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Campus carry, which allows individuals possessing a license (or, more recently, a right) to carry concealed firearms to legally bring them onto public university campuses, was implemented in Texas in 2016, but it has remained a contested issue at The University of Texas at Austin. Based on a survey of undergraduates (N = 1,204) conducted in spring 2019, this paper examines predictors of support and opposition for the policy, including gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic background, political affiliation and ideology, length of time lived in Texas, and pro-gun legal attitudes. The study found that attitudes were profoundly driven by the political views of the students. Their gender and pro-gun legal attitudes also had significance, whereas many other variables identified by previous research did not. The study contributes to an understanding of campus carry attitudes in situations where it is not only planned or a distant hypothetical but already in effect and impacting students’ lives.
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1 Introduction

Reforms of U.S. gun laws have expanded the scope of how and where private citizens have an option for armed self-defense (Winkler, 2011; Spitzer, 2015; Yamane, 2017). In ten states, so-called campus carry laws have also forced public higher education institutions to accept that faculty, staff, and students legally permitted to carry a firearm can do so in a concealed manner on university premises. However reluctantly the universities (e.g., Harnisch, 2008) and campus populations (see Hassett et al., 2020) have welcomed these changes, public universities have had no choice to oblige. Nonetheless, attitudes on campus have drawn great scholarly interest. Existing studies have mostly addressed students or faculty but sometimes also staff (e.g., Patten R. et al., 2013; Patten R. P. et al., 2013), university presidents (Price et al., 2014; Watson et al., 2018), and law enforcement (De Angelis et al., 2017). A particular group of interest has been students, invited to answer dozens of surveys. Most studies on students’ attitudes have investigated the prospect of the law being implemented at universities (Cavanaugh et al., 2012; Thompson et al., 2013a,b; Jang et al., 2014). Many have found value in targeting universities where such a law might be passed in the future, including Georgia, where it was later legalized in 2017 (Bennett et al., 2012); the University of Florida, which it is still projected but has not yet passed (Shepperd et al., 2018); and a university in Missouri (Jang et al., 2014) or one in Pennsylvania (Hassett and Kim, 2021), both being places where campus carry law has not passed yet. Others have polled multiple universities, even in different states (Cavanaugh et al., 2012; Thompson et al., 2013a,b; Dahl et al., 2016; Watson et al., 2018).

Recently, analyses have also started to be published on attitudes at universities where the policy has already been implemented. Therefore, it is important to differentiate between pre-implementation expectations and the opinions formed after actual implementation, which provide results on the basis of lived experience. In addition to replicating classic attitude surveys (e.g., Nodeland and Saber, 2019), some have expanded on the analytical spectrum, thus deepening understandings on attitudinal differences and how university members are adapting to the potential presence of guns around them. Such studies include Hayes et al. (2021) on the attitudinal differences between those who support the law and those who actually carry on campus, McMahon-Howard et al. (2020) on factors differentiating campus groups, Scherer et al. (2021) on how pro-gun attitudes may obscure the perception of negative impacts of campus carry, and Ruoppila and Butters (2021) on how the views of supporters or opponents are not necessarily black-and-white, indicating nuanced understandings and preferences around a complex issue (see also Kyle et al., 2017).

Our empirical study here is on attitudes at The University of Texas at Austin. In 2016, Texas became the eighth state in the United States to allow students, faculty, and staff with a license to carry to enter public university premises with a concealed handgun. In Texas, concealed carry law permits individuals of at least 21 years of age with the required training to keep a handgun on their person, provided that it is not visible to others (since September 2021, constitutional carry applies in Texas, which means that a license is no longer required; the age limit still stands, as does the requirement to carry concealed on campus). Campus carry law removed previous restrictions on movement, extending guns to open spaces, libraries, study halls, and classrooms of public universities. While academic communities in Texas reacted differently to this change, nowhere was opposition more strongly pronounced than at UT Austin, located in the state’s capital. Opponents of the law expressed strong concerns about increased violence on campus and the inability of guns to prevent a mass shooting, echoing views supported by research (Webster et al., 2016). Yet, despite the fact that universities are comparatively safe in comparison to other areas (Boss, 2018), more than half of directed attacks on U.S. college campuses have involved firearms (Drysdale et al., 2010). This fact is all too poignant at UT Austin, where the first mass university shooting in the nation in 1966 left more than a dozen people dead, and where homicides of students in recent years have raised alarm among the campus community (Fausset and Santa Cruz, 2010; Watkins, 2017).

