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Abstract

Most American firearm-related deaths are deaths by suicide: ~ 27,000 deaths in 2023 alone.
Storing one’s home firearms in a safe and secure manner - unloaded, locked up, and with
ammunition stored separately - has the potential to interrupt potential suicide attempts and
thereby save lives. And yet, the majority of American firearm owners, even those who think of
storage as a vital part of what it means to be a responsible firearm owner, choose not to store all
their guns in a safe or secure manner. How can communicators persuade owners to change their
behavior? Drawing on foundational work in the psychology of persuasion, we review the
existing literature, focusing on who is doing the communication, what is being communicated,
and to whom these messages are directed. Gun owners are not a monolith, and so understanding
who a given audience finds credible, trustworthy, and caring; and what messages that audience
finds compelling (especially if the message can be aligned with valued identities) is vital for any
attempt to persuade owners to take action.

280 character social media post

The safe home storage of firearms matters: storing securely can meaningfully cut down on death
by suicide. When attempting to persuade owners to change their storage behavior, one needs to
think about who i1s communicating, what they are saying, and to whom they are speaking.

4-6 bulleted key points

-Nearly 60% of all firearm-related deaths in the United States in 2023 were deaths by suicide
-Storing home firearms unloaded, locked, and with ammunition stored separately can reduce the
likelihood of death by firearm suicide in the home

-Most owners keep at least one firearm either loaded or unlocked

-In attempting to persuade owners to change their storage practices, communicators need to be
mindful of who is communicating the message, what they are saying, and to whom they are
speaking.

-Communicators who are more trustworthy and authoritative, and who have ties of care to the
listener, are viewed as more credible

-Communications that acknowledge that ownership is a valid, protected choice, and that owners
have identities that matter to them, are viewed as more welcoming

-Audiences find different messages and messengers credible - given the diversity of owners and
ownership in America, there are no one-size-fits-all solutions
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In 2023, the most recent year for which data are available, nearly 60% of the 46,728
firearm-related deaths in the United States were deaths by suicide. These 27,300 deaths mark the
highest rate for any year on record and represent a nearly 20% increase from the prior decade.
Guns are involved in an estimated 55% of all deaths by suicide in the US - at least partially
driven by the overwhelming deadliness of a bullet: 90% of suicide attempts with a gun are fatal
(see Kim et al., 2025). This lethality is far higher than all other methods: the majority of non-
firearm suicide attempts do not, in fact, end in death (see Azrael & Miller, 2016). Suicide
attempts are often impulsive, with suicidal ideation coming on quickly and then quickly
receding, and so a gun, which significantly increases the risk of fatality, is an especially
dangerous object to have available. Research suggests that even though having a gun in the home
is not related to increased suicidal ideation (e.g. Miller, Swanson, & Azrael, 2016; Watkins &
Lizotte, 2013), having a gun in the home at least triples the likelihood that a household member
will die by suicide, with estimates as high as a 35-fold increase for some subgroups (Anglemyer
et al., 2014; Studdert et al., 2020). Given that an estimated one-third of American households
possess at least one gun, it is clear just how pressing the problem of American gun-related
suicide is (see RAND, 2018a for a review).

There are things that gun-owners can do to reduce the likelihood that someone in the
family will use their gun to kill themselves. Public health experts have suggested that putting up
barriers to prevent immediate access to a fully loaded weapon can meaningfully reduce firearm-
related deaths by suicide. Decreasing the immediate useability of guns at home by keeping guns
stored unloaded, storing guns in a different place than where ammunition is stored, and locking

up guns at home can create windows of time that could potentially allow the suicidal urge to
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wane (see Ramchand, 2022 for a review; though also see Miller et al. 2025 for an argument that
storage matters less than access to guns in general).

Even though these storage approaches have the clear potential to save the lives of owners
and the people close to them, it is notable how infrequently they are followed. Fewer than half of
gun owners report storing all their home firearms locked and unloaded, a number that does not
meaningfully change when looking just at owners with versus without children in the home
(Conrick et al., 2025; Crifasi et al., 2018). Even among owners who would be expected to be the
most likely to store guns securely — specifically, those who self-report both that secure storage is
a very important part of what it means to be a responsible gun owner and that having a gun
accessible for defensive use is not as important for responsible ownership - only 53.1% of gun
owners in one nationally-representative study reported that all their guns at home are stored
locked and unloaded (Buttrick et al., under review).

