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THE CASE FOR  THE CASE FOR  
FIREARM LICENSINGFIREARM LICENSING
Licensing systems that require permits to own or purchase firearms 
have been proven effective in preventing gun violence. While there 
is no federal licensing requirement, states that have enacted 
licensing laws have seen reductions in suicides, homicides, and mass 
shootings. At this critical moment for gun safety, we must push 
for the passage and effective implementation of firearm licensing 
and other policies that we know save lives. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

LICENSING POLICIES BY STATE

86% OF LIKELY 2020 
VOTERS EXPRESSED 

SUPPORT FOR LICENSING

LICENSE TO PURCHASE

SAFETY CERTIFICATE

REGISTRATION

LICENSE TO PURCHASE  
AND TO OWN

As of April 2020
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Connecticut’s licensing law, enacted in 1995, was responsible for 
a 40% decrease in the state’s firearm homicide rate and a 15% 
decrease in its firearm suicide rate. 

When Missouri repealed its licensing law in 2007, its firearm 
homicide rate increased by an estimated 17 to 27% and its firearm 
suicide rate increased by 16%.
 
A study of licensing laws across 80 large urban counties found that 
gun owner licensing laws are associated with an 11% decrease in 
firearm homicides. 

The nine states that require licenses to purchase firearms 
experienced 56% fewer mass shootings over a three-decade span. 

The Data Is Clear: Firearm Licensing 
Can Save Lives

Elements of an Effective Licensing System
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Over the past twenty years, a relentless onslaught of high-profile gun massacres 
has driven a slow but steady shift in the national sentiment around gun regulation. 
Meanwhile, the tragic drumbeat of everyday gun deaths continues, with more than 
100 Americans dying each day. 

A mounting annual gun death toll and seemingly endless cycles of devastation and 
outrage are propelling unprecedented numbers of Americans to call for action. 
Americans are using their electoral power to usher in representatives who promise to 
defy the NRA and make meaningful change. More and more candidates and elected 
officials are highlighting the real and too often neglected solutions to violence in 
underserved communities. After a gun safety majority was elected to the United 
States House of Representatives in November 2018, the House began holding 
hearings on different aspects of gun violence and passing bills aimed at keeping guns 
out of the hands of people who may cause harm. 

Americans on both sides of the aisle are increasingly recognizing that unfettered 
access to guns fuels mass shootings and other types of gun violence. Leading 
Republicans are joining Democrats to call for extreme risk protection order laws, 
which allow law enforcement to temporarily remove firearm access from people who 
pose a demonstrated threat to themselves or others. In the past decade, politicians 
who reject the extremism of the NRA have become more likely to win their elections 
than those beholden to the gun lobby’s reckless agenda.1 For the first time in a 
generation, there is significant national momentum behind gun safety. 

America is on the cusp of a breakthrough in ending this epidemic. It is critical that 
state and federal legislators seize this moment to enact the evidence-based policies 
that are most likely to save lives. Of the many gun violence prevention policies 
supported by research, licensing is one of the most promising. In addition to its 
demonstrated effectiveness, polling conducted in November 2019 shows widespread 
public support for firearm licensing, with 86% of likely 2020 voters expressing 
support for the policy.2 In the run-up to the 2020 presidential election, numerous 
Democratic candidates made licensing a core component of their gun safety 
platforms.3

While there is currently no federal licensing requirement in place, 12 states plus 
the District of Columbia have enacted some form of a licensing law, while three 
additional states require gun owners to obtain certificates of firearm training. As 
discussed later in the report, some states require gun licenses (also referred to as 
permits) to purchase firearms,4 while others require gun owners to obtain licenses to 
own firearms. A few states treat licenses to purchase and own as one and the same. 
Licensing policies in each state are discussed in detail later in the report.

Studies of licensing policies have demonstrated the dramatic positive impacts 
of implementing licensing laws—and conversely, the negative repercussions of 
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repealing them. In 1995, Connecticut enacted a law requiring licenses to purchase 
firearms. Research shows that the law was responsible for a 40% decrease in the state’s 
firearm homicide rate5 and a 15% decrease in its firearm suicide rate in the first ten years 
it was in effect.6 Researchers discovered that the converse was true in Missouri—when 
the state repealed its licensing law in 2007, its firearm homicide rate increased by an 
estimated 17 to 27% and its firearm suicide rate increased by 16%.7

Licensing laws have also been proven effective in reducing firearm homicides at 
the city level, as well as mass shootings. In 2018, a study of licensing laws across 80 
large urban counties concluded that gun owner licensing laws are associated with an 11% 
decrease in firearm homicides.8 The states that require licenses to purchase firearms also 
experienced 56% fewer mass shootings over a three-decade span, according to a recent 
study from Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health.9

In a landmark ruling in the case District of Columbia v. Heller in 2008, the United States 
Supreme Court held that the Second Amendment right to possess a gun for self-defense 
is “not unlimited,” and does not confer a “right to keep and carry any weapon whatsoever 
in any manner whatsoever and for whatever purpose.”10 Lower courts have consistently 
interpreted Heller as compatible with numerous categories of lifesaving gun regulations 
such as gun registration requirements, laws prohibiting people at elevated risk of 
causing harm from accessing guns, and laws that require gun owners to obtain a license 
to purchase or own a firearm.11 Despite the claims of gun rights extremists that these 
policies violate the Second Amendment by placing barriers between an individual and his 
or her exercise of the right to bear arms,12 licensing laws that have been challenged have 
repeatedly been upheld as constitutional.

