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Sometime towards the middle of every fall and every winter semester of every year the halls of University of Michigan campus buildings are suddenly covered over in posters, aggressive students besiege their classmates on the Diag with handout after handout, and seemingly every inch of heavily-trafficked sidewalk is concealed by phrases and symbols scrawled in chalk. Freshmen in dorms are greeted by smiling students in brightly colored t-shirts as they open their doors. Email boxes are cluttered with countless attempts to persuade the recipient to vote for one candidate or another. And at the end of the day, it all repeats again – often for weeks on end.
Even though elections for the Michigan Student Assembly (MSA), the central student government of the University of Michigan, consume the minds and bodies of so many politically active students, incredibly little is actually known about what motivates some students to vote while others don’t.  Further, major campaign strategic resource targeting decisions – from the locations where posters are affixed to where (and whether) to conduct door-to-door canvassing to what platform items make the cut – are made with little to no empirical information as justification because there is no existing body of research on MSA elections.
The MSA serves several primary functions, as well as some auxiliary ones. First, the Assembly collects $6.55 from every enrolled student, which it allocates to various student groups and community service projects through an application process. Second, it serves as a conduit through which the opinions of students can be voiced to the University administration. Third, it debates and passes resolutions that either initiate action or state opinion on behalf of the body as a whole. Many members use MSA to facilitate projects of their own proposal.

The body is made up of 42 elected members proportionally representing each of the University’s Ann Arbor Campus’s schools and colleges. Each term, usually in the end of the third month of the term, half of the seats on the Assembly are vacated, and new members run for and are elected to the positions. There is also a President and Vice-President elected, as a ticket, each winter. The President and Vice-President appoint a Treasurer to control the $500,000+ budget and Student General Counsel to act as parliamentarian.. 

Elections have in recent years become increasingly partisan, competitive and sophisticated. Whereas campaigns of yesteryear were mostly door-to-door canvassing in dorms and flyers in highly trafficked campus buildings, the modern campaign consists of targeted “form-letter” email, promotional items with political party logos (e.g. Frisbees, pens, condoms, etc.), and party websites. The cost of campaigns has skyrocketed into the thousands of dollars, in addition to weeks of missed class, assignments and other neglected academic priorities. The bottom line: candidates and others involved take this enterprise quite seriously.

Still, turnout, while the highest at any Big Ten University, remains low, with just under 20% of students voting on average over the last 10 election cycles (see fig. 1.) Those involved in student government and other campus political institutions cannot seem to fathom why so many people don’t vote. They have even less information on what factors lead someone to be a more likely voter, or what the profile of an unlikely voter is. Candidates, parties and campus political interest groups have many hypotheses developed over time about “where the votes are,” but they have yet to be tested by any methodical means. 
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Figure 1
My research attempts to answer the questions that those involved have been asking for quite some time – who is a voter, and where can we find them? More importantly, where and to whom can parties and candidates direct their resources in attempting to capture the attention of persuadable and likely voters? As there is no previously existing body of work on the subject, my research exists in a vacuum, and serves as a pilot study in what will hopefully be a field to be further explored by continuing research.
Explanations of Voting Behavior
Numerous assumptions have been made over the years about who is more likely to vote in MSA elections, and strategic decisions have been based on those theories. Based on the assumption that freshmen vote more often, for instance, candidates spent a considerable amount of their time, perhaps their most valuable resource, going door-to-door in dorms, where freshmen tend to live, trying to meet residents in order to win their vote.  But there is more to the profile of a likely voter than just where they live, and I will attempt to address these previously untested ideas in this section, and later to explain the results of my research on these hypotheses.
Residence Hall
Seemingly since the beginning of the modern MSA campaign, it has been “common knowledge” that a successful candidate or party must invest a considerable amount of time conducting door-to-door canvassing in Residence Halls, presumably because freshmen are more likely to vote.  This may, however, be a self-fulfilling prophecy. That is, freshmen are more likely to vote not necessarily because of some innate quality of their lower class standing, but precisely because candidates spend so much time trying to woo them based on the assumption that their group turnout will be high. This assumption becomes true due to some of the byproducts of campaigning – raised awareness of what MSA does and of the very fact that elections are just around the corner. Therefore, I would argue, that while lower class standing does correlate with propensity to vote (as I explain later), living in a dorm is the actual cause of that probability. 
Political Involvement
Because voting in an election is a political act and, arguably, takes some political inclination and/or information, it stands to reason that politically involved students would be more likely to vote in MSA elections than other students. We hypothesize that those students with the sense of political efficacy and initiative to join a politically oriented student group will be more likely to believe that their vote matters – be it in local, state, national or even campus elections. If they believe that their vote matters, then, they would be more likely, we presume, to cast their ballots. Further, if certain issues are at play in MSA elections that would drive them enough to care about affecting political change, they would be more likely to vote as well. Therefore I believe that we should find that political student group involvement will lead to voting.
Greek Affiliation
Similar to the reasoning given for why dorm-dwellers might be more likely to vote than that average student, members of the Greek system, who belong to tightly knit organized social groups and often live together in fraternity and sorority houses, will: [a] be more loyal to candidates who are members of the Greek system, [b] be more likely to disseminate information to each other and engage in groupthink because of their cohesive and hierarchical social structure, and [c] will be more likely targets of campaigning because of their high density of students (potential voters) at one location. Further, so the myth goes (although we did not test this premise), members of the Greek system are more likely to be involved in leadership in other areas of campus, and would presumably be more “in the know” about campus affairs – this including the student government elections. Since these students would have a greater incentive to vote, and would be more often targeted by campaigns in their persuasion and get out the vote efforts, I would hypothesize that being affiliated with the Greek system would make a more likely voter.
Campus Awareness