If securing home guns has the potential to reduce the most common form of firearm
death, a form of death that may be uniquely devastating to family members (see Cerel et al.,
2008 for a review), why would anyone choose not to? It’s not because owners are unaware of the
existence of safety devices. In a qualitative analysis of 20 firearm training courses, 90% of
courses discussed using gun safes and only 10% advised keeping guns loaded and unlocked
(Hemenway et al., 2019).

For some owners, it is clear that they think that the benefits of having a gun quickly
accessible outweigh the risks. This need to have a gun available at short notice in case they face
an intruder is frequently mentioned in qualitative and quantitative studies of the choices that
individuals make in storing their home firearms (Berrigan et al., 2019; Buck-Atkinson et al.,

2023; Crifasi et al., 2018; Salhi, Azrael, & Miller, 2020; Schenck et al., 2022; Simonetti et al.,
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2019; though see Warner, 2022; 2024 who argues that an individual’s worries about their status
in society is a better predictor of storage behavior than fear of victimization). Owners in general
tend to underestimate the link between firearm ownership and the likelihood of death by suicide
in the household: only 6.3% of owners in a recent nationally representative survey agreed that
having a gun in the home increases the risk of suicide (Conner et al., 2017). Owners similarly
overestimate the likelihood that they will need to use a gun in self-defense (e.g., Barnhart et al,.
2018; Stroebe & Leander, 2024). Given that owners often believe that the likelihood that they
will need to use a gun in self-defense is higher than the likelihood of a suicide attempt by
someone in their home, it is perhaps unsurprising that those who do not believe that gun
ownership is associated with suicide are less likely to store their home firearms unloaded and
locked (Anestis et al,. 2018; Anestis & Bond, 2024).

For other owners, pragmatic issues may be more important determinants of gun storage
practices. In one recent nationally representative survey, a meaningful number of owners simply
did not know what devices they should be using in the first place, and therefore chose not to use
any at all (Anestis et al., 2023; see also the qualitative work of Ewell-Foster et al., 2024, where
cost of devices came up as a major barrier).

Finally, there may be some owners who simply don’t consider home storage as an
important part of ownership, instead relying on other aspects of firearm responsibility to
maintain safety. In one nationally representative study of gun owners, 12.6% of participants
reported believing that storage was not an important part of being a responsible firearms owner,
while handling, maintaining, skills training and practice, educating others, and having a gun

readily accessible, were all rated as very important (Buttrick et al., under review). These owners
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may be relying more on cultivating the individual character of gun users than on structural
solutions to protect themselves against the dangers that guns bring.

Attitudes and behaviors around firearm storage are not set in stone. There is evidence
showing that persuasion campaigns can change the way that owners store their firearms as well
as the ways that they think about storage (see Crosse, 2017; Ngo et al., 2019; RAND, 2018b,
Pallin, Spitzer, et al., 2019; Roszko et al., 2016; Rowhani-Rahbar, 2016 for meta-analytic
reviews). There is, however, quite a great deal of variability in the effectiveness of these
approaches, with some persuading owners far more than others. How then, can we design and
implement communications that will increase the usage of safe and secure home storage
solutions?

In laying out a review of the current literature and making recommendations for
policymakers, we rely on foundational work in the psychology of persuasion. During World War
I1, a group of researchers working out of the US Army’s Information and Education Division
were tasked with trying to understand and improve the Army’s persuasive messaging approaches
(and, at the same time, counter Nazi propaganda). This initial research, continued after the war
by the Yale Communication Research Program, suggested that when trying to understand how to
change behavior by changing beliefs and attitudes, communicators needed to consider who was
delivering the message, what content was being communicated, o whom the message was
delivered to, and /ow listeners reacted. This approach provided a framework for understanding
the complexity of persuasion, pointing aspiring persuaders to the ways in which the same
message could be received differently based on who the communicator was, and the way that
different listeners could interpret the same message by the same communicators in disparate

ways depending on listeners’ characteristics. This approach also highlighted that persuasion is a
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social phenomenon, and that successful communication requires understanding how group
norms, status hierarchies, and the importance of group membership all affects someone’s
willingness to be persuaded (see Hovland et al., 1953).

