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Abstract: 
 
Leading theories of American political parties argue that networks of elites ranging from donors 
to intellectuals to interest groups seek to control the actions of political parties by influencing 
party nominations. I argue that these extended political networks also influence the policy 
preferences of their co-partisans by producing and disseminating policy information. 
Furthermore, U.S. party elites have organized their information production and dissemination 
efforts at a small number of well-integrated party-aligned think tanks such as the Heritage 
Foundation and Center for American Progress. These think tanks have displaced non-partisan 
information and increase polarization in Congress. I evaluate this theory using several large-n 
quantitative analyses of party-aligned think tank activities over time and across issues. I find a 
strong and robust relationship between party-aligned think tank activities and polarization in roll 
call votes. I conclude that extended party network control of information is a necessary condition 
for extreme polarization. 
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Polarization, and the broader disfunction related to it, is the defining feature of the 

contemporary Congress. Roll call votes are more polarized today than at any point since the 

creation of the two modern political parties. However, polarization does not stop at roll call 

voting. The two political parties do not agree about the basic facts underlying public policy 

decisions, such as whether greenhouse emissions are warming the planet and the effect of 

reduced taxes on economic growth and deficits. Indeed, a recent survey of staff working in 

Congress blamed the institution’s disfunction foremost on a poor ability to make evidence-based 

decisions and defining problems logically (Patashnik and Peck 2017). These differences are not 

the natural result of electoral politics. Rather, I argue in this paper, they stem from the strategic 

choices of party networks who seek to move their party’s preferences toward the extremes by 

displacing non-partisan information and substituting in their own biased information.  

 In the first section, I introduce a theory of policy preferences where incentives, values, 

and policy information interact to produce policy preferences. I argue that extended party 

networks can influence policy preferences by producing information that diverges from non-

partisan information. U.S. political parties organize their information activities using highly 

influential party-aligned think tanks. They exploit their privileged position in the party to 

displace consensus information sources. When they do so, they enable preferences to diverge and 

polarization to increase. I argue that this displacement is a necessary condition for extreme 

polarization. I predict that polarization should increase as party-aligned think tanks become more 

influential. 

In the second section, I lay out a research design to test this theory. First, I select the four 

largest party-aligned think tanks as cases. Next, I introduce three datasets on the activities of the 

four party-aligned think tanks, including their revenue, testimony before Congressional hearings 
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and white papers. The latter two datasets are coded for issue content across the 20 U.S. Policy 

Agendas Project major topics. I also introduce new data on polarization across issues, accounting 

for laws passed by voice vote or unanimous consent procedures.  

 In the third section, I present the results of these data analyses. I find a strong and robust 

correlation between party-aligned think tank activities, both over time and across issues. The 

growth of party-aligned think tank revenue and frequency of their testimony in hearings closely 

matches the overall trend of polarization as measured by DW-NOMINATE scores. As party-

aligned think tanks produce more white papers and testify on issues, polarization increases.  

 In the final section, I conclude. I discuss the implications of the paper’s findings for 

theories of Congress, political parties and the policy process. I also consider the limitations of the 

empirical approach of this study, and how those limitations could be overcome with other 

research designs. I end by arguing that party-aligned think tanks and other informal party 

organizations deserve more attention from scholars. 

 
I. Extended political parties and information provision 

 
a. Extended Political Party Networks 

 In Why Parties, Aldrich argues that parties are primarily created, maintained and adapted 

by powerful elected officials and candidates to serve their own purposes (Aldrich 1995). These 

elected officials mobilize activists, organize funders, and set up the party infrastructure. 

Aldrich’s endogenous parties produce collective goods for the officeholders, and to some degree 

enforce collective decision-making on their members. They follow the utility function of elected 

officials, which is a mix of office-seeking for the sake of holding office and policy-seeking 

(Aldrich 1995, 21). For Aldrich, party issue positions and priorities change only when the 

interests of the controlling officeholders and candidates change. 
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 More recently, scholars studying American political parties have created a new theory of 

political parties, called extended party network (EPN) theory (Albert 2019; Albert and Barney 

2018; Kathleen Bawn et al. 2012; Cohen et al. 2009; Desmarais, La Raja, and Kowal 2015; 

Grossmann and Dominguez 2009; Karol 2009; Kousser et al. 2015; Manento 2019; S. Masket 

2009; S. E. Masket 2016; Schwartz 1990). This theory argues that parties are not endogenous to 

office holders, but rather exert significant control over them. EPNs are composed of coalitions of 

intense policy demanders such as interest groups, networks of individual elites or donors, media 

or intellectual figures, activists, social movements, and officeholders, driven entirely by policy-

seeking goals rather than office-seeking goals.  

While scholars had noted the importance of diverse coalitions of elites underlying 

political parties much earlier (Key 1964; McClosky, Hoffmann, and O’Hara 1960; 

Schattschneider 1942), EPN theory was developed more recently. Schwartz (1990) first observed 

in his case study of the Illinois Republican Party a robust network of elites surrounding 

officeholders who held powerful sway over the party’s decision-making process. Mid-level party 

activists tend to change their preferences long before office-holders or the formal party apparatus 

(Schickler 2016; Wolbrecht 2002a, 2002b). These activists and elites and are cooperative and 

deeply-connected, forming cohesive and diverse social networks (Albert 2019; Grossmann and 

Dominguez 2009; Koger, Masket, and Noel 2009, 2010).  