States must also provide an effective means of disarming individuals who become 
ineligible for a license and require law enforcement to report rates of license issuance and 
denials to ensure accountability. Individuals who live in states that have failed to adopt 
adequate licensing systems should be required to obtain a federal license, and gun sellers 
should be required to verify that buyers possess an approved license.

America is on the brink of a tremendous opportunity to pass effective gun safety 
legislation that will reverse the alarming upward trend of gun deaths. Legislators 
must be prepared with the data and arguments needed to galvanize support for policies, 
such as gun owner licensing, that can right the ship of public safety and protect 
communities. This report is intended to provide legislators and members of the public with 
the tools needed to advocate for and enact gun owner licensing. 

6

Giffords recommends that Congress pass a federal licensing 
requirement that uses grant funding to incentivize states to 
adopt licensing systems meeting a set of minimum standards.
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Background Checks
At a minimum, gun owner licensing requires an applicant to submit 
to a background check to determine that they are legally permitted to 
acquire firearms. Background checks are a foundational policy of gun 

violence prevention. To date, background checks have prevented firearm purchases 
by over three million prohibited people.13

However, federal law only requires background checks when a sale is conducted 
by a federally licensed firearms dealer (FFL). Gun sellers who are considered to be 
“engaged in the business of firearms sales” are required to obtain a federal license 
to sell.14 Individuals who make occasional sales from their personal collection are 
generally not required to obtain a license. Because this distinction is relatively vague 
and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives (ATF) is severely 
understaffed, there is limited oversight of both FFLs and private sellers. Criminals 
overwhelmingly acquire their firearms from unlicensed sellers though this “private 
sale loophole.”15

Twenty-one states and the District of Columbia expand upon the federal background 
check requirement by also requiring individuals purchasing at least some types of 
guns from unlicensed sellers to undergo a background check. Many impose this 
requirement via a licensing system.16 States that require a background check through 
a licensing process have seen significant reductions in gun homicides and suicides 
compared to states that do not require background checks on all gun sales.17

Recommended Components of 
Licensing Systems

OF LIKELY 2020 VOTERS 
SUPPORT REQUIRING 

BACKGROUND CHECKS  
ON ALL GUN SALES.18

95% 

In addition to closing the private sale loophole, Giffords
recommends that states allow law enforcement adequate time
to conduct a thorough investigation before issuing licenses. 
Agencies should also be able to petition a court to extend the 
time for investigation when necessary, and should regularly 
conduct background checks on permit holders to ensure they 
are still eligible to own a firearm.
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In-Person Interaction with Law Enforcement
Perhaps the most important aspect of a gun owner licensing system 
is mandated face-to-face interaction with law enforcement. Research 
suggests that people seeking to commit crimes are more deterred 

from purchasing a gun when a background check is conducted by a law enforcement 
officer than when it is conducted by a federally licensed firearms dealer.19  This 
interaction helps deter people at risk of harming themselves or others from obtaining 
guns, which can reduce gun homicides, suicides, and shootings of law enforcement 
officers.20 

Requiring prospective purchasers to interact with law enforcement also appears to 
deter straw purchasing and gun trafficking.21 Straw purchasing—in which a purchaser 
buys a gun on behalf of another individual, most often someone who is prohibited 
from purchasing firearms themselves—is the most common way guns are diverted to 
the illegal market.22 After Missouri repealed its licensing law, the share of crime guns 
that originated from in-state retail transactions doubled.23 This could explain in part 
why licensing laws are associated with reduced rates of gun trafficking and crime gun 
diversion. In-person interaction with law enforcement can deter straw purchasing, as 
people may be less likely to misrepresent themselves and their intentions when face-
to-face with law enforcement as opposed to in a gun store.

Law Enforcement Input
States can also utilize critical law enforcement knowledge during the 
licensing process. The ability of law enforcement to provide input 
when issuing gun licenses serves an important fail-safe mechanism. 

Although an applicant may not have a legal status that disqualifies them from gun 
ownership, law enforcement officers may be aware or discover that an applicant has 
a history of violent behavior. For example, police may have visited the home of an 
applicant on allegations of domestic violence, yet if a restraining order has never been 
filed and the license applicant has never been convicted of domestic violence, the 
applicant may still be legally permitted to purchase or possess firearms. 

