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Political violence represents a growing threat to our democracy. While the violent events of January 6th 
represent the most notorious recent example of political violence, the threat of political violence existed 
long before January 6th and has continued since that day. In addition to large events like the January 6th 
insurrection and the deadly 2017 Unite the Right rally, threats of political violence also materialize in ways 
that rarely make headlines such as the growing numbers of politically-motivated hate crimes, threats to 
election officials, and presence of armed extremists at peaceful protests and school board meetings. In 
fact, a recent survey conducted by the Brennan Center for Justice showed that one in three election 
officials feel unsafe because of their job and one in five listed threats to their lives as a job related 
concern.1  
 
In response to this threat, the Joyce Foundation, The Klarman Family Foundation, and the Trusted 
Elections Fund commissioned a comprehensive body of research exploring the issue of political violence, 
the public reaction to political violence, whether they would consider or justify political violence, who is 
more tempted by political violence, as well as messages and messengers and support for policy solutions 
to political violence.  
 
This research included an analysis of the social-media landscape around political violence, an initial online 
survey of 800 U.S. adults, a suite of four focus groups among gun owners, people of color, self-ascribed 
conservatives, and young people, as well as a second survey of 1,000 adults, including oversamples 
among Black people, Hispanics, Asian-American Pacific Islanders, and oversamples in 14 states.2 A total of 
6216 online interviews were completed for this second survey. This research was conducted between 
January 28 to April 11, 2022.  
 
The aim of this memorandum is not to summarize the entirety of this work but to provide some best 
practices and messages for policy makers and stakeholders working to mitigate this threat.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/policy-solutions/election-officials-under-attack 
 
2 States include AZ, CA, CO, FL, GQ, MI, MN, NC, NH, OH, OR, PA, TX, WI.   

http://www.gqrr.com/
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/policy-solutions/election-officials-under-attack
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Policies and practices to mitigate political violence start with broad, bipartisan support  
 
Some bad actors and enablers may suggest a divided or polarized opinion when it comes to policy 
solutions for reducing political violence. According to this research project, no such division currently 
exists in public opinion. Over two surveys, we found massive and cross-partisan support for policies, 
enforcement, and other executive actions aimed at diminishing this threat to our democracy. For 
example, an 83 percent majority support their “local prosecutor or district attorney increasing efforts to 
investigate, arrest and prosecute people who engage in violence to influence a policy or election.” This 
majority holds regardless of party (89 percent among Democrats; 83 percent Republicans).  
 
Similarly, every measure tested in the January 2022 survey generated a majority of at least 75 percent in 
support, including efforts to crack down on calls for violence on social media channels, banning politicians 
who call for violence from running for public office, and banning people who make violent threats from 
owning a firearm.  
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Figure 1: Support for Policy Solutions to Political Violence 

 Here are some suggestions some people have made to reduce political violence in the United 
States. Please indicate where you support or oppose each of these. 

Total 
Support% 

Increase access to mental health services 85 

Increase prosecutions for individuals involved in a violent protest or riot 82 

Increase penalties for intimidating or making threats against election officials 82 

Provide police protection for election officials and their families when threatened 81 

Ban politicians who call for violence from running for office 81 

Ban individuals who make violent threats online from owning or possessing firearms 81 

Increase federal monitoring of individuals who call for violence on social media. 81 

Increase law enforcement monitoring of individuals who call for violence on social media 79 

Require social media companies to remove posts calling for violence 79 

Prohibit carrying guns in state houses and government buildings 79 

Ban individuals who make violent threats from owning or possessing firearms 78 

Prohibit carrying guns at polling stations on Election Day 77 

Prohibit carrying guns at protests or large gatherings 76 

Require social media companies to remove posts that spread conspiracy theories and 
disinformation 

75 

 
 
When seeking to build support for policy solutions to address political violence, advocates start from a 
position of strength. As a messaging strategy, outreach needs to be “policy-forward” and front-load 
whatever specific solution they may be seeking in their outreach. Do not presume a debate when there is 
none or seek to engage people who oppose these policies as they represent a very small fraction of the 
public. More broadly, the primary role is not to convince the public to support these policies. They 
already do.  
 
That said, even policies with broad public support are not easily implemented and can become politically 
polarized very quickly. There should be care taken not to polarize the issue of political violence or 
potential policy solutions.  
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Educate, educate, educate  
 
When asked directly about it, many will concede that political violence is a major problem, but their 
understanding of “political violence” does not go far beyond the events of January 6th. Focus group 
participants struggled to discuss this issue with any kind of depth and nuance. In survey findings, political 
violence ranks near the bottom of the list among perceived threats to our democracy.  
 

