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Abstract: Research on nonprofit advocacy has grown in recent years, and many
nonprofit organizations have expanded and refined their efforts to influence
public policies in ways they believe will benefit society. Despite the growing body
of literature on nonprofit advocacy, there is substantial room for development on
questions related to public perceptions of nonprofit advocacy activities. Utilizing
an experimental design, we examine the ways in which the involvement of a
nonprofit organization in the policy process can shift public opinion regarding a
specific policy proposal. We also explore how these perceptions vary when we
introduce political conflict that questions the effectiveness of the proposed policy.
We find that in the absence of political controversy, the involvement of nonprofits
in the policy process can significantly increase positive perceptions, relative to the
control condition in which there is no mention on nonprofit involvement. However, we also find that the ways in which nonprofit involvement could boost
support for a policy proposal may not hold when there is conflict over the policy in
question.
Keywords: nonprofit advocacy, public policy, public opinion
Research on nonprofit advocacy and lobbying has increased substantially in
recent years with many authors calling for more attention to this topic (Berry 2003;
Guo and Saxton 2014; LeRoux and Goerdel 2009; Salamon, Geller, and Lorentz
2008; Schmid, Bar, and Nirel 2008). While nonproﬁt advocacy is not a new phenomenon, with many of America’s earliest nonproﬁts organized around a mission
to advocate for certain groups or policy initiatives, the literature has substantial
room for development. Currently, most of the literature on nonproﬁt advocacy
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focuses on the determinants of nonproﬁt engagement in advocacy and lobbying
and the implications of nonproﬁt advocacy for civil society (LeRoux and Feeney
2014; LeRoux and Goerdel 2009; Nicholson-Crotty 2007; Pekkanen, Smith, and
Tsujinaka 2014; Salamon, Geller, and Lorentz 2008; Suárez and Hwang 2008). In
this work, scholars have found that many nonproﬁt leaders—especially among
501(c)3 public charities—are reluctant to engage in the policy process, because
they fear this activity could jeopardize their tax-exempt status and possibly undermine their positive reputations as neutral, mission-driven organizations and
instead portray their organization as “too political” (Salamon, Geller, and Lorentz
2008).
These concerns about the (perceived and real) reputational and legal risks
raise questions about the benefits of nonprofit advocacy. Many nonprofit organizations are known for their strong relationships with communities and their track
record of involvement in and knowledge of their area of expertise. It would be
reasonable to expect that the involvement of nonprofit organizations in the policy
process could lead to greater support for policy change. In this article, we examine
the potential effects of nonprofit advocacy by asking the following questions.
1. Is public support for a speciﬁc policy proposal inﬂuenced by whether a
nonproﬁt organization is involved in the policy process?
2. Is public opinion inﬂuenced by the introduction of political conﬂict? Stated
differently, is nonproﬁt involvement in the policy process viewed differently
when it takes place in conﬂictual policy environments, compared to more
neutral environments?
For practitioners, our study can inform nonprofit leaders about when and how
their organization’s influence (especially when made public) could influence
support for a policy and the conditions under which their involvement may be seen
as more “political,” which could influence the general reputation of their organization and possibly impact fundraising and partnerships. For policymakers, this
work offers more information on how partnerships with nonprofits in the policy
process could influence policy support. And for scholars studying nonprofit organizations and advocacy, this analysis offers a new contribution to the body of
knowledge on nonprofit advocacy, with a more policy-centric framing and the
introduction of variation in organizational reputation and the role of political
conflict.
We explore these dynamics through an experimental design in which individuals are presented with a scenario where a nonprofit organization has created
legislation that is being introduced by a state senator. In these vignettes, we vary
the type of 501(c)3 organization from a well-recognized 501(c)3 philanthropic
private foundation—the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (hereafter referred to
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as the Gates Foundation)—to a 501(c)3 organization primarily engaged in research
and advocacy based on policy expertise—Complete College America (CCA). In the
analysis, we compare these treatment groups to a control group in which the
senator has introduced the bill without the involvement of a nonprofit
organization.
The paper proceeds by situating the study within existing literature on
nonprofit advocacy and lobbying1. Next, we present our experimental design and
analytical approach. Finally, we present the results of the analyses and conclude
with a discussion of the implications of the ﬁndings for scholars and nonproﬁt
managers.