Giffords recommends requiring in-person interaction with 
law enforcement as part of a licensing system, in addition to 
incorporating implicit bias training for licensing officers and 
seeking input from community groups before devising local 
protocols.

When mandating face-
to-face interaction with 
law enforcement, it is 
critical to take into account 
historically strained 
relationships between 
police departments and 
communities of color, 
to incorporate implicit 
bias training designed to 
mitigate bias within the 
licensing system, and to 
provide opportunities for 
appealing decisions denying 
license applications.
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Law enforcement may also know that an applicant has a history of alcohol abuse or 
suicidal threats and could jeopardize public safety if armed. 

In Massachusetts, where law enforcement officers may deny licenses based on 
evidence of unsuitability, so long as they submit a petition to a court providing 
this evidence, licensing authorities approved more than 98% of all firearm 
license applications between 2006 and 2016. Of the 2% of cases where licenses 
were denied, only 24% of the denials were due to unsuitability reasons, where 
law enforcement used discretion to deny applicants.24 Data indicating that law 
enforcement used this authority only in a fraction of cases addresses concerns 
that discretion would be abused and used to deny large numbers of applicants.25 
When law enforcement input is a component of a licensing law that also requires 
applicants to be fingerprinted, interstate firearms trafficking is reduced by 76%.26

Fingerprinting

Fingerprinting should be a part of all background checks, and 
licensing provides a way to require it for all potential purchasers. 
Fingerprinting helps ensure that background checks are accurate 

and complete, and can uncover out-of-state criminal convictions that may 
be missed by a background check based solely on the applicant’s name and 
birthdate.28 The perpetrator of the February 2019 workplace shooting in Aurora, 
Illinois, received an FOID permit and used it to purchase a handgun. When he 
later applied for a CCW permit, fingerprinting revealed a 1995 felony conviction in 
another state. The man’s FOID card was revoked and he was asked to voluntarily 
turn in his handgun. He declined to do so, and later used it to murder five people.29 

In addition, a frequently stated concern of gun rights proponents is that background 
checks often result in false positives. While this has been proven false—FBI quality 
control evaluations suggest that background checks are accurate approximately 
99.3 to 99.8% of the time30 —fingerprinting can help ameliorate such concerns by 
adding an additional layer of identification. Furthermore, licensing laws that require 
applicants to be fingerprinted are associated with a 45% reduction in interstate 
firearms trafficking.31

OF LIKELY 2020 VOTERS 
SUPPORT REQUIRING 

FINGERPRINTING  
ON ALL GUN SALES.27

7373% 

Giffords recommends that law enforcement have input 
into whether to issue a permit, as long as applicants 
retain the ability to appeal a law enforcement denial 
to a court and other safeguards, such as mandatory 
reporting of denial rates and demographics of license 
holders, are included to prevent abuse of discretion. 

As with mandating 
interaction with law 
enforcement, due process 
safeguards are crucial 
to ensuring that law 
enforcement authority is 
exercised appropriately 
and grounded on safety 
concerns, and training 
should be required to ensure 
law enforcement isn’t 
influenced by unconscious 
bias. In addition, it is 
important that an adequate 
process is provided for 
applicants to appeal any 
discretionary decision  
to deny.



Waiting Periods

Requiring a gun owner to obtain a license inserts an automatic 
waiting period into the purchasing process because of the time 
required to fill out and process an application. By incorporating a 

delay prior to purchase, individuals who are considering suicide or homicide have an 
opportunity to reconsider their intentions and get help. Research shows that putting 
a barrier between a suicidal individual and a firearm can save their life. Seventy-
one percent of individuals who attempt suicide do so within one hour of making the 
decision,32 and 48% attempt within a mere ten minutes.33 Firearms are the most 
lethal commonly available means of suicide, with 85% of people who reach for a gun 
in moments of crisis dying by suicide.34 Remarkably, 90% of people who live through 
a suicide attempt do not go on to die by suicide.35 It is not surprising, therefore, that 
states with licensing laws have significantly lower rates of gun suicides than states  
without them.36
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Waiting periods are not only important 
provisions to prevent impulsive gun 
purchases—they also can afford law 
enforcement additional time to investigate 
an applicant when needed. In 2015, a 
shooting in Charleston, South Carolina, 
underscored the importance of allowing 
law enforcement adequate investigation 
time. An initial FBI background check of 
the Charleston shooter had revealed an 

arrest for drug possession that may have 
prevented him from legally purchasing 
firearms. Agents began an investigation, 
yet a federal law allowed the dealer to 
proceed with the sale three days after the 
background information was submitted 
to the FBI, despite the fact that the FBI 
had not completed its investigation. Two 
months later, the FBI had not yet made a 
final determination when the shooter used 

the purchased gun to kill nine people in 
a racially motivated hate crime. States 
can and should close what has now been 
dubbed the “Charleston Loophole” by 
providing authorities adequate time to 
conduct background check inquiries, 
including those made prior to issuance  
of a firearms license. 