 EPN theory was formalized in a 2012 article by Kathleen Bawn and her colleagues 

(Kathleen Bawn et al. 2012). They argue that intense policy demanders form long coalitions, 

where members of the coalition agree to only support candidates who support most of the policy 

positions of the entire coalition. They intervene in nomination contests to ensure that candidates 

win who would support the coalition’s positions even absent outside pressure. These 
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interventions vary. Party actors may support candidates with campaign donations, connections, 

endorsements, media attention, volunteers, or by attacking their opponents. Voters are largely 

absent from this process, other than as recipients of the messages from party actors. Bawn et al. 

theorize that voters have strong policy preferences on only a minority of issues, and therefore 

rarely constrain the actions of elected officials. Party actors demand that their elected officials 

maximize policy gains outside of voter awareness but relax those demands when policy can 

impact elections. 

 In this paper, I argue that EPN actors do not need to affect party nominations in order to 

affect the policy preferences of political parties. Bawn et al. argue that direct interventions in 

general elections are overly costly for most interest groups and members of the party network, so 

they often lack the ability to credibly threaten officeholders to change their preferences once in 

office. Thus, EPN actors intervene in party nominations, where their resources are more 

effective. Over time, ideologies emerge from these interventions, creating a largely self-

perpetuating system that requires only occasional attention from EPN actors to ensure that their 

party’s officeholders share their values. However, EPN actors can also influence preferences and 

priorities by producing and disseminating information and by leveraging their credibility and 

status within the EPN network. In doing so, they displace non-partisan information sources that 

officeholders often rely on.  

 

b. Information theory and preferences 

Information processing is an essential step in the policy process. Policymakers require 

information to define, search for and prioritize policy problems, identify and evaluate potential 

solutions, and ultimately make decisions (Baumgartner and Jones 2015; Hall and Deardorff 
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2006; Jones and Baumgartner 2005; Shafran 2015; Workman, Shafran, and Bark 2017). Changes 

in information can cause rapid and decisive changes in policy preferences (Baumgartner and 

Jones 2015; Jones 1994; Jones and Baumgartner 2005; Wolbrecht and Hartney 2014).  

Information has many mechanisms to change preferences. It controls problem definitions 

(Workman, Shafran, and Bark 2017). It can reframe problems or solutions, changing the policy 

image or relative importance of different aspects of it (Baumgartner, De Boef, and Boydstun 

2008; Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Glazier and Boydstun 2012; Rose and Baumgartner 2013; 

Wolbrecht and Hartney 2014). It can lower the costs of policy change, making it easier for a 

legislator to act on the policy (Hall and Deardorff 2006). It can alert policymakers or other 

political actors to new problems or solutions that they were not previously aware of 

(Baumgartner and Jones 2015; Wolfe 2012). Finally, policy analysis of various forms can 

persuade policymakers that problems are more or less severe, or of the relationship between 

policy outputs and outcomes. 

Congress has many sources of information. Internally, they draw from personal and 

committee staff (Baumgartner and Jones 2015; Hertel-Fernandez, Mildenberger, and Stokes 

2019; Mills and Selin 2017). Congress also established the Congressional Research Service 

(CRS), Congressional Budget Office (CBO) and Office of Technology Assessment (OTA) to 

provide legislative support services, and the Government Accountability Office (GAO) to assist 

in oversight and auditing. Externally, they receive a considerable technical information and other 

policy analysis from bureaucrats in the executive branch (Mills and Selin 2017; Shafran 2015; 

Workman 2015; Workman, Shafran, and Bark 2017). They also receive information from 

interest groups, lobbyists, think tanks, the media and other sources outside of the federal 

government (Boydstun 2013; Hall and Deardorff 2006; McCubbins and Schwartz 1984; Wolfe 
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2012). If information changes preferences, then changes in the balance of information sources 

that Congress draws from will change preferences. For example, Congress budgets for its 

committee staff and analytical bureaucracies in 1995. With lower internal capacity, Congress 

was forced to rely on information from both the executive branch and outside sources. This 

change should change policy preferences, as Congress is now drawing from a different basket of 

information.  

 

c. A theory of extended political parties and preferences 

For elected legislators or political parties, we can define preferences using the following 

simple function, where P represents preferences for public policy.  

𝑃 = 𝑓(𝐸, 𝑉, 𝐼) 

E represents electoral or political incentives. Elected officials and parties are often 

motivated by their own re-election concerns (Mayhew 2004), or broader concerns about their 

party’s electoral fortunes (Lee 2016). Elected officials may also change their preferences in order 

to advance their career within the party. However, all actions in Congress are not determined by 

re-election concerns. Most issues fly below the radar of most voters (Kathleen Bawn et al. 2012), 

whose are responsive to the actions of their representatives only when issues are salient and 

visible (Mettler 2011; Soroka and Wlezien 2010). Incumbent members of Congress in the age of 

polarization are increasingly unable to build reputations independent their party, further 

decreasing the political consequences of policy decisions (Jacobson 2015). Thus, members of 

Congress are not single-minded seekers of reelection and consider other factors that influence 

decision-making. The same is true for political parties. Under the Bawn et al. blind spot logic, 

extended political parties demand that their co-partisans in government only respond to voter 
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preferences when voters are aware of and will respond to those decisions, and follow policy-

seeking goals otherwise. Parties often have different political incentives depending on the party 

in power or out of power (Lee 2016), but incumbents who seek to solve common problems for 

their constituents may also share incentives (Jones, Larsen-Price, and Wilkerson 2009).  

