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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 

As Congress debates and decides issues of national interest such as health care, 

the federal deficit, education, and the environment, a multitude of interest groups seek to 

influence the final legislation and shape future policy outcomes. 

Public policy institutions—or think tanks—represent one type of organization that 

is often found in the thick of the debate. Nationally focused groups from the ideological 

conservative Heritage Foundation to the liberal Center for American Progress are 

comprised of experts who develop solutions to policy problems and actively market these 

ideas to lawmakers and the public.  

Yet, because of the complex nature of the legislative process, the policy impact of 

nationwide think tanks is rarely clear-cut. Policy experts may insert themselves into the 

debate at any point from the time an idea is formulated until a bill is voted upon. In 

addition, the manner in which think tank experts exert influence is varied. Some work 

directly with lawmakers, while others use the media or public conferences to introduce 

their ideas into the debate and the decision-making process. Still others build coalitions 

with like-minded partners or help engage individuals in the political process through 

online social media outlets. These variables make the impact of think tanks difficult to 

quantify. 

Most think tanks are nonprofit organizations and registered with the Internal 

Revenue Service as 501(c)(3) educational institutions. As such, they are prohibited by 

law from supporting candidates or spending a large portion of their revenue lobbying for 

or against legislation. Nonetheless, think tanks can be influential in swaying public 
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support for or against congressional proposals. In the best-case scenario, they are able to 

change public policy by creating the environment that encourages policy change. As John 

Miller explains, “Think tanks are perhaps best at creating the conditions for success, as 

opposed to being directly responsible for the success itself.” (Miller, 2006) They do this 

by conducting policy research, briefing legislators, and educating citizens through 

appearances in the media.  

Think tanks are not a new invention. Their history dates back to the early 

twentieth century with the formation of scholarly institutes, like the Brookings 

Institution, that provided expertise and analysis to government. Think tanks span the 

political spectrum. In the past 35 years or so, however, the landscape has been dominated 

by organizations, primarily on the political right, that advance a specific ideology through 

scholarly research. Their research, conducted by economists, social scientists, and other 

experts that they employ, is designed to back their political ideologies. The Heritage 

Foundation in Washington, D.C., for example, has been credited with being among the 

first to marry marketing with policy and, by doing so, has influenced Congress to enact 

many conservative legislative policies, such as tax cuts and welfare reform. 

As the number of policy groups from all ideological perspectives has proliferated 

to the hundreds, scholars have been examining whether think tanks are effective and, if 

they are, what makes them so. Their conclusions have been mixed, but two intertwined 

indicators of success are commonly cited: media visibility and budget size. Although it 

may not be possible to link specific media exposure definitively with a policy that has 

been adopted or rejected, the more media attention a think tank receives, the greater its 

perceived influence among lawmakers will be and the more likely that its experts will be 
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asked to testify before congressional committees and otherwise contribute to the 

policymaking process. (Abelson, 2002) Since media and public opinion are known to 

influence the behavior of policymakers (Rich and Weaver, 2000), think tanks have 

become skilled in using print and electronic media outlets to their advantage.  

Studies also show that the level of financial resources is the single most important 

organizational characteristic in attracting media attention. (Rich and Weaver, 2000) 

Unsurprisingly, perhaps, a larger operating budget gives a think tank the ability to hire 

more prestigious staff and invest in more marketing and promotional activity, but Rich 

and Weaver found that variations might exist due to organizational age, personal 

networks, resource allocation, and other factors. 

More recently, researchers have identified social networks as another variable that 

helps advance a think tank’s agenda. A think tank’s formal and informal connections to 

other nonprofits links its experts and grassroots constituencies and contributes to its 

effectiveness by disseminating ideas more broadly, accessing new funding resources, and 

developing coalitions in support of certain policy goals. Social networks, in general, have 

been found to have value in society by fostering trust and reciprocity among individuals 

and communities. The social capital that results—much like financial capital or human 

capital—improves the productivity of the individual actors and the organizations 

involved. (Putnam, 2000) 

Nonprofits use horizontal and vertical ties to generate different forms of social 

capital. They work across their horizontal networks to deliver services, share facilities, or 

mobilize resources with other, similar groups as a form of bonding social capital. (Passey 

and Lyons, 2006) This form is often attributed to the connections built within or between 
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homogenous groups, where the actors in the network share the same background, values, 

identity or interests. (Putnam, 2000) They also use their horizontal networks to link with 

groups that do have the same type of members or interests. This is referred to as bridging 

social capital and is associated with more variation among the actors. It is useful in 

engaging nonprofits in collective activity, from which each benefits from, and 

disseminating information. (Putnam, 2000) (Lofors, Sundquist, 2007)  

In addition, a nonprofit may activate its vertical networks to build a trusting 

relationship with an organization that has greater status or power in the social network. 

The linking social capital that results gives the organization access to information, 

resources, and/or representation in a wider sphere of influence. Passey and Lyons use 

examples of how linking capital may connect a group to national governments or to the 

national media. (Passey and Lyons, 2006)  

Nonprofit think tanks may employ these three forms of social capital 

simultaneously. (See Table 1.1.) For instance, a think tank may bond with firms sharing 

the same ideological agenda, bridge to lawmakers with opposing views in order to bring 

about policy change, and link vertically to a larger political movement.  

Table 1.1: Types of Social Capital 

Type of Network Type of Social Capital Represented By 

Horizontal Bonding • Closed, homogeneous 
networks 

• Connections to like-
minded nonprofits 

Horizontal Bridging • Heterogeneous 
• Connections to diverse 

nonprofits 
Vertical Linking • Access to power or 

status in network 
• Mostly homogeneous 
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The Heritage Foundation and the many other organizations that have adopted its 

operating model have excelled in their ability to tap into horizontal and vertical networks 

to influence the conservative debate on national legislation. On the state policy level, 

however, the situation may be quite different. The growing number of state think tanks on 

the political right operate in a smaller setting that may limit their ability to build and 

expand their networks. In addition, competition for funding or the nature of the state 

political environment may affect their ability or need to build networks. 

Today, there is at least one nonprofit policy institution modeled after the Heritage 

Foundation—though operating independently—in each state. They adhere broadly to a 

mission of creating and advocating policy solutions based on the principles of limited 

government, rule of law, protection of personal property, and individual freedom. This 

mission aims to advance a free-market economy whereby the allocation of resources is 

dictated by supply and demand rather than regulation or subsidization by government. 

Within this intellectual framework, however, the groups can vary considerably in their 

specific beliefs and activities. For example, some institutions advocate for social issues 

such as traditional family values, while others focus only on economic issues. 

Data indicate that the state-based free-market think tank movement is growing, 

but its comparatively small size—the Heritage Foundation’s 2008 revenue of $71 million 

was more than that of all the state think tanks combined—has elicited little attention from 

researchers.  

The purpose of this study is to examine the effectiveness of these state-level, free-

market think tanks, using some of the same criteria that have been applied to national 

think tanks; evaluate their use of nonprofit networks and the types of social capital they 
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generate; and provide new insights into this relationship. 

In the first phase of this mixed-methods study, quantitative data were used to 

ascertain which state think tanks were most effective in securing funding and garnering 

media attention. Two linear regressions predicted the expected revenue and media growth 

of these groups when such factors as organizational age, political environment, state 

population and economy, and competition for funding were taken into account. These 

data were compared to the verifiable results in funding and media penetration to illustrate 

those think tanks that either exceeded expectations or fell short.  

In the qualitative phase, interviews were conducted with think tank executives to 

develop in-depth case studies on the use of networks for three organizations. The most 

effective think tank was selected for deeper study, as were two that presented surprising 

results in the quantitative stage. Finally, the two methods were integrated in the 

interpretation phase stage to draw conclusions and make recommendations. 

This approach is subject to certain limitations. First, an organization’s overall 

revenue may not necessarily reflect its organizational success. Like their national 

counterparts, free-market state think tanks do not seek or accept government grants; they 

receive funding from individuals, corporations, and independent foundations. It would be 

important to further evaluate their diversity of funding and, specifically, how much 

money comes from within the state and how much from outside the state. A broader base 

of support from within the state may indicate greater embeddedness of networks and the 

possibility of greater influence in the public policy sphere.  

Likewise, access to traditional media and the ability to use that access to influence 

public policy may be far more limited for state think tanks than it is for national think 



 7 

tanks. A study by the American Journalism Review found that the number of newspaper 

reporters covering state government in the nation’s state capitals decreased 32 percent 

between 2003 and 2009. In New Jersey, for example, seven of the nine newspapers have 

laid off a portion of their reporting staffs. Other newspapers have closed entire bureaus 

for economic reasons. The study found that the reduction in news outlets and reporters 

has diminished the influence of the statehouse press. (Dorroh, 2009) Further, the lack of 

reporting on state issues could minimize the opportunity for a state think tank to be cited 

or to provide commentary in these newspapers.  

Third, it is not known whether the social capital generated by horizontal and 

vertical networks is the source of effectiveness or whether effectiveness, as defined by 

budget size and media penetration, leads to the development of social capital. Network 

building and the social capital that ensues could be part of the natural evolution of an 

organization. As it becomes more skilled in raising funds, it builds more relationships, 

which provide more revenue, which allows it to reach even more people. 

Finally, think tank leaders are engaged in myriad formal and informal networks 

that may produce social capital. These can range from institutional networks in which the 

think tank collaborates formally with other policy groups to informal connections 

developed through casual conversations with other think tank executives. This study does 

not necessarily place a value on the quality of each network beyond observing the 

existence or absence of networks in the case studies. 

By evaluating the effectiveness of think tanks and how they build different types 

of social capital, this study is intended to test the hypothesis that the use of networks 

contributes to their effectiveness. This research is particularly relevant as the free-market 
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state think tank movement continues to grow in revenue and influence.  

Overview of Subsequent Chapters 

 In Chapter 2, a brief history of the evolution of think tanks and their influence in 

the public policy sphere is provided. This is followed by a review of literature that is 

divided into three sections. It begins with the studies that describe how scholars have 

gauged think tank effectiveness. Next, it covers the studies on the institutions that have 

advocated conservative public policies and offers a distinction between these 

organizations and those that have a more liberal perspective. It ends with a review of 

work on networks, and on bridging, bonding, and linking networks in particular. A 

rationale and hypothesis are derived from these studies. 

 Chapter 3 covers the procedures and methodology for the quantitative and 

qualitative phases of the research. It provides details on the population studied, 

definitions of the dependent and independent variables that are considered, and an 

explanation of how data were collected. It is followed by a description of the statistical 

treatment of the data and the methodology for the qualitative research. 

 The results from the regression analyses are presented in Chapter 4 along with the 

reasons for selecting the think tanks for the case studies. 

 Chapters 5, 6, and 7 present the case studies of think tanks selected for in-depth 

interviews on their use of nonprofit networks and the types of social capital they 

generate. 

 Chapter 8 summarizes the study, presents findings from the case studies, tests the 

hypothesis, provides conclusions, and offers recommendations for future study. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
 
Introduction 
 

Quantifiable measurements that signify think tank effectiveness remain elusive, 

despite multiple studies on the topic. This is partly due to the complexity of the political 

process. In order to introduce new ideas and change public policy, think tanks conduct 

research, brief legislators, and work to change public opinion through media attention. 

Yet a think tank could do everything “right” in terms of advancing an issue without 

generating any tangible result if no legislation is adopted based on its ideas. Further, 

when policy success is achieved, it has often been years in the making. For instance, in 

2002, the Heritage Foundation was credited with advancing the policy that led to 

America’s withdrawal from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, which paved the way for 

the deployment of missile defenses. But this policy change was realized only after a 20-

year effort by Heritage’s defense, foreign policy, and government relations experts. The 

1996 reform of the welfare system is a similar example of a policy change that succeeded 

only after a multi-year commitment of time and resources by numerous parties. 

Another challenge is that a think tank may define success by making a policy 

“less bad.” That is, it uses its influence with legislators to deter the enactment of certain 

provisions in a legislative proposal. Results like these are rarely tracked and virtually 

impossible to gauge. 

In order to demonstrate progress to the public and to donors, think tanks often use 

their marketing and fundraising activities as evidence of more immediate impact. There 

are reasons to conclude that these measurements have validity. First, effective marketing 
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programs put information in the hands of policymakers and journalists, who are central to 

a think tank’s mission of disseminating ideas and expertise, and donors are favorably 

impressed when the institution they support is quoted in a prominent newspaper or 

television program. Media citations are a tangible expression of a think tank’s long-range 

work. Second, media penetration is most dependent on budget size (Rich and Weaver 

2000), so the organization’s ability to raise funds is critical. Marketing and fundraising 

are therefore often intertwined.  

Securing financial support from a variety of sources has other benefits as well. It 

enables an organization to conduct more policy research, hire professional staff of higher 

caliber, and produce more products for its major constituencies. In some cases, an 

organization receives enough resources to establish a physical presence, in the form of its 

own offices or building, near the seat of government. The greatest advantage of funding 

diversity may be that the think tank has the freedom to take independent positions on 

issues that could be controversial. (Weidenbaum, 2009) In a scenario where a think tank 

received all its funding from the pharmaceutical industry, for example, it might be 

unwilling to promote health reform policy ideas that would be unfavorable to that 

business for fear of losing financial support; but if the institution secured many 

contributions from varied sources, it could act independently and decline a contribution 

or resist pressure from outside influences. 

At the state level, the problems of measurement may be even more acute, 

especially for think tanks that have not been in existence long enough to build a history of 

achievement. Others must contend with an unfavorable political environment that makes 

the adoption of conservative policy prescriptions unlikely. In Maryland, for instance, the 
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governor is a Democrat as is the majority of the General Assembly. Conservative think 

tanks operating in such states have fewer opportunities for definitive victories. They need 

to derive success from working with legislators in the minority position or with 

Democratic lawmakers whom they can persuade. 

The following literature review begins with a brief history of think tanks in 

America and the evolution of free-market, state-based organizations. Next is a review of 

research on think tank effectiveness with particular attention to politically conservative 

groups. Then the research on nonprofit networks in generating social capital is covered. 

The review ends with a discussion of hypotheses that could be derived from the studies. 

History of Think Tanks 

The marketing of ideas in the media has not always been an activity carried out by 

think tanks. The first wave of think tanks was an outgrowth of the Progressive Era when 

America was undergoing many social and political changes brought about by new 

scientific advancements and other developments. The Institute for Government Research 

was formed in 1916 to promote the functional efficiency of government and address 

budgetary reform. Later renamed the Brookings Institution, it advised government 

agencies on how to become more efficient in implementing policies and allocating 

resources, and it is still in existence today.  

Between the two world wars, the need for economic measurements increased, and 

experts started playing a greater role advising the presidencies of Herbert Hoover and 

Franklin D. Roosevelt. After World War II, policymakers recognized that they required 

outside experts to advise them on the economics of sustaining employment and 

production, as well the technology for Cold War warfare. This led to the formation of 
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RAND, a nonprofit corporation that provided analytical expertise on security issues to the 

government on contract, and introduced the second phase of policy institutions. (Smith, 

1991) 

 In 1943, the first conservative think tank in Washington opened its doors. The 

American Enterprise Association—later renamed the American Enterprise Institute—was 

akin to the Brookings Institution in its scholarly approach to public policy research. 

According to the history on its Web site (www.aei.org/history), it was founded to be 

conservative in spirit but determinedly nonpartisan and nonpolitical. It sought to “express 

no opinion of its own” and produce “accurate, impartial, and objective research.” 

Nonetheless, when William J. Baroody took the helm in 1954 after a stint at the U.S. 

Chamber of Commerce, he clearly positioned the organization as the conservative answer 

to liberal Brookings. (Smith, 1991) 

Under the administrations of John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson, experts in 

government proliferated, especially in the social sciences. They were instrumental in 

advancing social initiatives that were the basis for Johnson’s “Great Society” and an 

expansion of government. (Rich, 2004) The response on the right was a new type of think 

tank—typified by the Heritage Foundation in 1973—that sought to insert policy solutions 

through the legislative process when they could have the most influence, which meant 

actively marketing ideas to lawmakers, the media, and the public. Prior to this, in 

consideration of their tax-exempt status, think tanks were reluctant to provide specific 

ideas and guidance to Members of Congress while legislation was being debated. Instead, 

they released academic reports after the measure had been voted on. In contrast, the 

Heritage Foundation—joined four years later by the libertarian Cato Institute—sought to 
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sharpen the political debate by getting policy prescriptions to Congress and opinion 

leaders earlier in the legislative process through a variety of marketing tactics. The policy 

groups in this third wave were notable for having decided opinions of their own, not just 

for objective analysis, and were not afraid to advocate their positions. (Smith, 1991)  

In the late 1970s, the Pacific Research Institute appeared on the scene in 

California. It was the first public policy institution to be created at the state level 

specifically to advocate a limited role for government and market-based economic 

policies. Over the next decade, other state groups were established and often emulated the 

Heritage model in terms of both research and advocacy. Though the state think tanks had 

no formal organizing structure, they were informally connected through the Madison 

Group, a loose confederation named for the Madison Hotel in Washington, D.C., where 

they first met.  

At the advent of the 1990s, 23 free-market think tanks of various sizes were 

operating in the states. Those involved in the Madison Group felt that a more official 

association was needed to support and build the burgeoning state think tank movement, 

and in 1992, State Policy Network (SPN) was formed with seed money from the late 

businessman and philanthropist Thomas A. Roe. At the time, Roe was a trustee of the 

Heritage Foundation and envisioned a future in which each state would have an 

institution capable of advancing conservative policy at the state level as effectively as 

Heritage did on the national level. (Miller, 2006)  

State Policy Network has become a powerful facilitator over the years, with 2008 

revenue of $4 million. Its name itself implies that it is building the relationships, or 
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networks, that allow groups to collaborate. It has also helped to spur the creation of think 

tanks in all 50 states and train their leadership and staff. (See Chart 2.1.) 