Source: The Washington Post

Giffords recommends that licensing laws impose a mandatory 
waiting period that guarantees a buffer between the decision to 
purchase a firearm and its acquisition.

OF LIKELY 2020 VOTERS 
SUPPORT REQUIRING 

WAITING PERIODS 
ON ALL GUN SALES.37

84% 

Giffords recommends that states require all firearm licensing 
applicants to be fingerprinted in order to ensure accurate 
identification of applicants and prevent firearms trafficking.  



Bulk Purchase Prohibitions

States may also use licenses to limit the number of firearms that may 
be purchased at one time or per license. Preventing bulk purchases 
of firearms helps keep guns from entering the illegal marketplace and 

being used in crimes. When more than one handgun is sold at a time, those handguns 
are up to 64% more likely to be used in crime than handguns sold individually.38 A 
study of guns recovered from crime scenes in Baltimore found that guns purchased 
in bulk purchases were significantly more likely than guns purchased in single sales 
to be recovered from a possessor who was not the original buyer.39 After Virginia 
enacted its one-gun-a-month law, there was a significant reduction in the number of 
crime guns recovered outside the state and traced back to Virginia dealers.40 While 
unfortunately, Virginia repealed this law in 2012,41 in 2020 the legislature reinstated 
the law.42

Firearms Safety Courses

Licenses can also be conditioned upon an applicant’s successful 
completion of a firearms safety course. Firearms safety courses 
typically require gun owners to demonstrate that they know how 

to safely use and fire guns. Courses can also provide gun owners with important 
information about the relevant laws of their state, safe storage practices, proper 
handling of a firearm, suicide risk factors and prevention, and more.

11

Giffords recommends that purchases be limited to one per 
month to reduce firearms trafficking and help prevent gun 
violence. 

65%  
OF RESPONDENTS 

SUPPORT LIMITING THE 
NUMBER OF GUNS THAT 
CAN BE PURCHASED TO 

ONE PER MONTH.43

82%  
PERCENT OF LIKELY 2020 

VOTERS SUPPORT LAWS THAT 
REQUIRE GUN OWNERS TO 
PASS LIVE FIRE TESTS AS A 

CONDITION OF LICENSURE.44



Relinquishment Procedures

Gun owner licensing is not only an effective tool for preventing 
people at elevated risk of causing harm from acquiring firearms—it 
can also facilitate the swift removal of guns from people who become 

prohibited from possessing them. States can require courts and other agencies to 
send local law enforcement records of convictions, restraining orders, involuntary 
commitments, and other proceedings that affect gun owner eligibility, facilitating 
prompt revocation of prohibited people’s licenses and removal of their guns. States 
that have clear processes for people who become prohibited to turn their firearms in 
to law enforcement have seen a reduction in certain types of gun homicides.45
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Just as drivers are required to demonstrate that they know 
how to safely operate a vehicle, Giffords recommends that 
gun owners be required to take an in-person safety course and 
demonstrate the proper handling of firearms. Firearms safety 
certificates should expire after a specified period of time, 
ensuring that a gun owner’s knowledge of the safe handling of 
firearms and relevant laws remains up to date. 

Giffords recommends that licensing laws contain robust 
procedures for courts and other agencies to notify a licensing 
authority when a license holder becomes prohibited 
from firearm possession. The laws should also require 
comprehensive procedures for promptly disarming individuals 
who become prohibited.

Deborah Wigg obtained a protective order 
against her estranged husband, who had 
previously been arrested and charged with 
assault against her, and made it clear that 
her husband possessed guns. Although 

Wigg’s husband became prohibited by 
federal law from possessing guns when 
the court issued the protective order, no 
federal or Virginia law laid out a process 
for Wigg to relinquish his guns. Six months 

after Deborah Wigg obtained the order, 
her husband shot and killed her while her 
two young children were present. 

Sources: New York Times and Pilot Online



Limited Period of Validity

Most states that have laws requiring residents to obtain a permit to 
purchase or own a firearm set them to expire after a certain period of time, 
ranging from 10 days (for permit to purchase) to 10 years (for license to 

own). Establishing a limited period of validity for permits ensures that firearm purchasers or 
owners who fall into a prohibited category are no longer able to access firearms. States can 
add an additional layer of security by requiring that private sellers use a state-run Internet 
system to check a purchaser’s license validity at the point of sale.46 

Since licenses prove to a seller that a purchaser is legally 
eligible to acquire the firearm, Giffords recommends that the 
period of validity is short enough to ensure that a purchaser 
doesn’t fall into a prohibited category while possessing a  
valid license. 
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OF LIKELY 2020 VOTERS 
SUPPORT REQUIRING GUN 
OWNERSHIP LICENSE  
RENEWAL EVERY FIVE YEARS.47