Figure 2: Perceived Greatest Threats to American Democracy 

Which TWO of the following do you believe represents the biggest 
threat to democracy in America 

Total % 

(SPLIT) Racial conflict 24 

Disinformation spread thru social media like FB 22 

(SPLIT) Racism and xenophobia 21 

Efforts to suppress the vote & make it harder… 20 

Extremist groups based in the US 19 

Special interest & corporate money in politics 18 

Economic inequality 18 

Efforts to censor free speech 17 

Gov’t bureaucrats making rules w/o being elected 17 

Foreign adversaries like China & Russia 16 

Political violence 12 

Low participation in elections 6 

  
 
Despite January 6th—which some regard as a one-off event—many in the country do not appreciate the 
threat to our democracy that localized acts of political violence pose. Even the term “political violence” is 
confusing for some.  
 
The most important public role for people committed to reducing political violence is to educate the 
public about scale of this threat with the purpose of creating such an intensity around this issue that the 
lawmakers and other key actors will not be able to ignore, say, the 77 percent who support “prohibiting 
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carrying of guns at polling stations on election days.” Moreover, the more advocates focus on local 
examples, such as violence or threats of violence aimed at election workers or school board members, 
the more passion—and less partisan division—is created around this issue. This is not to say January 6th 
does not matter, but the public needs to understand that the problem is much deeper and more 
pervasive than that one day.  
 
 
Be exact in your language  
 
Because relatively few people in our country think deeply about the issue of political violence, how the 
issue is defined and described can play a huge role in how the public interprets the term and whether 
they believe it represents a major problem. In this research, the language that generated the most people 
recognizing the threat of political violence used the term “violent political extremism.”  
 

Figure 3: Language Matters  
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Understand the scope of the problem  
 
Several recent public surveys represent that up to a third of the public is willing to condone or even 
engage in political violence and these findings should be taken seriously.3 However, when the term 
“political violence” is carefully and neutrally defined, a much smaller number tolerate violent attacks on 
our democracy. Only 4 percent believe violence intended to influence a policy or election is “justified” 
and another 13 percent believe it “could be justified.” An 83 percent majority believe it is almost never 
(26 percent) or never (57 percent) justified.  
 
One in ten (11 percent) adults admit, in certain circumstances, they would personally engage in violence 
to influence a policy or election, and one in five (20 percent) know someone who might would consider 
political violence.  
 
In a country of 330 million people, these numbers still represent a very serious threat, but suggestions 
that up to one third of the country stands ready to take up arms may undermine the credibility of efforts 
to stop political violence.  
 
Willingness to act violently is also highly conditional. Many Americans—reasonably—could justify violence 
if the government turned despotic or if they saw a peaceful protest attacked by a mob. Far fewer justify 
violence to protest a school curriculum or electoral outcome. Perceived threats to Constitutional rights 
and property rights, particularly the First and Second Amendment, provoke the most violent response.  
  

 
3 Political Violence May Be Necessary, 4 In 10 Republicans Say : NPR 

https://www.npr.org/2021/02/11/966498544/a-scary-survey-finding-4-in-10-republicans-say-political-violence-may-be-necessa
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Figure 4: Reactions to Specific Conditions Justifying Political Violence 

 For each of the following, please indicate 
whether you believe violence is sometimes 
justified, can be justified in some 
circumstances, almost never justified or if you 
believe violence is never justified. 

Total 
Justified % 

Democrats 
Justified % 

Republicans 
Justified % 

Young 
People 

Justified % 

If an armed mob violently attacks a peaceful 
protest 

43 43 51 46 

If the government denies you the use of your 
own land 

36 26 46 36 

If the government restricts your ability to 
practice your religion 

30 17 42 28 

If politicians from one party illegally overturn 
the results of an election 

29 29 30 33 

If the federal government passes laws 
banning assault rifles 

27 15 30 21 

If law enforcement breaks up a peaceful 
protest with rubber bullets and tear gas 

24 24 31 33 

If another COVID variant emerges and the 
government mandates proof of COVID 
vaccination to allow you to work at your place 
of employment 

22 19 26 22 

(SPLIT) If your political party loses the election 
in 2024 because certain groups were 
prevented from voting 

19 16 22 23 

(SPLIT) If your political party loses the election 
in 2024 because of voter fraud 

19 10 28 19 

If you strongly disagree with the direction the 
government is taking the country 

