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Americans divided on Second Amendment and Assault Weapons ban, 
but bipartisan majority supports stricter background checks and 
licensing requirements 
The McCourtney Institute Mood of the Nation Poll asks Americans to 
explain their positions on gun control proposals 

Eric Plutzer and Michael Berkman              

A McCourtney Institute for Democracy Mood of the Nation poll finds a majority of Americans, 
including many staunch Second Amendment defenders, support stricter regulations for gun 
ownership. Although the poll finds important partisan differences, answers to open ended 
questions show surprising areas of common ground, suggesting opportunities for compromise. 

A very large majority – 90%– supports Congressional action to require background checks for all 
firearm sales and private transfers.  This includes more than eight in ten Independents and 
Republicans, demonstrating that background checks enjoy broad, bipartisan support.   

In contrast, there is no bipartisan majority for legislation that would “Ban the sale and private 
ownership of semi-automatic firearms referred to as assault weapons.” This proposal is 
supported by 91% of Democrats, 60% of Independents, but only 37% of Republicans. 

Similarly, a majority of Republicans, 57%, support a proposal to “Eliminate most current gun 
laws in order to protect Second Amendment rights.”  But this idea is also highly polarized, with 
only 40% of Independents and 16% of Democrats supporting it. 

Three in four Americans say we should treat guns like we treat cars 

The Mood of the Nation poll, working with its partner YouGov, surveyed a nationally 
representative sample of 1,000 Americans from Sept. 23-26.  Respondents were also asked 
whether they would support a law that would “Require gun owners to take a test, get a license, 
and register their firearms just like they do for their automobiles.”   

Law abiding gun owners should have no reason not to 
test, license and register their weapons. 

- Strong Republican from Illinois 
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Overall, 56% said they would strongly support such a policy with another 20% supporting it 
somewhat.  This proposal is more stringent than even the strictest licensing requirements 
currently enacted by various states.  New York’s licensing requirements – the subject of a case 
the Supreme Court will consider this term – require only a check into the gun owner’s 
background, without the additional requirements of basic knowledge of how to safely use 
firearms. 

 

 

 

A unique feature of all MOTN polls is the extensive use of open-ended questions that allow 
citizens to tell us what they think and in their own words.  For the policy each person supported 
the most, we asked them to explain why they did so (if they supported two or more proposals 
equally, we randomly selected one for our follow up question). 

Supporters of registering and licensing firearms as we do cars offered a variety of reasons.  For 
example, a 34-year-old man from Tennessee who calls himself a strong Republican told us: 

“I would support more restrictions that are highly likely to prevent mentally ill or 
dangerous people from obtaining firearms, if such restrictions are also likely not to 
prevent law abiding, mentally healthy people from obtaining firearms, but merely add 
some inconveniences.” 

Similarly, another strong Republican - as 62-year-old man from Illinois said:  

“Law abiding gun owners should have no reason not to test, license, and register their 
weapons. I believe it would not stop mass shootings but my hope is people who should 
not have a weapon will not obtain one.” 

Other strong Republicans echoed these sentiments, frequently noting their desire to ensure that 
“guns are in the hands of responsible people,” and to avoid firearms being used by “mentally ill,” 
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and “unstable people.”  Many who also supported rolling back other restrictions on gun 
ownership in order to strengthen the Second Amendment nevertheless supported this idea 
because, they felt that “you should know how to use a gun before you can buy one” (63-year-old 
Republican from Pennsylvania). 

Democrats and Independents support the combination of testing before licensing even more 
strongly but mentioned most of the same themes as Republicans.  A 43-year-old Democratic 
woman from Michigan explained:  

“I grew up in a military family. I don't believe military grade weapons belong in civilian 
hands. I believe people have the right to own guns but I believe that like a car or a dog 
that guns need to be licensed and registered.” 

However, many seemed baffled that a reason would be even necessary.  Many told us that testing 
and licensing was simple common sense.  A Hispanic woman from Tennessee said that “It 
doesn't make sense that you can acquire a gun that can kill multiple people easier than getting a 
car.”   

And a 38-year-old man from Florida encapsulated many of these themes, explaining: 

“A car is a machine build for transportation which has the incidental possibility of killing 
somebody. We treat it as such and make an effort to reduce the number of deaths by 
licensing people (granted we're not THAT effective at keeping poor drivers off the road). 
A gun is a machine explicitly build for the purpose of killing. Why should it not be 
subject to the same standards?” 

Interestingly, the support for a more involved system of education, testing and licensing is 
substantial even among Americans who oppose other kinds of gun control legislation.  For 
example, if we restrict attention to only those who supported rolling back gun control measures 
in order to strengthen the Second Amendment, 57% support a system of testing and licensing 
similar the way we treat automobiles.   

An even higher number (74%) support background checks.  For example, a 39-year-old 
Republican woman from Nevada was emphatic in telling us:  

“People should be able to access firearms with minimal intervention by the government,”  

a 65-year-old Republican man from Florida wrote that it: 

“IS VERY DANGERROUS take the guns from the good people,”  

and a 50-year-old Republican man from Colorado explained that  

“i am totally for second amendment rights.”   

Yet all three supported the idea of treating guns like we treat cars, with a system of testing, 
licensing and registration. 
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These results suggest that legislation that focuses on what some might call “responsible” gun 
ownership represents an unusual opportunity for strong partisans on both sides of the political 
divide to cooperate and work together on common goals.   