LICENSING POLICIES BY STATE

LICENSE TO PURCHASE

SAFETY CERTIFICATE

REGISTRATION

LICENSE TO PURCHASE  
AND TO OWN

Overview of State Licensing Landscape
In the absence of a federal licensing requirement, states have implemented the 
policy in various ways. Eight states—Connecticut, Hawaii, Iowa, Maryland, Michigan, 
Nebraska, New Jersey, and North Carolina—require a firearm purchaser to obtain 
a license in order to purchase some or all types of firearms. Three states—Illinois, 
Massachusetts, and New York—require licenses to purchase and own some or all 
types of firearms. The licensing systems in all of these states, with the exceptions 
of Maryland and Illinois, require face-to-face interaction with law enforcement. 
Additionally, some states that require licenses to purchase allow people with 
concealed cary permits to purchase guns without a separate purchase permit. 

States may also implement a different type of licensing system by requiring, like 
the District of Columbia does, that gun purchasers and owners obtain a registration 
certificate for guns they wish to buy or possess.48 In addition, California, Rhode 
Island, and Washington do not require gun owners to obtain licenses to own or 
possess firearms but do require them to obtain certificates of firearm safety training 
before purchasing certain types of firearms.49 As documented in our Annual Gun 
Law Scorecard, of the ten states with the lowest gun death rates in 2018, nine 
of the ten have implemented licensing or safety certificate requirements.

As of April 2020
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Licenses to Purchase

Eight states require prospective purchasers to obtain a license before buying at least certain types 
of firearms. These laws have been proven particularly effective: as mentioned previously, the states 
that require licenses to purchase firearms have experienced 56% fewer mass shootings over a three-
decade span.50 

Connecticut requires a person who wishes to purchase or receive a handgun or long 
gun to apply for a handgun or long gun eligibility certificate, respectively, from the 
state police pursuant to a background check and fingerprinting.51 Certificates are valid 
for five years from the date of issue and do not limit the number of firearms that may 
be purchased. Applicants must complete required safety training.52 Law enforcement 
is afforded 90 days to issue a handgun eligibility certificate and 60 days to issue 
a long gun eligibility certificate.53 Connecticut also requires anyone purchasing a 
firearm to have a background check conducted by a licensed dealer at the point of 
sale.54

Individuals who wish to carry guns in public may obtain permits to carry handguns 
and long guns in lieu of a certificate.55 Permits to carry are issued on a discretionary 
basis by law enforcement to individuals following a background check56 and proof of a 
completed safety course.57 Permits to carry are also valid for five years.58 

In Hawaii, gun purchasers must undergo safety training in order to obtain a permit 
from the county chief of police pursuant to a background check and in-person 
fingerprinting.59 Applicants are subject to a 14-day waiting period and must sign a 
waiver allowing access to their mental health records.60 Once issued, handgun permits 
are valid for 10 days and for one purchase per permit.61 Long gun permits are valid 
for one year and unlimited purchases.62 Law enforcement may revoke the permits for 
good cause. Additionally, Hawaii requires anyone bringing a firearm into the state to 
register the weapon and be fingerprinted by local law enforcement.63 Individuals with 
handgun permits are exempt from a point of sale background check when purchasing 
from a dealer.64 

Iowa requires a permit to acquire handguns but not long guns. An applicant must 
personally deliver his or her application to law enforcement and is subject to a 
background check at that time. The permit remains valid for five years, unless a 
permit holder becomes disqualified from firearm possession.65 Although county 
sheriffs in Iowa are authorized to conduct a criminal history check annually on anyone 
who has been issued a five-year permit, they are not required to do so more than 
once every five years. Licenses are valid no sooner than three days after application.66 
Law enforcement may revoke a permit immediately upon discovering that a permit 
holder is no longer eligible. Handgun permits exempt an individual from a point of sale 
background check when they are purchasing from a dealer.67 

A-

A-

C

GUN DEATH  
RATE RANKING: 

6th lowest

GUN DEATH  
RATE RANKING: 

3rd lowest

GUN DEATH  
RATE RANKING: 

9th lowest
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A handgun qualification license is required in Maryland, though the state imposes no 
licensing requirements on long guns. The qualification license, issued by the secretary of 
state, is valid for 10 years. Applicants must submit fingerprints and proof of an approved 
safety training course taken within three years of application. The course must include 
instruction on state firearms law, home firearm safety, and handgun mechanisms and 
operation. As part of the course, the applicant must also demonstrate that they can safely 
operate and handle a firearm. In addition, purchasers of certain types of regulated firearms 
in Maryland—handguns and assault weapons—must apply for a permit to acquire these 
weapons. Once approved, a purchaser has 90 days to complete the purchase. Firearm 
purchasers in Maryland are able to apply for both the handgun qualification license 
and purchase permit online. No in-person interaction with law enforcement is required. 
Maryland also requires individuals to undergo a background check at the point of sale when 
purchasing a handgun.68 

