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 The Associated Students of Madison (ASM) is the governing student body at the University of 

Wisconsin—Madison (UW). ASM’s responsibilities include allocating student segregated fees, 

advocating for UW students before university administration and the state legislature, and 

administering programs like StudentPrint and distributing City of Madison bus passes (Associated 

Students of Madison 2017). The legislative body of ASM is ASM Student Council. This elected body is 

made up of 33 representatives from across the different schools and colleges at the University of 

Wisconsin—Madison (Associated Students of Madison 2017). In some ways, ASM Student Council is 

powerful and impacts students’ college experiences. For example, the Student Services Finance 

Committee of ASM directly distributes about $49 million in segregated fees to student organizations and 

programs across campus (Associated Students of Madison 2017). But on issues of university policy, they 

are largely toothless, and simply give suggests to university administration (University of Wisconsin 

2017).  

Average turnout in ASM Student Council elections is around 10 percent. In a study of turnout in 

student government elections, the high-mark in distribution of turnout percentages among universities 

studied was 10 percent. However, there was a large range, with turnout percentages as low one percent 

to as high as seventy percent (Lewis and Rice 2005). This turnout of 10 percent means that it is relatively 

easy for student organizations to play a significant role in electing member to ASM Student Council. In 

addition, each student gets seven votes that they can allocate to candidates in any way that they wish. 

For example, a student could cast all seven of their votes to a single candidate or distribute those seven 

votes across multiple candidates. As a result, endorsements from student organizations like the College 



Republicans (College Republicans of UW-Madison 2016), College Democrats (College Democrats of UW-

Madison 2016), Badgers for Bernie [Sanders] (Our Revolution, UW-Madison 2016), and other 

organizations are valuable. Endorsements have mobilized members to act in a collective manner and 

have successfully elected endorsed candidates to ASM Student Council. Because of the influence that 

student organizations wield in ASM Student Council Elections, I was interested in surveying UW-Madison 

students on the impact that endorsements from various student organizations have on their perceptions 

of candidates.  

 My research group created a survey in Qualtrics. We collected demographic information, 

University of Wisconsin—Madison enrollment information, whether the respondent voted in the most 

recent ASM Student Council election, and opinions on ASM.  We sent an email with a link to our survey 

to a randomized list of 1,500 emails of UW undergraduates. Although students can opt out of inclusion 

in these types of email lists, only a small portion do, and we do not except that opt-outs changed our 

results in any meaningful way. We sent an initial email on a Monday morning and a follow-up on 

Thursday afternoon. We received 48 complete responses for a response rate of 3.2 percent. Although 

this number is low, it is not terrible considering that turnout for ASM elections is normally around 10 

percent. And frankly, our survey took more time to complete than it does to vote online in ASM 

elections.  

 Our sample was slightly off from the sample frame. Our respondents skewed considerably 

towards females (77 percent female, 23 percent male) compared to the university population (51 

percent female, 49 percent male) (University of Wisconsin--Madison Office of the Registrar 2017). In 

addition, 29 percent of our respondents reported that they voted in the previous month’s ASM Student 

Council election. This number is much higher than the 10 percent turnout seen in the March election. 

Either social desirability bias encouraged people to falsely claim that they voted; or, our survey attracted 



respondents who are interested in ASM happenings. My group leans toward suspecting that selection 

bias played a larger role than social desirability bias.  

 To learn more about UW students’ opinions on ASM, our survey included replications questions 

from a survey done at Lafayette College in Easton, Pennsylvania. Lafayette college is a small liberal arts 

school with an enrollment of about 2,500 students (U.S. News 2017)—much smaller than UW’s 30,000 

undergraduate students and 43,000 total students (University of Wisconsin 2016). These dramatically 

different schools give an insightful juxtaposition. Unfortunately, the exact question wording for 

Lafayette College’s survey was not released. But enough information was given in the results to create 

questions that are presumably close enough to capture the same sentiment (Grunewald 2017).  

Figure A 

 

First, UW students were more positive on the effectiveness of ASM compared to Lafayette 

students of their Student Government (StuGov). In our survey, 35 percent of UW students strongly 

agreed, agreed, or somewhat agreed that ASM is effective at its job. In comparison, 24 percent of 

Lafayette College students agreed that StuGov is effective. This gap could potentially be to the scale of 

the two student governments. The University of Wisconsin—Madison’s total enrollment is nearly 20 



times larger than Lafayette College. With this size comes a lot of more money and resources. Compared 

to Lafayette College’s StuGov, ASM as a lot of resources to deploy to accomplish things like funding 

student organizations and providing bus passes. As a result, it is possible that UW students see their 

student government as being more effective than Lafayette students because of the scale of ASM 

compared to StuGov. Also, the questions do not provide an explanation of what the job of student 

government is—leaving the respondent to fill in the gap as to what they their student government’s job 

is. This information gap for what student government can achieve and what people want them to 

achieve could account for the low levels of agreement. 

In addition, about half of both UW and Lafayette College students agreed with the statement 

that ASM and StuGov impacts their college experience. It would be interesting to survey other colleges 

to see if students at a variety of different schools see student government as impacting their college 

experience.  

