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 Public Opinion Quarterly, Vol. 69, No. 2, Summer 2005, pp. 246-263

 THE POLLS-REVIEW

 JOHN R. LOTT, JR.'S DEFENSIVE GUN BRANDISHING
 ESTIMATES

 DAVID McDOWALL

 In the second edition of his book More Guns, Less Crime, John R. Lott, Jr.

 writes, "If a national survey that I conducted is correct, 98 percent of the time

 that people use guns defensively, they merely have to brandish a weapon to
 break off an attack" (Lott 2000b, p. 3). Lott's statement has generated an
 extensive and often rancorous discussion, mostly conducted over the Internet.
 This review considers (1) why the statement is controversial; (2) Lott's survey
 and its findings; (3) the relationship between Lott's estimates and other evidence;

 and (4) more general problems in using surveys to measure defensive gun use.
 The presentation does not pretend to a high degree of originality. Most of the
 material here also appears in Duncan (2003), in Internet commentary by Tim
 Lambert, and in Internet commentary by Lott himself. In large part, the
 review's goal is to assemble these scattered sources within a more compact
 framework.' In view of the substantial amount of criticism of Lott's work

 available in referenced sources, the review also generally confines itself to a
 reportorial role.

 Background

 Lott's survey first came to widespread attention during an exchange with Otis
 Dudley Duncan (2000) in The Criminologist, an American Society of Criminol-
 ogy newsletter. Lott had quoted the 98 percent brandishing rate in numerous
 newspaper opinion pieces and media appearances, sometimes attributing it to
 "national surveys." The first edition of More Guns, Less Crime, for example,
 contained the same sentence about brandishing as the second, except that it began,

 DAVID McDOWALL is a professor in the School of Criminal Justice, University at Albany, SUNY.
 Thanks go to Deborah Azrael, David Hemenway, and Brian Wiersema for their assistance with
 the estimates. The editor, John Lott, and anonymous referees provided valuable comments on an
 earlier version. Address correspondence to the author; e-mail: mcdowall@albany.edu.

 1. In February 2005 Lambert's archive of documents on the survey was accessible at http://
 cgi.cse.unsw.edu.au/-lambert/blog/guns/Lott/survey. Lott's Web sites were accessible at http://
 www.johnrlott.com and http://www.johnlott.org.

 doi: 10.1093/poq/ nfi015S

 ? The Author 2005. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the American Association for Public Opinion Research.

 All rights reserved. For permissions, please e-mail: journals.permissions@oupjournals.org,
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 Poll Review: Defensive Gun Brandishing 247

 "If national surveys are correct.. ." (Lott 1998, p. 3). Sometimes Lott appeared to
 credit the estimate to the Los Angeles Times, the Gallup Organization, and Peter

 Hart Associates, but most often, he stated it without giving a source.2

 In discussing the quality of defensive gun use statistics, Duncan (2000)
 expressed skepticism about Lott's figure, especially the lack of a specific
 reference. He pointed out that the Los Angeles Times, Gallup, and Hart polls
 did not ask firearm defenders about whether they had brandished their guns.
 Moreover, surveys that had addressed the matter all found higher frequencies
 of firing (and so lower frequencies of mere brandishing) than Lott had
 claimed.

 Replying to Duncan, Lott (2000a, p. 6) said his estimate came from a sur-
 vey that he had himself conducted in early 1997. He continued that he had
 "planned on including a discussion of it in my book [the first edition of More
 Guns, Less Crime], but did not do so because an unfortunate computer crash
 lost my hard disk right before the final draft of the book had to be turned in."

 In subsequent exchanges over the Internet, Lott could not consistently
 recall important features of the survey's design and administration. These
 included details about the sampling methodology, the source of the sampling
 frame, the precise wording of the questions, and the exact dates of the inter-
 viewing. He said he had fielded the study at his own expense, using college
 undergraduates as interviewers, and he had kept all records and data on the
 failed hard disk. He therefore could not reconstruct the estimate, and he could

 not provide substantial information about how he had generated it.

 Lott did recall that the survey interviewed 2,424 adults, that 28 respondents
 reported defensive firearm use, and that two of the defenses involved more
 than brandishing (Lott 2003c). Twenty-six brandishings out of 28 cases gives
 a brandishing rate of 93 percent, noticeably short of the 98 percent estimate.
 Lott explained the difference by saying that he had used demographic infor-
 mation to weight the sample, and that the 98 percent referred to the weighted
 data (Lindgren 2003).3

 In November and December 2002 Lott carried out a second survey, this
 time concluding that 95 percent of firearm defenses involved only brandishing.

