Is the Student Government at The University of Colorado – Boulder a True Representative Body?

Nearly everyone can remember student class elections all the way back to lower grade school. They entailed the extremely private and anonymous voting process of placing your heads on the table and raising your hand or placing your vote on a piece of paper and subsequently, into a baseball cap for collection and tallying. These elections or rather popularity contest, initiated the thoughts of direct representation and the importance of voter participation and a true majority.  In many cases, these young representatives were able to provide little change, but their influence on the decisions of the student body was much greater than the un-elected student. Nevertheless, because of the intimate nature of the elections and the high participation rates, students were able to discern the overall value of each election. By starting to introduce these ideas and processes at a young age, it is hoped that a better understanding of the need to participate in the government’s elections will be a lasting effect. 

Something, however, has been lost on the University of Colorado – Boulder’s campus. Each semester an election is held for positions on the University of Colorado’s Student Union (UCSU, General Information), the representative government of the student body. This paper will analyze the question of how effective these elections are in developing a true representative government of the student body and how the UCSU’s relationships with the student body and the university administration will determine that answer.

It is during these elections that every eligible student has a say in who will represent them in the decisions made by the student government. The student body’s participation in each of these elections has been lack-luster and has remained around 10-20% since 1983. Graph 1 depicts the various increases and decreases in voter participation over the past 26 years (UCSU Election Counts).
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It is important to understand that these voter turnout numbers never top seven thousand students, the largest number occurring in 2006 at 6,844 students. In some cases, especially in the fall, the voter turnout percentage was less than 3% (UCSU Election Counts). The difference between the turnouts in the two election periods is a direct result of who is being elected. In the fall, five representatives-at-large are elected, while in the spring four representatives-at-large are elected, as well as the three tri-executives (the presidents of the student body). More effort and word of mouth exists during the election of the three tri-executives, which results in more voter turnout. Further analysis of this will continue to develop throughout this paper, with hopes of expanding upon this philosophy. While establishing the low voter turnout at CU, it is also important to investigate into what the UCSU is elected to accomplish.

The UCSU is responsible for creating and implementing a $35 million budget generated by student fees and other revenue for the operations of the UCSU Cost Centers (UCSU, General Information). These cost centers provide valuable support for the student body and include: the Student Recreation Center, the Wardenburg Health Center, the University Memorial Center (student union), the Environmental Center, the Student Organizations Finance Office, the Women’s Resource Center, Off-Campus Student Services, Student Legal Services, the Cultural Events Board, the Volunteering Clearing House, the Program Council, KVCU Radio 1190 and the Student Outreach and Retention Center of Equity (UCSU). Each of the previous centers demand a large budget and the UCSU provides oversight of their operations. The UCSU also acts as a liaison between the student body and the university administration (UCSU, General Information). These cost centers still fall under the supervision of the university administration, although it is through the UCSU that their budgets are created and maintained.

 The UCSU’s ability to budget for and manage each of these centers depends on the collection of student fees. Over the course of same time period, 1983-2009, a representation of the increase in student fees can be developed and analyzed. In graph 2, student fees for each eligible voter are laid out for the annual school year. An eligible voter is defined as, “Any UCSU base fee paying member of the University of Colorado Student Union shall be entitled to vote” (UCSU, General Information).
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The amount of money collected from each of these members is an extraordinary amount and has increased from the 05-06 school year, at $926, to the current 08-09 rate of $1,356. This is a direct increase of $430 and a relative increase of 31.7% in just a four-year period, while the increase for the entire 26-year period is $1,116 and 82%, respectively (CU-Boulder Tuition History). With such a large and what seems un-constrained increase in student fees, one would assume that the student body-at-large would maintain a higher interest in the elections of the officials who help determine these amounts. 


In interviews conducted on the University of Colorado – Boulder campus, there existed an overwhelming majority of students who not only did not know what the UCSU was responsible for, but were also astounded by the acknowledgement of student fee increases. Tyler Gerber, a junior economics student at CU, blames the lack of student involvement on the university and UCSU itself, “I just feel that our votes have no meaning. The university and the UCSU do not provide clear and easily accessible information on what UCSU does and how it operates” (Gerber).  He further explains his frustration in regards to the student fees as, “They are something that I cannot afford to ignore or not pay. If I want to be a student at this university, I am obligated to pay these student fees, no matter what amount they are. I have no time or reason to fight back. The amount is ridiculous, especially now” (Gerber). This response was one of many that helps define the overall sentiment of CU students when it comes to their own student government. The relationship between the UCSU and its student body is not the only one that deserves interrogation and a better understanding.