 

Chart 2.1: Growth of Free-Market State Think Tanks 

 

 

In spite of their similar missions, the state-level free-market think tanks act 

independently of each other and do not always share the same agenda with other state or 

national think tanks. For instance, the Independence Institute of Colorado has a strong 

libertarian bent, which means it focuses almost exclusively on fiscal policy such as tax 

reform. Meanwhile, the Sutherland Institute in Utah addresses economic issues but also 

advocates social policies supporting traditional families. Also, few state think tanks 

concentrate on national issues such as homeland security, preferring to emphasize the 

issues on which they can have the most influence, such as education and welfare reform.  

 Of course, market-oriented think tanks are not the only ones operating in the states, 

but progressive—or liberal—groups have been slower to get started and have not been 
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sustained financially the same way that free-market groups have been. A 1998 article 

found that private liberal foundations, in particular, did not turn their attention to policy 

battles in the states until the early 1990s when the free-market state think tank movement 

was well underway. (Callahan, 1998) Subsequently, a study by the Open Society Institute 

reported on the growth of liberal state policy groups backed by private foundations and 

individual donors. The report cited what free-market groups have asserted since the 

1970s: that the states are where battles are being waged on health care coverage, the 

minimum wage, and other issues once thought of as only federal issues. (Kallick, 2002) 

Within two years of this report’s publication, many of the liberal state groups disbanded 

in the wake of the Democrats’ failed attempt to retake the presidency in 2004. (Miller, 

2006)  

 Today, there are liberal think tanks in Alaska, Maryland, North Carolina, and 

Washington, among other states, but they differ from the conservative institutions in that 

they are not always 501(c)(3) organizations and have decidedly partisan agendas. 

According to the Capital Research Center, a conservative watchdog group, however, 

there is a new challenge to conservative preeminence with the arrival of the Democracy 

Alliance, a financial clearinghouse funded by George Soros to support a loosely knit 

group of liberal nonprofits, think tanks, media outlets, leadership schools, and activist 

groups. Since its founding in 2003, the Democracy Alliance has contributed more than 

$100 million to these causes. (Vadum and Dellinger, 2008) Much like SPN on the 

political right, the Alliance seems to be attempting to harness the power of its network to 

influence policy outcomes for liberal issues. 
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Literature Review 

Think Tank Effectiveness 

As the number of think tanks has grown, scholars have asked what makes them 

effective or not effective in attempting to influence policy decisions. Many studies have 

focused on their media marketing abilities and budget size. 

In The Idea Brokers: Think Tanks and the Rise of the New Policy Elite, Smith 

(1991) acknowledges that the role of marketing—often through the media—has 

dramatically changed think tanks since the mid 1970s, as well as the public’s perception 

of them. In fact, he regards this as the most significant factor in their development. In the 

daily competition for attention and funding, think tanks have become skilled in securing 

radio and television interviews and placing commentary in newspapers to promote their 

ideas. But Smith is unconvinced that marketing tactics succeed in creating lasting 

influence on the policymaking process. He contends that any short-term gains are offset 

by the loss of academic rigor and serious debate. Smith believes that real influence lies in 

educating and training the next generation of the policy elite and placing them in 

positions of power in government. Certainly, many former experts from liberal and 

conservative think tanks have populated the Democratic and Republican presidential 

administrations. 

While Rich (2004) also questions the correlation between marketing and 

effectiveness, he arrives at slightly different conclusions. In Think Tanks, Public Policy, 

and the Politics of Expertise, he evaluates the impact of policy expertise by studying two 

key constituencies of think tanks: journalists and congressional staff. He argues that both 

are central actors in the policymaking process and that both depend on the expertise of 
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think tanks to understand the issues at hand. His surveys showed that while non-

ideological think tanks were deemed to be more credible generally, think tanks as a 

whole were considered to be influential in the policymaking process by the media and 

legislative personnel. Moreover, market-oriented think tanks on the political right have 

been the most successful in conveying their ideas and expertise in the national print 

media.  

Berry (1999), in The New Liberalism: The Rising Power of Citizen Groups, 

explains that advocacy organizations highly prize the placement of commentary in major 

newspapers based on the belief that policymakers and their staffs read them. In addition, 

the pieces generally contribute to the conversation on evolving policy discussions. Berry 

studied all issues of the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal for 295 days in 1995 

and concluded that think tank experts wrote nearly 55 percent of all op-ed columns.  

In Do Think Tanks Matter? Assessing the Impact of Public Policy Institutes, 

Abelson (2002) compares and contrasts major U.S. think tanks from across the 

ideological spectrum with those in Canada and concludes that American think tanks are 

much more embedded in the policymaking process than Canadian think tanks are. He 

found that the U.S. policy institutions that attract more media attention are also more 

likely to have their experts invited to testify before Congress. They are also considered to 

be more influential in the eyes of policymakers and opinion leaders. Abelson cites the 

earlier work of Rich and Weaver, who studied the media visibility of 51 think tanks in six 

national newspapers over a period of seven years. They state that media penetration is 

often used as a proxy for organizational success because lawmakers are known to be 

influenced by what they read and watch in the news media. (Rich and Weaver, 2000)  
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Conservative Think Tanks 

There is general agreement among observers that conservative think tanks have 

been more successful than their liberal counterparts for reasons that vary from their 

marketing skills to their ability to influence policymakers to their use of networks. 

Organizational characteristics such as cohesive vision, management capability, issue 

coverage, and ability to leverage resources also play a part. 

An article in The Economist, “The Charge of the Think Tanks” (2003), reviews 

several national and state-based free-market think tanks and concludes that they are better 

organized and more strongly committed to their cause than left-leaning groups are. Like 

Rich’s book, this article references these groups’ zeal for marketing, which many 

interpret as an intent to promote ideology rather than to formulate new ideas. In addition 

to strong fundraising and business-like operations, the article cites “a willingness to 

collaborate” as a reason for the growth and influence of these think tanks. 

In Think Tanks and Civil Societies: Catalysts for Ideas and Action (McGann and 

Weaver, 2002), the Heritage Foundation’s president, Edwin J. Feulner, cites several 

factors in its success. As noted in many other studies (Abelson, 2002)(Rich, 2004)(Smith, 

1991), Heritage’s marketing model introduced a new method for promoting ideas in 

Washington. Instead of publishing lengthy academic papers for a small group of 

intellectuals, Heritage developed short briefs and focused on getting its materials into the 

hands of policymakers and the media. The think tank continues to tout its media 

penetration today as evidence of its impact. A second factor is Heritage’s large income 

base. Not only does it have the highest revenue among conservative think tanks ($65 
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million in 2007), but it also is the most broadly supported with more than 625,000 

individual donors.  

In addition to individual contributors, think tanks rely on private foundations for 

funding, as cataloged in a report by the National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy. 

This study analyzed the giving patterns in 2000 of 79 conservative foundations with 

combined assets of $103.7 million. It concluded that these funders and the think tanks 

they support had a “tremendous impact” on the policy decisions of the Administration 

and Congress, yet the average foundation grant size was just $52,788. (Krehely et al., 

2004) 

Rich came to a similar conclusion. He discovered that conservative or free-market 

think tanks were more effective than liberal ones, but not because they received more 

funding. Private foundations that supported liberal public policy groups outspent 

conservative funders by three to one. (Rich, 2005) The reasons for conservative 

effectiveness were that the groups and their funders had certain advantages. Right-leaning 

think tanks tended to research a broad range of issues, which mirrored how the legislative 

and executive branches operated. On the left, liberal groups organized around specific 

issue areas, which may have limited their overall influence. Conservative funders, 

meanwhile, were willing to provide general operating support, which helped think tanks 

to build the capacity of their institutions. Liberal funders were more project-focused in 

their grants, and this has limited organizational growth. Perhaps the fundamental 

difference, according to Rich, was that liberal grantors sought to fund neutral, unbiased 

research, while conservative funders were supportive of an ideological agenda that 

brought about policy change. 
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A second report from the National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy 

studied 12 of the largest conservative foundations and their grantmaking from 1992 to 

1994 to illustrate how the conservative policy agenda in America has been formulated 

and advanced. It found that conservative philanthropists began with a clear long-term 

vision and built strong institutions by investing in the think tanks’ marketing activities, 

funding the development of intellectuals and policy leaders, and supporting a wide range 

of organizations. (Covington, 1997, 2004) 

Bai (2007) also describes the unified message or “argument” of conservatives 

(lower taxes, limited government, strong national defense, traditional American values), 

as well as the commitment of funders to support the communication of ideas. The 

Argument (Bai, 2007) details the liberal political ascent in the early 2000s and how 

Democrats emulated the conservative model in their successful bid to retake the House 

and Senate in 2006. Conservatives, through think tanks and other outlets, have built a 

“message machine” whereby they have invested in the capacity to make arguments 

forcefully. However, Bai’s assertion that “the…conservative ideology that has 

transformed Washington over the past 25 years has been soundly discredited” may be an 

overstatement.  

Finally, the authors of The Right Nation: Conservative Power in America 

(Micklethwait and Wooldridge, 2004) state that one reason for the success of right-

leaning groups is their ability to flood the policy marketplace with both products and 

ideas that cover a broad range of issues to put pressure on policymakers and advance 

their agenda. They estimate that conservative think tanks spent $1 billion promoting their 

ideas in the 1990s. Micklethwait and Wooldridge found that the Heritage Foundation and 
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other think tanks operate with the discipline of businesses. Their “product” is furthering 

conservative principles. These groups have also built funding mechanisms whereby they 

have become reliant on contributions from thousands of individual donors rather than a 

few foundations or corporations.  

The Role of Nonprofit Networks 

A network consists of a set of individuals or organizations that are linked through 

social relationships such as familial or professional ties, friendships, or information 

exchange. (Jordan, 2006) According to social capital theory, the trust built through social 

networks increases the productivity of individuals and organizations in a community, 

especially when the actors are engaged or “embedded” in dense networks of reciprocal 

social relations. (Putnam, 2000)  

From an organizational perspective, both for-profit and nonprofit firms benefit 

from building strong social networks in everything from enhancing program delivery to 

ensuring their survival. (Provan and Isett, 2005) In the business world, interorganizational 

networks—or voluntary alliances between companies—have been shown to provide 

many benefits, from increasing the flow of information to enhancing collaboration on 

product development to creating unique economic opportunities. (Uzzi, 1996, 1997) 

Gulati’s research on the patterns of network formation found that alliances occur based 

on direct and indirect prior ties within a social network. These ties provide information 

about the reliability and capabilities of potential partners, and the relationships or 

networks formed are crucial to the success and survival of firms. (Gulati, 1995, 1999)  

Social networks may be built horizontally or vertically, and each generates 

different types of social capital. Like human capital or physical capital, social capital has 
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productive value for individuals as well as for groups because it entails mutual obligation, 

trust, and responsible action. According to Passey and Lyons (2006), nonprofit 

organizations represent both the “social glue” and “social oil” in its reproduction: social 

glue because nonprofits are networks of individuals that voluntarily bond themselves 

together to pursue shared goals. This is referred to as bonding social capital. Bridging 

social capital is the social oil that facilitates interactions between different groups of 

people and organizations. In their survey of Australian nonprofit organizations, they 

concluded that nonprofits engaged their networks regularly to add to their stocks of social 

capital.  

In Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, Putnam 

described how horizontal networks help form bonding and bridging social capital within 

communities. Bonding ties are forged in and between generally equal, homogenous 

groups that share a common social identity or similar interests. This relationship is 

inwardly focused and characterized by a high degree of trust. Examples include 

fraternities or book clubs. (Putnam, 2000)  

Bridging social capital, also generated from horizontal networks, is outward 

looking and typified by links across different social groups. A bridging network offers 

benefits to its members, but it also promotes the reciprocity and social integration that 

help society by creating links to the external environment and promoting information 

diffusion. (Putnam, 2000) This draws on the seminal research of Granovetter regarding 

the strength of weak ties in networks that perform an important bridge-building function 

in the dissemination of ideas and information. While individuals with strong personal ties 

or bonds tend to be more similar in various ways, their ideas are rarely spread beyond 
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their cliques. Weak ties, on the other hand, give people access to information and 

resources beyond their immediate social circle. (Granovetter, 1973 and 1983) 

Bridging social capital has generally been thought to be more beneficial than 

bonding capital for nonprofit firms because it provides a group with external connections 

that could aid in the exchange of information and the attainment of financial resources. 

(Ashman, Brown and Zwick, 1998) However, not all nonprofits or individuals form these 

ties. Guo and Acar studied nonprofit organizations that work in partnerships to 

understand why some groups develop formal collaborative activities while others 

collaborate more informally. Based on a survey of 95 urban charitable organizations, they 

concluded that more formal networking occurs when the organization is older, has a 

larger budget size, receives government funding but relies on fewer government funding 

sources, and has board connections to other nonprofit groups. (Guo and Acar, 2005) 

Vertical networks generate a third type of social capital: linking social capital. 

This is fostered by ties between individuals and organizations at different levels of 

influence within a network and is often facilitated by intermediary institutions. (Passey 

and Lyons, 2006) The central difference between this type of social capital and bridging 

and bonding social capital is that the actors are unequal in their access to power or 

resources. (Szreter, 2002) Linking capital may give an organization the ability to interact 

with groups across institutional power structures to access to national lawmakers or the 

media, for example. 

In a study of civil society resource organizations that generated funds and made 

grants to nonprofit organizations in multiple countries, scholars (Ashman, Brown and 

Zwick, 1998) determined that both bonding and bridging activity are essential for the 
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formation of social capital. The strong ties that occurred from bonding with homogenous 

entities promoted social cohesion, and the weak ties developed between heterogeneous 

groups paved the way for access to new resources. The authors specifically cite the role 

of the founders of these organizations and the need for those with strong-tie networks to 

develop weak ties to new funding partners. Likewise, the leaders with weak-tie networks 

needed to strengthen their bonds to like-minded partners to build legitimacy in their local 

environments.  

Coffé and Geys (2007) provided a new methodology for identifying an 

organization’s ability to form bonding or bridging social capital based on the 

socioeconomic background of its members. Prior research had quantified an 

organization’s capacity to bond based on the number of members in a group with 

additional memberships, and thus showed a bias toward larger organizations. Coffé and 

Geys found that some organizations will be naturally more heterogeneous if there is a 

broad representation of socioeconomic groups among its members.  

Finally, Wollenbaek and Selle (2007) delved into the origins of social capital and 

refuted Putnam’s argument that social capital is built most effectively by regular face-to-

face interaction between individuals. Instead, they suggest that non-political intermediary 

institutions have a pivotal role in linking citizens to the political system and individuals to 

society. The trust required for social capital to flourish may emanate from observing 

successful and visible civil society institutions operating to promote the common good.  

National think tanks also utilize horizontal and vertical nonprofit networks to 

disseminate their ideas, find new funding sources, advance their agenda, and share 

expertise. Feulner referred to the Heritage Foundation’s networks and their ability to 
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“harness the power and effectiveness of other organizations” as one of the three most 

important elements of Heritage’s success after its marketing and fundraising capabilities 

(McGann and Weaver, 2002) Specifically, he pointed to the Resource Bank, an annual 

meeting where attendees can receive training and expertise on policy, marketing, and 

fundraising. According to the Heritage Foundation’s Web site, the 32nd meeting, held in 

April 2009, drew “more than 600 think tank executives, public interest lawyers, policy 

experts, and elected officials from around the world.…” This event generates both linking 

and bonding social capital as groups connect to the ideas and issues of the larger 

conservative movement and build relationships with organizations that share the same 

mission. Likewise, Feulner’s colleague Bridgett Wagner, who oversees this project, wrote 

that growing a network is a measure of impact in itself. (Wagner, 2004) 

In Forces for Good: The Six Practices of High-Impact Nonprofits, Crutchfield and 

Grant (2008) strongly tie networks to the effectiveness of national think tanks. The 

authors profile 12 exemplary organizations and outline the key factors that contribute to 

their success. The groups have diverse missions and range from a policy institute 

(Heritage Foundation) to a museum (Exploratorium) to a hunger relief group (Share Our 

Strength) In the course of their research, which encompassed hundreds of nonprofits, the 

authors had to decide how best to gauge the impact of the groups being studied, 

eventually settling on several criteria including the scale of impact, sustained impact for 

at least 10 years, budget size, age, and issue areas. One of their key findings was that 

high-impact nonprofits nurture networks of allies beyond their immediate organization to 

leverage assets and bring about change. In the case of the Heritage Foundation, it formed 

the Resource Bank in 1977 to provide a network for the then-handful of state and national 
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conservative think tanks. Beyond this annual gathering, Foundation staff collaborate 

regularly with national and state organizations to share knowledge and resources and to 

develop the talent to lead organizations in the future. 

In recent years, Heritage’s annual Resource Bank meeting also facilitates the 

conservative legal movement, which is a network of public interest law firms that has 

developed in parallel to the think tank movement. Steve M. Teles (2008) details its 

evolution since the 1970s, which was in response to the growing number of liberal-

leanings of judges, professors, and lawyers and the expansion of liberal public interest 

law firms, in his book, The Rise of the Conservative Legal Movement. However, unlike 

the think tanks that purposely built networks, the conservative legal movement was 

formed through the shared intellectual interests among the actors and the creation of a 

network was a by-product of this interaction. 

