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Abstract: What is the impact of crime victimization on attitudes toward firearms? We posit that 
because crime victimization produces heightened fear of crime and the perception that 
government is ineffective as the provider of public safety, it motivates individuals to seek private 
measures for protection, including the possession of a firearm. Using propensity score matching 
on survey data from the AmericasBarometer 2012 and 2014 rounds, we find that crime 
victimization, particularly more violent types of crime, leads individuals to be more willing to 
have a firearm for protection in 23 countries of Latin America and the Caribbean, and to possess 
a firearm in three capitals of the Caribbean. We believe this finding has important implications 
for the future of civil society and politics in these regions. 
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 Latin America and the Caribbean are the most criminally violent regions in the world. 

For the majority of citizens in countries south of the American border, living with insecurity is 

part of one’s daily life. Recent studies indicate that crime victimization and feelings of insecurity 

shape in important ways the behavior and attitudes of the population in Latin America. For 

example, higher crime rates and levels of insecurity are associated with less electoral support for 

the incumbent (Arce, 2003; Weyland, 2000; Pérez, 2015). Crime victimization is found to 

increase support for vigilantism and authoritarianism (Malone, 2010; Pérez, 2003) and political 

participation (Bateson, 2012). Moreover, victims of crime have less confidence in the police and 

judicial system (Beirne, 1997), are less satisfied with democracy (Ceobanu, Wood, and Ribeiro, 

2010; Fernandez and Kuenzi, 2010; Pérez, 2003) and are more likely to consider leaving their 

home country (Hiskey, Malone, and Orcés, 2014; Wood et al., 2010). 

In this paper, we contribute to this literature by looking for the first time at how crime 

victimization shapes attitudes toward acquiring a firearm for personal protection in Latin 

America and the Caribbean. More precisely, we hypothesize that due to heightened fear of crime 

and a priming effect that the government is ineffective as the provider of public safety, 

experiences of crime victimization affect one’s willingness to own, and actual possession of, a 

firearm for personal protection in these regions. But to adequately evaluate the extent to which 

experiences of crime instigate the desire to own a gun, it is necessary to address the possibility 

that confounding factors spuriously produce this association. In an effort to solve this problem, 

we explore the effect of crime victimization on preferences for gun ownership and firearm 

possession by using propensity score matching on survey data from the 2012 and 2014 rounds of 

the AmericasBarometer, a region-wide survey project.1 

                                                
1 Funding for the 2012 and 2014 rounds mainly came from the United States Agency for International Development 
Important sources of support were also the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB), and Vanderbilt University. 
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Propensity score matching permits the construction of a matched set of crime victims and 

non-victims who are equivalent in their risk of victimization; in this way, the technique enhances 

our ability to assess the impact of experiencing crime victimization among individuals who are 

otherwise quite similar. With data from the 2012 round, we demonstrate that crime victimization, 

particularly more violent types of crime (armed robbery, kidnapping, and sexual assault), drives 

individuals’ willingness to have a firearm for protection in Latin American and the Caribbean. 

Additionally, using the 2014 surveys, we test the effect of crime victimization on respondents’ 

actual firearm possession in three capitals of the Caribbean: Port of Spain (Trinidad and 

Tobago), Paramaribo (Suriname), and Nassau (Bahamas). Overall, our analysis indicates that 

crime victimization significantly leads individuals to be more receptive to the idea of having a 

gun, and to actually possess one. These results contrast with the mixed findings from research in 

the United States. 

 We interpret this effect as part of an important pattern in which citizens in Latin 

American and Caribbean countries are likely to respond to experiences of crime by pursuing 

private measures of security like civilian firearm possession, vigilante justice or other means that 

seek to supplement the state as the provider of security. Furthermore, we believe that existing 

levels of insecurity in these regions is likely to produce important debates about the legality of 

private firearms and to even transform civilian gun ownership into salient partisanship issue. We 

discuss these and other implications of our findings in the final section. 