1 Nonprofit Advocacy and Democratic Governance
Scholars have documented the many ways in which nonprofits provide a source of
social capital in building an active and informed civil society that is better able to
represent the diversity of preferences in the public (Graddy and Wang 2009;
LeRoux and Feeney 2014; Ott and Dicke 2015; Rasiah et al. 2017; Schneider 2007).
Political theorists in the nonproﬁt sector highlight the role of nonproﬁts in
providing an entity separate from government wherein citizens form connections
and engage in political activism (Boris and Steuerle 2006; Clemens and Guthrie
2010). In theory, through the participatory governance structures, sponsorship of
petitions and social causes, volunteerism, and grassroots engagement of communities, nonproﬁts are key in the development of a thriving civil society that
forms the foundation of a well-functioning democracy (Douglas 1987; LeRoux and
Feeney 2014; Ott and Dicke 2015; Powell and Steinberg 2006; Rasiah et al. 2017).
Thus, nonproﬁt advocacy and lobbying "in the forms of representation and
mobilization are regarded as legitimate and important activities for nonproﬁts to
undertake" (LeRoux and Goerdel 2009, p. 515), in which nonproﬁts “speak for, act
for, and look after the interest of their respective groups” (Pitkin 1972, p. 117).
However, this existing work often examines nonproﬁt advocacy that is either
primarily focused on efforts to advocate on behalf of the organization’s clientele
(Bass et al. 2007; Berry and Arons 2005; Fyall 2016, 2017; Fyall and Allard 2017;
Fyall and McGuire 2015; Fyall and Levine Daniel 2018; Nicholson-Crotty 2009;
Salamon, Geller, and Lorentz 2008; Wiley and Berry 2018) or efforts by large,
1 Many scholars have identiﬁed important differences between advocacy and lobbying (Lamothe
and Bell 2018), while others use these terms interchangeably. Our study does not seek to investigate the difference among these concepts. We use “advocacy” as the more general term for our
discussion.
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national nonproﬁts whose central identity is policy advocacy at the national level
(e.g., Planned Parenthood, National Riﬂe Association) (LeRoux and Feeney 2014;
Pekkanen, Smith, and Tsujinaka 2014). Nonproﬁts that engage in service delivery
and advocate on behalf of clientele face multiple barriers to advocacy activity
(Fyall 2017), including practical limitations on staff time and resources (Salamon,
Geller, and Lorentz 2008), legal apprehension (Lu 2018) and cultural barriers. In
fact, many 501(c)3 public charities are wary of engaging in advocacy and lobbying
for fear of losing tax exempt status or becoming too entangled in politics, which
could tarnish reputations and lead to a decline in donations (Bass et al. 2007; Berry
and Arons 2005; Fyall and Allard 2017). On the other hand, nonproﬁt advocacy
organizations and philanthropic foundations are increasingly engaged in the
policymaking process (Buffardi, Pekkanen, and Smith 2017; Grønbjerg and Prakash 2016; LeRoux 2009, 2011; LeRoux and Krawczyk 2014).

