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Hello, and thank you for downloading our guide on 5 common myths about home-defense 
shotguns.

We are Aaron Marshall and Jamie LaBarbera, co-founders of and Master Trainers for Guncraft
Training Academy.  We are passionate about helping everyday gun owners find the confidence 
and peace of mind that only come from developing the skills necessary to defend yourself with 
your firearm.  We hope you find this guide helpful in becoming more capable and 
knowledgeable about using the shotgun in self-defense.

The shotgun is truly an awesome weapon for home defense.  Its power and versatility 
are unmatched for personal protection, and it is for good reason that in many a home, a trusty 
shotgun stands ready to thwart any home invader (or unwelcome would-be boyfriend) hapless 
enough to attempt to breach the threshold.

Unfortunately, the shotgun is also seriously misunderstood.  Myths and 
misconceptions abound regarding the shotgun, how it works, and the proper way to use it for 
self-defense.  This is due, in no small part, to Hollywood and the notoriously inaccurate way 
they portray the use of shotguns (or any other gun, for that matter).  I hate to break it to you, 
but action movies aren't exactly the height of realism.  (Shocking, I know.)  While watching 
your favorite action star sling a shotgun on the big screen is entertaining, it can also lead to 
significant misunderstanding about how the gun operates.

Whether originating from movies or misinformed friends, bad information about how 
your shotgun works could lead to disaster, should the need arise to use that shotgun in 
defense of your home and family.  If you keep a shotgun for self-defense, or are considering 
doing so, a proper understanding of your weapon will increase your chances of success against 
a criminal attack.  Read on for 5 common myths about the defensive shotgun so you 
can be better prepared to protect yourself.

Aaron Marshall Jamie LaBarbera



Myth #1:  You don't need to aim a shotgun

Without a doubt, the most common myth surrounding the defensive shotgun is that it is a 
magic bad-guy disposal machine that hits every time.  Simply point the muzzle in the general 
direction of the intruder(s), slap the trigger, and BLAMO-PRESTO!  The resulting flurry of lead
will immediately render harmless any aggressors in the vicinity, and all that will remain is to 
call the police to come draw the chalk outlines.

Of course, a shotgun loaded with shot will fire multiple pellets, and it is true that these pellets 
will spread as they leave the muzzle and travel toward their target.  However, the amount 
of spread is not nearly as much as many people believe, and certainly not enough 
to clear a room, or even a hallway, of any nefarious actors.

When the pellets hit a target, they will land in a roughly-circular arrangement known as a 
pattern.  A shotgun's pattern is determined by several factors, primarily the gun's barrel, the 
type of ammunition, and the distance to the target.  A good rule of thumb for the size of a 
pattern is:

1 yard of travel = 1 inch of spread

In other words, for every yard you are from your target, your
pattern will expand approximately one inch.  So if you are 5
yards from your target, your pattern will be roughly 5 inches in
diameter.  10 yards from the target, 10 inch pattern, etc.

Now picture the longest stretch of unobstructed space in your
house.  In most houses, this will either be the largest room in the
house, or down a long hallway.  The stretch represents the
longest shot you might need to take in defense of your home.
How long is that stretch?  4 yards?  6 yards?  Maybe 10 yards at
the most?  

Let's go crazy and say you have a 15 yard hallway down which
you might conceivably need to shoot.  If you took that shot, your
pattern would be roughly 15 inches wide when it reaches the
target.  Considering that even the narrowest hallway is at least
30 inches wide, your shot is not even going to fill half of that
hallway, and that assumes that you don't hit the walls!  And in
truth, the vast majority of defensive shootings take
place at less than 7 yards, so your pattern is probably going
to be somewhere around a fist to hand-span in size, plenty small enough to sail past your target
entirely.  

And speaking of missing, it's easier than you might think.  Imagine you are shooting at a target 
5 yards away.  If you move your muzzle off-target by a mere 2 inches to one side, it would cause
your pattern to miss the center of your target by 12 inches, more than double the likely size of 
your pattern at that distance.

It is not difficult to miss with a shotgun, even at close range, so learn to use those 
sights.

Typical buckshot pattern at 7
yards



Myth #2: Racking a pump-action shotgun is a great way to scare 
off a bad guy

There is nothing quite so distinctive as the CHKK-CHKK sound of a pump-action shotgun.  
Hollywood sound editors love it so much, they even use it for other types of guns.  (Did I 
mention that movies aren't exactly the model of accuracy regarding guns?)  Many shotgun 
owners think that this sound is the ideal deterrent against anyone breaking into their home.  
Just rack the action, and the would-be burglar will flee screaming into the night.