V represents the values of the individual member of Congress or the collective values of 

the party. Values are policy preferences ceteris paribus. Officeholders have normative 

conceptions of what is good public policy, what policy problems deserve government attention, 

or what trade-offs are permissible in the pursuit of their goals. Political parties have similar 

collective values and core priorities, which we observe as ideology or issue ownership (Egan 

2013; Fagan 2019; Noel 2014). Values are relatively stable compared with political incentives 

and information. Many values tend to be shared across political parties, such as patriotism or a 

desire to represent constituencies. Other values tend to diverge, such as normative beliefs about 

redistribution of wealth, race or abortion, or the relative priority placed on problems like poverty, 

discrimination or crime. Where these values diverge, party preferences will also diverge. 

I represents information about the problem space or the relationship between policy 

outputs and outcomes. It does not include information or aspects of information that affect 

political incentives or values. Policymakers rarely enact policy for the sake of enacting policy. 

Rather, they prefer some policy outcome in the environment changes versus the counterfactual of 

a different policy output. Changes in information can cause rapid and dramatic changes in policy 

preferences (Baumgartner and Jones 1993). A change in information can unveil new problems or 

reveal the severity of the problem, leading to new policy preferences.  It can also reframe 

existing policies or problems, leading to a rapid change in policy preferences (Baumgartner and 

Jones 1993; Wolbrecht and Hartney 2014). If members of opposing parties share information 
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sources, their preferences will tend to converge, as they believe that problems are similar in 

severity and the relationship between output and outcome is the same. If they draw from 

information sources that diverge, their preferences will tend to diverge. They may not agree on 

which problems are severe or the effect of public policy on those problems. 

The EPN model tends to focus on party actors attempting to control party preferences by 

influencing the nominations process. By promoting or subsidizing candidates who share their 

policy preferences, party actors influence the values of the party and its officeholders. Threats or 

implicit threats to support a rival candidate or withhold support in the nomination contest also 

affects electoral incentives. Other than Albert (2019), who argues that policy ideas are 

exchanged through the extended party network, EPN scholars tend not to focus on information as 

a mechanism to change a party’s preferences. Party actors will prefer that their co-partisans draw 

from information whose conclusions support their preferences. If their party tends to draw from 

non-partisan expert information that does so, they will seek to displace the non-partisan 

information with information provided by members of the extended political party. If they 

succeed, party preferences will tend to diverge, and thus polarization will increase. 

However, the same logic is true for all actors in political systems. If information 

determines preferences, they would prefer that policymakers use their information. For this 

reason, information in political systems is always oversupplied, as outside actors seek to 

persuade officeholders to change their preferences or try and lower the cost of legislation for 

officeholders who share their preferences but assign a different priority to the issue  (Hall and 

Deardorff 2006; Jones and Baumgartner 2005). Policymakers are often overwhelmed with white 

papers, meetings, media reports, op-eds, expert advice, lobbyist arguments, and countless other 

information sources demanding their attention. Before they can use the information to inform 
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their decisions, they must first decide which information to use, and which to ignore. They use 

heuristics and filters in order to do so (Jones 2001). Extended political party actors are well-

positioned to take advantage of heuristics. As close political allies, officeholders are likely to 

trust members of the extended political party over outsiders. Closely integrated allies are also 

more likely to know which arguments will persuade their co-partisans, making them more 

effective messengers.  

 

d. Think Tanks and Extended Political Parties 

There are many possible ways in which extended political party actors could, and do, 

organize to produce information to influence public policy. Interest groups frequently produce 

and disseminate their own information. Party-aligned media figures and intellectuals use their 

platforms to highlight issues and make arguments. Donors like the Koch Brothers subsidize 

friendly research at universities and non-profits. Extended political parties are broad, complex 

networks with uncertain boundaries (Grossmann and Dominguez 2009; Koger, Masket, and Noel 

2009, 2010). This section, and the quantitative analysis that follows, focuses on party-aligned 

think tanks as the most important information providers in the U.S. party networks, but many 

other less important actors are also involved in the process. 

 Party elites in the United States have chosen to organize their most influential 

information production activities using party-aligned think tanks. In most advanced democracies, 

political parties have access to public funding, often through university systems or think tanks 

inside the formal party apparatus, to produce policy information for the party (Campbell and 

Pedersen 2014).  Parties in the United States do not have direct control over any form of policy 

analysis. Formal party organizations are constrained by campaign finance laws which prohibit 
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the largest of donations and encourage them to specialize in electioneering. Instead, U.S. party 

actors use 501(c)3 non-profit organizations to produce policy information. While these 

organizations are barred by the tax code from formally affiliating with parties, they can accept 

unlimited anonymous contributions, maintain related 501(c)4 lobbying organizations, and 

perform many of the functions reserved for party think tanks in other countries. Thus, U.S. 

parties tend to rely on these outside organizations rather than internal information production. 

 Empirical evidence shows that party-aligned think tanks are deeply integrated with U.S. 

parties beyond even the most influential interest groups. Party-aligned think tanks are deeply 

involved in advising Congress, often functioning as surrogate staff (Rich 2005; Furnas 2019). 