 He has since emphasized the 95 percent figure in most of his writing and pub-
 lic appearances (see Duncan and Lambert 2004).4 He has also continued to

 2. Duncan and Lambert (2004) list quotations from more than 60 opinion pieces and media
 appearances in which Lott discussed the frequency of brandishing. As of February 2005, links to
 full-text reprints of many of Lott's op-ed articles were available at http://www.johnrlott.com and
 http://www.trsa.com.
 3. A remaining question is how to reconcile a single survey with the statements suggesting multiple
 sources of support. Lott has prepared an explanation of this apparent discrepancy (Lott 2003b),
 allowing interested readers to make their own judgments.
 4. Many of Lott's statements during 2003 and 2004 strongly suggested that he had revised his
 brandishing estimate downward. In an article in the American Rifleman, for example, he wrote,
 "In 2002, some 90 percent of the time when people used guns defensively, they stopped the crim-
 inals simply by brandishing the gun" (Lott 2004, p. 60). In commenting on an earlier draft of this
 review, however, Lott strongly affirmed his continuing support for the 95 percent figure.
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 248 David McDowall

 discuss the 1997 survey in some of his later work (e.g., Lott 2003a), but the
 questions surrounding it make it too problematic to be credible. Accordingly,
 the remainder of this review considers only the 2002 study.

 The 2002 Survey

 DESIGN AND ADMINISTRATION

 By American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR) standards,
 Lott's description of the 2002 survey (Lott 2003a, pp. 257-60, 2003c) is
 unusually limited in the details that it provides. He says he used a commercial
 list of residential telephone numbers, proportionately stratified by state popu-
 lation and then randomly sampled within strata.5 The interviewers were said to
 be eight students, two of whom had previous experience with telephone surveys.

 The experienced interviewers were said to have trained the others. Lott reports
 variously that, with two callbacks, the response rate was "over 50 percent"
 (Lott 2003a, p. 259) or "over 60 percent" (Lott 2003c)-giving a final sample
 of 1,015 respondents.6 He does not mention how the interviewers selected
 respondents within households.

 Brevity was a major goal of the design, as Lott describes it, and the respon-
 dents answered at most seven questions. The interviewers began by asking:

 During the last year, were you ever threatened with physical violence or harmed
 by another person, or were you present when someone else faced such a situa-
 tion? (Threats do not have to be spoken threats. Include physically menacing
 attacks such as an assault, robbery, or rape.)

 Respondents who did not answer affirmatively skipped to two demographic
 items that concluded the interview.

 When respondents reported threats or attacks, they answered additional
 questions about the number of incidents and their actions during each. If a
 respondent said that he or she had used a gun for defense, the interviewer
 asked what the respondent did with it (brandish the weapon, fire a warning
 shot, fire at the offender, injure the offender, kill the offender). All respondents

 who reported threats or attacks answered a question about whether the
 offender harmed them, and the survey ended with the demographic questions.
 As Lott expected, close to 90 percent of the respondents reported no violent
 incidents, and he estimates that these interviews took less than 30 seconds to
 conduct (Lott 2003c).

 Although the parsimonious format has advantages for speed and economy,
 the instrument that Lott used (and reproduces in Lott 2003a, 2003c) seems

 5. This description comes from Lott (2003c). Elsewhere, Lott (2003a) states that the sample was
 proportionately stratified by listings within telephone area codes.
 6. The response rate is not defined according to AAPOR's Standard Definitions (AAPOR 2005).
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 incomplete. His apparent target population is U.S. residents aged 20 and older,
 but the survey does not ask about age until the very end of the questionnaire.
 Lott has made his interview form and data file available through his Web site.
 The data file contains only ten sample members under age 20, suggesting that
 interviewers (imperfectly) screened on age before they reached the last question.7

 Yet Lott's description does not make clear how they might have done so.
 In addition, the questionnaire does not formally gather information about

 when and how any gun defenses occurred. In other studies of armed defense
 (Cook and Ludwig 1998; Hemenway, Azrael, and Miller 2000; Kleck and
 Gertz 1995), respondents sometimes described events outside the allowable
 reference period or incidents in which they did not see the presumed offender.

 These surveys relied on verbal narratives or lengthy question sets to find and
 remove the ineligible cases. According to Lott (2003a, p. 259), "In all defensive
 gun uses, the surveyors were debriefed that night or the following morning
 about the call. All the respondents in these cases had volunteered extensive
 details of what happened with the defensive gun use." The debriefing may
 have been helpful in verifying that the incidents fell within the study's scope.
 The survey instrument itself does not provide space for recording narratives, how-

 ever, nor does it give a standard set of categories to structure follow-up questions.

 The instrument also lacks items that would permit an analyst to screen out
 occupationally related incidents. The other major surveys of defensive gun use
 dropped law enforcement officers, security guards, and members of the mili-
 tary who defended themselves at work. Although Lott (2003a) says that none
 of his reported defenses involved law enforcement personnel, the question-
 naire does not ask about employment.

 Overall, Lott's exceptionally brief coverage of his methodology makes it
 difficult to understand exactly what he did. His entire discussion of the study's
 administration and sample occupies only four paragraphs (Lott 2003a,
 pp. 259-60), and it often describes procedures in ambiguous and colloquial
 terms. The response rate calculation, for example, does not indicate the nature
 of the numbers that appear in either the numerator or the denominator of the

 rate. More generally, the presentation of the procedures is silent on many of
 the topics that AAPOR publications list as essential in a methodological report
 (AAPOR 1986, 2002, 2005). Even under ideal circumstances, in which all
 aspects of the survey's design and execution were transparently obvious, the
 meager documentation would reduce the perceived value of the estimates.

