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Abstract 
We investigated patterns in the perceptions of safety among various demographic groups 

for undergraduate students at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. We collected heat map data 
and qualitative responses from 62 students by email survey. Our data showed that Langdon 
Street, State Street, and Lakeshore Path were the most common locations perceived to be the 
least safe among all undergraduates, but that the reasons for those selections slightly differed 
between demographic groups. We concluded that students’ identities played a significant role in 
their perceptions of safety, which resulted in vastly different perceptions of the same locations. 
Additionally, we found that certain aspects of some locations, such as isolation, were considered 
unsafe by virtually all demographic groups. 
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Introduction 
 

In 2016, the University of Wisconsin - Madison conducted a campus-wide climate survey 

accompanied by a pledge to make campus more welcoming to all students (Campus Climate 

Survey Task Force, 2016, 3). Of the key findings, the data showed significant discrepancies 

between the responses of historically underrepresented and disadvantaged students to those of 

majority students. The report showed that students identifying as LGBTQ, disabled, or people of 

color were correlated to feeling less welcome on campus. At least 11% of students reported 

having been the target of hostile, harassing, or intimidating behavior. In response, the University 

Task Force recommended the fostering of inclusive learning environments, the recruitment (and 

retainment) of underrepresented students, and increased capacity of students and staff to respond 

to hostile behavior.  

While the recommendations made by the University apply to on-campus and in the 

classroom environments, the experience of a university student extends well beyond the 

boundaries of campus. As of 2018, the majority (74%) of students lived off campus while only 

26% were in campus-provided housing. Furthermore, nightlife, transportation, and independent 

social activity in areas predominantly occupied by students can be considered to be part of the 
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climate and experience for college students. Accordingly, student experiences in these areas 

should be given due consideration in the overall student experience at the University in addition 

to those strictly on campus.  

Research Question: 

Our research will seek to identify patterns in the perception of safety and comfort in areas 

on and near UW campus, based on the identity of the responding students. This information will 

help to better inform University action to uphold its commitment to improving campus climate 

and student experiences beyond the strict boundaries of campus classrooms and housing. 

 

Geographic Setting:  

Campus safety has been an issue in the past decades and is now more relevant than ever. 

The University of Wisconsin Madison and the surrounding Madison area have a diverse 

population, but simply being diverse doesn’t always make a college or city accepting and 

welcoming of this diversity. With diversity, comes marginalized groups, hate speech, racism, 

microaggressions, xenophobia, and many other negative racially based trends. Aside from these 

racially based issues, discrimination against members of marginalized groups such as the 

LGBT+ community has been a continuing issue at the University of Wisconsin Madison 

resulting in detrimental consequences for members of this community (Lucas, 2010). Finally, the 

issues that have plagued just about every campus in the U.S.; sexual assault and fear of mass 

shootings, pose another safety concern. Different areas, buildings, or streets throughout Madison 

and campus can be perceived differently for individuals based off of their demographics or past 

experiences. For example, men may feel more safe on Langdon Street and in the houses along it 
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than women because of the history of sexual assaults, druggings, and harassment that are often 

associated with this area (UW-Madison Police Department, 2016).  

By understanding the demographic background of a person who feels unsafe at a certain 

location throughout Madison, we can connect these feelings to others within the same 

demographics to build a demographic profile for locations throughout Madison and the UW 

campus. In order to do this, we have chosen four different geographical study areas. Our four 

study areas include almost all of UW-Madison's campus and the surrounding neighborhoods. 

Overall we hope to identify unique demographic niches for many locations that often get 

overlooked because it may not be apparent to the majority of the student population or 

University administration. By reaching these marginalized groups, we hope to give those that are 

celebrated for making Madison such a diverse place the voice they deserve in the conversation of 

safety throughout UW-Madison's campus and the surrounding Madison area. 

 

Theoretical Frameworks: 

 
The first of the frameworks we will be using to interpret our research is Critical Race 

Theory (CRT) (Delgado et. al, 2017, 2). This approach examines how cultural perceptions of 

race are interlinked with systemic racism, in addition to understanding the “socio-cultural forces 

that shape how we and others perceive, experience, and respond to racism” (Purdue OWL, 

2020). CRT additionally links an individual’s identity in their socio-economic class status, 

gender, sexual orientation, and other personal identities in addition to race, which allows for 

interpretation of how race identities interact with other identities. Furthermore, CRT places race 

in a broad perspective that includes context, feelings, and the unconscious (Delgado et. al, 2017, 

3). This is highly relevant to perceptions of safety in that CRT may inform how racism is a factor 
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in influencing one’s own perspective of their own safety. Of key importance to our research will 

be the concepts of white privilege, microaggressions, and Primarily White Institutions (PWI’s). 

As the University of Wisconsin-Madison is a PWI, the experiences of people of color in that 

setting will be of key relevance to our research. Conversely, the experience of white students 

may or may not stand in contrast. However, it is important to remember that one of the tenets of 

CRT is the recognition of overlapping identities (Delgado et. al, 2017, 9). CRT is inherently 

intersectional and anti-essential, meaning that experiences of individuals within any 

societally-constructed race group are informed by all parts of their identity. By investigating 

campus safety through the lens of Critical Race Theory, we may be better able to construct how 

perceptions of campus safety are informed by racial understandings, as well as other aspects of 

one’s identity. 

 

Counter-Storytelling is also a framework that will be necessary if we aim to contextualize 

the reasoning behind different minority groups' feelings associated with geographic locations. 

