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Executive Summary

In an already contentious political
environment, Americans’ views on the state of
higher education in the United States have
become sharply politicized. These political
divisions are unsurprising given the
sensationalized picture painted by the media
of the relationship between liberal and
conservative students on campus. This
alarming portrayal, however, is not based on
systematic research. Instead, media reports
about politics on campus are often based
solely on the anecdotes relayed to reporters
and pundits. Isolated anecdotes and events at
particular campuses are also frequently used
to make sweeping generalizations about the
political climate at “American Universities” in
general. Even when claims about the state of
political divisions on US campuses draw on
systematic surveys of students, they try to tell
a single “story,” based on aggregate data from
hundreds of schools. By failing to capture the
incredible diversity of US colleges and
universities, such studies tell us little about the
political situation on any particular campus.

In this report, we aim to provide a more
accurate and nuanced understanding of the
environment for liberal, moderate, and
conservative students at five universities, and
describe some of the differences between
campuses. The study draws on survey data
collected in 2016-18 from random samples of
undergraduates at Harvard University
(N=993), the University of Pennsylvania
(N=1,113), Brandeis University (N=948), the
University of Florida, Gainesville (N=1,384),
and the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor
(N=1,180). Focusing on the perspective of
students at these five schools, we explore two
overarching questions regarding the political
climate on the college campus:


How divided are liberal, moderate, and
conservative students at each of these five
schools with respect to their political
attitudes, their perceptions of the campus
environment, and their place within the
campus community?



How do these divisions differ in
magnitude and nature from one campus
to the next?
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We do find deep disagreements between
liberal and conservative students about
political issues at all five of these schools. At
the same time, the ways in which liberal and
conservative students perceive their campus
environment, and their own place within the
campus community, differ from one campus
to the next.

In particular, we find that:
On campus, opposition to President Trump
unites liberals and moderates but divides
conservatives.
Regardless of campus, liberal and moderate
students’ feelings toward national political
players line up well with those of liberals and
moderates nationally. However, conservatives
at the schools studied were far less supportive
of President Trump and less hostile to
Democrats, than national conservatives,
potentially placing them in an awkward
position in campus debates over national
politics.
Political views on “hot button issues”
transcend individual campuses.
At all of the campuses we surveyed we found
deep divisions between liberal, moderate, and
conservative students on issues of race,
immigration, climate change, sexual assault,
and gun control. We also found one issue—a
boycott of Israeli scholars and academic
institutions—which was opposed by virtually
all students, regardless of their political views.
The fact that views on these issues varied little
among corresponding groups across the five
campuses suggests that political debates at the
national level serve as a powerful “cue” for
how students think about specific political
issues, even when these policies are closely
connected to their life on campus.

The climate for “free expression” varies
dramatically from campus to campus.
Although conservative students were the most
likely to feel that unpopular views could not
be expressed freely at their school, liberal and
conservative students were united in seeing
the climate for the expression of unpopular
views as relatively hospitable at some schools
and hostile at others. As such, debates about
whether or not there is a “crisis” of free
expression on American campuses in general
may be less important than the question of
why students see their campus as more or less
hospitable to the expression of unpopular
views.
Self-censorship about politics is not
necessarily linked to the climate for “free
expression” on campus.
A school’s climate for the expression of
unpopular views is not as closely aligned to
“self-censorship” as media reports suggest.
Talking about politics with strangers is
uncomfortable for most students, regardless
of their ideology or the school they attend.
Instead of asking whether schools are actively
inhibiting the free discussion of political ideas,
it may be more productive to ask how schools
might overcome students’ baseline aversion to
discussing politics at all and promote at least
some amount of productive political
discourse.
Students of color and white liberal
students agree on climate of hostility
toward people of color on their campus.
With regard to perceptions of the campus
climate toward people of color, the
perceptions of both students of color and
white liberals varied dramatically from campus
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to campus. In contrast, white moderates and
conservatives tended to see similarly low levels
of hostility towards people of color at all five
schools. Among white students, liberals may
serve as a more effective “barometer” of the
relative level of hostility toward people of
color because they are sensitive to crosscampus variation, whereas moderates and
conservatives are not.
The relationship between ideology and
perceptions of hostility toward Jews on
campus is complicated.
Regardless of their ideology, Jewish and nonJewish students agreed that hostility toward
Jews was almost non-existent at three of the
schools we studied, although a substantial
minority of Jewish students at the other two
schools perceived some amount of hostility on
their campus. Possibly because hostility
towards Jews can take different forms – either
traditional antisemitic stereotypes or
disproportionate criticism of Israel—there
does not seem to be a single, uniform
relationship between political ideology and
sensitivity to hostility toward Jews on campus.
Political disagreements do not always lead
to a fractured campus community—but
sometimes they do.
At three of the schools we studied, students
with different political views did not differ
substantively in how much they felt like they
“belonged” on campus. At some schools,

however, there were differences between
liberal, moderate, and conservative students in
their sense of belonging on campus. At one
campus, conservative students were less likely
to say they belonged compared to their liberal
peers, while at another campus, it was liberal
students who were the least likely to feel that
they belong. Political cleavages in the campus
community may be exacerbated by an
increasingly contentious national political
environment, but likely also depend on factors
specific to the campus itself. Administrators
who are concerned about political divisions on
campus must first understand the nature of
those divisions and determine which groups of
students—if any—are feeling left out of the
campus community.
Conclusion
The results presented in this report suggest
that broad generalizations regarding the
political climate on US college campuses are
inaccurate and unhelpful. The role that politics
plays in campus life differs from one campus
to the next. Discussions of this topic should
acknowledge the variation across particular
institutions.
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Introduction

In an already contentious political
environment, Americans’ views on the state of
American higher education have become
sharply politicized. Most Democrats believe
that colleges and universities have a positive
effect on the way things are going in the
United States, while most Republicans see
higher education as having a negative impact
on the United States (Pew Research Center,
2019b). Another recent study found that
liberals overwhelmingly saw colleges and
universities as at least somewhat open to a
wide range of viewpoints, but fewer than half
of conservatives held this view (Pew Research
Center (2019a).

viewpoints on American campuses (French,
2017; Radosh, 2017; Will, 2018). Other media
reports portray debates over Israel as driving a
wedge between liberal critics of Israel’s
treatment of the Palestinians and Jewish
students who view such criticism as
antisemitic (Thrall, 2019). Even if they agree
on little else, media commentators and
pundits from across the political spectrum
often frame the college campus as an
ideological battlefield (Chomsky, 2016;
Gonzalez, 2018), with liberal and conservative
students in open conflict and more moderate
students caught in the middle (Pappano, 2017;
Shields, 2017).

