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A B S T R A C T

In recent years, more than 24 Pennsylvania communities have proposed restrictionist
immigration ordinances. These policies include fines for employers and landlords of un-
documented immigrants, and English-only declarations. Using fixed effects regression, I
find that the proposal of these policies was associated with a 6 percent increase in handgun
sales in the Pennsylvania counties in which these ordinances were formally considered. I
use ethnographic and newspaper data from Pennsylvania to uncover the mechanisms that
link these laws with increased gun purchases. I find that as public leaders made the case
for these policies, they increasingly linked immigrants with crime and social disorder.
These menacing portrayals of immigrants intensified social anxiety, which led to an in-
crease in gun purchases. These results are replicated using concealed gun permits data
from South Carolina. This article contributes to the symbolic politics literature by showing
the social consequences of politicians’ use of threatening symbols to portray immigrants,
as well as to the gun-ownership literature by providing evidence for the role of social and
political factors in influencing gun acquisition. The proliferation of gun ownership could
have worrisome public health consequences in communities experiencing rapid demo-
graphic changes.

K E Y W O R D S : local immigration policies; gun ownership; anti-immigrant attitudes; interethnic
relations; immigrant threat.

In the last few years, Hispanic immigrants have moved beyond traditional immigration gateways like
New York and California to settle in suburban and rural communities that have little experience with
migration (Donato and Armenta 2011; Marrow 2011; Massey 2008; Parrado and Kandel 2008;
Zúñiga and Hernández-León 2005). This rapid geographic dispersion has often resulted in political
opposition, and by 2009, more than 200 U.S. communities had considered anti-immigrant ordinances
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(O’Neil 2011). These laws include fines for employers and landlords of undocumented immigrants,
bans on foreign flags, English-only declarations, and 287(g) provisions, which is a federal program
that allows local police officers to enforce federal immigration laws. Although the determinants of
these laws have been studied (Hopkins 2010; Ramakrishnan and Wong 2010), we still know little
about their consequences (Flores 2015).

In this article, I use interview, administrative, and newspaper data to show that politicians’ pro-
posals of local anti-immigrant policies significantly contribute to changes in the social environment
that result in increased sales of handguns, which include pistols and revolvers. I develop a theoreti-
cal model to explain the connection between these restrictionist laws and gun ownership by bring-
ing together two academic literatures. First, scholars in the symbolic politics literature argue that
politicians’ use of threatening metaphors and images to portray “undeserving” groups, such as im-
migrants or welfare recipients, can have profound social consequences (Beckett 1997). Not only
do they solidify popular support for restrictionist policies aimed at these groups, but they also help
shape public perceptions of the targeted groups themselves (Calavita 1996; Chavez 2008; Santa
Ana 2002).

Second, the literature on gun ownership has identified individual characteristics that predict fire-
arms acquisition, including socialization experiences, gender, victimization episodes, and political ide-
ology. In addition, scholars have found that socially grounded factors, such as perceptions of crime
and disorder, perceived proximity to African Americans, and the erosion of social trust, may also trig-
ger self-defensive handgun ownership, as local residents seek protection from these perceived threats
(Carlson 2013).

In this study, I argue that, as the symbolic politics approach would predict, when politicians pro-
pose restrictive immigration policies, they employ menacing portrayals of immigrants, which are
widely reproduced in the media. In turn, such negative portrayals cement the association between
immigrants and criminality, and they increase native anxiety about crime and disorder, leading
to self-defensive behaviors like handgun acquisition, as the gun-ownership literature would
anticipate.

In a previous study, I found evidence for this theoretical model using ethnographic and interview
data collected in Hazleton, Pennsylvania. Though there were preexisting concerns about immigration
in Hazelton, the proposal of an anti-immigrant ordinance in 2006 bolstered native residents’ anxiety
about immigration and solidified the association between Hispanics and crime and deviancy (Flores
2014). As a result, many local residents began avoiding local areas associated with Hispanics and con-
sidered moving out of the city. Other residents reported acquiring handguns and applying for licenses
to carry due to a perceived lack of safety.

This article builds on my prior qualitative work by quantitatively testing whether the proposal of
local anti-immigrant ordinances led to similar consequences in two different “new destination” states,
Pennsylvania and South Carolina. In recent years, the immigrant population has rapidly increased in
both states, and multiple communities have proposed restrictive immigration ordinances. First, I ana-
lyze administrative data on gun sales in Pennsylvania, using fixed effects regression techniques to test
whether the proposal of local anti-immigrant laws was followed by significant surges in gun acquisi-
tion. Then, in order to illuminate the mechanisms that mediate this relationship I use newspaper data
from Pennsylvania to analyze changes in the framing of immigrants, especially whether or not they
were increasingly tied to criminal activities, and whether these changes in immigrants’ media por-
trayals were themselves correlated with increased gun ownership. Lastly, as a robustness check, I test
the impact of local anti-immigrant policies on concealed gun permits applications in South Carolina,
a southern state that is culturally different from Pennsylvania yet experiencing similar patterns of im-
migration and proposals of anti-immigrant laws.

The spread of gun ownership is an important public health issue as it has been linked with in-
creased rates of homicide, suicide, and other forms of violence (Duggan 2001; Fontanarosa 1995;
Killias 1993; Lester 1988).
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S Y M B O L I C P O L I T I C S A N D I M M I G R A T I O N
An interdisciplinary research literature documents the symbolic dimensions of political action
(Beckett 1997; Calavita 1996; Citrin, Reingold, and Green 1990; Edelman 1964, 1977; Gusfield
1963; Sears 1993). According to the symbolic politics framework, through socialization early in life
individuals acquire affective predispositions such as ethnocentrism, racial attitudes, and altruism,
which guide their attitudes towards social and political issues (Sears 1993). Politicians employ sym-
bols, images, and metaphors to evoke these predispositions and mobilize public sentiment about spe-
cific issues (Beckett 1997). For example, referring to anti-poverty programs as “welfare” reduces the
public’s approval of the programs, but framing those same programs as “helping the poor” increases
popular support, since the latter label taps into an altruistic predisposition among the public.

Politicians often promote divisive public policies using symbolic language that implicitly identifies
vulnerable groups, such as racial minorities, immigrants, and poor families, as the source of social ail-
ments (Beckett 1997; Calavita 1996; Edelman 1977). When elites’ symbolic appeals connect with
people’s emotional predispositions, the general public will often rally around controversial policies
that target specific subgroups (Sears 1993). Kitty Calavita (1996) argues that California voters over-
whelmingly approved Proposition 187, which was designed to limit undocumented immigrants’ ac-
cess to government social services, after its supporters deployed metaphors and images portraying
immigrants as abusive of social services and as “stretching the (welfare) system beyond capacity”
(p. 298). These images resonated with popular concerns over government’s budget deficits in the
context of increasingly dire economic conditions faced by many U.S. workers, including declining
wages and heightened job insecurity (Calavita 1996).

Besides encouraging popular support for exclusionary policies, such symbolic political discourse
may also shape public views of the targeted group (Calavita 1996; Chavez 2001, 2008; Santa Ana
2002). Social linguist Otto Santa Ana (2002) argues that the metaphors and images used by politi-
cians and scholars to frame debates about immigration, which are heavily publicized in the media,
could have a lasting impact on the general public’s worldview. According to him, California politi-
cians’ use of threatening metaphors like “brown tide rising,” “army of invaders,” and “burdens” to de-
scribe Latino immigrants hardened popular views of Latinos. In a similar vein, anthropologist Leo
Chavez (2008) argues that there is a cohesive set of ideas and images in the way the media portrays
Latino immigrants, which he refers to as the “Latino Threat Narrative.” In this narrative, Latinos are
portrayed as being unable or unwilling to integrate into U.S. culture, as being crime prone, and as be-
ing abusive of medical care, education, and other social institutions (Chavez 2008). This narrative
not only influences how Latinos are perceived, but it also generates further anti-immigrant activity,
promoting “alarmist newspaper stories, anti-immigrant riots, restrictive immigration laws, forced in-
ternments, and acrimonious public debates over government policies” (Chavez 2008:2-3).

Although scholars have argued that individuals acquire certain predispositions, including racial
prejudices, ethnic identities, and party identification early in life (Easton and Dennis 1969; Hyman
1959), in other domains, people’s attitudes may be much less “crystallized” and, thus, their opinions
may be more readily influenced by elites’ emotional pleas (Sears 1993).

We would expect natives’ opinions of Hispanic immigrants to be less crystallized than their opin-
ions of African Americans, especially in new areas of immigrant settlement, where immigrants may be
a relative novelty. In these new destinations, racial and ethnic hierarchies may be less rigid and, thus,
immigrants may have “more freedom to define their position” (Waters and Jiménez 2005:117).
Though national narratives about Hispanic migration may structure how local residents view
Hispanics even before immigrants arrive (Chavez 2008), recent empirical work shows that when im-
migrants move into new destination areas, immigrants’ social status is often uncertain and contingent
upon both national and local factors (Flores 2014; Marrow 2011; Silver 2014). Though natives may
initially greet immigrants with curiosity and confusion, these feelings may eventually give way to re-
sentment as Monica McDermott (2011) found for the case of South Carolina. In such settings, a di-
versity of often-contradictory symbolic meanings may be initially associated with Hispanic
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immigrants. On the one hand, they could be perceived as “hardworking” and “family oriented.” On
the other hand, locals may also think of them in more negative terms as “crime prone” and “welfare
dependent.” When politicians advance anti-immigrant policies like Proposition 187 and employ
threatening metaphors to describe immigrants, a more consistent set of negative symbolic meanings
might become associated with Hispanics, which would trigger affective predispositions such as racial
animosity and perceptions of threat.

