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Background Issue: Gun Control Milestones

To understand gun control laws in our country and how gun control laws will develop in 

the future we must learn the history of gun control legislation as well as organizations that 

promote gun rights such as the National Rifle Association (NRA).  The gun control legislation 

passed at the federal level affects all states including Virginia and organizations such as the NRA 

affects bills that are passed relating to gun owners’ rights.  

The first legislation involving gun control in America was the passing of the 2nd

amendment in 1791 of the Bill of Rights which states “A well regulated Militia, being necessary 

to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be 

infringed” (constitution).  This amendment gave the American people the ability to own, carry, 

and use firearms. 

In 1871 the National Rifle Association was founded to “promote and encourage rifle 

shooting on a scientific basis” (Gettings, 2000).  The NRA has a sub-organization that is called 

the National Rifle Association Institution for Legislative Action (NRA-ILA) which is a political 

lobbyist organization that promotes the gun rights that has been ranked as the most powerful 

lobbyist group for years by members of congress.  The influence of this organization has secured 

many of our conservative gun laws.

In 1934 the National Firearms Act was enacted to combat mobster violence that had risen 

because of Prohibition.  This legislation strengthened gun control considerably by outlawing the 

manufacturing and selling of automatic weapons, sawed off shotguns, silencers, etc. that would 

be used mainly by mobsters in gang-related activity.  Manufactures and sellers were charged 

with a $200 fine ($2,525 today) for selling these illegal weapons and people must have been 



approved by the Treasury department if they wished to acquire any banned item.  Shortly after 

this law was enacted, the Federal Firearms Act was passed in 1938 which paved the way to 

keeping track of weapons by obligating gun dealers to obtain permits to distribute, record names 

and addresses of purchasers of weapons as well as prohibiting the sale of arms to certain 

convicted criminals (Gettings, 2000).  

In 1968 the Gun Control Act was executed which basically strengthened the Federal 

Firearms Act restrictions.  Stronger detail keeping was enforced to who was sold guns as well as 

who could purchase guns which eliminated virtually all felons, drug users and the mentally inept.  

The mail-order sale of firearms was also outlawed due to the lax rules surrounding the mail-

home system.  After the murders of Martin Luther King Jr., John F. Kennedy and Bobby 

Kennedy gun control activists successfully rallied to enact stricter gun control legislation.  To 

enforce this new legislation the Dept. of the Treasury's Alcohol and Tobacco Tax Division of the 

Internal Revenue Service became the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms in 1972 which 

would monitor illegal gun activities (Gettings, 2000).  

The spike in crime during the 1980s gave way to the Law Enforcers Protection Act which 

was created in 1986.  This law made armor piercing bullets illegal to manufacture as they were 

being used to murder police officers because of their ability to pierce through bulletproof 

materials (Gettings, 2000).  

In 1994 the Brandy Handgun Violence Prevention Act was created which 

established a 5 day waiting period for handgun purchasers to conduct background searches while 

the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act was passed the same year in order to ban 

the sale and distribution of assault weapons civilians.  The Violent Crime Control and Law 



Enforcement Act was repealed in 2004 due to a sunset provision which nulls the law after a 

specific date and the Act has not received enough support to be renewed (Gettings, 2000). 

Prior Campaign

The Brady Campaign focuses on the same mission as ours to create stricter gun control 

laws, although the Brady Campaign is a lot broader focusing on America as a whole. In our 

campaign we are mainly focusing on Virginia gun control laws and the loop holes that make it 

easier for anyone to get a hold of guns. The Brady Campaign does so much from informing us 

that we need stricter gun control laws and why to testing the states with the weakest gun laws. 

After rating the states they go in the court system and try to create stricter gun control laws in 

that particular state. Throughout the campaigns website they present numerous facts such as, 

“thousands of guns sold by gun dealers are recovered in crime a short time after the item is sold”, 

“10,177 deaths in the United States due to guns”, and “The United States has millions of guns in 

civilian hands.” These facts are frightening and that is the campaigns point. The Brady Campaign 

wants to get our attention in every way possible. They will do anything to try and prevent gun 

violence in America. This campaign also has an online petition before signing up they have a 

short statement, “Dear Starbucks, I demand that Starbucks stand up for the safety of your 

customers and bar guns in your establishments. Guns do not belong in restaurants and coffee 

shops where children and families gather. It puts families and law enforcement at risk. Reverse 

your corporate decision.” This is yet another tactic they use to get America to see that we need 

stricter laws in America so that no one can just carry a gun around as they please. 



Audience Analysis

In an effort to determine what our target audience thought of such a campaign, our group 

created an online survey for our peers to take.  The purpose of our survey was not only to find 

out how our peers feel about stricter gun control laws, but also to verify whether or not stricter 

laws are necessary.  The latter part of our purpose was determined by asking questions about 

existing laws and having our audience answer questions based on these laws.  Basically, if the 

audience was aware of what these laws are, they are now also aware of the impact the laws have 

on their own lives.  A breakdown of the questions and answers is as follows:

Do you own a gun?: 

Yes – 2            No – 16

Does anyone in your family own a gun?:

Yes – 9 No – 9

Do you have a clear understanding of how to purchase guns in Virginia?:

Yes – 7 No – 11

How old must you be to purchase a shotgun/rifle in Virginia?:

21 – 2 18 – 11 25 – 3 Doesn’t matter… - 2

How old must you be to purchase a handgun in Virginia?:

21 – 11 18 – 6 25 – 1 Doesn’t matter…- 0 

There is no specific age to purchase firearm ammunition:

True – 5 False – 13

There must be a parent or legal guardian present when a person under the age of 18 uses a 

firearm:



True – 15 False – 3

You must always have a permit to purchase a gun:

True – 13 False – 5

Do you use a gun while hunting?:

Yes – 6 No – 0 Not applicable – 12

Our survey results included one last question which was provided for the audience 

member to supply an answer in their own words on how they felt about the current state of gun 

control laws in Virginia.  Out of 18 responses, 6 audience members indicated that they would 

like the gun laws to be stricter in order to feel safe while 8 people specified that they were not 

aware enough of the gun laws in Virginia to make an informed decision about them.  In other 

words, the laws regarding firearm possession, purchase, and utilization in Virginia are either not 

strict enough or not well-known enough by our peers.  Though only a small portion of our 

audience appeared to want stricter gun control laws, a smaller portion was aware enough of the 

existing laws to support them.  