1.1 Growth in National Nonprofit Advocacy in Subnational
Policymaking
As nonprofit advocacy has expanded and evolved, many of the more influential
and well-funded organizations have developed strategic, aggressive efforts to
change policies both at the national level, but more recently, with a stronger focus
on states and localities, especially in areas like education policy (Bleiberg and
Harbatkin 2018; Gandara, Rippner, and Ness 2017; Goss and Berry 2018; Reckhow
and Snyder 2014; Reckhow and Tompkins-Stange 2018). In many cases, these
organizations acknowledge the importance of subnational policymaking and the
unequal distribution of policy expertise and resources across states. In most cases,
the organizations view their advocacy work as an effort to improve the lives of
clientele, but the connections between the nonproﬁt and the populations for whom
they advocate may be weak or nonexistent (Andrasik and Mead 2019).
These organizations are often well funded and employ (or partner with) some
of the nation’s leading experts on the policy issues of interest. They can also be
quite successful in building relationships with other national organizations that
improve their ability to gain access to expertise and influence. As leaders in this
space, philanthropic foundations serve as “political actors that seek to produce
social change, not only by donating resources to nonprofits that promote causes,
but also by supporting policy reform in a more direct manner” (Goss and Berry
2018, p. 4). This is especially the case in policy areas such as education:
Philanthropy is commonly viewed as a charitable activity, and philanthropists have traditionally approached political advocacy tentatively, if at all. Yet major education foundations
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are increasingly politically engaged… Coordinated, policy-focused, and advocacy-oriented
philanthropy provides an important pathway for political influence among foundations
(Reckhow and Snyder 2014, p. 193).

What is clear from existing literature is that foundations and nonprofit advocacy
organizations serve as important interest groups that can shape social movements
(Bartley 2007), policy discourse (Reckhow and Tompkins-Stange 2018), and public
policy agendas and outcomes (Anheier and Hammack 2010; Callahan 2017; Goss
and Berry 2018; Mintrom and Vergari 2009; Mosley and Galaskiewicz 2015; Prewitt
2012; Reckhow 2012; Suárez, Husted, and Casas 2018). What has been understudied is whether the public considers the inﬂuence of philanthropic foundations
and nonproﬁt advocacy organizations as legitimate, and how this activity may
affect public support and donations to nonproﬁt organizations.

2 Citizen Attitudes about Nonprofit Policy
Influence
Despite the concerns raised by some nonprofit leaders, we know very little about
citizen attitudes on efforts by nonprofit organizations to influence the policy
process. Generally, we know that “nonprofits are uniformly admired” and scholars
have gone as far as to claim that “no one speaks of the dangers of too much
nonprofit influence in the political system” (Berry and Arons 2003, p. 49). Surveys
(mostly) support this claim, with 71 percent of Americans indicating that they trust
nonprofits more than they trust companies and government institutions to solve
some of the most pressing concerns of the time (Cordon 2010). Moreover, 79
percent of the American public believes that charitable organizations play an
important role in speaking out on important issues (O’Neill 2009). Nonproﬁts, in
general, enjoy higher levels of trust (Bekkers 2003; Cordon 2010; Hansmann 1980),
and Americans have more conﬁdence in charitable organizations that most other
governing institutions, including local state and national governments, organized
labor, corporations, the media, and Congress (O’Neill 2009). According to O’Neill
(2009), an overwhelming majority of the public thinks that nonproﬁts are fair in
their decision-making (76%), good at running programs and services (76%), and
spend money wisely (61%).
But from a normative perspective, political activity by nonprofit organizations
that are successful in advancing policy agendas without a direct connection to
beneficiaries raises a number of questions about the legitimacy of this influence in
a representative democracy (Grønbjerg and Prakash 2016; Mosley 2015). This inﬂuence can be especially complicated in these policy arenas, given that the nature
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of advocacy is usually one that draws on expertise to identify what is best for the
populations in question, without substantial input from the population itself.
Large, inﬂuential foundations have received criticism from other policy actors and
academics (Andrasik and Mead 2019), but we have little information (in the literature or among practitioners) about the extent to which the public may also share
these concerns.