These political divisions are unsurprising
given the sensationalized picture of the
relationship between liberal and conservative
students on campus in the media. National
headlines have spotlighted demonstrations
and protests by liberal and progressive
students opposing racial inequality (Dickson,
2019; Svrluga, 2017a), climate change
(Svrluga, 2017b), sexual assault (Bauer-Wolf,
2018a), and gun violence (Bauer-Wolf,
2018b). At the same time, conservative media
commentators bemoan a culture of
intolerance and hostility by liberal students
toward even mainstream conservative

This alarming picture is not, however, based
on systematic research. Media reports about
politics on campus are often based solely on
the anecdotes related to reporters and pundits.
Isolated anecdotes and events at particular
campuses are also frequently used to make
sweeping generalizations about the political
climate at “American universities” in general.
In this report, we aim to provide a more
accurate and nuanced understanding of the
relationships between liberal, moderate, and
conservative students on campus, and
demonstrate how these divisions differ from
one campus to the next.
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What We Know
Despite the sustained media interest in this
topic, only a few studies have systematically
investigated how college students view the
political climate on their campuses. One
example is The American Freshman 2016 report
(Eagan et al., 2017), which highlights the
increasing political polarization among
incoming first-year students. The Knight
Foundation (2016) has been tracking the issue
of free speech on campus among college
students across 240 schools.
The primary shortcoming of these studies is
that they aggregate data from hundreds of
schools to tell a single “story” about the state
of political divisions on US campuses.
Unfortunately, the incredible diversity of US
colleges and universities, and the heightened
political polarization of the nation as a whole,
means that such analyses tell us little about the
political situation on any particular campus.
Some schools are located in predominantly
liberal areas of the country, while others are
located in conservative areas, or in “swing”
districts with substantial numbers of both
liberals and conservatives. Researchers have
already found that public and private schools
tend to attract different proportions of liberal
and conservative undergraduates (Eagan et al.,
2017; Stolzenberg et al., 2019), and therefore,
the nature of the relationship between liberal
and conservative students is likely to differ
from campus to campus. Other work has
found that the nature and prevalence of
students’ perceptions of religious and ethnic
discrimination can vary dramatically from one
campus to the next (Saxe et al., 2016). Schools
with varying institutional structures,
demographic profiles, and campus cultures

may also have dramatically dissimilar “campus
climates” when it comes to interactions
between students of different backgrounds
(Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, & Allen,
1998).
Earlier work on the division between liberal
and conservative students also does not deeply
investigate what it means to be a “liberal” or
“conservative” student on campus. Political
scientists have long known that political
ideology is a complex, multidimensional
concept, and many Americans hold political
views that do not necessarily line up with their
self-expressed “symbolic” identification as
liberal or conservative (Campbell, Converse,
Miller, & Stokes, 1960; Carmines, Ensley, &
Wagner, 2012; Ellis & Stimson, 2012).
Currently, we know surprisingly little about
what students who call themselves “liberals,”
“moderate,” or “conservative” actually believe,
both about national political figures and
parties and particular policy issues.
New Research
This report, part of a series of Steinhardt
Social Research Institute (SSRI) investigations
into the experiences of US undergraduates,1
uses the responses of students at five separate
universities to explore how divisions between
liberal, moderate, and conservative students
differ from one school to the next. These five
universities include three private schools:
Harvard University (Harvard), the University
of Pennsylvania (Penn), and Brandeis
University (Brandeis), and two public schools:
the University of Florida, Gainesville (UF),
and the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor
(Michigan).
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These five schools were selected because they
were willing to collaborate with us in
conducting this research. They are not a
representative sample of US campuses. All
five are, however, among the 100 most
selective institutions in the United States,
allowing us to explore the political climate on
some of America’s most elite campuses. At
the same time, these five schools differ in
many ways that might be expected to
dramatically impact the undergraduate
perceptions of their campus’ political climate.
We explore two overarching questions
regarding the political climate on the college
campus from the perspective of students at
these five schools.
First, how divided are liberal, moderate, and
conservative students on each of these five
schools with respect to their political attitudes,
their perceptions of the campus environment,
and their place within the campus community?
Specifically:


How divided are liberal, moderate, and
conservative students with respect to their
attitudes toward the primary actors in US
national politics: congressional Democrats,
congressional Republicans, and President
Trump?



How divided are liberal, moderate, and
conservative students with respect to their
views on particular policy issues, such as
affirmative action and fossil fuel
divestment?



How divided are liberal, moderate, and
conservative students with respect to their
perceptions of the environment for
freedom of expression on campus and the
climate for racial and ethnic minorities?



How divided are liberal, moderate, and
conservative students in their perception
of feelings of “belonging” on their
campus?

Second, how do these divisions differ in
magnitude and nature from one campus to the
next?
Answers to these questions also help us to
understand the extent to which political
debates and conflicts on campus are driven by
broader national trends, or by the specific
circumstances of particular campuses.
Roadmap to the Report

The report begins with a description of the
study and the methods used to collect and
analyze the data. We provide an overview of
the characteristics of each of the campuses
included in this report, including the
percentage of students on each campus who
identify as liberal, moderate, and conservative.
We then explore how these three groups differ
in respect to the main questions above, and
whether these variations are similar on the
various campuses.
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About this Study

Surveys were conducted on each of these five
schools between 2016 and 2018. The Penn
survey was conducted during the 2016
Democratic and Republican presidential
primary contests. The Harvard survey was
conducted immediately after the 2016
presidential election, but prior to President
Trump’s inauguration. The other three surveys
were conducted after President Trump’s
inauguration but prior to the 2018 midterm
congressional elections.2 Because these
surveys were conducted in different years,
some key questions were not asked at all five
schools. For example, questions about
attitudes toward President Trump were not
asked in the Penn or Harvard surveys, which
took place prior to President Trump’s
inauguration. Other questions were added to
more recent surveys in response to changes in
the national political environment. For

example, questions about establishing a
“sanctuary campus” were added to the
Michigan, Brandeis, and UF surveys in
response to President Trump’s immigration
policies.
With the exception of the Harvard survey, all
surveys were drawn from random samples of
the university registrars’ lists of enrolled
undergraduates at the time of the survey. All
surveys were conducted online, and
participants were offered a $10 Amazon.com
gift card as an incentive for completing the
survey. The field period, sample size, and
response rates are reported in Table 1. All data
were weighted to university-provided
demographic targets. Complete
methodological details about all five surveys
appear in Technical Appendix A.

Table 1: Methodological details
Field period of survey

Achieved Sample
Size

Response Rate
(AAPOR RR2)

Brandeis

February – March, 2018

948

54.3%

Harvard

November – December, 2016

993

22.1%

April – May, 2016

1,113

44.7%

Michigan

March – April, 2017

1,180

39.3%

UF

March – April, 2018

1,384

39.7%

Penn

9

10

Politics on the Quad

Students Report on Division and Disagreement at Five US Universities

Campus Overview

We begin with a brief description of each of
the five universities discussed in this report.
The characteristics of the five universities are
summarized in Table 2.

an environment that reflected their Jewish
roots and emphasized the importance of
learning, critical thinking, and improving the
world (Brandeis University, 2019).