Certain considerations must be made in accordance with the audience analysis that our 

group conducted.  First, only 18 responses were recorded and all responses came directly from 

Dr. Rao’s Persuasion Theory class at Longwood University.  Drastically different results might 

have occurred had the survey been given at another college, for instance, Hampden-Sydney 

College, at which a gun locker exists for its students.  Although handguns are prohibited on the 

campus of Hampden-Sydney, bows, rifles, and shotguns are allowed to be stored in the gun 

locker for easy access before early morning hunting.  On the other hand, Longwood University, 

firearms or weapons or any kind are strictly prohibited (except by members of the Public Safety 



Offices, members of an authorized criminal justice agency, or as required by classroom 

instruction).  Thus, our campaign group may conclude that the location and audience to whom 

we are directing our campaign has much weight on the results of such a survey.  

Finally, by using the survey results, our group was able to conclude that stricter gun 

control laws are necessary, especially in reference to our peers.  Though the majority of our 

audience answered questions about existing laws correctly, there appeared to be some doubt 

about the age at which a person can legally purchase certain firearms.  It is our group’s mission 

to better educate the public about the laws on firearms in Virginia and to have many of the lesser 

known loopholes examined for revision.  

Communication Plan

Our group has done many things to communicate our plan of action. We have two types 

of print ads.  We have a brochure that states facts about our campaign.  The brochure includes 

ways to protect yourself and your family members against those who own guns.  We also have a 

t-shirt students can buy to represent our campaign and make other aware of the effects of not 

having strict gun control laws in the state of Virginia.  Throughout our presentation and in our 

brochure educate our audience on the laws and loop holes regarding the purchase and ownership 

of a gun. 

Campaign Strategy

We are campaigning for stricter gun control laws in the state of Virginia.  We want to 

first start by making the Longwood campus more aware of the laws and loop holes regarding gun 

control in Virginia.  We will start by handing out our brochures on campus and having open 

forums to present our presentation to the general public and those interested in learning more 

about out campaign.  In the future, we will set up a booth at Oktoberfest and Spring Weekend to 



make students more aware of our campaign.  We want to inform our audience of how dangerous 

the gun laws in Virginia are and how the effect people.  We will encourage our supporters to talk 

to their government representatives and vote for stricter gun laws in the state of Virginia. 

Theoretical Support

Our campaign to strengthen gun control laws in Virginia has utilized the Elaboration 

Likelihood Model (E.L.M.), more notably the Central-route processing aspect.  Brochers (2005) 

stated the Central-route processing is “attending to persuasive messages on the basis of the 

logical information they contain; audience members must be both motivated to attend to the 

message in this way and able to do so” (p. 49).  Our group is using the Central-route processing 

by presenting the gun laws that are in place and how people have found loopholes, took 

advantage of the weak screening process and manipulated the system to acquire firearms 

illegally or without strong background checks.  By comparing and contrasting other areas with 

stronger gun control legislation as well as comparing and contrasting the violence caused by 

firearms our group has presented a logical argument to backed by statistics and real world 

examples.  We have also utilized the Peripheral-route processing aspect of the E.L.M.  Brochers 

(2005) states process is “attending to persuasive messages because of the cues they contain, such 

as images, sound, or spokesperson” (p. 49).  We used this aspect of the model when we showed 

you all videos of the columbine shooters before the massacre as well as the gruesomely detailed 

pictures of gunshot wounds that have left people permanently damaged as well as dead.   The 

pictures of gun wounds caught your attention immediately because they are graphic and some 

disturbing while the video of the columbine shooters is eerie as it seemed they reenacted what 

they planned on doing once they went on their rampage.



Although Peripheral-route processing is able to change attitudes, it is not very effective 

over time.  Since the attitudes learned by audiences are not backed by a logical argument, the 

attitude instilled by a Peripheral-route process can be easily changed by a strong Central-route 

process argument.  But an attitude that has been acquired by an audience member through 

Central-route processing is less likely to change because it is grounded by facts and a logical 

argument.  With different audiences comes difference ways audience members interpret material 

presented to them so that is why we used both Central-route processing as well as Peripheral-

route processing.  

Evaluation Plan

Our evaluation plan is based on our audience participation based on the fact that we have 

a small group. Our first method of evaluation is to measure our short term goals. We intend on 

evaluating the success of our open forums that we conduct as well as measuring the revenue that 

is collected at Spring Weekend from our t-shirts. Spring Weekend and Oktoberfest are the best 

ways of building up a strong system of supporters. Our first long term goal for the campaign is to 

create a law in the state of Virginia that will pass successfully in the Virginia legislature. In order 

for this to happen, we plan on creating a petition that will be sent to local Congressmen. The 

petition will entail stronger regulations and closing gun loopholes.  

After the law is passed in the state of Virginia, we hope this law will be passed federally 

so that ultimately, the United States as a whole can become a safer place. 
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