While Michigan does not require individuals purchasing firearms from federally licensed 
dealers to obtain a license, an individual who wishes to purchase a handgun from an 
unlicensed seller must obtain either a handgun purchase license or a license to carry a 
concealed handgun.69 Upon submitting an application, a purchaser must swear to the 
accuracy of the information contained in the application under an oath administered by 
the county clerk.70 Applicants must also be fingerprinted.71 Law enforcement has discretion 
to deny issuance of a permit to applicants whom they have probable cause to believe 
would pose a threat to themselves or others, or would commit a criminal offense with the 
firearm.72 Though a license is needed for each handgun purchased, no limit is placed on how 
many licenses a purchaser may obtain at one time. A purchase license is valid for 30 days. 
After the sale, the purchaser must return documentation of the sale, including identifying 
information about the handgun purchased, to the local licensing authority.73 Upon receipt, 
the local licensing authority must enter the information into the department of state 
police’s pistol entry database. 

Michigan’s application process to obtain a concealed carry license is the same as for 
a handgun purchase license,74 however, an applicant for a permit to carry a concealed 
handgun must also demonstrate proof of safety training including live firing exercises at a 
gun range.75 Licenses are valid for between four and five years.76 Individuals with handgun 
permits or concealed carry licenses are exempt from a point of sale background check 
when purchasing from a dealer.77

Nebraska requires individuals purchasing handguns to obtain a purchase certificate or 
concealed carry license pursuant to a background check.78 Purchase certificates are valid 
for three years and allow an individual to purchase an unlimited number of handguns.79 
Although state law says that applications for certificates may be sent by mail, many, if not 
all, counties require applicants to appear in-person at a local law enforcement agency.80 
Individuals with purchase certificates or concealed carry licenses are exempt from a point 
of sale background check when purchasing from a dealer.81

C

A-

C

GUN DEATH  
RATE RANKING: 

18th lowest

GUN DEATH  
RATE RANKING: 

25th lowest

GUN DEATH  
RATE RANKING: 

10th highest 
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New Jersey requires all handgun purchasers to obtain a permit to purchase, 
while purchasers of long guns must obtain a Firearms Purchaser Identification 
Card (FPIC).82 Both require the applicant to undergo a background check and 
waive confidentiality relating to any institutional confinement for a mental or 
psychiatric condition. Applicants must provide identifying details as well as an 
extensive personal history. New Jersey law also requires the licensing authority to 
deny a handgun or long gun purchase permit when a transfer would not be in the 
interest of the public health, safety, or welfare. In addition, the applicant must be of 
“good character and good repute in the community” where they live. The licensing 
authority has 30 days to make a determination on the application.83

New Jersey allows one handgun purchase per permit and one handgun purchase 
per 30-day period. Handgun purchase permits in New Jersey are valid for 90 
days.84 New Jersey long gun permits are valid as long as the holder remains 
eligible to possess a firearm and do not limit the number of long guns that may 
be purchased. New Jersey does not require firearm safety training as a permit 
prerequisite. Once issued, applicants must pick up their permits in person 
from the local law enforcement agency that issued them and must show photo 
identification.85 In addition to its licensing requirements, New Jersey requires all 
firearm purchasers to have a background check performed by a dealer at the point 
of sale.86  

North Carolina requires permits for the purchase of handguns but not long guns. 
The state requires local law enforcement officers to conduct a state and federal 
background check of an applicant and affords them discretion to deny the permit 
for good cause or because the applicant lacks good moral character.87 A permit 
is valid for five years.88 Law enforcement is granted 14 days in which to make a 
determination and is required to keep records of permits that have been issued and 
revoked. Although state law allows for applications to be submitted electronically,89 
many, if not all, counties require applicants to appear in person at a local law 
enforcement agency. 

In North Carolina, a license to carry a concealed firearm—also valid for five years—
may be used to purchase a handgun in lieu of a purchase permit.90 License-to-carry 
applicants must successfully complete a firearm safety course that includes live 
firing exercises. However, unlike with a purchase permit, law enforcement is not 
granted discretion to deny a license to a person who lacks good moral character or 
for other reasonable grounds.91 While the concealed carry license does not limit the 
number of firearms a person can purchase, an individual may only buy one handgun 
per purchase permit. However, an individual may submit more than one application 
and receive more than one permit at the same time. Individuals with purchase 
permits or concealed carry licenses are exempt from a point of sale background 
check when purchasing from a dealer.92
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Licenses to Own

States that require licenses to own firearms are able to ensure that anyone possessing a firearm in 
the state is subject to the licensing requirements, not only individuals who are purchasing firearms. 
Although permits to purchase fulfill an important public safety need, by not requiring permits to 
own, states create loopholes that make it easier for prohibited people to possess guns. 

The following states require permits to own and purchase firearms. 