Country-Storytelling is defined as "telling the story of those experiences that have not been told" 

(Solórzano & Yosso, 2020, 156). It is also described to "help[s] us understand what life is like 

for others, and invite[s] the reader into a new and unfamiliar world" (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, 

41). If we wish to tell the story of why marginalized groups feel lower levels of safety 

throughout certain locations, we need to successfully communicate their feelings to our audience 

through our words. In a sense we are trying to explain the experiences and feelings that we 

ourselves have never experienced. To do this effectively, we must use Counter-Storytelling to 

account for the fact that we most likely have never experienced these types of feelings ourselves, 

due to our own demographic identities. 
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Additionally, we will be using Minority Stress Theory to assess differences of experience 

for students identifying as part of the LGBT+ community. The theory suggests that individuals 

identifying as LBGT+ experience increased psychological distress related to prejudice, stigma, 

and discrimination rooted in heterosexist social norms (Woodford et al. 2018, 446). This stress 

can be related to a misfit from the dominant environment, microaggressions, verbal or physical 

threats, or other forms of discrimination. Using this theory will be instrumental to our research 

because of UW-Madison’s history of students who struggle with bullying (Lucas, 2010). As 

exaplined in Lucas’s article, 33% of LGBT students and 38% of transgender students have 

considered leaving their institution due to the environment they find themselves in today (Lucas, 

2010). Even more worrying, more than a third of transgender students and 13% of LGBT 

students feared for their physical safety (Lucas, 2010). As per our definition of safety including 

both physical and mental safety (described in methods section), experiences of discrimination 

against nonheterosexuals will be relevant to interpreting our research. Using this theory will 

allow us to support evidence showing that those who are members of the LGBT+ community 

may feel intimidated or unsafe at certain locations throughout our campus. This may intersect 

with CRT, as described in the previous paragraph.  

 

When it comes to students who have different cultural backgrounds than the majority of 

other students and faculty, a divide often forms where students with different cultures can feel 

unwelcomed, intimidated, or even unsafe expressing their culture. Culturally Engaging Campus 

Environments (CECE) is a model that recommends structures for campus programs to increase 

students' access to activities that allow them to feel culturally engaged in campus environments 
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(Hailu, Collins, Stanton, 2018, 15). This model has nine dimensions that are listed in order to 

improve cross-cultural involvement and allow these students from other cultures to celebrate 

their own culture, as well as be involved in other students' cultures. The Culturally |Engaging 

Campus Environments model is extremely important to our study because of Madison's larger 

than average international student body. If we truly want to understand why certain cultural 

groups may be uncomfortable or unsafe in certain locations, as well as try to suggest ways these 

feelings can be fixed, this model will be a major tool in developing solutions. 

 

Research Review: 

Perceived safety among university students is influential to student experiences in a 

number of documented ways, including psychological wellbeing, behavioral choices, and 

academic performance. For example, one study assessing the correlation between perceived 

safety and academic achievement found that “as the level of positive perception of safety rose, 

the overall academic achievement also responded to the specified rate” (Kim, 2015, 18). Another 

connected not feeling safe and greater perceived stress to a greater likelihood of using alcohol 

and drugs to a point of greater consequences (Reed et al., 2010). In short, a negative perception 

of safety incurs levels of stress that are not conducive to a positive university experience, both 

inside and outside of the classroom. Considering that perceptions of physical and psychological 

safety may differ between demographic groups in different situations, students may experience 

disproportionate effects if they are part of a group that may perceive threats that others do not. In 

general, the largest demographic group that is affected by these fears for their safety is women. 

As described by Jordan (2014), this fear can have a major impact on young women and their 

academic career. With female enrollment levels increasing, these feelings of fear are impacting 
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more students academically than ever. Jordan (2010, 4) explains that these fears of crime have 

large scale academic effects like where women choose to enroll in college. Small scale choices 

because of fear of crime also impact academics, such as choosing not to meet a study group at 

the library late at night.  

Qualitative research shows that at predominantly white institutions, students of color are 

often subject to verbal and non-verbal racism and racist microagressions. This can accumulate 

into what has been referred to as ‘racial battle fatigue,’ going so far as to lead some black 

students to change majors, drop classes, or even leave campus to avoid ongoing 

microaggressions (Yosso et al. 2009, 661). Researchers from the same study found in a 

follow-up study that racial battle fatigue affected Latina/o students as well, and was correlated to 

underperformance academically as well as diminished physical, emotional, and mental health 

(Yosso et al. 2009, 675). Cumulatively, these experiences reinforce negative stereotypes and 

unwelcoming environments for students of color, which are exacerbated by a lack of 

representation in curriculum and in faculty. One study noted that the national average graduation 

rate of African-Americans within a six year period is 39.5%, whereas the rate for white students 

is  61.5% (Von Robertson et al. 2017, 260). However, the same study found that academic 

success of black students rose when classroom content and faculty reflected their interests and 

concerns. Though socio-economic status is also a documented factor, constant experiences of 

racism and microaggressions at PWIs may be significantly linked to these trends. As a 

predominantly white institution, the findings of these studies are likely related to students of 

color experiences at UW-Madison. Furthermore, the findings of the 2016 Campus Climate 

Survey support these claims, with only 65% of students of color reporting feeling welcome on 

campus, compared to 87% of white students (Campus Climate Survey Task Force, 2016, 15).  
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Another focus of our research is the experience of LGBT+ persons in their perceptions of 

campus area safety. Nationwide, trans students report “greater levels of harassment and 

discrimination, have a more negative perception of campus and classroom climates, and feel less 

accepted as part of the campus community than do cisgender students” (Goldberg et al., 2019, 7). 