Some people believe so strongly in this, they keep a 
shotgun without any ammunition, just to use it to 
make the sound.  This is foolish in the extreme, since if 
the bad guy calls your bluff, you're left with no plan B.  
While the ominous rack might frighten away an 
intruder, it is highly unwise to count on it 
(although I'm told it works very well to dissuade 
unwanted suitors).

Here's the cold reality:  If a criminal is breaking into 
your home while you are inside, he's very likely an 
experienced professional criminal, since a less-
experienced criminal is going to be less confident and 

would therefore break in while the house is empty.  A hardened criminal is accustomed to 
having guns pointed at him, or even being shot at.  If he's coming into your house, he is 
committed, and is not likely to be deterred by a simple sound.  Just as bad, he might be jacked 
up on drugs, and simply doesn't realize or care that you're armed.

Furthermore, if you racked the action it means one of two things: the gun's chamber was 
empty, or you ejected a shell onto the ground, neither of which is good.  Going into a 
confrontation with an empty chamber is never a good idea, and ejecting a shell wastes a 
precious round of ammunition.

Some people choose to store their defensive shotgun without a round in the chamber, which is 
perfectly fine.  Of course, that means you'll need to rack it if you need to use it.  In this case, 
rack as soon as you pick up the gun, but do so to get the gun ready, not because you think it will
scare off the bad guy.  If it does, that's a bonus, but you must be prepared to shoot if it doesn't.

Strangely, it never works in the movies



Myth #3:  A shotgun is simple to use

There are also those who believe the shotgun is the simplest of the small arms.  The original 
point-and-click interface, it is as easy to use as a toy in the hands of a child.  This myth is 
related to myth #1, as many believe the shotgun is simple to use because you don't have to 
bother to aim.  Then-Vice President Joe Biden infamously advised women to buy a shotgun 
instead of an AR-15 for self-defense because, in his words “[The AR-15] is harder to aim, it's 
harder to use”.

To be fair, a double-barreled shotgun is
pretty simple to use, but simple is not the
same thing as easy.  A double-barreled
shotgun is also not the best choice for a
defensive gun due to its pitiful ammunition
capacity and stout recoil.  Pump-action and
semi-automatic shotguns are more
complicated to use than their handgun and
rifle counterparts.

Why is this so?  Let's start with the pump-
action shotgun, which is the most popular
type of shotgun for home defense.  Being that
very few people keep a bolt-action rifle or single-action revolver for personal defense, the 
pump-action is the only defensive gun that requires the shooter to manually cycle the action.  
Without sufficient training and practice, many people forget to do this during the heat and 
stress of a gunfight, leaving them unprepared for follow-up shots.  (More on follow-up shots in 
a moment.)

Both pump and semi-automatic shotguns also require knowledge of techniques that are unique
to shotguns, in order for you to be fully prepared to use them effectively in self-defense.  An 
example of such a technique is the ejection-port load, loading a shell into the chamber through 
the ejection port.  Proficiency with this technique can literally save your life in a situation 
where multiple adversaries are breaching your home and you must fire several shots.

The shotgun is also capable of firing a variety of ammunition types, such as bird-shot, 
buckshot, slugs, and less-lethal rounds.  (I've even seen shotgun shells packed with flower 
seeds, but save those for gardening rather than self-defense.)  This diverse menu of 
ammunition is part of what gives the shotgun its versatility, but it requires that you know the 
strengths and limitations of each ammunition type in order to make an informed decision 
about which to load in your home defense gun.

For these reasons and others, the shotgun is actually the most complex weapon to 
learn to use effectively.  This is part of the reason that many law enforcement agencies have
moved away from the shotgun in favor of the rifle in recent years.  Most agencies simply don't 
have the time and budget to ensure that their officers are trained adequately enough to wield 
the shotgun with proficiency.

The power and flexibility of the shotgun come at a cost of a steeper learning curve, and if 
keeping a home-defense shotgun, you need to get properly trained on its use to master the 
techniques involved.  While training is important for any self-defense gun, it's even 
more important for the shotgun.

Stick to politics, Mr. Vice-President



Myth #4:  You have to be big and strong to handle the recoil

The shotgun is truly a powerful weapon.  So naturally, many people believe that you must have 
the stature and/or strength of The Rock to manage the recoil, lest you be hurled backward 
every time you fire the gun like Will Smith in Men in Black shooting his Noisy Cricket.  
YouTube has done much to propagate this myth, with a wide variety of humorous viral videos 
of people shooting shotguns and winding up on their backsides.  We talk to many men who tell 
us that, while they keep a shotgun in the house, they are concerned that their wives won't be 
able to handle it.

What is true is that the shotgun
has a potent amount of recoil
(what some people refer to as
“kick”).  As anyone with a
rudimentary understanding of
physics will tell you, every action
has an equal and opposite
reaction, so all the power used to
propel that lead towards your
target at supersonic speed will
necessarily cause the gun to push
forcefully back in your direction.