Illinois requires anyone who acquires or possesses firearms or ammunition to 
obtain a Firearms Owner Identification (FOID) card.93 Applicants are subject to 
state and federal background checks94 and the Department of State Police has 
30 days to determine an applicant’s eligibility.95 FOID cards must contain a digital 
photograph of the owner and are valid for 10 years.96 The state also maintains an 
Internet-based system for private sellers to use to determine the validity of a FOID 
Card prior to transferring a firearm to a purchaser.97 Illinois does not impose any 
limit on the number of firearms that may be purchased by the holder of a FOID 
card. Law enforcement does not have discretion over whether to issue a FOID card 
and applications for a FOID card may be made online or by mail.98 

Massachusetts also requires gun owners to obtain licenses to purchase and 
possess firearms and ammunition.99 For long guns or ammunition, an individual 
must obtain a Firearm Identification (FID) card, which allows a permit holder 
to purchase and possess unlimited numbers of rifles or shotguns and is valid 
for six years.100 Applicants must apply in-person101 with law enforcement to be 
fingerprinted and photographed. The licensing authority may file a court petition 
to deny a FID to a person whom law enforcement believes is unsuitable to possess 
firearms or ammunition.102

In Massachusetts, a license to carry (LTC) firearms is required for the purchase 
and possession of handguns (and may also be used to purchase long guns).103 LTCs 
also require in-person fingerprinting and photographing with law enforcement 
and are valid for six years.104 Law enforcement has broader discretion to deny 
LTCs if they believe a person is unsuitable or lacks a good reason to possess 
firearms.105 For both FID and LTCs, the licensing authority has 40 days to determine 
eligibility.106 Proof of completion of a basic firearms safety course is required for 
both the FID and LTC.107 Private individuals who transfer firearms are required to 
check the validity of a purchaser’s license at the point of sale using a web portal 
developed by the state.108 
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New York requires anyone wishing to purchase or possess a handgun to obtain a 
license that specifies each handgun the individual owns, following a background 
check and fingerprinting by local law enforcement.109 The licensing authority has 
up to six months to investigate the applicant’s background and must deny the 
applications of individuals who do not possess good moral character and may deny 
applications for any other good cause. Licenses are valid for five years and the 
owner must apply for amendments to his or her license to include more weapons 
that are acquired or cancel weapons held under the license that are no longer 
owned. Except in certain local jurisdictions, a firearm safety course is not required 
to obtain a license. In addition to a license, a firearm purchaser must undergo a 
background check performed by a dealer at the point of sale.110

Safety Certificates 

Three states—California, Rhode Island, and Washington—have laws requiring purchasers to 
complete safety training and obtain safety certificates. While these laws lack most of the key 
features we have highlighted as key elements of a licensing scheme, California and Rhode Island 
require some or all of these features in other parts of their codes. 

Giffords recommends that states enact robust licensing schemes that incorporate all of the key 
elements outlined earlier in this report, including firearm safety training, rather than implementing 
components such as universal background checks and safety training separately. 

California requires anyone seeking to acquire a firearm from a licensed dealer to 
obtain a Firearm Safety Certificate (FSC).111 All firearm transfers in California must 
be processed through a licensed dealer, with a few explicitly defined exceptions.112 
No interaction with law enforcement is required for an FSC. Rather, to obtain 
an FSC, an individual must pass a written test administered by a third-party 
instructor who is certified by the California Department of Justice (DOJ).113 A 
DOJ-certified instructor must also confirm that the applicant has demonstrated 
safe handling of firearms pursuant to specified criteria. Both tests are usually 
administered at the dealer’s place of business.114 An FSC is valid for five years and 
does not limit the number of firearms a person may acquire, although California 
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law prohibits the purchase of more than one handgun a month (and, as of July 1, 
2021, most semiautomatic rifles) from a licensed dealer. This limitation does not 
apply to transactions between private parties conducted through a dealer.115 While a 
background check is not specifically required to obtain a safety certificate, nearly all 
gun acquisitions in California are subject to a background check under state law.  

Individuals with concealed carry permits are exempt from the FSC requirement.116 
Law enforcement has substantial discretion to deny a permit to a person deemed 
“unsuitable” or who does not have good cause to carry a gun in public.117 

Rhode Island handgun purchasers must possess either a license to carry a 
concealed handgun or a safety certificate issued by the Department of Environmental 
Management (DEM).118 This certificate can be obtained by completing a minimum 
of two hours of basic handgun safety training administered by DEM. A prospective 
purchaser must present their safety certificate to a seller, who forwards the 
purchaser’s application to the superintendent of the Rhode Island state police or 
local law enforcement in the jurisdiction where the purchaser lives or works. Law 
enforcement will initiate a background check and, after a minimum of seven days 
from the day after application, a seller may proceed with the sale if they receive no 
disqualifying information from law enforcement. No in-person interaction with law 
enforcement is required to obtain the safety certificate. Individuals with licenses to 
carry concealed handguns or safety certificates are also subject to background checks 
performed by licensed firearms dealers at the point of sale.119 

Concealed handgun license applicants in Rhode Island are also subject to a background 
check. Rhode Island allows individuals to apply for concealed carry licenses either with 
local law enforcement or with the state attorney general, processes which have slightly 
different legal requirements. Local law enforcement is required to issue licenses if it 
appears that the applicant is “a suitable person to be licensed” and has “proper reason” 
for carrying. The state attorney general may issue to a person who makes a “proper 
showing of need.”120 Rhode Island also has more stringent firearms safety course 
requirements to obtain a concealed carry license.121 Licenses are valid for four years and 
do not limit the number of handguns that can be purchased in a given period of time. 
The application requires a full fingerprint card and must be signed by the chief of police 
or a city hall official. 