A frequent response to MSA candidates on the campaign trail is “What is MSA and what does it do?” The common assumption has been both that the vast majority of students are unaware of MSA’s existence, let alone its purpose, and that if more people were aware then more people would vote.  Since MSA deals with a wide array of issues of importance to the campus community, is often reported on in campus publications and is widely discussed in campus political circles, I believe that an increased awareness of campus goings-on and campus politics will render the student more likely to care about the outcome of MSA elections, and therefore more likely to vote.
Conservativeness

It makes sense that those with strong political views and desire to change the status quo would be more likely to care about the outcome of an election, and for that reason more likely to vote. Since conservative points of view are often marginalized on the über liberal University of Michigan campus, I believe that we have good reason to expect that classifying ones self further to the conservative side of the political spectrum would make one more upset with the current state of affairs, and would go hand-in-hand with an increased probability to vote in order to affect change.
Data


My research consisted of a pre-election phone survey of University of Michigan students covering a variety of topics with regard to voter participation, student group involvement, general awareness, efficacy, and preference. We began by selecting a random sample of students by picking the first name in the first column (of four) on each page of the University’s student directory. When all of those names had been exhausted, we then selected the first name in the third column on each page. Our three researchers called over 700 students total in order to contact and survey 33 participants each.  The researchers each followed an identical procedure and script in collecting the desired information, and recorded the results on the paper surveys.
 The phone calls were made on two consecutive afternoons – Sunday, March 21 and Monday, March 22 from no earlier than 2pm to no later than 9:30pm. 
Following, we categorized the responses to the open-ended questions so they could be numerically coded. Finally, we numerically coded the rest of the data for analysis by a statistical software package.
Quantifying Residence Hall
Although low class standing is commonly the attribute credited with high turnout, I have chosen to measure this particular concept with whether the voter lives in dormitory, or lives off-campus. While the common assumption is that freshmen are more likely to vote than non-freshmen, I think that it is the fact that they almost all live in dormitories, not that they are freshmen, that makes them more apt to vote. The correlation between living in a residence hall and voting (see Fig. 2) is also stronger than the correlation between freshman status and voting (see Fig. 3.) In my model, students living in a dormitory are given a 1, and students not living in a dormitory are assigned a 0.

	Correlation Between Voting and Living in a Residence Hall

	 
	 
	CORVOTE
	DORM

	DORM
	Pearson Correlation
	.353
	1

	 
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.000**
	.

	 
	N
	99
	99


**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Figure 2
	Correlation Between Voting and Class Standing

	
	 
	CORVOTE
	CLASS

	CLASS
	Pearson Correlation
	-.296
	1

	 
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.003**
	.