Similar perceptions have been reported among gay, lesbian, and bisexual (GLB) college 

students. One study found that GLB students were more likely to report threats or experience of 

sexual violence, were less likely to report feeling safe on campus, and reported greater perceived 

stress (Reed et al., 2010). This bears similarity to findings at UW-Madison, in which 55% of 

Trans/Non-Binary students reported feeling safe compared to 79% of Cisgender students, and in 

which 67% of LGBQ students reported feeling safe compared to 80% of Heterosexual students 

(Campus Climate Survey Task Force, 2016, 15). As previously discussed, poor perceptions of 

safety can have negative impacts on academic performance and well-being, but have also been 

linked to greater alcohol and drug use to greater consequences, including increased suicidal 

thoughts/attempts, among GLB students (Reed et al., 2010).  

Methods: 

The majority of our data will come from a survey we will email  to Geography students 

on UW-Madison's campus (see appendix A), which we will additionally share to UW-Madison 

peers on social media. This survey will be focused on identifying the demographics of the 

respondents and asking them how safe they feel in and around certain areas or landmarks, 

located on and off campus. For the purposes of this study, we will ask about both physical and 

psychological safety experience. Psychological safety refers to how safe one feels interacting 
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with others, sharing ideas, expressing themselves, etc.. We will be including a portion where 

respondents  can include a way to contact them if they are comfortable doing so, which we may 

use  to potentially follow up with some students. We intend on using these follow up questions to 

collect more data regarding why some people feel certains ways towards specific areas. Without 

sharing the same demographic traits as others, it can be difficult for us to understand why these 

feelings exist. Through follow ups and Counter-Storytelling we want to understand and 

communicate why these groups feel the way they do as accurately as we possibly can. 

Furthermore, we hope to be able to identify certain cohorts within the general population and 

come to conclusions as to why these groups share these feelings. Lastly, we hope our research 

can be used to develop solutions to help all students feel safe and welcome on our campus and in 

our city. 

Key Concepts: 

Demographics, Gender, LGBT+, safety, gender, microaggressions  

 

Results 

Data Collection 

Our data was collected through survey responses completed from November 8th, 2020, 

until November 30th, 2020. Upon closing the survey on November 30th, uncompleted responses 

were collected as partial data in order to attain as many results as possible. We collected a total 

of 62 survey responses from UW-Madison students, most of which were undergraduate students 

in the Geography Department. The remainder came from other members of UW-Madison 

undergraduate community that wished to contribute to our research after learning of it through 

us. The survey (see Appendix A) consisted of 24 questions, and consisted of multiple choice, 
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free response, and heat map questions. The heat map portion presented surveyees with 4 different 

maps; South Campus, Central Campus, West Campus, and Campus Neighborhoods. There was 

also a day map and a night map for each of the 4 (8 maps in total). They were then asked to 

select up to 4 locations on each of the maps where they felt either physically or psychologically 

unsafe. These heat maps will be displayed throughout our paper, and are fully available in 

Appendix B. The heat maps were generated by representing the areas where the most 

respondents clicked with bright red, the areas clicked only once as a dark blue circle transitioning 

to yellow, and the areas not clicked whatsoever as having no visual indicator. 

 

Results: All Respondents 

When reviewing the heat maps generated responses from all survey takers for daytime 

areas, some areas clearly stand out as points of interest, regardless of demographics. One being 

the Police and Security Facility, which in the map of South Campus (Daytime), was one of the 

only buildings selected by more than one respondent (see Figure 1.1). Another notable building 

selected by multiple survey takers on this map is Grainger Hall, which is home to the 

UW-Madison Business School (see Figure 1.1). Our Campus Neighborhoods daytime heat map 

(see Figure 1.4) makes a very clear statement about which areas off campus are perceived as 

unsafe by UW students. Starting after Memorial Library, State Street was selected by many 

students and this trend continues all the way to The State Capital (Figure 1.4). Another 

noticeable trend from Figure 1.4 is the multitude of points selected by survey takers, starting at 

the lakeshore along Langdon Street and stretching all the way to State Street. These two trends 

create a clear geographic region, extending from the lakeshore to State Street, all the way up to 

the Capital, that is considered unsafe by UW-Madison undergraduates. 
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Figure 1.1 (Unsafe locations in South Campus during the daytime for all respondents. Hotspots 
selected are Grainger Hall and University of Wisconsin-Madison Police Department.) 

 

 
Figure 1.2 (Unsafe locations in Central Campus during the daytime for all respondents. 

Lakeshore Path at the top of the figure is the most commonly selected location.) 
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Figure 1.3 (Unsafe locations in West Campus during the daytime for all respondents. There is an 

absence of any pronounced hotspots.) 
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Figure 1.4 (Unsafe locations in Campus Neighborhoods during the daytime for all respondents. 
State Street and Langdon Street are overwhelmingly the most selected locations.) 

 

The nighttime heat maps also produced identifiable locations where students felt unsafe. 

Figure 1.6 shows a very obvious trend shared by all demographics: The Howard Temin 

Lakeshore Path is perceived by many as being an unsafe location when compared to any other 

location on the Central Campus Map. Other notable locations from Figure 1.6 include the area 

surrounding Helen C. White Hall, as well as Memorial Library and Library Mall. The pattern 

continues along The Howard Temin Lakeshore Path on Figure 1.7, most notably along the 

remote areas of the trail away from campus buildings. The same trend mentioned in the previous 

paragraph about perception of safety around Langdon Street, State Street, and The State Capital 

is seen at night as well in Figure 1.8. 

