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Abstract

The United States leads the world in the number of mass shootings that occur each
year even as policy making on firearms remains polarized along party lines. Are legis-
lators responsive to mass shootings? We estimate the latent positions of 264 California
state legislators on gun policy from their roll-call voting records on firearm-related bills
from 2011 to 2022. Employing a stacked difference-in-differences design, we find that
mass shootings within or near a state legislator’s district do not alter their voting be-
havior on firearm policy, on average (with 95% confidence intervals spanning opposite
directions). When we extend our analyses to an additional 5 states (approx. 1,600
more legislators) representing a range of gun policy environments, we find similarly
null results, though we report evidence of heterogeneous effects from event-specific es-
timates. Our findings suggest that even the most heinous acts of violence generally fail
to produce measurable effects on legislators’ positions on firearm-related policy.
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1 Introduction

On May 24th, 2022, an 18-year-old gunman armed with a semi-automatic AR-15 style ri-


e entered Robb Elementary School in Uvalde, Texas, and fatally shot 2 teachers and 19

fourth-grade students. In the wake of the tragedy, state legislators called on Governor Greg

Abbott (R) to convene a special legislative session to debate methods of reducing gun vio-

lence. Ultimately, the session was called, and legislation to raise the minimum age required

to purchase semi-automatic ri
es from 18 to 21 was introduced. In a surprise turn, two Re-

publicans, Representatives Sam Harless (TX-126) and Justin Holland (TX-33), voted with

Democrats to advance the legislation out of committee, though the bill died soon after. Both

representatives defended their breaking with the Republican party, with Harless saying his

vote \was the least [lawmakers] could do for the families" of the victims.1

Are legislators responsive to tragedies that occur in their districts? Scholarship on

whether citizens hold governmental institutions and representatives accountable for negative

shocks | including unanticipated ones | generally suggests that voters consider elected

o�cials at least somewhat responsible when disasters occur under their watch (e.g., Fiorina,

1978; Healy and Malhotra, 2009; Gasper and Reeves, 2011; Heersink, Peterson and Jenkins,

2017). Under the theories presented in the extant scholarship on this subject, one might

anticipate that legislators who represent districts experiencing increasing rates of crime ad-

just their voting behavior to be tougher on criminals (Arnold and Carnes, 2012), or that

representatives of districts a�ected by economic shocks from international competition may

vote in a more protectionist manner on trade-speci�c bills (Feigenbaum and Hall, 2015).

One might also think that legislators representing areas devastated by wild�res (Hazlett and

Mildenberger, 2020; Ramos and Sanz, 2020), 
oods (Arceneaux and Stein, 2006; Bechtel and

Hainmueller, 2011; Stout, 2018), or other natural disasters (e.g., Malhotra and Kuo, 2008,

2009; Atkeson and Maestas, 2012; Carlin, Love and Zechmeister, 2014; Katz and Levin,

2016) vote more favorably for emergency aid spending measures, for instance, so that their

respective electorates approve of their responses to crises when election day rolls around.

The current scholarship on behavioral responses to mass shootings | an example of a

1https://www.houstonpublicmedia.org/articles/news/politics/gun-control/2023/05/08/4511
46/texas-raise-age-assault-rifle-bill-passes-committee-house .
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crisis event that legislators might respond to | has particularly focused on the e�ects of

these events on public opinion (Gunn et al., 2018; Barney and Scha�ner, 2019; Newman and

Hartman, 2019; Rogowski and Tucker, 2019), the electoral behavior of a�ected constituencies

(Hassell, Holbein and Baldwin, 2020), and the �rearm-related policy environments of states

(Luca, Malhotra and Poliquin, 2020), but there are mixed results regarding what e�ects

these events may have on a variety of outcomes. In some instances, scholars �nd that mass

shootings cause surges in engagement with gun policy (Reny et al., 2023) while others �nd

that responses are limited by temporal, spatial, and political factors (Sharkey and Shen,

2021). In a similar vein, it appears that some mass shootings | particularly those with high

levels of media coverage | coincide with increases in �rearms purchasing while others do

not (Iwama and McDevitt, 2021; Liu and Wiebe, 2019). Additional evidence suggests that

legislators may lack the ability or incentive to adjust their behavior even when facing possible

ideological, environmental, or electoral pressures (Butler and Hassell, 2018; Bromley-Trujillo

and Poe, 2020). Even if we believe that mass shootings might lead to shifts in opinions on

�rearm-related policies | which is not obvious, as per Baxter-King (2024) | there may not

beenoughof a change in the electoral behavior of a�ected constituencies to cause a legislator

to alter their voting behavior on relevant policies, even as some scholars �nd that members of

Congress who are facing reelection pressures (and represent sizable \pro-gun constituencies")

may be more likely to change how they vote on gun-related legislation (Bouton et al., 2014).

