the United States do you live in? 
 Response options: 1 = Midwest, 2 = Northeast, 3 = South, 4 = West, 5 = I live 

outside of the United States 
 
Gun Ownership 

 Item: Do you own a gun? 
 Response options: 0 = No, 1 = Yes 

 
Current or Former Law Enforcement Officer 

 Item: Have you ever been employed as a law enforcement officer? 
 Response options: 0 = No, I have never been employed as a law enforcement 

officer, 1 = Yes, I am currently a law enforcement officer, 2 = Yes, I am a former 
law enforcement officer 

 
Current or Former Military 

 Item: Are you a current or former member of the military? 
 Response options: 0 = No, I have never been a member of the military, 1 = Yes, I 

am currently on active duty, 2 = Yes, I am currently a reservist, 3 = Yes, I am a 
veteran 
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Appendix E. Male Role Norms Scale 
 

Prompt: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements. 
Response options: 1 = Strongly disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Somewhat disagree, 4 = 
Neither agree nor disagree, 5 = Somewhat agree, 6 = Agree, 7 = Strongly agree 
Items: 

1. Success in his work has to be man’s central goal in this life. 
2. The best way for a young man to get the respect of other people is to get a job, 

take it seriously, and do it well. 
3. A man owes it to his family to work at the best-paying job he can get. 
4. A man should generally work overtime to make more money whenever he has the 

chance. 
5. A man always deserves the respect of his wife and children. 
6. It is essential for a man to always have the respect and admiration of everyone 

who knows him. 
7. A man should never back down in the face of trouble. 
8. I always like a man who’s totally sure of himself. 
9. A man should always think everything out coolly and logically, and have rational 

reasons for everything he does. 
10. A man should always try to project an air of confidence even if he really doesn’t 

feel confident inside. 
11. A man must stand on his own two feet and never depend on other people to help 

him do things. 
12. When a man is feeling a little pain, he should try not to let it show very much. 
13. Nobody respects a man very much who frequently talks about his worries, fears, 

and problems. 
14. A good motto for a man would be “When the going gets tough, the tough get 

going.” 
15. I think a young man should try to become physically tough, even if he’s not big. 
16. Fists are sometimes the only way to get out of a bad situation. 
17. A real man enjoys a bit of danger now and then. 
18. In some kinds of situations a man should be ready to use his fists, even if his wife 

or his girlfriend would object. 
19. A man should always refuse to get into a fight, even if there seems to be no way 

to avoid it.1 
20. It bothers me when a man does something that I consider “feminine.” 
21. A man whose hobbies are cooking, sewing, and going to the ballet probably 

wouldn’t appeal to me. 
22. It is a bit embarrassing for a man to have a job that is usually filled by a woman. 
23. Unless he was really desperate, I would probably advise a man to keep looking 

rather than accept a job as a secretary. 
24. If I heard about a man who was a hairdresser and a gourmet cook, I might wonder 

how masculine he was. 
25. I think it’s extremely good for a boy to be taught to cook, sew, clean the house, 

and take care of younger children.1 
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26. I might find it a little silly or embarrassing if a male friend of mine cried over a 
sad love scene in a movie. 

 

1Item is reverse scored 
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Appendix F. Gun Attitudes Scale 
 

Prompt: Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following 
statements. 
Response options: 1 = Strongly disagree, 2 = Slightly disagree, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Slightly 
agree, 5 = Strongly agree 
Items: 

1. I would personally feel more powerful by carrying/keeping a handgun. 
2. Owning a gun would give me a feeling of independence. 
3. I would personally feel more in control by keeping a gun in my home. 
4. Owning a gun would help me to protect my home and property. 
5. I would personally feel safer by owning a gun. 
6. I am confident that I could successfully defend myself using a handgun. 
7. I would be interested in taking a self-defense course that included handgun 

training. 
8. I am concerned about losing my second amendment right to own a gun. 
9. I support the right to own a firearm. 