 
Figure 1.5 (Unsafe locations in South Campus at nighttime for all respondents. Park Street and 

‘Sophomore Slums’ are the most selected locations.) 
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Figure 1.6 (Unsafe locations in Central Campus at nighttime for all respondents. Hotspot near the 

top of the figure is Lakeshore Path.) 

 
Figure 1.7 (Unsafe locations in West Campus at nighttime for all respondents. Lakeshore Path is 

the most selected location.) 
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Figure 1.8 (Unsafe locations in Campus Neighborhoods at nighttime for all respondents. State 

Street and Langdon Street are the most selected locations.) 
 

Results: Race 

Due to an overwhelmingly white response rate (see Appendix E), as well as lower total 

number of responses, our responses by race were grouped into white and non-white respondents, 

resulting in 53 responses (82.8%) from white respondents and 11 responses (17.2%) from 

non-white respondents. According to the Office of the Registrar's Enrollment report for Spring 

2020 (Office of The Registrar, 2020, 3) (see Appendix D), of the 29,661 undergraduates, 24,194 

(or 81.56%) identified as white or caucasian. Those identifying as anything other than caucasian 

or "non-minorities" totaled 5,467 (or 18.43%). This shows our demographic results of race are 

similar to the overall demographic composition University's undergraduate population, but 
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slightly less diverse. Another factor being that although the percentages are similar, a total of 11 

responses for all minority categories for our survey does not allow us to separate the races 

individually to produce heat maps because of the fact some minority race categories only 

received one or zero responses. 

Daytime responses were fairly consistent in both groups for the South Campus, West 

Campus, and Central Campus locations. Commonly selected locations in South Campus included 

Grainger Hall, Park Street,  and the area surrounding the UW Police Department. In West 

Campus, results were varied with the only commonality being multiple selections along 

University Avenue. Central Campus had slight discrepancies between white and non-white 

responses, with Lakeshore Path behind Sewell Social Sciences and Library Mall being areas 

considered unsafe by some white respondents. Non-white responses did not indicate any 

patterns. Daytime responses for the Campus Neighborhoods showed more significant differences 

between white and non-white responses. Areas considered unsafe by white respondents were 

almost entirely restricted to the Langdon Street area and a few responses west of Camp Randall 

(See Figure 1.9). Areas considered unsafe by non-white respondents were more widely scattered, 

including Langdon Street, State Street, Regent Street, the Monona Terrace, and several locations 

directly on UW-Madison campus (see Figure 2.0). 
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Figure 1.9 (Unsafe locations in Campus Neighborhoods at daytime for white respondents. 

Predominantly State Street and Langdon Street selected but also notable selections near State 
Capitol and ‘Sophomore Slums.’) 
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Figure 2.0 (Unsafe locations in Campus Neighborhoods at daytime for non-white respondent. 

State Street and Langdon Street highly selected but also more widely spread selections.) 
 

Night time results were fairly consistent between both groups. For South Campus, both 

Park Street and the area commonly referred to as the ‘Sophomore Slums’ (West of Smith 

Residence Hall and south of Union South) were commonly selected in both groups. West 

Campus responses for both groups overwhelmingly concurred that Lakeshore Path was an area 

where they felt unsafe, with a greater number of responses moving further west from campus. A 

number of white respondents also marked feeling unsafe along Observatory Drive. Results from 

Central Campus showed similar results, with high responses from both groups marking areas 

along Lakeshore Path. Both groups also shared a number of responses in the area on and around 

Library Mall. For the entire Campus Neighborhoods map, the most commonly selected unsafe 
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location was overwhelmingly Langdon Street and the bottom of State Street (see Figures. 2.1 and 

2.2). It is notable that for white respondents, likely due to higher responses overall, extended 

their selections up State Street to a greater degree than non-white respondents.  

 
Figure 2.1 (Unsafe locations in Campus Neighborhoods at nighttime for non-white respondents. 

Overwhelmingly State Street and Langdon Street selected.) 
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Figure  2.2 (Unsafe locations in Campus Neighborhoods at nighttime for non-white respondents. 

Pronounced hotspot at the base of Langdon Street and State Street.)  
 
Results: Gender 

For our survey question regarding gender (see Appendix A, Q3), we had a total of 31 

surveyees that answered “Male” (50%), 30 that answered “Female” (48.39%), and 1 “Prefer not 

to answer.” (see Appendix E). Upon creating heat maps for male and female respondents, all 4 

maps focused on locations in the daytime consistently had more locations marked by the female 

population (see Figures 2.3, 2.4, 2.5,& 2.6). Furthermore, there was a much higher concentration 

of points within the State Street and Langdon Street area during the day as well as at night 

(Figures 2.3,2.7, 2.8, & 3.2). In Figure 2.4 and Figure 2.9 it can be seen that there were more 
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points selected by the female population along the Howard Temin Lakeshore Path when 

compared to the male population. The nighttime Campus Neighborhoods map (see Figures 2.7, 

2.3, 2.8, & 3.2) shows the same pattern as the daytime Campus Neighborhoods map: Females 

selected a much higher concentration of points within the Langdon Street and State Street area. 

 

Figure 2.3 (Unsafe locations in Campus Neighborhoods at daytime for female respondents. State 
Street and Langdon Street are the most selected locations.) 

22 



 
Figure 2.4 (Unsafe locations in Central Campus at daytime for female respondents. Absence of 

pronounced hotspots.)

