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[Josh, the Host]
There are a lot of things going on at a university campus, from sporting events to artistic exhibits to public debate and political events. There's growing concern in America about a growing rift based on political lines that is growing among the public. Today we wanted to find out, what do average University of Utah students think about this?

Is political polarization perceived as being a serious issue? Is it being blown out of proportion? And to what extent do national trends apply here at the university?

We spoke to several students as well as faculty members to discover the answers.

[Angel, the Interviewer]
So just to start this interview, would you mind introducing yourself and what you do?

[Joe]
My name is Joe, third year biology student here at the U. 

[Angel]
Do you think that political polarization is an issue in America?

[Joe]
Yeah, I think it's like the biggest issue in America right now.

[Josh]
Joe is not alone in this sentiment. We spoke to several students on campus who echoed similar feelings, but the University of Utah is only one university campus, one college community in America. How do students feel about political polarization at the U in particular, rather than at the national level?

We spoke to another student about this.

[Angel]
To start, could you introduce yourself and tell us what you do?

[Connor]
Yeah, my name is Connor Zink. I'm a sophomore at the University of Utah and I plan on majoring in finance.

[Angel]
You haven't been at university very long, but what do you think about the social environment when it comes to politics? Do you think that it's easy to speak to people about political topics? 



[Connor]
At university, I feel like it's pretty easy depending on who you talk to and depending on the classes you take.

[Josh]
This optimistic view was also shared by Joe, the first student we interviewed who also expressed positive opinions about the political climate in Utah.

[Angel]
Where are you originally from? 

[Joe]
I'm from Portland, Oregon. 

[Angel]
Do you think it's easier to talk about political issues in Utah as opposed to back in Portland, Oregon?

[Joe]
I actually think so, for sure. My experience coming from Portland was, it was so one direction that you couldn't speak about ideologies that weren't in that same area. And here it's not like that at all.

[Angel]
It seems like there's more diversity of opinion in Utah, because I'm from up north. I'm from Rhode Island. So I agree with you.

It's definitely more diverse in terms of people's opinions. 

[Joe]
Yeah. I think that's one of my favorite things about it, actually, it's like coming here that I've said that to many people.

[Josh]
Joe's optimism about the state of affairs is encouraging, but as he himself said, it applies here, not everywhere. In fact, according to a study published in September of 2025, American college students were willing to pay up to 13% more in tuition if it meant that they could avoid meeting students who had opposing political views. But what we wanted to know was, has it always been this way?

We spoke with a professor to get his opinion on how, if at all, the situation has changed over time.

[Angel]
So to start this interview, would you mind introducing yourself and what you do? 

[Jacob]
Sure. My name is Jacob Nelson and I am an associate professor at the University of Utah.

[Angel]
Are you concerned about political polarization in America? 

[Jacob]
Yes. 

[Angel]
So can you tell us a little bit about your undergraduate background, like where you went to university and the year you graduated, what your original degree was?

[Jacob]
Yeah. I went to Northwestern for my undergraduate degree. I graduated in 2010 with a degree in journalism and creative writing.

And then I went back to school a couple of years later after working as a journalist for a few years, and then got my PhD in communication, finished that in 2018. 

[Angel]
So you mentioned earlier that you are concerned about political polarization in America. Do you think that that's also a big issue on university campuses across America?

[Jacob]
I can't really speak to across different universities. I can speak to the universities that I worked at, which is here at the University of Utah and Arizona State. And really, I'm most comfortable speaking about what I see at the University of Utah just because I talk about these topics in my classes pretty regularly.

And I feel like the polarization that I think we are so concerned with that is unfolding throughout the country, I don't really see happening as much amongst college students. Actually, what I tend to see is that most of the students that I interact with are pretty upset about the idea that the country is as polarized as it is, but they themselves seem pretty interested in mitigating that polarization and trying to build bridges between them and people that they may not see eye to eye on ideologically. 

[Angel]
Do you think that the university has any responsibility to address the issue of political polarization on campus?

[Jacob]
I don't know. I mean, I know that there are people at the university who are really invested in doing exactly that, and I feel like I'm one of them. I know that there are other academics here that research polarization and also research ways of mitigating polarization amongst college students and are pursuing avenues by which they can make those mitigation efforts more common for undergraduate students that are just like navigating their life here.