Furthermore, it is not clear that changes in the voting behaviors or policy preferences of

a legislator's constituency (should they occur) would prompt changes in a representative's

actions (Rogers, 2017).

Our paper investigates the e�ects of exposure to mass shootings on the voting behavior

of state legislators who represent the communities most directly impacted by these events.

We focus our analysis on estimating the aggregate e�ect of mass shootings on the behavior

of lawmakers rather than shooting-speci�c e�ects. Focusing on the average e�ect boosts

our statistical power and precision by pooling rare and noisy events, while also yielding an

informative estimate of how legislators typically respond. This approach avoids the pitfalls

of multiple comparisons and over�tting to temporally idiosyncratic incidents, and relies on

methods that account for heterogeneity across events to identify a single average treatment
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e�ect. We combine roll-call voting records of California state legislators with a novel dataset

from the Gi�ords Law Center (GLC) that ranks every �rearm-related bill introduced in

the California State Assembly and Senate from 2011 to 2022 on a permissive to restrictive

scale.2 Using pairwise comparison and the Bradley-Terry model (Bradley and Terry, 1952),

we construct a yearly score of each individual lawmaker's directionality of support for gun

control legislation from the 2011-2012 to 2021-2022 sessions. Our scoring regime covers 264

individual California legislators over twelve years.

Using this measure of an individual legislator's latent position on �rearms policy over

time, we identify which legislators represented districts that experienced a mass shooting

between 2011 and 2022. Through a di�erence-in-di�erences design accounting for hetero-

geneity in treatment timing, we estimate whether the occurrence of a mass shooting within a

legislator's district causes a measurable change in their position on gun policy. We �nd that

when a mass shooting occurs within a legislator's district, California lawmakers reduce their

support for gun control policies by approximately 1.15% compared to all other legislators

(ATT = -0.023, SE = 0.066, outcome measured on a -1 to 1 scale), though this estimate is a

statistically insigni�cant null. Our results �nd no evidence of responsiveness in a legislators

positionality on �rearms-related policy and these statistically insigni�cant estimates persist

across multiple estimation strategies and varied treatment assignments (such as estimations

accounting for the distance of a legislator's district from a mass shooting). This �nding

con
icts with the self-reported assessments of responsiveness to mass shootings that these

same legislators described in a series of qualitative interviews we conducted. In sum, our

mixed-methods approach in California �nds that legislators do not change their voting be-

havior following a mass shooting | though this �nding only speaks to a single metric of

legislator behavior in a single state.

As a robustness check on our California �ndings, we extend the analysis to a selected set

of states that experienced mass shootings during the study period and for which standardized

roll-call voting data (via LegiScan) were available. Our selection prioritizes both analytic

feasibility and representativeness: we include states spanning the spectrum of �rearm policy

environments (from highly permissive to highly restrictive) based on Gi�ords Law Center

2We validated the GLC's bill rankings, which is discussed in greater detail in A.3.
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(GLC) rankings. Speci�cally, we analyze Colorado (3 shootings; quintile 4), Florida (6;

quintile 3), Georgia (1; quintile 2), Missouri (1; quintile 1), and Texas (6; quintile 2), with the

latter included both for its high incidence of mass shootings and as a meaningful permissive-

state contrast to California. This set captures substantial variation in policy context and

accounts for approximately 42% of mass shootings in the United States during 2011{2022.

Ultimately, we �nd that across a twelve year period, 28 mass shootings | occurring in

6 states and requiring the scoring of nearly 1,900 individual state legislators over time |

caused no discernible change in the �rearm policy positions of state legislators on regulatory

proposals on �rearms, on average, when such an event occurs within their districts. Excep-

tions do occur | when we disaggregate our results and estimate shooting-speci�c e�ects,

we �nd evidence that the aggregation method we utilize to account for varied treatment

timing masks heterogeneity in the treatment e�ects of individual shootings. However, our

null results hold when we also inspect other forms of behavior that legislators may engage

in: we �nd that legislators do not cosponsor or author more or fewer �rearm-related bills

following a mass shooting, on average.

