POLICY SPOTLIGHT |

Does Gun Carry in
Public Places have
Chilling Effects?

n early October, an argument on a CTA train in

the Edgewater neighborhood of Chicago resulted

in a shooting. The train was full of passengers on
their way to work.!! Only a month earlier, a man
shot and killed four people, strangers to him, on a
different CTA train in suburban Forrest Park.?2 As
a result, city residents have expressed concerns
about safety in public transit. Beyond lllinois, the
presence of guns in public facilities has generated
alarm among members of the public.

The public carry of firearms has also raised con-
cerns among experts about the free expression of
citizens’ rights, as guns have found their way into
political protests—most infamously in Kenosha,
WI in 2020, when a 17-year-old counter-protestor
killed two protesters and injured a third. Elected
officials, the media, and scholars have also raised
concerns about guns in polling places. Scholars
have cautioned that public carry of firearms may
produce “chilling effects” potentially discourag-
ing people from exercising their rights.® These
recent events have led to a legitimate concern
that Americans’ personal safety and civil liberties
related to free association, petitioning of gov-
ernment, and voting are threatened by the rising
presence of firearms in public places.
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However, efforts to regulate the concealed carry
of firearms on lllinois’ buses and trains, in parks,
at markets, and at voting booths remain conten-
tious. These regulations are being challenged

by citizens arguing that such restrictions violate
their Second Amendment rights to keep and bear
arms. Since 2022, gun owners have filed hun-
dreds of legal challenges against gun violence
prevention laws of all types, and the results are
not encouraging for proponents of gun violence
prevention. In August 2024, a federal district
court in lllinois determined that laws prohibit-
ing handgun carry on public transit violated the
Second Amendment. According to the Court,
“after an exhaustive review of the parties’ filings
and the historical record, as required by Supreme
Court precedent, the Court finds that Defendants
failed to meet their burden to show an Ameri-
can tradition of firearm regulation at the time of
the Founding that would allow lllinois to prohibit
Plaintiffs—who hold concealed-carry permits—
from carrying concealed handguns for self-de-
fense onto the CTA and Metra.”
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This Policy Spotlight seeks to explain the origins
of a new wave of challenges to gun violence
prevention laws, outline scholarly opinion on the
constitutionality of such laws, and use survey
data from national studies to provide rigorous
evidence that the presence of firearms in public
places has the potential to produce significant
chilling effects, defined as increased apprehen-
sion about the safety of visiting various places or
engaging in important activities when it is sug-
gested to the respondent that guns may be pres-
ent. The findings support the notion that people
may be less likely to use public transit, visit parks,
attend protests, and vote in person if guns are
present in these locales.

THE ORIGINS OF CHALLENGES TO GUN
VIOLENCE PREVENTION LAWS

The wave of challenges to gun regulations that
prohibit carrying firearms in public spaces can
be traced to the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision
in New York State Rifle & Pistol Association, Inc.
v. Bruen (2022).5 In this landmark decision, the
Court extended the rationale established in Dis-
trict of Columbia v. Heller (2008). The earlier de-
cision found that individuals had the right to have
an operable handgun for self-defense, unrelated
to membership in the militia, at home.® In Bru-
en, New York conceded that there was a right to
concealed carry under the Second Amendment.
The Court held that New York’s permitting sys-
tem which allowed discretionary authority to law
enforcement and required applicants to demon-
strate special need was unconstitutional.

Moreover, the Bruen Court rejected the analysis
used by lower courts in determining the consti-
tutionality of gun laws since Heller. After Heller,
courts counterbalanced an individual’s right to
bear arms against the government’s interest in
preventing gun violence. As a result, courts con-
sidered studies documenting the harms asso-
ciated with firearms and research showing that
specific forms of gun restrictions could reduce
such harms. In contrast, in Bruen, the Court held
that when the Second Amendment’s plain text

covers an individual’s conduct, the Constitution
presumptively protects that conduct: to justify a
firearm regulation, the government must demon-
strate that the regulation is consistent with the
nation’s historical tradition of firearm regulation.
According to the Bruen decision, governments
can no longer defend the constitutionality of
gun regulations by relying on data on the harms
caused by gun violence. The most recent de-
cision in U.S. v. Rahimi (2024) suggests that
jurisprudence in this domain is still emerging, as
the Court has not settled on the contours of the
relevant historical tradition.”