 Yet not all aspects of the survey's design and execution are transparently
 obvious. In particular, Lott's descriptions of his methods are sometimes difficult
 to reconcile with the questionnaire and data file that he distributes. In com-
 menting on an earlier draft of this review, for example, Lott says:

 7. Lott never explicitly mentions the age requirements for inclusion in his sample. The data file
 mostly contains respondents aged 20 and older, and the questionnaire asks interviewers to record
 ages by decade, beginning with the twenties. Nevertheless, in describing his weighting proce-
 dures, he says that the relevant population is "adults over age 19" (Lott 2003a, p. 259).
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 250 David McDowall

 In all the defensive gun use cases the interviewers talked to the respondent and
 got significant details about each incident. In practice just two points were
 derived from these discussions: (1) it was used by the interviewer to answer the
 question of whether the respondent was credible and (2) whether the defensive
 gun use was done by law enforcement and by someone actually using the gun in
 self-defense.

 Consistent with this statement, Lott's questionnaire does include an item that
 asks the interviewers to record their impressions of the respondents' honesty.
 Inconsistent with the statement, the questionnaire does not instruct the inter-
 viewers to ask about employment or about the circumstances of any gun uses.
 It also does not give them a place to enter such information if they happened
 to obtain it.8

 The lack of detail about how the study was carried out makes it improbable
 that one could replicate Lott's work. He might have gathered additional data
 using instruments and procedures that he has not presented in his written
 accounts. If this were true, the methods that he has described would not corre-

 spond to the methods that he employed in practice. His invitation to other
 researchers to adopt these methods (Lott 2003c) would then make little sense.
 In addition, Lott's reliance on previously unrevealed information to dismiss
 criticisms of his methodology inevitably raises questions of credibility.
 Disregarding the uncertainties about whether law enforcement defenses
 appeared among the brandishing episodes, the absence of well-defined eligi-
 bility criteria is an especially difficult issue for Lott's estimates. Lott wishes
 to estimate the frequency of defensive gun use against criminals, but the sur-
 vey's major question covers a much broader category of possible harms.
 Without details about the offenses, classification error could be a threat to the
 inferences, and a later section of the review considers this issue in more
 depth.

 ESTIMATES

 Table 1 presents frequency distributions for the question of major interest.
 Among the 1,015 respondents, 7 persons reported a total of 13 incidents of
 armed defense. Given the goal of Lott's research, the incident count is of
 greater relevance than the person count. For the 13 reported defensive inci-
 dents, 12 involved only brandishing. This implies a 92 percent brandishing
 rate, less than the 98 percent or 95 percent figures that Lott has cited.

 Lott (2003a, p. 259, 2003c) says that "the estimates were weighted by race
 (black, white, other) and gender," and this may be responsible for the difference
 between the sample value and his larger figures. Table 2 presents estimates
 with weights for the six combinations of race and gender that Lott apparently

 8. It is worth noting again that most of the interviewers were reported to have been working on
 their first study.
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 Table I, Lott's 2002 Survey Estimates: Unweighted Frequencies

 Respondents Incidents

 Respondent or companion threatened 113 469
 or attacked

 Used gun for defense against 7 13
 the threat or attack

 Brandished gun only during 6 12
 the defense

 NOTE.-N = 1,015; Brandishing percentage = 92.31; 95% confidence interval: 63.97% to
 99.80%.

 Table 2. Lott's 2002 Survey Estimates: Frequencies Weighted by Gender
 and Three Racial Categories (White, Black, Other)

 Respondents Incidents

 Respondent or companion threatened 116.02 473.43
 or attacked

 Used gun for defense against 7.21 13.14
 the threat or attack

 Brandished gun only during 6.01 11.94
 the defense

 NOTE.--N = 939; Brandishing percentage = 90.84; 95% confidence interval: 73.09% to
 108.59%.

 applied.9 This produces a brandishing rate of about 91 percent, almost the
 same as from the unweighted data.

 In commenting on an earlier version of this review, Lott said that he did not
 employ the weights that he had described in his written accounts. Instead, he
 reported that he used "national weightings by age, gender, and race for the age
 groups from 10 to 19, 20 to 29, and so on." This alternative weighting method
 is obviously not a good fit to the youngest group in his survey, which includes
 only a handful of respondents aged less than 20 years. These respondents likely
 appeared in the sample by mistake, but they would receive large weights
 because of their rarity. An analysis that I conducted using this scheme never-
 theless produced a 93 percent brandishing rate, a value similar to those from
 the other methods.

 9. The population estimates for the weights are from the U.S. Census Bureau (NC-EST2003-01
 and NC-EST2003-04, both released June 14, 2004). Lott does not provide a source for his popula-
 tion estimates, and he did not respond to an e-mail asking him about the weights he used.