Covington (2004) had similar observations to Crutchfield and Grant regarding the 

activities that foster state and regional networks. She found that national think tanks often 

influence state-level policy decisions and support state-level groups by convening regular 

meetings for state public policy experts, and the free-market movement has built 

networks for communicating policy ideas and proposals to multiple constituencies, 

including national and state lawmakers and the media.  

Miller (2007) reported that State Policy Network has consistently encouraged its 

affiliated groups to share information, research, and ideas. A report from a progressive 

think tank, Political Research Associates (Clarkson, 1999), determined that the state think 

tank movement, led by SPN, leverages resources between the national and state levels, 

shares personnel, and collaborates on policy research and ideas. The author contends that 



 27 

a “quiet revolution” is underway as these networks build substantial platforms for their 

public policy agendas.  

Aside from the work of Miller and Clarkson, however, there has been insufficient 

study of the role of networks in the effectiveness of state-based free-market think tanks. It 

is not known how nonprofit networks contribute to the influence of state think tanks and, 

if they do, what exactly they contribute. Nor does research exist as to the type of social 

capital that state think tanks generate. This study attempts to address these issues. 

Alternative Hypotheses 

One hypothesis is that state think tanks, unlike national ones, are able to secure 

funding and raise media attention without the benefit of extensive connections. They are 

in less need of nonprofit networks because they work on localized issues in smaller 

geographic areas. For instance, the education policy solutions proposed by a state think 

tank in Kansas may vary greatly from what is formulated in California by a different 

think tank. Therefore, the state think tanks find less value in building coalitions or 

networks with other nonprofits to address this issue. In addition, a think tank’s funding 

and media sources could be extremely localized as well, so the contribution of networks 

may be insignificant. 

Another hypothesis is that the leadership of a state think tank dictates its success 

in securing media or funding, rather than the formation of nonprofit networks. The skills 

and temperament of the executive director may be a critical factor in effectiveness if he 

or she is an able spokesperson and fundraiser.   
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Rationale and Hypothesis 

The purpose of this study is to test the hypothesis that networks add value to the 

work of state-level, market-oriented think tanks. 

This study will test this proposition though a two-stage, mixed-methods study. 

First, quantitative research will be used to predict the effectiveness of state think tanks in 

raising media visibility and money, taking into account five independent variables: 

organizational age, state population, political environment, state economy, and funding 

competition. In the second phase of the study, three think tanks that performed very well, 

average, and poorly respectively were studied using qualitative analysis to ascertain how 

their networks contributed to their performance. 

In terms of the independent variables, the age of the organization is significant 

from a cursory review of revenue growth over time. Generally, the longer a think tank is 

in existence, the greater its overall revenue, but in its formative years, a younger think 

tank may grow more rapidly than a more established group. 

The state’s population was included to determine whether think tanks in states 

with a greater number of residents had an advantage in raising funds. 

Since policy institutions and their work are intrinsically tied to lawmakers, the 

political environment in which the state think tanks operate was assessed. One might 

surmise, for instance, that conservative think tanks have more success in states dominated 

by the Republican Party, which generally shares their ideology. 

The economy of each state was considered by using to the proxy of 

unemployment rates to ascertain whether a declining financial outlook in the period 

studied may have an effect on charitable contributions that a think tank receives. 
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Finally, the level of competition within the state from similarly oriented groups 

may have an impact on a group’s ability to raise funds or gain media exposure. 
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CHAPTER 3 
PROCEDURES AND METHODOLOGY 

 
 
Introduction 

Previous studies have found that a think tank’s influence and effectiveness are 

often dictated by the organization’s ability to earn respect for its intellectual products 

among government officials and the media. In addition, the ability to secure sufficient 

resources from a diverse array of funders is essential to garnering media attention, 

building institutional capacity, and preserving a think tank’s independent views. (Rich 

and Weaver, 2000)(Weidenbaum, 2009)  

More recently, observers have discovered that the nonprofit networks utilized by 

national conservative think tanks also contribute to their success. (Crutchfield and Grant, 

2008) Through these formal and informal relationships, the think tanks communicate 

ideas, develop leadership, share resources, and bring about policy change. 

 The use of nonprofit networks by the 56 state-based conservative or free-market 

think tanks is less well known. While all 56 groups are members of State Policy 

Network—an umbrella organization that works to form and support these policy 

institutions—each think tank operates independently of the others and is engaged in 

fostering policy change in its own state.  

Applying the existing research on the effectiveness of national think tanks, the 

first phase of this study uses the quantitative data of media penetration and revenue 

between 2006 and 2008 to measure the influence of state think tanks and identify which 

are more or less successful. Five factors were considered to control for significant 

variations among the groups: organizational age, competition for funding, and the state’s 

population, political environment, and economy.  
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The second phase of the study measures the use of nonprofit networks through 

qualitative research in the form of telephone interviews to determine whether there is a 

difference between the more effective and less effective think tanks regarding their 

embeddedness in nonprofit networks and ability to generate social capital. The hypothesis 

being tested is that the think tanks that are more successful in raising funds and securing 

media attention are also embedded in multiple nonprofit networks. 

Population 
“Free-market state think tank” describes each of the 56 policy research institutes 

that concentrate on state public policy, are 501(c)(3) charities, and promote policies that 

support the principles of limited government, lower taxes, and individual freedom. These 

institutions are distinct from their progressive or liberal counterparts in their missions and 

policy prescriptions, and they neither seek nor accept government funding. Instead, their 

revenue is derived from a combination of foundation grants and gifts from individuals 

and corporations. Their combined 2008 revenue was more than $61 million, and 

individual think tanks’ annual revenues ranged from $103,000 to $3.6 million. (See Table 

3.1.) Further, all are members of the State Policy Network, whose mission, according to 

its Web site (www.spn.org), is “to improv[e] the practical effectiveness of independent, 

non-profit, market-oriented, state-focused think tanks.” 

Table 3.1: Free-Market State Think Tanks 
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With the exception of three groups (the Show-Me Institute of Missouri, the 

Tennessee Center for Policy Research, and the Free State Foundation of Maryland), think 

tanks founded after 2005 were eliminated from the study because insufficient financial 

data existed for the years 2006 through 2008. The groups eliminated were the Caesar 

Rodney Institute (Delaware); Idaho Freedom Foundation; Wyoming Liberty Group; 

North Dakota Policy Council; Platte Institute for Economic Research (Nebraska); Ocean 

State Policy Research Institute (Rhode Island); Freedom Foundation of Minnesota; Public 

Policy Foundation of West Virginia; Empire Center for New York State Policy; and 

Montana Policy Institute. Three other think tanks were eliminated because the scope of 

their work extended beyond the state: John William Pope Civitas Institute (North 

Carolina); Manhattan Institute (New York); and Institute of the North (Alaska). 

Finally, four think tanks founded prior to 2005 were removed due to lack of 

financial data for one or more years: the Calvert Institute for Policy Research (Maryland); 

Indiana Policy Review Foundation; Great Plains Public Policy Institute (South Dakota); 

and Ethan Allen Institute (Vermont). Data from the remaining 39 think tanks formed the 

basis of this research. 
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Data Collection and Treatment 
 

Quantitative Data 
 

Dependent Variables 

Revenue: All the state think tanks studied are 501(c)(3) organizations under IRS 

rules. They are required to submit a Form 990 tax return annually provided that they have 

revenues of $25,000 or more. (In 2010, the threshold increased to $50,000, and 

organizations with less revenue are required to file Form 990-N to retain their tax status.) 

Publicly available tax returns from 2006, 2007, and 2008 were accessed for each 

organization to capture data on their annual revenues. While there can be inaccuracies on 

these forms, they are not enough to discount the findings because the errors are not 

expected to be systemic. 

Media Penetration: Media penetration was determined for each state think tank 

by conducting a search of NewsBank results (NewsBank, 2010) under the think tank’s 

name for the years 2006, 2007, and 2008. NewsBank compiles the text of more than 2000 

local, regional, and national newspaper titles, and the research generated results for all of 

the policy groups. While some media references may have been omitted from the totals, 

these data are believed to be generally accurate. NewsBank results correlated closely with 

the self-reported media exposure of the Maryland Public Policy Institute, for example.  

Independent Variables 

Organizational Age: The age of an organization may have an effect on both 

media penetration and funding. As a group matures and becomes more established in a 

state, it may gain more visibility among the media, acquire greater expertise on the 

issues, attract better-qualified staff, and improve its fundraising techniques. The year the 
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organization was founded was determined from the IRS ruling date reported by the Urban 

Institute’s National Center for Charitable Statistics (www.nccs.org). 

State Population: The population of the state may positively affect the availability 

of funds for state think tanks. A think tank in a heavily populated state may have many 

more potential donors from whom to seek support. On the other hand, a think tank in a 

sparsely populated state may have more success in gaining attention for its work if there 

is less competition from other organizations. However, it is not known what percentage 

of think tank funding comes from donors within the state, where population may be a 

factor. 

State resident numbers were accessed from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Web site at 

www.census.org. In the study, the states were characterized as large, medium, or small. 

Large states have populations of 10 million or more, medium states have populations of 

more than 5 million but less than 10 million, and small states have populations of less 

than 5 million residents. 

In order to measure state population, a series of dummy variables were used in 

which each observation of state size has the value zero or one. For example, California 

had the value of one under the variable “Large State” but the value of zero in the 

variables “Medium State” and “Small State.” The regressions computed “Large State” 

and “Medium State.” This calculated how the large states are different from small states 

and how the medium states are different from small states. 

Political Environment: The political environment in which a think tank operates 

can change dramatically from year to year. In order to present general trends, this study 

utilized national data between 1996 and 2008. Specifically, it identified a state as being 



 36 

red, blue, or purple based on the results of the last four presidential elections. This 

provided a broader snapshot of a state’s political leanings over time. Republican 

candidates carried red states in three to four of the last four presidential elections, 

Democrats carried blue states, and purple states were carried twice by each party. This 

designation could be limiting because it does not take into account the political makeup 

of each state’s legislative body. Further, it cannot be assumed either that a free-market 

state think tank has influence only in a political environment dominated by Republican 

lawmakers or that it exercises a particular kind of influence. As with population, a series 

of dummy variables were used. Texas, for instance, was assigned the value of one under 

the variable “Red State” and the value of zero for each of the variables of “Blue State” 

and “Purple State.” The regressions used “Red State” and “Blue State.” These evaluated 

how red states are different from purple states and how the blue states differ from purple 

states in relation to funding. 

State Economy: A state’s declining financial vitality in the period under study 

may have a negative impact on funding. According to Giving USA’s Annual Report on 

Philanthropy, charitable giving from individuals rose by 1.0 percent in 2006 and 2007 

but decreased by 6.3 percent in 2008. Based on reports from the Foundation Center, 

grants from independent foundations increased each of these three years but at a 

decreasing rate: 14.6 percent in 2006, 13.2 percent in 2007, and 0.08 percent in 2008.  

State think tanks receive the majority of their revenue from foundation grants and 

individual donors, but the allocation between these two sources of revenue does not have 

to be reported on the organizations’ annual tax return. Thus, a think tank that is heavily 
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dependent on foundation giving may have been less affected financially than were think 

tanks that rely on individual donors for the majority of their support. 

In order to control for a potential downturn in contributions as a result of 

economic changes, this study uses the growth in the state unemployment rate for 2006 

through 2008 as a proxy for the changes in the economy and the likelihood that 

individual donations will have been affected in a corresponding manner. 

Funding Competition: State think tanks are in competition for funding from 

national as well as state organizations that have similar policy agendas. To ascertain the 

level of funding competition, this study utilized Policy Experts (www.policyexperts.org), 

the most comprehensive online database of conservative and/or free-market policy 

institutions and individuals, to determine the number of self-described policy 

organizations operating in each state.  

It should be noted that this data source is subject to certain limitations. It counts 

the number of groups in the state but does not evaluate their level of resources. Therefore, 

a state think tank with a small number of competitors may actually face more challenges 

raising money if those competitors are well funded. Also, the data do not reveal whether 

the competitor groups receive a majority of their funding from sources within the state or 

not. Finally, the data do not take into account national organizations that are fundraising 

at the state level. The Heritage Foundation and the Cato Institute are just two examples of 

groups that fundraise nationwide and may compete for contributions with state think 

tanks. As described in the case studies in Chapters 5–7, some insight into this relationship 

was sought by examining the Heritage Foundation’s contributions revenue in the three 

states where the think tanks selected for case studies are located. 
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Qualitative Data 

 
Nonprofit Networks: A network is described as a set of people or groups that are 

connected by social relationships such as friendship, business alliances, a common third 

party, or information exchange. (Gulati, 1999) Organizations that are embedded in a 

diverse number of networks have opportunities to cooperate and to foster trust and 

commitment among the firms within the relationship. (Guo and Acar, 2005) This could 

produce linking, bonding, and bridging social capital. 

Linking Social Capital: Linking social capital refers to relationships developed in 

a vertical network between lower and higher levels of one or several organizations. An 

intermediary institution may facilitate these connections and thereby often help an 

organization to access more influential actors, such as national media. (Passey and Lyons, 

2006) State think tanks rely on vertical networks to connect them to the larger 

conservative movement, as well as to ideas, financial resources, training, and experts. An 

example of this is the State Policy Network, the umbrella association for the state think 

tank movement. It links the state groups to training, information, and resources as well as 

to national policy experts.  

Bonding Social Capital: Bonding social capital is generated through horizontal 

networks and is often characterized by organizations that are relatively equal and share 

the same or similar values, beliefs, or interests. These bonds are marked by trust, 

information exchange, and reciprocity and are referred to as strong ties in a social 

network. (Ashman, Brown and Zwick, 1998) Among state think tanks, bonding social 

capital often occurs between like-minded organizations when they collaborate on 

research or marketing. 
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Bridging Social Capital: Bridging social capital is also generated in horizontal 

networks, but among heterogeneous groups that may not share the same values or beliefs. 

There is less trust between the actors, and this is therefore often called a weak tie. 

(Ashman, Brown and Zwick, 1998) However, these external connections have been 

described as the difference between “getting by” and “getting ahead” in society. (Putnam, 

2000) Free-market state policy groups may create bridging social capital by working with 

their liberal or progressive counterparts in the states or with non-political groups on 

issues of mutual interest. 

Methodology 
 

Quantitative 
 
Regression analysis was selected as the means to measure the degree of effect 

between the dependent and independent variables, thereby establishing the latter’s 

predictive value.  

Using SPSS analysis, two linear regressions were performed in order to evaluate 

the think tanks based on their funding and media growth during the years 2006 to 2008. 

The regressions measured the significance of each independent variable in relation to the 

dependent variable of either funding or media.  

In the first regression, the dependent variable was the revenue growth between 

2006 and 2008. The independent variables were the age of the organization, population, 

competition, media growth, unemployment growth, and political environment. 

In the second regression, the dependent variable was media growth between 2006 

and 2008. The independent variables were the age of the organization, population, 

competition, revenue growth, unemployment growth, and political environment. 
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Then a model was generated to predict the performance of the think tanks in 

funding and media growth for the stated years, which could be compared to the actual 

results of the think tanks’ operations in these areas to measure their real performance. 

Qualitative 

Three think tanks were identified for more in-depth interviews regarding their use 

of networks based on their level of success compared to the predictive model. The 

process for this phase was as follows. First, general background information on the 

organization was compiled based on their Web sites, publications, and media. Second, the 

data on the independent variables of political setting and funding competition were 

reviewed to understand the environment in which the think tank operates. Then a 

telephone interview was conducted with each executive director to cover questions 

regarding the history of the organization as well as its use of bonding, bridging, and 

linking social capital. (See Appendix A for the interview questions.) The original data 

and the interviews were then synthesized and analyzed to develop case studies for each 

think tank. 
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CHAPTER 4 
PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 

 
 

Quantitative Data 
 

Analysis of Revenue Growth 
 

In the first regression analysis, the value of the dependent variable—revenue 

growth between 2006 and 2008—was estimated by using the independent variables of 

organizational age; population (as indicated by “Medium State” and “Large State”); 

competition; economy (determined by the state’s unemployment growth); media growth; 

and the political environment (as indicated by “Red State” and “Blue State”).  

In Table 4.1, the significance of the effect of each independent variable on 

revenue growth is indicated in the far right column. A statistically significant finding 

would indicate that the effect of the independent variable is statistically distinguishable 

from no effect. Researchers commonly use the standard of a 5 percent significance level 

(p!0.05). This means that there is at least a 95 percent statistical probability that the 

independent variable caused the effect and at most a 5 percent probability that it had no 

measurable effect. (Muhlhausen, 2010) When one has a small data set—in this case, there 

are only 39 state think tanks in the study—it is acceptable to use .10 for the p value, 

which would indicate a 90 percent probability that the independent variable had an effect 

on the dependent variable. 

The results below show that only one independent variable—organizational age—

was statistically significant and had a predictive value on growth in revenue. The p value 

was .008, meaning that there is a 99.2 percent probability that the age had an effect on 
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revenue. Thus, one can conclude that revenue growth was connected to organizational 

age and has not occurred by chance.  

What may seem surprising, though, is that for each additional year in operation, 

an organization had a decrease in revenue growth of 8 percent. This is reflected in B, 

which indicates how the dependent variable changes as the independent variable changes. 

This may be explained by the fact that state think tanks might receive an infusion of seed 

money in their formative years and, thus, grow rapidly. After several years of operation, 

growth may be much less dramatic. 

In terms of the other independent variables in the regression, the high degree of 

unexplained variation—even using the less rigorous p value of .10—indicates that there 

is no meaningful relationship and that they have no predictive value in terms of revenue 

growth. 