Brandeis University. Brandeis University is a
small, private liberal arts university with
around 3,500 undergraduate students and
about 2,000 graduate students located in
Waltham, MA. Brandeis was founded in 1948
as a nonsectarian university by the US Jewish
community during a period when women and
ethnic, religious, and racial minority groups
faced relentless discrimination in higher
education. Brandeis’ founders aimed to create

Harvard University. The oldest institution of
higher education in the United States, Harvard
University is a private, Ivy League university
founded in Cambridge, MA in 1636. With a
campus of around 10,000 undergraduates and
just over 21,000 graduate students, Harvard
currently possesses the largest endowment of
any university in the United States (Harvard
University, 2019).

Table 2. Campus characteristics, 2017-18 academic year
Location

Undergrad enrollment

Acceptance rate

Brandeis

Waltham, MA

4,075

34%

Harvard

Cambridge, MA

9,204

5%

Penn

Philadelphia, PA

11,720

9%

Michigan

Ann Arbor, MI

29,413

27%

UF

Gainesville, FL

33,865

42%

Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data Systems
(IPEDS), 2017.
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University of Pennsylvania. Another highly
selective Ivy League research university, the
University of Pennsylvania, is located in
Philadelphia, PA with an undergraduate
population of almost 12,000 students and just
over 13,500 graduate students. Founded by
Benjamin Franklin in 1749, the university’s
history is closely linked to the origins of the
United States. Penn is noted as the birthplace
of the nation’s first student union and the
Wharton School, the world’s first collegiate
business school (University of Pennsylvania,
2019).
University of Michigan. Established in
1817, the University of Michigan is a highly
ranked public research university located in
Ann Arbor, MI. Michigan’s student
population consists of about 30,000
undergraduate students, much larger than the

population of the private universities above.
The graduate student population includes
about 16,000 students. In 2017, Michigan
invested $1.48 billion into research, more than
any other US public university, and the
school’s dedication to research has earned it
the top rank of research universities in the
United States (Bimer, 2019).
The University of Florida. The University of
Florida, established in Gainesville in 1906, is
Florida’s largest public university and a
renowned center of medical and STEM
research. UF’s student body is comprised of
over 35,000 undergraduate students and an
additional 17,000 graduate students, who
together constitute more than half of the
population of Gainesville (US Census Bureau,
2018).

International Students
The five undergraduate student bodies
examined in this report include varying
proportions of international students (Table
3). Because they can be expected to have a
fundamentally different perspective on US
political issues, respondents who were
international students were omitted from all
analyses in this report.

Table 3. Proportion international
students by campus
%
Brandeis

22%

Harvard

3%

Penn

15%

Michigan

7%

UF

2%

Students Report on Division and Disagreement at Five US Universities

Political Identification
Liberals make up a plurality of students at all five of these campuses (Figure 1). Brandeis has
the highest proportion of liberal students, followed closely by Harvard. Penn and Michigan
have similar ideological profiles. UF is the only school where liberals do not make up a
majority of students, although they are still a plurality.3
However, students’ self-expressed political identities do not necessarily explain how they
think about the major political parties in the United States or their views on particular
political issues. Many Americans who identify as liberal differ in their positions on specific
policy issues and in their attitudes toward the Democratic Party. In the current climate, these
divisions may be even larger among those who identify as conservative. We explore these
differences in the sections below.

Figure 1: Self-identified political ideology (by school)
Brandeis
Harvard

11%

45%

10%

22%

45%

Penn

8%

37%

Michigan

8%

39%

UF
100%
Extremely liberal

4%
80%
Liberal

60%

27%
40%

Slightly liberal

19%
18%
18%

12% 5% 3%
12% 9% 5% 1%
20%
16%

12% 5%
9% 9% 1%

17%

26%

14%

20%

0%

20%

Moderate

12% 1%

Slightly conservative

40%

60%

Conservative

80%

100%

Extremely conservative

Question text: “In terms of political views, people often classify themselves as "liberal" or "conservative." Where would you place yourself on
this scale?”
Note: Chi-square test significant at p<.001. See Table B1 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests.
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How Divided Are Students about
National Politics?
Key findings
There were few differences across schools with respect to students’ feelings about
Democrats in Congress, Republicans in Congress, and President Trump. Liberal students
felt positively about Democrats, negatively about Republicans, and very negatively about
President Trump. Moderate students were divided in their feelings about Democrats
and felt negatively toward Republicans and President Trump. Conservative students felt
negatively toward Democrats, somewhat positively towards Republicans, and were
deeply divided in their feelings about President Trump. This division among conservative
students is in stark contrast to the unanimity among national conservatives, who feel
highly favorable toward President Trump.

During the period when the Brandeis, UF, and
Michigan surveys were being conducted, US
politics were dominated by conflicts between
Republican President Donald Trump,
Republican majorities in the US House and
Senate, and the Democratic minorities in both
chambers. To understand how liberal,
moderate, and conservative students at these
three schools felt toward these three primary
“actors” in US politics, we asked students at
these three schools to rate how “warm” or
“cool” they felt toward President Trump and
congressional Democrats and Republicans on
a scale of 0 to 100. Higher scores reflected
“warmer” and more positive feelings and
lower scores reflected “cooler” and more
negative feelings (see the “In Contrast”
section, pg. 19 for comparable results from a
study of Americans as a whole).4

As expected, liberal, moderate, and
conservative students gave very different
ratings to both parties and to President
Trump. Within each ideological group there
were few differences across schools. That is,
liberals, moderates and conservatives tended
to give a similar range of responses on these
questions, regardless of their campus.5 For
example, the average rating for Democrats in
Congress by liberal respondents was 65 at UF,
69 at Michigan, and 63 at Brandeis. As a
consequence, we will report combined scores
across all three schools for liberals, moderates,
and conservatives for each question.
Figure 2 shows the distribution of ratings for
the Democrats in Congress given by liberals,
moderates, and conservatives. For ease of
presentation we grouped these scores into five

15
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categories – “very cold” (0-25), “somewhat
cold” (26-49), “neutral” (50), “somewhat
warm” (51-75), and “very warm” (76-100).6 As
would be expected, liberals were the most
likely to feel warmly toward Democrats in
Congress, although only 28% of liberals felt
“very warm,” suggesting that, prior to the
2018 mid-term congressional elections,
relatively few liberal students had
unequivocally positive views of the
Democratic Party. Moderates were most likely
to rate Democrats neutrally, with roughly
equal numbers of moderates giving warm or
cold ratings. Conservatives, unsurprisingly,
tended to give negative ratings to
congressional Democrats, although only 38%
felt “very cold” towards Democrats.