In this paper, the research question concerns undergraduates’ attitudinal drivers on campus carry implemented at The University of Texas at Austin. We seek to advance the discussion on attitudes surrounding campus carry by providing increased granularity on the relative significance of the most commonly recognized attitudinal drivers, as well as those suggested by recent work, such as acculturation and pro-gun legal attitudes. The paper adds to the empirical body of work studying the post-implementation phase, that is, when the law is in effect and potentially impacting students’ lives.



2 Previous research and current study

Previous research has identified a number of factors as potential predictors for support of campus carry, including political ideology, gun socialization, gender, race, perceptions of safety, fear of crime, and previous victimization. Recent studies have suggested some additional factors, including regional socialization as well as personal gun attitudes instead of growing up exposed to firearms.

An ample number of studies have linked sentiments around handguns on campus to political ideology or party affiliation, with those identifying as conservative or Republican being much more likely to support campus carry (Bennett et al., 2012; Bouffard et al., 2012; Cavanaugh et al., 2012; Thompson et al., 2013b; Jang et al., 2014; De Angelis et al., 2017; Schildkraut et al., 2018). This is hardly surprising, taking into account studies on the US population overall. Wozniak (2017) has argued that the strongest, most consistent predictors of people’s opinions about gun control are political, with conservatives and moderates being significantly more likely than liberals to oppose any gun control laws. Similarly, Republicans and Independents are much more likely than Democrats to say that gun control laws should be kept as they are rather than made stricter (Wozniak, 2017). Furthermore, gun ownership in the United States follows party lines, with Republicans being twice as likely as Democrats to own a firearm (Parker et al., 2017).

Regarding demographic factors as significant predictors, gender has been found to consistently correlate to opinions on campus carry (Bennett et al., 2012; Cavanaugh et al., 2012; Jang et al., 2014). More specifically, women have been less likely to support guns on campus than men (Bennett et al., 2012; Patten R. et al., 2013; Patten R. P. et al., 2013; Thompson et al., 2013b; Price et al., 2014; Dahl et al., 2016; De Angelis et al., 2017; Kyle et al., 2017; Schafer et al., 2018). In some cases, race has also been identified as a predictor for campus carry, with white people being more likely to support guns on campus (see Kyle et al., 2017 on a Midwestern university; Miller et al., 2002). Watson et al. (2018) found, however, that in a range of states (California, New Mexico, Massachusetts, Colorado, Illinois, and Michigan), non-white people were more than twice as likely to support trained staff and faculty carrying firearms. In studies at fifteen universities (Thompson et al., 2013b) or at a university in Missouri (Jang et al., 2014), race was not revealed to be a significant predictor of support for campus carry. Finally, socio-economic status has seldomly been brought out as a potential factor (Jang et al., 2014).

Many studies have also focused on safety, albeit addressing many different aspects. For some, guns on campus are perceived as a threat to personal safety. For others, they are regarded as the means to increase security. Connecting fear of crime and campus carry support, one view is that guns are symptoms, with fear of crime driving gun ownership (Kleck et al., 2011; Hauser and Kleck, 2013); alternatively, the palliative perspective argues that gun ownership leads people to feel less afraid (amongst others, see Hauser and Kleck, 2013). Dowd-Arrow et al. (2019) differentiate between these two but show that they are not mutually exclusive. The question of safety is a complex issue, involving actual victimization, perceived risk of victimization, and confidence in campus police’s capacity to prevent harmful events, for example (see McMahon-Howard et al., 2020, p. 141).

Socialization has been discussed from two angles. On one hand, socialization in a gun culture in one’s family when growing up, usually measured as whether the family owned a gun or if guns were present, has been claimed to contribute to support of campus carry (e.g., Thompson et al., 2013b; Jang et al., 2014). Many studies have also found that those who own guns were more supportive of the policy (Bennett et al., 2012; Patten R. et al., 2013; Patten R. P. et al., 2013; Thompson et al., 2013a,b; Schildkraut et al., 2018; Shepperd et al., 2018). While gun ownership in the United States is relatively common, protection of oneself and protection of one’s family have become increasingly important reasons for ownership, compared to traditional activities such as hunting or sports (Parker et al., 2017). Accordingly, Shepperd et al. (2018) suggest that owning a gun for self-protection leads to a greater attitudinal difference than gun ownership per se. In a post-implementation study by Hayes et al. (2021), students who believed that ensuring their personal safety was their own responsibility were more likely to support campus carry.