The result of these decisions has been a flood

of legal challenges to a variety of gun violence
prevention laws. Between July 2022 and July
2023, the Washington Post recorded almost 500
legal challenges to gun laws. People have chal-
lenged laws that bar gun ownership and carry by
indicted or convicted persons (189 cases), laws
restricting specific types of weapons (75 cases),
bans on people who are perpetrators of domestic
violence (56 cases),® and bans on carry in plac-
es such as parks, markets, and public transit (37
cases), among others.?

The legal setbacks in regulating public carry and
placing other restrictions on guns have been
compounded by the refusal of many sheriffs to
enforce state and federal gun regulations. In ad-
dition to sheriffs, county elected officials in much
of lllinois and across the country have pledged
to protect individuals’ Second Amendment rights
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¢ District of Columbia v. Heller, 554 U.S. 570 (2008).

NYSRPA v. Bruen (2022); U.S. v Rahimi (2024). Miller, Filindra, and Kaplan, "Technology, Tradition, and 'The Terror of the People’,” 1260
g|n United States v. Rahimi, 602 U.S., the Court upheld the federal law that prohibits individuals under a domestic violence order of protection to own

firearms (https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/23pdf/22-915_8o6b.pdf).

9Rachel Weiner, "The Supreme Court upended gun laws nationwide. Mass confusion has followed,” The Washigton Post (July 7, 2024) https://www.
washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2024,/07/07/gun-laws-supreme-court-bruen-rahimi/ (2024)



through the non-enforcement of state and federal firearms restrictions. In fact, almost a third of coun-
ties in the US have enacted Second Amendment Sanctuary (2AS) ordinances that create non-enforce-
ment zones, as Map 1 illustrates.® Approximately 70 percent of counties in lllinois have enacted such
ordinances. In response to Gov. Pritzker’s assault weapons ban, which took effect last year, at least 80
sheriffs have declared that they will not enforce the registration requirement and other components of
the law."

Map 1. Second Amendment Sanctuaries Enacted over 2020-2022

Notes: Reproduced from: Filindra, Alexandra, Cassidy Reller, and Craig Burnett. "The Emergence of the Second Amendment Sanctuary
Movement: Partisan Federalism, Not White Protectionism.” Publius: The Journal of Federalism (2024). https://doi.org/10.1093/publius/
pjae025. https://doi.org/10.1093/publius/pjae025.

County Status - Second Amendment Sanctuary County I:l Not Second Amendment Sanctuary County

Public health experts worry that a weakened regulatory system, the result of challenges to gun violence
laws, combined with local governments and sheriffs’ non-enforcement stances, may lead to more gun
violence.?
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THE HISTORICAL RECORD: “TERROR OF THE
PEOPLE”

Many sheriffs and gun rights activists today
believe that the government cannot limit cit-
izens’ right to carry firearms in public spaces,
and this belief prompts their challenges to state
and federal gun violence prevention laws. For
example, Iroquois County Sheriff Clinton Perzee
defended his decision not to enforce the law by
arguing that, “The right to keep and bear arms for
defense of life, liberty and property is regarded
as an inalienable right by the people... |, among
many others, believe that [House Bill 5471] is a
clear violation of the 2nd Amendment to the US
Constitution.”®

Many legal scholars and historians disagree with
the sheriffs’ position as does the Supreme Court
of the United States in Bruen and Rahimi. In
Bruen, the concurrences by Chief Justice Rob-
erts and Justice Kavanaugh (both necessary for
the majority) assured policymakers that a proper
application of Bruen’s history and tradition test
left plenty of regulatory authority to protect the
public. This point was reiterated in Rahimi, when
the court, in an 8-1 decision, upheld a prohibition
on those under a domestic violence restraining
order from possessing firearms. Policymakers do
not need exact historical equivalents to modern
regulations so long as the modern regulations
are “consistent with the principles that underpin
our regulatory tradition.” One such longstanding
regulatory principle has been that, within limits,
the government can regulate weapons to ensure
public peace and to prevent the “terror of the
people.”™

Furthermore, the regulation of guns in public
spaces has a long history and tradition in the
United States and England, where much of Amer-
ica’s legal tradition originates. These early laws
equated the public carry of firearms by citizens
not representing public authority (such as police
or soldiers) with intimidation, or “the terror of

the people,” as it was phrased at the time.”® For
example, historians and legal scholars have shown
that in the Anglo-American legal tradition, the
earliest prohibition on public carry of firearms is
found in the Statute of Northampton, enacted in
1328 by Edward IIl. This law, invoked throughout
the Tudor and early Stuart eras, specified that