G U N O W N E R S H I P A N D P E R C E P T I O N S O F T H R E A T
Gun ownership has been a topic of interest among sociologists for decades (Carlson 2013). The
United States leads the world in the number of firearms owned by civilians (Cook and Ludwig 1997;
Small Arms Survey 2007). The 2012 General Social Survey (Smith et al. 2012) estimated that 34.4
percent of U.S. residents own a gun at home. This figure is substantially higher for non-Hispanic
whites (43 percent) than for African Americans (22 percent) and Hispanics (27 percent). A vast liter-
ature shows that gun ownership is influenced by income (Marciniak and Loftin 1991; Whitehead and
Langworthy 1989), socialization experiences (Dixon and Lizotte 1987; Young 1986), trust levels in
criminal justice institutions (Young, McDowall, and Loftin 1987), political ideology (Kleck 1991), ra-
cial attitudes (Kleck 1991; Lizotte, Bordua, and White 1981; Whitehead and Langworthy 1989), and
fear of crime (Smith and Uchida 1988).

Previous literature has shown that different factors may motivate the acquisition of handguns, which
include pistols and revolvers, and long guns, which encompass rifles, shotguns, and muskets. More specifi-
cally, while handgun ownership is associated with a sense of threat and fear of crime, rifle ownership has
been linked to a subculture of sportsmanship and hunting (Lizotte and Bordua 1980; Lizotte et al. 1981).

A significant debate exists about the consequences of gun ownership. Some researchers argue that
carrying concealed weapons could deter violent crime (Lott 1998; Lott and Mustard 1997).
Nevertheless, other researchers have challenged these findings on methodological grounds. Using
more sophisticated research designs, these critics have found that gun ownership is actually positively
correlated with homicide rates (Duggan 2001; Ludwig 1998). In a similar vein, within the medical lit-
erature, gun ownership has been associated with increased rates of homicide, suicide, and other forms
of violence (Fontanarosa 1995; Killias 1993; Lester 1988).1 In 2011 alone, there were 32,351 gun-
related deaths in the United States (Hoyert and Xu 2012). This has prompted some researchers to
refer to gun violence as a “public health emergency” (Koop and Lundberg 1992).

Criminologists have argued that individuals may acquire guns as a defensive mechanism against
perceived insecurity and crime. Scholars in this literature have advanced the “fear and loathing” hy-
pothesis, which posits that gun ownership is shaped by perceptions of crime and racial prejudice
(Cao, Cullen, and Link 1997; Wright, Rossi, and Daly 1983). According to these scholars, individuals
acquire guns as a self-defensive measure against perceived criminality in their communities. Such per-
ceptions are often influenced by individuals’ racial prejudice and their perceived proximity to racial
minorities (Lizotte and Bordua 1980; Lizotte et al. 1981; Young 1985). Due to common associations
between black men and criminal behaviors (Massey and Denton 1993; Quillian and Pager 2001;
Young 1985), residents may come to perceive areas with significant minority populations as more
dangerous, which may influence their desire to acquire firearms.

Though the evidence for this hypothesis is not conclusive (Wright et al. 1983), a number of stud-
ies have found a positive correlation between fear of crime and gun ownership (Felson and Pare
2010; Lizotte et al. 1981; Luxenburg et al. 1994; Marciniak and Loftin 1991; Smith and Uchida
1988). Scholars have also found supportive evidence for the link between gun purchases, racial preju-
dice, and proximity to minorities (Kleck 1991; Lizotte et al. 1981; Whitehead and Langworthy 1989;
but see Young 1985). Nevertheless, most of this literature has been conducted in relation to the pres-
ence of African Americans. It is not entirely clear whether immigrants in new destinations like

1. However, other studies have found mixed or no evidence for this ( Jung and Jason 1988; Kleck and Patterson 1993).
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Pennsylvania and South Carolina, where Latinos are a relative novelty, will elicit similar anxieties
about crime and disorder among natives.

Based on this literature, I hypothesize that the proposal of anti-immigrant policies could influence
gun purchases in two ways. First, it could cement in natives the idea that local Hispanic immigrants
are associated with illicit activities just like African Americans tend to be. Elected officials invoke
themes of threat around migration and characterize immigrants as criminals and lawbreakers, and
these types of stories are heavily publicized in the media (Esbenshade et al. 2010; Longazel and
Fleury-Steiner 2010). Indeed, despite the fact that social scientists have consistently found an insignif-
icant or negative link between immigrant status and crime (Graif and Sampson 2009; Martinez and
Lee 2000; Sampson, Morenoff, and Raudenbush 2005), the proponents of these local policies com-
monly accuse undocumented immigrants of being “lawbreakers” by definition and of being engaged
in drug dealing, criminal gangs, and robberies (Longazel 2013; Massey and Sanchez 2012; Santa Ana
2002). Second, the proposal of these laws could also heighten public anxiety about immigration by
influencing local perceptions of the immigrant population size. The intense media attention these
laws receive could magnify the perceived size of the immigrant population among local residents, re-
gardless of its actual size. As a result of these two processes, local natives may acquire guns to seek
protection against the perceived threat of the violent, magnified immigrant population.

C A N L O C A L R E S T R I C T I V E I M M I G R A T I O N L A W S I N C R E A S E S O C I A L
A N X I E T I E S ?

Some politicians have claimed that they endorse punitive immigration policies in an effort to placate
the electorate (Flores 2014). Their argument implies that the hardening of public opinion towards
immigrants precedes these policies and that they are merely responding to their electorate’s concerns
in an effort to diffuse social tensions. Nevertheless, such punitive policies may actually have the oppo-
site effect and intensify local anxieties about immigration. Indeed, the literature on crime policy and
public opinion suggests that anti-crime measures proposed by elites may heighten social anxieties by
influencing community perceptions of crime and disorder (Beckett 1997). Katherine Beckett (1997)
argues that growing public concern about crime did not necessarily precede the punitive turn in crim-
inal justice of the last few decades. Instead, she finds that politicians often drive public concern about
crime by promoting anti-crime policies, which are then heavily covered in the media. Nevertheless, it
is not clear whether anti-immigrant policies can intensify social anxieties as anti-crime measures do.

A small but growing literature, mostly based on qualitative evidence, shows that these punitive poli-
cies have not generally appeased local concerns about immigration but have sometimes intensified
these anxieties (Furuseth and Smith 2010; Hagan, Castro, and Rodriguez 2010; Longazel 2013).
Researchers have found that these policies led to a tenser social environment for immigrants manifested
in increased surveillance from authorities and hostility from native residents (Furuseth and Smith 2010;
Menjı́var and Abrego 2012). Scholars have found that these policies may have hardened native attitudes
towards immigrants resulting in increased reports of discrimination among Hispanics (Ebert and Ovink
2014) though Seline Szkupinski-Quiroga, Dulce Medina, and Jennifer Glick (2014) found that, for the
case of Arizona, such effects were especially severe among undocumented immigrants. Other scholars
argue that these policies have also energized public opposition against immigrants, resulting in demon-
strations, community gatherings, and town hall meetings organized by proponents and detractors of
the laws, which further increased local tensions (Esbenshade et al. 2010; Varsanyi 2010).

During the course of my ethnographic research in Hazleton, Pennsylvania, conducted between
2007 and 2011, I also found that the proposal of an anti-immigrant ordinance by local politicians
heightened social anxieties about immigration among natives.2 It did so by solidifying the association

2. I carried out this ethnographic fieldwork in Hazleton, Pennsylvania, during the summers of 2007 and 2011. I conducted semi-
structured interviews with 103 local residents of different class and ethnic backgrounds, including 65 white ethnics, 33 Latino im-
migrants, and 5 African Americans.
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between Hispanic immigrants and disorder and crime. This occurred as city officials charged undocu-
mented immigrants with increasing Hazleton’s crime rates and presented the ordinance as a tool to
combat lawlessness and crime. Without the ordinance fining undocumented immigrants’ landlords,
the mayor argued that “anybody can walk into the city right now, give the landlord $400, put their
bags in a room, and go shoot somebody in the head tomorrow” (Longazel 2013:108). In a similar
vein, during a highly publicized trial prompted by an ACLU lawsuit, “expert” witnesses described
how some of “the most violent gangs in the United States,” formed almost entirely by illegal immi-
grants who practiced the “dismemberment of their victims,” had moved to Hazleton (Dobbs 2007;
Rubinkam 2007). Similarly, during a public meeting in 2006, City Council President Joseph Yanuzzi
said, “If you are illegal, you are a criminal, that is the gist here” (Longazel 2013:108). These allega-
tions, which were widely reported in the local media, found resonance among many locals, who came
to suspect Latino households of gang involvement, robberies, homicides, and identity theft.