 

MOTIVATIONS TO POSSESS A FIREARM 

In the rankings of homicide rates, Latin America and the Caribbean stand out as the 

leading regions in the world. In 2012, the seven countries with highest rates of firearm homicides 
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were from these regions, of which Honduras led with over 90.4 homicides per 100,000 people 

(UNODC, 2013). Figure 1 presents boxplots of the distribution of homicide rates per region. The 

bolded horizontal line indicates the region median, the edge of the box and whiskers indicate 

quartiles, and isolated circles show outliers. 

Figure 1. Rates of Homicides per 100,000 Individuals across Regions  

 

The numbers from 2012 indicate that there were approximately 17 times more homicides 

per capita in Central America and Mexico than in Europe, and 11 times more than in the United 

States and Canada. Not surprisingly, citizens of these countries highlight crime as a day-to-day 
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issue- when asked what is the main problem of the country, at least 20% of survey respondents in 

all but three countries in these regions reports crime, violence and security as the main problem.2 

This unremitting crisis of violence in Latin America and the Caribbean leads citizens to 

seek ways out of a condition of vulnerability by taking personal protection measures aimed at 

reducing the probability and costs of being victimized. According to the schema set forth by 

Dubow, McCabe, and Kaplan (1979), owning a firearm constitutes a type of protective behavior 

as gun owners believe firearm possession increases the prospects of resistance to criminal 

activities (DeFronzo, 1979).3 This rationale finds popularity in Latin America and the Caribbean 

where one-in-five participants or more in each of the 23 countries surveyed by the 2012 round of 

the AmericasBarometer said they would have a firearm for protection, if they could. The regional 

average percent was 41.4% with the Dominican Republic having the highest rate of affirmative 

responses (60%). 

 But while this desire to have a firearm for protection is a sign of the public’s attitudes 

towards the current provision of security in their countries, there is a contrast between desiring to 

possess and actually having access to a gun. The general favorability toward having a firearm 

stands in contrast to the restrictive firearm policies imposed by governments in these regions. 

Although citizens are allowed to possess firearms in every country in Latin America and the 

Caribbean regions, in reality, civilians face stringent formal and informal restrictions, 

particularly when compared to the United States (Gacs, Glickhouse, and Zissis, 2013). In 

Mexico, for example, although firearm possession is a constitutional right, those who apply for a 

                                                
2 In the three countries that crime and violence did not reach one-fifth, Haiti, Nicaragua and Paraguay, the great 
majority of respondents stated that the economy, unemployment and inflation were the main problem. The table 
with percentages per country is presented in appendix B. 
3 Aside from protective behavior, Dubow et al. (1979) identifies four other types of potential initiatives that 
individuals may engage in response to experiences of victimization: avoidance of exposure, insurance behavior, 
communicative behavior, and participation behavior. Garofalo (1981) adds that individuals may respond by 
“actively looking for sources that describe information about crimes” as a sixth measure to the list. 
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permit need to be 18 years of age, hold no criminal convictions, have fulfilled military service, 

not have any mental and physical restrictions, and provide a convincing justification to the 

government. In Brazil, where firearm possession is not a legal right, applicants cannot have any 

criminal background, need to be 25 years or older, pass a mental health exam, provide 

certification of gun training, and explain their necessity in detail to the government.4 

 The 2007 Small Arms Survey report provides estimates of the number of legal firearms 

owned by civilians in countries around the world. With the exception of Uruguay and Panama, 

no country in Latin America or the Caribbean has a rate of civilian-owned firearms higher than 

20 per 100 people. Combining all countries in the region, the average number of firearms is 

approximately 10.4 per 100 people. Hence, it is puzzling that while the number of firearms per 

capita in Latin America and the Caribbean countries is small, sizeable portions of citizens say 

they would like to have a firearm for protection. So we ask, what explains individuals’ desire to 

own a firearm for protection in these countries? 

