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Where Does Your SG’s Authority Come From?

Student Government authority isn’t the same at every college or university.

There is no national standard that tells every Student Government what it can, and cannot, do. ASGA advises Student Governments on best practices based on our decades of research. But ASGA has no authority to enforce mandates on individual SGs nationwide.
One SG may control millions of dollars in student fees. Another may have little control over its budget. One may appoint students to important university committees. Another may simply recommend students for those positions. One may have a voting student trustee or regent. Another may have a student on the board with no vote, or a vote only on certain issues.

	The authority your SG has depends on where that authority comes from.
The same title, seat, budget, or responsibility can mean very different things at different institutions.



1. State Law
In some cases, Student Government authority or responsibilities are established by state law.
But state laws are not universal.
A law may apply to:
public institutions but not private institutions;
a particular type of public institution;
institutions within a particular state;
or a specific aspect of Student Government operations.
A requirement that applies to Student Government at one type of institution in one state does not automatically apply to SGs somewhere else.
Don’t assume. Find out.
If your SG believes it has authority because of state law, find the actual statute or regulation and determine exactly who it applies to and what it provides.
For the record, there are no national laws governing Student Government. The exception may be the Southworth Supreme Court case requiring club and organization funding to be viewpoint blind.
2. Institutional Policy
A university may give Student Government authority through its own policies, rules, or governing documents.
Your institution may establish SG responsibilities or rights involving:
student fees;
student organizations;
committees;
student representation;
elections;
student programs;
or other areas of campus governance.
This is one reason two universities in the same state can have very different Student Governments.
State law may be the same. Institutional authority doesn’t have to be.
3. Delegated Authority
Sometimes an institution delegates authority to Student Government.
The institution has responsibility for something but gives the SG responsibility for carrying it out.
For example, an SG may be given authority to:
allocate student activity fees;
distribute funding to student organizations;
administer student grants;
oversee student-funded programs;
oversee specific programs (intramurals, club sports);
or make certain decisions on behalf of the student body.
Delegated authority can be powerful.
But don’t just ask whether your SG “handles” something.
Ask:
• Who has the final authority?
• If the SG recommends how money should be spent but an administrator makes the final decision, that’s different from an SG whose allocation decisions are final.
4. Deferred Authority
There is another form of authority that can be even more significant.
An institution may effectively defer a decision to students, allowing Student Government to make the decision rather than simply recommend an outcome.
For example, an institution might allow SG to determine:
which student organizations receive funding;
how student activity funds are prioritized;
which organizations receive recognition;
or other matters specifically entrusted to students.
The key question is:
Does your SG recommend the decision—or make the decision?
That distinction matters.
5. Appointment Authority
Some Student Governments have the authority to appoint students to institutional committees and governance bodies.
That can give an SG considerable influence.
Your SG may appoint students to:
university committees;
search committees;
academic governance bodies;
student conduct bodies;
planning committees;
budget committees;
or other institutional groups.
But again, don’t count the appointment. Count what the student is actually empowered to do.
Is the student:
A participant?
A non-voting member?
A voting member?
A voting member on every issue?
A member whose vote actually affects the outcome?
Those are very different levels of authority.
6. Voting Authority
Having a student at the table is not necessarily the same as having student voting power.
A student may serve on a committee but have no vote.
A student may have a vote on some matters but not others.
A student trustee, regent or visitor may have a vote that is limited by law, policy or the institution’s governing rules.
Find out exactly what the vote means.
Ask:
• Does the student have a vote?
• What issues can the student vote on?
• Is the vote equal to other members’ votes?
• Are there matters on which the student cannot vote?
• Is the student’s vote binding?
• Is the student merely advisory?
	A seat is not authority.
The actual voting rights matter.



7. Board Authority
A student serving on a board of trustees, regents or visitors can occupy one of the most important student positions in institutional governance.
But the title “student trustee” or “student regent” doesn’t tell you how much authority that student actually has.
Some student board members have substantial voting authority.
Others have limited voting rights.
Others cannot vote on certain issues.
And some are non-voting members.
So when evaluating your SG’s influence, don’t simply ask:
“Do we have a student on the board?”
Ask:
“What can our student board member actually vote on—and what authority does that vote carry?”
8. Authority Over Student Organizations
Some SGs have substantial authority over student organizations.
That authority can include:
recognizing organizations;
derecognizing organizations;
approving organizational constitutions;
allocating organization funding;
establishing funding priorities;
or serving as the primary student authority for organizations.
Again, there is a major difference between:
Recommending recognition
and
Having the authority to grant recognition.
There is also a difference between:
Recommending funding
and
Making the final funding decision.
Your assessment should reflect the authority your SG actually possesses, not what it hopes to have.
9. Financial Authority
Money can be one of the clearest measures of institutional influence.
An SG that controls or allocates student activity fees may have considerably more institutional leverage than an SG whose budget is simply provided by the institution.
Ask:
Who controls the money?
Does your SG:
receive a budget?
recommend how student fees are spent?
allocate student activity fees?
make final funding decisions?
fund student organizations?
control reserves?
administer student grants or other funds?
can your budget be taken from you?
	The important distinction is between having money and having authority over money.
A budget alone does not tell you how much authority an SG actually has.



10. Your SG’s Actual Influence
Formal authority is only part of the picture.
An SG may have significant authority on paper but rarely use it.
Another SG may have relatively little formal authority but have developed tremendous influence with institutional leaders.
That’s why the final question is:
What has your SG actually changed?
Can you identify decisions, policies, programs, funding priorities or other institutional outcomes that changed because of your Student Government?
Authority gives you the opportunity to influence.
Using that authority creates impact.

KNOW YOUR AUTHORITY
Before you try to become more influential, find out what authority your SG already has.
Look at:
State law
University policies
Board policies
Student handbook
SG constitution
SG bylaws
Student fee policies
Committee policies
Organization recognition policies
Then ask:
• What are we authorized to do?
• Who gave us that authority?
• Is our authority advisory—or final?
• Are we actually using the authority we have?
• What authority would we like to have?
THE BOTTOM LINE
Don’t assume your SG is influential. Prove it.
Don’t assume that being a public university gives your SG significant authority.
Don’t assume that having a student on a committee means students have a vote.
Don’t assume that having a student trustee means the student can vote on everything.
Don’t assume that your SG controls something simply because it administers it.
Find the actual authority.
Find where it comes from.
Find out what your SG can actually do.
That’s where measuring your SG’s influence begins.
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