Table 4.1: The Correlation of Independent Variables in Relation to Revenue Growth 
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Ranking the Most Effective Think Tanks Based on Revenue 

 
The regression also provided a predictive model for think tank revenue growth 

based on these variables. Specifically, the regression estimated the percent by which the 

think tank revenue was expected to change between 2006 and 2008. In roughly half of the 

cases, revenue was predicted to increase. This model was then compared to the actual 

revenue growth of the think tanks, and the variance was indicated. 

The results, shown in Table 4.2, are sorted in descending order by the percent of 

variance from model, with the think tanks that exceeded predicted growth by the greatest 

margin listed first.  

On the first line of the table, it was predicted that the Illinois Policy Institute, for 

example, would experience 234 percent growth based on its age, state population, and 

other independent variables noted above. Its actual growth, however, was 491 percent, or 

256 percent better than the model predicted. The Free State Foundation of Maryland 

performed 136 percent better. 

In total, 19 state think tanks performed better than predicted. In contrast, the 

Center for Policy Research of New Jersey and the Allegheny Institute for Public Policy—

at the end of the list—performed 160 percent and 176 percent worse, respectively, than 

the model forecasted. 

  



 44 

Table 4.2: Ranking of Think Tanks Based on Variance from Predictive Model for 
Revenue Growth 
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Analysis of Media Growth 
 

In the second regression, media growth between 2006 and 2008 was used as the 

dependent variable. The independent variables were organizational age; population (as 

indicated by “Medium State” and “Large State”); competition; unemployment growth; 

revenue; and the political environment (as indicated by “Red State” and “Blue State”).  

The results, shown in Table 4.3, show that few independent variables had any 

impact on media exposure, as the p values in the right-hand column were generally 

greater than 10 percent. The exception was the political environment, as indicated by 

“Red State” and “Blue State.” The regression shows that a red state (one in which 

Republican candidates carried three to four of the last four presidential elections) or a 

blue state (one in which Democrats carried the state) had approximately 97 percent 

statistical probability to have an effect on media exposure, but only as compared to 

purple states (where each political party carried two of the four presidential elections). 

Compared to think tanks in purple states, think tanks in red and blue states experienced 

declines of 256 and 255 media citations, respectively, from 2006 to 2008. A possible 

explanation may be that there is greater public discourse through the media think tanks in 

states where political races are highly competitive. 
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Table 4.3: The Correlation of Independent Variables in Relation to Media Growth 
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Ranking the Most Effective Think Tanks Based on Media 
 

A second predictive model was generated to show the expected performance of 

think tanks in terms of media growth between the years 2006 and 2008. (See Table 4.4.) 

As with the revenue model, the predictions were compared to the actual performance by 

the think tank, and the variance was indicated in ranking order with the groups that 

exceeded predicted growth by the greatest margin listed first.  

 As might be expected, three think tanks that ranked in the top ten of the revenue 

model (the Tennessee Center for Policy Research, the Goldwater Institute in Arizona, and 

the Nevada Policy Research Institute) also appeared in the top ten in the media model. 

Two other top revenue producers (the Illinois Policy Institute and the Independence 

Institute) also performed better than the media growth model had predicted. 
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Table 4.4: Ranking of Think Tanks Based on Variance from Predictive Model for Media 
Growth 
 

)%*%+',&-./',*./' 2#3.4+4' ),'

H"+4-G%+4'

!"#$%&'

566BI

5667'

;G%3*J'

!"#$%&'

566BI

5667' >*"-*.G+'

T:-?9:"D(=&;9%>(=)9%>?(!"#$%$&$'( 6880( TP( 16a1K( 5KKaKA( FAFaA0(
,'W:D:(=)9%>?(E'#':->+(!"#$%$&$'( 0110( ,]( 6K0a1K( 22Fa42( 610a44(
O'""'##''(J'"$'-(*)-(=)9%>?(E'#':->+( 6882( O,( 10a2F( F65( 6F6a5A(
X)&$+(J:-)9%":(=)9%>?(J)&">%9( 014K( XJ( F1a6F( 682( 0K2aAA(
G)9DH:$'-(!"#$%$&$'( 0144( .I( 086a05( 6K5a61( 0K6a02(
E%)(G-:"D'(C)&"D:$%)"( 6888( ,T( KKa16( 602aF4( 054a5A(
=:>%*%>(E'#':->+(!"#$%$&$'( 01A1( J.( [FFa81( 15a4F( 06Aa16(
O'Z:#(=&;9%>(=)9%>?(C)&"D:$%)"( 0141( O^( d1aF5( 2Fa5A( K6a40(
.99'U+'"?(!"#$%$&$'(*)-(=&;9%>(=)9%>?( 0112( =.( d61aA0( 08a0F( F1a45(
J)<<)"H':9$+(C)&"D:$%)"( 0144( =.( d55a84( d00a8A( FFa86(
!99%")%#(=)9%>?(!"#$%$&$'( 6886( !@( 6aF8( 61a50( 6Aa00(
S)#%:+(Y:-$9'$$(J'"$'-(*)-(=&;9%>(=)9%>?( 011F( ,V( 51aFK( A6aAF( 6FaFA(
\:#+%"U$)"(=)9%>?(J'"$'-( 011A( \.( 008a25( 061a60( 04aKA(
!"D'L'"D'">'(!"#$%$&$'( 0142( JM( FAaKA( 28a04( 06a26(
T:>B%":>(J'"$'-(*)-(=&;9%>(=)9%>?( 014A( T!( d8a56( 8aAA( 0a01(
C9%"$(V%99#(J'"$'-(*)-(=&;9%>(=)9%>?( 011K( /X( 56aF2( 58a14( d0aFA(
G')-U%:(=&;9%>(=)9%>?(C)&"D:$%)"( 0110( G.( Fa08( d6aFA( d2a5A(
J'"$'-(*)-(=)9%>?(E'#':->+()*(,'H(S'-#'?( 6886( ,S( 4Fa21( K4aA2( d05a45(
J:#>:D'(=)9%>?(!"#$%$&$'( 0110( ME( 6Aa1A( K( d60a1A(
N:"B''(!"#$%$&$'( 0145( JO( 1a04( d60a0( dF8a64(
.-B:"#:#(=)9%>?(C)&"D:$%)"( 0112( .E( 26a46( 0AaK2( dF2a04(
Y9&'U-:##(!"#$%$&$'(( 6885( /N( A4a64( 56a4K( dF2a5F(
.9:;:<:(=)9%>?(!"#$%$&$'( 0141( .@( 0Aa6F( d62( d56a6F(
O+)<:#(S'**'-#)"(!"#$%$&$'( 011K( ].( K8a2K( 0Aa4K( d56aA8(
X+)H[T'(!"#$%$&$'( 6882( TM( 006aK0( 2KaA6( d22a18(
S)+"(@)>B'(C)&"D:$%)"( 0141( ,J( 084aF1( F1aKA( dK4aA6(
J'"$'-()*($+'(.<'-%>:"(QZL'-%<'"$( 0118( T,( K2a16( d6a15( dK4a4K(
T%##%##%LL%(J'"$'-(*)-(=&;9%>(=)9%>?( 688F( TX( 10aKF( 06a2( dA1a0F(
]%-U%"%:(!"#$%$&$'(*)-(=&;9%>(=)9%>?( 011K( ].( 24aA6( d6Fa2F( d46a62(
G-:##-))$(!"#$%$&$'()*(V:H:%%( 6880( V!( FAa61( d51a24( d4Ka4A(
\%#>)"#%"(=)9%>?(E'#':->+(!"#$%$&$'( 014A( \!( 46a68( d2a15( d44a05(
=%)"''-(!"#$%$&$'( 0144( T.( 4Ka6A( dFaFK( d41aKF(
MB9:+)<:(J)&">%9()*(=&;9%>(.**:%-#( 011F( M/( K1a2K( d65a85( d1FaK8(
X&$+'-9:"D(!"#$%$&$'( 0112( _O( 50a84( d26aKA( d1FaA2(
C-''(X$:$'(C)&"D:$%)"( 688A( TP( 08Ka8A( d00a00( d00Aa04(

  



 48 

T:%"'(V'-%$:U'(=)9%>?(J'"$'-( 6886( TQ( K2aF1( d2Ka4( d066a01(
S:<'#(T:D%#)"(!"#$%$&$'( 014A( C@( 026a4F( 06a2( d058aFF(
Y&>B'?'(!"#$%$&$'(*)-(=&;9%>(=)9%>?(
X)9&$%)"#( 0141( MV( 601aAF( K4a04( d020a22(
QW'-U-''"(C-''D)<(C)&"D:$%)"( 0110( \.( 005a60( dF1a00( d02FaF6(

 
 
 However, there are some surprises. The Maryland Public Policy Institute ranked 

first for exceeding predictions of media growth by over 373 percent but was 

simultaneously one of the lower performers in revenue growth for the same period (see 

Table 4.2), having raised 88 percent less than the regression foretold. Meanwhile, another 

Maryland institution, the Free State Foundation, greatly underperformed in media (117 

percent worse than the model predicted) but had been ranked second in revenue growth. 

Likewise, the Allegheny Institute for Public Policy of Pennsylvania was last in revenue 

performance (–176 percent) but ranked ninth in media growth. Finally, the Evergreen 

Freedom Foundation of Washington was positioned last in media growth, having 

performed 153 percent worse than predicted, but had returned solid results in revenue 

growth. 

 It might be expected that groups that have been successful in raising funds would 

also be successful in securing media attention. The predictive model bore this out in 

many instances. This may be because the top revenue-generating groups have the 

capacity to produce more products, can afford to hire additional staff to work with the 

media, or have sufficient funds to hire public relations consultants. 

Yet that does not explain why some poor revenue producers were able to greatly 

exceed expectations in garnering media or when groups that ranked at the top in the 

revenue model performed poorly in the media model. There may be several reasons for 

these seeming inconsistencies. One explanation may be that the low-performing revenue 
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producers, such as the Allegheny Institute for Public Policy, may divert a larger 

percentage of their operational funds to generating media. Meanwhile, the fact that some 

think tanks performed well on the revenue side but poorly in the media may be the result 

of other factors, such as their use of online media or other communication vehicles, 

which were not measured in the media data. Finally, state politics could impact the media 

results of think tanks. A state with a more contentious political environment may generate 

more opportunities for public debate. A fuller picture will be sought through the case 

studies. 

Qualitative Data 

Three think tanks were selected for in-depth interviews with current and past 

executive directors regarding their use of networks based on their level of revenue and 

media efficiency as demonstrated in Tables 4.2 and 4.4. (See Appendix A and Appendix 

B for interview questions and details about the organizations.) Chapters 5–7 are the case 

studies that resulted from the interviews. In each case, the independent variables of the 

state’s economy, the political environment, and competition were considered, as well as 

new factors such as the influence of the board and the background, experience, and 

special skills of the executive director. The goal was to ascertain whether the use of 

nonprofit networks to forge linking, bonding, and bridging social capital played a 

significant role in an organization’s success or failure or whether other variables were 

more relevant.  

The three think tanks and the reasons they were selected are as follows: 

• Case Study 1: Illinois Policy Institute. Founded less than a decade ago, the 

Illinois Policy Institute has grown at a rate that has far outpaced its counterparts in 
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other states. Its success seems to correlate to the advent of new institutional 

leadership, but there may be other factors at work as well. 

• Case Study 2: Evergreen Freedom Foundation. A seasoned think tank formed 

in 1991, the Evergreen Freedom Foundation performed very close to what the 

model predicted in terms of revenue. However, it was ranked last in expected 

media growth. Based in Washington State, it must contend with several 

competitors including another free-market state think tank, the Washington Policy 

Center. 

• Case Study 3: Center for Policy Research of New Jersey. This think tank was 

founded in 2002, the same year as the Illinois Policy Institute, but has had 

markedly worse results in both funding and media growth. By 2009, it had ceased 

operations. 
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CHAPTER 5 
CASE STUDY #1: ILLINOIS POLICY INSTITUTE 

 
 
Introduction 
 

“Network with purpose; network with sincerity.” That is the guiding principle that 

drives Chief Executive Officer and Chairman John Tillman and his staff of 14 at the 

Illinois Policy Institute (IPI). 

John Tillman joined the Institute as a board member in 2007 and shortly thereafter 

became chief executive officer and chairman. Since then, the Institute has grown 

dramatically, placing it 256 percent ahead of the projections from the regression analysis. 

(See Chart 5.1.) 

While Tillman’s business background and the State of Illinois’ politics—rocked 

by mismanagement and scandals involving the Democratic governor—may have 

contributed to the Illinois Policy Institute’s success, there is also evidence of deliberate 

and strategic engagement in nonprofit networks. Moreover, this involvement pre-dated 

Tillman’s tenure as CEO. 
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Chart 5.1: Illinois Policy Institute’s Revenue Growth 

 
 
 
 
History 

 
The Illinois Policy Institute (www.illinoispolicy.org) describes itself as “a 

nonpartisan research organization dedicated to supporting free market principles and 

liberty-based public policy initiatives for a better Illinois. As a leading voice for 

economic liberty and government accountability, we engage policy makers, opinion 

leaders, and citizens on the state and local level.” 

The Institute eschews ideological labels of conservative or libertarian because it 

feels that these can be inaccurate, but its work is based on the principles of economic 

liberty and free-market principles that are often synonymous with a conservative policy 

agenda. Its five priority issue areas are budget and taxes, education, government reform 

and transparency, health care, and transportation. 

Founded in 2002 by Gregory Blankenship, the Institute took four years to get to 

the $100,000 mark in annual revenue. During this time, the board of directors of the 
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Illinois Policy Institute remained at three members, which included the founder. 

Blankenship was born in Illinois but spent a period of his professional career in 

Washington, D.C. He was a member of the staff at the Washington-based Center for 

Security Policy and later worked in the corporate public affairs arena in the 

telecommunications industry. His background in policy and public affairs made him 

arguably better connected to the national policy world than to the state environment. 

After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, Blankenship read about State 

Policy Network in a Wall Street Journal editorial and decided to call SPN’s president, 

Tracie Sharp. Blankenship was unaware of the state think tank movement but interested 

in forming an organization in Illinois. Sharp took his call but directed him to Joseph Bast, 

the founder, president, and CEO of the Heartland Institute, a conservative public policy 

organization in Chicago with more than two decades of success in promoting national 

policy change. According to Blankenship, Bast told him that it takes approximately five 

years for a think tank to gain recognition, credibility, and a base of donors. The 

quantitative research in this study generally affirms this supposition. Simply put, a think 

tank’s age has an impact on its revenue. 

Blankenship based his operations in Illinois’ capital, Springfield, in order to begin 

building relationships with Illinois lawmakers, lobbyists, and trade associations. He 

prided himself on being able to work as well in the idea-realm of public policy as he did 

in the reality of partisan politics. He was also a prolific writer and would regularly 

produce three to four commentary pieces a week, often to the detriment of fundraising 

activities. The Institute relied heavily on State Policy Network grants for operating 

support. “They basically saved us,” says Blankenship. Due to the high investment costs, 
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IPI was unsuccessful in sustaining a direct mail program to attract individual donors. 

Meanwhile, Blankenship was finding that the SPN grant process had become more 

competitive due to the increasing number of state think tanks and their growing 

sophistication in fundraising techniques. 

By 2006, the Institute was struggling financially, experiencing a 30 percent drop 

in revenue from 2005. 

While Blankenship was trying to establish IPI as the go-to source for free-market 

policy, Illinois entrepreneur and businessman John Tillman was looking for something 

new. A 25-year resident of the state, Tillman had started more than half a dozen 

businesses in the areas of retailing, e-commerce, and Internet access, but he turned his 

attention to public policy in 2004. He says, “I didn’t know anyone in the policy 

community.” So he applied his marketing acumen from the business world and began 

making telephone calls to national and state organizations involved in free-market policy 

and politics. This led him to the Virginia-based grassroots group, Americans for Limited 

Government, where he became president and director in May 2004. Over the course of 

two years, he helped ALG grow from a single, part-time employee to a staff of 

approximately 25 that had a significant impact on political activity in 13 states in 2006. 

Through ALG, Tillman became more aware of state policy, and in 2007, he approached 

the Illinois Policy Institute to join its board. 

Tillman brought a different approach to the organization. As Blankenship noted, 

Tillman was “Chicago-centric,” meaning he was connected to the business world of 

Chicago. Tillman also considered it essential to be engaged in Chicago’s media market, 

which is the third largest in the country. So while Blankenship remained in the state’s 
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capital, Tillman reestablished IPI’s headquarters in Chicago. Blankenship acknowledges 

today that having both locations was important for success in a state like Illinois. Think 

tank executives need to communicate as effectively with lawmakers as they do with 

media and potential major donors. 

Blankenship’s departure from IPI in 2008 allowed Tillman to take the helm. 

Within 12 months, revenue skyrocketed to $1.5 million. Moreover, more than 65 percent 

of IPI’s revenue in 2009 came from residents of Illinois, an indicator of Tillman’s success 

in connecting to influential and wealthy individuals in the state. The balance of IPI’s 

funds came from private foundations and corporations.  

Internal Factors 

Board of Directors 

Since 2008, the board has been augmented with two new members who serve on 

other nonprofit boards. Before 2008, the board was made up of three members who did 

not offer significant connections to the outside community. 