“no man great or small, of what Condition soever
to be...bring no force in affray of the peace, nor

to go nor ride armed by night or by day, in Fairs,
Markets, nor in the presence of the Justices or the
Ministers, nor in no part elsewhere...”’® This statute
emigrated to the United States with the colo-
nists and was incorporated into the legal code of
several states, including North Carolina (1843),
Virginia (1786), Tennessee (1801), Massachusetts
(1795), and Maine (1821).7

The term “affray” used in the Statute of
Northampton and other later laws means “to
frighten.” One definition of “affray” refers specifi-
cally to violent interactions, while a second refers
to the fear of violence that occurs when people
bring offensive weapons into public places. Con-
temporary jurists recognized the term “affray”

in the second sense, that individuals carrying
dangerous weapons into the public square could
cause “a terror to the people.”® In Tudor, England,
members of the gentry who had grievances
against each other would arrive at public markets
with groups of armed individuals surrounding
them. There was a legitimate fear that the pres-
ence of arms would lead to violent clashes on
public streets that could harm bystanders.® As
Miller et al. discuss, in the 19th century, as weap-
ons became more dangerous and concealable,
making it more difficult to tell if someone was
armed in public, citizens demanded more reg-
ulation of firearms to prevent affray. Americans
perceived concealed carry of firearms as cow-
ardly and dangerous, the practice of criminals,
not upstanding citizens. To be sure, the Bruen
decision struck down certain types of gun regula-
tions, such as discretionary licensing laws, but the
decision and the one that followed it left plenty of

¥ Borcia and Bishop, "Sheriffs in 80 counties in lllinois say they will not enforce state’s ‘assault weapons’ ban.”
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room to regulate firearms to preserve the public
peace and prevent “the terror of the people.”?°

SURVEY EXPERIMENTS

Our research seeks to determine whether the
idea of firearms in public spaces may produces
fear (chilling effects). Using rigorous research
methods, we measure how fearful people are to
visit various public settings, use public resources,
and engage in their political rights of protesting
and voting in spaces where others are permitted
to carry arms. Although many people today have
switched to mail-in voting, most voters have been
voting in person, even during the pandemic.”

The research method we utilize is one of “sur-
vey experiments.” These studies randomly split
survey respondents into groups, with each group
being asked a question or given a story that
differs slightly from the others. The premise of
this design is that differences in the two groups’
responses are driven by the different wording of
the questions confronting them.?? The principle
behind survey experiments is the same as that
used for clinical trials. In clinical trials, people are
also randomly assigned to one of two groups,
where one group receives a placebo, and the
second group receives the actual medication. The
difference in symptom relief between the two re-
veals the effectiveness of the active drug. Survey
experiments allow us to assess if and how peo-
ple’s opinions and attitudes change when con-
fronted with different situations and options, or if
the issue of gun carry is made salient. A limitation
of the study design is that individuals’ decisions
to visit public places are not observed; therefore,
the strength of the connection between stated
opinions and attitudes and choices is unknown.

Our survey experiments measure the effect of
cues about the likely presence of firearms on
people’s feelings of safety or fear and their will-
ingness to use resources such as buses, parks,
or markets and to engage in civic activities like
political protest and voting. Our maintained as-

sumption in designing these experiments is that
most people may not know (or may need to be
reminded) that guns are permitted or not in any
given place. This may be especially true of those
who do not own firearms. Furthermore, unless
there are signs letting people know about what

is permitted or not, most people do not expect
to encounter armed individuals in public places.
A long line of research in political science shows
that many people have limited political informa-
tion and limited knowledge of public policy.?
Therefore, unless that prospect is made salient

to them, they are less likely to take it into ac-
count when making decisions about using certain
facilities or engaging in some activities. However,
when the presence of firearms is salient, people
are more likely to express fear and say they would
avoid facilities and activities where armed indi-
viduals are allowed to be present. While these
experiments measure attitudes, not actual behav-
ior, some evidence from social psychology and
behavioral economics suggests that attitudes and
behaviors are highly correlated.

Across all experiments, respondents were ran-
domly assigned to one of two groups. The “con-
trol group” read a question that did not mention
firearms, while the “treatment group” read a
question that included the prompt: “if guns are
allowed in public spaces” (or similar phrasing
depending on the question). That is, those in the
treatment group are deliberately made to think
about the possible presence of firearms when an-
swering questions pertaining to the use of parks,
markets, or buses or exercising their rights.?* Table
1 shows the two versions of the question and the
response options available to respondents for each
of the experiments included in our research.