The core of my component of the survey is to study how an endorsement from various student 

organizations impact UW students’ support of ASM Student Council candidates. The survey asked 

respondents on a scale with 1 being much less likely and 10 being much more likely, how likely the 

respondent would be to support a candidate or candidates in an ASM Student Council election because 

of an endorsement from each group.  

I divided respondents by their self-identified political ideologies (liberals, moderates, 

conservatives). For each ideology and for each group, I calculated the mean and the 95 percent 

confidence intervals (Figure B).  



Figure B 

  

To better visualize this information, I compiled this descriptive information into a chart (Figure 

C). On the y-axis are the student organizations that the survey collected opinion data on. The x-axis is a 

continuous scale from one to ten. The lower the number—further to the left—the more negative the 

opinions of that student organization. And the higher the number—more towards the right—the more 

positive the respondents were on that specific organization. For each organization, the means and 

confidence intervals from Figure B were plotted onto the graph. The lines represent the 95 percent 

confidence intervals. The dots are the mean of the responses. The blue lines are the aggregate 

responses from liberals, purple from moderates, and red from conservatives. 



Figure C 

 

One of the biggest takeaways from Figures B and C is that conservative students are more 

positive on an endorsement from the College Republicans than liberal students are of an endorsement 

from the College Democrats. On the scale from one to ten (with one being much less likely to support 

and ten being much more likely to support), conservative students had a mean support of 9.68 for 

College Republican endorsed candidates. Contrastingly, liberal students had a 7.38 mean support 

response for the impact of a College Democrats endorsement. One hypothesis for this over-two-point 

discrepancy is that there are fewer conservative students on campus than liberal students. As a result, 

conservative students may rely heavily on heuristics such as the College Republicans endorsement when 

participating in politics. 



 Another insight is that it seems that students were not very knowledgeable on the Badger 

Freedom Caucus. The Badger Freedom Caucus was a group of conservative students who were funded 

by Turning Points USA, a national conservative organization. Even though Badger Freedom Caucus 

affiliated candidates won, survey responses were clustered in the middle. The results were so messy 

that the lower bound on the confidence interval of support for conservative students was actually lower 

than liberal students (3.18 compared to 3.39), even though the Badger Freedom Caucus is a group of 

conservative activists.  

 On the opposite side, Our Revolution (formerly Badgers for Bernie [Sanders]) appeared to be 

more well-known—and strongly disliked by non-liberal students. Among conservative students, 

responses to Our Revolution were much more negative than the College Democrats (mean score of 1.25 

versus 2.65). More surprisingly, moderate students were a lot less supportive of an endorsement from 

Our Revolution compared to every other group. Among moderates, all other groups operated in very 

similar ranges (lower bounds ranged from 2.62 to 2.71, means from 4.33 to 4.67, upper bounds from 

6.05 to 6.62). However, the scores were much lower for Our Revolution (lower bound of .88, mean of 

3.33, upper bound of 5.79). It was expected that conservative students would be exceptionally negative 

towards a formerly Bernie Sanders-affiliated student organization. But the elevated negativity expressed 

by moderates was surprising. Electorally, none of this negativity likely matters though. Among liberal 

students, Our Revolution was nearly as popular as the College Democrats (mean scores of 6.33 and 

6.50). And given the electoral structure of ASM, which rewards narrow collective action versus broad 

support, Our Revolution is likely just as competitive in ASM Student Council elections as any other group 

included in the survey.  

 



 My research group tried to act deliberately in conducting our survey, but there are aspects of 

the survey that I wish we could have done differently. First, wider circulation of our survey could have 

garnered more statistically significant responses. Especially with conservative students, more responses 

would be necessary for any definitive conclusions. A future survey could possibly even oversample 

conservatives. In addition, more responses would make it easier to more granularly breakdown 

respondent categories. For example, instead of grouping all “liberals” together, I could have examined 

the differences between respondents who said they were “very liberal,” “liberal,” and “somewhat 

liberal.” Also, more responses could have allowed me to breakdown the ideological group into people 

who voted in the election and people who did not vote. It is possible that only voters actually care about 

endorsements, and that even the most liberal students do not care about the College Democrats or any 

other group. If done again, I would potentially ask respondents who said that they voted in the election 

for whom they voted for. I could have then examined if the respondent voted for candidates endorsed 

by any of the groups. However, I worried that this may have gotten improper responses. If social 

desirability bias led people to saying that they voted when they didn’t, and they randomly selected 

candidates to report who they “voted” for, it could have had terrible consequences for the responses. 

Otherwise, I think that my component of the survey did a serviceable job. One of our biggest concerns 

was properly wording the question on whether people voted or not in the ASM election. We 

incorporated suggestions from lecture and tried to remove any social desirability bias.  

 Overall, our survey gave intriguing insights into University of Wisconsin—Madison students’ 

opinions on their student government, the Associated Students of Madison (ASM) and the student 

organizations that actively participate in ASM Student Council elections. UW students are more 

supportive of ASM than Lafayette College students are of their student government. And there appears 

to be a correlation between students’ political ideology and the influence that various student 

organization endorsements of candidates can have on their votes. 
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