Surveys of Congressional staff list party-aligned think tanks as the most trusted sources of 

information for co-partisans (Rich 2005). When members of Congress hire party-aligned think 

tank employees to serve on their staff, they tend to become more extreme in roll call voting 

(Furnas 2019).  They have played important roles in shaping major policy changes, such as 

health care reform (Hertel-Fernandez, Skocpol, and Lynch 2016; Shaw et al. 2015),  the 1990s 

welfare reform (Fuelner n.d.; Heckman 1995), tax policy (Hertel-Fernandez and Martin 2018; 

Prasad 2018; Stahl 2016; Williams 1998), primary and secondary education reforms in the 2000s 

(Haas 2007; Hamilton 2011), labor rights (Hertel-Fernandez 2018) and the ongoing conflict over 

climate change (Albert 2019; Brulle 2014; Dunlap and Jacques 2013; Jacques, Dunlap, and 

Freeman 2008). They are frequently cited by the media as representatives of their side of policy 

debates (Groseclose and Milyo 2005; Haas 2007; Rich and Weaver 2000). They run Presidential 

transitions, often functioning as shadow governments for parties out of power (Campbell and 

Pedersen 2014; McGann 2016).  They are also deeply involved in organizing party grassroots 

activism by putting concrete policy prescripts on top of activist’s energy and idealism (Skocpol 
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and Hertel-Fernandez 2016; Skocpol and Williamson 2016). U.S. party-aligned think tanks tend 

to focus on the party’s core priorities, leaving more peripheral issues to other information 

providers (Fagan 2019). Few, if any, interest groups can claim so much influence.   

 

e. Polarization 
 

As extended political party actors at think tanks become more influential and change 

preferences, polarization should increase. Polarization is the degree to which preferences are 

correlated with political party. As party preferences diverge, polarization increases. We expect 

modern political parties to have different political incentives, as they represent different 

constituencies. Since at least the 1960s, when the modern U.S. party ideologies crystallized 

(Noel 2014), we also expect them to have different values. These two variables alone can 

produce polarization in the above preferences equation if they are correlated with party. 

However, extended political networks may seek to push party preferences further to the left or 

right. If so, it is necessary to correlate policy information with political party.  

Over time, party-aligned think tanks should become more influential as polarization in 

Congress increases. Polarization in Congress, as measured by DW-NOMINATE scores, was flat 

between the New Deal and the late 1970s (Poole and Rosenthal 1984). It slowly increased from 

the 1970s until it began to accelerate sharply in the mid-1990s. Today, Congress is more 

polarized than at any point since the Civil War. If party control of information provision is 

necessary to increase polarization, we should expect party-aligned think tank influence to follow 

a similar pattern. 

We should also expect party-aligned think tanks to become more influential on issues that 

are more polarized. Some issues are considerably more polarized than others (Jochim and Jones 



 13 

2013; Lee 2009). More polarized issues may have a stronger correlation between political 

incentives and values with political party. However, as with overall polarization, extended 

political networks may seek to move preferences to the left or right by displacing non-partisan 

information. Therefore, we should expect to see more party-aligned think tank activity as an 

issue becomes more polarized. 

 
 

II. Research Design 
 
a. Case Selection 

 
I started by defining party-aligned think tanks. Scholars disagree on the definition of a 

think tank (McGann 2016). Many interest groups and semi-public organizations, such as 

university centers, produce and disseminate information in order to influence public policy (Hall 

and Deardorff 2006). The distinction between these organizations and think tanks is necessarily 

arbitrary. I follow Rich (2005) in using a narrow definition of a think tank as an independent 

organization that seeks to influence public policy primarily by producing and disseminating 

information and are autonomous and independent according to McGann (2016). This definition 

rules out traditional interest groups who also produce information, such as the AFL-CIO or U.S. 

Chamber of Commerce, organizations that are a part of other larger organizations, such as 

university centers, and organizations that are agents of other non-think tanks, such as the 

American Petroleum Institute. 

Next, I define party-aligned think tanks. In most countries, political parties have control 

over some sort of think tank, either directly through public funding or indirectly through a 

university center, allowing these organizations to be classified as party think tanks. However, the 

party think tank classification is not applicable in the United States. U.S. political parties cannot 
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establish their own think tanks. Non-profit 501(c)3 organizations are barred from officially 

describing their activities as partisan or affiliating with a party, even if their activities are de 

facto partisan. These think tanks are aligned with political parties, if not formally a party 

apparatus. Thus, we must establish criteria to distinguish party-aligned think tanks from other 

think tanks. I use a four-part test. First, the think tank must describe its mission in ideological 

terms, such as “conservative,” “progressive” or “free-market.” Second, the think tank must be 

cited almost exclusively by their aligned political party in the Congressional record. Third, they 

must show qualitative evidence of integration into political parties, either by being given formal 

roles in the political party or by providing high-level political appointments to the party. Finally, 

they must be funded, as far as we can tell from the public record, by similar broad networks as 

the party, rather than individual interests.  

I identified the four largest, by expenditures, party-aligned think tanks that meet these 

definitions for this study. Table 3.1 shows these organizations, as well as their average real 

expenditures from 2001 to 2016.   