 
Figure 2.5 (Unsafe locations in West Campus at daytime for female respondents. Absence of 

pronounced hotspots.) 
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Figure 2.6 (Unsafe locations in South Campus for female respondents at daytime. Grainger Hall 

is the most selected location.) 

 
Figure 2.7 (Unsafe locations in Campus Neighborhoods at nighttime for female respondents. 

Almost entirely State Street and Langdon Street selected.) 
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Figure 2.8 (Unsafe locations in Campus Neighborhoods at daytime for male respondents. 

Responses are mostly scattered except for a small cluster near Langdon Street.) 

 
Figure 2.9 (Unsafe locations in Central Campus at daytime for male respondents. Absence of 

pronounced hotspots.) 
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Figure 3.0 (Unsafe locations in West Campus at daytime for male respondents. Absence of 

pronounced hotspots.) 

 
Figure 3.1 (Unsafe locations in South Campus for male respondents at daytime. Absence of 

pronounced hotspots.) 
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Figure 3.2 (Unsafe locations in Campus Neighborhoods at nighttime for male respondents. State 

Street and Langdon Street selected, but not to the degree they are on the female map.) 
 

 
Results: LGBT+ Community Membership 

Our data results showed us that of the 62 responders, 12 (or slightly under 20%) 

considered themselves members of the LGBT+ community (see Appendix A, Q7), all other 50 

survey takers responded with no. (none chose “Prefer not to answer”) (see Appendix E). When 

splitting our survey heat maps into two categories: Those who identified as members of the 

LGBT+ community and those who didn’t, some unique geographic locations begin to stand out 

in the heat maps. Starting with Figure 3.3, we see multiple survey respondents who identified 

themselves as members of the LGBT+ community on our survey had selected the UW-Madison 

Police and Security Facility as a location that makes them feel unsafe during the daytime. In 

contrast, no students who identified as not being a member of the LGBT+ community marked 

this building as somewhere they would feel unsafe. In Figures 3.3 & 3.4, it is seen that multiple 
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students from both groups, those who did and did not identify as members of the LGBT+ 

community, had marked Grainger Hall during the daytime as somewhere they did not feel safe. 

In Figure 3.5 it can be seen that multiple students who were surveyed and identified as members 

of the LGBT+ community marked the southeast corner of Library Mall during the daytime as 

being somewhere they felt unsafe. This was not the case for non-LGBT+ community members. 

In Figures 3.6 & 3.7 you can see that although both members and non-members feel unsafe 

around State Street and Langdon Street at nighttime, the members of the LGBT+ community 

seem to have marked a more distinctive part of Langdon Street. The trend of feeling unsafe on 

Lakeshore Path exists for both groups when splitting our population by LGBT+ community 

membership, but it does not stand out specifically as more of an issue for one group or the other. 

 
Figure 3.3 (Unsafe locations in South Campus at daytime for LGBT+ Community respondents. 

UW-Madison Police Department and Grainger Hall are the most selected locations.) 
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Figure 3.4 (Unsafe locations in South Campus at daytime for non-LGBT+ Community 

respondents. Grainger Hall is the most selected location.) 

 
Figure 3.5  (Unsafe locations in Central Campus at daytime for LGBT+ Community respondents. 

Lakeshore Path and Library Mall are the most selected locations.) 
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Figure 3.6  (Unsafe locations in Campus Neighborhoods at nighttime for LGBT+ Community 

respondents. State Street and Langdon Street are the most selected locations.) 
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Figure 3.7  (Unsafe locations in Campus Neighborhoods at nighttime for non-LGBT+ 
Community respondents. State Street and Langdon Street are the most selected locations.) 

 

Discussion 

Overall Response: 

As a whole, responses to our survey suggest a general consensus for areas considered 

unsafe, with some overlap between daytime and nighttime. Daytime qualitative responses 

indicated traffic concerns, harassment, and COVID-19 as main concerns. Primarily, selections 

included the stretch of Lakeshore through Library Mall and up State Street to the Capitol 

building, as well as busy intersections. Notable individual selections also included the UW 

Police Department, which one respondent attributed feeling unsafe due to police presence (See 

Appendix C). From daytime responses, the general pattern suggests a varying range of concerns 

for high traffic areas, with the exception of Lakeshore Path. 

Nighttime responses, on the other hand, suggested different factors for safety concerns 

for the same locations as daytime (See Appendix C). Responses overwhelmingly concentrated to 

both isolated and high traffic areas. Concerns over isolation and poorly-lit areas led to high 

responses on the Lakeshore Path,  the Commuter Bike Path, and the area around Camp Randall, 

which respondents attributed to feelings unsafe in darkness and with few people around. 

Conversely, responses also significantly increased for State Street and Langdon Street, with 

multiple responses indicating an association with drinking activity and greek life.  

Collectively, the overall response to the survey suggests two patterns to campus 

perceptions of safety. The first is feeling unsafe in situations of isolation, where people might be 

vulnerable. The second is feeling unsafe in situations with a lot of people, for a variety of reasons 
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including COVID-19 concerns, harassment, and drinking-associated areas. The data also 

suggests that these concerns vary depending on whether it is day or night, with greater concern 

for  physical safety in nighttime situations.  

 

Response by Race: 

There were a number of notable similarities and differences between white and non-white 

responses. In the daytime, qualitative responses for both groups suggested that busy intersections 

and traffic, COVID-19 concerns, and greek life were the greatest common factors in feeling 

unsafe during the daytime (See Appendix C). There were also a number of comments about the 

isolation of Lakeshore Path, even in the daytime. Together, these factors resulted in the most 

commonly selected areas as State Street, Langdon Street, Lakeshore Path, and busy streets and 

intersections including University Avenue and Park Street. A number of notable differences, 

however, are present in both the heat map locations as well as the qualitative responses. A 

number of white responses indicated that they “do not feel unsafe anywhere in Madison during 

the daytime,” which is relatively similar to what the heat map shows. No non-white responses 

indicated this feeling of safety. The Campus Neighborhoods map in particular (see Fig. 2.0) 

reveals a wider range of areas considered unsafe.  