There were certainly concerns about the growing Hispanic population in Hazleton even before
the law was proposed. Nevertheless, my Hispanic informants consistently told me that after the ordi-
nance’s proposal local anxieties about Hispanic criminality had significantly increased even among na-
tive whites they had previously befriended. Tony, a 39-year-old, first-generation Dominican
immigrant, moved to Hazleton from New York City in 2001 after he lost his job during the city’s
post-9/11 economic downturn. He remembers being welcomed by his native white neighbors when
his family moved to Hazleton:

I moved twice [within town] and my neighbors welcomed me with a cake. But after the
ordinance [was proposed], everything changed. The same people that would bring you a cake
before now look at you with suspicion, wondering if you are illegal, and if you are, it doesn’t
matter if they already know you, you become a criminal.

Due to concerns with crime, after the law was proposed, many residents I interviewed reported
avoiding areas associated with Hispanics and considered moving out of the city altogether, although
the local crime rate had actually remained stable over time (Flores 2014). Other residents reported
taking more active self-defensive steps, including acquiring handguns for self-protection. One, a
28-year-old non-Hispanic white woman, told me that she was afraid for her safety even though she
had never been the victim of a crime. “Have you looked at the paper?,” the woman said after I asked
her how she liked living in Hazleton. “The mayor is trying to help, but it is freaking unsafe around
here. That’s why I’m getting a license to carry. Having a 3-year-old with me all the time, I can’t take
chances . . . ” Her boyfriend had acquired a handgun a month earlier out of security concerns.
According to her, her boyfriend’s best friend, also a Hazleton resident, owned 15 guns.

In this study, I build on this prior qualitative work by assessing whether the proposal of similar anti-
immigrant policies in other communities in Pennsylvania also intensified social anxieties about crime and
disorder, resulting in an increase in gun sales. First, I rely on administrative data from all Pennsylvania
counties, collected before and after the policies were considered, to test these laws’ impact on local gun
sales. This allows me to document whether these policies were consequential only in a few highly publi-
cized communities, whether the increase in sales occurred before or after the laws were proposed, and
whether this surge in gun ownership was permanent or transitory. Then, to shed light on the social pro-
cesses that link these policies with increased gun sales, I use newspaper data to explore the impact of local
anti-immigrant ordinances on the framing of immigrants in the local media. Finally, I use administrative
data on concealed gun permits in South Carolina to test this association in a different locality.

D A T A A N D M E A S U R E M E N T S

Measurement of Dependent Variable
In this section, I use the total number of handgun and long gun sales per year for all 67 Pennsylvania
counties, between 2004 and 2011, to test whether the proposal of anti-immigrant ordinances led to

368 � Flores

 by guest on February 15, 2016
http://socpro.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://socpro.oxfordjournals.org/


measurable social consequences beyond Hazleton. I focus on Pennsylvania because this state contains
some of the first communities that legislated against immigrants through local ordinances, including
Hazleton, but also because local authorities release detailed yearly reports on gun sales by county. I iso-
late these years because they fully encompass the time period during which Hazleton and 23 other
Pennsylvania communities proposed similar policies. I obtained gun sales data from the Pennsylvania
State Police.3 Unfortunately, such data is only available at the county level and not at the township level
(where ordinances are proposed). As a result, my coefficient estimates may be downwardly biased.4

However, I expect that the proposal of an ordinance in a given county will have enough of a repercus-
sion countywide, due to heavy coverage by county newspapers, declarations by local politicians, and res-
idents paying more attention to events occurring in other communities within the same county.5

Though gun-ownership data is sometimes collected in surveys, I use administrative data to mini-
mize concerns with self-reporting bias. I include separate measures of both types of guns in the analy-
sis to test whether handgun purchases increased separately from long gun purchases.

Measurement of Independent Variables
My key predictor of local gun sales is the formal consideration of a local anti-immigrant ordinance in a
Pennsylvania county between 2004 and 2011. I only include those ordinances that were formally
proposed by an elected official, such as the mayor or a city council member in a given township (see
Table A1 in the Appendix for a detailed list). Following the literature, I classify all measures that
directly or indirectly target undocumented immigrants as “anti-immigrant” (O’Neill 2011). These in-
clude fines to employers or landlords of undocumented immigrants, deputization of local police officers
to enforce federal immigration laws, and the establishment of English as a locality’s official language. I
compile a list of these laws through reports of civil rights groups, anti-immigrant organizations, and im-
migrant advocacy groups, and through searches in newspaper databases. Within this time period, 14
out of 67 Pennsylvania counties had communities that considered local anti-immigrant measures, start-
ing with Hazleton in the summer of 2006. None of these measures was actually enacted. Some policies,
like Hazleton’s, were blocked in court by lawsuits from the ACLU and other civil rights groups. Others
were debated but eventually tabled, as local politicians attempted to avoid costly lawsuits.

Gun sales could be affected by factors other than the proposal of anti-immigrant ordinances.
Therefore, I control for several relevant time-varying factors that could influence the demand for
guns. Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the variables that I use in this analysis. I include con-
trols for the percentage of Hispanics, of any race, and of African Americans by year. County-level esti-
mates were obtained from the U.S. Census Bureau (1999-2012b) and the American Community
Survey (U.S. Census Bureau 1999-2012a).6 I also include yearly crime reports per county, obtained
from the Uniform Crime Report (U.S. Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigation 2012)
and produced by the Pennsylvania State Police. Based on these data, I calculate the number of prop-
erty and violent crimes per 1,000 residents by county. Property crimes include burglary, larceny/theft,
motor vehicle theft, and arson. Violent crimes include murder/non-negligent manslaughter, forcible
rape, robbery, and aggravated assault. Data on the race and ethnicity of criminal perpetrators were

3. Current laws mandate all registered gun vendors to report all gun sales to the Pennsylvania State Police. The only exceptions are
individual transfers and guns acquired at private gun shows. Unfortunately, there is no data available for these kinds of transac-
tions, but they represent a minority of all transfers.

4. In addition, the unavailability of data at the local level may result in increased uncertainty reflected in larger standard errors,
which would make it harder to find statistically significant results.

5. To assess this assumption more formally, I use data from Pennsylvania county newspapers to test whether anti-immigrant poli-
cies considered by local communities resulted in an increase in the number of articles related to migration in these news outlets
between 2004 and 2011.

I find that, as expected, the formal consideration of local anti-immigrant ordinances resulted in a statistically significant in-
crease in the number of such articles published by county newspapers (see results in the Appendix).

6. The American Community Survey (ACS) does not produce yearly estimates for counties with small populations (due to in-
creased sampling uncertainty). In those cases, I used three-year county estimates.
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provided by the Uniform Crime Reporting Program Data at the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
(U.S. Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigation 2012). Such data are based on arrest re-
cords produced by police departments. To track changes in the age distribution of the population over
time, I include the yearly median age of each county. I also include a yearly estimate of the sex ratio per
county, defined as the number of males per 100 females. To account for socioeconomic factors, I include
a yearly estimate of the percentage of households living below the federal poverty line in each county,
also obtained from the U.S. Census Bureau (1999-2012b) and the American Community Survey (U.S.
Census Bureau 1999-2012a). I also include estimates of the unemployment level among the economi-
cally active population and the annual average individual income. Both of these estimates were obtained
from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (U.S. Bureau of labor Statistics 1999-2011). Finally, to account for
changing political factors, I obtained voter registration statistics, specifically the percentage of voters reg-
istered as Republican per year, from the Pennsylvania Department of State (1999-2011).

Figure 1 shows the trends in handgun and long gun sales in Pennsylvania over the observation pe-
riod. While the sale of long guns is roughly constant over the years (with a recent uptick since 2010),
there is a significant upward trend in handgun sales.

Method
My statistical analysis is based on panel data regressions of the form

Git ¼ b0 þ b1Dit þ b2Xit�1 þ ai þ bt þ eit

where Git is the rate of gun sales per 1,000 residents in county i at time t, Dit is a vector of ordinance

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max Within Std. Dev. N

Handgunsa 18.96 11.7 .78 90.2 5.58 536
Long gunsa 30.69 19.91 .65 130.5 4.50 536
Hispanics (%) 2.79 3.30 .1 19 .46 536
Blacks (%) 3.97 6.16 .1 44 .49 536
Property crimesc 4.35 8.83 .06 76.74 1.58 536
Violent crimesb .74 2.62 .00 22.88 .27 536
Minority property crimes (%)f 3.22 3.16 0 15.06 .68 536
Minority violent crimes (%)g 32.89 25.19 0 100 8.71 536
Log (population) 11.49 1.18 8.50 14.25 .02 536
Median age 40.62 2.72 27.4 49 1.11 536
Sex ratioh 98.48 11.89 86.3 184 1.23 536
Below poverty level (%)i 12.22 3.63 3.5 27 1.15 536
Unemployment j 6.25 1.96 3.1 16.9 1.76 536
Log (individual income) 10.43 .17 10.03 10.99 .07 536
Republican (%)k 46.53 10.56 12.7 65.6 1.56 536

a Number of guns sold per 1,000 residents.
b Number of violent crimes per 1,000 residents. Violent crimes include murder/non-negligent manslaughter, forcible rape, robbery, and aggra-
vated assault.
c Number of property crimes per 1,000 residents. Property crimes include burglary, larceny/theft, motor vehicle theft, and arson.
f Percentage of property crimes committed by minority individuals (including African Americans, Asians, and Native Americans).
g Percentage of violent crimes committed by minority individuals (including African Americans, Asians, and Native Americans).
h Number of males per 100 females.
I Percentage of households living below the federal poverty level.
j Percentage of economically active residents who are unemployed.
k Percentage of voters registered as Republican.
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proposal indicators (1/0), Dit is an indicator of whether county i considered an ordinance one year
prior to Git , D2it is an indicator of whether county i considered an ordinance two years prior to Git ,
D3it is an indicator of whether county i considered an ordinance three years prior to Git . (These vec-
tors are included to test whether the statistical effect of anti-immigrant ordinances is immediate or
delayed and whether it is permanent or transitory.) Xit�1 are time-varying covariates, such as racial
and ethnic diversity and crime rates (which I lag one period to capture their delayed effect on
gun sales), ai is a county fixed effect, and bt is a year fixed effect. I lag the ordinance dummies be-
cause acquiring a gun can sometimes take several weeks in Pennsylvania7 and because I expect ordi-
nances to have a delayed effect on gun sales. To address serial correlation, I cluster the standard
errors at the county level (Bertrand, Duflo, and Mullainathan 2004).