Table 1: Average Revenue of Party-Aligned Think Tank Cases, 2001-2016 

Institution Orientation 
Average 
Expenditures1 

American Enterprise Institute Republican $27.7 million 
Center for American Progress Democratic $35.2 million 
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities Democratic $23.0 million 
Heritage Foundation Republican $68.6 million 
1 Real 2009 dollars. Source: IRS Form 990 Filings, retrieved from ProPublica’s 
Non-Profit Explorer database. Revenue includes the small related 501(c)4 lobbying 
organizations of The Center for American Progress and Heritage Foundation.  
  

b. Research design 

I use a variety of quantitative methods to examine the relationship between party-aligned 

think tank activity and polarization. Polarization in Congress, at least as measured by DW-

NOMINATE scores, is a secular trend. It began increasing in the late 1970s, accelerated in the 
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mid-90s, plateaued. And accelerated again in the 2010s. This pattern increases the risk of Type I 

error due to spurious correlations. However, time series analysis is the most appropriate method 

for quantitative analysis of institutions. Thus, I test the hypothesis at two other units of analysis. 

First, I test the cross-sectional relationship between polarization and party-aligned think tank 

activity across issues. Second, I test the dynamic relationship between the two variables 

simultaneously across both issues and time. 

In order examine both Congressional and party-aligned think tank activities across issues, 

I use the U.S. Policy Agendas Project categorization system. PAP is a collaboration between 

dozens of scholars across countries to categorize the issue content of policy outputs using a 

system that allows for valid comparisons across time and context. The PAP system assigns each 

policy output to one of 20 major topic areas, such as energy or defense policy, and one of 220+ 

subtopic areas, such as nuclear energy and weapon sales. The U.S. Policy Agendas Project has 

coded over a dozen datasets of policy outputs over long time series, allowing us to relate U.S. 

think tank outputs to the activities of political parties, Congress, the public, and the presidency. 

Table 2 shows the 20 PAP major topic areas1, along with examples of party-aligned think tank 

white papers coded under each. Each output was assigned to a single topic area. If an output 

contained policy content in multiple topic areas (for example, a report on the fiscal health of 

Medicaid and Social security), it was assigned to a single topic area based upon the rules of the 

PAP codebook. 

  

 
1 The international CAP system uses a twenty-first major topic, cultural policy, that is not used in the U.S. 
codebook, and thus not used for this project. 



 16 

Table 2: Comparative Agendas Project Major Topics and Think Tank Examples 
Major Topic Area Example 

Macroeconomics "A Territorial Tax System Would Create Jobs and Raise Wages for U.S. 
Workers" - Heritage Foundation 

Civil Rights "The Unintended Consequences of Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act" 
- American Enterprise Institute 

Health 
"Health Reform Law Makes Clear That Subsidies Will Be Available in 
States with Federally Operated Exchanges" - Center on Budget and 
Policy Priorities 

Agriculture "Food Safety: Background, Analysis and Recommendations" - 
American Enterprise Institute 

Labor “Real Family Values: Raising the Federal Minimum Wage” – Center for 
American Progress 

Education "The Future of Teacher Compensation" - Center for American Progress 

Environment "Impact of the Waxman-Markey Climate Change Legislation on the 
States" - Heritage Foundation 

Energy “Electricity Pricing to U.S. Manufacturing Plants, 1963-2000” – 
American Enterprise Institute 

Immigration "The Senate Immigration Bill Rewards Lawbreaking: Why the DREAM 
Act Is a Nightmare" - Heritage Foundation 

Transportation “It’s Time for States to Invest in Infrastructure” – Center on Budget and 
Policy Priorities 

Law and Crime “Changing Priorities: State Criminal Justice Reforms and Investments in 
Education” – Center on Budget and Policy Priorities 

Social Welfare "Would Private Accounts Provide A Higher Rate of Return than Social 
Security?" - Center on Budget and Policy Priorities 

Housing "Retrofitting Foreclosed Homes: A Matter of Public Trust" - Center for 
American Progress 

Commerce "Is There a Way to Create a Transatlantic Securities Market?" - 
American Enterprise Institute 

Defense "Afghanistan: Zero Troops Should Not Be an Option" - Heritage 
Foundation 

Science and 
Communication 

“Bundles of Trouble: The FCC's Telephone Competition Rules” – 
Heritage Foundation 

Trade “Global Value Chains and the Continuing Case for Free Trade” – 
American Enterprise Institute 

Foreign Affairs “A Plan B with Teeth for Darfur” – Center for American Progress 
Government 
Operations 

“Federal Pay is Out of Line with Private Sector Pay” – Heritage 
Foundation 

Public Lands "A Continued Push for Reform Is Needed on Public Lands’ Energy 
Leasing" - Center for American Progress 
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c. Measurement 
i. Expenditures and revenue 

 
To measure the overall size of think tanks, I measured their real expenditures and revenue 

over time. Ideally, I would only use expenditures, which measure the amount of resources 

deployed by the think tank in order to influence public policy. Revenue measures the amount of 

resources raised, but some of those resources may be reserved for future use. I collected 

expenditure data from the ProPublica Non-Profit Explorer database of non-profit IRS Form 990 

disclosures. These forms are made publicly available by the IRS for seven years, then destroyed. 