This content downloaded from 89.102.16.100 on Sun, 26 Apr 2020 09:31:09 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 252 David McDowall

 Table 3. Lott's 2002 Survey Estimates: Frequencies Weighted by Gender
 and Five Racial/Ethnic Categories (White Non-Hispanic, Black, Hispanic,
 Asian, Other)

 Respondents Incidents

 Respondent or companion threatened 117.24 469.69
 or attacked

 Used gun for defense against 8.34 16.06
 the threat or attack

 Brandished gun only during 7.88 15.61
 the defense

 NOTE.--N = 939; Brandishing percentage = 97.16; 95% confidence interval: 91.24% to
 103.09%.

 This apparent stability in the estimates is misleading, and the findings can
 vary widely with different weighting options. Lott's full data set contains five

 racial/ethnic categories (black, white, Hispanic, Asian, and other). To illustrate
 the potential impact of weighting, table 3 shows the results with gender-specific

 weights for each racial/ethnic group. The 97 percent brandishing value is close
 to the 98 percent that Lott originally claimed, but it rests on spreading a few
 cases across ten cells. Lott's sample underrepresents Hispanics, and it overrep-
 resents persons in the residual ("other") group. Hispanics reported 4 of the
 12 armed defenses, and a single person in the "other" category accounted for the
 only shooting. The weights thus expand the number of gun uses while simulta-
 neously deflating the number of shootings. These effects are strong enough to
 give the single shooting a weight of only .46, less than one-half of a respondent.

 It is certainly conceivable that one might obtain a 95 percent brandishing
 rate using alternative population estimates and weighting schemes. Yet such a
 finding would be very fragile, and its lack of stability would make it essen-
 tially worthless.

 Beyond its influence on the point estimates, the small sample also has unde-
 sirable consequences for standard errors. Table 1 gives an exact 95 percent
 confidence interval for the brandishing rate, assuming simple random sam-
 pling. Tables 2 and 3 show large-sample confidence intervals, allowing for the
 weights and stratification.10 With the partial exception of the problematic ten-
 category weighting scheme, these intervals are extremely wide. One might
 describe them qualitatively by saying that armed defenders shoot somewhere
 between "never" and "fairly often."

 Lott (2003a) maintains that the 2002 results were similar to those from the
 lost 1997 survey, which paired a 98 percent brandishing rate with 2.1 million

 10. The large-sample intervals exceed 100 percent at the upper end, and this is obviously an
 impossible outcome. Although one should not give the intervals serious interpretation, they do
 effectively illustrate the high degree of uncertainty attached to the point estimates.
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 annual firearm defenses. Yet the undersized sample doomed any chance of
 finding support for both estimates. In 2002 about 207 million persons aged 20
 and older lived in the United States. Given 2.1 million defenses, 98 percent
 brandishing, and a sample of 1,015, the probability of obtaining one or more
 unweighted shootings is only .2. If the sample did produce one full shooting,
 the brandishing rate would have to be 90 percent. From a different perspective,

 98 percent brandishing and one unweighted sample shooting would require an
 annual frequency of 10.2 million gun defenses.

 Ultimately, Lott's estimates rest on one shooting, and any variation comes
 from giving this shooting more or less weight. The standard errors associated
 with one case are so large that confidence intervals will be consistent with a
 perhaps hopelessly wide range of plausible values.

 Evidence from Other Surveys

 The limitations of Lott's sample leave open the possibility that his statements
 about brandishing are true, and that the 98 or 95 percent estimates would
 surface if additional data were available. Several other surveys have also
 included questions about defensive gun brandishings and shootings. Table 4
 presents findings from four of these surveys, or sets of surveys, and it repeats
 Lott's results for comparison." This is not a comprehensive list of work on the
 topic (see, e.g., Kleck and Gertz 1995), but the studies in table 4 are the most
 thorough.

 The surveys differ in their measurement strategies, and the next section will

 consider this issue at greater length. For present purposes, Cook and Ludwig
 (1998), Hemenway, Azrael, and Miller (2000), and Kleck and Gertz (1995) all
 used a similar approach. In each case, interviewers asked some variation of
 the following question (Kleck and Gertz 1995, p. 161):

 Within the past five years, have you yourself or another member of your house-
 hold used a gun, even if it was not fired, for self-protection or for the protection
 of property at home, work, or elsewhere? Please do not include military service,
 police work, or work as a security guard.

 When respondents reported gun defenses, the interviewers probed for infor-
 mation about the most recent case.

 In contrast, Lott first asked respondents whether they or someone with them

 had experienced physical harm or threats. He then collected data about each inci-
 dent. Unlike Cook and Ludwig, Hemenway. Azrael, and Miller, or Kleck and
 Gertz, Lott focused only on violent provocations. Also unlike those of the other
 three, Lott's survey allowed an estimate of how often these provocations occur.

