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DATE: May 28, 1996

TO: MSU Faculty and Staff 

FROM: Ellen Chaffee

RE: Political Activity

As we enter an active political season, please be aware of the State Board policy attached.  I asked Board 

attorney Pat Seaworth for more specific guidance.  Here is his reply:

State law prohibits use of state facilities, equipment, supplies, or employee work time for partisan 

political activities.  Outside of that restriction, state employees have a constitutional right to participate in 

political activities and express their opinions about candidates or issues without fear of retribution.  In

other words, so long as employees are not engaged in political activities during regular work hours and 

they do not use state facilities, equipment or supplies to support those activities, they have a right to 

support or oppose candidates and issues and freely express their opinion. 

Employees have a right to wear political buttons wherever they want, including on campus or at work.

The only possible exception is that employees required to wear uniforms or comply with a specific dress 

code may be prohibited from wearing buttons and any other insignia that is not part of the uniform or 

required dress.  For example, campus police officers can probably be prohibited from wearing buttons on

their uniforms (if the policy prohibits all such displays, regardless of their content).  Employees have a 

right to express their opinions in the workplace, although activities that interfere with performance of 

duties may be prohibited. Employees are free to express support for or opposition to a candidate at coffee 

or in passing conversations in the hallway or sidewalk; however, they are not permitted to do so during a 

staff meeting or in a manner that interferes with their work or the work of others.  Employees in positions 

of authority should take care to not appear to be encouraging, and perhaps coercing, subordinates to 

support their favored candidate or issue.  For example, it would be improper for a supervisor to call 

subordinates into her office to express support for a candidate or to urge them to support the candidate. 

Students have similar rights.  You may not prohibit political signs in student residence halls if display of 

other signs, posters, etc. is permitted.  However, reasonable restrictions on size or manner of display are 

permitted.  You may even prohibit posting of signs by students in certain areas altogether.  For example,

in order to keep repairs and repainting to a minimum, you can ban the display of signs, posters or pictures 

of any kind, or at least enforce restriction on use of nails, screws or tape to hang the items on dorm room

walls or ceilings.  However, you cannot impose restrictions based on content - the restrictions must be 

uniformly applied regardless of message.  If display of any poster or sign in dorm windows is not banned, 

students are free to place political signs in their windows. 
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Sponsor: President 
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Political Campaigning and Advocacy Activities on Campus

Policies and procedures affecting political campaigning or other forms of advocacy on campus are based 

on the following assumptions:

1. That the campus of an institution of higher education should be a free and open forum for the 

expression of ideas and opinions concerning any and all aspects of human thought, and whether or not

such ideas and opinions are matters of controversy;

2. That discussion and debate should be conducted courteously, in good taste, and with scrupulous

regard for the right of all parties to be heard; 

3. That controversial subjects may, and should, be discussed in classes, as appropriate to the subject of 

that course, but that in all events, the academic objectivity of scholarship and teaching must be 

preserved;

4. That active participation of students in the political process is encouraged, consistent with the purpose 

of the University to develop informed and active citizens; and 

5. That the political, religious, and ideological neutrality of the University, as a public institution of

higher education, be scrupulously preserved.

Accordingly, the following rules and guidelines will be observed. 

1. Political posters or other advocacy materials may be placed on any University bulletin boards where 

general information materials are normally posted.  Such materials shall not be placed on bulletin 

boards in the University offices or classrooms, or upon notice boards set-aside for specific purposes.

Courtesy should be observed in connection with the size of posters, the amount of space occupied,

and the time that materials are left in place.  Persons posting materials are responsible for their 

removal after they have served their purpose.  The removal of materials posted by other persons, 

without the knowledge and consent of those persons is improper.

2. Handbills may be distributed on the campus, in the public areas of campus buildings, or placed for 

self-distribution in the other locations.  Persons distributing handbills shall take reasonable care to 

ensure that campus litter resulting from such distribution is minimized.

3. Posters or handbills shall not be placed on trees or poles or fastened to stakes on campus lawns.

4. Individual residence hall councils may make reasonable rules concerning the time, place, and manner 

in which political campaigning and advocacy activities shall take place in the particular residence 

halls, within the general provisions of these rules and guidelines.

5. Political campaigning or advocacy materials shall not be distributed through campus mail or in 

campus mailboxes unless they are the announcement of an activity or event sponsored by a 

recognized campus organization, or unless they are sent through the U.S. Mail with proper postage

attached.

6. In no case will advocacy materials be permitted on the campus, which contain vulgarity, unwarranted 

or unreasonable attacks upon the character of individuals, or contain statements, which violate the 

public law. 
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7. Handbills may be distributed outside the gates at any athletic contest or other public event.  They

shall not be distributed inside the admission gates.  Persons distributing handbills may take shelter in 

entryways during inclement weather. 

Reviewed:  Spring 2004
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