Leadership 

Blankenship and Tillman’s dissimilar professional backgrounds resulted in very 

different approaches to running a think tank. Blankenship describes himself as being 

“service-oriented.” He relished his role in helping other organizations and developing 

policy ideas. Tillman, meanwhile, believes that message and marketing have been crucial 

to the Institute’s success. Like many other business executives, Tillman speaks in terms 

of unique selling proposition, markets, and measurable results. His methods are akin to 

the practices of any successful for-profit entity in that he works to understand and 

respond to the needs of his customers—who are lawmakers. In a practical sense, this 
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means providing lawmakers with policy ideas while understanding the political 

repercussions of those ideas.  

External Factors 

State Economy 

 Between 2006 and 2008, Illinois’ unemployment rate increased from 4.1 percent 

to 7.6 percent. This was one of the largest increases among the states studied and larger 

than Washington or New Jersey, the locations of the think tanks in the other case studies. 

With nearly 13 million residents in 2008, Illinois is also the largest state among the three 

states studied. 

Political Environment 

The Illinois General Assembly has shifted between Republican and Democratic 

control over the years, while the governorship was firmly in the hands of Republicans 

from 1977 to 2003. At that time, the last Republican occupant retired, and Rod 

Blagojevich became the first Democrat in a quarter of a century to be elected governor. 

Five years later, he achieved another first as the first Illinois governor to be impeached 

and removed from office after being charged with conspiracy and solicitation to commit 

bribery. (Weisberg, 2008) 

For the years of this study, 2006–2008, the political environment created both 

opportunities and challenges for the Institute. On one hand, there was growing discontent 

with Governor Blagojevich’s spending policies, which provided an opening for new 

policy solutions by an aggressive think tank that espoused better fiscal policies. On the 

other hand, Democrats controlled both chambers of the Illinois General Assembly, which 
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meant that conservative policy victories would be difficult to achieve. Table 5.1 shows 

the composition of the General Assembly for the years 2006–2008. 

Table 5.1: Composition of Illinois General Assembly by Political Party Affiliation for 
Years 2006–2008 
 
' P#30+'#('8+Q"+0+.%*%-9+0' )+.*%+'

( P( E( M$+'-( P( E( M$+'-(
688K( K2( 2F( ( F0( 6A( 0(
688A( KK( 26( ( FA( 66( (
6884( KA( 20( ( FA( 66( (
 

Competition 
 
 As noted, Illinois is home to one of the more successful national think tanks, the 

Heartland Institute (www.heartland.org). According to its annual report, Heartland’s key 

audiences are the nation’s 8,300 state and national elected officials and approximately 

8,400 local elected officials. Founded in 1984, it now raises close to $8 million annually 

to fund its research on such issues as education, health care, the environment, and 

property rights. Yet individuals account for only 7 percent of Heartland’s revenue. The 

majority of its funding (76 percent) comes from private foundations.  

 By contrast, another national organization, the Heritage Foundation, has found 

Illinois to be a target-rich environment for individual donors. In 2009, 3.6 percent (or 

$2,365,200) of its $65.7 million annual revenue came from Illinois members. Further, it 

has established an active local group—the Chicago Community Committee—to engage 

local Heritage donors and raise funds. 

 These two organizations present both an opportunity and a threat to the Illinois 

Policy Institute. Heritage’s fundraising achievements indicate a capacity and willingness 

among individuals to donate to free-market causes, which may also benefit IPI if it is able 

to solicit these people for funds. Additionally, Tillman’s strong links to the Heritage 
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Foundation give him access to its information and experts. Meanwhile, Heartland is a 

recognizable brand in Illinois and connected to the state even though its focus is national. 

IPI’s affiliation with this institution may offer it a measure of credibility among 

lawmakers and the media.  

On the other hand, the existence of these two policy groups meant that the Illinois 

Policy Institute was operating in a busy field and had to work hard to distinguish itself 

and its products. Further, it made it challenging for IPI to gain a foothold in the media, as 

journalists may be more apt to cover Heartland’s activities and seek out its experts for 

comments.  

Illinois is also home to several smaller 501(c)(3) nonprofit organizations that, like 

IPI, broadly defend the principles of a free society including free enterprise and rule of 

law. These include the Illinois Taxpayer Education Foundation; the New Coalition for 

Economic and Social Change; the Howard Center for Family, Religion and Society; and 

the Rockford Institute. The annual revenues of these groups range from $60,000 to over 

$4 million, and they share a long tenure in Illinois. Rockford was established in 1982, and 

the other groups were formed in the early 1990s. 

Nonprofit Networks 

Both leaders of the Illinois Policy Institute tapped into vertical and horizontal 

networks that resulted in various levels of linking, bonding, and bridging social capital. 

Linking Social Capital 
 

Blankenship and Tillman spoke in glowing terms about State Policy Network and 

have attended “almost everything” that SPN hosts, from its large annual meeting to the 

series of training workshops held throughout the year. Tillman has been a speaker at 
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these meetings and has had as many as nine staff members in attendance. They regard 

SPN events as integral to forging ties with other think tank leaders, connecting them to 

the larger conservative movement, and offering valuable tools for developing fundraising 

and public relations skills. The agenda for the 2008 State Policy Network Annual 

Meeting shows that nearly 60 percent of the sessions during the two-day meeting were 

devoted to either fundraising or media. (See Appendix C.) Likewise, both attended the 

Heritage Foundation’s Resource Bank meeting, another annual gathering of the 

conservative policy community. The program for this meeting is more extensive, but the 

2008 agenda indicates that 35 percent of the sessions covered fundraising topics. (See 

Appendix D.) 

The networks of state think tanks help develop the strong bonds and cohesion that 

support the “message machine” of the conservative movement. (Bai, 2007) Blankenship 

excelled in forging and utilizing these connections. His experience in Washington and 

working in corporate public affairs allowed him to form a relationship with Americans 

for Tax Reform, a taxpayer advocacy group that is known for its “Wednesday” meeting, a 

gathering of more than 150 policymakers, grassroots activists, and policy experts at its 

Washington, D.C., headquarters that has been held weekly since 1993. In addition, 

similar meetings take place regularly in 47 states, where “center-right” groups meet to 

network, strategize, and promote their ideas. ATR’s network of like-minded groups 

introduced Blankenship to national and state leaders who advanced the same issues. 

Blankenship was also instrumental in giving national conservative groups entrée 

into the state. He would work with allied organizations such as the Heritage Foundation 

and the National Taxpayers Union—a taxpayer advocacy group in Alexandria, 
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Virginia—to host local events. This activity, while extremely time-consuming for IPI’s 

leader, generated goodwill and sometimes a small grant. It also had other practical 

results. Blankenship cites one example where they successfully opposed a state tax 

increase by leveraging the connections and expertise of various state and national policy 

groups. Overall, the collaboration with center-right groups complemented and expanded 

IPI’s influence. 

Through its interaction with larger networks, IPI built linking social capital that 

gave it access to resources, training, ideas, and information. Tillman stated that he was 

able to meet with philanthropists and corporate donors who attended these meetings and 

that this resulted eventually in gifts for his Institute. Additionally, he and his staff 

acquired new skills that improved IPI’s fundraising and media programs and produced 

more funds and media attention. Finally, both Tillman and Blankenship built social ties 

with a network of colleagues who could provide guidance and support for the Institute’s 

efforts. 

Bonding Social Capital 
 
 Greg Blankenship approached the Heartland Institute regularly for ideas and 

opportunities to collaborate. Despite his outreach to this Chicago-based group, he did not 

feel that Illinois had a strong grassroots infrastructure for engaging multiple groups and 

individuals. His goal was to make the Illinois Policy Institute a hub for like-minded 

groups in the state and on a national level. Blankenship’s Washington-focus resulted in 

less evidence of bonding social capital during his tenure. 

John Tillman relied on 20–25 meetings and events per month to extend his 

networks, of which approximately a third are with other nonprofit organizations. Like 
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Blankenship, many of these are national groups that are not equal to the Institute in terms 

of their size and access to influence and resources. On a typical day, Tillman met with 

Matt Kibbe, CEO of the grassroots organization FreedomWorks, and then welcomed 

Arthur Brooks, president of the American Enterprise Institute in Washington, D.C., to 

give the keynote address for an IPI meeting in Chicago. 

The Illinois Policy Institute’s willingness to share its knowledge was one area 

where bonding social capital was most apparent. Like the CEOs in Crutchfield and 

Grant’s high-impact nonprofits, Tillman built informal networks with his contemporaries 

at other state think tank, primarily through State Policy Network events. In addition, he 

convened a marketing exchange conference call to share his marketing expertise with the 

executive directors of other conservative nonprofit organizations.  

 Bridging Social Capital 

Blankenship took pride in his connections to politically conservative people and 

organizations in virtually all of the states. He maintains these bonds to this day by 

attending conferences and posting on blogs and message boards of conservative policy 

groups. However, he was less successful in creating new relationships with people or 

institutions that were external to his network. 

Tillman, on the other hand, did not limit his outreach to free-market allies. He has 

leveraged horizontal networks to forge ties with at least two other Illinois institutions, the 

Civic Committee of the Commercial Club of Chicago and the Civic Federation. The 

former, according to its Web site, “is one of the oldest organizations representing the 

business, professional, educational and cultural leaders of the Chicago region dedicated 

to improving Chicago as a place to live, work and conduct business.” The latter provides 
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fiscal policy analysis and recommendations to state officials, the media, and the public. 

These groups are not connected with the free-market movement, although they espouse 

some policies that would align with fiscally conservative views. 

Tillman is also connected to heterogeneous groups and the community through 

the nonprofit boards on which he serves, including one for his church. He is also a 

member of the North Center Chamber of Commerce and volunteers as village president 

in his community. Previously, his board experience included the Boys and Girls Club.  

Tillman’s bridging social capital activities are deliberate. In order to access people 

beyond his immediate sphere of contacts—or, as he calls it, the “persuadable middle”—

he has developed “weak ties” by identifying and cultivating a list of policy influencers. 

The Institute may not be ideologically aligned with these individuals or organizations, but 

Tillman and his team sought them out and partnered with them whenever possible to 

advance their free-market policy agenda. 

 Reflecting on his tenure as president, Blankenship said his original goal was to 

create an institution that would exist beyond him, and he achieved that. He was pleased 

with the organization’s accelerated growth starting in 2007 and referred to his initial 

conversation with Heartland President Joe Bast about the need for an organization to 

reach the five-year mark to prove that it has staying power. The early years are critical for 

establishing credibility, building networks, and demonstrating consistency in order to 

gain the trust of the media, policymakers, and donors. 
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CHAPTER 6 
CASE STUDY #2: EVERGREEN FREEDOM FOUNDATION 

 
 
Introduction 
 
 “Hollywood is an important market for us,” says Lynn Harsh, executive director 

of the Evergreen Freedom Foundation (EFF) in Olympia, Washington. This is not a 

statement one might expect from the leader of a free-market think tank. After all, it is 

much more common to hear of the entertainment industry lining up behind left-wing 

causes rather than more conservative ones. 

 But the Evergreen Freedom Foundation does not always follow the more 

traditional pathways to success that are followed by other free-market policy groups. That 

may be because of its location in liberal-leaning Washington State. Like so many other 

think tanks, it generates research and policy recommendations, but it has to be more 

innovative in order to get its message across. In 2008, for instance, it produced Flunked, a 

documentary on the failing education system narrated by award-winning Hollywood 

actor Joe Mantegna. The film later won the award for Best Documentary at the San 

Fernando Valley International Film Festival in Los Angeles. 

 The Evergreen Freedom Foundation was selected for a case study because it is a 

seasoned group whose financial performance was in line with the regression model. The 

model forecasted 19.2 percent revenue growth between 2006 and 2008, and EFF 

achieved 15.6 percent. However, in terms of media penetration, Evergreen was the worst-

performing state think tank. The model predicted 114 percent growth in media 

placements, and EFF’s media declined by 39 percent, according to the data collected. 
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 Nonetheless, as one of the oldest and best-established free-market state think 

tanks, the Evergreen Freedom Foundation offers a model for fledging groups in its 

systematic approach to utilizing its nonprofit networks. 

History 
 
 In 1991, the state think tank world was still relatively small. There were only 15 

other free-market organizations operating in various states, though three others would be 

formed that year along with EFF. Their only source of organizational support was the 

Madison Group, a loose confederation of groups that was the precursor to State Policy 

Network. 

 Unlike today’s new state think tanks that can count on training, legal, financial, 

and fundraising advice (and often seed money) from SPN, the Evergreen Freedom 

Foundation was established from scratch with a couple of hundred local contacts of the 

two founders, Lynn Harsh and Bob Williams. 

Nineteen years later, EFF is a $2.5 million organization (see Chart 6.1) with 23 

employees, five contractors, 20 high-level volunteers, and 5,000 individual donors. Its 

primary research areas are economic policy, education reform, elections, labor policy, 

and property rights, analyzed from a perspective that promotes individual liberty, free 

enterprise, and accountable government. It reports that more than 50 percent of its 

revenue comes from individuals. Significantly, it is still led by one of the founders, Lynn 

Harsh. The other founder, Bob Williams, also remains actively involved with the 

organization as a senior fellow. 

While primarily a policy group, EFF engages in legal analysis and litigation—an 

area in which few think tanks participate. EFF focuses on those legal areas that are 
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consistent with its core mission: government accountability, labor policy, education 

policy, and economic policy.  

 
Chart 6.1: Evergreen Freedom Foundation’s Revenue Growth 

 
 
 
Internal Factors 
 

Board of Directors 
 

At 17 members, the Evergreen Freedom Foundation’s board is larger than those 

of most other state think tanks. Evergreen makes good use of board committees to carry 

out its governance duties. All of the members serving in 2008 have been serving from at 

least 2006. Moreover, most serve on the boards of other nonprofit organizations ranging 

from their churches to Habitat for Humanity.  

According to Harsh, the organization has learned over time how to identify the 

right type of individuals to serve on its board. It looks for leaders who have 

connections—or networks—in the larger community. Successful entrepreneurs are best. 
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It is critical that board members can think at the executive level and be very engaged in 

fundraising.  

Leadership 
 

Chief Executive Officer Lynn Harsh was one of the founders of the Evergreen 

Freedom Foundation. Born in Oregon, she spent most of her adult life in Washington 

State. Before forming the group in 1991 with Bob Williams, she taught high school 

English and history and dabbled in local politics. Harsh did not serve on any nonprofit 

boards but was an advisor to several. 

Williams brought in-depth policy and political expertise to EFF. He worked for 

the U.S. Government Accountability Office, auditing the Pentagon and Post Office before 

moving to Washington State, where he served five terms in the legislature and was the 

1988 Republican nominee for governor. 

 While some nonprofits can suffer from a “founder’s” syndrome whereby the 

original creator of an organization becomes ineffective but remains at the helm, EFF 

seemed to have navigated its course well. EFF remained innovative and agile despite its 

long history and large size. There was a seamless transfer of responsibility from 

Williams, who was the initial executive officer, to Harsh, who took the role in the late 

1990s.  

External Factors 
 

State Economy 
  

Washington falls into the category of a medium-sized state for this study because 

its 2008 population was 8,682,661, or between the 5 million and 10 million that 

designated the medium states. 
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Of the three states represented in the case studies, Washington fared better 

economically based on its unemployment rate. Unemployment increased 42 percent 

between 2006 and 2008, but this was much less than in Illinois (85 percent increase in 

unemployment rate) and New Jersey (69 percent). There are many other ways to evaluate 

state economies. A report sponsored by the Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation and 

produced by the Information Technology and Innovation Foundation ranks states by their 

ability to operate in a new economy that requires global outreach and an educated 

workforce. Significantly, Washington State ranked fourth in the nation in 2007 and 

second in 2008. (Andes and Atkinson, 2008) 

Political Environment 
 

Washington, like the two other states selected for case studies, is a “blue” state. 

That is, Democrats carried the state in three of the four last presidential elections. More 

relevant for this study, Democrats control the state legislature’s Senate and House of 

Representatives, and their domination is increasing. (See Table 6.1.) The governor since 

2004, Christine Gregoire, is also a Democrat. As with Illinois, this political environment 

may pose both an opportunity and a challenge for EFF fundraisers and media experts. It 

can be an advantage if supporters feel hopeful that the group can effect change in public 

policies. It can be a detriment if residents give primarily to political campaigns or feel as 

though change will not occur despite the work of EFF and others. Likewise in the media, 

state politics may either encourage or discourage debate and either expand or limit the 

opportunities available for EFF to deliver its message through the press. 

  



 68 

Table 6.1: Composition of Washington State Legislature by Political Party Affiliation for 
Years 2006–2008 
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Competition 
 

EFF has at least two main competitors in the state: the Washington Policy Center 

(WPC) and the Discovery Institute. The Washington Policy Center 

(www.washingtonpolicy.org) is also a member of the State Policy Network and raises 

$1.5 million annually. Founded in 1997, its mission is quite similar to EFF’s in that it is a 

research and education institution that focuses on policymakers, the media, and the 

general public. Its base of operations can be found an hour north in Seattle, but some of 

its 13 staff members work in its satellite office in Olympia where EFF is located.  

The Discovery Institute (www.discovery.org) in Seattle takes a broader policy 

perspective and consequently has a larger base of support with $5 million in annual 

revenue. This group is similar to EFF in that it also promotes the principles of free 

enterprise and individual liberty, though it does so primarily at the national level. It, too, 

produces reports, meets with lawmakers, and seeks media attention.  

Two other Washington State–based nonprofits are worth noting because of their 

longevity in the political arena and potential links to EFF. The first is the Second 

Amendment Foundation, which advocates at the state and national levels for the right to 

bear arms. This organization was founded in 1974 and raised $3.5 million in 2008. The 

second, much smaller group is the Washington Research Council, which researches 
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public policy issues and conducts economic analysis. Its history dates back to 1932 when 

it was founded as the Washington Bureau of Governmental Research. In 1954, it merged 

with the Washington State Taxpayer Association to form the Research Council. In 2008, 

the group generated less than $400,000 in revenue. 