We believe one’s experience with crime is a key component. Previous literature indicates 

that after the initial stage of shock, crime victimization produces psychological responses like 

distress and anxiety (Resick, 1987; Turner, Wheaton, and Lloyd, 1995), and concern for the 

victim about their safety and of those around them due to a sense of loss of control (Dammert 

and Malone, 2006; Garofalo, 1979; Mersch, 2000). Experiencing crime tends to lead individuals 

to inquire why the crime happened and what would have had to be different in order to avoid the 

incident. At this stage, victims may consider if they had engaged in different behaviors, like 

                                                
4 As exemplified by these two cases, there is wide variation in the requirements stipulated by national governments. 
Yet, the overall assessment of experts from the GunPolicy organization is that countries of the regions are 
restrictive. The organization provides detailed information on the number of guns, death and injuries related to 
firearms, the manufacture of guns in the country, and government’s regulation of each country. The full report 
from 2007 is available online for download at: http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/publications/by-
type/yearbook/small-arms-survey-2007.html. 
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having a firearm, could have avoided the crime. Similarly, victims are primed to think about the 

role and capacity of the state in providing security, which often leads to the perception that the 

government is ineffective (Garofalo, 1979), particularly if experiences with law enforcement and 

the criminal justice system are not satisfactory (Adams, 2017). As crime victimization affects 

perceptions of security and beliefs about the effectiveness of the state, it motivates individuals to 

contemplate private measures for protection like the possession of a firearm. Nonetheless, not all 

crimes are equal in producing psychological distress and heightened fear of future crime. More 

violent forms of crime such as sexual assault and kidnapping engender stronger physical and 

emotional injuries. Thus, we should expect the impact of these types of crimes on preferences 

about the possession of personal firearms to be larger than less violent types. 

 Studies in the United States point toward conflicting results regarding the effect of 

violent contexts and crime victimization on firearm possession for protection. On one hand, 

DeFronzo (1979) argues that fear of crime does not seem to motivate handgun ownership. 

Lizotte and Bordua (1980) do not find that immediate crime victimization but the rate of 

violence in respondents’ county predicts personal firearms ownership for protection. On the 

other hand, Vacha and McLaughlin (2000) argue that crime victimization increases the 

probability individuals will keep personal firearms for protection, and Felson and Pare (2008) 

find crime victimization to be a significant predictor of firearm ownership after controlling for a 

number of demographic and contextual factors. 

We believe these contradictory results are a function of the American context where rates 

of crime are relatively low and gun possession has become ingrained in the culture of many 

Americans (Pew Research Center, 2017). Thus, we intend to put this question to a test in settings 

where the possession of personal firearms is not as common, but instances of violence are much 
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more frequent and perceptions of law enforcement are different from the U.S. If crime 

victimization affects attitudes and behavior towards gun ownership, this impact should be 

particularly apparent in studying Latin American and Caribbean countries.  

Statements during the recent security crisis in Mexico provide initial support for our 

hypothesis. A testimony by the chief of the Section on Weapons Registration of Mexico about 

individuals’ request for firearms highlights the effect of crime victimization, “[w]hen people 

register their requests, they argue that they have been victims of kidnappings or crimes (…)” 

(Eduardo Téllez Moreno, Excelsior, 2011). Likewise, a statement by the mayor of Mexican town 

García, Nuevo León, who created a program to train individuals on how to use firearms, 

describes citizens’ motivations to take part on the program as follows: “The purpose (of the 

course) is to put an end to the problem of crime. A lot of people talk to me because their son was 

kidnapped; their husband, some relative, or their car was stolen... (they ask) how can we the 

citizens protect ourselves?” (Jaime Rodríguez Calderón, CNN, 2011). According to CNN (2011), 

3,000 out of 40,000 citizens registered for the course. While these statements suggest that 

victims of crime are likely to desire firearms to resist potential future crimes, it is unclear the 

extent to which these statements represent a general tendency in which experiences with crime 

shape preferences for gun ownership. 

 

METHODS 

We evaluate the extent to which crime victimization has an impact on individuals’ 

willingness to have a firearm using a question included in the 2012 round of the 

AmericasBarometer. We analyze favorability toward firearm possession within countries to 

assess if those who are victimized are more likely to desire a firearm than those who were not. 
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Yet, we need to make sure that the comparison between the victims and non-victims is valid. 