We measure the “chilling effect” of gun carry as
the difference in the proportion of control and
treatment group respondents who say they feel
very or somewhat safe in the given situation, are
very or somewhat likely to recommend activities
to friends, or who are very or somewhat likely to
engage in the proposed behavior.

' Miller, Filindra, and Kaplan, "Technology, Tradition, and 'The Terror of the People’,” 1269.
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Table 1. Survey Experiments: Question-wording and Response Options

Control

“How safe do you think it is to use
public transit in the area where you
live?”

Treatment

“If people are allowed to bring guns
on buses, trains, and other modes
of public transit, how safe do you
think it is to use public transit in the
area where you live?”

Response Options

Very safe, somewhat safe, neither,
somewhat unsafe, very unsafe

“How likely would you be to
recommend to a friend who has
children to spend time with them in
a public park in your town?”

“How likely would you be to
recommend to a friend who has
children to spend time with them in
a public park in your town if guns
are allowed in public spaces?”

Very likely, somewhat likely, neither,
somewhat unlikely, very unlikely

“In your view, how safe is it for you
and your family to go shopping

in open-air fairs and markets,
including farmers’ markets, in your
town?”

“In your view, how safe is it for you
and your family to go shopping

in open-air fairs and markets,
including farmers’ markets, in your
town if guns are allowed in public
spaces?”

Very safe, somewhat safe, neither,
somewhat unsafe, very unsafe

“A friend is thinking of attending a
political protest in your town about
an issue that is very important

to them and wants your opinion.
Would you encourage or discourage
your friend from attending?”

“A friend is thinking of attending a
political protest in your town about
an issue that is very important

to them and wants your opinion.
Would you encourage or discourage
your friend from attending if guns
are allowed in public spaces?”

strongly encourage, somewhat
encourage, neither, somewhat
discourage, strongly discourage

“A friend has decided to attend a
political protest in your town about
an issue that is very important to
them and wants your opinion about
whether they should bring a sign
or a flag. Would you encourage

or discourage your friend from
bringing a sign or flag?”

“A friend has decided to attend a
political protest in your town about
an issue that is very important to
them and wants your opinion about
whether they should bring a sign
or a flag. Would you encourage

or discourage your friend from
bringing a sign or flag if guns are
allowed in public spaces?”

strongly encourage, somewhat
encourage, neither, somewhat
discourage, strongly discourage

“How safe do you think it will be for
you to vote in person in the next
presidential election?”

“How safe do you think it will be for
you to vote in person in the next
presidential election if guns are
allowed in election centers?”

Very safe, somewhat safe, neither,
somewhat unsafe, very unsafe

“How safe do you think it will be for
you to vote by dropping off your
ballot in a ballot collection box in
the next presidential election?”

“How safe do you think it will be for
you to vote by dropping off your
ballot in a ballot collection box in
the next presidential election if
people who are armed are allowed
to patrol around such collection
boxes?”

Very safe, somewhat safe, neither,
somewhat unsafe, very unsafe

In addition to the overall population, we also examine how “chilling effects” differ by race, gender, and
gun ownership. This is important because if some groups experience greater effects than others, espe-
cially regarding political rights, this can affect political representation and government responsiveness.
Given differences in political and policy preferences of women and people of color, if these groups turn
out to vote and protest the government at lower rates because of chilling effects, their voices in the
public sphere will be more muted, with implications for the future of our democracy. Furthermore, since
gun owners are the people whose rights are most directly affected by public carry restrictions, it is im-
portant to know if they respond in similar or different ways to the presence of firearms in public spaces.



GUNS IN PUBLIC TRANSIT

This experiment was designed to elicit the chilling
effect of guns on public transit.?®> Respondents
were randomly allocated to one of two groups.
Table 1 describes how the question varied across
the groups, prompting the respondent to consid-
er the potential presence of guns. Figure 1 shows
the differences in the proportions of those who
said they felt “very or somewhat safe” when guns
are made salient or not. We find a statistically sig-
nificant 28-percentage point decline (consistent
with a chilling effect) in the perceived safety of
public transit when guns are mentioned. The first
thing that this result suggests is that the presence
of firearms in public transit is not a salient con-
cern for most people when they think about the
experience of using buses and trains. However,
when the presence of firearms becomes salient
fewer people are willing to take public transit.