Over the past decade or so, public health researchers have increasingly emphasized the
importance of ‘culturally competent” communication in encouraging gun owners to rethink their
storage and staging plans (see the consensus statements of Bulger et al., 2019). Instead of simply
dictating recommendations and hoping that the force of public health authority will be enough to
motivate reevaluation of owners’ storage approaches (Wintemute et al., 2016), recent research
has begun to investigate how to best persuade people to change their behavior. As the passage of
federal, state, or local regulations to compel changes in home firearm storage are likely infeasible
(e.g., McMurtry, 2025; Winkler, 2011), any alteration in an individual’s decisions about how and
when to lock their firearms up will have to come from the owner themselves. What does the
literature say about how to effectively communicate the need to store home firearms securely?
Guided by a social psychological approach to persuasion, we organize this review of the existing
literature in terms of approaches that emphasize who is doing the communication; approaches
that emphasize what content is being communicated; and approaches that emphasize fo whom
communicators are speaking. We conclude with recommendations from this nascent literature

and important takeaways for any policymaker engaging in this work.

Who
What sort of messengers are the most effective in talking to firearm owners about storage
decisions? For gun owners to be open to what a messenger has to say, they need to believe that

the messenger is both credible and trustworthy: that the messenger knows what they’re talking
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about and also respects the owner enough to take their concerns seriously. Having someone that
appears not to know what they’re talking about try to dictate to you how to live your life
(especially if they’re trying to restrict your freedom to do what you want) creates reactance - a
psychological phenomenon in which listeners become motivated to assert the freedoms that they
see as threatened by controlling powers by deliberately disobeying commands (Brehm, 1966; see
Quick et al., 2013 for a review). If a person feels that their freedom to store a gun however they
like is under attack by the ignorant, they may wish to regain that freedom by ignoring or
devaluing what those communicators have to say. Research suggests that if a gun owner does not
view a source as credible, they will not see the advice as accurate, and will therefore disregard it
(Anestis et al., 2022; Bandel et al., 2023). Moreover, if the message about how to store a firearm
comes from someone that they do not trust, they may feel antagonized by the message (Marino et
al., 2016).

Are some messengers more trustworthy and credible than others? People who are viewed
as experts in firearms, such as firearms trainers, sportsmen’s clubs, and game wardens, may be
especially trustworthy and able to provide well-founded advice on all aspects of gun ownership,
storage included (Ewell-Foster et al., 2024). Several nationally representative studies of gun
owners have suggested that members of the security establishment, such those in the armed
services, veterans, and law enforcement are particularly credible, while celebrities are viewed as
less credible (Anestis, Bond et al., 2021; Bond et al., 2022; Bond et al., 2024; Crifasi et al.,
2018).

Trust doesn’t just come from a person’s professional role - relationship ties also give a
messenger more authority. Unsurprisingly, given the importance of believing that a given

messenger cares about one’s well-being and is requesting behavior change in order to make
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one’s life better, family members are persuasive messengers for safe storage requests (Walters et
al., 2012). Parents may be especially important in these contexts, as so much of gun culture is
handed down intergenerationally. People frequently learn to shoot from their parents and so may
be more receptive to their expertise than to unfamiliar outsiders (Ewell-Foster et al., 2024).
Relatedly, in the armed services context, where bonds of brotherhood among soldiers is
strenuously cultivated, having fellow soldiers advocate for various storage options may be more
effective than if the same message comes from civilians, who may not view firearms in the same
way (Hoyt & Dufty, 2015)

The role of physicians is more complex. While many physicians may not realize it
(Roszko et al., 2016), it is in fact legal for them to discuss firearms and firearm storage with their
patients (Wintemute et al., 2016). Whether those conversations will be effective is a separate
question. Several studies suggest that a physician may not be seen as a particularly authoritative
voice (Anestis, Bond et al., 2021; Bond et al., 2024; Crifasi et al., 2018). Nevertheless, in one
study, 54% of surveyed owners said that talking with their healthcare provider about storage was
at least sometimes appropriate. If they viewed having a gun at home as a suicide risk, a full 75%
of gun owners viewed the conversations as appropriate (Betz et al., 2016). This willingness to
trust healthcare providers is similarly conditional for veterans who think that clinicians should
talk to gun owners who are going through emotionally tough times about storage (Aunon et al.,
2023).