3 Research Design
Our work is founded on two motivations – one based in practice and one focused
on theoretical development. First, leaders of nonprofit organizations could benefit
from knowing more about how advocacy activity could affect the reputation of an
organization among the public. Given the importance of stakeholder trust and
satisfaction for organizational reputation—arguably “one of the most important
intangible assets of an NPO, and vital for organizational survival” (Schloderer,
Sarstedt, and Ringle 2014, p. 111)—it is important to work toward a better understanding of how exposure to nonproﬁt policy advocacy activity impacts public
perceptions (Sarstedt and Schloderer 2010; Willems, Jegers, and Faulk 2016).
Second, this study offers new opportunities to empirically test how the public
views the influence of nonprofits in the policy process. We add to the discussion of
nonprofit advocacy by using an experimental design to investigate (1) the influence of nonprofit engagement in policy formulation on public support and (2)
whether the positive perceptions of nonprofit advocacy are durable enough to
withstand the introduction of political conflict.

3.1 Survey Experiment
We explore our research questions in an experimental design where some individuals are presented with a scenario in which a state senator is introducing
legislation created by a nonprofit organization, with a series of follow-up questions
related to their perceptions of the policy and the senator. The policy in question is
performance-based funding, which aims to improve outcomes in higher education
by linking financial incentives for the colleges to their performance metrics. In
these vignettes, the control (or baseline) group is told nothing about who created
the legislation, just that the state senator is introducing it.
For our study, we chose to have two treatment groups to explore if any significant effects were attributable to a general support for nonprofits or if nonprofits
might be perceived differently. We selected two 501c(3) organizations that are
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currently active in national debates about this policy issue: one, a well-known
charitable, private foundation—the Gates Foundation2, and, the other, a policy
organization with focused issue expertise—Complete College America (CCA). The
three groups (baseline, Gates, and CCA) are the focus of our ﬁrst analysis in this
study.
To better investigate the dynamics at play, we also wanted to see whether the
(expected) positive benefits of nonprofit involvement can withstand political
conflict and criticism. In a second round of testing, we present the same vignettes,
but we add expert testimony that is in opposition to the bill. With the addition of
these groups (BaselineConflict, GatesConflict, CCAConflict), we can compare
across organizations, as well as comparing the conflict/no conflict groups within
each organization.
We designed the experimental survey data in Qualtrics and executed the
survey via Amazon Mechanical Turk during the summer of 2016 (n = 591).3 Participants were required to be Americans 18 years of age or older. The survey started
with a standard pre-treatment questionnaire. In this questionnaire, respondents
were asked demographic questions regarding gender, race and ethnicity, age,
education, and income. Respondents then discussed their relationship with politics, answering questions on ideology, party identiﬁcation, and recent voting
2 By virtue of being a private foundation, the Gates Foundation is subject to different regulations
on advocacy and lobbying activity than other 501(c)3 public charities. Therefore, the results for the
Gates Foundation may not be generalizable to 501(c)3 public charities broadly but instead
narrowly to well-known philanthropic foundations.
3 For over a decade now, scholars have been using Amazon Mechanical Turk (or MTurk for short)
as a reliable and affordable pool from which to draw survey respondents. MTurk is a crowdsourcing website through which primarily businesses and academics hire members of the public to
complete small tasks. Requesters set up these tasks (e.g., a survey), specify a number of participants needed, participant speciﬁcations (e.g., location, age), and a payment amount (in our
research here, 1 USD); individuals registered with MTurk who ﬁt the speciﬁcations and deem the
payment acceptable then complete available tasks. The sample that emerges is the set of individuals who meet these parameters and successfully complete the task. Given the growing
popularity of this resource in public opinion research, it is unsurprising that a related body of
literature has risen to examine the pros and cons of using MTurk. The bulk of this literature (e.g.,
Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz 2012; Buhrmester, Kwang, and Gosling 2011; Huff 2015; Levay, Freese,
and Druckman 2016; Mullinix et al. 2015; Paolacci and Chandler 2014; Paolacci, Chandler, and
Ipeirotis 2010) has praised the credibility of MTurk participants, while simultaneously offering
caveats regarding how those using MTurk must be conscious of how this pool of respondents might
differ from those in other high-proﬁle surveys and must consider the ramiﬁcations of those differences. We do not know with certainty the demographics of the universe of those registered to
complete tasks via MTurk, but the aforementioned studies offer insight into the ways in which
samples drawn from this universe are and are not representative. We address such questions later
in this manuscript.
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history. The pre-treatment questionnaire concluded with questions on how many
were children living in the household. All these pre-treatment variables are
included as control variables in our empirical examinations.
Following the pre-treatment questionnaire, survey respondents were
randomly assigned to 1 of 6 treatment groups. In each group, the respondent read a
simulated Associated Press story headlined “Hartman Introduces PerformanceBased Funding Bill Aimed At State’s Colleges and Universities.” The story opens by
discussing a state senator who introduced a bill linking his state’s funding of
colleges and universities to their performance. Each story also offered the
respondent some information on performance metrics (student retention and
graduation rates) on which colleges and universities would be judged, the extent to
which colleges and universities depended on state funding (22–67% of their
budgets), and some justifications from the senator on why he was introducing the
bill (accountability, low graduation rates, incentivizing caring about students,
helping young people succeed). Each story closes with a preview of the path the
bill might take in the near future (assigned to committee and expected to receive a
hearing). Where 5 of the 6 treatments differ from the baseline treatment (hereafter
referred to as Treatment 1) is in additional information (in the form of extra paragraphs) offered to the respondent regarding the origins of the bill’s language
(stating that the bill’s text was created by an outside group), the existence of a
counterargument to Senator Hartman’s position, or both. Table 1 summarizes these
treatments, the differences in which we will now talk about in greater detail.