We also find large and statistically significant
chilling effects among those in gun-owning
households (27 ppts) and those in non-gun-own-
ing homes (29 ppts). The chilling effect is similar-
ly large and significant for whites (29 ppts) and

people of color (26 ppts). There are significant
chilling effects for each gender, with a larger
chilling effect for women (34 ppts) than men (19
ppts). These data suggest that people across all
demographic groups feel less safe when they
might be confronted with guns on public transit,
but this effect is even stronger for women.

Figure 1. Proportions of respondents in treatment and control groups who feel very or somewhat safe

using public transit, by select characteristics.

Notes: Survey conducted online by YouGov between March 13-21, 2023. 2,000 respondents.
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survey company Cint/Lucid. A total of 1,147 respondents were included in the analysis.



GUNS IN PUBLIC PARKS

This experiment was designed to elicit the chilling
effect of the potential presence of guns in public
parks.?® The exact wording of the questions is in
Table 1. Figure 2 shows that respondents were
significantly more likely to say that they were
very or somewhat likely to recommend a park to
a friend with children when guns were not men-
tioned. The difference indicates a chilling effect
on attitudes of 27 points. The results show size-
able chilling effects for public parks across all
subgroups. Specifically, among non-gun-owning
households, the chilling effect is 33 points, and
among gun-owning households, it is 13 points.
Among minority members, there is a 27-point
decline and a 29-point decline among whites. As
with public transportation, the chilling effect of
guns is greater for women (32 points) than men
(20 points), but both are large and statistically
significant. These results suggest that people
feel unsafe at the prospect of guns being present
when bringing children to public parks, which
could make them less likely to visit them.

Figure 2. Proportions of respondents in treatment and control groups who are very or somewhat likely
to recommend that a friend with children visits a park, by select characteristics.
Notes: Survey conducted online by YouGov between March 13-21, 2023. 2,000 respondents.
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GUNS IN MARKETS AND FAIRS

This survey experiment assesses the chilling effect of the potential presence of firearms at fairs and
farmers’ markets (the exact wording is in Table 1). Figure 3 presents the findings. As the figure shows,
79% of people not prompted to consider guns said it is “very/somewhat safe” to shop at an open-air
market, while only 52% did so when the possibility that guns could be present was raised. This rep-
resents a statistically significant difference in responses of 27 percentage points. As the figure shows, a
significant chilling effect on attitudes exists for all demographic subgroups, including those in gun-own-
ing households (14 percentage points ). Here too, the chilling effect is stronger for women (28 percent-
age points) than men (24 percentage points ). The data suggest that if gun carry is allowed in farmers’
markets and fairs, many people—especially women—say they are less likely to patronize such places.

Figure 3. Proportions of respondents in treatment and control groups who feel it is very safe or
somewhat safe to shop at an open-air market, by select characteristics.
Notes: Survey conducted online by YouGov between March 13-21, 2023. 2,000 respondents.
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The evidence from these surveys is consistent with the notion that people are more likely to fear riding
public transit, going to public parks, or shopping in open-air markets if they are aware that others are
allowed to bring their firearms to those locations. This is especially true of women. If such declines in
the use of public transit, parks, and markets occur, there would be substantial economic and social con-
sequences for local communities.

GUNS AT PROTESTS

In recent years, armed protests have taken place in many cities, and there are cases when armed count-
er-protesters arrived at an opposing group’s protest. Often, such armed individuals say that they are
there to prevent violence and protect people from getting hurt, but that is not necessarily the percep-
tion of other people.?” As was the case in Tudor, England, in the 1300s, citizens today cannot assume
the good intentions of armed individuals, and when people realize that those around them are armed,
this may result in “the terror of the people.” In the first survey experiment, we tested 1) whether people
said that they would encourage a friend to attend a local protest and 2) whether they would encourage

27Martin Pengelly, "Armed left and rightwing protesters face off at ‘drag brunch’ in Texas " The Guardian (August 30, 2022) https://perma.cc/SHLL-TRJP
(2022)



a friend to attend a protest and carry a sign if
guns might be present. The latter question stems
from the fact that people who carry signs at pro-
tests are more visible than other participants and
may be more at risk of being harmed if violence
erupts. Not all citizens feel comfortable with pro-
testing even though it is their constitutional right
to petition the government.?® Studies show that
very few people participate in political protests.
As a result, positive responses to the protest
question will be generally lower than those for
buses, parks, and markets. Therefore, detecting
chilling effects in these data may be more diffi-
cult.