That is, we need to guarantee that other factors are not affecting the likelihood of being 

victimized and the willingness to possess a gun, thus producing a spurious correlation between 

crime victimization and gun ownership. Although crime victimization is not an experience 

individuals deliberately select into, there may be systematic factors that increase the chances of 

one being victimized and also influence desire for firearm possession. For example, it is possible 

that wealthier individuals are more likely to be both victims of crime and to afford a firearm for 

protection. In an effort to address potential spuriousness, we conduct our analysis using 

propensity score matching (Rosenbaum and Rubin, 1983; Dehejia and Wahba, 2002; Ho et al. 

2007). 

Propensity score matching is a statistical technique used to reduce the probability of bias 

from confounding variables common to observational studies. Propensity score matching seeks 

to improve the estimation of regression coefficients by increasing the similarity between 

compared units. This method relies on the idea that by modeling the characteristics that predict 

whether an observation “receives the treatment” (in our case, crime victimization) and 

restraining the comparison to units with similar likelihood of “being treated” (being victimized), 

we can compare observations as if they were randomly assigned.5 In practice, the estimation of a 

propensity score is given by a logit or probit regression in which the dependent variable is the 

causal variable (i.e., “the treatment”), and the independent variables are characteristics (e.g., 

demographics and conditions of security in respondent’s neighborhoods) that influence the 

probability one has of receiving the treatment (i.e., being victimized).  

                                                
5 It should be noted that although we are using an advanced statistical method to analyze the data, we are only able 
to reduce but not eliminate the possibility of endogeneity due to spuriousness from unobservable variables or reverse 
causality. 
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With the results from these models, a probability score of receiving the treatment (called 

propensity score) from 0 to 1 is assigned to each observation. After the propensity score is 

generated, we can estimate the effect of our causal variable on the variable of interest (in our 

case, possession of firearms) by comparing victimized and non-victimized individuals with 

similar propensity of being victims of a crime. Although propensity score matching is susceptible 

to non-comparability issues common to other quasi-experimental studies (Brown, 2012; Ho et 

al., 2007), similar to recent studies of victimization (Bateson, 2012; Bunch, Clay-Warner, and 

McMahon-Howard, 2014), we believe this technique is the best for evaluating the impact of 

crime when making use of survey data. 

 To produce the matched comparisons between victims and non-victims, we use socio-

demographic characteristics and individuals’ context variables associated with the likelihood that 

an individual would be victim of a crime.6 Our model relies on the idea that those who are more 

exposed to riskier settings should be more likely to be victimized. For instance, older adults are 

behaviorally more risk averse and enjoy greater autonomy that allows them to take distance from 

groupings prone to risky situations (Hashima and Finkelhor, 1999). Similarly, when compared to 

singles, married individuals are likely to have different social ties and behaviors that reduce their 

exposure to risky settings, and should on average, reduce the chances of being victimized 

(Sampson, Laub, and Wimer, 2006). Wealthier individuals are found to report higher levels of 

crime victimization in Latin American urban centers (Gaviria and Pagés, 2002). In consequence, 

we expect wealthier individuals to be more likely to experience crime. Unemployed individuals 

may also be more risk averse to prevent costs associated to crime that would further harm their 

financial condition (Halek and Eisenhauer, 2001).  

                                                
6 We present the wording and coding of each variable in appendix A. 
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We use this set of predictors and fixed effects by sub-national regions from each 

country’s sample design to estimate the probability respondents had of been a victim of a crime 

in the last 12 months (Yes “1” / No “0”) with probit regressions in each of the 23 countries. For 

the sake of space, the results from each country’s regression and a graph with the distribution of 

coefficients per variable are presented in appendix C. Overall, individual regressions indicate 

that males, younger individuals, those currently employed, and individuals better off 

economically were more likely to be crime victims in Latin America and the Caribbean regions. 