ProPublica began collecting these data in the mid-2000s, so their database only contains all 990s 

beginning in 2001. For three of the four think tanks, my observation period ends when the 

ProPublica data does. Figure 1 shows these data, compared to the real expenditures of the 

Congressional Budget Office and Congressional Research Service. Both Republican and 

Democratic-aligned think tanks grow rapidly during this period. At the beginning of the 2000s, 

Republican-aligned think tanks spent about $60 million, well below the budgets of the CBO and 

CRS. Democratic-aligned think tanks spent just over $10 million, as the Center for American 

Progress had not been founded yet. By the end of the period, when the CBO and CRS budgets 

had gradually declined due to budget cuts in the Budget Control Act of 2011, the two 

Republican-aligned think tanks spent $127 million, nearly equaling the official analytical 

bureaucracies, and the two Democratic-aligned think tanks have grown to $75 million. 

 However, I was able to assemble the complete time series of Heritage Foundation 

revenue, from its founding in 1973 to the present day, through various sources (see Appendix 

Table 1). For much of its history, in order to show the organizations’ growth to potential patrons, 

the Heritage Foundation published ten years of revenue growth in its annual report. I collected 

these reports and recorded their annual revenue. I then filled in missing years using a variety of 
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sources, including old 990s uploaded to Document Cloud, and an article by Solomon (1996). I 

only needed to interpolate one year. Unfortunately, similar archival documents did not exist for 

other organizations, limiting my historical think tank size analysis to just one case. I propose the 

following hypothesis: 

Think tank size hypothesis: As polarization increases, party-aligned think tank revenue 

will increase. 

 
Figure 2: Growth of Party-Aligned Think Tanks vs. the Congressional Budget Office and 

Congressional Research Service 

 
Notes: CBO/CRS budgets from the Brookings Vital Statistics on Congress (2017).  Expenditures 
from the three largest Democratic and Republican-aligned think tanks collected from IRS Form 
990s in ProPublica’s Non-Profit Explorer database. 
 

ii. Witnesses 

To measure information consumption by Congress over time and across issues, I 

collected data on think tank testimony before hearings. Each Congress holds between 2,500 and 
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4,000 hearings.  Members of Congress use hearings to gather information on emerging policy 

problems, build external and internal support for policy proposals, or to interrogate bureaucrats 

(Bawn 1997; Jones and Baumgartner 2005; Lewallen, Theriault, and Jones 2016; Shafran 2015; 

Workman 2015; Workman, Shafran, and Bark 2017). If party-aligned think tanks are considered 

more valuable information sources, they will be called to testify more often.  

To measure the number of times that party-aligned think tanks testified before Congress, 

I identified each instance of testimony recorded in the ProQuest Congressional database using 

keyword searches, aggregating by Congress. This process yielded 856 witnesses between the 93rd 

and 114th Congresses. I then divided that biannual count of witnesses by the  To measure policy 

attention in witness testimony, I used the data collected above. I matched each instance of think 

tank witness testimony with the major topic coded assigned by the Policy Agendas Project to the 

hearing. Because the number of hearings varies over time (Lewallen, Theriault, and Jones 2016), 

I then divided the number of witnesses to testify on that issue by the total number of 

Congressional hearings on that issue to calculate the number of witnesses per Congressional 

hearing. 

I propose the following hypotheses: 

Witness testimony policy attention hypothesis: As polarization in an issue area increases, 

party-aligned think tanks will testify on that issue per Congressional hearing. 

Witness testimony over time hypothesis: As polarization in Congress increases, more 

party-aligned think tank witnesses will testify in hearings. 
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iii. White papers 

To measure attention to policy in party-aligned think tank information production, I 

collected data on their white papers from 2004-2016. Writing and disseminating research or 

policy arguments in the form of reports, books, explainers, and other documents is the heart of 

any think tank’s mission. Each think tank in the sample produced thousands of white papers 

during this period on a wide range of policy issues. Their subject matters were similarly broad, 

ranging from a two-page analysis on a pending piece of legislation to a comparisons of cost 

estimates for a range of policy options to full economic analyses that would not be out of place in 

an academic journal. House styles varied by institution. For example, the Heritage Foundation 

tended to produce a greater number of shorter white papers focused on making arguments about 

policy but without much original research, while the American Enterprise Institute tended to 

produce fewer long white papers conducting original research. 

I first collected all of the white papers listed on each think tank’s website from 2004-

2016. I collected the title, abstracts or summaries, and any available metadata listed under the 

website’s “Reports” or “Research” section, using filters where available to eliminate blog posts, 

press releases, or other non-report outputs (see Figure 2 for an example). This yielded 14,255 

reports. I then read each title and any available abstract or summary and assigned it to one of 20 

Policy Agendas Project major topic codes.2 If I was unable to assign a code based on these 

shorter observations, I read the full report to determine which issue the report addressed and 

assigned it to a major topic area.  

For each issue, I then measured the proportion of attention from each side’s think tanks, 

weighted by each think tank’s contribution by the organization’s expenditures. This solves two 

 
2 Two trained graduate students coded a random sample of 500 observations using the procedures of the Policy 
Agendas Project. They agreed with the major topic codes assigned to these 86% of these data. 
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problems. First, it allows us to account for each think tank’s overall size. Larger think tanks have 

more party elites producing information for them. Second, it allows us to account for 

heterogeneity in the style of think tank reports. Some organizations, such as the Heritage 

Foundation, tend to produce more short issue brief-style reports, while others, such as the 

American Enterprise Institute, tend to produce fewer longer white papers. If we simply counted 

the number of reports, we would overrepresent the longer reports. I weighted the attention by the 

organization’s annual expenditures using the following formula.  

