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Guidance on engaging in political activity at Western Michigan University 

Western Michigan University is a public university created by the Michigan constitution.  The 
University is also tax exempt.  As such, restrictions exist at both the state and federal level 
regarding the use of University resources, including personnel, in political campaigns.  The 
Michigan Campaign Finance Act and the IRS Tax Code apply to the political activities of the 
University.  This document will summarize, and provide examples of, prohibited and permitted 
political activity under state law, federal law, and University policy. 

Michigan Campaign Finance Act 

The Michigan Campaign Finance Act regulates the use of public resources in political activities.  
Section 57 of the Act (MCL §169.257) prohibits a public body, or anyone acting on behalf of a 
public body, from using public resources to assist, oppose, or influence the nomination or 
election of a candidate for public office or the passage or defeat of a ballot question.  The 
definition of “resources” is broad and includes “. . . the use of funds, personnel, office space, 
computer hardware or software, property, stationery, postage, vehicles, equipment, supplies, or 
other public resources . . .”   

There are six exceptions to the prohibition.  Most importantly, a University employee or an 
appointed public official may take part in political activities so long as they are doing so on their 
own time, using their own resources, and expressing their own views.  As defined in the statute 
the exceptions are for: 

1) An elected or appointed public official or an employee of a public body who, when not 
acting for a public body but is on his or her own personal time, is expressing his or her own 
personal views, is expending his or her own personal funds, or is providing his or her own 
personal volunteer services 

2) The expression of views by an elected or appointed public official who has policy making 
responsibilities, such as Board members or the President 

3) The production or dissemination of factual information concerning issues relevant to the 
function of the public body 

4) The production or dissemination of debates, interviews, commentary, or information by a 
broadcasting station, newspaper, magazine, or other periodical or publication in the regular 
course of broadcasting or publication 

5) The use of a public facility owned or leased by, or on behalf of, a public body if any 
candidate or committee has an equal opportunity to use the public facility 

6) The use of a public facility owned or leased by, or on behalf of, a public body if that 
facility is primarily used as a family dwelling and is not used to conduct a fund-raising event 

Violation of the MCFA is a misdemeanor punishable by up to one year in jail and fines.   

 

IRS Limitation 
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The Internal Revenue Service Code prohibits tax exempt charitable organizations from endorsing 
a candidate in an election.  “This prohibition means 501(c)(3) organizations may not endorse 
candidates, distribute statements for or against candidates, raise funds for or donate to candidates 
or become involved in any activity that would be either supportive or opposed to any candidate.” 
IR- 2006-87, June 1, 2006, “IRS Reminds Charities to Avoid Campaign Activities This Election 
Season.”  (While WMU is not a 501(c)(3) organization, the University is a charitable 
organization bound by the same limitation.)  However, the IRS treats the support of candidates 
and ballot initiatives differently.  Positions taken by charitable organizations as it relates to ballot 
initiatives are seen by the IRS as similar to lobbying and while there is a cap on lobbying 
expenditures, there is not a prohibition.  Again, this does not restrict employees and public 
officials from expressing personal opinions or utilizing personal resources in political campaigns.  
It is the University itself that is restricted.  For example, an official University publication could 
not endorse a candidate.   

Charitable organizations that violate these limitations jeopardize their tax exempt status. 

 

University Policy  

Occasionally, University employees run for political office. University policy addresses 
employees seeking political office.  Section 9 of the Employee Handbook provides: 

Public office candidacy 

Employees seeking public office of any kind must wholly separate their campaign activities from 
their employment at the University. Employees must not conduct any activity in direct or indirect 
furtherance of their candidacy during their working hours. Further, employees may not use any 
University resource of any kind to carry out any campaign activity. This prohibition specifically 
includes, but is not limited to, the use of University telephones (including voice mail), pagers, 
cellular phones, computers (including email), fax machines, office space or any other facility on 
campus, including all libraries, cafeterias, meeting rooms, recreational facilities, etc. 

This policy ensures that University resources are not used to further the political campaign of a 
University employee.  Violation of the policy could result in discipline up to and including 
discharge. 