Nighttime responses, however, were more consistent between both groups, with unsafe 

areas consolidating to overwhelmingly State Street, Langdon Street, and Lakeshore Path, but 

also including isolated areas such as the Commuter Bike Path and Camp Randall neighborhood. 

Common responses included low lighting, isolation from other people, and areas associated with 

drinking and greek life as main concerns. Students from both groups also expressed experiences 

with homeless people on State Street as a factor for feeling unsafe. It is worth noting that unsafe 
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locations were more isolated to Langdon Street and the base of State Street for non-white 

respondents than they were for non-white respondents, who indicated the entire length of State 

Street. However, this may not be significant as we received far less responses comparatively 

from non-white students. It is entirely possible and not unlikely that a greater number of 

responses would have indicated a similar pattern.  

Strictly from our research, there is not enough evidence to definitively support a Critical 

Race-based narrative for unsafe locations on and around UW-Campus, which may have 

suggested that overt racism, racist microaggressions, and feeling unwelcome would have been 

factors in feeling unsafe. This is not to say, however, that that may not be the case; Rather, it is 

from an overwhelmingly white response that we cannot make a significant claim. For both 

groups, common themes of isolation, traffic, drinking-associated areas, and greek life were 

indicative of feeling unsafe. The one notable exception is that daytime responses for non-white 

responses suggested a greater range of campus where they felt unsafe, even during the daytime. 

Of key importance is that non-white respondents selected multiple locations on UW campus, 

whereas no white counterparts did, despite a much higher volume of responses (See Fig. 

2.0).This may be significant because microaggressions occur most prominently in everyday life, 

whether consciously or unconsciously (Wing Sue, 2010, 29). Microaggressions are generally 

more common in daytime campus interactions where students are in classrooms, walking around 

campus, or are studying (particularly during a non-pandemic year) than they would be in evening 

settings. This may also explain the convergence of nighttime selections for both groups as shared 

perceptions of threats become more similar. The observed difference in our data during the 

daytime suggests the need for further research on whether microaggressions are definitively 

responsible for this difference or to establish if our findings were in fact significant. A greater 
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survey sample from a wider, more representative group of the UW-Madison student body would 

be necessary in this case. Being a Predominantly White Institution, a new sample would still 

primarily skew white, but to a lesser degree. It may also help to more strongly inquire as to 

qualitative reasons behind individual location choices.  

 

Response by Gender: 

Our survey returned a nearly even split of respondents identifying as either male or 

female, with zero responses from non-binary individuals and one who preferred not to identify. 

Between the male and female groups, the most significant difference was not the specific 

locations considered unsafe, but the frequency of responses, with female responses outweighing 

male responses for both daytime and nighttime. From qualitative responses, multiple male 

respondents indicated that they do not feel unsafe at any time at any location during the daytime. 

Nighttime responses showed a pattern of concern about mugging and assault, which was 

perceived to be most probably in situations of isolation, such as the Lakeshore Path and the 

Commuter Bike Path. Female responses for the daytime most commonly indicated intersection 

traffic as a chief concern, but multiple responses also indicated greek life and harassment from 

strangers as daytime concerns, with multiple students reporting that they had been harassed by 

non-students. Nighttime responses, however, showed a significant increase in responses 

concerned about isolated situations away from people and areas perceived to be known for high 

crime. Unlike any male respondents, multiple female respondents referred to ‘areas associated 

with drinking’ as unsafe areas, with some respondents specifically mentioning State Street. One 

respondent commented ‘never feeling safe’ on Langdon Street at night, referencing incidents of 

harassment and near-assault which they associated with fraternities.  
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Overall, the differences between male and female responses related to the frequency of 

responses as well as the type of concern, though not significantly to the location. Female 

responses were greater in volume than male responses, indicating that more female respondents 

felt unsafe in particular areas. Furthermore, female respondents were more likely to indicate 

sexual harassment and areas associated with drinking as factors for feeling unsafe. Male 

respondents indicated isolation as a factor about as much as female respondents, but indicated 

that mugging or assault were their main concerns.  

Our  research suggests different concerns about similar locations. To supplement our 

research, we suggest further qualitative research into characteristics of non-specific areas that 

make respondents feel unsafe. It is clear from our research that on UW-Madison campus and 

surrounding areas, there is consensus on which areas are less safe, chiefly State Street, Langdon 

Street, the Commuter Bike Path, and Lakeshore Path, but there is less consensus on what aspects 

of these places are concerns to each respective gender group. Furthermore, we received zero 

responses from non-binary students whose safety is equally important. Without locational and 

qualitative responses from that group, we cannot reasonably conclude where or why non-binary 

students feel unsafe beyond conjecture. 

Response by LGBT+ Status: 

With only receiving responses from 12 survey takers that indicated they would consider 

themselves part of the LGBT+ community (see Appendix E) our data was somewhat limited. 

That being said, there were multiple unique geographic locations that stood out between heat 

maps generated for those who identified as members of the community and those who did not. 