	 
	N
	99
	99


**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Figure 3
Quantifying Political Involvement

Our survey asked students if they were members of student groups, and then gave a list of types of student groups and asked them to indicate if any of the groups they belonged to were in that category. If a student was a member of a political group, they were given a 1, if they were not, they were given a 0. It should be noted that there may be a high degree of variability in what constitutes a political group, as we did not specify any constraints. For example, College Democrats, a group for which political activity is the primary function, may receive the same categorization in our binary measurement as a group for which political activity is a minor component of their focus. In retrospect, a better way of asking the question to more accurately depict the concept we were getting at would have been to ask the participant to categorize each student group according to its primary function, rather than merely pick which category (or, ultimately, categories) their group falls into.
Quantifying Greek Affiliation

We asked each survey participant whether or not they were a member of a fraternity or sorority, although we did not specify a social fraternity or sorority, so there may be some error due to the inclusion of academic or service Greek organizations. The same explanation as for social fraternities and sororities might apply to these groups, although it was not our intention to include them.
Quantifying Campus Awareness


In order to quantify campus awareness, I created a variable that interacts whether or not the individual reads the Michigan Daily, the University of Michigan student newspaper, at least once a week with whether or not they could correctly name at least 1 party running in the upcoming election. If the student met both requirements, they were given a score of 2, if they could only meet one, they were given a score of 1, and if they could meet neither requirement, they were given a zero. This variable may oversimplify reality, however, because there is certainly a difference between the casual reader of the Michigan Daily and one who reads it every day. Similarly, an individual who could name all the parties possesses a significantly greater amount of knowledge about current campus politics, especially since two of the parties in the election contemporary to this study had fielded candidates in several previous terms. Therefore, the individual who named one or two parties could have not paid attention to the campaign at all in during the semester the survey was conducted, and still could have successfully named two of the three. Still, I think that on a slightly crude level, this variable does accurately help to explain the variance in voting motivation.
Quantifying Conservativeness

Each student surveyed was questioned as to whether they considered themselves liberal, leaning left, moderate, leaning right or conservative. We assigned a score for these classifications from 1 to 5 from left to right, accordingly. There may be error in the measurement of this particular concept, because of the way our survey probed leaning left and leaning right. When administering this question, we asked “Do you consider yourself to be politically liberal, conservative or moderate?” Only if the participant said they were moderate did we then ask the probe question “Do you consider yourself leaning left, leaning right, or in the middle?” Not offering “lean left” or “lean right” options right off the bat may have forced some people who didn’t quite consider themselves moderate into stating that they were liberal or conservative, even though another choice would have been a better fit.


In formal statistical terms I would represent this model explaining the variance in MSA voting as:

y = a + b1x1+ b2x2 +b3x3 + b4x4 + e
where y is the dependent variable – variance in voting; a, the value of y when all x’s are equal to zero; b1, the impact of living in a residence hall (x1) on y; b2, the impact of political involvement (x2) on y; b3, the impact of Greek affiliation (x3) on y; b4, the impact of campus awareness (x4) on y; and b5, the impact of conservativeness (x5) on y.
Findings


In Figure 2 below, I present a table quantifying the above hypothetical model that aims to explain the variance in voting in MSA elections, y, the dependent variable. This model provides a good explanation of over half, 55%, of the motivation to vote. Further, four of the five coefficients reach statistical significance at a 95% confidence level, and all of the signs run in the correct direction.
	Impact of Variables on Michigan Student Assembly Voting

	
	
	Unstandardized Coefficients
	
	Standardized Coefficients
	t
	Sig.

	
	
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	
	

	(Constant)
	-1.872E-02
	.155
	 
	-.120
	.905

	 Residence Hall
	.497
	.107
	.529
	4.657
	.000

	 Political Involvement
	.476
	.116
	.488
	4.119
	.000

	 Greek Affiliation
	.400
	.147
	.308
	2.722
	.010

	 Campus Awareness
	.185
	.079
	.272
	2.345
	.024

	 Conservativeness
	4.178E-02
	.038
	.132
	1.094
	.281

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	R2 = .550 
	
	N = 99
	
	


Figure 4

Four factors – living in a residence hall, involvement in a political student group, membership in a fraternity or sorority, and being aware of campus goings-on, each holding all other variables constant – have an influence on variability in voting, according to the regression results in Figure 4, at varying degrees of impact. In all four cases, we can reject the null hypothesis and state with confidence that these variables each help explain why an individual would vote, and we can estimate how much they each explain that variance.
Unexpected, however, is the insignificant impact of conservativeness of the political ideology of the individual on their likelihood to vote. The regression of my model indicates that the result is not significant, and we must accept the null hypothesis – that conservativeness has no impact on motivation to vote.