Figure 3 shows ratings for the Republicans in
Congress. A comparison of these numbers to
Figure 2 shows that conservatives at these
schools were less positively disposed toward
Republicans than liberals were toward
Democrats. Only 15% of conservatives felt
very warmly toward congressional
Republicans, and 11% felt very cold.
Moderates tended to feel either cold or neutral
toward congressional Republicans, with only
10% feeling any warmth at all, and one third
feeling very cold. Finally, it is also apparent
that liberals on these campuses were far more
negatively disposed toward congressional
Republicans than conservatives were toward
congressional Democrats. Almost 70% of
liberals on these campuses felt very cold

Figure 2: Student feelings toward Democrats in Congress (by political ideology)
Very cold

Conservative

Somewhat cold

38%

Moderate

32%
16%

20%

21%

Liberal
100%

Neutral

4% 11%
80%

60%

40%

20%

Somewhat warm

Very warm

Average

7%3%

33

35%

22%

16%

41%

0%

20%

6%

46
28%

40%

60%

64
80%

100%

Note: Chi-square test significant at p<.001. See Table B3 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests.

Figure 3: Student feelings toward Republicans in Congress (by political ideology)
Very cold

Somewhat cold Neutral

Conservative

11%

Moderate

34%

Liberal
100%

26%

67%
80%

60%

21%

22%
40%

20%

Somewhat warm Very warm

20%

33%

30%

9% 1%

Average

15%

54
35

9% 2%1%
0%

20
20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Note: Chi-square test significant at p<.001. See Table B4 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests.
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toward Republicans in Congress, even though
only 38% of conservatives had similarly cold
feelings toward Democrats (Figure 2).

about as likely to feel “very cold” toward
President Trump as “very warm,” and no one
rating clearly dominated conservative students’
perceptions. Moderates and liberals, by
contrast, tended to have extremely negative
views of President Trump, with over two
thirds of moderates and virtually all liberals
feeling “very cold.”

Figure 4 illustrates students’ feelings with
respect to President Trump. Conservatives on
these campuses were deeply divided in their
feelings toward the president. They were

Figure 4: Student feelings toward President Trump (by political ideology)
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In Contrast: How Divided are
Americans about National Politics?

In order to get a sense for how liberals,
moderates, and conservatives at these five
schools compare in attitudes to these three
groups in the United States as a whole, we
made use of data from the 2018 “Hidden
Tribes” study (Hawkins, Yudkin, Juan-Torres,
& Dixon, 2018). This study collected data
from 8,000 Americans using an online panel
provided by YouGov between December
2017 and January 2018. The survey asked
respondents how favorably they viewed the

Democratic Party, the Republican Party, and
President Trump. Figures 5-7 present those
results broken down by self-expressed political
ideology in the same manner as the “feelings
thermometer” data presented earlier.
These results suggest that liberals and
moderates on the five campuses had similar
attitudes to liberals and moderates nationally.
Nationally, liberals tended to have somewhat
favorable views of the Democratic Party,

Figure 5: National favorability of the Democratic Party (by political ideology)
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unfavorable views of the Republican Party,
and almost exclusively unfavorable views of
President Trump. Similarly, national
moderates tended to have neutral views of the
Democratic Party, unfavorable views of the
Republican Party, and very unfavorable views
of President Trump. These trends seem
broadly similar to those expressed by liberals
and moderates in Figures 2-4.

especially in their feelings toward President
Trump. Figure 7 illustrates that, nationally,
almost three quarters of conservatives viewed
President Trump favorably, with 44% viewing
him “very favorably.” This finding is in
contrast to the deeply divided conservatives
on campus in Figure 4, who were as likely to
feel “cold” toward President Trump as
“warm.” Similarly, almost 60% of
conservatives nationally viewed the
Democratic Party very unfavorably, while only
38% of conservative students felt “very cold”
toward Democrats in Congress.

However, the views of conservatives
nationally were very different from those of
conservative students on these campuses,

Figure 6: National favorability of the Republican Party (by political ideology)
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Figure 7: National favorability of President Trump (by political ideology)
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How Do Students Feel about
“Hot Button” Policy Issues?
Key Findings
Liberal, moderate and conservative students were deeply divided in their attitudes
regarding a number of contentious policy issues related to campus life, and there were
few differences among corresponding ideological groups across campuses. The one
exception to the liberal-conservative divide was with regard to a proposed boycott of
Israeli scholars and institutions, which was opposed by almost all students regardless of
their political affiliation.

To investigate divisions on campus with
respect to policy issues, we focused on six
different “hot button” issues that have been
part of the national political debate over the
past several years: race, immigration, climate
change, sexual assault, the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, and gun control. One challenge in
assessing views on these issues is that many
Americans do not have strongly held or deeply
considered views on particular policy issues
(Converse, 1964, 1970). When asked their

opinion about an issue that is of little
relevance to their own life, Americans may
give a response that more reflects the whim of
the moment than any sort of deeply held
position (Zaller, 1992). Thus, to increase the
salience of these issues for our respondents,
we connected each of these national issues to
a particular policy debate that touched directly
on undergraduate student life.7
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Six “Hot Button Issues” and Contentious Policies on Campus

Race and Affirmative Action
Affirmative action has been a controversial topic of debate on college campuses for
decades (West, 1998). Despite its reputation as a divisive issue, support for affirmative action
in college admissions among the American public is relatively high. In 2017, a Pew Research
Center poll of all Americans found that 78% of Democrats, 62% of Independents, and 43%
of Republicans felt that affirmative action programs on campus were “a good thing” (Drake,
2014).8
Immigration and Sanctuary Campus Status
In the wake of the contentious national debate around immigration, about a dozen
universities have adopted the title “sanctuary campus,” meaning the institutions have
implemented policies to protect the information of students who are undocumented
immigrants (Kelderman, 2017). In a 2017 study of university leaders, 46% of respondents
strongly agreed that they are responsible for making public statements about the need to
support and educate undocumented students (Perna, 2017).

