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WEIGHING OPTIONS

Abortion and Gun Laws Matter in
College Choice, a New Study Finds
By  Karin Fischer MARCH 14, 2024

ERIN CLARK, THE BOSTON GLOBE, GETTY IMAGES

Demonstrators rally in defense of abortion rights at Harvard University in 2022.

What’s New
State laws on abortion and guns may affect students’ choice of where to go to

college, a new poll suggests.

Eighty-one percent of current and prospective students said campus gun policies

could influence their college decisions, according to the Lumina Foundation-

Gallup 2023 State of Higher Education survey. Seven in 10 students said state laws

on reproductive health could be a factor in their enrollment decisions, with 38

percent calling access to such care highly important — an increase from the

previous year.

The saliency of these social issues crossed partisan lines. A majority of Democrats

and Republicans said gun policies were at least somewhat important in their

college choices. Likewise, for students for whom reproductive health care was a

factor in their decision-making, Democrats, Republicans, and independents alike

would prefer to attend college in a state with greater access to such services.

The Details
The share of students who said they consider laws governing reproductive health —

including abortion, emergency contraception, and other related health-care issues

— when deciding where to study has ticked up over the past year. When Gallup and

Lumina first surveyed students, in late 2022, about two-thirds of those polled called

the issue at least somewhat relevant.

Strikingly, in the latest findings, released on Thursday, the biggest jump was among

those students who saw access to abortion and contraception as highly important

to college choices. The share of such students increased by eight percent, from 30 to

38 percent.
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Students who indicated that reproductive health mattered in their choice of college

overwhelmingly said, by a four-to-one margin, that they preferred institutions in

states with greater access to reproductive health-care services to states with more

restrictive policies. Both men and women shared this perspective, although female

students were more likely to prefer greater access than their male classmates.

The findings were also lopsided when it came to gun laws. Solid majorities of

students — regardless of gender, race or ethnicity, partisanship, or age — said

campus gun policies were at least somewhat important in their enrollment

decisions. One-third called such policies extremely important.

More than 85 percent of those polled who said they would consider the issue of

firearms in college choice preferred institutions with “tough restrictions that

banned or made it hard for people to have guns on campus” to those with “few

restrictions on gun ownership that allowed people to have guns on campus.”

Democrats were more likely than Republicans to favor more restrictive policies.

One in three students told pollsters that they worried at least a fair amount about

gun violence on their campus. Students who worried a great deal about gun

violence were actually slightly less likely than their peers to prefer restrictive

policies, suggesting some students with deep concerns may favor allowing people

on campus to carry firearms.

The 2023 survey, conducted between October 9 and November 16, was the first to

poll respondents on gun issues. The online survey included more than 14,000

current and prospective students. (Opt-in web surveys can raise concerns about self

selection, but Gallup says it compensated for potential bias by ensuring that the

sample was representative of the broader population and by not telling

respondents that they’d be asked about guns or reproductive health.)
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The Backdrop
The issues of reproductive health and gun violence have both been in the news.

The U.S. Supreme Court ruled in June 2022 to overturn a longstanding case, Roe v.

Wade, that defined abortion as a constitutional right, giving states latitude to set

their own laws on reproductive rights.

Roe was a “floor,” guaranteeing students certain access to abortion no matter where

they studied, said Brandon Crawford, an assistant professor of applied health

sciences at Indiana University at Bloomington who researches Americans’ attitudes

toward abortion. Now, that floor is gone and abortion laws can differ greatly

between states, which may increase its pertinence in college-enrollment decisions.

Today’s college students “have grown up when contraception was readily available

and abortion was, more or less,” Crawford said. The court ruling “was a most

dramatic shift.”

According to the Guttmacher Institute, a research and policy group that supports

reproductive rights, 31 states have abortion restrictions or bans in place, with 15

characterized as the most restrictive, including Texas, which has the second-

highest college enrollments of any state in the country.
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Melissa Deckman is chief executive of the Public Religion Research Institute, which

has studied public opinion on abortion. Historically, age has not had a significant

effect on Americans’ attitudes about abortion’s legality, but today, younger

Americans are more likely to be supportive of abortion rights. In a 2022 survey, 68

percent of Americans ages 18 to 29 said that abortion should be legal in all or most

cases, compared to 64 percent of those ages 30 to 49, 63 percent of those ages 50 to

64, and 62 percent of those age 65 and over.

Young women are more likely than young men to support abortion access, 71 to 65

percent, the institute found. That gender divide is particularly relevant to

discussions about college choice because about six in 10 current college students

are women.