On the other hand, two recent papers point to what might be called regional socialization. This effect was particularly noted by Schildkraut et al. (2018), comparing the attitudes of university students in Georgia versus New York, with the former being much more gun-positive and the latter being more critical and restrictive. In another study, Luo and Shi (2022) studied attitudes at a research institute on the U.S.-Mexico border. While those with origins on the Mexican side were considered to have been socialized into a culture that tends to be more critical of guns, Mexican-born respondents who had adapted to U.S. culture were more likely to support campus carry.

While many early studies on students’ campus carry attitudes merely identify which factors shape attitudes (e.g., Thompson et al., 2013b), other studies have also applied various types of multivariate analysis to explain the relationships between specific—and somewhat disparate—variables, yielding different results except for the shared significance of political beliefs. For instance, Jang et al. (2014) found that political orientation and gun socialization (growing up in a family with guns) have the most significant role in perceived risk of criminal victimization. For Schildkraut et al. (2018), the most powerful aspects were political orientation and regional socialization. In a post-implementation study, Nodeland and Saber (2019) found that owning a firearm and political orientation were the two most important factors. Hassett and Kim (2021) highlighted the importance of political beliefs but also gender and race, as white people and males were more likely to hold more favorable attitudes. For Schafer et al. (2018), gender was the most important factor; females were less likely to support the policy.

The first post-implementation analyses have offered results on attitudes based on lived experience but also broadened and refined the analytical spectrum in the search for an increased understanding of attitudinal differences, their formation, and their significance for perceived safety and campus life. Hayes et al. (2021) compared the attitudinal drivers of those students who supported campus carry versus those who had actually carried a concealed firearm on campus premises. The study took place at a university in the Southeast, where more than half (58%) of the sampled students supported campus carry and 7 percent reported that they had carried a concealed weapon on campus since the legislation came into force. Regarding the drivers identified in previous research, voting behavior and gender were the only variables that predicted both attitudinal support for campus carry and actual concealed carry behavior. When campus carry support was controlled for, students who were confident in the campus police’s ability to prevent crime were less likely to engage in concealed carry. Furthermore, when attitudinal support for concealed carry was controlled for, voting behavior no longer predicted concealed carry. All this points to the importance of effective campus safety protocols.

McMahon-Howard et al. (2020) draw attention to the significance of legal attitudes in their study on the difference of attitudinal factors between faculty, administrators, staff, and students. This study was conducted at a large public university in Georgia, where a majority (57%) of students again supported campus carry. Even when controlling for other factors, especially political ideology, pro-gun legal attitudes increased the likelihood of support for campus carry among all groups. As expected, family socialization to guns and having a concealed carry permit also increased the students’ likelihood to support campus carry.

Scherer et al. (2021) discuss the relationship of attitudinal differences and lived experience of campus carry. Conducted with a relatively large sample at a large public university in Georgia, their study found that faculty and students inclined toward fear of victimization and perceptions that campus was unsafe also reported more negative impacts of campus carry. In other words, Black and Hispanic students, females, and students with disabilities—the groups with proportionally greater feelings of vulnerability—were disproportionately impacted by the law, further increasing their safety concerns. Meanwhile, faculty and students who reported greater pro-gun attitudes reported less impacts of campus carry, if not increased security. Moreover, the study maintained that previous gun socialization also mattered in how campus carry impacts were identified in the first place.

In an earlier paper, Ruoppila and Butters (2021) have shown that two and half years after implementation, campus carry continued to be a hotly contested issue among the undergraduates at The University of Texas at Austin: 71 percent opposed the law, 24 percent supported it, and only 5 percent did not have an opinion. Most undergraduates (72%) also thought that it is an important matter. In many students’ minds, campus carry was negatively associated with well-known concerns regarding public health (see also Webster et al., 2016) and the “chilling” of the learning environment (see LaPoint, 2010; Butters, 2021), mirroring findings similar to those in Kansas (Wolcott, 2017). However, we also discovered that not all the views of the supporters or the opponents were so clear-cut. The results suggested that a large share of the opponents specifically resisted carrying on campus, rather than concealed carry in general. On the other hand, some supporters preferred stricter limitations on the policy than what currently exists at UT Austin (see Ruoppila, 2021).