The county fixed effects capture any unobserved county characteristics with little variation over
time that could have influenced gun sales, such as geography and culture. Fixed effects models are
not affected by potential differences across counties because they only rely on within-subject informa-
tion to estimate the statistical influence of the independent variables on the outcome variable
(Allison 2009; Brand and Xie 2007). Hence, they provide relatively unbiased estimates at the cost of
some efficiency. I employ year fixed effects to control for any time-specific macro effects that shift the
level of gun sales for all counties. Such statewide or nationwide shocks could have included the elec-
tion of President Obama, changes in national or state gun laws, or high profile crimes reported by na-
tional or state media outlets.

Though year fixed effects account for any statewide shocks that could have affected gun sales,
some regions in the state may be experiencing specific changes over time that may be correlated with
restrictive ordinances and gun ownership. To take into account factors that could have varied over
time at the regional level, I also include region-time trends in the regression models based on a com-
monly used division of Pennsylvania into four regions: northeastern, central, western, and
southeastern.

Lastly, I control for a number of county-specific time-varying factors that could have affected gun
acquisition levels, such as gender makeup, age, crime, ethnoracial composition, population size, un-
employment, income, poverty, and political partisanship.
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Figure 1. Gun Sales in Pennsylvania Counties, 2004-2011

7. Though some gun buyers are able to acquire guns almost immediately, a substantial number of buyers have to go through addi-
tional background checks that can take several weeks.
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R E S U L T S
In this section, I test whether local anti-immigrant ordinances are associated with an increase in gun
sales. Tables 2 and 3 show the results for the models predicting handgun and long gun sales for all
Pennsylvania counties between 2004 and 2011. As mentioned in the method section, in all models I
cluster my standard errors at the county level to allow for arbitrary error covariance across
counties over any period of time. In Model 1, I introduce dummy variables to indicate whether an
anti-immigrant ordinance was proposed in each county one year prior to Git , two years prior to Git ,
etc. Table 2 shows that counties where an anti-immigrant ordinance was proposed had higher than
expected handgun sales for the next two years. In Model 3, I introduce lagged yearly measures of the
percentage of Hispanics (of any race) and African Americans living in each county, but results are ro-
bust to this. In Model 4, I also include other time-varying covariates including median age, sex ratio,
log(annual income), unemployment level, and the percentage of households under the federal pov-
erty line, to test whether the statistical effect of anti-immigrant ordinances on handgun sales can be
explained away by changes in these indicators. The coefficient for median age in handgun regression
is positive and significant, suggesting that the aging of the local population is an important predictor
of handgun acquisition. Nevertheless, the association between ordinances and handgun sales remain
robust to the inclusion of these indicators.

Gun sales may also be influenced by local crime rates. So, in Model 5, I introduce lagged estimates
of property and violent crimes. In addition, local residents may be especially sensitive to crimes com-
mitted by minorities. Unfortunately, there is no reliable data on the number of crimes committed by
Hispanics at the county level in Pennsylvania. However, the FBI does publish data on crimes commit-
ted by African Americans, Native Americans, and Asians. In Model 5, I include controls for the total
number of property and violent crimes, and I include an indicator of crimes committed by minorities
by grouping all non-white groups into a “minority” group. The results indicate that, as expected,
violent crimes have a positive association with handgun sales, but they do not explain away anti-
immigrant laws’ positive association with handgun sales.

These results also indicate that ordinances seem to produce the largest bump in handgun sales the
year after they are proposed. A coefficient of 2.830 indicates that the proposal of an ordinance is asso-
ciated with an increase of about 3 handguns per 1,000 residents in the average Pennsylvania County
the year after it is proposed, or about 540 handguns. This statistical effect decreases slightly but re-
mains statistically significant in the second year, and further weakens and becomes non-significant
when three years have passed since the ordinance proposal. This suggests that anti-immigrant ordi-
nance proposals positively affect handgun sales for about two years.

Could the association between handgun sales and anti-immigrant policies be driven by political
partisanship? A plausible story is that some counties become more Republican over time, perhaps
as a response to demographic changes, resulting in higher number of Republican officials elected to
office. These politicians could be more likely to both endorse anti-immigrant ordinances
(Ramakrishnan and Wong 2010) and also to promote and provide symbolic support for gun own-
ership. In this way, anti-immigrant ordinances and increased gun sales would be simultaneous out-
comes of increased Republican control. To account for this possibility, I include an indicator of the
percentage of voters registered as Republican per year in Model 5. Results show that an increase in
the percentage of Republican voters is associated with significant increases in handgun sales.8

Nevertheless, this control does not explain away the relationship between ordinances and handgun
sales.

In models not shown, I explore potential differences by ordinance type or whether policies were
considered but not approved, but find no significant differences in their relationship with gun sales.
This suggests that local policies that target immigrants generally set into motion similar social

8. The average change in the percentage of voters registered as Republican in all Pennsylvania counties between 2004 and 2011
was 3.30 with a standard deviation of 1.92.
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Table 2. Handgun Sales per 1,000 Residents in Pennsylvania Counties, 2004-2011

Variable Handguns Handguns Handguns Handguns Handguns sqrt(Hand)
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Ordinance (t-1) 2.602* 2.737* 2.853* 3.138* 2.830† .208†

(1.129) (1.239) (1.306) (1.420) (1.465) (.123)
Ordinance (t-2) 1.978† 2.240† 2.230† 2.360† 2.323† .179†

(1.098) (1.170) (1.175) (1.256) (1.262) (.102)
Ordinance (t-3) .923 1.315 1.154 1.533 1.712 .143

(1.063) (1.209) (1.139) (1.199) (1.186) (.109)
Ordinance (t-4) �.926 �.565 �.747 �.348 �.503 �.066

(1.145) (1.178) (1.084) (1.179) (1.172) (.132)
Controls

Hispanic (%) (t-1) .657 .921 1.360 .043
(1.372) (1.362) (1.347) (.097)

Black (%) (t-1) .084 �.191 �.212 .034
(.903) (.973) (.990) (.080)

Median age (t-1) 1.140* .776 .090*
(.439) (.500) (.044)

Sex ratio (t-1) .326 .257 .015
(.292) (.275) (.016)

Log(income) (t-1) �6.768 �10.08 �1.590
(18.62) (17.05) (1.520)

Poverty rate (t-1) �.044 �.093 �.006
(.249) (.242) (.022)

Unemployment (t-1) �.464 �.691 �.067
(.617) (.648) (.074)

Log(population) (t-1) �5.150 �2.681 .493
(11.97) (11.36) (.838)

Property crime (t-1) �.102 �.006
(.172) (.015)

Violent crime (t-1) 2.208† .163†

(1.122) (.093)
Minority property crime (%) (t-1) �.145 �.013

(.250) (.026)
Minority violent crime (%) (t-1) �.042* �.005*

(.023) (.002)
Republican (%) (t-1) 1.005* .066*

(.417) (.033)
Year FE yes yes yes yes yes yes
County FE yes yes yes yes yes yes
Region time trends no yes yes yes yes yes
Observations 469 469 469 469 469 469
R-squared .901 .904 .904 .910 .915 .939

Notes: Absolute t-statistics calculated using robust standard errors clustered at the county level are in parentheses. The dependent variable, lo-
cal gun sales rates, was calculated by dividing the total number of handguns sold in each county by the county’s population (which was previ-
ously divided by 1,000). The data are for the 67 Pennsylvania counties for the period of 2004-2011. See Appendix Table A1 for details on
anti-immigrant ordinances proposed during this time period. Model 6 reproduces Model 5 except that the dependent variable is the square
root of local gun sales rates.
† p< .10. * p< .05 ** p< .01 (two-tailed tests)
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Table 3. Long Gun Sales per 1,000 Residents in Pennsylvania Counties, 2004-2011

Variable Long Long Long Long Long sqrt(Long)
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Ordinance (t-1) 1.857* 1.975* 1.957† 2.271† 1.881 .108
(.898) (.939) (.987) (1.160) (1.147) (.100)