 The National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) is conducted by the U.S.
 Census Bureau and is (with the Federal Bureau of Investigation's [FBI] Uniform

 11. The appendix contains additional explanatory notes about the estimates.
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 Table 4. Defensive Gun Use Estimates, Lott 2002 and Other Surveys

 Cook Kleck

 and Ludwig Hemenway, Azrael, and Gertz NCVS NCVS
 Lotta (1998) and Miller (2000) (1995) (Pre-Redesign) (Post-Redesign)

 Years covered 2002 1994 1996, 1999 1993 1987-90 1992-2001
 Sample size 1,015 2,568 4,426 4,977 About 59,000 About 42,000 housing

 housing units units and 76,000
 and 97,000 respondents per year

 respondents per year
 Acts eligible for defense Violent attacks Crimes Crimes Crimes Crimes Crimes

 or threats

 National annual estimate 99.4 - - - 36.0 34.8

 of eligible incidents (4-year mean) (10-year mean)
 in millions

 Number of defensive 7 / 13 19 / 59 43 / 146 66 / - 135 / 142 284 / 301

 gun uses in sample (5-year periods) (4 years) (10 years)
 (respondents/incidents)
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 Table 4. (continued)

 Cook Kleck

 and Ludwig Hemenway, Azrael, and Gertz NCVS NCVS
 Lotta (1998) and Miller (2000) (1995) (Pre-Redesign) (Post-Redesign)

 National annual estimate 1.48 / 2.75 1.46 / 4.70 0.75 / 2.59 2.55 / - .062 / .065 .074 / .078

 of number of gun (5-year means) (4-year mean) (10-year mean)
 uses in millions

 (defenders/incidents)

 Brandishings or less 6 / 12 11 / - 36 / - - / 96 / 101 220 / 236
 serious uses in sample (5-year periods) (4 years) (10 years)
 (respondents/incidents)

 Brandishing percentage 85.71 / 92.31 52.42 / - 83.72 / - 76.1 / - 72.34 / 72.32 79.60 / 80.60
 (defenders/incidents)

 a Unweighted estimates.
 b Kleck and Gertz report a weighted brandishing percentage for defenses, but not the number of respondents.

 SWeighted, 52.42%, unweighted, 57.89%.

This content downloaded from 89.102.16.100 on Sun, 26 Apr 2020 09:31:09 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 256 David McDowall

 Crime Reports) one of the nation's two major measures of crime. Similar to Lott,
 the NCVS first asks about the occurrence of criminal victimizations, and then

 about what respondents did during each victimization. In 1992 the NCVS imple-
 mented a revised design that significantly increased the number of victimization

 reports. Table 4 therefore contains two sets of NCVS estimates, one covering sev-
 eral years before the design change, and one covering the post-redesign period.

 The surveys differ markedly in the frequency of victim gun use, ranging
 from 65,000 cases (1987-90 NCVS) to 4.7 million cases (Cook and Ludwig
 1998) per year. Excepting Lott (the high end) and Cook and Ludwig (the low
 end), however, the brandishing estimates are all around 70 to 80 percent. The
 low brandishing rate in the Cook and Ludwig study is somewhat puzzling, but
 apart from Lott, Cook and Ludwig have the fewest respondents who reported
 a defense. A 95 percent confidence interval for their estimate is accordingly
 very large, covering the area between 23 percent and 82 percent.
 These surveys used different methodologies, and they asked somewhat dif-
 ferent questions. The variation in their findings should be a caution against
 taking any set of results as definitive. Even so, the brandishing estimates from
 the surveys are uniformly lower than Lott's 98 percent or 95 percent figures.
 Lott's statements about brandishing clearly do not receive support from other
 existing work.

 The Problem of Measuring Defensive Firearm Use

 The proportion of firearm uses that involve only brandishing depends in part
 on how often people employ guns for self-defense. This is the denominator of
 the proportion, and without a good estimate of defenses, statements about the
 relative frequency of brandishing will have little value. As table 4 shows, esti-
 mates of armed defenses vary widely across the surveys.

 How best to measure firearm defense is itself the subject of an often-
 acrimonious debate. Some of the divergence between the existing surveys is
 clearly due to variations in definitions and research designs. The studies differ
 in the types of incidents they allow, and Cook and Ludwig (1998), for example,
 are much more restrictive in their inclusion criteria than are Kleck and Gertz

 (1995). Similarly, Kleck and Gertz asked all household members about armed
 defense, while Cook and Ludwig, Hemenway, Azrael, and Miller (2000), and
 Lott asked only a single respondent. The Cook and Ludwig, Kleck and Gertz,
 and Lott estimates in table 4 also use a one-year reference period.12 The NCVS