The common trend of people feeling unsafe on Lakeshore Path was consistent for both groups 

when dividing our population by this demographic. Because this trend is discussed in another 
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section (see Discussion: Overall Response) and there is no significant data to suggest this 

demographic creates a clear divide between who feels safe and who does not in this area, it will 

not be discussed in relation to LGBT+ community membership. 

There was one unique location that was marked by multiple students who identified as 

being part of the LGBT+ community, but not by any students who didn’t consider themselves 

part of the community. This location was near the southeast corner of Library Mall. With only 

having 12 sets of responses to create heat maps off of, we decided that this location could 

potentially be considered significant. The surveys that had marked this location did not leave any 

further information on as to why the location was selected, so we suggest one possible reason 

this was a selected location for members of the LGBT+ community.  The points indicating their 

selected location are extremely close to the St. Paul’s Catholic Student Center. This 

interpretation should not be taken as surely the reason, simply an attempt to understand the lives 

of others through counter-storytelling. Counter-storytelling, as mentioned in our literature 

review, "help[s] us understand what life is like for others, and invite[s] the reader into a new and 

unfamiliar world" (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, 41). Followers of Catholicism have been known 

to speak out against and condemn homosexuality and other things that the LGBT+ community 

stands for. More specifically, white evangelicals often voice their religious opinion on the topic 

around the southern area of Library Mall. Because of this, members of the LGBT+ community 

may fear for their physical or psychological safety around this location. 

Another trend that was prevalent in our heat maps when comparing members of the 

LGBT+ community’s heat maps with non members’ was the selection of points along Langdon 

Street at night where respondents indicated they felt unsafe. Shown in Figures 3.6 and 3.7 , a 

much more dense concentration of points can be seen focused on Langdon Street near 
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fraternities. One survey respondent added that they feared for their physical safety because of 

harassment or abuse from members of greek life for their sexual orientation. From this we 

concluded that members of the LGBT+ community may often feel threatened by the inhabitants 

of this neighborhood and this is most likely why there is such a condensed region surrounding 

Langdon Street. 

 

For our conclusion, we hope to address the issues brought about by our heatmaps for 

different demographic groups. Many of these issues could be preventable or solvable with the 

rights actions. We hope to explain more on the origins of these issues to help explain why they 

are occurring and what we can do to fix them. 

 

Conclusion 

The goal of our research was to identify unique trends in the perceptions of safety within 

the different demographic cohorts of UW-Madison’s undergraduate student body. By doing this 

we hoped to be able to understand the many different reasons students at UW-Madison feel 

unsafe, on and around campus. After identifying such trends, we believe we can better inform 

our university and help improve their actions to create a safer environment on and off campus for 

their students. We faced limitations in our data due to a lack of diversity in our survey responses 

for the categories of race and gender. Although this made analysis somewhat challenging, we 

were able to make splits in our data that allowed us to analyze all of the demographic categories 

we found major contrasts in. By analyzing our 62 responses, we were able to determine that the 

reasons for feeling unsafe differed drastically between demographics. Some groups fearing 

because of lack of lighting and foot traffic, others fearing because of the assault, drinking, and 
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homophobia linked to greek life, State Street, and Langdon Street. We identified that there is a 

need to improve the level of safety of females, minority students, and members of LGBT+ 

community feel throughout our campus and its surrounding neighborhoods. It is also important 

to note that due to time constraints we were unable to perform any follow ups as we had planned 

with survey respondents. 

Overall, our survey and it’s respondents helped us identify the geographic locations and 

reasons associated with them where members of our undergraduate student body feel unsafe. 

Building off the Campus Climate Survey of 2016 (Campus Climate Survey Task Force, 2016), 

we found that many of the trends it had identified continue to exist today. We hope that our 

research can help build solutions for these trends and contribute to creating a safer and more 

welcoming campus experience for all the students of The University of Wisconsin Madison. 
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APPENDIX A  

 
 

Privacy Policy and Informed Consent 
Geography Undergraduate Colloquium, University of Wisconsin - Madison 

  

Researchers:  

Henry Tennessen (ftennessen@wisc.edu) and Nick Tenuta (ntenuta@wisc.edu) 

We are geography majors at the University of Wisconsin Madison working on our senior thesis 
project.  We are interested in perception of campus-area safety among different demographic 
groups.  The survey consists of 24 questions and should take less than 15 minutes to complete. 
Your participation is voluntary – you may skip any question or exit the survey at any time. We 
are not collecting any personally identifiable information, unless you voluntarily offer personal or 
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contact information in the identification comment field below.  Finally, your responses are 
confidential.  We will destroy all individual surveys once the results are tabulated.  

Our paper will be archived at the Minds@UW website, which is password protected.  We will 
also send you a digital copy of our paper upon request. Simply contact one of us through an 
email address listed above.  

By participating in the survey, you indicate that you: (1) have read the above privacy policy and 
consent statement, (2) understand how we will protect your privacy, and (3) voluntarily agree to 
participate.  

Thank-you for helping us with our senior project! 

If you have any comments, questions, or concerns about this project, please contact Dr William Gustav Gartner, 
115D Science Hall, Department of Geography, UW-Madison, 550 N Park St, Madison, WI 53706.  Phone: (608) 
890-3816. Email: wgartner@wisc.edu 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Survey Questions 
 
Demographic 
 
Q1.) The following survey is designed to help us identify certain areas on and off campus where 
different demographic groups of students feel unsafe. You are not required to answer any of the 
questions and you may exit the survey at any time. 
What is your race? (You may select multiple.) 

● White 

● Black or African American 

● American Indian or Alaskan Native 

● Asian Indian 

● Chinese 

● Filipino 

● Other Asian - Print race, for example, Hmong, Laotian, Thai, Pakistani, Cambodian, and 
so on. 