Ordinance (t-2) 1.644 1.970 1.871 2.331 2.866 .213
(.989) (1.265) (1.175) (1.418) (1.722) (.140)

Ordinance (t-3) 1.467 1.920 1.812 2.343 2.653 .214
(1.335) (1.754) (1.573) (1.895) (1.981) (.165)

Ordinance (t-4) 1.253 1.870 1.700 2.664 2.575 .225
(1.548) (2.355) (2.039) (2.729) (2.689) (.233)

Controls
Hispanic (%) (t-1) .207 .358 .483 �.007

(1.490) (1.460) (1.420) (.096)
Black (%) (t-1) .561 .123 .264 .079

(1.136) (1.038) (1.191) (.095)
Median age (t-1) 1.191 .916 .068

(.902) (1.017) (.074)
Sex ratio (t-1) .353 .315 .023

(.258) (.255) (.015)
Log(income) (t-1) �14.39 �8.178 �.898

(26.46) (20.88) (2.016)
Poverty rate (t-1) �.024 �.081 .001

(.260) (.244) (.021)
Unemployment (t-1) .569 .683 .046

(.840) (.952) (.091)
Log(population) (t-1) 3.550 5.737 .513

(18.28) (18.88) (1.575)
Property crime (t-1) �.241† �.011

(.134) (.016)
Violent crime (t-1) .278 �.014

(1.660) (.143)
Minority property crime (%) (t-1) �.560 �.031

(.365) (.021)
Minority violent crime (%) (t-1) �.096† �.008†

(.054) (.004)
Republican (%) (t-1) .202 .019

(.547) (.045)
Year FE yes yes yes yes yes Yes
County FE yes yes yes yes yes Yes
Region time trends no yes yes yes yes Yes
Observations 469 469 469 469 469 469
R-squared .918 .919 .919 .922 .925 .936

Notes: Absolute t-statistics calculated using robust standard errors clustered at the county level are in parentheses. The dependent variable,
local gun sales rates, was calculated by dividing the total number of handguns and long guns sold in each county by the county’s population
(which was previously divided by 1,000). The data are for the 67 Pennsylvania counties for the period 2004-2011. See Appendix Table A1 for
details on anti-immigrant ordinances proposed during this time period. Model 5 reproduces Model 4 except that the dependent variable is
the square root of local gun sales rates.
† p< .10. * p< .05 ** p< .01 (two-tailed tests)
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processes.9 In other models not shown, I verify the stability of the results to outliers by using subsam-
ples that omit all observations from a single county. In other words, I exclude each county, one at a
time, from my main regression specification. Substantive results are robust to this procedure.
Therefore, I conclude that the results are not driven by outliers. In addition, I consider several
functional forms of the dependent variable. A Box-Cox regression, which allows the dependent vari-
able to have flexible functional form, does not show evidence for a log or reciprocal transformation.
Indeed, likelihood ratio tests reject such transformations at the conventional 5-percent level.
Nevertheless, the Box-Cox regression suggests that the best fitting transformation would be h¼ .3.
Hence, in Model 6, I include a model with a square-root transformation, the closest common
transformation, in the dependent variable (for both hand- and long guns). Results show that my sub-
stantive results are robust to this transformation.

Another concern is that there could be a spatial dependency between some of the variables in the
models. For example, perhaps the proposal of a local anti-immigrant ordinance in county A may
draw significant media attention and affect gun sales in neighboring counties B, C, and D. Therefore,
gun sales in counties B, C, and D would be influenced by their geographic proximity with county A.
Such spatial dependency would violate the assumption of independence of residuals and potentially
lead to biased estimators (Pisati 2001). To account for spatial autocorrelation, I create a distance-
based spatial weights matrix, based on the latitudes and longitudes of each county in Pennsylvania. In
models not shown, I run a spatial lag model incorporating these spatial weights. My substantive
results are robust to the inclusion of these weights.

Table 3 shows the results for the models predicting sales of long guns. While the proposal of an
anti-immigrant ordinance is a positive predictor of long gun sales, the coefficient is smaller, and once
other time-varying factors are accounted for, the coefficient is no longer statistically significant.
Further, unlike handgun sales, the acquisition of long guns is not correlated with violent crime. This
suggests that, as the gun-ownership literature has found, the acquisition of rifles and shotguns is not
necessarily linked to fear and anxiety but is driven by cultural and lifestyle factors. The lack of a rela-
tionship between immigration policies and the sale of long guns provides additional evidence that the
previous findings with handguns are not simply capturing random trends in gun acquisition.

Another concern could be that the proposal of anti-immigrant ordinances did not necessarily re-
sult in higher gun sales, but that gun sales were already going up before the laws were proposed per-
haps as a result of immigrant flows. If a spike in gun sales at the local level preceded the proposal of
an anti-immigrant ordinance, the hypothesis that these ordinances led to increased social anxiety and,
hence, to gun acquisition would be undermined. This could have occurred if residents of communi-
ties with growing ethnic tensions began buying more guns in response to other local factors, such as
high profile crimes, that also influenced the later proposal of anti-immigrant ordinances. To test this,
I introduce an indicator of whether county i considered an ordinance a year after Git (the measure-
ment of gun sales). This allows me to test whether gun sales increased before the ordinances were
proposed. In Table 4, Model 1, I use the same model as in Table 3, except due to data limitations I
can only fit one time vector, which indicates that a county had an anti-immigrant ordinance proposed
a year prior.10 As was the case with Table 2, this model predicts that counties where anti-immigrant
ordinances are proposed will experience a significant increase in handgun sales the year after. In
Model 2, I introduce an indicator of whether counties considered an ordinance a year into the future.
Therefore, this model tests whether gun sales increased before the proposal of ordinances. This
dummy is not statistically significant, which indicates that gun sales did not increase before local anti-
immigrant laws were proposed. Instead, handgun sales only increased after anti-immigrant laws were

9. At the same time, the distinction between different types of ordinances is not so clear-cut. Towns would often consider several
types of ordinances over time and would often gravitate away from those that attracted more legal scrutiny, such as language
prohibitions.

10. Since my gun sales data only go back to 2004 and several ordinances were proposed in 2006, I can only include one lagged
indicator.
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proposed. This procedure also assuages concerns about potential serial correlation driving the main
results since future ordinance proposals do not predict current gun sales.

To further verify the robustness of my findings I conduct a placebo test by using data from an ear-
lier time period. Instead of using data from 2004-2011, as I do in my original analysis, I rely on
Pennsylvania data from five years prior: 1999-2006. I apply the same model to these data except that
I set back the proposal of anti-immigrant ordinances by five years. For example, if Luzerne County
considered an ordinance in 2006, I push it back to 2001 in this placebo study. Placebo tests are com-
monly used in the statistical and econometric literatures as a robustness check (Abadie and
Gardeazabal 2003). In my case, finding that these placebo laws also predict higher handgun sales in
this earlier time period would undermine my prior results since it would mean that findings are prob-
ably driven by random factors or by preexisting trends in these counties that are unrelated to the im-
migration ordinances.

Table 5 reproduces Tables 2 and 3 for this earlier time period. It shows that, just like in the 2004-
2011 period, handgun sales are positively correlated with local crime rates and the number of local
Republican voters. In addition, the proportion of Hispanic residents has a positive association with
handgun acquisition. In the case of long gun sales, Table 5 shows that they are responsive to changes
in the local sex composition. As expected, an increasing number of males is associated with a higher
demand for rifles and shotguns. Table 5 also shows that the placebo ordinances are correlated with
neither hand nor long gun sales. Nor only are their coefficients small and not significant but these co-
efficients follow a random pattern. Therefore, my placebo study provides additional evidence of the
robustness of my findings since significant increases in handgun acquisition only occurred in the years
when anti-immigrant ordinances were actually proposed and not in an earlier time period.