 12. In commenting on a previous draft of this review, Lott argued that different reference periods
 explain why his results disagree with those of Cook and Ludwig and Kleck and Gertz. Specifi-
 cally, according to Lott, his survey used a one-year reference period, and the others used five-year
 periods. Lott (2003c) makes similar statements. This misunderstands the other surveys, since
 Cook and Ludwig and Kleck and Gertz asked separate questions about defenses during the previous
 year and the previous five years. The estimates in table 4 use the one-year reference periods, and
 they are identical to Lott's in that respect.
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 uses a six-month reference period, and Hemenway, Azrael, and Miller used
 five years. The minimum age for participation is 12 in the NCVS, 20 in the
 Lott study, and 18 in the other three surveys. The NCVS uses bounding inter-
 views to reduce memory telescoping, but the other surveys are all unbounded.13

 Most of the design and measurement differences are not pertinent here, and
 an in-depth consideration of them would take the review too far away from its
 major purpose. Cook, Ludwig, and Hemenway (1997), Hemenway (2004),
 Kleck (1997), the National Research Council (2005), and Smith (1997),
 among others, provide useful discussions of the central issues. Interested readers
 should consult these sources.

 One matter from this research is nevertheless helpful in understanding
 Lott's findings, and this concerns the nature of the events that inspire defen-
 sive gun use. All estimates of firearm defense and its outcomes, including
 Lott's, assume that gun defenses happen in response to legally defined crimi-
 nal acts. In a representative statement, Lott (2003a, p. 24) writes, "the survey I
 conducted during the fall of 2002 indicates that simply brandishing a gun
 stops crimes 95 percent of the time." As with the other studies, the implicit
 denominator of Lott's brandishing proportion is defenses against crimes.

 A strength of the NCVS is that it asks respondents about defense only after
 they report an attempted or completed victimization. Because of this question
 sequence, the survey gives little reason to doubt that any armed defenses
 happened during criminal incidents.

 Unlike the NCVS, the questions in Cook and Ludwig, Hemenway, Azrael,
 and Miller, and Kleck and Gertz all inquired about gun use before conclu-
 sively establishing that a crime had occurred. The studies collected information
 about the last firearm defense, and they dropped cases that did not fit their
 definitions of a criminal act. They did so retrospectively, however, after the
 self-nominated victims had already reported using a gun. This makes it possi-
 ble for respondents to recount defenses that lacked some characteristics of
 bona fide crimes. Chasing away a stranger who asked for money might linger
 in one's memory as a defense against a probable robber, even when the
 circumstances did not satisfy legal requirements for attempted robbery.'"

 One solution to this problem would be to consider how often respondents
 did not defensively use guns when they might otherwise have done so. If this
 set of events were equal in size to an external estimate of victimizations, one
 could conclude that most defenses were against criminals. The question
 sequence in the Cook and Ludwig, Hemenway, Azrael, and Miller, and Kleck

 13. Anonymous readers of an earlier version of this review suggested that forward memory tele-
 scoping might account for most of the difference between the NCVS and the other surveys. This
 seems unlikely. Studies of telescoping have found that it can increase crime reports by 50 to 100
 percent (Biderman and Cantor 1984; Skogan 1981). In contrast, the annual frequency of defensive
 firearm uses in Kleck and Gertz's survey (for example) exceeds that from the post-redesign
 NCVS by more than thirty-fold.
 14. Hemenway (1997; Cook, Ludwig, and Hemenway 1997) shows how the question sequence
 could also operate to increase the frequency of false positive reports.
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 and Gertz surveys does not provide this information, and any correspondence
 between defenses and crimes must rest on assumption. Assuming a close cor-
 respondence, Kleck and Gertz (see also Kleck 1997, pp. 159-60) compared
 NCVS crime estimates with their own figures on armed defense and found
 that gun defenses exceeded gun victimizations by a factor of three.
 Yet some evidence indicates that legally defined crimes may differ from the
 defensive incidents that appear in surveys like Kleck and Gertz's. Hemenway,
 Azrael, and Miller (2000) asked respondents similarly worded questions about
 hostile gun displays by others against them and about defensive gun uses by
 them against others. Hostile gun displays were much more frequent than one
 would expect from NCVS firearm assault estimates, and they occurred almost
 twice as often as did uses in self-defense.'" This suggests that the incidents
 that appear in surveys with the Kleck and Gertz format come from a different
 and larger universe of events than do NCVS crimes.
 McDowall, Loftin, and Presser (2000) used a split sample to ask respon-
 dents questions from both the NCVS and the Kleck and Gertz survey. Half of
 the sample members received NCVS-style questions first, followed by ques-
 tions from Kleck and Gertz. The other half of the sample received the ques-
 tions in reverse order. If the question sets covered the same incident domains,
 respondents should have reported all gun uses to the first set, leaving nothing
 to report to the second. Inconsistent with this hypothesis, McDowall, Loftin,
 and Presser found that respondents often reported defenses to both sets. Con-
 trolling for order, the Kleck and Gertz questions also generated significantly
 more reports than did those from the NCVS.
 As in the other non-NCVS surveys, the overlap between criminal victimiza-
 tions and the events that provoke firearm defense is an issue in evaluating
 Lott's results. Lott's approach, however, differed from the others in two
 important ways. First, his survey did not explicitly restrict the universe of eli-
 gible events to crimes. The interviewers posed a very general question about
 violence, and some respondents might have regarded jostling, angry stares, or
 similar annoyances as qualifying acts. As noted, the questionnaire also did not
 formally collect information about the violence, and Lott does not fully
 explain how he might have excluded cases that were not criminal. The nature
 of the incidents in which respondents used guns was then even murkier than in
 the surveys that followed Kleck and Gertz's approach.
 Second, the Lott survey does allow an estimate of the number of incidents
 in which citizens might have used guns to defend themselves. As table 4
 shows, about 99 million such encounters occurred in 2002. This would be a
 startlingly high level of criminal violence for a population of 207 million
 adults, and it seems improbable for the United States. According to the
 NCVS, the nation experienced a total of 23 million victimizations in 2002,