● Japanese 

● Korean 
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● Vietnamese 

● Native Hawaiian 

● Guamanian or Chamorro 

● Samoan 

● Other Pacific Islander - Print race, for example, Fijian Tongan, and so on. 

● Prefer not to answer. 

Q2.) Are you of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin? 

● No, not of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish Origin 

● Yes, Mexican, Mexican Am., Chicano 

● Yes, Puerto Rican 

● Yes, Cuban 

● Yes, another Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin - Print origin, for example, Argentinian, 
Colombian, Dominican, Nicaraguan, Salvadoran, Spaniard, and so on. 

● Prefer not to answer. 

Q3.) What is your gender? 

● Male 

● Female 

● Non-Binary 

● Other 

● Prefer not to answer. 

Q4.) What is your current religion? 

● Christianity 

● Judaism 

● Hinduism 

● Buddhism 
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● Islam 

● Agnostic 

● Atheist 

● Other 

● Prefer not to answer. 

Q5.) What political party would you consider yourself most affiliated with? 

● Democratic 

● Republican 

● Green 

● Libertarian 

● Other 

Q6.) What best describes the area in which you have lived the majority of your life? 

● Urban 

● Suburban 

● Exurban (An area outside the typically denser inner suburban area of a metropolitan area, 
which has an economic and commuting connection to the metro area, low housing 
density, and growth.) 

● Rural 

Q7.) Do you consider yourself a member of the LGBT+ community? 

● Yes 

● No 

● Prefer not to answer. 

The next part of the survey will ask you to identify up to 4 locations on each map where you 
would feel unsafe during the DAYTIME. You will place 4 points simply by clicking anywhere 
on the map. Your points do not need to be on a specific building, instead they can be on a certain 
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part of a street, park, bus stop, etc.. After each map you will be provided the opportunity to 
explain the reasoning behind your choices if you wish to. The first three maps are centered on the 
UW-Madison Campus and the last is centered on the neighborhoods that surround campus. 

 

You are not required to select 4 locations. If there are less than 4 locations please select all that 
apply. If there are more than 4 please select the 4 locations you feel the least safe. Safety in this 
context refers to both physical and phycological. Psychological safety refers to how comfortable 
you would be expressing yourself and your ideas without fear of negative consequences or hate 
from others. 

 

Q8.) Please select up to 4 locations on the map below where you feel unsafe during the 
DAYTIME. 

 

Q9.) Please feel free to add any information as to why you feel unsafe at any of your selected 
locations on the map above. 

Q10.) Please select up to 4 locations on the map below where you feel unsafe during the 
DAYTIME. 
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Q11.) Please feel free to add any information as to why you feel unsafe at any of your selected 
locations on the map above. 

Q12.) Please select up to 4 locations on the map below where you feel unsafe during the 
DAYTIME. 
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Q13.) Please feel free to add any information as to why you feel unsafe at any of your selected 
locations on the map above. 

Q14.) Please select up to 4 locations on the map below where you feel unsafe during the 
DAYTIME. 

 

Q15.) Please feel free to add any information as to why you feel unsafe at any of your selected 
locations on the map above. 

The last part of the survey asks you to do the same as the previous section, but instead of 
selecting locations where you feel unsafe during the daytime, please select locations where you 
feel unsafe during the NIGHTTIME. 

Q16.) Please select up to 4 locations on the map below where you feel unsafe during the 
NIGHTTIME. 
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Q17.) Please feel free to add any information as to why you feel unsafe at any of your selected 
locations on the map above. 

Q18.) Please select up to 4 locations on the map below where you feel unsafe during the 
NIGHTTIME. 
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Q19.) Please feel free to add any information as to why you feel unsafe at any of your selected 
locations on the map above. 

Q20.) Please select up to 4 locations on the map below where you feel unsafe during the 
NIGHTTIME. 

 

Q21.) Please feel free to add any information as to why you feel unsafe at any of your selected 
locations on the map above. 

Q22.) Please select up to 4 locations on the map below where you feel unsafe during the 
NIGHTTIME. 
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Q23.) Please feel free to add any information as to why you feel unsafe at any of your selected 
locations on the map above. 

Thank you for participating in our survey. The information you provided will be used to better 
understand the reasons different students feel unsafe on and around our campus.  

 

Below, you are given the option to provide a method for us to contact you (email, phone, etc.). If 
you would like to talk more about safety issues, please leave contact information below. We may 
follow up with some survey takers to attain more information. Only provide contact information 
if you are comfortable doing so. You are NOT required to provide contact information. 

Q24.) Contact information : 
 

APPENDIX B 
 
 

Heat Maps: Daytime vs. Nighttime 
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Campus Neighborhoods 
 

 
 
Heat Maps: Race 
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Heat Maps: Gender 
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Heat Maps: LGBT+ Community Membership 
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Qualitative Responses 
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APPENDIX D 
 

University Enrollment by Ethnic Status 
 

 
 

APPENDIX E 
 

Questions 1-7 Raw Data 
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Q1 Raw Data (What is your race? [You may select multiple.])

 
Q2 Raw Data (Are you of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin?) 
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Q3 Raw Data (What is your gender?) 

 
Q4 Raw Data (What is your current religion?) 

 
Q5 Raw Data (What political party would you consider yourself most affiliated with?) 
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Q6 Raw Data (What best describes the area in which you have lived the majority of your life?) 

 
Q7 Raw Data (Do you consider yourself a member of the LGBT+ community?) 
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