The current study examines campus carry attitudes among undergraduates at The University of Texas at Austin. The two research questions are: (1) what are the drivers of campus carry attitudes among undergraduate students (with the law being in effect), and (2) what is the respective magnitude of their impact? Our study contributes to the discussion by being among the first analyses to examine attitudes as “lived experience.” Another contribution is that we were able to test not only the attitudinal drivers identified in previous research but also some that have been pointed to only more recently, such as regional socialization and pro-gun legal attitudes. A third contribution is our use of a multivariate method that not only differentiates statistical significance but is also able to control for several factors simultaneously.



3 Materials and methods


3.1 Sample and fielding methodology

The data is drawn from a survey collected originally by the research team in February–March 2019 among UT Austin undergraduate students. The sample (N = 1,204) is generally representative of the university’s undergraduate student body in terms of areas of study, gender, ethnicity, and age. More women (61.2%) completed the survey than men (36.3%); in addition, 1.6% self-identified as non-binary or other. This prevalence is comparable to other surveys on campus carry (e.g., Bennett et al., 2012; Thompson et al., 2013b; Jang et al., 2014). It should be noted, however, that more women (54%) attend UT Austin than men (46%) (IES > NCES 2018). In terms of ethnic representation, there was very close correlation between the survey sample and the student body at UT Austin: 45.3% identified as White (compared to 40% of the student body), 20.1% as Asian (22%), 19.7% as Latinx (23%), 5.7% as Black (4%), and 7.3% as mixed (4%). Students at all years of study were included in the survey: freshmen (38%), sophomores (22.1%), juniors (20.3%), and seniors (19.7%). The mean age of the sample matches UT Austin’s young undergraduate student body; two-thirds (67%) of UT Austin’s undergraduates are aged 18 to 21, with a mean age of 20. The questions on age and Texas residency used exact year of birth and years lived in the state rather than answer options with predefined ranges. After incomplete and incidental non-qualified answers (e.g., graduate students) were filtered out of the total data set (1,248 respondents), the sample reflects approximately 2.9% of the undergraduate student body of UT Austin (41,306) (IES > NCES 2018). Using a 98% confidence level on this sample size yields a 3.3% margin of error.

The students were polled in the classroom. Several months before, professors were emailed with a request to visit their class. Selection of professors was made from UT Austin’s online Course Catalog (Spring 2019) and various departments’ websites. Specific focus was first paid to recruiting so-called flag courses, large survey classes with cross-registration across disciplines, and core courses that fulfill the statewide curriculum of Texas. After this, in order to achieve better representativeness, we solicited professors with small classes containing upper-class students. Over a four-week period (February 7–March 4, 2019), the survey was administered in 23 courses, ranging from small seminars to large lecture classes. Professors allowed the researchers to introduce themselves, the goals of the project, and the anonymous nature of the data collection. The students had 15 minutes to complete the survey under the supervision of the researchers, who ensured that students did not engage in conversation or discuss the survey. In addition, students were instructed not to participate if they had already done so in a previous class. Students were able to fill out the survey online by using their smartphone, tablet, or laptop; those without such a device were provided with a paper copy, whose results were later input by the researchers into the electronic database. Because this study sought to gauge the knowledge of the students on campus carry, no explanatory or background information was provided on the topic before the survey was conducted. The survey instrument consisted of 65 questions.

There are potential limitations with the survey. As is always a risk in self-reporting of opinions, especially on sensitive topics such as past history of violence and guns, it is possible that some students answered “no opinion” due to fear of being connected with their responses, even though the survey was introduced as anonymous and had no means of tracing. The larger sample size was intended to reduce potential response bias, and control questions were also asked to validate answers. To ensure representativeness of the UT Austin student body and achieve a statistically significant sample, rather than using nonprobability convenience sampling (e.g., polling random students on campus, email lists), the researchers conducted purposive heterogeneity sampling of undergraduates at all levels of study, from freshmen to seniors, and ethnicity across a range of fields, from the arts to the sciences.