The good news is that this recoil
need not be an obstacle to you successfully using a shotgun.  With a few simple steps, 
you can tame the recoil to a manageable level, even if you're not a bodybuilder.

The first step is to ensure you have a shotgun that fits you.  While this is true of all 
guns to some degree, it is even more important with a shotgun because of its hefty recoil.  A 
gun that doesn't fit will beat you up every time you fire, leaving you with bruises on your 
shoulder and/or face.  One simple test you can use to check for proper shotgun fit is to hold 
your shotgun in your dominant hand using your normal firing grip.  Bend your arm at a 90-
degree angle so your shotgun is pointing straight up and the butt of the stock is resting just 
above the bend of your elbow.  If the stock is the correct length for you, the butt should just 
barely touch your bicep next to the crook of your elbow.  If it doesn't, your stock is probably 
either too long or too short for you.

Another important step in controlling the recoil is a proper stance and mount of 
the gun.  This means properly mounting the toe of the stock into your shoulder pocket, 
keeping your weight forward, and using your stance to allow your entire body, rather than just 
the upper body, to absorb the recoil.  Even a small-statured person can learn to 
effectively manage the recoil with just a little coaching on a proper stance.

If all else fails, buy a 20-gauge shotgun.  The right 20-gauge ammunition will still contain 
plenty of the potency necessary to stop an adversary, while producing much less recoil.

This poor lady perfectly demonstrates why good technique is
essential when shooting a shotgun



Myth #5:  A single shot is guaranteed to stop the bad guy

The shotgun is powerful, no doubt about it.  Many people have a picture in their mind of what 
happens to bad guy shot with a shotgun, a picture where he flies backwards, or collapses 
dramatically in a spray of blood.  Once again, our friends in Hollywood have done much to 
promote this myth.  In the climactic final battle of the action flick, when the hero delivers the 
final shotgun blast to the bad guy's torso, the villain flails backwards, crashing through at least 
two walls before expiring with one final gasp.

The shotgun does provide the best chance of stopping an adversary with a single 
shot when compared to a handgun or rifle, but it's far from a guarantee.  There are 
plenty of documented cases of people shot with a shotgun continuing to fight and do damage.  
Drugs, body armor, poor shot placement, a tough and determined opponent, and just plain old 
bad luck can all contribute to a continued attack after the first shot.

“But,” you might object, “surely someone hit in the chest with a 
blast of buckshot won't stay conscious for long!”  This is true, but 
it's not uncommon for someone who has been fatally shot to 
continue to fight for 30 seconds or more before expiring.  30 
seconds is an eternity in a gunfight, and in that time an armed 
adversary could do tremendous damage to you or your loved 
ones before finally blacking out from blood loss.

What this means is that you need to ensure your first hit is 
accurate to maximize the chances of stopping your 
opponent.  But even with a good hit, you need to be 
prepared for follow-up shots.  Proper training will ensure 
not only that you can consistently hit your target, but also that 
you have good recoil control and follow-through to be prepared 
to fire again quickly if needed.

You also need a plan B, in case a shot to the thoracic cavity (the 
upper region of the torso) doesn't solve the problem.  Bad guys 

wearing body armor is becoming more and more common, so you need to know which other 
shot placement strategies will work, and be confident in your ability to perform them, even 
under the stress of a gunfight.

Body armor is just one reason
a single shot might not get the

job done



Ready to master the skills necessary to
defend yourself and your home?

At Guncraft Training Academy, we go beyond standard gun courses, which only give you the 
bare minimum in gun familiarization.  We believe that in-depth training and personalized 
coaching are the absolute BEST way to learn how to protect yourself and your family.  If you're
ready to gain the peace of mind that comes from being highly proficient with your shotgun, 
click here to learn more about our Defensive Shotgun Course.

Here's what our students have to say

“I recently attended the Guncraft Defensive Shotgun course.  I have been an occasional bird 
hunter/skeet shooter in the past and recently purchased a home-defense style shotgun.  
Defensive shotgun techniques are very different than hunting and skeet shooting.  The old 
saying “You don’t know what you don’t know” is applicable here.

The Guncraft Instructors are true top-notch professionals.  They are not drill sergeants.  They 
are very thorough.  Instruction proceeded at a pace that assured I understood and was able to 
demonstrate that I had learned the proper technique.  I was trained how to defend myself and 
loved ones safely and effectively with a tactical shotgun. 

I will be attending future classes with Guncraft Training Academy and would recommend 
their training to anyone that wants to get serious about safe, ethical, and effective self-
defense.”

-John G. (San Antonio, TX)

http://www.guncrafttraining.com/defensive-shotgun.html
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