The strong similarity in the words, phrases and values that Republicans and Democrats use in 
their open-ended answers suggest that genuine dialog and deliberation is possible within the 
broad controversy of gun control and gun rights in the United States. 
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Full Toplines (N=1,000) 

  Percent Supporting Somewhat or Strongly 

  
Background 

Checks 

Assault 
Weapon 

Ban 
Licenses 
and Tests 

Repeal 
Current Gun 

Laws 
Sex         

Male (44%) 86% 59% 70% 38% 
Female (55%) 93% 74% 81% 34% 
Total (100%) 90% 67% 76% 36% 

Age         
18 to 29 (13%) 87% 73% 85% 32% 
30 to 44 (26%) 94% 68% 84% 40% 
45 to 64 (40%) 89% 66% 71% 34% 
65 & older (20%) 87% 62% 64% 38% 
Total (100%) 90% 67% 76% 36% 

Education         
High school or less (34%) 88% 64% 73% 46% 
Some college (31%) 92% 67% 75% 33% 
College degree or more (33%) 89% 70% 80% 25% 
Total (100%) 90% 67% 76% 36% 

Race / Ethnicity         
White (73%) 89% 61% 70% 33% 
Black/African American (8%) 89% 94% 89% 47% 
Hispanic (10%) 93% 77% 92% 37% 
Other (8%) 87% 61% 72% 43% 
Total (100%) 90% 67% 76% 36% 

Political Party         
Democrat (44%) 98% 91% 93% 16% 
Independent (14%) 84% 60% 68% 40% 
Republican (38%) 81% 37% 55% 57% 
Other (2%) 100% 86% 86% 59% 
Total (100%) 90% 67% 76% 36% 
          

Penn State / McCourtney Institute of Democracy Mood of the Nation Poll, September 23-26, 2019.  
Fieldwork by YouGov. 
 
The maximum margin of error, accounting for design effects due to weighting, is ± 4.3% for the 
entire sample, ± 7% for Democrats and Republicans, and larger for groups comprising less than 
40% of the sample.  
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Toplines, by support for Second Amendment 

  Percent Supporting Somewhat or Strongly 

  
Background 

Checks 
Assault 

Weapon Ban 
Licenses and 

Tests 
Repeal current laws to strengthen 
2nd Amendment       

Support (36%) 74% 47% 55% 
Oppose (64%) 99% 78% 87% 
Total (100%) 90% 67% 76% 
        

Penn State / McCourtney Institute of Democracy Mood of the Nation Poll, September 23-26, 
2019.  Fieldwork by YouGov. 
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The Pennsylvania State University 
 
Plutzer@psu.edu 
 
Mobile: 814-404-8099 

Michael B. Berkman 
 
Director  
McCourtney Institute for Democracy  
 
Professor of Political Science 
 
The Pennsylvania State University 
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How the Poll was Conducted 
This poll was conducted from Sept.23-26, 2019 by YouGov in partnership with the Penn State 
McCourtney Institute of Democracy. 
 
All Mood of the Nation questionnaires are designed by the McCourtney Institute polling team, 
with the fieldwork conducted by YouGov, an online polling organization.  The YouGov panel 
includes over 1.8 million individuals who agree to complete occasional surveys.  The 1,000 
individuals who completed the McCourtney Mood of the Nation Poll were matched to the joint 
distribution from the Census’s American Community Survey in terms of age, sex, race/ethnicity, 
and years of education.  The frame was augmented by matching to the November 2010 Current 
Population Survey and the Pew Religious Life Survey in order to include voter registration, 
political interest and party identification in the selection model.  The unweighted data are 
broadly representative of the US population in terms of age, education, and region. 

The data have been weighted to adjust for variation in the sample from the adult United States 
population with respect to demographic variables such as geographic region, gender, 
race/ethnicity, age, and education, and political variables such as voter registration status and 
political interest.  Weighting details are described in a paper by Ansolabehere and Rivers.1 

Core questions asked in every Mood of the Nation Poll can be viewed here.   

  

 
1 Ansolabehere, Stephen, and Douglas Rivers. (2013) "Cooperative survey research." Annual Review of 
Political Science 16: 307-329. 
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Exact Question Wording 

 

Supplemental questions reported in this report are as follows: 

Below are several actions that Congress might take related to guns. Would you strongly 
support, somewhat support, somewhat oppose, or strongly oppose this action?   

 Strongly 
support 
  (  1  ) 

Somewhat 
support 
   (   2  ) 

Somewhat 
oppose 
   (   3  ) 

Strongly 
oppose 
   (  4  ) 

Require background checks for all 
firearm sales and transfers 

    

Ban the sale and private ownership of 
semi-automatic firearms referred to as 
assault weapons 

    

Require gun owners to take a test, get 
a license, and register their firearms 
just like they do for their automobiles 

    

Eliminate most current gun laws in 
order to protect Second Amendment 
rights 

    

 

 

You said you support efforts to <<PIPE IN STEM OF LOWEST SCORING ITEM, 
dropping initial capitalization>>.  Can you explain why? 

 

 

[THE OPEN-ENDED FOLLOW-UP IS BASED ON THE LOWEST SCORING ITEM 
(LOWEST POSSIBLE SCORE IS “1” FOR STRONGLY SUPPORT).  IN EVENT OF A 
TIE, ONE STEM IS RANDOMLY SELECTED] 

 