Climate Change and Fossil Fuel Divestment
The fossil fuel divestment movement has become an increasingly polarized topic of debate
on college campuses in the United States. In 2018 (after our survey was conducted), students
at Harvard delivered a petition to administrators asking them to divest from fossil fuels
(Chaidez, 2018). Although some administrators, particularly at large institutions, are wary of
the threat that divestment might pose on the schools’ endowment revenues, some
universities have chosen to either reduce their investment or cease their investments in fossil
fuel companies (Seltzer, 2017).
Sexual Assault and the Burden of Proof for Accusers
The topic of sexual assault has long been a focus of activism on college campuses, and
attention to this issue has only increased with the emergence of the #MeToo movement. In
2011, the Obama administration issued Title IX guidelines to all colleges, universities, and
K-12 schools directing them to begin evaluating allegations of sexual assault based on the
less burdensome “preponderance of the evidence” standard (Ali, 2011). In 2017, the US
Secretary of Education, Betsy DeVos, rescinded these guidelines, allowing schools to return
to a higher standard of proof, known as “clear and convincing evidence,” in sexual assault
cases, in an effort to provide more protections for the rights of accused students (Hefling &
Emma, 2017).
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Six “Hot Button Issues” and Contentious Policies on Campus—continued
The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict and Academic Boycotts of Israel
The Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions movement (BDS) was founded in 2005 and
attempts to exert economic pressure on the state of Israel as a protest against its treatment
of Palestinians (Nelson & Brahm, 2014). Within the academy, critics of Israel have proposed
academic boycotts of Israel, forestalling collaboration with Israeli institutions and scholars
(Dunn, 2014). Organizations, such as the Anti-Defamation League (ADL), claim that the
goals of the BDS movement are antisemitic in nature because they are driven by opposition
to Israel’s existence as a Jewish state (Anti-Defamation League, 2019).
Gun Control and Legal Firearms on Campus
With the prevalence of mass shootings on school campuses, an increasing number of college
administrators and students are demanding policy action on gun control. In 2012, 300
college presidents from 40 different states signed a letter addressing gun violence and urging
President Obama to be proactive in improving gun control policies (Grasgreen, 2012).
Opponents of gun control have advocated for allowing students to openly carry legal
firearms on campus (Mulhere, 2015). After the 2018 school shooting in Parkland, FL,
students staged walk outs and protests urging gun reform from lawmakers (Yee & Blinder,
2018). These events occurred prior to the release of the surveys into the field at both UF and
Brandeis, and likely influenced students’ responses. (The nature and magnitude of this
impact, however, is difficult to determine without baseline data on how students felt about
these issues prior to the events in Parkland.)
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Unsurprisingly, support was lower among
moderates and even lower among
conservatives. Liberal students at Harvard are
significantly more supportive of affirmative
action than their liberal peers at other schools
but, by and large, differences between schools
were much less dramatic than differences
between ideological groups.9

Race: Affirmative Action
Figure 8 shows the percentage of liberal,
moderate, and conservative students who
agree or disagree that “Affirmative action
programs are needed to increase the number
of minority students on campuses.” At all five
schools more than 60% of liberals agreed with
this statement at least somewhat.

Figure 8: Agree with need for affirmative action (by political ideology)
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Note: Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement…? Affirmative action programs are needed to
increase the number of minority students on campuses.” All chi-square test significant at p<.001. See Table B6 in Technical Appendix B for
95% confidence intervals and significance tests.
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Brandeis conservatives appeared more
supportive of this policy than conservatives at
Michigan or UF, this difference was not
statistically significant due to the small number
of Brandeis conservatives in the sample.10

Immigration: Sanctuary Campus
Over 80% of liberals and over 60% of
moderates at the three schools where this
question was asked agreed that schools should
adopt “sanctuary campus” status to protect
immigrant students (Figure 9). Although

Figure 9: Agree that universities should declare sanctuary campus status (by political ideology)
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Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement…? Universities should declare sanctuary campus
status to protect their immigrant students, scholars, and staff.” All chi-square test significant at p<.001. See Table B8 in Technical Appendix B
for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests.
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one third of conservative students at any
school agreed with this statement.
Conservatives at UF and Penn were slightly
more supportive of fossil fuel divestment than
conservatives at Brandeis, but once again
differences by ideology were more dramatic
than differences across schools.11

Climate Change: Fossil Fuel Divestment
As expected, liberals were the most supportive
of fossil fuel divestment at all five schools
(Figure 10). Support was highest at Brandeis,
where over 80% of liberals agreed that
universities should divest their endowment
funds from the fossil fuel industry. Less than

Figure 10: Agree that universities’ endowments not be invest in fossil fuel (by political ideology)
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Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement…? Universities’ endowment funds should not be
invested in the fossil fuel industry.” All chi-square test significant at p<.001. See Table B10 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence
intervals and significance tests.
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the course of the investigation (Figure 11).
There was no significant difference in the
responses of these students across schools,
after accounting for political ideology,
although conservatives at UF were slightly
more supportive of this policy than
conservatives at Brandeis.12

Sexual Assault: Lowering the Burden of
Proof
A majority of liberals, but less than 40% of
moderates and conservatives at Brandeis and
UF, agreed that universities should reduce the
burden of proof in sexual assault
investigations by lowering the amount of
evidence victims are required to produce in

Figure 11: Agree that universities should reduce the amount of evidence victims are required
to produce during sexual assault investigations (by political ideology)
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Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement…? Universities should reduce the amount of evidence
victims are required to produce during sexual assault investigations.”
Note: All chi-square test significant at p<.001. See Table B12 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests.
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(Figure 12). Indeed, after accounting for
students’ racial and ethnic identity (including
Jewish identity), there was no significant
difference between liberals, moderates, and
conservatives on this issue.13

The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict: Academic
Boycott of Israel
Few students, regardless of ideology or
school, agreed that universities should boycott
Israeli academic institutions and scholars

Figure 12: Agree that universities should boycott of Israeli institutions and scholars
(by political ideology)
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Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement…? Universities should boycott Israeli academic
institutions and scholars.”
Note: Chi-square test significant at p<.001 for Brandeis and Penn, significant at p<.01 for Harvard and non-significant for UF and Michigan. See
Table B14 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests.
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firearms on campus, although a clear majority
of students from all three groups opposed this
policy (Figure 13).14

Gun Control: Legal Firearms on Campus
As expected, conservatives and moderates
were more likely than liberals to agree that
students should be allowed to carry legal

Figure 13: Agree that students should be allowed to carry firearms on campus
(by political ideology)
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Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement…? Students should be allowed to carry legal firearms
on campuses.”
Note: All chi-square test significant at p<.001. See Table B16 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests.
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Climate for Political Debate on
Campus
Key Findings
Conservative students generally had a more pessimistic view of the climate for free
expression on campus compared to their liberal peers, but there were dramatic
differences by school. These differences in student perceptions of the climate for free
expression on campus did not appear to translate into differences in the rate at which
students engaged in “self-censorship” in political discussions.

Climate for Expression of Unpopular
Opinions
How easy is it for students to talk about
contentious political issues on their campus?
To answer this question we asked students to
assess the openness of their campus climate
for expression of unpopular opinions and
their own practices regarding discussing
contentious issues with peers on campus. We
first asked students whether they agreed that
unpopular views can be expressed freely on
their campus (Figure 14). Although liberals
were generally more likely than conservatives
to agree with this statement, there were

dramatic differences across campuses. A
majority of liberals, moderates, and
conservatives reported that unpopular
opinions can be expressed at UF, while fewer
than one third of any group at Brandeis agreed
with this statement. Furthermore, the divide
between liberal, moderate, and conservative
students also manifested itself differently at
different schools. At Brandeis and Michigan
conservative students were far less likely to
agree with this statement than either
moderates or liberals. Yet at Harvard,
conservatives and moderates were far less
likely to agree with the statement than
liberals.15
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Figure 14: Agree that unpopular opinions can be expressed freely on campus
(by political ideology)
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Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements about [campus name]…? Unpopular opinions can be
expressed freely.”
Note: Chi-square test significant at p<.001 for Harvard and Michigan, and significant at p<.05 for Penn and Brandeis. See Table B18 in
Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests.
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differences between Brandeis and UF shown
in Figure 14, there were no significant
differences across schools with regard to this
question. This suggests that the majority of
liberals and vast majority of moderates and
conservatives hide their political views on
campus, even at schools—like UF—that are
perceived as offering a hospitable climate for
free expression.17