 110

Appendix G. Revised Gun Enthusiasm Scale 

Prompt: Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following 
statements. 
Response options: 1 = Strongly disagree, 2 = Slightly disagree, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Slightly 
agree, 5 = Strongly agree 
Items:  

1. I would enjoy hunting small game, such as fowls or rabbits. 
2. Shooting firearms since childhood is something to be proud of. 
3. I believe that guns do not belong in individual homes.1 
4. I believe that gun laws need to be more restrictive.1 
5. I have little or no interest in guns.1 
6. I would enjoy collecting assault rifles. 
7. I would enjoy attending gun shows. 
8. I believe that the second amendment affords the best protection against a 

tyrannical government. 

1Item is reverse scored 
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Appendix H. Gun Control Attitudes Scale 

Prompt: Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following 
statements. 
Response options: 1 = Strongly disagree, 2 = Slightly disagree, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Slightly 
agree, 5 = Strongly agree 
Items:  

1. If more people carried guns, there would be less crime.1 
2. People should have to undergo background checks in order to purchase a gun. 
3. People who wish to purchase a gun should have to wait at least 14 days before 

they can receive a gun. 
4. People who own a gun should be required to undergo regular training. 
5. People with a criminal record should be unable to purchase or own guns. 
6. People with any history of mental illness should be unable to purchase or own 

guns. 
7. People should not be allowed to carry guns for self-protection. 
8. All people who wish to purchase a gun should be required to obtain a permit from 

a government agency. 
9. Civilians should be unable to purchase an assault rifle. 
10. Civilians should be unable to purchase high-capacity magazines (sometimes 

called clips). 
11. People should have to undergo a mental health screening to purchase a gun. 
12. It should be more difficult to purchase a gun in this country. 
13. Gun control infringes on people’s second amendment rights.1 
14. The only thing that will stop bad guys with guns is good guys with guns.1 

 
1Item is reverse scored 
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Appendix I. Budgeting Task Categories and Options 
 

Prompt: For your next task, you will be asked to create a budget that you think best 
represents you and your desired lifestyle. For this task, you will have an annual family 
income of $68,703, which computes to $41,537 in annual net earnings or $3,461 per 
month. For the purposes of this task, we will use the monthly income and refer to 
monthly costs. You are required to select housing/utilities, internet, phone, transportation, 
food, and clothing options, but are also given the choice to select health insurance, and 
protection options. Your budgetary choices must total $3,461 or less. 
 
Housing + Utilities 

 Response options:  
o 1 = Large house – 4 Bedroom, 3 Bath, 2,500 sqft – $2,400  
o 2 = Small house – 2 Bedroom, 2 Bath, 1,200 sqft – $1,700 
o 3 = Large apartment – 2 Bedroom, 1 Bath, 950 sqft. – $1,200 
o 4 = Small apartment – 1 Bedroom, 1 Bath, 600 sqft. – $800 
o 5 = Studio apartment – 0 Bedroom, 1 Bath, 350 sqft. – $500 

Internet 
 Response options:  

o 1 = Fast wifi – $100 
o 2 = Moderate wifi – $70 
o 3 = Slow wifi – $40 

Phone Plan 
 Response options:  

o 1 = Unlimited data, talk, and text – $100 
o 2 = Limited data, talk, and text – $50 
o 3 = No data; limited talk and text – $20 

Transportation 
 Response options:  

o 1 = Private automobile (i.e., car; ranges from $300 - $1,000) 
 [If selected] Which type of vehicle? 

 1 = Luxury car – $1,000 
 2 = SUV – $800 
 3 = Truck – $700 
 4 = Crossover – $500 
 5 = Sedan – $300 

o 2 = Public transit – $100 
Food 

 Response options:  
o 1 = High quality – Healthy; Organic, non-GMO, whole foods; high 

nutritional value (e.g., groceries from Whole Foods Market; local farmers 
market) – $1,000 

o 2 = Moderate quality – Somewhat healthy; mix of whole foods and 
processed foods; moderate nutritional value (e.g., groceries from Kroger, 
Albertsons, Safeway, etc.) – $600 
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o 3 = Low quality – Unhealthy; mostly processed foods; low nutritional 
value (e.g., fast food; food from convenience stores) – $200 

