
The horse races are always going to get big attention. 
That’s a fact when it comes to results of the Marquette 
Law School Poll. Who is ahead in the campaigns for 

president or senator or governor and what the trends in 
support are—the poll data on these questions make news, 
both in Wisconsin and often nationwide. Just about no one 
doubts that the poll has become the best and most reliable 
way of gauging opinion in Wisconsin. 

This is partly because the Marquette Law School Poll 
surveys much more than the status of campaigns. Both 
as to Wisconsin and with national samples, each round 
of polling gets at what people think on a wide array of 
matters. These results get less attention but offer valuable 
windows on public opinion, and they are part of the 
reasons that Nate Silver, founder of FiveThirtyEight, 
recently rated the Marquette poll as no. 2 in the entire 
nation, out of more than 500 that were considered. 

Here are a few recent highlights. 
Data centers. The Marquette poll of Wisconsin in February 
revealed a dramatic increase in opposition to large data 
centers. In October 2025, the poll found that 55% of 
those polled in the state regarded the costs of the energy-
intensive centers as outweighing the benefits, while 44% 
said the benefits outweighed the costs. By February 2026, 
opposition had grown, with 70% seeing the costs as greater 
and only 29% seeing the benefits as greater. Furthermore, 
in October, there was virtually no difference in opinion 
based on partisanship. But in February, even with opinion 
among Republicans being little changed (43% seeing 
greater benefits, 55% greater costs), opposition among 
Democrats and independents soared. Among Democrats, 
56% saw the costs as greater in October, but 85% said that 
in February. 

Professor Charles Franklin, director of the poll, called it 
“one of the most sudden changes in public opinion we’ve 
seen in 14 years of the Marquette Law School Poll.” 
School spending. Most shifts are gradual but no less 
illuminating. A good example: Since 2013, the poll has 
asked Wisconsinites 26 times which is more important 
to them: reducing property taxes or increasing spending 
on public schools. In 2013, opinion was close to evenly 
divided. In following years, peaking in 2018, support grew 
for school spending, such that it outpolled tax reductions 

until 2023. But in eight polls starting that year, tax 
reduction drew more support. In February 2026, the results 
had climbed to 60% for tax reduction, 40% for public 
school spending. 

That discovery aligns with results on a separate 
question, which have shown a trend toward opposing local 
school referendum proposals. Together, they indicate the 
headwinds facing advocates of increased school spending 
in Wisconsin. 

“The point is slow but steady change in opinion over 
several years, in contrast to the sudden change on data 
centers,” Franklin says. “This illustrates the value of having 
long-term polling with a consistent question to track 
opinion change.” 
Partisan divides beyond elections. On some issues, even 
ones related not to campaigns but to perceptions of what 
is going on, Marquette polls for years have shown the 
striking impact of partisanship on people’s views. 

Consider the overall cost of groceries: Is it up or down 
over the last six months? Republicans these days are much 
less inclined to say that grocery prices have gone up than 
Democrats or independents. Or consider immigration or 
inflation: Republicans see immigration problems as more 
serious than do Democrats and attach much more urgency 
to immigration and border control. While majorities of all 
partisan groups think inflation and the cost of living are of 
great concern, only 57% of Republicans say this, compared 
to 86% of Democrats. 

In Marquette’s national polls, perceptions of the   
U.S. Supreme Court also show partisan differences, with 
Republicans much more likely to approve of the Court’s 
work than independents or Democrats. That is today. But 
in July 2021, 58% of Republicans and 60% of Democrats 
approved of how the Court was handling its work. The 
past five years have seen a remarkable shift from bipartisan 
approval to a deep divide. 

In Wisconsin, the race for the open seat for governor 
will be a big story in the second half of 2026. And the 
presidential election of 2028 is on the horizon. Count on 
the Marquette Law School Poll to keep the public informed 
on how those races shape up. At the same time, count on 
the poll also to continue to offer insight into a much wider 
range of issues. 
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Update on the Marquette Law School Poll: Already the Wisconsin Standard

T he Marquette Law School Poll was envisioned as 

“an academic enterprise that establishes the Law 

School as a serious player in campaign analysis” 

in Wisconsin during 2012, Dean Joseph D. Kearney wrote 

when the project was unveiled last year.

“And a serious player the law school has become,” a 

Milwaukee Magazine story said this past August. Citing 

not only the poll but candidate appearances and other 

events and analysis at the Law School, the magazine said, 

“During this spring’s recall face-off, Marquette University 

Law School’s polls, punditry, and primetime disputation 

were everywhere voters looked.” 

As an historic year in Wisconsin politics continues to 

unfold, the Law School has become a valuable source of 

information, with poll results reported prominently and 

nationwide. The accuracy of results, compared to election 

outcomes, and the evenhandedness of programs led by 

Mike Gousha, distinguished fellow in law and public 

policy, have made it clear that the Law School is playing  

its envisioned role when it comes to understanding  

and analysis. 

As planned, the Marquette Law School Poll—the 

most comprehensive political polling effort in Wisconsin 

history—has released new rounds of results at least 

monthly, building a rich and deep trove of information 

on the views of Wisconsinites, not only in terms of 

specific elections but on broader issues and trends. 

Charles Franklin, visiting professor of law and public 

policy and director of the poll, has provided insightful 

analysis at every turn. 

Consider a few facts about how good a measure of 

public opinion the poll results have been to date:

•	The Republican presidential primary in April: The poll 

results tracked the rise and then decline of former Sen. 

Rick Santorum’s standing in the polls. A week ahead of 

the election, the poll results showed former Gov. Mitt 

Romney in the lead. The margin proved to be close to 

the final result.

•	The Democratic primary in May for the recall election 

for governor: The poll accurately captured the lead 

Milwaukee Mayor Tom Barrett had over former 

Dane County Executive Kathleen Falk and two other 

candidates.

•	The recall election for governor in June: The poll 

showed that Republican Gov. Scott Walker was ahead 

of Barrett in the weeks leading to the election. In the 

final pre-election poll, Walker led Barrett by seven 

percentage points. In the event, Walker defeated Barrett 

by seven percentage points.

•	The Republican Senate primary in August: Just ahead 

of the election, the poll showed the four-candidate 

race was tightening, with former Gov. Tommy 

Thompson holding a narrowing lead over Madison 

businessman Eric Hovde. The final result: Thompson 

won with 34 percent, Hovde got 31 percent, former 

Rep. Mark Neumann 23 percent, and state Assembly 

Speaker Jeff Fitzgerald 12 percent. 

While no other poll has been a similarly accurate 

predictor (and the dean’s prediction last year was also 

accurate that the poll results would initially receive a few 

misplaced political attacks), there is no gloating. Indeed, 

both Dean Kearney and Professor Franklin have publicly 

noted that there is always an element of—or role for—a 

bit of luck.

In any event, polling is always undertaken with the 

understanding that there is a margin of error, and results 

aim only to portray how things stand at a point in time, 

not necessarily how they will be on an election day. 

But polling done well provides valuable insight into 

what people are thinking. It gives a voice to the public at 

large. And, even with major political events still to come 

in November, the Law School is confident it is providing 

that kind of insight and voice because it is providing 

polling done well.   

Mike Gousha and Charles Franklin

  