3.2 Measures


3.2.1 Outcome: support for or opposition to campus carry

Level of support for campus carry was used as a dependent variable for this study. The question “Do you currently support or oppose guaranteeing the right of faculty, staff, and students to carry concealed handguns on college campuses?” was measured on a Likert scale; the answer categories included: (1) Strongly support, (2) Somewhat support, (3) Somewhat oppose, (4) Strongly oppose, and (5) No opinion. These results were then recoded to a binary of support or opposition for the law.



3.2.2 Predictors

This study included three thematic areas used for independent variables: political attitudes (party identification), perceptions of safety (feelings of safety on campus in general, effect of campus carry on perceptions of safety, and trust in the capability of law enforcement to react in time to a crime situation), and socialization with gun culture (whether the respondent had firearms in their childhood home, whether they currently owned a gun, opinion on Second Amendment rights, and regional socialization, including length of Texas residency and if they attended high school in Texas). Also measured were political ideology, perceptions of safety, and the question if people should be able to exercise their Second Amendment rights.

Regional socialization (Schildkraut et al., 2018; Luo and Shi, 2022) could be significant in a state like Texas, which is stereotypically associated with having a strong gun culture. While the admittedly high numbers of gun ownership in Texas are by no means outstanding (Parker et al., 2017), for granularity on the potential difference of opinions on guns held by those born and/or raised in Texas, respondents were asked about how many years they had lived there, calculated against birth year, to also determine if they were residents during high school; this also made it possible to differentiate between those UT Austin undergraduates who were from out of state.



3.2.3 Sociodemographic control variables

In addition, a number of variables captured demographic data. These included age, gender, ethnic identity, and socioeconomic background. In terms of the latter, respondents were asked to self-identify as one of the following: (1) Working class, (2) Lower middle class, (3) Middle class, (4) Upper middle class, (5) Upper class, or (6) Not applicable. Surprisingly, socioeconomic background has rarely been asked in previous surveys, and neither has it been regarded as a significant factor in multivariate analysis (e.g., Jang et al., 2014).



3.2.4 Political ideology and party identification

We measured the political leaning of a respondent with several question items. First, the respondents defined their political ideology on a 7-point Likert scale: (1) Extremely liberal, (2) Somewhat liberal, (3) Leaning liberal, (4) Moderate, (5) Leaning conservative, (6) Somewhat conservative, and (7) Extremely conservative, with an additional answer option of “No opinion.” Second, we asked the party identification of the respondents. As expected, the vast majority of Democrats (87%) considered themselves to be liberal; conversely, Republicans (75%) were conservative. Independents were more split (52% self-identified as liberal, 34% as moderate, and 11% as conservative), as were Libertarians (48% were liberal, 23% were moderate, and 27% were conservative). Thus, to avoid multicollinearity problems, the measures of political ideology and party identification were added in the separate models. Third, to further nuance the ideological stances of the students, the survey asked a set of “barometer” questions on various ideological hot-button issues (e.g., the death penalty, abortion, and the border wall proposed by President Trump).



3.2.5 Data analysis: logistic regression

We explore the impact of our predictors on our outcome variable—that is, support for campus carry—through three binary logistic regression models. In the first model (Model 1), the predictors describe the sociodemographic data of the respondent (age, gender, ethnic identity, socioeconomic background, and whether they went to high school in Texas). In the second model (Model 2), we add predictors related to political attitudes (party identification), relationship to firearms (whether the respondent owned firearms or had them in their childhood home), feeling of safety on campus (in general and after campus carry law, as well as trust in the capability of law enforcement to react to a crime on time), and attitude toward Second Amendment rights. The third model (Model 3) is similar to the second except that party identification is replaced by political ideology.





4 Results


4.1 Descriptive statistics and comparisons

Sociodemographically speaking, the data is predominantly comprised of younger respondents, in accord with the undergraduate sample. The ethnic identity of almost half of the respondents is White, also resembling the student body at UT Austin. Over 60 percent of the respondents identify as Democrats, and over half define themselves as somewhat liberal or extremely liberal. Despite the fact that the undergraduate student body of UT Austin comes from diverse parts of the red state of Texas, it leans liberal, matching the dominant ideology found in the capital region of Travis County (Jones, 2019).