Potential Errors
Despite the high level of statistical confidence in the model, there are numerous sources of error in this research design and administration that may affect the validity of the results. While I will not endeavor to address all the potential sources of error, I will briefly focus on some of those that I believe may have had the largest impact on the end results.
There are several problems in the sampling process that we used to conduct the survey. While we attempted to get a random sample by using a selection process that would give every member of our target population, University of Michigan students, an equal change of being a part of the sample, using the University phone book is, in itself, un-random. The information in the phone book comes from student records that are originally created by the University upon enrollment, and then must be updated by the student as they eventually move from location to location from year to year. For this reason, the phone numbers for freshmen undergraduates and first-year graduate students is likely much more accurate than that of other students who must update their own contact information, and infrequently do. Therefore, our sample is, on average, doubly over-representative of freshmen and graduate students (see Fig. 5), and is therefore not a random sample, detracting from its external validity. Furthermore, since we were not operating, in effect, with a full population to sample from, we were not able to achieve the randomization needed for internal validity.
	Frequency of Participant Class Standing in Sample

	 
	Frequency
	Percent

	Freshmen
	28
	28.3%

	Sophomores
	14
	14.1%

	Juniors
	15
	15.2%

	Seniors
	13
	13.1%

	Graduate Students
	29
	29.3%

	Total
	99
	100.0%


Figure 5
There were several problems related to the administration of this survey, as well, that may lead to decreased validity. First, the phone polling was conducted over a period of two days, only a few days before the actual election about which the survey was testing, and yet both sets of results are treated in the same way. Perhaps the progression in history including additional news coverage and increased campaign intensity over those approximately 30 hours had an impact that made the results less internally valid. Second, there are differences in the manner and intensity with which respondents were probed by the survey administrators – especially in response to some of the open-ended questions inquiring as to the reasons behind voting or not voting. Third, in cases where the respondents may not have been clear on the meaning of a particular question, each researcher gave different responses, as none were scripted. In many cases, especially when the participant asked for examples of certain types of student groups (e.g. “What do you mean by political group?”), there were no standardized answer. This may have lead to individuals categorizing their student group involvement differently than others.
Perhaps the most significant error, I believe, is that questions about voting are incredibly value laden. In American society, even more, I would hypothesize, in our post-9/11 patriotic fervor, there is a high value placed on civic engagement, and a negative stigma on those who don’t vote – especially among the higher educated (like college students.) When asked about voting behavior, 48.5% of survey respondents indicated that they planned to vote in MSA elections, and 81.4% of those eligible said they had voted in local, state and federal elections. These figures are completely out of line with reality. We know that around 50% of Americans vote in a given election, and that young people vote significantly less than average. The 81.4% figure is completely out of whack with this fact. Further, the highest turnout in an MSA election in the last five years has been 23%, again, not corroborative with the figure reached in this study.
It might be possible, though, that those students willing to take the five minutes to respond to a telephone poll about voting were more likely to be voters themselves, if they were interested enough to participate in a five-minute survey.
 Also, one could imagine that those who want their voices to be heard at the ballot box might be more likely to want their opinions to be recorded in a poll.
Conclusion


We have much to learn from any research on MSA Elections, as no body of work already exists on the subject. What I believe will be the largest impact of this study is to confirm and perhaps quantify to a degree many of the previously held beliefs of those students who participate in this civic exercise. The implications of the magnitude of the regression coefficients I do not believe will be great, as the number of errors that could account for discrepancies is quite large.  The direction and significance of the relationships, however, cannot be ignored. We can take from this study that time is well spent targeting students in residence halls, in the Greek system and political student groups.  We also confirm what seems quite logical – that those more in tune with campus affairs are more likely to feel like they have a stake in the state of campus politics, and therefore cast their ballots at a higher rate.
I believe that one of the most important, but perhaps derivative, implications of the results of this research is that the relatively few factors that nearly all those making strategic targeting decisions in MSA campaigns rely on only explain just over half of the variance in voting. This begs the question – what about the other half? Candidates, parties and other interested students and groups will have to evaluate their previous methods and assumptions to seek out other contributing factors that may lead to voting, for while this model is certainly a step in the right direction, it doesn’t explain everything.
� See Appendix A.


� The greeting read by the researcher when the phone was answered was “Hello, my name is [name], and I’m calling from U of M Survey Research. We are conduction a public opinion poll about University of Michigan student voting attitudes and behaviors.”