R E S T R I C T I O N I S T I M M I G R A T I O N L A W S A N D M E D I A C O V E R A G E
In this section, I use newspaper data to illuminate the mechanisms through which anti-immigrant
laws may motivate the acquisition of handguns. According to the symbolic politics framework, politi-
cians promote anti-immigrant laws by making emotional appeals to the general public through the
use of threatening images and metaphors to describe immigrants. By framing Hispanic migration as
threatening through the use of these negative symbolic images, an emotional response from the pub-
lic is triggered (e.g., self-defense impetus). Through the use of these metaphors, politicians may be

Table 4. Handgun Sales in Pennsylvania Counties, 2004-2011

Variable Handguns Handguns
(1) (2)

Ordinance (t-1) 2.699*
(1.362)

Ordinance (t + 1) �.219
(1.201)

Year FE Yes yes
County FE Yes yes
Observations 536 536
R-squared .877 .877

Notes: Absolute t-statistics calculated using robust standard errors clustered at the county level are in paren-
theses. Handgun sales rates were calculated by dividing the total number of handguns sold in each county by
the county’s population (which was previously divided by 1,000). The data are for the 67 Pennsylvania coun-
ties for the period 2004-2011. See Appendix Table A1 for details on anti-immigrant ordinances proposed dur-
ing this time period. All models include controls for the local percentage of African Americans, Hispanics (of
any race), crime and property crime rates, median age, sex ratio, log(income), and the percentage of house-
holds below the poverty level.
† p< .10. * p< .05 ** p< .01 (two-tailed tests)
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Table 5. Handgun and Long Gun sales per 1,000 Residents in Pennsylvania Counties, 1999-
2006

Variable Handguns Handguns sqrt(Hand) Long Long sqrt(Long)
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Ordinance (t-1) .004 .035 .010 �1.293 �1.232 �.071
(1.176) (1.194) (.137) (1.832) (1.868) (.161)

Ordinance (t-2) .277 .285 .039 �.313 �.372 �.034
(.969) (.967) (.109) (1.370) (1.379) (.121)

Ordinance (t-3) �.688 �.697 �.075 �1.643 �1.809 �.193
(.750) (.760) (.089) (1.772) (1.814) (.149)

Ordinance (t-4) �.232 �.218 �.008 .163 .076 �.069
(.710) (.710) (.092) (1.789) (1.801) (.141)

Controls
Hispanic (%) (t-1) 1.332† 1.447* .175† 2.851 2.960 .280

(.695) (.692) (.092) (1.967) (1.992) (.183)
Black (%) (t-1) .155 .201 .031 �.457 �.365 �.019

(.419) (.418) (.056) (1.150) (1.131) (.092)
Median age (t-1) .623 .659 .087 1.530 1.488 .084

(.658) (.659) (.088) (1.670) (1.719) (.141)
Sex ratio (t-1) .060 .061 .022 .369† .360† .041*

(.106) (.106) (.014) (.220) (.214) (.019)
Log(income) (t-1) �9.439 �8.282 �1.431 �53.31 �50.82 �3.772

(14.41) (14.41) (1.817) (39.78) (39.43) (3.115)
Poverty rate (t-1) .056 .078 .007 .043 .081 �.000

(.144) (.143) (.018) (.483) (.481) (.034)
Unemployment (t-1) �.039 �.013 �.000 �.263 �.232 .043

(.288) (.281) (.038) (.618) (.614) (.055)
Log(population) (t-1) �12.98 �15.40 �2.403† �25.75 �29.72 �3.183

(9.577) (9.515) (1.376) (20.80) (22.44) (1.988)
Property crime (t-1) .299† .040† .402 .0423

(.177) (.023) (.387) (.037)
Violent crime (t-1) �.666 �.068 .043 �.008

(1.251) (.164) (2.035) (.205)
Republican (%) (t-1) .062* .007† .017 �.000

(.030) (.004) (.129) (.010)
Year FE yes yes yes yes yes yes
County FE yes yes yes yes yes yes
Region time trends yes yes yes yes yes yes
Observations 469 469 469 469 469 469
R-squared .921 .922 .932 .928 .929 .945

Notes: Absolute t-statistics calculated using robust standard errors clustered at the county level are in parentheses. The dependent variable, lo-
cal gun sales rates, was calculated by dividing the total number of handguns sold in each county by the county’s population (which was previ-
ously divided by 1,000). The data are for the 67 Pennsylvania counties for the period 1999-2006. Models 3 and 6 reproduce Models 2 and 5
except that the dependent variable is the square root of local gun sales rates.
† p< .10. * p< .05 ** p< .01 (two-tailed tests)
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“priming” local residents to think of immigration primarily through the prisms of “law and order” and
“illegality.” In addition to framing, media scholars have argued that the news media could affect public
opinion through “agenda setting,” which is defined as the act of making issues more salient in peo-
ple’s minds (Scheufele and Tewksbury 2007). Agenda setting is commonly measured in terms of rela-
tive placement or amount of coverage.

In summary, politicians proposing punitive policies could generate an emotional response to
migration through the news media by both framing immigration in threatening ways (i.e., by linking
immigrants with crime and social disorder) but also by increasing the salience of migration in the
minds of local residents (i.e., increasing number of immigration-related articles). If this is the
path through which restrictive policies affect gun sales, we should detect an increased prevalence of
threatening metaphors that describe immigrants in the local media following the proposal of anti-
immigrant laws, as I found in Hazleton, Pennsylvania. Further, such changes in the framing and sa-
lience of migration should in turn predict increased gun sales.

To test this in a systematic manner, I use data from local Pennsylvania newspapers to assess
whether the proposal of local anti-immigrant laws is associated with an increase in the number of sto-
ries that link immigrants with crime, as well as whether this growing association is in turn associated
with increased handgun sales. I do not argue that newspaper articles cause people to acquire hand-
guns. Rather, I argue that the statistical analysis of media coverage could reveal changes in how immi-
grants are portrayed by local actors following the proposal of anti-immigrant laws. If immigrants are
increasingly portrayed in menacing terms, these portrayals could contribute to a general climate of
fear and threat surrounding immigration, which would influence local residents to engage in self-de-
fensive behaviors, including handgun acquisition.

In this analysis, I examine newspaper articles for all Pennsylvania counties that had a local newspa-
per between 2004 and 2011. Some counties do not have a local paper but are instead covered by re-
gional newspapers such as The Philadelphia Inquirer. Other papers do not keep electronic records of
their articles or have considerable missing years. This reduced the number of counties with available
newspaper data to 46 (69 percent of all Pennsylvania counties). I use fixed effects regression analysis
to test whether the proposal of anti-immigrant laws predicts an increase in the publication of newspa-
per articles that link immigrants with criminal behaviors. The dependent variable is the percentage of
all immigration-related articles that depict immigrants as criminals.11 Since newspapers vary in size
and amount of coverage on immigration, I also include a control variable for the yearly number of im-
migration-related articles published in each paper.

Table 6 indicates that the consideration of local anti-immigrant policies is associated with a 5 per-
cent increase in the number of immigrant-related articles that portray immigrants as lawbreakers.
Such increase is also present a year after ordinances were proposed, suggesting these laws have both
an immediate and a delayed impact on the framing of immigrants in the local media. In Models 2
and 3, I add a number of lagged control variables, including crime, demographic, and economic indi-
cators. Results are robust to the inclusion of these controls.

If changes in how the media frames immigration reflect shifting local discourses around immigra-
tion and contribute to the development of a climate of fear and anxiety, I would expect that these
changes would also be correlated with an increase in handgun sales. In Table 7, I test this proposition.
Using fixed-effects regression analysis, I predict handgun sales for all Pennsylvania counties between
2004 and 2011. As the key independent variable, I introduce the lagged percentage of all immigra-
tion-related articles that link immigrants with crime. In addition, I introduce a control for the number

11. To create this variable, I compiled a list of all immigration-related articles between 2004 and 2011 for the available counties. I
obtained this list by searching for terms related to immigration including “immigrant,” “immigration,” etc. Then, using this list,
I counted the number of articles in which immigrants were portrayed as lawbreakers or criminals by searching for terms such as
“crime,” “criminal,” “law-breaker,” etc. These articles included a variety of news items including newspaper editorials, interviews
with politicians and other local leaders, coverage of crimes allegedly committed by immigrants, etc. Articles that portrayed im-
migrants as victims of crimes or that mentioned criminal activities without linking them to immigrants were not counted.
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Table 6. Percentage of Immigration-Related Articles that Link Immigrants
with Crime

Variable Crime-Migration Crime-Migration Crime-Migration
(1) (2) (3)

Ordinance 5.562** 4.398* 4.659*
(1.881) (1.807) (1.871)

Ordinance (t-1) 5.368† 4.738† 5.239†

(2.773) (2.608) (2.712)
Ordinance (t-2) 2.369 1.536 2.155

(2.475) (2.437) (2.548)
Ordinance (t-3) �.767 �1.351 �.918

(1.627) (1.821) (2.062)
Controls

Hispanic (%) (t-1) �.796 �.914
(1.551) (1.588)

Black (%) (t-1) �1.271 �1.984†

(1.173) (1.083)
Property crime (t-1) .594† .513

(.298) (.337)
Violent crime (t-1) 1.677 2.075

(1.089) (1.325)
Minority property crime (%) (t-1) .223 �.003

(.739) (.769)
Minority violent crime (%) (t-1) .068* .085*

(.031) (.033)
Median age (t-1) �.267

(.756)
Sex ratio (t-1) .287

(.474)
Log(income) (t-1) �93.91

(93.78)
Poverty rate (t-1) �.290

(.584)
Unemployment (t-1) �.104

(2.134)
Log(population) (t-1) �4.463

(20.29)
Republican (%) (t-1) �.299

(.763)
Year FE yes yes yes
County FE yes yes yes
Region time trends yes yes yes
Observations 368 322 322
R-squared .441 .501 .524

Notes: Absolute t-statistics calculated using robust standard errors clustered at the county level are in parentheses. The
dependent variable is the percentage of all newspaper items that link immigrants with crime. The data are for 46
Pennsylvania counties for the 2004-2011 period.
† p< .10. * p< .05 ** p< .01 (two-tailed tests)
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of articles related to immigration. Table 7 shows changes in the number of articles about immigration
are not correlated with changes in gun acquisition. In contrast, the percentage of immigration-related
articles that link immigrants with crime is a strong predictor of handgun sales. The positive and

Table 7. Handgun Sales per 1,000 Residents in Pennsylvania Counties,
2004-2011

Variable Hand Hand Hand
(1) (2) (3)