18 11 23 17 

If lawmakers make abortion illegal in your 
state 

16 21 8 21 

If local schools adopt a curriculum you 
consider divisive or racist 

16 7 12 10 

If your party loses the 2024 election 12 10 7 12 

 
 
Target young people in direct engagement  
 
A number of different demographic, partisan and life-style variables impact a person’s willingness to 
justify political violence. Men are far more likely to consider political violence than women. Owning a gun 
plays a role. So does heavy use of social media and believing that Donald Trump was cheated out of the 
2020 election. Depending how the question is worded, conservative ideology predicts more tolerance for 
violence.  
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But what really matters is age.  A younger person (under age 30) is four times more likely to justify 
political violence than a senior (65 of older) and three times more likely to justify political violence than 
people ages 50 to 64.   
 

Figure 5: Political Violence Justification by Age 

 
 
Similar trends emerge when asked whether people would consider violence personally or know someone 
who would consider political violence.  
 
This outcome holds among both young Democrats and young Republicans, young white people and 
young people of color, young gun owners and young non-gun owners, young men and young women.  
 
Part of the reason is that young people are simply exposed to more violence generally. Nearly a quarter 
(26 percent) of young people admit to having had a violent encounter within the last five years 
(compared to 11 percent of people over the age of 50), and young people recently exposed to violence 
are more likely to say they would personally consider political violence and are more likely to know 
someone who would consider political violence. Just as age correlates with higher rates of criminal 
violence, it also predicts higher rates of political violence.  
 
 
No evidence emerges to suggest elevating the issue of political violence discourages political participation  
 
One major concern going into this research was that raising awareness of the threat of political violence 
might having a chilling effect on civic participation, whether that be voting, testifying at a state capitol, or 
participating in a public protest.  
 
However, when asked directly about the impact of political violence on their participation, more people 
insist that the threat of political violence makes them more likely to participate in our democracy (34 
percent) than admit this violence makes them less likely to participate (26 percent). Setting that defiance 
aside, this research also used an experiment to “treat” half the sample (over 3,000 cases) with examples 
of political violence, both local and national, and left half the sample untreated. This exposure had no 
impact on their enthusiasm for voting or other examples of civic engagement.   
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Figure 6: Impact of Political Violence on Voter Participation 

 

 

Figure 7: Voting Enthusiasm of Untreated and Treated Respondents 

 
 
To be clear, the impact of real-world events like a violent counter-protest or hearing about armed men 
patrolling a local polling station cannot be accurately measured in a public opinion survey. But broadly 
speaking, educating the public about the threat and impact of political violence does not seem to 
diminish their participation.  
 
However, the survey explored what steps could be taken to reassure the public in the event of a real and 
proximate threat of political violence.  Many people consider political violence more a crime than a 
political act and believe it should be treated at such.  Not surprisingly, then, a law enforcement response 
proves the most reassuring.  This step, however, provides less security for people of color.  
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Figure 8: Most Reassuring State Actions in Response to Election Day Threats 

 

 Imagine that it is a week before Election Day and you read a rumor in 
social media about armed protesters planning on gathering at the polls on 
Election Day. Which TWO of the following would make you feel the most 
safe about showing up and voting in person: 

Total  Black 
adults 

Total 
POC 

A statement from law enforcement saying the police will patrol polling 
stations to prevent violence. 46 32 38 

Statements from local and federal law enforcement saying interfering 
with an election is a crime and they will prosecute anyone convicted of 
using violence or intimidation on Election Day. 

38 33 34 

An emergency declaration by the Secretary of State saying that anyone 
nervous about voting will have the option of voting by mail. 26 27 24 

A statement by bi-partisan group of state and local elected leaders 
including the Governor, Mayor, city council representatives and state 
legislators pledging to prevent any violence and intimidation on election 
day. 

16 12 17 

A statement from state election officials guaranteeing safe access to 
voting. 16 25 18 

A statement from a non-partisan voter protection group saying they will 
provide community volunteers and escorts so ensure everyone can safely 
vote. 

13 11 13 

A statement from civil rights groups saying that how important it is for all 
people to vote and providing escorts and volunteers to ensure everyone 
can safely vote. 

11 18 15 

A statement from faith leaders and clergy saying they will provide 
community volunteers and escorts to ensure everyone can safely vote. 9 8 9 

 
 
 
Acknowledge and move past First and Second Amendment issues.  
 