𝑇ℎ𝑖𝑛𝑘	𝑇𝑎𝑛𝑘	𝐴𝑡𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛56 =
∑(%𝑅𝑒𝑝𝑜𝑟𝑡𝑠56= ∗ 𝐸𝑥𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑒𝑠5=)

∑𝐸𝑥𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑖𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑒𝑠5=
 

Because policy is unevenly distributed across the 20 major topic areas, I then adjusted for 

Congressional demand for non-partisan information taking the natural log of the ratio of think 

tank reports to CRS reports (see McGee and Fagan 2019). 

 
Figure 2: White Paper Data Collection Example 
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 I propose the following hypothesis: 

White paper policy attention hypothesis: As polarization in an issue area increases, party-

aligned think tanks will produce more information on that issue relative to Congressional 

hearings. 

iv. Polarization 

As polarization increases, we should expect the aggregate size and influence of party-

aligned think tanks to increase. I measure these using two datasets: the budgets of party-aligned 

think tanks over time and the total number of times that the think tanks were called to testify 

before Congress. For all of these the unit of analysis is Congress, as DW-NOMINATE is 

estimated by Congress rather than by year (Lewis et al. 2019; Theriault 2008). 

To measure polarization across issues, I calculated a modified party disagreement score 

on roll call votes by issue and new data on laws passed by either chamber without a roll call vote. 

Scaling methods like DW-NOMINATE require a large number of roll call votes to estimate 

(Jochim and Jones 2013), but Congress will only hold a handful of votes on some issue areas in a 

given term. For example, Congress recorded just 214 votes coded by the Policy Agendas Project 

as trade policy between 2004 and 2016. However, party disagreement scores, which measure the 

difference in proportions of each party voting on each side, can be measured with significantly 

less data. Each vote’s score ranges from 0, where equal proportions of each party voted for the 

bill, to 1, for a strictly party line vote. 

Lee (2009) used roll call votes to calculate party disagreement scores across the 20 Policy 

Agendas Project issues. I improve on this measurement by adding voice votes, laws passed by 

unanimous consent, and other instances of a law passing a chamber without a roll call vote, 

which I refer to collectively as “voice votes.” Many laws are ultimately passed in one or both 
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chambers by voice vote, where no objection is recorded on the floor. These votes range from 

smaller laws like land transfers to larger laws such as a $12 billion extension of child nutrition 

programs or a $20 billion extension of the National Flood Insurance Program. Without these 

votes, our estimates of party disagreement are biased upwards, and the bias may be different in 

issue areas with more or less voice votes. I identified these votes by identifying all of the public 

laws passed by each Congress for which no roll call vote was recorded on the underlying bill. 

This yielded 2,411 voice votes in the Senate and 1,594 in the House of Representatives.3 I 

assigned each vote a party disagreement score of zero. The distribution of this variable is shown 

in Figure 3. Public lands, foreign affairs, and science and communication policy are the least 

polarized issue areas, while labor, macroeconomics, and energy policy are the most polarized. 

 

Figure 3: Voice Vote-Adjusted Party Disagreement Score (Average of House of 

Representatives and Senate), 2004-2016 

 

  

 
3 This procedure excludes voice votes on bills that did not become law but includes roll call votes on bills that did 
not become law. It also excludes voice votes on nominations and treaties. Unfortunately, no data exists on voice 
votes other than those found by inference in this procedure.  
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III. Results 
a. Across time 

 
Figure 4 shows the relationship between aggregate party-aligned think tank witnesses and 

polarization over time. The two variables are strongly correlated (ρ = 0.75). At the beginning of 

the series, when polarization has not yet begun to rise, party-aligned think tanks have very little 

presence in Congressional hearings. Both series slowly rise in unison in the 1980s and early-

1990s. Then, there is a huge spike in think tank witnesses per hearing in the 104th Congress 

(1995-1996), but a much smaller in polarization. The witness series returns to trend in the 105th 

Congress, and then closely tracks polarization through the late-90s, 2000s, and 2010s. These 

results strongly support the Aggregate Hearing Testimony Hypothesis, although any inferences 

from a short time series model where both variables are trended will always be limited. The 

results suggest that polarization and the increase in partisan information occurred 

simultaneously; Granger Causality tests failed in both directions (p>0.9).  

Figure 4: Witnesses and Polarization 
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Next, Figure 5 shows the real revenue of the Heritage Foundation4 from 1973 to 2016 and 

the average difference of party means in Congress by DW-NOMINATE (Lewis et al. 2019). The 

two series are very high correlated (ρ = 0.98). Both begin to accelerate gradually in the 1970s 

and 1980s, steeply increase in 1995, level off, and then begin to accelerate again in the late-

2000s. As the parties polarized, the largest and most important Republican-aligned think tank 

grew. 

Figure 5: Heritage Revenue and Polarization 

 
 

b. Across issues 
 

Next, we move away from time series models and toward an analysis of a cross section of 

issues between 2004 and 2016. Unlike time series comparisons, these are less likely to produce a 

 
4 The remainder of this paper uses expenditure data from three conservative think tanks drawn from IRS Form 
990s in ProPublica’s Non-Profit Explorer database, instead of revenue data from just the Heritage Foundation. IRS 
Form 990s are preserved for just 7 years, and ProPublica’s database coverage ends in 2001. However, I was able to 
construct a complete time series for the Heritage Foundation’s revenue from various archival sources. A list of 
these sources is included in Appendix Table 1. Archival data were not available for other think tanks. 
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spurious correlation. However, they also introduce new sources of error into the model. 