Crime-migration (t-1) .045† .036† .042†

(.024) (.021) (.022)
Immigration articles (t-1) �.003 �.004 �.002

(.003) (.003) (.003)
Controls

Hispanic (%) (t-1) �.691 �.089
(1.023) (.906)

Black (%) (t-1) .505 .434
(.796) (.736)

Median age (t-1) .953* .739†

(.398) (.439)
Sex ratio (t-1) �.181 �.219

(.279) (.238)
Log(income) (t-1) 4.904 2.658

(23.12) (22.29)
Poverty rate (t-1) �.291 �.340

(.242) (.211)
Unemployment (t-1) �1.657** �1.988**

(.397) (.400)
Log(population) (t-1) 8.904 10.12

(9.899) (8.946)
Property crime (t-1) .019

(.144)
Violent crime (t-1) 1.365†

(.742)
Minority property crime (%) (t-1) �.089

(.306)
Minority violent crime (%) (t-1) �.043

(.029)
Republican (%) (t-1) 1.015*

(.399)
Year FE yes yes yes
County FE yes yes yes
Region time trends yes yes yes
Observations 322 322 322
R-squared .920 .930 .935

Notes: Absolute t-statistics calculated using robust standard errors clustered at the county level are in parentheses.
The dependent variable, local gun sales rate, was calculated by dividing the total number of handgun and long guns
sold in each county by the county’s population (which was previously divided by 1,000). The data are for 46
Pennsylvania counties for the 2004-2011 period.
† p< .10. * p< .05 ** p< .01 (two-tailed tests)
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significant coefficient indicates that a growing association between immigrants and crime in local
newspapers one year prior is associated with increased handgun sales.

In Model 2, I include demographic and economic controls. In Model 3, I add crime and partisan-
ship controls. The association between changes in the framing of migration and handgun sales re-
mains positive and significant. These findings suggest that changes in the way immigrants are
portrayed in public discourse may be an important mechanism through which local anti-immigrant
policies shape the social environment and inspire self-defensive behaviors like handgun acquisition.

F U R T H E R E V I D E N C E F R O M S O U T H C A R O L I N A
Was the positive impact of anti-immigrant ordinances on gun sales only prevalent in Pennsylvania or
might this finding be more widely applicable? The social consequences of local anti-immigrant legisla-
tion in Pennsylvania could be exceptional since this state includes some of the first communities that
considered such laws, beginning with Hazleton in 2006. Perhaps similar laws did not result in in-
creased local anxieties in other regions due to a “saturation effect,” as many other municipalities and
even state legislatures considered restrictionist policies and residents became used to them. To test
this, I use administrative data from South Carolina, a southern state that has little experience with
Hispanic immigration (McDermott 2011) and that is demographically, socioculturally, and politically
different from Pennsylvania (Reed 1972). More specifically, southern states are characterized by high
homicide and gun-ownership rates. Further, a long-standing literature within criminology argues that
southern whites have an “honor culture” that makes them more likely than their northern counter-
parts to resort to violence, including gun violence, when they perceive a threat (Felson and Pare
2010; Gastil 1971). In addition, southern laws are more permissive toward the use of self-defensive
violence (Cohen 1996). These factors may influence whether South Carolinians respond to perceived
immigrant threat in the same way as Pennsylvanian residents do. For example, if gun ownership is
already widely spread, restrictionist policies may be less likely to have a significant impact on gun ac-
quisition in South Carolina.

Just like Pennsylvania, South Carolina has been a fertile ground for local anti-immigrant legisla-
tion in recent years. Ten out of 46 counties in South Carolina (22 percent of all counties) had com-
munities that formally considered some form of anti-immigrant policy between 2006 and 2010
(see Table A2 in the Appendix for a complete list). Although South Carolina does not publish statis-
tics on gun sales per county, the state police does release information on applications for concealed
gun permits. Residents apply to these permits to be able to carry a handgun with them. Hence, these
data provide another behavioral indicator of whether local residents in communities that have consid-
ered an anti-immigrant law felt threatened enough to seek to carry a gun with them in their daily
lives.

My statistical analysis is similar to the one used for the Pennsylvania data. Table 8 shows the
results for fixed effects regressions predicting concealed gun permits in all South Carolina counties
between 2006 and 2010. Model 1 shows that the proposal of an ordinance led to a significant in-
crease in the number of these permits for the next two years. In Models 2 and 3, I adjust these esti-
mates for time-varying covariates that could have influenced permit applications, such as racial and
ethnic composition, crime rates, age and gender structure, and the proportion of households under
the federal poverty rate. Nevertheless, the coefficients of anti-immigrant ordinances remain signifi-
cant and positive, suggesting that these laws were associated with similar behavioral changes in
South Carolina as they were in Pennsylvania. In both states, the proposal of punitive immigration
policies resulted in subsequent increases in gun permits or gun sales for the next two years.

D I S C U S S I O N A N D C O N C L U S I O N S
Local anti-immigrant ordinances have important consequences for the communities in which they
are proposed. Using panel data analysis to examine Pennsylvania counties, I find that the proposal
of anti-immigrant policies was associated with an increase in handgun sales. The first year after
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anti-immigrant policies were proposed, the respective counties saw an increase of approximately 3
handguns per 1,000 residents, or an average of 530 handguns. The effect decreased but remained sta-
tistically significant in the second year, and further weakened after three years had passed since the
anti-immigrant law was proposed. Even as the handgun sales correlated with anti-immigrant policy
proposals in this three-year pattern, the sale of long guns was not affected by these policies.

Although the impact of these policies on handgun sales was transitory, lasting about two years, its
magnitude was considerable. For a county to observe a similar increase in handguns sales as the one
that occurred after the proposal of a restrictive immigration policy, the county’s median age would
have to increase by three years, its proportion of Republican voters would have to go up by 3 percent,
or there would have to be about 1 more violent crime per 1,000 residents.12

Table 8. Concealed Gun Permits in South Carolina, 2006-2010

Variable Log(Permits) Log(Permits) Log(Permits)
(1) (2) (3)

Ordinance (t-1) .073* .067* .069*
(.028) (.032) (.033)

Ordinance (t-2) .066* .071* .066*
(.029) (.029) (.030)

Ordinance (t-3) .033 .060 .063
(.050) (.040) (.041)

Controls
Hispanic (%) (t-1) �.074† �.081

(.042) (.050)
Black (%) (t-1) �.010 �.016

(.036) (.038)
Median age (t-1) .004

(.010)
Sex ratio (t-1) �.005

(.005)
Poverty rate (t-1) .001

(.004)
Property crime (t-1) �4.399

(3.162)
Violent crime (t-1) 2.242

(4.382)
Constant �5.061** �3.015** �3.302

(.0244) (1.391) (1.971)
Year FE yes yes yes
County FE yes yes yes
Observations 184 184 184
R-squared .966 .964 .966

Notes: Absolute t-statistics calculated using robust standard errors clustered at the county level are in parentheses.
The dependent variable, the logged rate of concealed gun permits, was calculated by dividing the number of con-
cealed gun permits in each county by the county’s population and taking its natural log. The data are for the 46
South Carolina counties for the 2006-2010 period. See Appendix Table A2 for details on anti-immigrant ordinances
proposed during this time period.
† p< .10. * p< .05 ** p< .01 (two-tailed tests)

12. Estimates based on regression results from Table 2.
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I propose that, though there could be preexisting concerns about immigration among local resi-
dents, anti-immigrant policies may contribute to growing anxieties over crime and disorder by ce-
menting the association between immigrants and criminal behaviors among local residents. As public
leaders make the case for anti-immigrant ordinances by linking immigrants with crime, illicit activities,
and social disorder, these menacing portrayals of immigrants, reproduced in local media outlets, in-
tensify social anxiety. Natives increasingly associate immigrants with crime and lawlessness, which
bolsters native anxiety over safety and disorder. Such growing fear of crime and lawlessness then trig-
gers several self-defensive behaviors, including avoidance of areas associated with Hispanic immi-
grants, out-migration, and, as I document in this article, handgun acquisition, which is consistent with
the gun-ownership literature.

In accordance with this mechanism, I find that, following the proposal of local anti-immigrant poli-
cies, local Pennsylvania newspapers increasingly framed immigrants in more threatening ways by link-
ing them to criminal activities. As expected, this increased link between immigrants and crime in local
newspapers was also correlated with an increase in handgun sales. In contrast, the increased salience
of immigrants in the media, measured as the number of articles related to migration, was not a strong
predictor of changes in gun acquisition. This suggests that while the proposal of punitive laws may af-
fect both the salience and framing of immigration in the media, the changing content of these news
items is the pathway through which anti-immigrant measures contribute to heightened social anxi-
eties, which promote gun acquisition.

While anti-immigrant policies may be politically advantageous for local political elites, they may be
socially disadvantageous, perhaps even harmful, for a variety of other parties. Most clearly, the prior
literature on the consequences of handgun ownership suggests that immigrants themselves may be di-
rectly harmed by this trend. Yet natives may also suffer, even if only indirectly, by experiencing a
heightened sense of threat and anxiety, as well as declining community trust, that does not necessarily
reflect the actual conditions of the social context in which they live.