The following section discusses the theoretical framework situating these �ndings, and

reports the results of a series of qualitative interviews with California lawmakers who rep-

resented a�ected districts at the time of mass shootings. These legislators largely reported

positive self-assessments of their responsiveness to the crises brought about by mass shoot-

ings in their districts, claiming that they brought legislation to the 
oor or voted favorably on

certain bills that they would not have in the absence of the shooting. Our assessments of the

roll-call voting records of these same legislators (and others) tells a di�erent story. Overall,

our �ndings suggest that partisan polarization has led to a policy environment wherein even

highly salient focusing events such as mass shootings, which may otherwise be reasonably

thought to cause changes in a legislator's stance on �rearms related policy, fail to produce

any measurable e�ects on legislative voting behavior.
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2 Theory and Qualitative Findings

To clarify why mass shootings may fail to shift legislators' voting behaviors on �rearms policy,

we draw on qualitative interviews with �ve current and former California state legislators who

represented districts a�ected by mass shootings (2010{2022). These interviews, detailed in

Appendix A.1, reveal how partisan polarization imposes structural and behavioral constraints

that restrict legislator's ability to change their voting behavior. Below, we detail their

accounts in the context of scholarly work on polarization, �rearms politics, and legislative

behavior to formalize our expectation of null e�ects.

2.1 The Limited E�ects of Mass Shootings in an Era of Partisan

Polarization

In an era of intense partisan polarization on �rearms policy, do mass shootings a�ect the

behaviors of legislators? We argue that the likely answer is no | we expect that partisan

polarization creates powerful constraints that prevent legislators from changing their voting

behaviors on �rearm policy, even when these events occur in their own districts.

Our focus on state legislators is motivated by the contemporary landscape of �rearms

policymaking in the United States. While �rearms policy is certainly also polarized at the

federal level, Congress rarely votes on gun-related legislation, and state legislatures have

increasingly become the primary venues for �rearm policy debates (Luca, Malhotra and

Poliquin, 2020). State lawmakers are responsible for considering and voting on the vast

majority of �rearms-related bills in the United States, making them the most relevant actors

for understanding how mass shootings might in
uence legislative behavior on gun policy.

If partisan polarization constrains responsiveness to mass shootings anywhere, it should be

most observable at the state level where the bulk of �rearms policymaking actually occurs.

Over the time that we study in this paper (2011-2022), public opinion on gun policy has

become increasingly divided along partisan lines (Joslyn et al., 2017; Joslyn, 2020; Cook and

Goss, 2020; Sides, Tausanovitch and Vavreck, 2022; Merry, 2023), and the partisanship of

elected o�cials oftentimes serves as a heuristic to voters about where a candidate stands on
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�rearm-related policy.3 This polarized environment places immense pressure on state-level

policymakers, who face distinct political costs for deviating from party orthodoxy. Gun

rights advocates maintain exceptionally high levels of political engagement and organiza-

tion (Lacombe, 2019), pay close attention to and hold strong opinions on �rearms policy

(Lacombe, Howat and Rothschild, 2019), and bene�t from the outsize role of gun rights

and industry-related interest groups in campaign contributions to elected o�cials (Baldwin,

Iwasaki and Donohue, 2025; Richards, 2017). Legislators risk alienating these powerful con-

stituencies | and jeopardizing their chances of reelection | if they break with their party's

position (Bouton et al., 2014).

Our qualitative interviews reveal how these pressures operate in practice, with legislators

we interviewed explaining how party leaders explicitly threaten sanctions against members

who might consider deviating from the party line. Legislator C, a Republican, spoke about

the role of partisan polarization bluntly, explaining what a party leader told them after a

shooting in their district: \I was told directly, if I speak about [gun control], it's going to

cost $1,000,000 per Tweet. For us to defend you in the next election, it's going to cost

1,000,000 bucks a Tweet." The direct threat of sanctions from party leadership that would

a�ect a legislator's campaign warchest suggests that any sort of defection | even one as

mundane as a Tweet | from policy positions preferred by the party would result in severe

consequences.4

These partisan pressures help explain why scholarship on the politics of gun control

characterizes debates in this policy domain as a reoccurring cycle of \outrage-action-reaction"

that ultimately contributes to gridlock on �rearm-related policy (Spitzer, 2023). Republicans

face pressure to defend gun rights, while Democratic legislators face pressure to restrict

�rearm access | but crucially, both parties face pressure to maintain their existing positions

rather than shift in response to events. Legislator A (D, Southern California) implied that

support from party leadership for gun control bills came without typical political costs,

saying, \Normally, getting a speaker[-prioritized] bill might have cost me political capital...