In short, Washington State has a deep and active history of state policy 

institutions that advance a free-market economy and a limited scope for government.  

Another form of competition is from national organizations. The Heritage 

Foundation, for instance, receives 2.1 percent (or $1,379,700) of its annual revenue from 

individuals in Washington State. By comparing EFF’s revenue alone to that of two other 

state think tanks founded in 1991—the Georgia Public Policy Foundation and the 

Cascade Policy Institute of Oregon—EFF does not appear to have suffered financially 

from the fundraising activities of its various rivals. The Evergreen Freedom Foundation is 

more than double the size of the Georgia Public Policy Foundation and the Cascade 

Policy Institute, both of which face a similar level of competition. The presence of a 

large, engaged group of donors in Washington State who understand and value the work 

of think tanks may be an advantage to EFF in raising funds. This comparison to other 

think tanks formed in the same year is significant because the regression analysis showed 

that organizational age was statistically significant and had a predictive value in terms of 

growth in revenue.  

Media Penetration 
 

The regression analysis showed a steep decline in growth in traditional media 

based on the institute’s age and other factors. However, Lynn Harsh stated that EFF’s 
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media placements had increased. Two possible explanations exist for the discrepancy 

between the collected data and EFF’s reported results. 

First, the data source utilized to capture media information was NewsBank, which 

tallies the results from 2,000 local, regional, and national newspapers. While this source 

proved to be generally accurate for several think tanks examined, it does not capture all 

of the nontraditional media vehicles such as online sources, which were a major part of 

EFF’s strategy in trying to reach new audiences. The 48,000 unique visitors annually to 

its “Liberty Live Blog,” for example, rivaled that of a major Washington newspaper, The 

Seattle Times. Evergreen also utilized its Web site, podcasts, television, and, more 

recently, a nationally syndicated radio show, “Radio Free Washington,” to secure greater 

visibility for its work.  

A second factor may have been the demise of state and local newspapers in recent 

years, as well as the reduction in the number of reporters covering state policy. In 2007 

and 2008, The Seattle Times slashed its budget, closed news bureaus, and laid off dozens 

of reporters. (Pryne, 2008) In 2009, the Seattle Post-Intelligencer ceased publishing a 

print edition to become a Web-only publication following several years of declining 

circulation and advertising revenue. With fewer reporters and smaller budgets, 

newspapers may not have had the same capacity to report on the activity of think tanks 

that they once had. 

Whether or not its media penetration among traditional sources declined, EFF has 

redeployed its resources to utilize online delivery systems in response to the changing 

dynamic in the Washington media world and the needs of its identified audiences. 
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Nonprofit Networks 
 

Harsh believed that nonprofits needed to be more results-driven and think more 

like for-profits when it came to outcomes and goals. This philosophy carried over to the 

group’s networking activities. Like its public policy work, networking was aimed at an 

outcome. This meant building connections with many different types of organizations 

that have shared objectives to create bonding social capital.  

The staff at the Evergreen Freedom Foundation took its outreach role seriously. 

The organization’s strategic plan incorporated external networking objectives. Further, all 

staff members had professional development plans that include a requirement for 

building networks, measured by the number of contacts and meetings they have with 

outside organizations. These interactions ranged from telephone calls with like-minded 

groups throughout the free-market network to face-to-face meetings with potential policy 

partners within the state. 

Linking Social Capital 

After nearly two decades of experience and success, the Evergreen Freedom 

Foundation still finds value in leveraging its vertical connections with the larger 

conservative movement. Lynn Harsh was a regular attendee at State Policy Network 

meetings and had been a featured speaker at numerous sessions. She and her staff also 

attended the annual Resource Bank meeting hosted by the Heritage Foundation in order 

to meet other policy and fundraising professionals within the think tank world. This 

engagement in building linking social capital was advantageous to EFF because its 

experts could learn best practices in nonprofit management, tap into new funding sources 
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by meeting donors in attendance, adopt winning strategies for advancing public policies 

through the media, and identify groups for future collaboration on key issues. 

Bonding Social Capital 

 EFF might legitimately consider the Washington Policy Center a rival for funding 

and visibility, but Harsh called them “colleagues” who are very valuable to EFF’s vision 

for the state. WPC’s significance stems from its appeal to distinct audiences in 

Washington that have little overlap with those of EFF. As Harsh explained it, the 

Washington Policy Center operates more like a think tank in the mold of the American 

Enterprise Institute. It produces nonpartisan, intellectual policy studies and seeks 

traditional audiences among business leaders, lawmakers, and the policy elites. In 

contrast, EFF reaches a far wider, grassroots audience that tends to be more ideologically 

and activist-oriented. For instance, 1,100 people attended WPC’s annual dinner in 2009 

to hear from keynote speaker Ben Stein, the economist and sometime movie actor. That 

same year, EFF hosted an event that featured television host Glenn Beck and drew 5,900 

attendees. Despite their differences, the ability of both the Evergreen Freedom 

Foundation and the Washington Policy Center to attract numerous supporters is an 

advantage to EFF because it means that more people are debating conservative, free-

market policies, and this advances its agenda as a whole.  

EFF also builds its networks through meetings, events, and training seminars with 

other nonprofit organizations. These interactions are deliberate and strategic, according to 

the executive director. “We don’t network with everyone,” said Harsh. Harsh and her 

team held several dozen meetings with other nonprofit organizations throughout the 

course of a year. They have co-sponsored major rallies with the Washington State chapter 
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of Americans for Prosperity, a grassroots organization that shares EFF’s conservative 

ideas. In 2007, EFF established CAN (Citizen Action Network) with more than two 

dozen other organizations to educate and activate thousands of residents in the state. The 

groups range from political parties to college clubs to policy organizations that are not 

necessarily part of the conservative cause. The only requisite for participation is that the 

group promotes the principles of freedom and free enterprise. EFF has planned 

Legislative Training Days with these groups to tutor citizens about how to become 

engaged in changing policy. 

Harsh does not object to Evergreen’s taking the lead role in many of these 

activities, but she insisted that EFF could not be the only group represented. Rather, it is 

critical that it builds a wider consensus to achieve policy change. 

Additionally, according to Harsh, the public events in particular have been 

valuable in attracting media attention and increasing the Evergreen Freedom 

Foundation’s visibility in the state. As noted earlier, EFF receives a large proportion of its 

media attention from online sources. 

Bridging Social Capital 

Overall, there was less evidence of EFF building networks through bridging to 

heterogeneous groups, although it has worked with the local Chamber of Commerce and 

associations representing realtors and farm bureaus on issues of shared interest. 

The one area where EFF has made the greatest inroads with nontraditional 

audiences is related to its work on education reform. EFF has found new allies in 

Hollywood through the promotion and distribution of its documentary, Flunked. The film 

has opened doors to collaborative opportunities because the need for education reform is 
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an issue upon which many liberal and conservative groups can agree even if their 

solutions differ. EFF also used the video to interest new donors, raise funds, and attract 

media attention. 

Lynn Harsh remains a teacher and mentor at heart. That is evidenced by her 

personal commitment to helping other think tank executives. She speaks to other CEOs 

several times a month and acts as an advisor to many of them. She also readily shares 

EFF’s operating plans to encourage other state think tanks to emulate EFF’s success in 

their own states.  

Harsh considers her networks within the free-market state think tank community 

to be not only critical to building the conservative movement, but also essential to what 

she is about. 
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CHAPTER 7 
CASE STUDY #3: CENTER FOR POLICY RESEARCH OF NEW JERSEY 

 
 
Introduction 
 

Unlike Illinois or Washington State, both of which have several long-standing, 

nonprofit policy institutions, New Jersey had no solid tradition of free-market think tanks 

prior to the formation of the Center for Policy Research of New Jersey. The idea of a 

state think tank gained favor initially in 1997 when the Center was incorporated and 

received its charitable tax status, but the group did not become active until Gregg 

Edwards, a political insider, assumed the reins as president in 2002.  

The Center for Policy Research (CPR) was selected as a case study because of its 

contrast to the Illinois Policy Institute. CPR was launched the same year as IPI, also 

contended with a legislature dominated by the Democratic Party, had an inactive board, 

and faced numerous fundraising challenges. However, by 2008, IPI was the most 

successful think tank in terms of revenue growth in this study, while CPR ranked second 

to last with $137,209 in annual revenue. (See Chart 7.1.) 

Whether due to the newness of the free-market think tank concept in New Jersey, 

the group’s underutilization of nonprofit networks, or other factors to be explored here, 

CPR constantly struggled for a solid footing. Today, for all intents and purposes, the 

Center for Policy Research of New Jersey no longer exists. 
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Chart 7.1: Center for Policy Research of New Jersey’s Revenue Growth 

 
 
 
History 
 
 In 2001, New Jersey Republicans were in dire straits. They had just relinquished 

the governorship and both houses of the state legislature to the Democrats. Many political 

insiders felt that Republicans had lost the elections because they lacked a forward-

looking policy agenda. The party no longer connected its political decisions to particular 

principles, and voters saw little difference between Republicans and Democrats. 

 The end of Republican rule put many people out of a job, including Gregg M. 

Edwards, who had served as executive director of the New Jersey Senate since 1994. In 

that role, he helped write laws concerning automobile insurance, unfunded state 

mandates, deregulation of the electric utility industry, and government transparency. 

Prior to that, the New Jersey native was twice elected to the Hamilton Township Board of 

Education in Mercer County and held the position of board president for two years. He 

also served on Hamilton's zoning and planning boards. In addition, he was familiar with 
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the ways of Washington, D.C., having worked as chief of staff to the late U.S. 

Representative Bob Franks during Franks’ first term in office. 

 Edwards viewed his sudden unemployment as an opportunity to create something 

that had been lacking for Republicans: an independent organization that would conduct 

research and develop free-market solutions to New Jersey’s policy problems. Edwards 

was not alone in his thinking. Business and trade organization leaders thought that their 

interests would be better served if an institution existed to provide policy research to 

conservative members of the legislature so that Republicans could regain their footing 

among the voters. 

 In fact, a previous effort to start a free-market think tank had evolved to the point 

where the Internal Revenue Service had approved its 501(c)(3) charitable tax status 

before the project was abandoned. So Edwards was able to launch the Center for Policy 

Research of New Jersey quickly and became its first and only president. Like many other 

state think tanks, CPR covered a broad range of state issues such as public education, 

land use, transportation, and health care, but it zeroed in on fiscal policy, particularly tax 

policy. 

 CPR differed from other state think tanks in regard to its funding. Many groups 

rely initially on seed money from State Policy Network–faciliated grants or from a small 

number of private foundations. By contrast, CPR depended almost exclusively on the 

corporate community for its financial support.  

 By the third year of its operation, CPR reached its peak income of $213,000. In a 

letter to David G. Tuerck, then executive director of Beacon Hill Institute—a research 
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center at Suffolk University in Boston—Gregg Edwards wrote: “CPR has become a 

leading voice on New Jersey's tax and spending policies.”  

Notwithstanding its steady success in its early years, CPR remained a one-man 

show. The group utilized contractors but never reported personnel beyond Edwards in the 

filing of its annual 990 tax form with the Internal Revenue Service. 

 Three years after Edwards’ letter to Tuerck and six years after CPR’s founding, 

the organization was all but disbanded. It no longer has a Web site, and its president has 

resumed his job in state politics as policy director to Republican Governor Chris Christie.  

 
Internal Factors 
 

Board of Directors 
 

With the exception of one member who left the board in 2007, CPR’s board of 

directors was made up of the same six people between 2006 and 2008. Edwards did not 

serve on any other nonprofit boards, but his other board members did and were well 

connected in the community and in the state. Despite its networks, the board was not 

instrumental or well-utilized in raising funds for the group.  

Leadership 
 
As indicated, CPR’s fundraising model of seeking support from corporations 

meshed well with Gregg Edwards’ background and professional networks. As executive 

director of the New Jersey Senate for six years, he came into contact with many corporate 

lobbyists, especially in New Jersey’s sizeable pharmaceutical industry. Moreover, he had 

established relationships with trade groups and associations that were engaged on a daily 

basis in the policy decisions being made in Trenton.  
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But Edwards characterizes the Center’s fundraising as unsuccessful for a variety 

of reasons. First, he found that corporate support was unreliable. Businesses view their 

contributions to think tanks as strategic philanthropy. In essence, they are interested in 

advancing certain political results and believe that think tanks are useful in shaping the 

public policies that support these aims. They are less committed to the group’s mission of 

advancing personal liberty and promoting less government intervention. This reality is 

true for many market-oriented think tanks. As the economy faltered, many corporate 

budgets were reduced, and CPR found itself competing with corporate lobbyists for a 

smaller pool of funds. As a 501(c)(3) charitable organization, CPR could not directly 

influence the passage of legislation as lobbyists could, and this put it at a disadvantage 

when vying for limited corporate dollars. On a related note, Edwards found that there was 

also little institutional commitment to supporting CPR. This meant that if his point of 

contact left the corporation or moved to a new position, he had to rebuild relationships 

with different individuals and convince them anew to fund CPR. The reason corporate 

fundraising proved problematic for CPR was that it relied almost exclusively on 

corporate support rather than gifts from individuals and private foundations for its 

sustenance, as described in the subsequent factors. 

Second, he was unable to access the grants through State Policy Network upon 

which so many other groups rely. His observation was that SPN was more focused on 

increasing the number of think tanks in the early 2000s in order to achieve representation 

in every state than it was on sustaining the ones like his own that were already 

established. While the number of state think tanks grew at a rate of 60 percent in the 

2000s, there is ample evidence from other interviews that SPN was directing funds to 
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both new and well-established groups. The more likely scenario was one that Greg 

Blankenship of the Illinois Policy Institute voiced: With a greater number of groups, the 

grant process had become more sophisticated, and CPR was not as competitive in 

developing programs that could be funded. 

Finally, wealthy individuals in New Jersey never materialized as a source of 

revenue as Edwards had hoped they would. In his estimation, individuals were unwilling 

to support his cause because donating to a public policy institution was an uncommon 

activity in New Jersey. This was true even when he explained to prospective donors the 

threat from a new progressive think tank, New Jersey Policy Perspectives (NJPP), that 

was advancing liberal policy ideas and receiving major support from private foundations 

in New Jersey.  

It should be noted that due to the considerable up-front expense, Edwards did not 

engage in any mass marketing, such as direct mail, to attract individual donors. Direct 

mail is an important fundraising tool for many think tanks because it allows them to 

identify and cultivate like-minded individuals to support their cause. Therefore, Edwards 

was making his determination about individual behavior based on his dealings with a 

small group of people. In addition, it is likely that other states have a dearth of public 

policy institutions. It would be useful for future study to gauge this impact on 

fundraising. 
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External Factors 
 

State Economy 
 

 Between 2006 and 2008, New Jersey’s unemployment rate increased by 69 

percent, placing the state between Washington and Illinois. It also is positioned between 

these two states in population with 8.7 million residents.  

 According to the regression analysis, the economy had statistically no effect on 

revenue or media growth, and the performance of the Illinois Policy Institute as compared 

to the Center for Policy Research seems to bear this out. 

Political Environment 
 

Democrats made up the majorities in New Jersey’s upper and lower houses 

between 2006 and 2008. (See Table 7.1.) Also during those years, Jon Corzine—a 

Democrat—was the state’s governor. It was not until 2009 that the political tide turned 

with the election of Chris Christie, the first Republican governor in 12 years. 

The Republican minority in the state governing bodies could have been an 

advantage to the only think tank providing market-oriented policy solutions that are more 

favored by the political right, which may have needed these ideas more than ever. 

Moreover, Edwards had many inside political connections from his prior work 

experience. In this environment, CPR had the chance to establish its specific niche among 

donors and gain visibility among lawmakers and the media. Alternatively, if the 

Democratic majorities made it impossible for CPR to advance its ideas, as Edwards 

contends, prospective donors may have remained unconvinced that a think tank could 

succeed in influencing the policy decisions in Trenton. The latter conclusion does not 
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seem viable, however, when one compares CPR to think tanks in other states—such as 

Illinois—that also were dominated by the Democratic party. 

Table 7.1: Composition of New Jersey Legislature by Political Party Affiliation for Years 
2006–2008 
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Competition 
 

Prior to the formation of the Center for Policy Research, New Jersey was home to 

two other nonprofit organizations with ties to public policy. One was Excellent Education 

for Everyone, or E3, which was founded in 1999 to advance education reform initiatives 

at the state level. Specifically, E3 targeted urban areas and advocated for school choice 

policies whereby parents could choose to select public or private schools that best suited 

the needs of their children. In 2008, E3 was a $1.6 million operation. 

The other organization was the New Jersey Family Policy Council, which had 

been established in 1996 to respond to the breakdown in traditional families. Through 

education and legislative action, the Family Policy Council addressed such issues as 

divorce reform, juvenile crime, and marriage protection. It raised just under $1 million in 

2008. However, there seemed to be little to no overlap between the Family Policy 

Council’s policy priorities and CPR’s.  

The evidence shows that certain nonprofits targeting education and social issues 

were successful in galvanizing support for their niche policy agendas. However, Edwards 

was correct in stating that there was no other think tank operating in the state that gave 



 83 

voice to broader free-market ideals. This may have been a disadvantage if it meant that 

Edwards had to educate potential funders on the role of such a think tank. Moreover, 

CPR did not benefit from the social cohesion that would have been generated as a result 

of having a large number of people engaged in multiple right-leaning policy groups.  