Registered Student Organization can be formed to support political causes.  The Registered 
Student Organization Handbook has a policy addressing political activities.  It provides: 

POLITICAL ACTIVITIES POLICY  

Western Michigan University fosters and encourages a wide variety of views and provides all 
organizations and candidates equal access to University facilities. The appearance of political 
organizations or candidates on campus implies neither approval nor disapproval by the 
University of those persons, organizations, or their views.  

CAMPUS APPEARANCES BY CANDIDATES FOR PUBLIC OFFICE  
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The responsibility for conduct within legal and constitutional bounds rests with the candidate. 
The following must be honored: 

 • A Registered Student Organization or University department may sponsor political candidates, 
candidates’ designees.  

• The sponsoring organization must make all arrangements for reservation of space and time 
with the appropriate University officials and follow all event policies. See page 7, 8, 14, 18, 19 
and page 35 [of the RSO Handbook, located at:  http://wmich.edu/activities/docs/15-
16%20RSO%20Handbook%20Final.pdf] for more information on event policies.  

• Candidates and organizations will be responsible for all costs associated with their speaker 
appearances. All event and security policies must be followed. Please reference policies listed 
within this handbook. 

Note that the campaign finance and IRS restrictions also apply to the resources of Registered 
Student Organizations.  An RSO may not use University resources in violation of state or federal 
law, or University policy.  Note that where an RSO raises its own funds, the use of those funds is 
not restricted from political use.  However, in the event an RSO engages in political activities 
with private funds, it must make clear that private funds were used and that the activity is solely 
on behalf of the RSO and is in no way endorsed by the University or reflective of its views.  
RSO’s engaged in political activities may not use the trademarks or insignia of Western 
Michigan University.  All RSO’s should consult with Student Activities and Leadership 
Programs prior to engaging in any political activities.  

 

Non-University Sponsored Free Speech Activities 

Individuals and groups may use the University’s public forums to comment on matters of public 
concern, including political matters, consistent with their First Amendment rights.  The use of 
outdoor public forums is governed by the University’s Common Area Academic and Non-
academic Space Event Policy which may be found at:   

http://wmich.edu/studentcenter/policies/commonarea   

Inquiries regarding political activities on campus should be addressed to the Office of the 
General Counsel. 

 

Examples of Permitted Activities by Individuals: 

• Volunteering for a campaign by making phone calls, knocking on doors, or 
writing letters supporting or opposing a candidate or ballot proposal on their own 
time and at their own expense 
 

• Contacting elected officials to express personal opinions on a candidate or ballot 
proposal on their own time and at their own expense 
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• Donating their own money to support or oppose a candidate or ballot proposal 
 

• Organizing and attending rallies in support of or opposition to a political 
candidate or ballot proposal on their own time and at their own expense 

 
• Renting University facilities for campaign-related events, on the same terms 

available to any member of the public under applicable use policies for that 
facility, provided that fundraising will not occur at that event 
 

Examples of Permitted Activities by the Institution: 

• Planning conferences, panel discussions, or symposiums on campus, inviting 
guest speakers to campus to discuss campaigns and related issues 
 

• Using University websites and social media accounts to post factual, unbiased 
material about candidates or ballot proposals 
 

• Compiling data and other facts on the effects of a candidate’s position on a 
particular issue or on the effects of a ballot proposal  
 

• Authoring scholarship or conducting research on the effects that a political issue, 
candidate’s position, or ballot proposal may have on the University and beyond 

 

Examples of Prohibited Activities: 

• Conducting a political campaign from a University office or other University 
facility, or using University resources such as an e-mail address, telephone, or 
computer to run a campaign 
 

• Using University stationery or postage purchased by the University to send out a 
mailing on behalf of a campaign or ballot proposal  

	

• Using an official University e-mail list or listserv to campaign for or against a 
candidate running for office or a ballot proposal 

	

• Purporting to speak on behalf of the University when supporting or opposing a 
candidate or ballot proposal in any forum 

	

• Using University equipment and supplies to copy and disseminate material 
supporting or opposing a candidate or ballot proposal 
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