With the results from these models, we generate a score denoting the probability each 

individual had of being victimized in their respective countries, and then matched victimized 

individuals with comparable non-victimized individuals. An important step in matching analysis 

is selecting which observations from the “control” group (non-victimized) should be compared to 

the “treated” group (victimized). We determine the size of the “control” sample by using the 

technique known as one-to-one nearest-neighbor matching, which selects the “non-treated” 

observation(s) with closest propensity score to the treated (victimized).7 In an effort to assess the 

impact of the technique used for matching, we conducted the same analysis with different 

techniques and present the results in appendix J. Figure 3 presents the improvement in the 

comparison between victimized and non-victimized samples. Namely, each graph presents the 

distribution of propensity scores for non-victimized individuals prior and after the matching was 

performed (red and blue), as well as the victimized respondents (black).8   

                                                
7 Although we chose one-to-one, a nearest-neighbor comparison may include more than one counterpart for the 
victimized if they observations have equivalent propensity scores. Similarly, the same “control” observation may be 
used for more than one “treated” if he/she has the nearest propensity score to the multiple treated. In our 
comparisons, the number of victimized ranged from 108 to 754, and matched respondents within country from 254 
to 1317. 
8 We also present the results from individual variables balancing tests in appendix G. The results indicate that 
although we were not able to balance the groups in every single variable, the process generated more similar groups, 
and consequently more valid comparisons. 
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Figure 2. Comparison of Propensity Scores, Pre- and Post-Matching by Victimization 
Group 

 

 

The difference between the red and black lines indicates the extent to which victims and 

non-victims faced distinct risks of being victimized by crime. While there are important 

differences, the distributions tend follow a similar pattern, which highlights the fact that 

victimization is a quasi-random event in the sense that it may happen to individuals of different 

backgrounds in each country. Moreover, our model largely accounts for remaining differences in 

Mexico, Colombia, Paraguay and the Central American countries. In other words, the figure 

suggests that matching procedures were successful to the extent that the non-victimized group 

was molded to become considerably more alike the group of victims after we restrained the 
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comparisons to a “control group” of individuals who had the nearest propensity score to a 

victimized counterpart. 

 

THE IMPACT OF VICTIMIZATION 

After performing the matching technique to reduce the comparison sample to analogous 

cases, we are better equipped to assess whether being a crime victim affects the probability an 

individual would like to have a firearm for personal protection. Figure 4 presents the differences 

in the willingness to have a firearm between non-victims and victims in each of the 23 countries, 

and the confidence intervals around our estimates after the pairing of cases. The empty circles 

present the percentage of non-victimized individuals who would like a firearm, while the filled 

circles depict the average percentage for victimized individuals after the matching process. 

The results reveal that, comparing individuals with a similar propensity of being the 

victim of a crime, those who actually experienced crime in the past 12 months were more likely 

to say that they would be willing to own a firearm than their non-victimized counterparts. These 

differences are statistically significant (using 95% confidence intervals) in 18 out of the 23 

countries, and substantively meaningful with effects equal or larger than seven percentage points 

in all 23 countries. When pooling the results by country, the average increase goes from 40.5% 

for the non-victimized to 54.4% for the victimized respondents. The sizeable effect of crime 

across countries give us confidence that non-victims and victims have, on average, different 

attitudes toward personal ownership of firearms. Yet, while we find victimization to have a 

positive effect on desiring a firearm, we know that not all types of crime are alike.  
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Figure 3. Effect of Crime Victimization on Willingness to Have a Firearm by Victimization 
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experience more threatening and abusive crimes should be more inclined to desire a firearm for 

protection.  

A follow-up question in the AmericasBarometer asked respondents of what type of crime 

they had been a victim. The categories ranged from unarmed robberies to more severe offenses 

like sexual assault and kidnapping. Because the frequency with which respondents in each 

country reported some of the different types of crime was too small, we decide to combine all 

countries and regress the willingness to have a firearm on the nine different types of 

victimization, the same demographic controls from the propensity scores model, and country 

fixed effects in a probit model. That is, we pool all countries together and divided respondents 

into groups that experienced each of the nine different types of crime and a non-victims group 

(i.e., our reference category), and compare the willingness of victims of each type of crime to 

possess a firearm after controlling for demographic and country differences. Full regression 

results from the probit model are presented in appendix E. Given the results from a probit model 

are not as easily interpreted as an OLS, in Figure 4 we present the predicted probabilities by 

victimization type for a hypothetical 40-year-old Mexican woman who is not unemployed, lives 

in an urban area, and belongs to the third income quintile.  