Figure 4 shows, there is a statistically significant difference of 13 percentage points in the proportion of
people who say they would encourage their friend to participate in a protest between the control and
the treatment conditions. A significant chilling effect persists across all demographic groups tested
here except people from gun-owning households. The gender difference is evident once again, with
women showing a stronger chilling effect than men.

Figure 4. Proportions of respondents in treatment and control groups who would strongly or
somewhat encourage a friend to bring a sign or flag to a political protest, by select characteristics.

Notes: Survey conducted online by YouGov between March 13-21, 2023, with 2,000 participants. The figure shows the proportion of
those who answered “very/somewhat encourage.”

Figure 4A: By Treatment Figure 4B: By Treatment and Gun in Home

6 6
2
&
g ] 0.34
£ . 0.31
o
5 024
S - 0.20
2 2
) 24
a

od
04 No Guns Gun in Home
Figure 4C: By Treatment and Gender Figure 4D: By Treatment and Race

64 6 4
2
&
g
S 49 038 41 0.36
o
c
g 0.28 0.22 0.26
2 0.21
o 24 24
a

o+ [

Male Female Minority White
I control Treatment I cControl Treatment

28 Data from the American National Elections Survey, for instance, show that only a small proportion of the American population engages in
demonstrations and protects.
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Figure 5: Proportions of respondents in treatment and control groups who would strongly or
somewhat encourage a friend to bring a sign or flag to a political protest, by select characteristics.

Notes: Survey conducted online by YouGov between March 13-21, 2023, with 2,000 participants. The figure shows the proportion of

those who answered “very/somewhat encourage.”
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Experiment 5, which includes a mention of the
friend “carrying a sign” to the local protest, also
produces a significant chilling effect for the over-
all population and across all subgroups, except
for those in gun-owning households. Specifically,
Figure 5 shows that 31% of people in the control
group would encourage a friend to “attend a pro-
test with a sign.” In comparison, only 22% would
do so in the condition that references guns. This
is a chilling effect of 9 percentage points. The
chilling effect is present across all subgroups, ex-

Figure 5B: By Treatment and Gun in Home
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cept for people in gun-owning households. In that
group, we find no effect. In both experiments, the
chilling effect is larger for women than men.
Taken together, these studies show that when
people become aware that firearms are allowed
at protests, this is likely to deter them from
participating, especially women. If behavior is
affected by knowledge of the possible presence
of guns, this is concerning, because protesting
government actions is a right of citizenship in the
First Amendment of the US Constitution.




GUNS AT POLLING PLACES

People have also brought firearms in the nation’s polling places.?® Twenty-nine states do not have
explicit prohibitions against guns at polling places. Thirteen states and the District of Columbia have
banned open and concealed carry at polling centers. lllinois bans open carry in polling centers but not
concealed carry. Map 2 shows the states with full or partial gun-carrying prohibitions at polling centers.

Map 2: States that prohibit guns in polling places, 2020

Notes: Reproduced from the Movement Advancement Project (https:/www.lgbtmap.org/democracy-maps/guns_in_polling_places)

State has a clear prohibition against
guns in polling places (17 states + D.C)

State has a partial prohibition on
guns in polling places (7 states)

State has no clear prohibition against
guns in polling places (26 states)

Given the centrality of the right to vote in American democracy, the possibility of chilling effects related
to voting is a grave concern, especially since most people vote in person, and only 28 states have a “no
excuse needed” mail or absentee option.?® We sought to assess the chilling effects of gun carry on ex-
ercising one’s right to the franchise in two ways. First, we asked people how safe it is to vote in person
if guns are allowed in election centers. Second, we asked how safe they would feel dropping off their
ballot in a ballot collection box if armed people were allowed to patrol around such boxes. This latter
guestion was motivated by an incident in Arizona during the 2022 midterm election.®

Many states already prohibit guns at polling places; in many others, legislatures have been discussing
bills to impose such prohibitions.*? However, if many people, especially those who do not own firearms,
are not aware of the laws, their assumption is likely to be that guns are not allowed in polling places.