Washington requires purchasers of semiautomatic rifles to have completed a safety 
training program in the past five years. This program must include instruction on basic 
firearms safety, safe storage, talking to children about gun safety, suicide prevention, 
safe handling of firearms, and state and federal firearms laws, including prohibited 
firearms transfers.122 No interaction with law enforcement is required to obtain the 
training or proof thereof. A background check is not conducted as part of the process to 
obtain proof of safety training, but most firearm acquisitions in Washington are subject 
to background checks under different provisions of state law.123 

20

B+

GUN DEATH  
RATE RANKING: 

1st lowest

B+

GUN DEATH  
RATE RANKING: 

13th lowest 



Registration

The District of Columbia and Hawaii require the registration of all firearms. California maintains a 
database of gun transfer records and New York and a number of other states with handgun licensing 
requirements keep records of handgun purchases. New York and four other states also have a 
registration system for certain highly dangerous firearms, such as assault weapons.124

The District of Columbia requires anyone purchasing or bringing a firearm into the 
District to obtain a registration certificate for the firearm either before acquiring 
the firearm or immediately after bringing it into the District.126 While DC requires 
registration of each firearm rather than a permit to acquire a firearm, the registration 
process is substantially similar to licensing in several other states and achieves many 
of the same objectives of a licensing statute. 

Registration applicants must appear in person at the Metropolitan Police Department 
(MPD) headquarters to be photographed, fingerprinted, and background checked,127 
and must show successful completion of an online safety course.128 Law enforcement 
is granted 60 days to issue a certificate and discretion to deny a certificate for good 
cause.129 Registrants must notify the chief of police in writing if a firearm or registration 
certificate is lost, stolen, or destroyed immediately upon discovery of such loss, theft, 
or destruction. They must also notify the chief in writing of the sale or transfer of a 
firearm within two business days. Individuals must also have the registration certificate 
in their possession whenever they possess the firearm and exhibit the certificate when 
requested by a member of the MPD or other law enforcement officer.130
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Conclusion
The evidence is clear that licensing is an essential component of effective gun safety policy. A 
federal law that requires gun owner licensing is the most comprehensive way to ensure that all 
Americans are protected by this lifesaving mechanism. 

Although federal law does not currently require gun owners to obtain a license to purchase or  
possess firearms, federal legislators have introduced several proposals to create such a system.  
The maximum benefits of this lifesaving policy can only be realized by implementing licensing 
laws nationally. To accomplish this, federal action is required. 

The most comprehensive and effective proposal for a federal licensing system would include 
grant-based incentives for states to adopt strong licensing systems. A federal license would 
be required in states without their own licensing schemes or states that have systems that do 
not meet minimum criteria established by the attorney general. The minimum criteria would 
include the elements laid out in this report: background checks, in-person interaction with law 
enforcement, law enforcement input, fingerprinting, waiting periods, bulk purchase prohibitions, 
firearms safety courses, relinquishment procedures, and limited periods of validity. 

The massacres at Sandy Hook Elementary School in 2012 and Marjory Stoneman Douglas High 
School in 2018 forever changed public opinion on guns in our country. No longer can politicians 
rely on the NRA’s tired talking points and profit-driven agenda to shield them from the change 
that the vast majority of Americans are demanding. 

There’s no time to waste. The time for bold, comprehensive, and effective gun safety 
reform is now. 

We utilize licenses and permits in countless areas of our society: to hunt, to drive, to marry, to 
run a business, and to cut hair. These laws are designed to ensure that an individual’s exercise of 
rights don’t infringe on the rights of others. Owning a deadly weapon should not be the exception 
to this general rule. 

Licensing has been proven to ameliorate many different types of gun violence for which there is 
no single solution. Licensing can help ensure that guns stay out of the hands of people who may 
cause harm, such as domestic abusers and individuals who traffic guns on the black market. In 
addition to effectively preventing mass shootings and homicides, licensing has been proven to 
reduce the most pervasive type of gun death in the United States: suicide. 

When enacted broadly at the state or federal level, licensing has the potential to drastically 
reduce gun violence in the United States, a reduction that is needed now more than ever before. 

The question isn’t whether licensing is a policy that can save lives—it can, it does, and it 
will. The question now is whether state and federal representatives will have the courage to act. 
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