Regarding firearms, 40 percent of the respondents had them in their childhood home, while 60 percent did not. However, only 10 percent reported currently owning one firearm or more. Of course, the relatively young age of the respondents must be taken into account here. In Texas, one has to be 21 years old to obtain a permit to concealed carry on campus. Furthermore, even though underage students (and even minors) may legally own a handgun, they cannot keep it in their dormitory; this also applies to those with a concealed carry permit. Although a quarter of students polled supported campus carry, only 1.2 percent of undergraduates had a license to carry and less than 1 percent had actually carried on campus; however, a substantially larger group had plans to get a license to carry, reflecting that many undergraduates had yet to come of required age (see Ruoppila and Butters, 2021).

Among those students who own one gun or more, the majority (61%) favor the law. This level of support may not appear as strong as one might expect, however. An explanation for this is that not all gun owners own for defensive purposes or feel the need to carry outside of their home. Given the necessity to differentiate between those who own a gun for protection and others (Shepperd et al., 2018), our survey asked those respondents who owned a gun (11%) why they do. They reported a range of motives. Hunting was the most pronounced reason to own a gun (56%), while a gun hobby was also quite common (50%). On the other hand, owning a gun was also explained by a perceived need for protection, either for oneself (54%), one’s family (54%), or the community (20%). For many, there was also an ideological aspect to their decision: while the majority of UT Austin undergraduates (66%) agreed that people should be able to exercise their Second Amendment rights, nearly a half (43%) of gun owners expressed that this was an actual reason for them to have a firearm. Finally, a small segment of gun owners (11%) had a firearm for some other reason (e.g., it was a gift or inherited).

In terms of security, the great majority of students (84%) felt very or rather safe on campus, but almost 60 percent said that campus carry law has strongly decreased or decreased their feeling of safety. Moreover, over half of the respondents agreed with the statement that it takes too long for law enforcement or security personnel to respond to a crime situation.

Table 1 shows the frequencies of the variables included in the analysis.



TABLE 1 Frequencies and coding of the predictor and outcome variables (ref. = reference category).
[image: Table1]



4.2 Multivariate analyses on attitudes toward campus carry

In Table 2, Model 1 shows that female students are significantly less likely to support campus carry than their male peers. This difference persists also in Models 2 and 3, even after controlling for the other predictors. As for age, no significant attitudinal differences appear, which is hardly surprising considering the youth and minor overall age differences of the respondents. In a similar vein, socioeconomic background does not seem to have an impact on the campus carry attitudes among students. The only exception is that in Model 2, students with an upper-class background are more likely to oppose campus carry than those with a working class background. This relationship disappears in Model 3 and is likely related to the small number of upper-class background respondents (N = 96). Nor does growing up in Texas (and going to high school there) have an impact.



TABLE 2 Predictors explaining support for campus carry law: binary logistic regression (odds ratios/confidence intervals).
[image: Table2]

Interestingly, ethnic identity has a clear role in attitudes toward campus carry, but only in Model 1. Those who self-identify as White are significantly more likely to support campus carry than those who self-identify as Black, Latinx, Asian, or mixed. However, this difference disappears when we control for the other predictors in Models 2 and 3.

The small role of other factors is explained by the significant explanatory power of party identification and political ideology. Republican affiliation dramatically increases support of the law: this group is 16.4 times more likely to support campus carry than those who identify as Democrats. Furthermore, Libertarians are almost four times more likely to support campus carry than Democrats. A similar pattern can be found in terms of political ideology. Compared to moderates, those students who are extremely or somewhat liberal are significantly more likely to oppose campus carry. No difference exists between moderates and those leaning liberal. On the other hand, compared to moderates, conservatives express support for the law: those leaning conservative are three times more likely to support campus carry, and those who are somewhat or extremely conservative are over thirteen times more likely.

Ownership of a firearm or former experience of firearms in one’s childhood home does not appear to have an impact on the attitude on campus carry, nor does the general feeling of safety on campus or evaluations of the capability of law enforcement to react in a crime situation. Perhaps unsurprisingly, those who feel that campus carry decreases the feeling of safety on campus tend to oppose the law; this is seen in both Models 2 and 3. Importantly, the attitude toward Second Amendment rights is a significant predictor of campus carry attitude. Those students who agree or strongly agree that people should be able to exercise their Second Amendment rights are over eight times more likely to support campus carry.