Having a personal relationship with one’s caregiver may be especially powerful in
working towards a shared understanding of the risks and benefits of various home-storage setups.
One qualitative study found that getting a message about firearm storage from a faceless

healthcare system was viewed as alienating, but getting the same message in conversation with
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one’s primary physician was seen as far more acceptable (Jager-Hyman et al., 2019). If
discussions about firearm storage seem to be coming from a place of care, they are much more

persuasive than if they are being rattled off in an automated checklist (Dobscha et al., 2021).

Saying What

Once a credible messenger has been identified, what should they say? Both qualitative
and quantitative studies suggest that firearm storage can be a fraught issue, and that messages
may backfire if not considered carefully (e.g., Betz et al., 2021; Khazanov et al., 2022; Marino et
al., 2016). Simply asking people directly about their storage approaches may be seen as overly
intrusive and, for some, perceived as the first step down a slippery slope to a conversation about
firearm restrictions and confiscation. One study of veterans found that direct questioning about
firearms by physicians during primary care visits, without any prefatory buildup made them feel
that they were being judged negatively about their fitness for being a gun owner. To quote one of
the veterans in that study, “You just exposed every veteran’s fear in this, because they know that
the doctor has a buzzer right there. He’s already buzzed the security guys. That just to me
screams just like ‘we’re coming to get you.” (Dobscha et al., 2021). Similarly, there may be risks
in simply rattling off statistics on guns and suicide, without contextualizing them to the
population of interest. Data on national trends may not be credible in specific local contexts, and
gun owners may believe that these numbers apply to others but not to them (Ewell-Foster et al.,
2024; Conner et al., 2017).

Instead, the public health establishment recommends that messengers use ‘culturally
competent’ messaging that attempts to communicate with firearm owners in a more humane way

(see the consensus statement in Bulger et al., 2019). Research suggests that messengers should
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stress that gun ownership is one’s right under the United States constitution, not something that
the communicator is interested in taking away, and that gun storage is something that only the
owner of the firearm can decide for themselves (Palin et al., 2019; Marino et al., 2018).
Conveying such a non-judgmental stance is deeply appreciated by owners (Wolk et al., 2018).
Firearm ownership is a meaningful identity to many owners (e.g., Buttrick, 2020) and indicating
that a communicator is not out to attack that identity can defuse worries about being judged
negatively or controlled by people who ‘don’t get it” (see Khazanov et al., 2022 for a review).
Stressing that storage choices lie with the gun owner and that the messenger is not interested in
controlling their behavior helps avoid the defensiveness that can come from psychological
reactance.

After establishing that a communicator is coming from a place of good faith, messages
that couch gun storage recommendations in core elements of firearm culture may be more
effective than those that do not. Drawing on the desire of owners to keep their families safe from
harm (Carlson, 2015), one recommendation is to highlight how storage decisions help to protect
loved ones from unintentional harm (Henn et al., 2019; Marino et al., 2018). Another
recommendation is to highlight how storage aligns with fundamental aspects of firearms
ownership in general, such as the 4 basic rules of firearms handing that are taught in hunter
education and most other gun familiarization classes (Hunter Ed, 2025): treat every gun as if it’s
loaded; always point the muzzle in a safe direction; be aware of what’s beyond your target; and
keep your finger off the trigger until you are ready to shoot (Pruitt et al., 2022). By framing gun
storage as an integral aspect of what it means to be a responsible firearm owner, messengers may
be able to center storage as a primary part of these valued identities (Betz et al., 2021; Marino et

al., 2018).
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Finally, there may be some benefit in helping gun owners navigate a complex set of
storage alternatives. Many owners may be open to different storage approaches but have not yet
implemented them due to confusion about what options exist and are best fit for their purpose
(Anestis et al., 2023; Ewell-Foster et al., 2024). Providing practical guidance for storage may
reduce the perceived logistical barriers to changing one’s firearm storage behavior, thereby
encouraging behavioral change (Khazanov et al., 2022).