 In comparison to not being victimized, every type of victimization significantly increases 

the probability of responding positively to the hypothetical opportunity of having a firearm for 

personal protection. Between the three types of robbery, results suggest that the presence of a 

firearm leads individuals to desire a weapon substantively more. While vandalism and burglary 

of home are estimated to have effects larger than 10 percentage points, kidnapping and sexual 

assault are the types of crime with the largest impact compared to non-victims. Controlling for 

other factors, the experience of being victim of a rape or sexual assault doubled the probability of 
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expressing desire to have a firearm for personal protection. This finding corroborates our 

hypothesis that although all types of crime result in higher rates of such preference, the gravity of 

the crime plays an important role in the effect crime victimization has on the willingness to have 

a firearm for protection.  

Figure 4. Predicted Probability of Desiring a Firearm by Type of Crime Victimization 
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predictor of this attitude, and that more violent crimes produce stronger effects on the probability 

of desiring a firearm for protection. However, given the restrictive policies to firearms 

throughout these regions, one can imagine that crime victimization has an impact on the desire 

but not on actual gun possession. To test if this is the case, we conduct a preliminary analysis on 

the relationship between crime victimization and actual gun possession.9 

The AmericasBarometer 2014 round collected data on a representative oversample of 

respondents in the metropolitan areas of three Caribbean capitals: Port of Spain (Trinidad & 

Tobago), Nassau (Bahamas), and Paramaribo (Suriname) with an interest in assessing escalating 

rates of crime and levels of insecurity in the Caribbean. Reports have indicated that crime rates 

and levels of insecurity have increased in the Caribbean for the past 20 years (Albuquerque and 

McElroy, 2007; IADB 2015; UNDP, 2012), particularly in urban areas and among wealthier 

groups in society (Francis et al., 2009). Hence, similar to major cities in Latin America, residents 

of these metropolitan areas are forced to live with the uncertainty of safety common to high 

crime environments, and are incentivized to seek ways to reduce the chance and costs associated 

with crime victimization. Along a number of supplementary items about violence, these surveys 

included a unique item asking whether the respondent or anyone else in the household owned a 

firearm. While the question wording does not specify the purpose of the firearm, the item 

provides us with information about the prevalence of firearms in these cities and with the ability 

to assess whether firearm possession is associated with crime victimization. Overall, these 

surveys reveal that gun owners comprise 12.3% of the population in the Nassau metropolitan 

area, 14.5% in Paramaribo, and 10.1% in the Port Spain area. 
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 Similar to the previous analysis, we compare individuals with a similar propensity of 

being victimized based on the socio-demographic characteristics, but also include an additional 

set of questions dealing with perceptions of criminal activities in the respondent’s neighborhood. 

Thus, the propensity score models incorporate measures of the perceived pervasiveness of crime 

in the respondents’ immediate context through a series of questions that measure whether one’s 

relative has been victim of a crime, the presence of gangs, burglaries, killings, as well as the 

perception of insecurity in the neighborhood. Table 2 shows the probit regressions used to 

estimate individual’s propensity of being victimized in each of the capitals’ metropolitan areas.10 

Table 1. Probit Regression of Being a Crime Victim in the Three Capitalsa 
Variable 
 

Port of Spain 
Coefficient (S.E.) 

Paramaribo  
Coefficient (S.E.) 

Nassau 
Coefficient (S.E.) 