Self-Censoring in Political Discussions
To more directly explore whether the campus
climate is related to students “self-censoring”
political comments, students at Brandeis and
UF were asked if they agree that they often
hide their political opinions around people
they do not know on campus.16 Over 60% of
liberals and around 80% of moderates and
conservatives reported hiding their political
opinions in discussions with strangers
(Figure 15). Interestingly, despite the dramatic

Figure 15: Agree that political opinions are hidden around people students do not know
(by political ideology)
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Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement…? When talking with my peers at <school> I prefer
not to express my opinions about politics around people I don't know.”
Note: All chi-square test significant at p<.001. See Table B20 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests.
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Perceptions of Climate for Minority
Groups on Campus
Key Findings
Students of color and white liberal students tended to agree regarding a school's climate
toward people of color. Views on this issue varied dramatically from campus to campus,
however, suggesting that some schools have a more hostile environment toward
students of color than others. Moderate and conservative white students tended to see
similar low levels of hostility toward people of color at all five schools. Jewish and nonJewish students were largely in agreement in reporting low levels of hostility toward
Jews on these campuses. At schools where a substantial minority of Jewish students did
report some level of hostility to Jews, the perceptions of non-Jewish students varied by
ideology on different campuses.

Perception of Hostile Environment toward
People of Color
How do students with different political
identities perceive the “climate” on their
campus toward racial, ethnic, and religious
minority groups on their campus? We begin
by examining whether liberal, moderate, and
conservative students differ in their
perceptions of whether there is a “hostile
environment” toward people of color on their
campus. Answering this question is
complicated by the fact that students of color
are themselves more likely to identify as

liberal: Across all five schools, 62% of
students of color identify as liberal compared
to 55% of white students.18 To address this
complication, we examined how self-identified
white liberals, moderates, and conservatives
perceived the climate for people of color on
their campus, and then compared these results
to the responses of all students of color on
each campus, regardless of their ideology.
Figure 16 shows the percentage of
respondents at each school who agreed or
disagreed that their school has a “hostile
environment toward people of color,” broken
down according to this scheme. Among
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students of color, there was substantial
variation in responses by school: Around 40%
of students of color at Penn and Michigan
agreed that there was a climate of hostility
toward them on campus, compared to only a
quarter of students of color at Brandeis.19 The
perceptions of students of color were not
significantly different from their white liberal

peers on the same campus. In contrast,
moderates and conservatives were
significantly less likely to agree that there was
a hostile environment toward people of color
on their campus. These groups also showed
far less cross-campus variation in their
responses compared to people of color and
white liberals.20

Figure 16: Agree that there is a hostile environment toward people of color
(by political ideology)
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Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements about [campus name]…? There is a hostile
environment toward people of color.”
Note: Chi-square test significant at p<.001 at Harvard, Penn, Michigan, and UF, and significant at p<.01 at Brandeis. See Table B24 in Technical
Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests.
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Perception of Hostile Environment toward
Jews
We performed a similar analysis regarding the
perception of a hostile environment toward
Jews on campus, comparing the responses of
Jewish students to non-Jewish liberals,
moderates, and conservatives at each school
(Figure 17). Overall, reports of a hostile
environment toward Jews were rare, even
among Jews. There was also fewer differences
in the responses of different ideological
groups. Jewish and non-Jewish students at
Brandeis and Harvard—regardless of
ideology—appeared united in seeing almost
no hostility toward Jews on their campuses.

At Penn, Jewish students were more likely to
perceive hostility than non-Jewish students,
but there were no differences by ideology. At
Michigan and UF, a substantially higher
percentage (around 20%) of Jewish students
perceived a hostile climate toward Jews, yet
ideological differences among non-Jewish
students appeared to work in opposite
directions at each of these two schools. At
Michigan, it was non-Jewish conservatives whose
perceptions most closely resembled those of
Jewish students, but at UF it was non-Jewish
liberals who perceived the most hostile climate
to Jews on their campus.21 (See Discussion on
page 41 for a possible explanation for this
difference.)

Figure 17: Agree that there is a hostile environment toward Jews (by political ideology)
Disagree Agree

Brandeis
All Jewish students
Non-Jewish Conservatives
Non-Jewish Moderates
Non-Jewish Liberals

96%
97%
94%
99%

4%
3%
6%
1%

All Jewish students
Non-Jewish Conservatives
Non-Jewish Moderates
Non-Jewish Liberals

97%
95%
98%
98%

3%
5%
2%
2%

90%
95%
96%
96%

10%
5%
4%
4%

Harvard

Penn

All Jewish students
Non-Jewish Conservatives
Non-Jewish Moderates
Non-Jewish Liberals

Michigan

All Jewish students
Non-Jewish Conservatives
Non-Jewish Moderates
Non-Jewish Liberals

UF
All Jewish students
Non-Jewish Conservatives
Non-Jewish Moderates
Non-Jewish Liberals

100%

80%

60%

80%
84%
89%
89%

20%
16%
11%
11%

82%
94%
90%
85%

18%
6%
10%
15%

40%

20%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Question text: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements about [campus name]…? There is a hostile
environment toward Jews.”
Note: Chi-square tests significant at p<.001 at UF, significant at p<.01 at Penn and Brandeis, significant at p<.05 at Michigan and non-significant
at Harvard. See Table B26 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests.
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Political Views and Sense of
Belonging
Key Findings
At most of the schools we studied, students of different political views did not
substantively differ in how much they felt like they “belonged” on campus. At some
schools, however, political ideology appeared to play a role in a student's sense of
belonging. At one campus, conservative students were less likely to say they belonged
compared to their liberal peers, while at another campus, it was liberal students who
were the least likely to feel that they belong.

Liberals, moderates, and conservatives
support very different policy positions and, in
many (but not all) cases, very different
perceptions of their campus environment.
Liberals are more likely to perceive hostility
toward racial and religious minority groups on
their campus, while conservatives are more
likely to perceive hostility to the expression of
unpopular ideas. To what extent do these
different perceptions impact students’ own
sense of belonging to their campus
community?
We asked students how much they felt like
they “belonged” at their school (Figure 18). At
Harvard, Penn, and Michigan there were few

differences in the responses of liberal,
moderate, and conservative students. At
Brandeis and UF there were more dramatic
differences by ideology. At Brandeis,
conservatives were substantially less likely than
liberals to feel like they belonged on campus,
with 22% of conservatives feeling like they did
not belong “at all.” At UF, conservatives were
the most likely to feel like they belonged, with
54% reporting that they “very much”
belonged on campus, compared to only 33%
of liberals.22
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Figure 18: Sense of belonging (by political ideology)
Brandeis
Conservatives