3https://www.politico.com/news/2022/11/03/dems-finally-passed-gun-legislation-and-the
y-havent-paid-an-electoral-price-for-it-00064885 .

4We cannot con�rm the veracity of Legislator C's claims about sanctions threatened by the California
GOP. We can, however, con�rm that Legislator C did not post a single Tweet related to a �rearms policy
proposal until 181 days after the shooting. This Tweet was expressing opposition to a permissive policy.

6



in this case it did not... Just not the way it normally works." This suggests that Democratic

legislators are rewarded for advancing party-preferred policies after mass shootings, but not

for moderating their positions or breaking with party orthodoxy. While other legislators may

need to \walk [a] very �ne line because of political di�erences in a community" (Legislator

E; D, Southern California), mass shootings o�er an opportunity to pass party-aligned bills,

not shift individual positions. As Legislator B (D, Southern California) told us: \If you're

a gun violence prevention advocate and you don't try to act in the aftermath of a horri�c

tragedy, you have, in many ways, lost an opportunity for public attention to be focused for

long enough to get something to actually change."

This pressure to act, however, channels legislators toward advancing existing party po-

sitions rather than reconsidering their stances. Spitzer (2023) contends that events such as

mass shootings may produce an initial demand for legislation which is then followed by the

possibility or reality of policy being adopted, and, �nally, a subsequent backlash against these

gains from opposing groups.5 This cyclicality all but ensures a stagnant policy environment,

especially when one also considers the relative stability of public opinion on �rearms policy

in the aftermath of a shooting (Gunn et al., 2018; Barney and Scha�ner, 2019; Newman and

Hartman, 2019; Rogowski and Tucker, 2019; Hassell, Holbein and Baldwin, 2020; Baxter-

King, 2024), and the polarized nature of state legislatures during this time period (Phillips

et al., 2024).

We posit that as partisan polarization has increased and �rearms policy has been dele-

gated to state legislatures, Democratic and Republican legislators have become less willing

to defect from their party when voting on �rearm-related policy. This unwillingness to break

ranks creates both structural constraints (legislators may already be voting at the ideo-

logical ceiling or 
oor on gun issues) and behavioral constraints (party discipline prevents

defections even when legislators might be personally moved by a shooting). These twin

constraints should render legislative voting patterns essentially immune to the in
uence of

mass shootings, regardless of how legislators might be personally a�ected by these tragic

events. Even with our qualitative interviews suggesting that California lawmakers perceive

5These groups need not be the traditional \gun rights" or \gun control" advocacy organizations, however.
Legislator E described how retailers \vehemently opposed" mental health mandates in workplace violence
bills that were introduced in the wake of one California shooting.
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themselves as very responsive to mass shootings in their districts, we expect to �nd null

results when assessing the e�ects of mass shootings on voting behavior. We predict that the

partisan environment prevents defections in voting behavior, though we do not presume that

other forms of legislative behavior would be similarly una�ected.

Thus, legislators may still respond symbolically (through appearances at public vigils,

meetings with victims' families, or Tweeting about their thoughts and prayers), but we

argue that voting on �rearms policy is likely insulated from district-level shocks: partisan

polarization rewards partisan �delity, punishes deviation, and elevates national agendas to

the point that mass shootings, on average, will have little e�ect on a legislator's voting on

�rearms-related policy.

3 Data and Methods

3.1 Mass Shootings in Scope of Study

To identify mass shootings for the purposes of this study, we rely upon a de�nition established

by the Congressional Research Service, which is aligned with de�nitions used by researchers

across a variety of disciplines (e.g., Luca, Malhotra and Poliquin, 2020; Peterson and Densley,

2022). Under this de�nition, a mass shooting is an incident in which four or more victims

(not including the shooter) are murdered with �rearms in a single, continuous incident in a

public location that is unrelated to other types of criminal activity (such as gang violence).6

We consider all mass shootings that occur in the United States between 2011 and 2022 as

within our scope of study. Figure 1 shows which districts in particular states were a�ected

by mass shootings occurring during this time period. Additional details on these shootings

and the selection decisions underlying the inclusion of these states in our analyses can be

found in Table A.2.1. For California, we consider the e�ects of eleven mass shootings.

6We note that this de�nition certainly does not encompass all gun violence incidents that might reason-
ably act as focusing events or opportunities for agenda setting, but this de�nition covers a large number of
shootings and is used widely in research on these incidents. Seehttps://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R44126.
pdf .
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