The UCSU relationships with the university administration and the state of Colorado are clearly defined in its governing documents. The administrators act as the bureau managers of the UCSU and react accordingly to the actions and decisions of its body (Chancellor’s Agreement, 1985). When it comes to the matter of who is responsible for the management of the university and student fees the UCSU-Chancellor Agreement reads:


While the Board of Regents and the Officers of the University retain ultimate 
authority and responsibility for the University as a whole, authority and 
responsibility for operational matters rests with administrators and managers in 
the University organization. For student-fee areas, that authority and 
responsibility for operational matters will be vested in the officers of the UCSU in 
such a fashion as to provide UCSU maximum flexibility to participate in such 
student-fee areas (Chancellor’s Agreement, 1985).

This agreement between the Chancellor and the UCSU provides a definition of exactly who is in control of certain aspects of the university. Nonetheless, it is under this agreement that the board of regents and officers of the university “retain ultimate authority and responsibility for the university” (Chancellor’s Agreement, 1985). An agreement of this sort only stands as long as the chancellor of the university would like to acknowledge its existence. While the authority over student fees is “vested” in the UCSU, no decisions can be made without the direct approval of the chancellor. The chancellor then must report to the board of regents any and all decisions made by the UCSU and approved by the chancellor or the chancellor’s designee(s) (Chancellor’s Agreement, 1985). In the agreement it further explains this relationship, “The Chancellor will respect the fiscal integrity of the student fee areas and will encourage the continuation of responsible management and thrift by continuing to rest authority for the expenditure of collected student fees and its earned income to the UCSU” (Chancellor’s Agreement, 1985). A relationship exists between all of the parties involved, but the control over the final decisions lies with the chancellor and the board of regents. 


What does this mean for the integrity of the elections for student representatives? Without the blink of an eye, the University of Colorado – Boulder administrators could ignore and dissolve the UCSU and the powers vested in its body.  With ultimate authority, comes the responsibility to answer for the actions of the university. If the administration felt that the UCSU was not in line with their goals or if it is felt that the continued use of UCSU for budgeting student-fees is inefficient or unchecked, then they must take action. That action would be taken in a rent-seeking manner. By this, it is meant that the chancellor and board of regents must protect themselves and the interests of the university, when they are called to answer before the state legislature or other parties. Thirty-five million dollars is a lot to lose direction over if there is not strict control and oversight. 

For the student this comes as a surprise. Ryan Weiss, a junior business major at CU and former representative-at-large, describes this part of the relationship as, “It was disappointing to find out as a representative. It is hard to justify all of the money spent on elections and through UCSU salaries, when all of our decisions as representatives of UCSU have no back-bone without the signed approval of the administrators” (Weiss). It is difficult to ask the students to participate in a process that does not allow for direct representation, without the signed approval of unelected officials of the university. Representatives of the state of Colorado, who do go through an election process, hire these unelected officials. The student bodies vote no longer carries with it the same stigma and value that a vote in a national or state election would carry. A solution to these issues must exist and should be sought after by the UCSU and university administration.


Having developed the background information regarding the UCSU and its duties, along with the relationship it carries with the university administration, it now becomes time to analyze which areas of the process can be fixed and streamlined. Where do the main problems arise at the University of Colorado-Boulder? First, there is extremely low participation by the student body in electing officials to its student government. Secondly, there is a questionable relationship between the UCSU and the university officials who oversee and approve their work. Without addressing these issues, the effectiveness of the UCSU to act as a truly representative body will always remain in question. Through economic research and analyses of existing models, a conclusion can be made.


For years, the United States of America has invested time and millions of dollars into voter turnout.  The citizens of the United States have forever placed an emphasis on how our ideals and values are represented in our varying bodies of government. Contrary to what one might assume, this has not lead to a high percentage of voter turnout in both presidential election years and in mid-term election years. In fact, since its peak in 1960, voter turnout percentage has declined over the past forty years (McDonald, Michael P, 2008). Statistical and graphical analysis (graph 3) developed by Dr. Michael P. McDonald, associate professor at George Mason University, shows that it has not been a steady or constant decline, but actually has been fairly volatile over the past sixty years. 
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In the most recent national election of 2008, the high rates of participation seen in the sixties have apparently returned. This, McDonald expresses, can be a result of, “two plausible causal mechanisms: voters may choose to vote because they believe that they have a higher chance of casting the decisive vote, or they may be stimulated to participate by elevated levels of campaigning” (McDonald, Michael P, 2008). Voter mobilization is a process of elevated campaigning, in which campaigns have direct contact with a voter by phone or in person. The last three presidential election cycles saw a surge in voter participation and McDonald suggests that it is because of an increase in voter mobilization (McDonald, Michael P, 2008). He utilizes a study done by the American National Election Studies, which states, “voters’ self-reported contact with campaigns in the presidential elections of 1988, 1992, and 1996 was only 24%, and subsequently increased to 38% in 2000 and to 45% in 2004” (McDonald, Michael P, 2008). A much larger percentage of the people who were turning out to vote acknowledged direct contact and that larger percentage, resulted in a higher overall voter turnout.