22%

18%

Moderates

12%

Liberals

8%

36%

26%

25%
39%

17%

23%

37%

38%

Harvard
Conservatives

6%

Moderates

7%

Liberals

24%

36%

18%

35%

35%

40%

5% 16%

44%

Conservatives

6%

26%

43%

Moderates

8%

19%

36%

37%

Liberals

7%

18%

8%

15%

35%

Penn
25%

43%

33%

Michigan
Conservatives
Moderates

7% 10%

Liberals

4%

12%

Conservatives

3%

11%

31%

45%

24%

59%

36%

49%

UF
Moderates

6% 17%

Liberals
100%

32%

7%
80%

60%

Not at all

40%

20%
A little

0%

54%
38%

18%

40%

42%
20%

Somewhat

40%

33%
60%

80%

100%

Very much

Question text: “At [campus name], overall, to what extent do you feel...? That you belong.”
Note: Chi-square tests significant at p<.001 for Brandeis and UF, significant at p<.01 at Penn and Michigan, and non-significant at Harvard. See
Table B28 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests.
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Discussion
The media, including social media, often
present a distorted and overly sensationalized
view of politics. Those with the loudest voices
and the most provocative claims tend to
dominate the discussion, even if they are in
the minority. This tendency can be clearly seen
in the broad generalizations made in the
popular press to characterize the state of
political discourse on America’s college
campuses. Commentators allege that
universities are attacking free speech in a
manner “reminiscent of the Spanish
Inquisition” (Morici, 2018) while others
counter that members of the “alt-right” are
increasingly using the issue of free speech as a
“rhetorical Trojan horse” (Lennard, 2018) to
infiltrate campus discourse and threaten the
lives and livelihoods of progressive students
and faculty. Still others allege that there is an
“epidemic” of antisemitism at American
colleges (Boteach, 2015).
Our data push back against these
sensationalist portraits of campus life. We do
find similarly deep disagreements between
liberal and conservative students about
political issues at all five of these schools. At
the same time, the ways in which liberal and
conservative students perceive their campus
environment, and their own place within the
campus community, differ from one campus
to the next. In addition to providing a

snapshot of the political climate at five elite
universities, these results also highlight a
number of other points that are relevant to
larger debates about politics on campus.
On campus, opposition to President
Trump unites liberals and moderates, but
divides conservatives.
Regardless of campus, liberal and moderate
students’ feelings toward national political
players lined up well with those of liberals and
moderates nationally. However, conservatives
at these schools were far less supportive of
President Trump, and less hostile to
Democrats, than national conservatives. At
the national level, President Trump’s support
among conservatives is almost universal, but
conservatives on the elite campuses we
studied were far more conflicted, placing them
in an awkward position in campus debates
over national politics. Conservatives at these
schools were unlikely to agree with the
positions of liberal politicians and advocates,
but many may also feel uncomfortable
defending the positions articulated by
President Trump.
Divisions over “hot button issues” look
similar across campuses.
At all of the campuses we surveyed, we found
deep divisions between liberal, moderate, and
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conservative students on a number of
contentious political issues including:
affirmative action, immigration and sanctuary
campus status, fossil fuel divestment, burden
of proof for sexual assault investigations, and
allowance of legal firearms on campus.
We also found one issue—a boycott of Israeli
scholars and academic institutions—which
was opposed by virtually all students,
regardless of their political views. Despite the
fact that these campuses are located in
different areas of the country and attract
different populations of students, attitudes
toward these controversial issues among
liberal, moderate, and conservative students
varied surprisingly little across campuses. This
finding suggests that political debates at the
national level serve as a powerful “cue” for
how students think about specific issues, even
when these policies are closely connected to
campus life (Lupia, 2016).
The climate for “free expression” varies
dramatically from campus to campus.
At the five schools we studied,
conservatives—who were the smallest
ideological group on each campus—were
most likely to feel that unpopular views could
not be expressed freely at their school. This is
in line with national data showing that
Republicans see colleges and universities as
less open to a range of ideas and opinions
than do Democrats (Pew Research Center,
2019). Yet, liberal and conservative students
were united in seeing the climate for the
expression of unpopular views as relatively
hospitable at some schools and hostile at
others. At Brandeis, a majority of moderates
and even liberals felt that it was difficult to
express unpopular views in public. In
contrast, at UF even conservative students
largely felt that unpopular views could be

expressed freely on campus, and their liberal
peers agreed. As such, debates about whether
or not there is a “crisis” of free expression on
American campuses in general miss the point.
A more important question is why students see
some campuses as more or less hospitable for
the expression of unpopular views.
Self-censorship about politics is not
necessarily linked to the climate for “free
expression” on campus.
A school’s climate for the expression of
unpopular views is not as closely aligned to
“self-censorship” as media reports suggest.
The rates of “self-censorship” in political
discussion at Brandeis (where the largest
proportion of students saw a hostile climate
for free expression) were virtually
indistinguishable from those at UF (where the
smallest proportion of students perceived a
hostile climate for free expression). The
simplest explanation for this is that talking
about politics with strangers is uncomfortable
for most students, regardless of their ideology
or the school they attend (Hayes, Scheufele, &
Huge, 2006). Especially given the increasingly
contentious tenor of politics in the United
States (Iyengar, Lelkes, Levendusky, Malhotra,
& Westwood, 2018; Iyengar & Westwood,
2015), self-censorship may be the normal state
of affairs in political discussions, at least in
face-to-face conversations. Data from a recent
Pew study seems to confirm this, finding that
just 17% of Americans felt “very
comfortable” discussing politics with
someone they did not know well (Pew
Research Center, 2019a). Instead of asking
whether schools are actively inhibiting the free
discussion of political ideas, it may be more
productive to ask how schools might
overcome students’ baseline aversion to
discussing politics at all and promote at least
some amount of productive political
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discourse.
Students of color and white liberal
students generally agree regarding
whether a campus climate is hostile
toward people of color.
With regard to perceptions of the campus
climate toward people of color, the responses
of white liberal students most closely
resembled those of students of color. Their
views on this issue varied dramatically from
campus to campus, however, suggesting that
some schools have a more hostile
environment toward students of color than
others. In contrast, white moderates and
conservatives tended to see similarly low
levels of hostility toward people of color at all
five schools. Thus, among white students,
liberals may serve as a more effective
“barometer” of the relative level of hostility
toward people of color because they are
sensitive to cross-campus variation, whereas
moderates and conservatives are not.
However, research also finds that student
perceptions of the campus’s climate toward
students of color can change in dramatic ways
over even short periods of time (Wright,
Shain, Hecht, & Saxe, 2019).
The relationship between political
ideology and perceptions of hostility
toward Jews is complicated.
Regardless of their political ideology, Jewish
and non-Jewish students are in agreement that
hostility toward Jews is almost non-existent at
Brandeis and Harvard, and rare at Penn. At
UF and Michigan a substantial minority of
both Jewish and non-Jewish students
perceived some amount of hostility toward
Jews on their campus. Among non-Jews at
UF, it was liberals who were the most
concerned about antisemitism on their
campus, while at Michigan it was non-Jewish