I don't know if I would say that it's something that I think that the university is responsible for, but I do think that there are people here who are just taking it upon themselves to do it regardless. 
[Angel]
Can you talk a little bit about how the political discourse environment has changed since you were personally studying an undergraduate and what you personally observe here at this university now? Do you mean the political discourse at the university level or the political discourse at the university level?

[Jacob]
It's hard for me to answer that just because the universities that I was at were so different. So I went to Northwestern, which is this private university, smaller, I think it had about like 9,000 students at it when I was there. And then I went to Arizona State for my first job.

Much bigger university, I think they had like 70,000 students there. And now I'm here, and I guess like more in between, but still larger, I think like 45,000 students here. I would say that what stood out to me more is like what stayed the same, which is just sort of like this almost like implicit understanding and general exhaustion with polarization.

Like just the idea that students seem to feel like we live in a very polarized country where there are all these hot button topics that it seems it's very challenging to talk about without feeling as though someone's going to be upset with you for sharing that opinion. And it makes people, I think, feel like very hesitant about like engaging in political discourse, despite the fact that I think that they genuinely want to. 

[Angel]
So you would say that over the past 10 to 15 years, you haven't noticed that the situation, in regards to political polarization on campus, has gotten significantly worse or better?

[Jacob]
I think that there's like a conventional wisdom that it has gotten much worse. Like I think the story that people like to tell is that like students are way more polarized than where it's now used to be. And that's probably true about certain topics in certain universities.

You know, I think that it seems to me with the war in Gaza, there was a lot of very contentious student movement on either side of that at places like Columbia, at University of Pennsylvania, at Harvard. And so it's possible that like it's not just that issue, but like other issues as well that are motivating students to really be at loggerheads with one another at universities like those and others. But I haven't seen that here.

What I've seen here, especially in my own classes, is that if anything, there is this distance between people's desire to engage on these topics and their willingness to do so. And I think that that lack of willingness comes from fear that because things are so polarized, they will make someone angry by sharing their views. 

[Angel]
So you would say that you view political polarization as being a negative thing that should be addressed?

[Jacob]
Yeah, I think so. But I guess like the thing that I'm more interested in right now, as it pertains to like what I can do, is trying to, you know, like I don't feel like the issue that I'm facing, at least in my limited interactions with students, is trying to get them to be less polarized because like my impression is that the students I interact with are not all that polarized. I don't think that my students on a daily basis in my classes are like on opposite sides when it comes to most political issues.

I feel like my issue is that I'm trying to address is getting them to feel comfortable engaging with one another, despite this climate that they feel of profound polarization. 

[Angel]
Do you think that in the past, students were more comfortable exchanging those opinions with each other? 

[Jacob]
Probably.

The reason why I'm hesitant to say for sure yes or no is because I think that when I was at Northwestern, I think that there was almost sort of like an assumption like students are going to be on the same page politically. And so they were more comfortable sharing their politics, but it was because there wasn't any concern that they might find something that they disagreed with, you know? And I feel like in my two jobs, you know, at Arizona and now at Utah, there's definitely more disagreement politically.

And I think that that creates some discomfort. But I don't know if that, like, it's impossible for me to say that it's because time has passed and politics has gotten worse or just because like in these settings, students are more likely to have different views. 

[Angel]
Do you think that students being a bit uncomfortable and having their views challenged is a positive thing?

[Jacob]
Yeah, I do. I think that, you know, as long as it's done respectfully and in good faith, you know, and I think that, you know, so much of what I try to do in my classes is motivate those conversations to begin from a place of curiosity so that no one feels like they are being attacked, but instead just being asked to explain themselves because that person is genuinely interested in hearing what they have to say.

[Angel]
So if there is one thing that you could do at the macro level, looking at like the largest national level to improve the discourse environment on college campuses, one change that you could make, what would you do?

[Jacob]
I mean, you know this because you're in my class. A big part of what I do in my classes, I have students do interviews with people about their feelings about news and other contentious topics, and my impression is that students often end up talking to people who have politics that counter their own.

I would love that approach to be replicated across the university, like I would love to see every student at some point in each semester basically like pushed to have a conversation with someone that they disagree with, not as like an argument, but just sort of as a, as an interview, like as like, I'd like to get to know you and hear more about your beliefs. My assumption is that doing so, what people would find is that I actually think that most people are not so extreme in their political views, and that there's a big difference between sort of like the story we tell ourselves about polarization and the reality in which most people are, I think, more moderate. 