Care should be taken, however, to making sure that both messenger and listener are
interpreting the same words in the same way. The phrases ‘firearm safety’ or ‘firearm
responsibility’ can be understood in many different ways, and if communicators do not work to
match their interpretation of the word with that of their audience, there is a chance for
misunderstanding. Safety can mean both ‘safety from suicide’ and ‘safety from victimization by
outsiders’ (Pruitt et al., 2022); and ‘responsibility’ can contain both ‘acting responsibly to keep
one’s firearms out of easy reach’ and ‘acting responsibly to protect one’s family’ (Buttrick et al.,
under review). In existing messaging, for example, public health approaches use ‘responsible
firearm ownership’ to mean ‘locking up one’s guns’ (e.g., Fryhofer, 2023; see also BulletPoints,
2025), whereas messages from the gun industry emphasize both storage and accessibility as key
parts of what it means to be responsible (NSSF, 2025). A communicator talking about gun safety
or responsibility without considering the alternate meanings of the concepts may end up
demonstrating their own ignorance of the cultural space, thereby denting their credibility (Pruitt
et al., 2022). Simply assuming that a message is being understood as intended by the listener,
without confirming that worldviews are, in fact, being shared, risks undermining the messaging

attempt altogether. Instead, communicators should be clear about what they mean by safety, what
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specifically they want owners to do, why they are qualified to make the recommendation, and

why they are deserving of the trust of the audience.

To Whom

The most understudied part of firearm storage communications is arguably the most
important: how do different listeners respond to different messages and messengers? Researchers
suggest that one-size-fits-all approaches to firearm storage will not be effective, given the wide
diversity of owners (Simonetti et al., 2018). Not all audiences trust the same messengers in the
same way, and messages around safe storage that seem to be mistargeted or unthinking risk
alienating the prospective audience, demonstrating that the communicator does not, in fact, care
about the well-being of the people they are talking to, and therefore should not be seen as
trustworthy (Dobscha et al., 2021; Ewell-Foster et al., 2024). It is vital to know what different
audiences want from different communicators.

One study looked at different types of ownership, separating out those who own just one
handgun, those that own a handful of guns, and those that own five or more guns (Bond et al.,
2022). While all three groups of owners tended to view the same messengers as more or less
credible, there were nevertheless meaningful differences in who was most credible to each
group, as well as differences in overall credibility of any given messenger. Law enforcement, for
example, was significantly more credible to owners of more than five guns than it was to the
other groups of owners. Similar work has suggested that groups like the NRA might be trusted
messengers for some owners but not all. In one study, Black men rated the NRA as a high-
credibility source on firearm safety, while Black women rated the NRA as among the least

credible (Bond et al., 2024).
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Finally, research suggests that the way that owners relate guns to the rest of their
identities may shape the sorts of messages and messengers that they are open to. One study
found that, among those open to additional training, owners who connected their firearms
ownership with their Christian faith were more likely than non-religious owners to believe that
their churches would be good locations for firearm safety interventions. But among those who
saw themselves as proficient owners already, messages connecting firearm ownership to their
religion was not enough to interest them in firearm safety (Conrick et al., 2023).

This emphasis on the psychological, not just demographic features of ownership is key in
assessing message and audience fit. In our own work on firearm storage, we have found that
beliefs about the nature of responsible firearm ownership predict actual storage behavior fairly
well, but these beliefs are not strongly associated with demographic features of individual gun
owners (Buttrick et al., under review). Knowing what a person looks like is very different from
knowing how they see the world, and to mistake one for the other risks stereotyping a highly

diverse group of American gun owners.

Exemplars

Much of the existing literature on campaigns to encourage changes in storage behavior
among owners has been interview- or survey-based, and much of it has taken place in the clinical
setting with physicians talking directly to owners. Only a handful of studies have been
randomized controlled trials in the real world that directly assess changes in behavior (see
Crosse, 2017; Pallin, Spitzer, et al., 2019; RAND, 2018b; Rowhani-Rahbar et al., 2016; Ngo et
al., 2019 for reviews). These studies show that interventions that distribute safety devices such as

cable-locks or safes are more effective than those that only rely on messaging appeals (see also
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Anestis, Bryan et al., 2021 for a more recent successful intervention in distributing locks). By
eliminating barriers such as cost and availability, these distribution-based interventions can ease
the cognitive and time burden of having to find and choose security devices. For a safety device
to be used, it needs to be actually present in the home, and so providing a device clears that low
hurdle. Owners do differ in their approval and utilization of devices such as cable locks,
lockboxes, and safes (see Buck-Atkinson et al., 2023 for a review), so if messengers include
distribution of devices as part of their campaign, they should be careful to assess whether their
target groups believe that the distributed device will be effective.