The use of panel data and fixed effects estimation techniques allows me to address common lim-
itations inherent in cross-sectional data. Unlike cross-sectional analyzes, fixed effects regression
models do not make comparisons across units of analysis. Instead, they make within-unit compari-
sons to calculate the statistical effect of the independent variables on the outcome variable over
time (Allison 2009; Brand and Xie 2007). In other words, Philadelphia County is not compared
with other counties in this analysis, but it is compared with itself across time. This allows me to
rule out any unobserved county characteristics that are fixed over time that could have affected gun
ownership, including a preexisting fear of minorities or a cultural predisposition towards gun own-
ership. Second, the inclusion of time fixed effects in my analysis accounts for any common shocks
these counties may have experienced during the observation period, including statewide changes in
gun acquisition levels, national or statewide elections, or high profile crimes that were covered by
national or state media. Third, my analysis also sheds light on the temporal sequence of events.
Though one concern could be that both the proposal of anti-immigrant policies and increased gun
sales occurred concomitantly, perhaps as fear and anxiety about immigration in local communities
grew, my findings show that handgun sales only increased, not before, but only after the policies
were proposed.

I do not argue that the proposal of local restrictive immigration policies can by itself generate this
climate of increased anxiety about social disorder and migration. In actuality, these policies are some-
times the result of local residents putting pressure on elected officials to deal with perceived problems
in their communities. Some of these residents may already perceive Hispanic immigrants to be con-
tributing to social problems, such as crime and lawlessness. Nevertheless, my qualitative and quantita-
tive findings suggest that the proposal of these exclusionary policies further contributes to heightened
social anxiety by cementing the perception that immigrants are engaged in illegal activities, by magni-
fying media attention on immigrants and their alleged wrongdoings, and by polarizing local commu-
nities along racial and ethnic lines (Flores 2014).
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This article makes three distinct theoretical and empirical contributions. First, it provides empirical
evidence for the symbolic politics approach. I find that local media and politicians increasingly use
negative symbolic meanings to describe immigrants when restrictive immigration policies are pro-
posed. Nevertheless, though scholars commonly argue that these policies have little impact on objec-
tive conditions and are merely used to appease the public (Calavita 1996; Edelman 1964), I find that
the emotional arousal of local residents can have tangible social consequences, including an increased
desire to own handguns and to obtain licenses to carry. The proliferation of handgun ownership in
communities experiencing cultural and demographic transformations may have troubling public
health consequences as gun ownership has been associated with homicide, suicide, and other forms
of violence (Fontanarosa 1995; Killias 1993; Lester 1988). Indeed, the national media has highlighted
the potential for gun violence in communities that proposed restrictive immigration policies. A
Hispanic man, interviewed by The New York Times, reported driving one day through Hazleton and
hesitating “at the wheel of his car, unsure which way to turn, and the non-Hispanic driver behind him
got out with a gun in his hand. ‘He saw my face, he knew I was Spanish,’ the man said. ‘They believe
we are all the same because we look the same’ (Gabriel 2013).”

Second, this study contributes to the gun-ownership literature by providing evidence for the role
of social and political factors in influencing gun ownership. I find that politicians’ portrayals of immi-
grants in threatening ways after the proposal of restrictive immigration policies may increase resi-
dents’ anxiety over crime and disorder, regardless of the actual crime rates, leading to rising levels of
handgun ownership. Indeed, I find that the proposal of anti-immigrant policies was predictive of in-
creased handgun sales, even after adjusting for actual crime rates. This finding resonates with my
qualitative work in Hazleton, Pennsylvania, where local residents seemed more responsive to percep-
tions of crime rather than to crime statistics themselves (Flores 2014). My findings are compatible
with the literature on crime policy and public opinion, which suggests that local elites, such as politi-
cians, activists, and journalists, can influence community perceptions of crime and disorder (Beckett
1997). As mentioned earlier, Beckett (1997) argues that growing public concern about crime did not
precede the recent hardening of criminal justice laws but that these punitive policies actually activated
public concern about crime. I add to this literature by showing that these elite-led measures not only
affect public opinion, as Beckett shows, but they also may lead to behavioral changes among the
population.

Third, this article has shown the power of elected officials in local settings to significantly shape
public perceptions of immigrants. M. C. Waters and T. R. Jiménez (2005) argue that in new destina-
tions of settlement, such as Pennsylvania and South Carolina, natives’ opinions of Hispanics may be
less crystallized, and immigrants may have more freedom to define their social position. At the same
time, this relative flexibility also means that public opinion about Hispanics might be more suscepti-
ble to be defined in the short term by non-immigrants, as well. Local elites’ proposals of exclusionary
policies, along with accompanying pervasive media coverage, could then negatively affect how
Hispanic immigrants are perceived in these communities. My study highlights the need for migration
and stratification scholars to consider the role of local political actors and policies in shaping the ex-
periences of immigrants and their families. If we study how local political actors, through policies,
shape the micro contexts of immigrants’ reception, we could better understand how political factors
influence immigrant outcomes—a topic that has received relatively little attention from migration
scholars (Kasinitz 2012). Cecilia Menjı́var and Leisy Abrego (2012) argue that restrictive subnational
immigration policies constitute a form of “legal violence” due to their capacity to negatively affect im-
migrants, regardless of documentation status. In this article, I find evidence that the proposal of local
restrictive ordinances may affect immigrants and natives alike, driving self-defensive behaviors that
can impact entire communities. In addition, by polarizing ethnic relations and increasing social anxi-
eties around immigrants such ordinances may also trigger actual physical violence.

The fact that local elites can draw from well-established national themes about the undesirability
of Latino immigrants and redefine them in more negative terms highlights these immigrants’
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subordinate status within the United States (Chavez 2008). Indeed, Jamie Longazel (2013) has de-
scribed this social transformation as a “racial degradation ceremony” since it degrades new immi-
grants, by linking them to crime and social disorder, while it uplifts the white majority. In this sense,
local immigration policies can be used as “exclusionary tools to further separate the target population
as ‘other,’ immoral, and out of control” (Brettel and Nibbs 2010:17). This study contributes to this
literature by showing that the transformation of Latino immigrants into a dangerous and illegitimate
group, which Longazel (2013) views as an “attempt to reaffirm the racial order,” has both symbolic as
well as material consequences among the native population.

Some caveats are in order. Due to the aggregated nature of my data, I cannot examine whether
there were differences in race, ethnicity, nativity or other differentiating characteristics of individuals
who acquired guns following the proposal of anti-immigrant ordinances. One hypothesis could be
that it is not only Anglos who turn to these self-defensive strategies but also Hispanics. Though this
seems like a plausible story, Hispanics have the lowest rate of gun ownership among U.S. ethnic and
racial groups. In addition, since many Hispanic immigrants do not possess legal documentation, they
are barred from buying guns, at least from licensed sellers. In my own fieldwork in Hazleton,
Pennsylvania, none of my Hispanic informants reported wanting to acquire firearms. Instead, many
of them reported keeping a low profile, and some considered leaving town out of concern for major-
ity group hostility. Nevertheless, I cannot fully rule out the possibility that gun ownership could also
have increased among Hispanics and other minorities.

While I find that anti-immigrant policies were associated with similar behavioral outcomes in two
different states, it is an empirical question whether the same patterns can be found in other settings
or in a different time period. Perhaps anti-immigrant policies may be less likely to influence natives’
opinions of Hispanic immigrants in areas with an established Hispanic presence. Future work should
also examine whether local policies directed towards other minority groups set into motion similar
social processes. Such groups could include racial minorities, political groups, or religious sects.

These caveats aside, this research has important implications for public policy, as it shows the di-
rect and indirect social consequences of symbolic restrictive immigration laws. These findings tell a
cautionary tale about the ramifications of elected officials and other opinion leaders endorsing dis-
courses that scapegoat minority groups. The continuous dispersion of Hispanic immigrants across
the United States increases the possibility that anti-immigrant legislation will be considered in the fu-
ture as immigrants reach new areas of settlement.
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APPENDIX

Table A1. Anti-Immigrant Policies Considered in Pennsylvania,
2004-2011

County Year Type

Allegheny 2006 P
Blair 2006 H, E
Carbon 2006 H, L, E
Columbia 2006 H
Lackawanna 2006 H, L, E
Lancaster 2006 H, L, E
Lehigh 2006 H, L, E
Lebanon 2008 H, L, E
Lycoming 2009 H
Luzerne 2006 H, L, E
Montgomery 2006 H, E
Monroe 2006 H
Northumberland 2006 H, L, E
Schuylkill 2006 H, L, E

Notes: H¼ housing; L¼ language; E¼ employment; P¼ police enforcement.

Table A2. Anti-Immigrant Policies Considered in South Carolina, 2005-
2010

County Year Type

Aiken 2007 L, E
Anderson 2008 R, E
Beaufort 2006 E
Charleston 2009 287 (g)
Dorchester 2006 H, E
Greenville 2008 E
Horry 2006 H, E
Lexington 2006 E
Pickens 2008 L, E
York 2007 287 (g)

Notes: H¼ housing; L¼ language; E¼ employment; R¼ resolution against illegal immigrants;
287 (g)¼ federal program that allows local police officers to enforce federal immigration laws.
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