5 Discussion

While most previous studies agree that there is a statistically significant link between students’ political stance and attitudes toward campus carry (Bouffard et al., 2012; Bennett et al., 2012; Cavanaugh et al., 2012; Thompson et al., 2013b; Jang et al., 2014; De Angelis et al., 2017; Schildkraut et al., 2018), our study contributes to the field by underlining the powerfulness of the influence. It is very much the case that attitudes on campus carry mirror students’ political ideology. Students identifying as Republicans were sixteen times more likely to support campus carry than those identifying as Democrats. The situation on campus reflects that of the broader society; in the United States, the most consistent predictors of people’s gun control preferences are their political beliefs and affiliations (Wozniak, 2017). Given that the situation at UT Austin is about the students’ own immediate surroundings and place to study, and a location that has been a focal point of recent political controversy, the stances may appear even more pronounced. After all, the whole campus carry phenomenon is thoroughly political, being an invention of gun control deregulation proponents (Arrigo and Acheson, 2016), and in many states it has come as a result of prolonged political contention (see Short, 2019). It is not driven by the safety concerns of particular campuses; nor is it an initiative put forward by higher educational institutions themselves, instead being the opposite (e.g., Harnisch, 2008; Hassett et al., 2020).

Regarding gun politics in the United States, the main divisive question between the two political camps has not been whether civilians should be allowed to carry a gun in the first place, but involving details of regulation, such as whether semiautomatic weapons should be banned from civilians or whether background checks should be required of potential gun buyers (Wozniak, 2017). Whether the right to carry should be extended to campuses can be considered one such regulation (Birnbaum, 2013). Within the sphere of political ideas, our results support the findings of McMahon-Howard et al. (2020) on the significance of pro-gun legal attitudes above and beyond political views when it comes to campus carry. Even when controlling for other factors, especially political affiliation or ideology, the support for people to be able to exercise their Second Amendment right had a statistically significant role in opinions of support for campus carry, notwithstanding a number of respondents who supported the Second Amendment but would have preferred that campus remain off-limits from firearms.

The overwhelming impact of political attitudes was also shown in that most sociodemographic factors (e.g., race), which some previous studies have suggested to matter (e.g., Kyle et al., 2017; Watson et al., 2018; Hassett and Kim, 2021), lost their significance when political attitudes (party identification or political ideology) were taken into account. Nonetheless, one persisted: female students were significantly less likely to support campus carry than their male peers. This result echoes many earlier studies (e.g., De Angelis et al., 2017; Kyle et al., 2017; Schafer et al., 2018; Hassett and Kim, 2021). A major difference from other studies, however, was that gun socialization (e.g., Jang et al., 2014), regional socialization (Schildkraut et al., 2018; Luo and Shi, 2022), or currently owning a gun (Bennett et al., 2012; Patten R. et al., 2013; Patten R. P. et al., 2013; Schildkraut et al., 2018; Shepperd et al., 2018) did not have an impact among UT Austin students when political views were taken into account. The comprehensive nature of the survey conducted and the method that enabled controlling for several factors underline the significance of these results.

The profoundly political character of campus carry, as well as that of attitudes toward it, suggest difficulties ahead in searching for compromises, especially where implementation is obligatory (Arrigo and Acheson, 2016; Scherer et al., 2021). However, as attitudes regarding campus carry point to political principles rather than actual carrying behavior (Hayes et al., 2021; Ruoppila and Butters, 2021) or practical limitations on campus grounds (see Ruoppila and Butters, 2021), some compromises concerning exactly which campus spaces guns can be brought to may be negotiable to a certain extent.



6 Conclusion

This article has contributed to the literature on guns and campuses by showing that the correlation between students’ political stances and attitudes toward campus carry far exceeds the influence of other factors. It also confirmed the independent significance of pro-gun legal attitudes, measured by support for people to exercise their Second Amendment rights, when it comes to supporting campus carry. Regarding other factors, only gender was found to have statistical significance: female students are significantly less likely to support campus carry than males. On the contrary, when political views were controlled for, gun socialization, regional socialization, or currently owning a gun were not found to have an impact.
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