Some tensions will inevitably emerge between efforts to reduce pollical violence and the need to protect 
free speech and other constitutional rights. In both surveys, a slim majority place a higher priority on 
protecting the First Amendment than on efforts to reduce political violence. But this is a false choice. 
These concerns do not prevent a 79 percent majority from supporting “requiring social media companies 
to remove posts calling for violence” or stop 79 percent from supporting “prohibiting carrying guns in 
state houses or government buildings.”  
 
Advocates can address these tensions directly, keeping messaging “policy forward” and move on.  
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The First Amendment does not give you the right to threaten an elected official. We can take 
some simple steps, such as increasing monitoring of people who explicitly call for violence, 
removing guns from polling places and increasing penalties for those who commit acts of political 
violence without infringing on our constitutional rights. 

 
 
Public messaging should focus on educating the public on the threat of political violence and reaching 
people who say they know someone and might be in a position to mitigate future acts of violence.  
 
No public campaign will likely have an impact on someone committed to some violent act. Direct 
intervention—legal, social, mental health—with such individuals is likely required. Notably, the 
proportion of people who justify violence did not change after hearing a battery of arguments on this 
issue.  
 
However, advocates can increase the political intensity around this issue and potentially reach individuals 
who might know of someone considering a violent act and be in a position to intervene directly.  
 
Some of the strongest messages for these groups include:  
 
 

Key messages:  
 
(LAW & ORDER) We cannot have a democracy without law and order. People have the right to protest 
and get their point across, but as soon as they break the law by acting violently or threatening elected 
officials, they cross the line and law enforcement should fully enforce the laws on the books. 
 
(CIVIL RIGHTS) Most of the great changes in this country, particularly in our recent history, have been 
led by people committed to democracy and non-violence. Civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr. 
understood that this country can fundamentally change for the better only through peaceful protest 
and democracy, not through violence. 
 
(DIVISION) Our country is being torn apart by political division. Republicans attack Democrats, 
Democrats attack Republicans. We will not always agree with each other but on big things, like the 
need to settle our disagreements peacefully, it is imperative that we can unite as Americans. 

 
 
The “law and order” message above carries less weight among people of color and more weight among 
political conservatives. The civil rights message does well throughout the country. Notably, focus groups 
participants were asked what they would say to someone who was contemplating a politically violent act. 
Most of them use the same strategy almost any parent knows: the strategy of diversion.  
 

(DIVERSION) We live in a democracy. There are better ways to get your point across than through 
violence. We can vote, protest, post messages on social media, organize behind a candidate who 
shares our views, or work to vote out elected officials who disagree with us. 
 

 
As is the case with any kind of messaging, friends and family represent—by far—the most powerful 
messenger and strongest voice in the room. When asked about “groups and individuals who have spoken 
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out about the need to reduce political violence,” a 57 percent majority of trust their friends and family 
completely or trust them a lot. Outside of peers, law enforcement and military have the most standing on 
this issue and faith leaders have a voice as well. However, no one group or individual is completely or 
mostly trusted by a convincing majority and law enforcement has less standing among people of color.  
 

Figure 9: Trusted Political Violence Messengers by Total and People of Color 

Here is a list of individuals and groups who have 
spoken out about the need to reduce political violence 
and extremism in our country. Please indicate how 
much you trust each of these groups or individuals 
when speaking to the issue of political violence.  

Total Trust % People of Color 

Your friends and family 78 71 

Military personnel and veterans’ groups 66 57 

Police and law enforcement 63 51 

(Split) Election and poll workers 56 52 

Religious leaders (priests, ministers, rabbis, imams) 53 48 

Victims of political violence 51 49 

(Split) Local election officials 49 44 

Local elected officials (mayors, town councils, school 
board) 

48 43 

Your local prosecutor or district attorney 47 42 

Civil rights organizations 46 50 

Barack Obama 46 56 

Joe Biden 42 50 

Gun owners 42 33 

George W. Bush 40 37 

Democratic elected officials 38 43 

Donald Trump 37 27 

Republican elected officials 33 26 

The media 32 36 
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Conclusion  
 
Political violence is hardly a new phenomenon in our country. From the Boston Tea Party, to the Civil 
War, to the vicious oppression of the Reconstruction and Jim Crow South, to the labor strife in the 1930’s 
and the unrest in the 60’s, some measure of violence has always been part of our politics. Political 
violence will never be entirely erased. But this research makes plain that the country does not 
countenance this new wave of violence. An 83 percent majority believe violence intended to influence a 
party or election is almost never or never justified. Every policy prescription in this research finds massive 
support.  
 
In the effort to reduce political violence and strengthen our democracy, the country is united.  