Specifically, they rely on the polarization of issues that reach roll call votes. Some issues might 

be highly polarized at other stages of the policy process, such as early agenda setting stages or 

implementation stages, but less polarized at the roll calls stage. For example, the vast majority of 

think tank reports on environmental policy involve climate change, which is highly polarized, 

but Congress votes on a variety of less contested environmental policies such a toxic waste 

regulation. 

Figure 6 shows the relationship between attention to policy in party-aligned think tank 

reports relative to Congress and polarization on issues. There is a positive and significant 

(b=0.32 p=0.01 r2=0.31) between the two variables, although with some notable residuals. 

Macroeconomics receives the most relative attention from party-aligned think tanks and has the 

second-highest level of polarization, but the model predicts an even higher level of polarization. 

Government operations, on the other hand, has average polarization, but very low levels of think 

tank attention. This residual may be caused by how the Policy Agendas Project treats 

nominations votes, where any nominee regardless of agency is coded as government operations. 

However, the overall trend is clear. Issues on the right side of the x-axis tend to be the core areas 

of left-right disagreement over economic policy, such as social welfare policy, education, labor 

and macroeconomics, while issues on the right tend to be more localized, such as public lands 

and transportation policy, or contain emerging issues, such as science and communication policy. 

These results support the White Paper Policy Attention Hypothesis.  
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Figure 6: Party Disagreement Scores and Average Annual Party-Aligned Think Tank Reports 

 

Notes: Panels are Policy Agendas Project major topic areas. Y-axis is the average annual 
percentage of policy attention from the six largest party-aligned think tanks minus the average 
annual percentage of Congressional hearings. X-axis is the average party disagreement score, 
including laws passed by voice vote. 
 

The relationship between polarization and policy attention in hearings where think tanks 

testify is similar, although considerably nosier. The relationship is still positive and significant 

(b=0.22 p=0.04 r2=0.21), but considerably noisier. Social welfare policy now joins 

macroeconomics as a much less polarized than predicted issue area, and both trade and foreign 

affairs should also be more polarized.  Agriculture, education, science and energy policy are all 

considerably less polarized than predicted. It may be the case that the policy agenda at the 

hearing stage on many of these issues is significantly more conflicted than the bills that 

eventually reach the floor for a roll call vote. For example, President George W. Bush proposed a 

major reform to Social Security pensions in 2005. This reform was strongly supported by 
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Republican-aligned think tanks as a core ideological priority, and strongly opposed by 

Democratic-aligned think tanks as an existential threat to the modern welfare state (Beland and 

Waddan 2000; Béland and Waddan 2012). Dozens of think tank witnesses testified at hearings 

on the proposed law. However, the political coalition surrounding the law collapsed before it was 

ever voted on. 

 
Figure 7: Party Disagreement Scores and Average Annual Party-Aligned Think Tank Witnesses 

 

Notes: Panels are Policy Agendas Project major topic areas. Y-axis is the number of witnesses 
per Congressional hearing held in each major topic area. X-axis is the average party 
disagreement score, including laws passed by voice vote. 
 
 

IV. Discussion 
 

This paper offered several contributions to the study of Congress, political parties, and 

the policy process. It proposed a theory where the preferences of elected legislators and parties 

are a function of incentives, values, and information. It proposed that extended party networks, 
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organized in the U.S. around party-aligned think tanks, could influence preferences not only by 

focusing on incentives and values through interventions in the nominations process, but also 

through information. It further argued that party network control of information is necessary for 

the extreme polarization that defines the U.S. political system today.  

An analysis of several datasets from party-aligned think tanks in the U.S. found a strong 

and robust correlation between their activities and polarization over time and across issues. As 

party-aligned think tanks became larger and testified before Congress, polarization increases at 

almost exactly the same rate. As party-aligned think tanks produce more information on issues 

relative to non-partisan information, polarization increases on those issues. The information 

environment on some issues, like agriculture, science and communication and public lands, tends 

to favor non-partisan sources. Other issues, like macroeconomics, labor, and energy policy, tend 

to be highly partisan. While we observe the effect of these information environments in 

increased polarization in roll call voting, their implications are far worse. In the former group of 

issues, the parties mostly agree on the basic facts underlying public policy decisions because 

they all draw from the same pool of non-partisan information. They sometime disagree on public 

policy due to differences in political incentives and values, but their decisions are ultimately 

tethered to a common reality. In the latter group, they do not agree on the same pool of facts, and 

thus develop positions divorced from a common reality. 

While these correlations are robust and likely not spurious, the exact nature of the 

relationship between party control of the information process and polarization cannot be revealed 

by this research design. Further research using different designs is necessary in order to 

determine how the two factors interact. A qualitative analysis of information environments 

surrounding individual issues and positions taken by political parties can help to untangle these 
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elements. While further quantitative analyses of other policy inputs and outputs also help to 

disentangle, replicate, or fail to replicate these results, they are likely to be constrained by the 

same limitations of these historical observational data. Researchers may be able to gain leverage 

by replicating similar results across U.S. states, possibly using variation in networks of state 

think tanks as instruments.  
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