Deckman, a former academic who is writing a book about Gen Z women and

American politics, said she was unsurprised by the findings. The effect of the 2022

Supreme Court decision has “really been profound,” she said. “It’s shaken up young

people and made young women in particular more aware of the stakes.”

Kristen N. Jozkowski, a professor of public health at Indiana who works on abortion

research with Crawford, said the issue could be salient for college students because

they are of reproductive age. Past research suggests that women who are denied

abortions tend to have and raise their children, and Jozkowski wondered if abortion

restrictions could affect not just enrollment patterns, but college-dropout rates.

Courtney Brown, vice president of impact and planning for the Lumina

Foundation, said the polling partners decided to add questions, first about

reproductive rights, and then about gun restrictions, to their survey because

students themselves were bringing them up as factors in their decisions of whether

to enroll or re-enroll. “These are issues that students pay attention to,” she said.
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In the past year and a half, there have been a number of mass shootings on college

campuses, including at Michigan State University, the University of Virginia, and

the University of Nevada at Las Vegas. At the same time, about a dozen states

permit people to carry concealed firearms on campus, while more than 20 allow

colleges to set their own gun policies. Last year, Georgia’s Supreme Court upheld a

policy by the University of Georgia Board of Regents to allow guns on campus.

What’s Next
Still, while students say they are considering laws on guns and abortion in their

college decisions, it’s not clear how much such issues affect actual enrollments, at

least in the past. A 2019 Politifact analysis found that the impact of campus-carry

laws has been inconsistent, with college enrollments declining in some states after

passage and increasing in others.

John V. Winters, a professor of economics at Iowa State University who has studied

college-student migration, said that while students may say such social issues

matter, enrollment is often driven by more practical concerns, such as cost and

proximity. Most students attend college within 100 miles of their homes, and states

are likely to have similar laws on abortions and guns as their neighbors.

Students who do go out of state for college may be able to afford to cross state lines

for an abortion. And policies on abortion and guns often reflect the broader

political and cultural environment in a state, Winters said, meaning that students

who feel passionately about such issues often would not choose colleges in those

states in the first place.

“Will they have a major effect? I’m somewhat skeptical,” Winters said. “These are

important issues, and I’m not trying to dismiss that, but there are a lot of factors at

play in college enrollments. If there’s a difference, it will be most pronounced at the

margins.”
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Brown, of Lumina, said that, in the polling, larger shares of students did select other

factors as critical to their decision-making. For example, 92 percent of respondents

said college cost was at least somewhat important in choosing where to study, while

94 percent said they took into account the opportunity to get a good-paying job.

(Gallup and Lumina did not ask those polled to rank the factors by importance.)

Still, Brown said it was notable that broad swaths of students would take social

policies into account when deciding whether to enroll, or stay in, college. Such

factors may be even more important as American institutions must deal with

declines in the number of college-aged students. In states where policies may run

counter to student preferences, colleges may need to do more to reassure students

of safety and institutional support, she said.

We welcome your thoughts and questions about this article. Please email the editors

or submit a letter for publication.

LAW & POLICY ADMISSIONS & ENROLLMENT CAMPUS SAFETY

Karin Fischer
Karin Fischer writes about international education, colleges and the

economy, and other issues. She’s on the social-media platform X

@karinfischer, and her email address is

karin.fischer@chronicle.com.

RECOMMENDED ARTICLES

ADMISSIONS TESTING RETURNS
The U. of Texas at Austin Is the Latest to Bring Back the SAT Requirement

CAMPUS SAFETY
Greek Life Is Suspended at U. of Virginia Amid Another Nationwide Wave of
Hazing Allegations

CULTURE CLASH
AI Will Shake Up Higher Ed. Are Colleges Ready?

DIVERSITY
The End of Inclusion?

ADVERTISEMENT

FROM THE CHRONICLE STORE

Coverage of the U.S. Supreme
Court’s ruling

Visit the Store

Subscribe today to
support our journalism
Unlimited
access starts
at $9/month

Subscribe Now

JOBS RECOMMENDED FOR YOU

Dean of the School of
Science

Siena College

Inaugural Dean, New School

William & Mary

Director of Oregon
Humanities Center

University of Oregon

Dean of the Honors College -
(2400000Q)

Towson University

Vice President for Academic
Affairs & Provost

San Francisco Bay
University

VIEW MORE JOBS

ADVERTISEMENT

Building an Identity andBuilding an Identity and
Access Management SolutionAccess Management Solution
Learn how a university collaborated with Fischer Identity
to develop a new identity system, which helped them to
better manage the intricacies of maintaining a secure
network for everyone on campus. How did they create
more secure access experiences for students, employees,
and visitors? Read the Case Study to find out.