Voter mobilization is a trend that has been seen to work in recent years nationally, but also throughout the last twenty-six years of UCSU. Almost every fall election has a significantly lower voter turnout rate than during the spring election. This has been explained as a result of the competitiveness of the spring election or in combination, the closeness of the race. With the three top UCSU officials being elected in the spring, more emphasis or rather, voter mobilization exists. The average difference in voter turnout between the fall and spring election periods is 2,284 votes, with the maximum difference being 5,487 in 2005 and just three instances occurred where there were more votes in the fall than the spring (UCSU Election Counts).


A majority of this voter mobilization in UCSU elections comes as a direct result of candidates campaigning. When the race is much closer, the candidates will do more to convince the student body of the importance of their votes. It is here, that McDonald recognizes that a voter is more likely to vote if he/she feels their vote will count more or have a larger impact (McDonald, Michael P, 2008). Development of the process of voter mobilization by the UCSU and the university will provide an opportunity for a higher voter turnout and participation by the student body. Other methods should also be looked towards for additional help, but eventually a tipping point will hopefully occur. While voter mobilization is a step in the right direction, it still does not address the issues expressed by CU students Tyler Gerber and Ryan Weiss, in regards to the relationship between the UCSU, the university and the student body.


How can the student government be entrusted to make sound and just decisions that benefit the student body as a whole without the approval of the university administrators? The truth of the matter is that it is impossible. Every piece of legislation that is passed through the UCSU must have the signature of two of the tri-executives or of the chancellor or his designee(s). The process does not finish here, as previously stated in regards to the chancellor. This leads to another aspect of the university bureau. The university receives funding from the state of Colorado and must report back to the state legislators on the successes and failures of the university. Bruce L. Benson, Distinguished Research professor at Florida State University, has spent a good deal of time analyzing the bureaucratic relationships that exist between bureaus and their sponsors and bringing together models that help explain the relationship’s existence. The main model that he utilizes helps to explain the political pressures placed upon managers, “Indeed, the fact that bureaucracies do respond to political influences on their oversight sponsors simply suggests that the modified Niskanen (1975) type model may apply: bureaucrats rationally respond to the incentives and constraints that they face” (Benson, 1995). This could indeed work in many different methods with the UCSU example. 


While the student elected representatives must answer to political pressure from the student body, they also need to answer to the pressures placed upon them by the university administration. State legislators will also apply political pressure upon the university administration in order to see the legislator and his constituent’s desires reached. They can also increase the pressure upon the university by introducing competition. Benson recalls, “They can include the establishment of competing bureaus that might monitor their competitors and report improprieties in order to expand their share of the political market” (Benson, 1995).  The state will only have a certain amount of money to budget to each university in the state of Colorado and while the competition may not be as fierce as in other industries, the University of Colorado-Boulder administration must still take this aspect into account.  


Questions covering each branch of the university bureau and its ability to be effective participants will always create controversy. However, analyzing these questions and issues does not necessarily produce any results. The main questions regarding the relationship of the UCSU with the university administration lead back to whether or not the UCSU is a truly representative government of the student body. Through analyses, it seems that there are too many constraints placed upon the UCSU to allow democratic representation. The student representatives do carry weight when it comes to the decision-making processes; on the other hand, none of their decisions are independently final and do not necessarily carry any legal weight. Ryan Weiss remembers one of the most frustrating aspects of time as a representative-at-large was when,  “A bill unanimously passed by the UCSU stating that the governing student body did not support the single-candidate search for the new president of CU. Furthermore, the bill not provide support for the sole candidate and now current CU president, Bruce Benson” (Weiss). Within a week of passing this legislation, Bruce Benson was appointed the new president of CU without the support of the UCSU. This particular and outlandish example provides the best insight into the effectiveness of having student representatives. 


The University of Colorado Student Union has had difficulties over the years establishing itself as a governing body. It is this difficulty that helps explain the lack of commitment by the student body during elections. Most students do not know exactly what the UCSU does and it seems in good reason. The UCSU is not a democratic representation of the student body and cannot fully accomplish its duties as a government without the approval of the university. Until the university and the UCSU can come to terms with these facts and address them, the UCSU will always remain a mystery to the greater student body. If only all elections could be as simple as heads-down, hands-up.
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