Victimization of a Relative 0.816 (0.102)*** 0.908 (0.151)*** 0.311 (0.113)*** 
Gangs in the Neighborhood 0.167 (0.095)* 0.252 (0.100)*** 0.248 (0.099)** 
Burglaries are Problem in the Neighborhood 0.347 (0.080)*** 0.722 (0.093)*** 0.686 (0.087)*** 
Killings in the Neighborhood 0.261 (0.093)*** -0.008 (0.158) -0.215 (0.105)** 
Perception of Insecurity in the Neighborhood 0.193 (0.055)*** 0.033 (0.042) 0.128 (0.053)** 
Male 0.087(0.076) 0.008 (0.088) 0.056 (0.081) 
Age -0.005 (0.003)* 0.008 (0.003)** -0.001 (0.003) 
Second Quintile 0.110 (0.117) -0.065 (0.135) -0.117 (0.136) 
Third Quintile -0.063 (0.118) -0.133 (0.141) 0.242 (0.126)* 
Fourth Quintile -0.020 (0.122) -0.006 (0.137) -0.101 (0.126) 
Fifth Quintile -0.118 (0.139) -0.021 (0.157) -0.295 (0.175)* 
Student -0.101 (0.155) -0.226 (0.155) -0.272 (0.255) 
Not Working -0.114 (0.094) -0.119 (0.110) 0.105 (0.094) 
Married 0.001 (0.091) -0.086 (0.100) 0.052 (0.101) 
Divorced -0.021 (0.174) -0.089 (0.233) 0.119 (0.174) 
Widowed -0.054 (0.231) -0.105 (0.263) 0.123 (0.307) 
Constant -1.742 (0.237)*** -2.147 (0.245)*** -2.569 (0.351)*** 
N of respondentsb 2033 1822 1889 
Pseudo-R2 0.139 0.134 0.101 

a All analyses are weighted and corrected for survey design. 
b Unweighted N. 
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed). 

                                                
10 The potential negative side of including the responses about the context is that because it is based on perceptions 
of respondents, it is possible that crime victims perceive their neighborhoods to be systematically more dangerous; 
thus negatively biasing the model and the propensity scores created from it. In other words, our estimates would 
potentially be more conservative. 



 18 

The results suggest that the neighborhood one lives in is an important predictor of the 

likelihood of being a crime victim. On average, the victimization of a relative, the presence of 

gangs, burglaries, killings, and a perception of insecurity in the neighborhood are significantly 

associated with being victimized. Controlling for these factors, standard demographics variables 

do not yield consistent effects across the Caribbean urban centers. After generating a propensity 

score of victimization for each respondent based on the country-specific model, we compare 

firearm posession between victimized and non-victimized individuals with similar likelihoods of 

being a crime victim, depicted by Figure 5. 

Figure 5. Possession of Firearms between Victimized and Non-Victimized Individuals 

  

The estimated impact of crime victimization on firearm possession in each urban center is 

manifested by the distance between the empty and filled points in Figure 5. While gun ownership 
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is lowest in Port Spain. the comparison between victimized and non-victimized individuals 

indicates that, on average, gun ownership is 8.8% higher among crime victims in Port of Spain, 

and this difference is statistically significant with a 95% confidence interval.11 In Nassau, gun 

ownership is 5.9% higher among victims than non-victims. However, this difference is 

significant only when we increase the confidence interval to 93%. Similarly, the difference in 

gun ownership between victimized and non-victimized individuals in Paramaribo is also 

estimated to be positive (approximately 3.5%), but does not reach convential levels of statistical 

significance. 

As noted earlier, we believe that the magnitude of the effect of being victimized depends 

on the nature of the crime. In particular, our analysis above showed that the most impactful 

crimes on the intent to possess a firerarm were sexual assault, kidnappings, and armed robberies. 

Therefore, crime victimization should also have an effect on actual gun possession in places 

where these types of crime are more prevalent. Our observations in the three Caribbean capitals 

are consistent with this pattern. Almost a third of victimized individuals in Port of Spain 

(31.9%), and a quarter in Nassau (23.9%), experienced the more violent types of crimes (i.e., 

armed robberies, rapes, kidnappings, and  extortion). In contrast, in Paramaribo where crime 

victimization was estimated to have a lower impact on gun possession, individuals victimized by 

the most severe crimes constituted only 12.6%. of our sample. Moreover, if we restrict the last 

matching analysis only to individuals victimized by rape, kidnappings, extortion, and armed 