Media Penetration 
 

Edwards was a recognized expert on New Jersey fiscal policy during his tenure as 

CPR’s president and often published op-eds in the major daily newspapers circulating in 

New Jersey, including the New York Times and the Philadelphia Inquirer. As described 

below, Edwards developed a friendly rivalry with the liberal-leaning New Jersey Policy 

Perspectives group, and this helped to win media attention for CPR’s work. 

Although not included in the results of media penetration, Edwards was also a 

frequent guest on television and radio public affairs programs. This may have had an 

impact on the print media results if journalists became more likely to seek his opinion 

after noting his appearances on radio or television. 

As its financial state became more precarious between 2006 and 2008, CPR 

sustained some semblance of a presence in the media, but this, too, was declining. 

According to the regression analysis, CPR’s media was predicted to grow by 83 percent. 

The data indicated that it grew by 69 percent, or 15 percent below what the model had 

predicted. This gave it a rank of 18th in media penetration among the 39 state think tanks 

studied. 
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Nonprofit Networks 
 

Linking Social Capital 
 
 Before forming CPR, Gregg Edwards had never heard of the State Policy 

Network, and his relationship with SPN was not particularly productive. He attended its 

annual meetings until 2006 but then stopped when he could no longer justify the expense. 

Periodically, he participated in monthly conference calls. Further, he found that he 

received little in exchange for the $500 annual membership dues. He expected more 

regular contact from a membership organization. Aside from procuring grant money, 

however, it is not clear what interaction he was seeking. Unlike the Illinois Policy 

Institute and the Evergreen Freedom Foundation, both of which considered SPN essential 

to their success, CPR was unwilling or unable to utilize this vertical network in a way 

that would create linking social capital. Nor was CPR’s lack of connection to higher 

associational levels limited to SPN. Edwards attended the Heritage Foundation’s annual 

Resource Bank meeting for policy experts sporadically but did not find it very useful. 

Overall, he was unsuccessful in using this vertical network to build social ties that might 

have connected him to essential resources.  

On the other hand, Edwards built ties with some like-minded organizations. 

Starting in his early career working in Washington, D.C., as chief of staff to U.S. 

Representative Bob Franks, Edwards was familiar with the Cato Institute and the 

Heritage Foundation. In fact, he envisioned building a think tank in New Jersey that 

would be modeled after these conservative institutions.  

In its first years, CPR extended its vertical networks in a number of ways. It held 

a seminar in conjunction with the Cato Institute and collaborated with other right-leaning 
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groups such as the National Center for Policy Analysis in Texas, the Heartland Institute 

in Illinois, the Beacon Hill Institute in Boston, the Manhattan Institute in New York, and 

the Tax Foundation in Washington, D.C. All of these policy institutions were influential, 

well-established, well-networked, and valuable for building linking social capital. 

However, because of its lack of media activity, CPR was less able to capitalize on these 

connections from a marketing perspective. 

Bonding Social Capital 
 

Edwards was perhaps best at using his in-state political connections with lobbyists 

and trade associations to win access to influencers and sources of revenue. These strong 

ties opened doors to the New Jersey lawmakers and corporations that provided CPR with 

its early success. 

He had less contact with other state-based think tanks and rarely connected with 

their executive directors, because he did find value in this activity. Edwards also did not 

work with Excellent Education for Everyone, the policy institution already operating in 

New Jersey that shared CPR’s interests in education reform. In summary, there was very 

little evidence of using horizontal networks to build bonds with homogenous groups. 

 Bridging Social Capital 

Edwards made at least one attempt to reach beyond his natural networks to bridge 

with another nonprofit organization. He became acquainted with the executive director of 

the liberal New Jersey Policy Perspectives. Founded in 1997 to advance progressive 

policies on tax reform, transit, and wage issues, NJPP raised approximately $500,000 

annually between 2006 and 2008. CPR co-hosted events with NJPP, and Edwards 

benefited from increased media exposure as a result. Over time, New Jersey journalists 
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would seek out CPR for an alternative perspective when they mentioned New Jersey 

Policy Perspectives in a news story. Edwards also met with the New Jersey Council of 

Grantmakers, which is a statewide association of community, corporate, family, 

government, and independent funders. His purpose was to raise the visibility of think 

tanks in general, and CPR in particular, in the philanthropic community, but this effort 

met with no success. The Council was supportive of neither the Center for Policy 

Research nor New Jersey Policy Perspectives. 

Since the demise of CPR, two new free-market policy groups have been formed in 

New Jersey: the Common Sense Institute of New Jersey and Solutions for New Jersey. 

Edwards, from his post in the Christie administration, has heard of neither of them. In his 

opinion, New Jersey lacks the resources needed to support two state-based free-market 

think tanks. 
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CHAPTER 8 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
 
Introduction 

 The research question posed in this study was what contributions networks make 

to the success of state-level market-oriented think tanks. Think tanks are generally 

described as nonprofit institutions made up of experts who achieve change by offering 

policy prescriptions to lawmakers and by strategically marketing their ideas in the media. 

They have been part of the American political landscape since the turn of the 20th 

century, and there are now hundreds of such organizations across the country. This study 

was directed to the groups on the conservative side of the political spectrum that produce 

policy research in support of their political philosophy of a limited role for government, 

free enterprise in the marketplace, and greater individual liberty. 

 In order to fully examine the research question, it was necessary to define what 

constitutes effectiveness for a think tank. In Chapter 1, the multiple activities of think 

tanks were enumerated, ranging from conducting scholarly research on issues being 

debated by national and state legislatures, to giving briefings to policymakers, to 

marketing ideas through the media. However, there is rarely a direct association between 

these activities and changes in specific public policies. This is due to the complex nature 

of the legislative and political process and the multiple special interests that are involved 

in crafting legislation. Nonetheless, scholars tend to agree that think tanks wield influence 

in defining and advancing a policy agenda. (Smith, 1991)(Rich and Weaver, 

2000)(Abelson, 2002)(McGann and Weaver, 2002)(Rich, 2004) 
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In reviewing literature on think tanks that spans more than two decades, two 

factors emerge as contributing to think tank effectiveness. One is the think tank’s ability 

to secure financial resources. With greater operating revenue, ideally from diverse 

sources, think tanks have the institutional capacity to hire experts, market their research 

products, and operate independently. The second factor is the think tank’s ability to win 

media attention. Studies have shown that lawmakers are influenced by what they read and 

watch in the media (Rich and Weaver, 2000), so a greater number of media appearances 

may give think tanks a larger voice in policy debates. Recently, researchers have found 

that think tanks can enhance the effectiveness of these two factors by extending their 

outreach to collaborate with other groups through networks. This allows them to leverage 

their influence, raise money, and increase their impact. (Crutchfield and Grant, 2008) 

 The effect of nonprofit networks has been studied in regard to national think tanks 

but not for the growing number of state-level organizations. Today, there are 56 market-

oriented state think tanks—at least one in every state—that mirror their larger national 

counterparts in their commitment to policy research based on a specific worldview and 

their zeal for marketing their intellectual products to lawmakers and the media. The 

hypothesis is that these state groups are also more effective in raising funds and securing 

media attention when they successfully engage their nonprofit networks to build linking, 

bonding, and bridging social capital.  

However, there are different variables at the state level that must be considered 

before making that assertion. External factors such as the state’s population, economic 

situation, or political environment may impact a group’s ability to raise funds or draw 

media attention. In addition, organizational factors such as the composition of the board 
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of directors or the leadership of the executive director may expand or limit a group’s 

ability to build and leverage its networks.  

 Based on the age of the state think tanks and the availability of financial data, 39 

of the 56 state groups were selected for the study. The process by which the various state-

related factors were evaluated consisted of conducting quantitative research through 

regression analyses. The purpose was twofold. First, insight was sought into the level of 

correlation between various independent variables such as the organization’s age, the 

state’s economy and political environment, and the group’s revenue and media growth 

between the years 2006 and 2008. Second, a model to predict think tank behavior in 

funding and media was constructed to compare to the actual results of the groups studied. 

Using the model as a guide, the relative success or failure of each think tank could be 

examined.  

 The results illustrated that the most significant factor in a state think tank’s 

funding growth was the age of the organization. There was a 99.2 percent probability that 

the older the organization was, the more money it would raise. The state’s economy, 

political environment, and population were not statistically relevant. Nor was the factor 

of competition for funding from similar groups meaningful to the equation. However, the 

qualitative analysis on competition told a different story, which will be examined 

subsequently.  

In the analysis of media penetration, none of the independent variables—state 

population, economy, or political structure—had a noteworthy impact on the think tank’s 

growth in this area.  
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 The predictive models generated from the regression analyses provided the 

expected revenue and media growth for each think tank between the years 2006 and 

2008. These results were compared to the actual performance of each group, and the 

variance was noted. Based on this information, three state think tanks were selected for 

qualitative study to determine whether their results in the quantitative stage could be 

correlated to their use of formal and informal nonprofit networks in forging social capital. 

Interviews were conducted with current and former executives at the Illinois Policy 

Institute, the Evergreen Freedom Foundation of Washington, and the Center for Policy 

Research of New Jersey. 

 In this chapter, the key findings from the three case studies will be examined. 

Particular attention will be paid to the information gathered from interviews and the 

histories of the organizations. Then limitations of the study will be evaluated for future 

research potential. Finally, conclusions will be drawn about the use of nonprofit networks 

and their contribution to state think tank effectiveness. 

 
Significant Findings 

Illinois Policy Institute 

 An observer might conclude that the escalated growth of the Illinois Policy 

Institute was due to one factor—the arrival of John Tillman as its chief executive 

officer—and this assumption would not be without merit. Quantifiable data in terms of 

revenue and media penetration mark IPI as a success story. In the two-year period with 

John Tillman as its leader, it went from a struggling policy group to a leading institution 

among market-oriented state think tanks. The qualitative analysis supports the 
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significance of his leadership, but relying on that factor alone may oversimplify the 

impact of other indicators. 

 In order to be effective, think tanks must secure sufficient financial resources and 

build successful marketing programs. (Rich and Weaver, 2000)(Abelson, 2002)(Rich, 

2004) Further, they do well to seek multiple funding sources in order to have the freedom 

to operate independently. (Weidenbaum, 2009) Tillman embraced his role as chief 

fundraiser and raised more than 65 percent of IPI’s operating revenue from residents of 

the state. This approach represented a stark difference from the practices of IPI’s founder, 

Greg Blankenship, who relied on sources outside the state, like grants from State Policy 

Network, which were restricted to certain projects and much less dependable. Tillman 

also brought business and marketing expertise to IPI to extend the Institute’s influence in 

the media and among policymakers. He had a thorough grasp of what it takes to make a 

business viable and applied these techniques to running IPI. For instance, he invested 

time and effort in understanding the policy “market” and contacted experts who could 

add to his understanding of the think tank world. He also used entrepreneurial approaches 

to sway both liberal and conservative state policymakers. 

 The influence of the board of directors was another internal factor considered in 

the effectiveness of state think tanks. Significantly, IPI’s board was not pertinent to the 

organization’s fundraising success or its ability to collaborate with other nonprofits. This 

supports the research of Guo and Acar (2005), who found that the board’s role is more 

essential among larger, more established nonprofits than it is among newer organizations. 

 In terms of external factors, the qualitative review produced overall results that 

correlated to the quantitative data. Specifically, Illinois’ population size, economy, and 
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political dynamics were not influential in IPI’s success. However, IPI’s competition 

within the state from other think tanks deserves consideration. Of the three states profiled 

in this study, Illinois had the most robust representation of policy-oriented nonprofit 

organizations. In addition to the nationally positioned Heartland Institute, the state had 

four other organizations that have been operating for at least 15 years on related public 

policy issues. Cumulatively, these groups secured $10 million a year in contributions. 

Tillman recognized the necessity of branding IPI so that it would have a distinct niche to 

distinguish it from these other firms. At the same time, he found ways to collaborate—

rather than compete—with these rivals for IPI’s funding and media attention. The 

practice of nurturing allies to share knowledge and bring about change is one of the 

essential attributes in high-impact nonprofits, according to Crutchfield and Grant (2008). 

As will be explored subsequently, the existence of these other groups and IPI’s 

involvement with its horizontal networks were instrumental in generating bonding social 

capital as well. 

The qualitative analysis also provided insights into the role of vertical and 

horizontal networks in creating social capital. Both executives of the Illinois Policy 

Institute utilized its vertical networks to link to a broader policy movement, gain 

knowledge, and secure new funds. They engaged regularly and consistently in State 

Policy Network activities as well as the Heritage Foundation’s various meetings that 

involved national and state policy experts and institutions. These meetings provided 

valuable connections to potential donors and in-depth training on fundraising and media 

techniques.  
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Both leaders also used their horizontal networks. Blankenship used the political 

clout of several like-minded groups to create the cohesion needed to influence policy 

outcomes. Tillman was embedded deeply in the networks of national and state policy 

groups on the political right in order to advance his own organization as well as to help 

others through various educational activities. As other scholars have found, one of the 

defining differences between conservative and liberal groups is the ability of conservative 

groups to develop a unified message. (Bai, 2007)  

Tillman used horizontal networks to greater advantage in building bridging as 

well as bonding social capital. He worked with progressive or liberal groups on issues of 

common interest to raise IPI’s visibility and advance its agenda. In addition, IPI’s leader 

built his personal weak-tie networks. When he entered the think tank world, Tillman had 

a strong-tie corporate network but a weak-tie policy network. This is similar to many 

leaders who have professional experience in certain areas. Tillman built his weak-tie 

network by educating himself about the conservative movement and meeting with those 

who could extend his networks. He used his strong-tie corporate network to secure 

financial resources for the organization.  

In IPI’s formative years, there was clear evidence that Blankenship was utilizing 

various connections to some degree in order to build linking and bonding social capital. 

Nonetheless, by 2007, IPI was struggling financially and was unquestionably on a 

downward trajectory. The substantive change at IPI occurred as a result of the leadership 

skills and marketing acumen of John Tillman, who introduced a greater degree of 

competence into the Institute’s governance and management. More than that, he 

recognized the need to develop strong and weak ties, both institutionally and personally, 
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to build the stature of the organization and connect it to the larger free-market policy 

community. Significantly, he was also purposeful and selective in building these vertical 

and horizontal networks. He did not build relationships for their own sake, but with the 

objective of advancing the work of IPI and the conservative movement as a whole.  

Evergreen Freedom Foundation 

As one might expect in an organization approaching its third decade of operation 

with $2.5 million in annual revenue, the board of directors of the Evergreen Freedom 

Foundation is essential to the group’s fundraising and networking efforts. The executives 

who serve on EFF’s 17-member board provide formal and informal links to potential 

funders and the larger community, as well as governance expertise and personal financial 

backing. 

The quantitative data on revenue growth were unremarkable in that EFF 

performed as expected for an organization of its age. This was confirmed in the case 

study in which Executive Director Lynn Harsh described the foundation’s successful 

fundraising programs, which are centered on raising funds from individual donors. More 

than half of EFF’s funds comes from 5,000 residents of Washington State. As Tillman in 

Illinois also discovered, the diversity of funding sources gives a think tank a greater 

measure of freedom and flexibility. 

However, the quantitative data on media penetration delivered a surprise. 

According to the regression analysis, EFF was the worst-performing think tank in terms 

of media attention. This contradicts the claims of EFF and may be due to variations in the 

source data, as well as the group’s emphasis on electronic media outlets.  
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As with IPI, leadership is one of the critical internal factors that distinguish the 

Evergreen Freedom Foundation. The qualitative analysis revealed that the ongoing 

involvement by the original founders provided a continuity of vision and management 

without stifling the group’s innovation. Harsh and her co-founder, Bob Williams, 

nurtured the steady growth of this free-market organization in a state that is dominated by 

a liberal-leaning political environment.  

 The external factors of the state’s population size, economy, and political 

situation had no significant impact in the qualitative examination. However, the in-state 

competition from other policy organizations is noteworthy. Washington State is home to 

two nationally focused organizations, the Discovery Institute and the Second Amendment 

Foundation, which raised a total of $4 million in 2008 from sources inside and outside the 

state. Meanwhile, two state-centric policy groups, the Washington Policy Council and 

Washington Research Council, generated nearly $2 million that year from various 

funding streams. It did not appear that these organizations had a detrimental effect on 

EFF’s fundraising efforts, as evaluated by the size of EFF’s operating budget as 

compared to two other state-based groups founded in the same year in other parts of the 

country with a similar level of competition. On the contrary, the strength and tradition of 

these institutions within the state might have been advantageous to EFF in generating 

social capital. The various groups engaged more participants and donors in the work of 

policy institutions and created consensus and positive public opinion for certain policy 

ideas. Moreover, Harsh defined EFF’s relationship with the other market-oriented policy 

groups in Washington State as “collaborative rather than competitive.” 
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EFF’s use of vertical and horizontal networks is no less apparent than IPI’s. Its 

institutional bonds to the State Policy Network and the Heritage Foundation generated 

linking social capital that EFF used to access new funds, amplify its ideas and message, 

and gain expertise in fundraising and media that enhanced results in these areas. 

 Consistent with an organization of its age and size, EFF developed a more 

formalized approach to forming bonding ties in its horizontal networks. It devoted 

personnel resources to assisting other conservative groups through training and mentoring 

activities. It also had a staff person assigned to building its grassroots networks through 

its broad-based Citizen Action Network, which sought out groups that shared EFF’s 

interest in freedom and free enterprise. 