3.2 Nonprofit Treatments
In Treatment 2, the group behind the language of the bill is the Gates Foundation.
Respondents are told of the origins of the Gates Foundation and that it is the
“largest private charitable foundation in the world.” Respondents also learn that
Table : Treatment content.








Treatment number/name

Bill creator

Conflicting argument present?

Baseline
Gates
CCA
BaselineConﬂict
GatesConﬂict
CCAConﬂict

Unidentiﬁed
Gates Foundation
Complete College America
Unidentiﬁed
Gates Foundation
Complete College America

No
No
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
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one of the missions of the foundation is to “ensure that all students who seek the
opportunity are able to complete a high-quality, affordable postsecondary education that leads to a sustaining career.” Respondents exposed to Treatment 3 read
that the performance-funding bill was created by Complete College America (CCA),
an education nonprofit created by a higher education commissioner/former state
legislator. Individuals in this group learn that the mission of CCA is “to work with
states to significantly increase the number of Americans with quality career certificates or college degrees.”

3.3 Introduction of Conflict
The counterargument to Senator Hartman’s position offered in Treatments 4–6
comes from the perspective of a university president who chairs a council of higher
education leaders. This counterargument states that colleges and universities have
always deemed student success important. It points the finger at states for cutting
funding and links those cuts to diminished support. It argues that the bill will hurt
regional universities and community colleges the most. The counterargument
closes by claiming that colleges and universities, should the bill pass, will water
down standards or refuse to admit risky students.
Respondents receiving Treatment 4 received the information from the baseline
treatment plus this counterargument. Respondents receiving Treatment 5
encountered the exact same material in Treatment 2 (the state senator introduced
the bill created by the Gates Foundation) plus the aforementioned counterargument. Those individuals receiving Treatment 6 read the material from Treatment 3
(the state senator introduced the bill created by CCA) as well as the counterargument. The text of all treatments can be found in Appendix B. Actual newspaper
articles, group websites, and policy debates were consulted in the process of
writing the treatments.
Following the simulated news story, individuals assigned to Treatments 2, 3, 5,
and 6 were required to correctly complete a multiple-choice manipulation check
question identifying the bill’s creator before proceeding to the post-test questionnaire; 86% of respondents were successful in doing so. They then answered
sets of questions aimed at gathering attitudes on the politician discussed in the
story, the group discussed in the story, and the issue discussed in the story. In this
research, we focus on respondent perceptions of the importance and effectiveness
of performance-based funding, the willingness of a respondent to support the state
senator’s efforts, and the extent to which the respondent believes the state senator
is bought and paid for by special interests.
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3.4 Respondent Demographics
In Table 2, we compare the demographics from our MTurk respondent pool to those
from the 2016 American National Election Study.4 Our sample differs in a few
noticeable ways. It is clearly more educated than a typical sample of the general
public. Our sample is several percentage points whiter than the 2016 ANES. Our