                                                
11 We present the detailed results in the bottom of appendix D. For the sake of space, we present balance tests and 
the distribution of propensity scores by victimization group prior and after matching, similar to the previous 
analysis, in appendix H.  
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robberies, crime victimization appears to have a greater effect and is statistically distinguishable 

in Paramaribo and Nassau, although not in Port of Spain.12  

It it important to note, however, that similarly to other analysis using cross-sectional 

survey data, it is difficult to assert that the gun was purchased after the occurrence of a crime 

(Kleck, 1997). Still, our matching analysis of individuals who differ in their victimization but are 

otherwise equivalent should reduce the possibility of spuriousness. Finally, the decrease of 

observations due to the matching process partially reduces statistical power. In light of these 

limitations, we interpret these results as initial validation of our intuition, but a topic that merits 

further research.13 

DISCUSSION 

 Previous works indicate that crime and insecurity shape an assortment of citizens’ political 

attitudes and behaviors in Latin America. We contribute to this literature by studying a new 

outcome of victimization and arguing that citizens who experience crime develop more favorable 

attitudes toward civilian gun ownership. More specifically, we posit that because the experience 

of crime commonly leads individuals to increased feelings of insecurity and to question their 

government’s efficacy in providing safety and justice, it incentivizes individuals to invest in 

private security measures such as purchasing a firearm for protection. The results from 2012 

round of the AmericasBarometer indicate that a large proportion of the population in every 

country in Latin America and the Caribbean regions support the idea of having a firearm for 

personal protection, which contradicts the generally stringent gun policies imposed by their 

national governments. In fact, when Brazil held a countrywide referendum to determine whether 

                                                
12 We present the distribution of type of crime victimizations and the results from this analysis are also presented in 
appendix I. The number of victims included in the comparison may be influencing the statistical significance of 
these estimates. There were 257 victims in the analysis for Port of Spain, 198 in the Nassau, and only 188 in the 
Paramaribo analysis.   
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the possession of firearms by civilians should be constitutionally prohibited in 2005, 64% of 

voters defeated the proposed disarmament. 

 We believe this incongruity may transform opinions about firearms into a salient political 

issue in these countries given that politicians may use the current high rates of crime as an 

argument to promote legislation in favor of increased civilian firearm possession. Again in 

Brazil, a number of candidates to state and the federal legislatures have campaigned largely to 

promote citizen’s right to bear arms, and a number of congressmen now compose the so-called 

bullet caucus (bancada da bala) including a potential presidential candidate for the 2018 

election.  

 The propensity score matching analysis of the 2012 AmericasBarometer surveys from the 

23 countries confirm our expectations that experiencing crime has a substantial and significant 

effect on individual willingness to possess a firearm for protection, particularly if the respondent 

was a victim of more violent crimes. Consequently, as Latin American and Caribbean countries 

continue to endure high rates of criminality, individuals will continue to be motivated to invest in 

private forms of security like requesting the possession of firearms through legal means, or 

acquiring them illegally. Given these prospects, politicians may be well advised to pay attention 

to this phenomenon if they would like to avoid a growing armament of citizens. Moreover, 

efforts to limit gun ownership will potentially have limited public support unless experiences of 

crime also become less common (Kleck, Gertz, and Bratton, 2009). 

 The extent to which individuals will work toward the acquisition of guns, however, 

depends not only on their motivation and type of crime. We conduct a preliminary test of this 

relationship with AmericasBarometer data from three Caribbean capitals (Nassau, Port of Spain, 

and Paramaribo), and find that victims of crime are more likely to have firearms, but this result is 
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statistically significant in only two of the capitals. We believe this question deserves further 

attention, as well as more studies on the cumulative and lasting effects of crime victimization. 

Researchers may particularly benefit from panel analysis, better official data from countries in 

the region, or potential naturally occurring randomization at the local level. Finally, the results 

presented here also highlight that unlike in the United States, preferences toward civilian gun 

ownership in Latin America and the Caribbean are not a reflection of family culture or partisan 

leanings, but are shaped to a significant extent by experiences with crime. 
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