 15. Hemenway, Azrael, and Miller also submitted narratives about the armed defenses to a panel
 of criminal court judges, who concluded that about half of the claimed defenses would themselves
 constitute crimes.
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 and only 5.3 million of these were violent (Rennison and Rand 2003). The
 gulf between Lott and the NCVS suggests that his survey tapped an incident
 pool that extended well beyond conventional crimes.

 Although it likely includes acts outside the domain of criminal victimization,
 Lott's estimate may also have missed acts that fall within it. The NCVS includes a

 long, expensive, and time-consuming set of screening questions that encourage
 respondents to recall all of the offenses that they suffered. The survey uses this

 procedure because crimes are often frequent and low-salience events that victims

 quickly forget (see, e.g., Cantor and Lynch 2000). One of the major innovations of

 the 1992 NCVS redesign was the introduction of short cues to stimulate respon-
 dents' memories. After the revisions, the survey recorded higher rates of most
 types of crime, including criminal violence (Kindermann, Lynch, and Cantor
 1997). Lott's single, vague question seems vulnerable to incomplete reporting.
 Both criminal victimizations and defenses against them present difficult mea-

 surement issues. Lott's approach is appealing in its simplicity, and it would
 spare criminologists an enormous amount of effort if it produced trustworthy
 results. Yet both logical and empirical considerations suggest that the cases his
 survey captures may have only a limited relationship to legally defined crimes.

 Conclusions

 No solid data back up the claim that 98 percent, or even 95 percent, of defensive
 gun uses involve only brandishing. Lott's own survey is generally consistent with

 a value around 90 percent, but it seems too slender a reed to support a strong con-

 clusion. The 2002 survey's apparently casual administration, its small sample, its
 disagreement with other studies, and its measurement ambiguities make its
 results highly suspect. While no estimate is beyond question, the bulk of the evi-

 dence suggests that a value in the 70 to 80 percent range is more reasonable.

 Beyond its simple occurrence, Lott's statements about brandishing imply
 that the outcomes of armed defense are always beneficial to the victims. In the
 passage from More Guns, Less Crime that began this review, Lott said that
 armed defense causes criminals "to break off an attack." Similar phrases usu-
 ally appear in his op-ed pieces. The 2002 survey does not contain information
 on what happened after respondents drew their guns, and the claim involves
 the tail of a tail of a distribution. Like many other firearm-related issues, the
 benefits of armed defense are controversial (see, e.g., Hemenway 2004; Kleck
 1997), but no study finds that gun users always escape injury. This provides at
 least a mild additional qualification to the brandishing estimate.16

 16. Lott asked respondents who reported an attack or threat if they suffered any harm. Because
 his survey did not establish whether the harm occurred before or after a defense, the question can-
 not address the consequences of victim gun use. The redesigned NCVS asks victims if they were
 injured before, after, or during a defense. Unfortunately, only 41 armed defenders gave a valid
 response to this question over the 1992-2001 period. Of these victims, five reported an injury
 after they threatened the offender with a gun.
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 The difference between Lott's figures and the bulk of the empirical evi-
 dence can appear to have something of a "so what?" character. Firearm
 defenses usually do not require more than brandishing, even by the least
 favorable account. While 98 percent, 95 percent, or even 90 percent brandish-
 ing might be a stretch, the major surveys agree that defenders only rarely fire

 their guns.

 Still, Lott's statements are not without consequences. He has promoted his
 estimates, especially the 98 percent value, in a vigorous effort to influence
 public policy. Besides his many opinion pieces in the mass media, he has
 often testified before state legislatures and city councils that are considering
 proposals to loosen their firearm laws. In his writings and testimony, guns
 sometimes appear akin to magic wands that make criminals disappear. A large
 brandishing percentage is helpful to this imagery because a magic wand that
 works only much of the time is no magic wand at all. By suggesting that
 substantial survey evidence underlies his assertions, Lott could potentially be

 misleading citizens and policymakers.17
 Although social research on firearms can sometimes be tiresomely conten-

 tious, questions about civilian gun use have obvious implications for individual
 and collective safety. Lott's brandishing estimates have led to increased scholarly

 interest in these questions, and his clams may encourage others to undertake
 the careful studies that are necessary to address them. If so, this would be an
 important contribution.