Outside of the clinical setting, recent work has taken a more psychological approach, and
has shown some promise, albeit without being experimentally tested against control conditions.
The SAFER intervention (‘Signpost, Assess, Facts, Emotion, Recommend”), which highlights
how suicide is preventable while also handing out locking devices, has been shown to change
gun storage behavior from pretest to a post-test one month later in a sample of gun-show visitors
(Stuber et al., 2021). An intervention designed in collaboration with rural stakeholders that
presents several potential messengers, as well as fact sheets and logistical help in acquiring
storage devices has been found to change gun storage behaviors in the communities in which it
was designed (Ewell-Foster, Magness et al., 2024). Finally, an ambitious study, in collaboration
with several broadcasting stakeholders in Wisconsin, placed advertisements on local radio and
TV stations featuring women and veterans from various cultural and racial backgrounds,
including a former Green Bay Packers player, discussing firearm storage (Berger et al, 2024). A
statewide survey revealed that those who saw the ads reported greater willingness to lock up
their guns than those who did not see the ads, a finding that was especially strong among

veterans. Nevertheless, some care should be taken in interpreting these studies because by not
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comparing the findings against a control condition, it is possible that other unknown factors
affected the results (see Sidman et al., 2005 for a case study in the importance of control
conditions in identifying causal effects of storage interventions; and see Karras et al., 2019 for an

intervention that found changes in attitudes but not behaviors).

Recommendations

Convincing gun owners to increase the security of their firearm home-storage setup by
keeping all guns locked and unloaded with ammunition stored separately is likely to save lives.
How should policymakers go about trying to make the argument? Researchers in public health
communication have begun to explore the efficacy of various messaging approaches, but this
research is still in its initial stages. From the existing research thus far, the primary
recommendation is to identify a messenger who is a credible authority: viewed by listeners both
as knowledgeable about the subject matter, trustworthy, and someone who communicates their
legitimate care about the well-being of listeners. This is often conveyed through the profession of
the messenger (members of the military and law enforcement are viewed as more credible than
those in the health professions). Messengers connected to the audience through ties of care can
also be effective in some situations.

A second recommendation focuses on the content of the message. The message should
place the choice of how to store firearms in the hands of listeners to reduce defensiveness.
Messages that root appeals to change storage behavior in valued identities such as appealing to
listeners as people who are home protectors and responsible firearm owners may be especially
persuasive. Messages should make sure that both the messenger and the listener share the same

interpretation of what abstract terms like ‘safety’ and ‘responsibility’ actually mean. These are
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capacious terms and often used differently by public health and firearm industry groups.
Assuming shared understanding of these terms, without checking on how listeners construe them
is likely to appear high-handed and ignorant, thereby lessening one’s credibility.

The final recommendation is to know who the listeners are, what their needs are, and to
tailor the message appropriately. Gun owners tend to be treated as a monolithic entity — a radical
simplification of a remarkably diverse group. The few studies that have surveyed gun owners
with an aim to capture the variability of their differing motivations, goals, attitudes, beliefs, and
social roles, suggest that messages and messengers are understood differently by different types
of gun owners and that the same message delivered by the same messenger will not be equally
persuasive to all.

The clearest takeaway from the current state of the literature is that there is a tremendous
amount yet to be known. Existing reviews (e.g. Bulger, et al., 2019; Crosse, 2017; Khazanov et
al., 2022; Ngo et al., 2019; Pallin, Spitzer, et al., 2019; RAND, 2018b; Roszko et al., 2016;
Rowhani-Rahbar et al., 2016) stress the infancy of this research space. The above-mentioned
recommendations are preliminary, and more research is needed to simultaneously address all
aspects of the persuasion triad - who is saying what to whom — in order to generate meaningful,
pragmatic change. No single strategy is likely to convince all members of the mass of American
gun owners. Thus, starting with an understanding of the groups that one is trying to reach, what
their model of gun ownership looks like, how they understand the tradeoffs around storage, what
their barriers are for moving to different forms of storage and staging frameworks, who they
think of as trusted messengers, and what sort of evidence they find compelling, are vital for

successful attempt at encouraging the secure home storage of firearms.
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