9 Movement Advancement Project. "Bans on Guns in Polling Places.” https://www.mapresearch.org/democracy-maps/guns_in_polling_places. Accessed
09/22/2024.Chip Brownlee, "To Guard Against Intimidation, States Explore Banning Guns at Polls,” The Trace.com (March 29, 2024) https://www.
thetrace.org/2024/03/states-ban-guns-polling-places-voting/ (2024)

0 https://www.ncsl.org/elections-and-campaigns/table-1-states-with-no-excuse-absentee-voting

I Terry Tang, Judge Orders Armed Group Away From Arizona Ballot Drop Boxes, AP NEWS (Nov. 1, 2022 10:05 PM), https://apnews.com/article/2022-
midterm-elections-arizona-phoenix-5353cfd0774727e6dd03bdbf48c12211. See also Arizona All. for Retired Americans v. Clean Elections USA, No. CV-
22-01823, 2022 WL 15678694, at *1 (D. Ariz. Oct. 28, 2022), opinion vacated, appeal dismissed, No. 22-16689, 2023 WL 1097766 (9th Cir. Jan. 26, 2023)
(noting that in 2022 there were armed and masked “observers” wearing body armor at Mesa, Arizona drop box, but finding no remedy complaint with
First Amendment)

32Brownlee, Chip. "To Guard against Intimidation, States Explore Banning Guns at Polls.” The Trace.com (March 29, 2024) https://perma.cc/KJE9-JVE6
2024.



In Experiment 6, we examine the potential chilling effects of gun carry in polling places. Figure 6 shows
that 79% of people in the control group (guns not mentioned) said they would feel “very/somewhat
safe” to vote in person in the next presidential election. In comparison, only 43% of the treatment group
(guns mentioned) said they felt this way. This represents a statistically significant chilling effect of 36
percentage points. The chilling effect persists across all demographic groups documented in this study,
including people in gun-owning households. Furthermore, it is stronger among women than men and
members of minority groups than whites.

Figure 6. Proportions of respondents in treatment and control groups who say it is very or somewhat
safe to vote in the 2024 presidential election
Notes: Survey conducted online by YouGov between March 13-21, 2023. 2,000 respondents.
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Figure 7 shows the results of experiment 7. In this study, we assess the chilling effects if respondents
are told that armed groups are allowed to patrol around ballot drop-off boxes. Seven in ten respon-
dents in the control condition (guns not mentioned) but only 42% in the experimental condition (guns
mentioned) said they would feel “very/somewhat safe” using a ballot collection box. This is a significant
chilling effect of 28 percentage points. Again, all demographic groups show significant chilling effects,
but women are more likely to be chilled than men, and the same is the case for people of color com-
pared to whites.

Figure 7. Proportions of respondents in treatment and control groups who say it is very or somewhat
safe to vote in the 2024 presidential election via Drop Off Ballot
Notes: Survey conducted online by YouGov between March 13-21, 2023. 2,000 respondents.
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These last two experiments suggest that the
potential presence of armed individuals in the
public sphere can intimidate citizens from exer-
cising their constitutional right to vote. In es-
sence, the current legal landscape has brought
the First and Second Amendments into conflict,
with significant consequences for democracy in
America.®® Furthermore, the studies suggest that
the potential presence of firearms near the voting
booth could be more consequential for women
and people of color. If women and people of color
come to participate in politics less because they
fear firearms, this has implications for political
responsiveness. Specifically, elected officials tend
to be more responsive to the demands of those
who vote and because those elected may not
represent the concerns of these groups.

Figure 7B: By Treatment and Gun in Home
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CONCLUSION

In recent years, lllinois and the nation have wit-
nessed a flood of challenges to laws that regulate
gun ownership and, especially, laws regulating
gun carry in public spaces. A key concern ema-
nating from these challenges is that they could
weaken laws preventing gun carry in public spac-
es. In turn, this may lead to people avoiding such
public spaces, which can have social, economic,
and even political consequences.

Our data show that the potential presence of fire-
arms in public spaces such as buses, trains, parks,
and farmers’ markets can produce apprehension
in the public about visiting these places when
they are prompted to think about guns. If fear
translates into action, people may start avoiding
public transit, parks, and markets out of concern
that they may become victims of a shooting.
Recent shootings—like the one in Edgewater in
Chicago in October 2024—may add to avoidance
trends. Should more people stay away from our
public transit system, our parks, and farmers’
markets, that can have significant consequences
for local economies and for our transportation
system. Firearms in public places could also affect
local connectedness, as people may be less likely
to visit public places where neighbors congregate
and greet each other.
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