ADVERTISEMENT

NEWSLETTERS

Academe Today
Get the best of our journalism with our
free, Pagship newsletter.

Email address Sign Up

IN THE CHRONICLE STORE

The Athletics Advantage Higher Education in 2035 The Research Driven
University

The Future of Campus Safety

Twitter Instagram Youtube Facebook Linkedin

ADVERTISEMENT

NEWJERSEY'S
FIRSTSCHOOL
OFVETERINARY
MEDICINE

*RowanUniversity

FEATURED: The Trends Report 2024 Women's Leadership Workshop The Future of Campus Safety

Sign InSITE LICENSE ACCESS PROVIDED BY
INDIANA UNIVERSITY -
BLOOMINGTON

GET MORE

NEWS ADVICE THE REVIEW TOPICS CURRENT ISSUE VIRTUAL EVENTS STORE JOBS

https://www.chronicle.com/subscribe?offer=mixmonar12c&oc=YH24BMSCFT&cid=cs-che-f-sub
https://www.chronicle.com/news
https://www.chronicle.com/account/get-newsletters
https://www.chronicle.com/blogs/letters/
https://www.chronicle.com/page/free-reports-and-guides
https://www.chronicle.com/professional-development-resources
https://www.chronicle.com/events/virtual/
https://store.chronicle.com/
https://www.chronicle.com/page/chronicle-intelligence
https://jobs.chronicle.com/
https://hire.chronicle.com/
https://www.chronicle.com/page/about-us/
https://www.chronicle.com/page/write-for-us
https://us232.dayforcehcm.com/CandidatePortal/en-US/thechronicle
https://www.chronicle.com/page/talk-to-us
https://marketingsolutions.chronicle.com/
https://www.chronicle.com/page/chronicle-brand-studio
https://www.chronicle.com/page/dei-commitment-statement
https://www.chronicle.com/page/accessibility-statement
https://www.chronicle.com/page/vision-mission-values
https://www.chronicle.com/account/profile
https://www.chronicle.com/account/newsletters
https://www.chronicle.com/subscribe?oc=IH21FOOTER
https://www.chronicle.com/page/get-unlimited-access-with-a-site-license/
https://www.chronicle.com/page/subscription-account-faq
https://www.chronicle.com/page/contact-us
https://www.chronicle.com/page/copyright-and-reprints/
https://www.chronicle.com/page/user-agreement/
https://www.chronicle.com/page/advertising-and-sponsorship-terms-and-conditions/
https://www.chronicle.com/page/privacy-policy/
https://www.chronicle.com/page/california-privacy-policy
https://www.chronicle.com/article/abortion-and-gun-laws-matter-in-college-choice-a-new-study-finds#CCPA
https://www.chronicle.com/
https://twitter.com/chronicle
https://www.instagram.com/chronicleofhighered/
https://www.youtube.com//user/chronicleofhigheredu
https://www.facebook.com/chronicle.of.higher.education
https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-chronicle-of-higher-education
https://www.chronicle.com/author/karin-fischer
https://www.chronicle.com/tag/law-policy
https://www.chronicle.com/tag/admissions-enrollment
https://www.chronicle.com/tag/campus-safety
https://www.chronicle.com/author/karin-fischer
https://twitter.com/karinfischer
mailto:karin.fischer@chronicle.com
https://www.chronicle.com/article/the-u-of-texas-at-austin-is-the-latest-to-bring-back-the-sat-requirement?cid=bottom1column4full
https://www.chronicle.com/article/greek-life-is-suspended-at-u-of-virginia-amid-another-nationwide-wave-of-hazing-allegations?cid=bottom1column4full
https://www.chronicle.com/article/ai-will-shake-up-higher-ed-are-colleges-ready?cid=bottom1column4full
https://www.chronicle.com/article/the-end-of-inclusion?cid=bottom1column4full
https://www.gallup.com/analytics/468986/state-of-higher-education.aspx
https://www.chronicle.com/article/will-the-fall-of-roe-change-the-college-going-landscape
https://states.guttmacher.org/policies/?gad_source=1&gclid=Cj0KCQjwncWvBhD_ARIsAEb2HW8XVUc0xHCAa7iWcIMiuaFaIvLxGyp64E0nkfUnBPK9MGz2fw-2mswaArK3EALw_wcB
https://www.prri.org/research/abortion-attitudes-in-a-post-roe-world-findings-from-the-50-state-2022-american-values-atlas/
https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=98#:~:text=In%20fall%202021%2C%20female%20students,percent%20(6.5%20million%20students).
https://www.chronicle.com/article/sadly-its-a-club-what-michigan-state-leaders-learned-responding-to-a-mass-shooting