conservatives who were more concerned. This
suggests that there does not seem to be a
single, uniform relationship between political
ideology and sensitivity to hostility toward
Jews on campus. One possible explanation for
this result could be that perceptions of
hostility toward Jews at Michigan are
connected to liberal criticism of Israel,
including the BDS resolution passed by the
Michigan student government in 2017, while
perceptions of hostility toward Jews at UF are
connected to traditional antisemitic
stereotypes used by the alt-right, which were
highlighted when self-identified white
nationalist Richard Spencer visited UF in 2017
(Stripling, 2017). In a report published in
2016, we documented just this sort of
variation in Jewish students’ perceptions of
antisemitism across US college campuses,
with perceptions of antisemitism linked to
left-wing criticism of Israel at some schools,
and traditional antisemitism at others. (Saxe et
al., 2016).
Political disagreements do not always lead
to a fractured campus community—but
sometimes they do.
Whether or not students feel ostracized or
excluded from the campus community based
on their political views depends on many
factors. At Harvard, Penn, and Michigan there
was little relationship between students’
political views and how much they felt like
they belonged on campus, despite the deep
political disagreements at these schools. At
Brandeis, political conservatives were
significantly less likely to feel like they
belonged on campus, although this
relationship was not evident just two years
earlier (Wright et al., 2019). At UF, in
contrast, it was political liberals who felt more
disconnected from their campus community
compared to moderates and conservatives.
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Political cleavages in the campus community
may be exacerbated by an increasingly
contentious national political environment,
but likely also depend on factors specific to
the campus itself. These include the school’s
geographic location, the demographics of its
student body, its institutional history, and
specific on-campus events, such as Richard
Spencer’s 2017 visit to UF. Administrators
who are concerned about political divisions
on campus must first understand the nature of
those divisions and determine which groups
of students—if any—feel left out of the
campus community.
Conclusion
The results presented in this report suggest
that broad generalizations are inappropriate
for debates about the political climate of US
college campuses. Colleges and universities
are not all the same, and the role of politics in
campus life may differ from one campus to
the next. Treating the debate between liberal

and conservative students on campus as a
microcosm of larger conflicts in national
American politics is likewise a risky
proposition. Even when liberal and
conservative students on campus disagree,
these disagreements sometimes bear little
resemblance to those between President
Trump and national Democrats.
Commentators should also be wary about
generalizing what they see on a single campus
to US universities more generally. All of the
schools we looked at here are academically
elite, and all have student bodies where
liberals outnumber conservatives. If we had
looked at a more diverse collection of
campuses, including less selective schools, or
those where conservative students are in the
majority, we might have found even more
dramatic differences between campuses.
Debates over the political climate on US
universities should recognize the distinct
challenges facing particular institutions.
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Notes
1 An

initial goal of SSRI’s program of research on US undergraduates was to understand the experience of
Jewish college students and the ways in which they differ from other students. In light of broader societal
developments, this research expanded to include a focus on other aspects of student social identity on
campus, including political identity.
2 An

earlier survey of Brandeis University was conducted in spring 2016. The results of this study are not
included in this report. Differences between the two surveys are discussed in Wright, Shain, Hecht, and
Saxe (2019). It should be noted that figures presented in that report are not directly comparable to those
presented here, since they include international students, who are excluded from these analyses.
3 Although

these studies were conducted over a two-year period that have seen dramatic changes in the
political climate in the United States, there has likely not been a dramatic in the ideological identification of
students in these types of institutions during that time frame. Comparing the 2016 and 2017 American
Freshman surveys suggests that the proportion of incoming freshmen who identify as “far left” or “liberal” at
public, four-year universities (e.g., Michigan and UF) has increased only slightly, from 38% to 40%; among
students at private four-year universities (e.g., Harvard, Penn, and Brandeis), the proportion of incoming
freshmen who identify as “far left” or “liberal” increased from 43% to 44%. (Eagan et al., 2017; Stolzenberg
et al., 2019). A comparison between the 2016 and 2018 Brandeis surveys found that Brandeis students in
2018 were slightly more likely to identify as “slightly liberal” and slightly less likely to identify as “moderate,”
but found no other substantive differences in students political attitudes (Wright et al., 2019, pp. 12-13).
4 These

questions were added to the survey in response to the increasingly contentious political environment
after the 2016 election, and thus were not asked in the earlier surveys at Penn or Harvard.
5 See

Table B2 in Technical Appendix B for results by school.

6 This
7 In

breakdown follows Pew (Pew Research Center, 2018).

addition to the cross-tabs reported here, the findings in this report were confirmed though the use of
binary, ordinal, or multinomial logistic regression models controlling for school, political ideology, gender,
race/ethnicity, and median income of parental zip code. To test whether ideological differences were more
pronounced at particular schools, interactions between ideology and school were included. Except in regards
to opinions on an academic boycott of Israeli scholars and institutions, ideology was still significant in all
models after accounting for other factors. Additionally, although most questions reported here were
originally asked on a six-point scale (with options ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”)
answers were dichotomized into “agree” or “disagree.” This was done partly for ease of presentation, but
also because the limited sample size of moderates and conservatives at some schools, which made point
estimates for finer categories less reliable.
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8 Data

from Harvard were collected in fall 2016 well before a lawsuit was filed against Harvard University by
the group Students for Fair Admissions (Jung, 2018).
9 See

Table B7 in Technical Appendix B for results of multinomial logistic regression model with interaction
terms.
10 See

Table B9 in Technical Appendix B for results of multinomial logistic regression model with
interaction terms.
See Table B11 in Technical Appendix B for results of multinomial logistic regression model with
interaction terms.
11

See Table B13 in Technical Appendix B for results of multinomial logistic regression model with
interaction terms.
12

See Table B15 in Technical Appendix B for results of multinomial logistic regression model with
interaction terms.
13

See Table B17 in Technical Appendix B for results of multinomial logistic regression model with
interaction terms.
14

See Table B19 in Technical Appendix B for results of binary logistic regression model with interaction
terms.
15

This question was developed prior to the administration of the Brandeis and UF surveys and was not
included in the surveys of the other campuses.
16

See Table B21 in Technical Appendix B for results of binary logistic regression model with interaction
terms.
17

See Table B22 in Technical Appendix B for results of multinomial logistic regression model on ideology
as a function of ethnicity and other factors.
18

This disparity on perceptions of hostility among students of color does not appear to be strongly related
to the racial/ethnic composition of students of color at each school, which can be found in Table B23 in
Technical Appendix B.
19

See Table B25 in Technical Appendix B for results of binary logistic regression model with interaction
terms.
20

21 See

Table B27 in Technical Appendix B for results of binary logistic regression model with interaction
terms.
22 These

differences persist after controlling for race/ethnicity, gender, and socio-economic status. See Table
B29 in Technical Appendix B for results of ordered logistic regression model with interaction terms.
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