 Appendix

 EXPLANATORY NOTES FOR THE ESTIMATES IN TABLE 4

 Cook and Ludwig (1998). Cook and Ludwig's estimates are from a random
 digit dial (RDD) survey conducted during November and December 1994 by
 Chilton Research Services. The survey asked respondents, "Within the past
 12 months, have you yourself used a gun, even if it was not fired, to protect
 yourself or someone else, or for the protection of property at home, work, or
 elsewhere?" Interviewers collected details only about the most recent defense.

 Cook and Ludwig computed two sets of estimates, one with a more exten-
 sive set of eligibility criteria than the other. Table 4 reports estimates under the
 more restrictive criteria, which are the ones that Cook and Ludwig emphasize.

 17. Some critics also see Lott's use of the brandishing figures as a lapse of scholarly integrity.
 Duncan (2003), stressing the 98 percent figure and Lott's inconsistent statements about the lost
 survey, vigorously advanced this view. Duncan noted that Lott has never retracted his claims
 about the 1997 study and continues to discuss its estimates. Duncan and Lambert (2003) argued
 that, if Lott were a university employee, his claims about the survey could be subject to disciplin-
 ary investigation. Because the 1997 survey is undocumented, this review has sidestepped most
 debate about it. Readers who are interested in the questions surrounding the lost survey should
 consult the extensive archives at the Lambert and Lott Web sites.
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 Most of the results in table 4 come directly from Cook and Ludwig's article,
 but some-including the brandishing estimate-are from a reanalysis of their
 data (Police Foundation 1998).

 Hemenway, Azrael, and Miller (2000). The Hemenway, Azrael, and Miller
 estimates come from two RDD surveys conducted by Fact Finders, Incorpo-
 rated, in the spring of 1996 and 1999. The 1996 survey asked, "In the past five
 years, have you used, displayed, or brought out a gun in self-defense to protect
 yourself from a person or people?" The 1999 survey asked, "In the past five
 years, have you used, displayed, or brought out a gun in self-defense to protect
 yourself from a person or people?" Given the similarities between the two
 studies, table 4 pools the results.
 Hemenway, Azrael, and Miller used a less demanding set of exclusion

 criteria than did Cook and Ludwig. Because the former's question specifies a
 five-year reference period, the annual defense estimate in table 4 is the aver-
 age of two five-year means. Like Cook and Ludwig, Hemenway, Azrael, and
 Miller gathered details only about the most recent gun use. The article does
 not report the number of brandishing incidents in each survey, and Deborah
 Azrael kindly provided this information.
 Kleck and Gertz (1995). Kleck and Gertz's estimates are from an RDD

 survey conducted between February and April 1993 by Research Network.
 Kleck and Gertz began with the question about defenses during the previous
 five years that appears in the body of the present article. If respondents
 reported a firearm defense, the interviewers asked if it had occurred during the
 last year, and the estimates in table 4 use the annual figures instead of the five-

 year ones. Unlike Cook and Ludwig or Hemenway, Azrael, and Miller, Kleck
 and Gertz interviewed all household members. Like the other two, they
 collected details only about the last defense.

 Kleck and Gertz computed estimates using more restrictive and less restrictive
 sets of exclusion restrictions. The results in table 4 are the less restrictive esti-

 mates because Kleck and Gertz place more stress on them. All estimates in
 table 4 are from their article.

 NCVS, 1987-90 and 1992-2001. The NCVS is a panel survey, conducted
 partly in person and partly with computer-assisted telephone interviewing.
 Households remain in the NCVS sample for three years, and all household mem-
 bers aged 12 or older complete interviews at six-month intervals. The NCVS
 uses responses from earlier interviews to bound the reporting period, making
 responses less vulnerable to memory telescoping than in the other surveys.

 The NCVS asks victims who report seeing an offender if they took any
 actions during the crime. Victims who say that they took action then describe
 what they did. Interviewers code these responses into one or more of 16 cate-
 gories, including "attacked offender with gun; fired gun" and "threatened
 offender with gun." The interviewers continue asking "anything else?" until
 the victims report no additional defenses. Importantly, the survey does not
 explicitly ask about firearm use.
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 The 1987-90 estimates are from McDowall and Wiersema (1994), with
 additional analysis of raw data files (U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of
 Justice Statistics 1997). The 1992-2001 estimates are entirely from raw data
 files (U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics 2002) and use
 the Data Analysis System at the Inter-University Consortium for Political and
 Social Research Web site. The 1992-2001 estimates also employ a less elabo-
 rate set of exclusion restrictions than do the 1987-90 estimates. Because each

 set of NCVS data covers more than one year, the annual estimates in table 4
 are multiyear means.

 For comparability with the other studies, all NCVS estimates are for
 defenses that occurred against criminal incidents. These will be smaller than
 estimates of defenses against criminal victimizations, which separately count
 each person involved in an incident. Lambert (2002) presents estimates of
 defensive gun use against victimizations for 1992-2001.
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