Bridging activities were evident but less significant in EFF. It sought non-

traditional allies to extend its networks to new audiences, from the policy world to 

Hollywood stars. EFF’s early adoption of new approaches to securing media attention has 

introduced it to new audiences, as measured by the growth in its membership and email 

lists. Using its own radio program, blogs, and social media tools, EFF responded rapidly 

to the changing environment of state-based media where traditional news outlets have 

declined and new electronic venues have proliferated.  

EFF has experienced steady growth over the past 19 years. Lynn Harsh, like 

Tillman in Illinois, has turned network building into a strategic activity. It is not an 

afterthought, but an essential element of EFF’s business plan that receives personnel and 

financial resources. 
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Finally, Harsh developed new personal networks to her advantage. While her 

prior expertise in the education arena was beneficial, she also recognized the need to 

build her weak-tie networks to include policymakers, the media, and potential funders.  

Center for Policy Research of New Jersey 

 Several factors contributed to the failure of the Center for Policy Research of New 

Jersey, not the least of which was its inability to utilize, or build new, potential networks 

successfully. 

 From an organizational perspective, CPR’s leadership and board of directors were 

weak in certain key areas. The president, Gregg Edwards, had a wealth of policy 

experience, which was valuable for navigating the state’s political terrain and 

understanding the key influencers. Yet he was less adept in the business techniques of 

marketing and fundraising. By relying almost exclusively on corporate supporters, his 

operating revenue could drop precipitously if one or two gifts were lost in any given year. 

Researchers have also found that a diverse base of support gives an organization the 

independence that it needs to operate. (Weidenbaum, 2009)  

CPR’s board of directors had the potential to bridge to the larger nonprofit 

community, but was never engaged to do so by Edwards. Consequently, it did little to 

improve the organization’s financial outlook. However, as evidenced by the Illinois 

Policy Institute, an ineffective board may not be critically detrimental to a newer policy 

organization. 

As with the two other case studies, most of the external factors considered in the 

analysis did not impact the effectiveness of the New Jersey group. CPR operated in a 

state that was dominated by the Democratic Party and thus less likely to adopt the policy 
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prescriptions of a free-market think tank. Nonetheless, CPR had one advantage in the 

political background of Gregg Edwards. His extensive connections from his recent 

experience working in the New Jersey Senate may have been instrumental in gaining 

access to policymakers in Trenton. On the other hand, Edwards’ long involvement in 

partisan politics might have called into question his commitment to independent research 

and analysis. The two other external factors—the size of New Jersey’s population and its 

economy—did not reveal themselves to be significant in the qualitative analysis. 

 However, the lack of competition from other think tanks in New Jersey may have 

been a considerable external factor in CPR’s dismal financial results. Edwards cited the 

fact that New Jersey did not have a tradition of think tanks, and few individual donors 

understood the Center’s role. His analysis tells only part of the story. The sole policy 

group operating in New Jersey with interests parallel to CPR’s was Education for 

Everyone. This organization advanced education reform through school choice options 

and raised $1.6 million annually. In comparison, Washington State and Illinois had 

several prominent, long-established policy institutions that raised $6 million and $10 

million a year, respectively. As Edwards surmised, a more robust presence of rival groups 

in a state might be beneficial from a fundraising perspective because of the larger number 

of individuals who are aware of these institutions and financially supporting them. 

Another benefit may be the social capital that is built from collaborative efforts and from 

engaging more people in these causes.  

 Despite CPR’s internal and external challenges, it was not entirely inactive in 

developing its vertical and horizontal networks, but it may have been inefficient in doing 

so. As with the other executives in this study, Edwards sought out like-minded firms for 
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collaboration. In this area, he recognized the need to build CPR’s strong-tie connections 

and worked with several large, influential policy institutions. However, his lack of 

engagement in State Policy Network and the vertical networks that would have given him 

access to ideas, money, and the broader conservative movement was detrimental to 

CPR’s growth. While all of the other executives who were interviewed considered SPN 

“essential,” Edwards found the relationship less valuable.  

 The differences between his approach and the approaches of his other state think 

tank colleagues were threefold.  

 First, Harsh and Tillman both stated that their success was due to a systematic, 

results-oriented engagement in network building. Both invested a significant amount of 

thought, time, and money in the process. Edwards, meanwhile, was less disciplined and 

strategic on this level.  

Second, as indicated earlier, Harsh and Tillman identified where their personal 

ties were weak and focused on building these connections. Edwards concentrated on his 

natural, strong-tie networks in the corporate and legislative community, which limited 

CPR’s exposure.  

Third, Tillman and Harsh voluntarily shared their expertise with other nonprofits 

in their horizontal networks to foster social cohesion. Their objective was to build a 

stronger conservative network, recognizing that this would also benefit their own 

organizations. Edwards, by contrast, interacted rarely with his counterparts in the states 

and made no concerted effort to share his knowledge or skills with other state think tanks. 

The Heartland Institute’s Joe Bast advised IPI’s Blankenship in Illinois that 

reaching the five-year mark was critical to a think tank’s success. The comparison 
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between IPI and CPR shows, however, that success requires more than just staying 

power. The five-year mark may be the point at which network-building, fundraising 

efforts, and media outreach must coalesce in a productive manner to allow the 

organization to grow. 

Limitations and Future Study 

 The limitations of this research are noted below in order to indicate areas for 

potential future study. 

1. The small sample size and lack of sufficient financial data may have skewed the 

results. In the statistical analysis, four think tanks located in Maryland, Indiana, 

South Dakota, and Vermont were eliminated from the study. All were founded 

before 2005 but did not file tax returns in one or more years between 2006 and 

2008. The inclusion of these organizations in the study might have altered the 

results for other think tanks formed in the same years. Further, it is difficult to 

develop a strong correlation between dependent and independent variables in a 

regression analysis with such a small sample size of 39 cases. 

2. The number of citations from traditional media may no longer be a relevant 

measurement of think tank effectiveness. Past studies on think tank success have 

counted citations from major news sources to indicate the organization’s ability to 

market its message. (Berry, 1999)(Abelson, 2002) However, as demonstrated by 

EFF, online sources may be becoming more important for influencing 

policymakers and public opinion in the states and are worthy of inclusion when 

studying media penetration. 
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3. The sources of think tank funding should be examined further. Since free-market 

think tanks do not accept government funds, they must secure support from 

private foundations, corporations, and individuals. However, the IRS 990 tax 

return does not require nonprofits to report on specific sources of support, so the 

distribution of contributions among these three sources was not available to 

include in the regression analysis. This information was uncovered in the course 

of the qualitative analysis, however, and underscored the importance of individual 

donors for IPI and EFF in achieving the diversity of funding that is essential for 

think tank independence. (Weidenbaum, 2009) Moreover, engaging more 

individuals may be essential for building the trust and cohesion needed for social 

capital to evolve.  

Conclusions 

Social network theorists have concluded that networks generate various forms of 

social capital that can be beneficial for trust, reciprocity, and information exchange. 

(Putnam, 2000)(Passey and Lyons, 2006) From an organizational perspective, nonprofits 

may work in vertical networks to generate linking social capital or horizontal networks to 

generate bridging and bonding social capital. Some scholars have placed a greater value 

on bridging social capital, while others have found that nonprofits require both bridging 

and bonding social capital to aid in information exchange and the attainment of financial 

resources. (Coffé and Geys, 2007)(Ashman, Brown and Zwick, 1998) Experts have 

further discovered that national think tanks utilize nonprofit networks to build coalitions, 

leverage their resources, and advance their cause. (Crutchfield and Grant, 2008) Also, 
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state think tanks have been thought to work in networks to share research and build 

substantial platforms for their agendas. (Miller, 2007)(Clarkson, 1999) 

This mixed-method study revealed that networks and the social capital that they 

produce play a definitive role in most effective state-based market-oriented think tanks. 

However, it cannot be asserted that these think tanks are more effective as a result of 

these networks without taking into consideration the following factors. 

First, the quantitative data demonstrated that the organization’s age had the most 

statistical relevance for the capacity of a think tank to raise money. This was validated by 

executives in the case studies who believed that reaching the five-year mark is a 

milestone that ushered in a higher degree of credibility, a solidification of networks and 

relationships, and institutional capacity brought about through fundraising activities. 

However, an anniversary is no guarantee of success, as Gregg Edwards discovered at the 

Center for Policy Research of New Jersey. Further, the think tanks omitted from this 

study due to a lack of financial data, as described in the limitations, might have altered 

the significance of organization age in the final analysis. 

Second, the study showed that, from a quantitative or qualitative perspective, the 

state-specific, independent variables of population size, economy, and political 

environment were not relevant to the performance of think tanks in terms of securing 

funds or gaining media attention. The one exception was the factor of competition from 

similar state organizations. The case studies revealed that the state’s tradition of policy 

institutions might contribute to think tank effectiveness. Think tanks were more 

successful in building networks, garnering media attention, and raising funds from 

individuals in states—such as Illinois and Washington—with multiple policy-oriented 
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groups than in the state—New Jersey—where there was no history of these organizations. 

One might conclude that multiple groups provide beneficial competition and a culture of 

giving. More important, though, they amplify policy ideas, mobilize a greater number of 

people by way of participation and donations, and foster information exchange and social 

cohesion.  

Third, an institution’s board of directors may or may not be instrumental in 

organizational success. However, the leadership and skills of the executive director were 

noteworthy and relevant. As Micklethwait and Wooldridge discovered among national 

conservative think tanks, the most successful organizations operate like businesses and 

build strong funding mechanisms. (Micklethwait and Wooldridge, 2004) The leaders of 

the most effective state think tanks also used solid business practices, such as strategic 

planning and marketing plans, to create impact. Their prior professional experience 

before leading the think tanks was useful, but it was not the only factor that dictated 

success. The best leaders recognized the markets in which they had weak-tie connections 

and were willing to build these relationships over time.  

Finally, it was evident that all of the leaders, including Blankenship at the Illinois 

Policy Institute and Edwards at the Center for Policy Research, built networks. To 

varying degrees, they used vertical networks to increase their stores of linking social 

capital and access influential players, funding, and information. They tapped into 

horizontal networks to produce bonding or bridging social capital to create unity, extend 

their outreach, or attain more media attention.  

The Illinois Policy Institute, which demonstrated the most success in the 

quantitative analysis, was particularly successful in developing networks that built 
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bridging social capital. The Evergreen Freedom Foundation, which performed at average 

compared to the model, formed bonds with homogeneous groups as a central activity in 

its networking. The least successful organization, the Center for Policy Research of New 

Jersey, did very little on either the vertical or horizontal level to build linking, bonding or 

bridging capital. 

IPI and EFF had a more advanced approach to nonprofit networks. In short, they:  

! Embed in vertical networks. The successful CEOs viewed groups like State 

Policy Network and the Heritage Foundation as valued resources. Through these 

institutional networks, the think tanks’ leaders connected to a larger cause of 

which their nonprofits were a part. Therefore, they were willing to commit time 

and resources to connecting, engaging, helping, and mentoring the executive 

directors and staff from other groups. They believed that building the capacity of 

other organizations would ultimately benefit their own think tanks. Significantly, 

they also found that the vertical networks had a direct impact on their fundraising 

and media success due to the comprehensive training that they and their staff 

received at meetings within the network. Finally, the meetings allowed them to 

link to philanthropists and corporate donors that they would not otherwise have a 

chance to meet. 

! Select horizontal networks with care and authenticity. Horizontal networks 

that produce bonding social capital helped the state policy groups to collaborate 

and share knowledge. However, not all networks have the same value for 

advancing the goals of a think tank. While all of the executive directors in this 

study were engaged in building networks at some level, Blankenship and Edwards 
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reaped few dividends for their efforts either in terms of funding or in terms of 

visibility. Tillman and Harsh, on the other hand, excelled in identifying and 

managing the relationships that would be most beneficial to their organizations 

and to the larger conservative movement. A smaller nonprofit with limited 

resources must objectively evaluate the usefulness of each network before 

devoting time and money to building it. 

! Form bonding as well as bridging capital in horizontal networks. Ashman, 

Brown and Zwick (1998) discovered that nonprofit organizations were most 

successful when they used resources to build bonding and bridging social capital. 

This was also an observation among state think tanks. Bonding with 

homogeneous groups unified the conservative message, leveraged resources, and 

built social cohesion. Bridging activity with weak-tie connections, such as with 

firms not typically aligned with the conservative movement, generated media 

interest and helped state think tanks to broadcast their message well beyond their 

natural base of supporters. This may be particularly important in states where the 

Democratic Party is dominant and innovative tactics to advance market-oriented 

policy changes are required. The common element for both IPI and EFF was their 

willingness to view these rivals as collaborators that could increase their exposure 

to new markets. 

! Invest time and money in network-building activities. Successful state think 

tanks integrated network building into their business and professional 

development plans. The executive director took a leadership position, but it was 
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an activity that involved all staff members. Networking activity also required an 

investment in time and financial resources to be most effective. 

! Develop personal weak-tie networks. Each executive director had the advantage 

of deep personal networks that they were willing to engage to market their 

institutions. Harsh came from the academic world, Tillman had a business 

background, and Blankenship and Edwards knew the ins and outs of the policy 

realm. However, Harsh had to become knowledgeable about the business world, 

and Tillman had to learn about public policy. Their willingness to reach beyond 

strong-tie networks and build weak-tie connections linked them to ideas, people, 

and resources that they would not have accessed otherwise. 

Think tank effectiveness has been judged in the past based on the ability of the 

institutions to gain financial resources and market their intellectual products to key 

audiences. This study implies that successful market-oriented think tanks at the state level 

are more effective if they have these two additional elements: a leader with management 

skills who works to extend his or networks; and the strategic use of vertical and 

horizontal networks to build linking, bonding, and bridging social capital. In addition, a 

strong culture of giving through the existence of multiple, successful, conservative policy 

institutions in the state is also a benefit. The nonprofit managers, funders, and governing 

boards involved in think tanks should examine these factors closely as the state-based 

policy movement continues to expand. 
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APPENDIX A 
CASE STUDY QUESTIONS 

 
 

Internal Factors 

Board of Directors 

! What percent of your board serves on other nonprofit boards? 

! How does your board help with fundraising? 

Executive Director 

! Are you originally from the state? How long have you lived here? 

! What was your professional experience before leading the think tank? 

! How many years have you served as executive director? 

! Who served as executive director before you? 

! Do you serve on any nonprofit boards? 

Fundraising 

! What are the organization’s sources of revenue? 

External Factors 

Competition 

! Describe the policy competitors in the state. 

Nonprofit Networks 

Vertical Networks 

! How frequently do you attend the meetings of State Policy Network?  

! Have you ever spoken at an SPN meeting? 

! Do your staff attend SPN meetings? 

! How frequently do you attend the Heritage Foundation’s Resource Bank Meeting? 
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Horizontal Networks 

! Do you work with like-minded groups? Which ones? How? 

! Do you work with organizations outside the free-market movement? Which ones? 

How? 
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APPENDIX B 
CASE STUDY BACKGROUND 

 

Illinois Policy Institute 

Interviewed John Tillman by telephone on June 23, 2010 

Interviewed Gregory Blankenship by telephone on July 9, 2010 

Mission 

The Illinois Policy Institute is a nonpartisan research organization dedicated to 

supporting free market principles and liberty-based public policy initiatives for a better 

Illinois.  As a leading voice for economic liberty and government accountability, we 

engage policy makers, opinion leaders, and citizens on the state and local level.  

Website: www.illinoispolicy.org 

Board of Directors 

Gregory Blankenship, Chairman and Executive Director (through 20007) 

Kevin Spudic, Treasurer (through 2008) 

Terry Campo, Vice Chairman (through 2008) 

John Tillman, CEO and Chairman (2007—present) 

Karen Bailey, Director (2007—present) 

Steve Brown, Treasurer (2008—present) 

William Becker III, Board Member (2008—present) 

 

Evergreen Freedom Foundation 

Interviewed Lynn Harsh by telephone: June 25, 2010 
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Mission 

EFF’s mission is to advance individual liberty, free enterprise, and limited, 

accountable government.  

Website: www.effwa.org 

Board of Directors 

Bill Conner, Chairman (through present) 

Duane Alton, Trustee (through present) 

Lois Dobish, Trustee (through present) 

Mary Jo Kahler, Trustee (through present) 

Barbara Kenney, Secretary (through present) 

Tim McMahon, Treasurer (through present) 

Steve Neighbors, Trustee (through present) 

Richard Rokes, Trustee (through present) 

Andrew Nisbet, Trustee (through present) 

Alexandra Ockey (through 2007) 

Ansgar Schei, Trustee (through present) 

Hans Stoker, Trustee (through present) 

Robert Taigen, Trustee (through 2007) 

Harry E. Truitt, Trustee (through present) 

Dr. John Vasko, Trustee (through present) 

Jim Youngsman, Trustee (through present) 

G. Robert Williams, President (through present) 

Lynn A. Harsh, CEO (through present) 
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Alvin Starkenburg, Vice Chair (2007—present) 

 

Center for Policy Research of New Jersey 

Interviewed Gregg Edwards by telephone phone on July 15, 2010 

Mission 

The Center for Policy Research of New Jersey's purpose is to provide 

policymakers, the media and the public research and recommendations on the issues 

facing New Jersey and its residents through secondary research, educational forums and 

seminars. 

Website: N/A 

Board of Directors 

Gregg Edwards,  President (through 2008) 

Stephen Distler, Chairman (through 2008) 

Murray E. Bevan, Esq., Director (through 2008) 

Raymond M. Burke III, Director (through 2008) 

Joseph E Gonzalez, Director (through 2008) 

Jay P. Kosminksy, Director (through 2008) 

Stephen Salmore, Director (through 2006) 
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APPENDIX C 
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