https://www.chronicle.com/article/uva-student-charged-with-murdering-3-others-4-u-of-idaho-student-deaths-under-homicide-investigation
https://www.chronicle.com/article/3-people-are-dead-in-shooting-at-u-of-nevada-at-las-vegas-heres-what-we-know
https://www.campussafetymagazine.com/university/list-of-states-that-allow-concealed-carry-guns-on-campus/
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/2019/apr/16/andrew-byrd/did-states-campus-carry-laws-see-enrollment-drop/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15388220.2021.1930016
mailto:editor@chronicle.com
mailto:letters@chronicle.com
https://store.chronicle.com/products/the-end-of-race-conscious-admissions?variant=42321691377861&utm_campaign=che-st-rpt-prd-cltr&utm_medium=d-had&utm_source=cdp&utm_content=23-11-27-asd
https://c950.chronicle.com/s/baZ?profileid=6c6e841c-c9f6-4d70-a32d-fd3fbb282818
https://jobs.chronicle.com/job/37592185/dean-of-the-school-of-science
https://jobs.chronicle.com/job/37598671/inaugural-dean-new-school
https://jobs.chronicle.com/job/37593021/director-of-oregon-humanities-center
https://jobs.chronicle.com/job/37594793/dean-of-the-honors-college-2400000q
https://jobs.chronicle.com/job/37601622/vice-president-for-academic-affairs-and-provost
https://c950.chronicle.com/s/bwB?profileid=6c6e841c-c9f6-4d70-a32d-fd3fbb282818
https://c950.chronicle.com/s/bDh?profileid=6c6e841c-c9f6-4d70-a32d-fd3fbb282818
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.chronicle.com%2Farticle%2Fabortion-and-gun-laws-matter-in-college-choice-a-new-study-finds&text=Abortion%20and%20Gun%20Laws%20Matter%20in%20College%20Choice%2C%20a%20New%20Study%20Finds
https://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.chronicle.com%2Farticle%2Fabortion-and-gun-laws-matter-in-college-choice-a-new-study-finds&mini=true&title=Abortion%20and%20Gun%20Laws%20Matter%20in%20College%20Choice%2C%20a%20New%20Study%20Finds&summary=The%20salience%20of%20those%20social%20issues%20crosses%20partisan%20lines%20in%20the%20wake%20of%20campus%20shootings%20and%20the%20Supreme%20Court%27s%20overruling%20of%20Roe%20v.%20Wade%2C%20according%20to%20a%20survey%20of%2014%2C000%20students.&source=CHE
https://www.chronicle.com/article/abortion-and-gun-laws-matter-in-college-choice-a-new-study-finds#
https://www.chronicle.com/author/karin-fischer
https://store.chronicle.com/products/the-athletics-advantage?variant=42783450955973&utm_campaign=che-st-rpt-prd-cltr&utm_medium=d-had&utm_source=cdp&utm_content=23-11-06-ftr
https://store.chronicle.com/products/higher-education-in-2035?variant=42831378251973&utm_campaign=che-st-rpt-prd-cltr&utm_medium=d-had&utm_source=cdp&utm_content=23-11-06-ftr
https://store.chronicle.com/products/the-research-driven-university?variant=42494867734725&utm_campaign=che-st-rpt-prd-cltr&utm_medium=d-had&utm_source=cdp&utm_content=23-11-06-ftr
https://store.chronicle.com/products/the-future-of-campus-safety?variant=42584912789701&utm_campaign=che-st-rpt-prd-cltr&utm_medium=d-had&utm_source=cdp&utm_content=23-11-06-ftr
https://www.chronicle.com/the-higher-education-trends-report-2024/
https://www.chronicle.com/professional-development/programs/the-chronicles-women-leading-change-program?utm_campaign=che-cs-wrk-wlc-apr24&utm_medium=d-had&utm_source=cdp&utm_content=24-03-08
https://store.chronicle.com/products/the-future-of-campus-safety?variant=42584912756933&utm_campaign=che-st-rpt-prd-cltr&utm_medium=dis&utm_source=cdp&utm_content=23-10-11-hat
https://www.chronicle.com/account/login?redirectUri=%2Farticle%2Fabortion-and-gun-laws-matter-in-college-choice-a-new-study-finds
https://www.chronicle.com/institution/indiana-university-bloomington
https://www.chronicle.com/subscribe?offer=mixmonar12c&oc=YH24BMSCHD&cid=cs-che-h-sub
https://www.chronicle.com/news
https://www.chronicle.com/advice
https://www.chronicle.com/the-chronicle-review
https://www.chronicle.com/issue/current
https://www.chronicle.com/events/virtual/