[Angel]
Do you think that there's any benefit to actually engaging in conversation with people who do have beliefs that would be categorized as extreme?

[Jacob]
Yeah, I do. I mean, I think that I am hesitant to be super like, absolutely, because, you know, some people, if they're like so extreme, or if they like have just like, truly like vile or hateful views, like, I would never tell a student to go and speak to a person like that, because it would be good for them. But I do think that my impression is that those who have extreme views, the more that you ignore them, or try to sort of like, relegate them outside of like public discourse, the more they feel like empowered in a way, like, to sort of rally to each other's side and feel like they have to like push back against sort of like this like elite discourse.

And like, it does seem to make things worse. I don't necessarily know if you talk your way through and like change their views or make those views less extreme. I don't necessarily know if we should be trying to do that.

But I do feel like there is a power in conversation. 

[Angel]
So, you would say that the most realistic or useful way to reduce polarization and bring students together is simply to have them talk about their views and exchange ideas? 

[Jacob]
I do feel like that would be really powerful.

And it's not necessarily talking about their views to get people to change their minds. You know, I feel like I often, as I do my own research, and as I teach my own classes, I'm hearing from people and from students whose views are very different from my own. But what I actually find to be really refreshing about that is it pushes me to think about why I stop taking my own views for granted.

And also, it helps me to realize that like I said before, like, I actually think most people are fairly moderate in their views. And when I think of it that way, it actually makes me feel a lot more optimistic about the state of humanity in a way that you wouldn't necessarily feel that way if you're just sort of like operating in the sense that polarization is driving us all crazy. 


[Angel]
Do you have any final thoughts on this topic?

[Jacob]
No, I feel like that was pretty good. 

[Angel]
Thank you for your time, Professor. 

[Jacob]
Yeah, thank you for taking the time to ask me.

[Josh]
The professor's attitude certainly seems optimistic, or at least bounces out some of the conversations we had with students. While the students responded mostly negatively when asked about the future, the professor, who has a bit of a longer time horizon, had a different opinion. However, he mentioned that there were some people on campus who dedicate themselves to combating political polarization.

Other than the professor himself, who are these people and what do they do? We spoke with another student about this.

[Angel]
I just want to start this interview by asking you to introduce who you are and what you do. 

[Colin]
My name is Colin. I'm a student here at the U in psychology and communications.

[Angel]
So I did notice walking around campus that there are occasionally those tables that are set up basically as debate platforms. So what is your thought on that in general? Do you think that that's a good way to actually engage students? Or do you have a different opinion? 

[Colin]
I don't think it's a bad way to engage with students. I have some issue with it when it comes to people filming those debates and forming it for content and posting it online.

I think if it's just for the actual in-person interaction, then I have no issue with it. I actually think it's good. I think it's a little challenging because the people sitting at those tables obviously have a lot more experience and knowledge and are more prepared in the moment to have those debates.

And the people just walking by on their way to class might not be as prepared. And so their arguments might not be as strong. But I think overall, it's not an ineffective way to engage with people.




[Nyk, doing the wrap-up]
Now that we've examined the issue from a variety of perspectives, we're going to add one more perspective into the mix. And that's going to be with our host, Josh. So Josh, do you think political polarization is a problem at our university?

[Josh]
I wouldn't say it's an issue at our university. I think it happens naturally just because there are so many different people mixing. Because you have Salt Lake City, which is a blue dot and a red state.

So you have a lot of people, like a lot of native Utahns who might have grown up in like a Republican area who have Republican ideologies come here on campus, which is a largely Democratic or liberal area. And there might be some clashing. I haven't seen a lot of it on campus just because, I don't know.

I think a lot of college students voice their opinions. I don't know. That's kind what I thought.

[Nyk]
Yeah. No, I mean, I get it. I think we're just at a more different, politically different time just with everything going on.

Like you were saying earlier, people growing up in Republican areas and ideologies are probably way different now than what they would have been probably like back in the day. So I totally get it. I do think it is something that's changing and is growing in Utah.

And I think it's just going to keep on continuing to grow with all that.

[Josh]
Let's look on the bright side. Things always get worse before they get better. As always, we appreciate your time and we look forward to seeing you here again on U Stay Informed.
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