Clothing 
 Response options:  

o 1 = Very high value - prestigious designer clothing (e.g., Gucci; Louis 
Vuitton) – $500 

o 2 = High value - name brand clothing (e.g., Patagonia; North Face; Nike; 
Ralph Lauren) – $300 

o 3 = Moderate value - department store clothing (e.g., Kohl’s; Gap; Old 
Navy) – $150 

o 4 = Low value - convenience clothing (e.g., Walmart; Target; Meijer; 
grocery stores) – $100 

o 5 = Very low value – “hand-me-downs” (e.g., thrift stores) – $50 
Health Insurance (optional) 

 Response options:  
o 1 = High coverage – $500 
o 2 = Moderate coverage – $300  
o 3 = Low coverage – $100 

Protection (optional; select all that apply) 
 Response options:  

o 1 = Security system – $25 
o 2 = Security cameras – $50 per month for 6 months (payment plan) 
o 3 = Gun – $50 per month for 6 months (payment plan) 
o 4 = Deadbolt locks – $10 per month for 4 months (payment plan) 
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Appendix J. Study 2 Demographic Variables 
 

Gender 
 Item: What is your gender? 
 Response options: 1 = Male, 2 = Female 

 
Age 

 Item: What is your age? 
 Response options: Free-response 

 
Race/Ethnicity 

 Item: What is your race/ethnicity?  
 Response options: 1 = Asian or Asian-American, 2 = Black or African-American, 

3 = Hispanic or Latinx, 4 = Middle Eastern or Arabic, 5 = Native American or 
Alaskan Native, 6 = Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 7 = White or European-
American, 8 = Not listed (please specify) 

 
Education 

 Item: What is the highest level of education you have completed? 
 Response options: 1 = less than high school diploma, 2 = High school diploma, 3 

= GED or ABE certificate, 4 = Some college, 5 = Associate’s/technical degree, 6 
= Bachelor’s, 7 = Graduate degree (e.g., M.A., PhD, MD) 

 
Family Income 

 Item: What is your family’s yearly income? (Make your best estimate) 
 Response options: 1 = Under $9,999, 2 = $10,000-$19,999, 3 = $20,000-$29,999, 

4 = $30,000-$39,999, 5 = $40,000-$49,999, 6 = $50,000-$59,999, 7 = $60,000-
$69,999, 8 = $70,000-$79,999, 9 = $80,000-$89,999, 10 = $90,000-$99,999, 11 = 
$100,000 or more 

 
Relationship Status 

 Item: What is your current relationship status? 
 Response options: 1 = Single, 2 = Dating, 3 = Engaged, 4 = Married, 5 = 

Divorced, 6 = Widowed 
 
Number of Children 

 Item: How many children do you have living in your household? 
 Response options: 0 = 0, 1 = 1, 2 = 2, 3 = 3, 4 = 4, 5 = 5, 6 = 6, 7 = 7, 8 = 8, 9 = 

9, 10 = 10 or more 
 
Political Ideology 

 Item: How would you generally describe your political ideology? 
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 Response options: 1 = Extremely liberal, 2 = Very liberal, 3 = Slightly liberal, 4 = 
Neutral, 5 = Slightly conservative, 6 = Very conservative, 7 = Extremely 
conservative 

 
Religion 

 Item: Which of the following is most consistent with your current religious 
beliefs? 

 Response options: 1 = Agnostic, 2 = Atheist, 3 = Buddhist, 4 = Catholic, 5 = 
Christian, 6 = Islamic, 7 = Jewish, 8 = Mormon, 9 = None, 10 = Not listed (please 
specify) 

 
Region of Residence 

 Item: Which region of the United States do you live in? 
 Response options: 1 = Midwest, 2 = Northeast, 3 = South, 4 = West, 5 = I live 

outside of the United States 
 
Gun Ownership 

 Item: Do you own a gun? 
 Response options: 0 = No, 1 = Yes 

 
Current or Former Law Enforcement Officer 

 Item: Have you ever been employed as a law enforcement officer? 
 Response options: 0 = No, I have never been employed as a law enforcement 

officer, 1 = Yes, I am currently a law enforcement officer, 2 = Yes, I am a former 
law enforcement officer 

 
Current or Former Military 

 Item: Are you a current or former member of the military? 
 Response options: 0 = No, I have never been a member of the military, 1 = Yes, I 

am currently on active duty, 2 = Yes, I am currently a reservist, 3 = Yes, I am a 
veteran 
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