sample is also younger. Finally, our sample is slightly more willing to identify as
independent in terms of party identiﬁcation than the sample in the 2016 ANES.
These differences are important to highlight because they may limit the generalizability of our results—for instance, more educated people are generally more
trusting of institutions, and therefore our sample may have a higher base level of
support for the policy we present, regardless of the treatment group they are
randomly assigned to. However, while these characteristics may limit external
validity, they do not pose a threat to internal validity if there is evidence of balance
across treatment groups.
In order to interpret the estimates as causal effects, the randomization has to
be independent of the observable characteristics of the sample. We provide evidence of balance by modeling treatment assignment as a function of the set of
covariates in Appendix Table A1. This analysis reveals that the joint signiﬁcance
tests are both not signiﬁcant, suggesting that the randomization was effective.
Thus, the estimates we present should be interpreted as the causal effect of
nonproﬁt engagement in the policy process on public opinion. The descriptive
statistics for the sample are presented in Table 3 below.

3.5 Hypotheses
We draw from public and nonprofit management research regarding organizational image and agency reputation to theorize as to how nonprofit involvement
will shape public opinion (Carpenter and Krause 2012; Lee and Van Ryzin 2019;
Santos, Laureano, and Moro 2020; Willems, Jegers, and Faulk 2016). In the context
of public agencies, there are multiple theoretical dimensions that form an organizational image and reputation: 1) performance, 2) moral reputation, 3) technical
4 As mentioned in Footnote 3, scholars studying the demographics of MTurk survey pools
recommend comparing one’s sample demographics to those of well-established surveys in order to
be cognizant of differences that might condition ﬁndings. For our comparison, we use the
American National Election Study, which has existed since 1948 and is highly trusted within the
American political behavior literature for its consistency and transparency. The ways in which our
sample differs from the ANES (e.g., more liberal, more educated, more white) are differences
common to many other MTurk samples (as discussed by the literature cited in Footnote 3).
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Table : Demographic and political comparison of MTurk sample and  ANES sample.
MTurk sample

 ANES

Gender
Male
Female

%
%

%
%

Race
White (non-Hispanic)
Black (non-Hispanic)
Hispanic
Other/multiple (non-Hispanic)

%
%
%
%

%
%
%
%

Education
Grade School/some High School
High School Diploma
Some College, no Degree
College Degree/Post Grad

%
%
%
%

%
%
%
%

Party identiﬁcation
Strong/Weak/Independent Democrat
Independent
Strong/Weak/Independent Republican

%
%
%

%
%
%

reputation, and 4) legal-procedural reputation (Carpenter 2010). Prior surveys
indicate that the vast majority of the public believes nonproﬁts are fair in decisionmaking (legal-procedural reputation), good at running programs (performance),
spend money wisely, and have an important role to play in speaking out on
important issues (moral reputation) (O’Neill 2009). Moreover, 501(c)3 nonproﬁts
enjoy higher levels of public trust than institutions like government (Bekkers 2003;
Cordon 2010; Hansmann 1980). Therefore, we predict that the involvement of both
the Gates Foundation and CCA will increase positive perceptions of policy and the
senator sponsoring the legislation, especially in the absence of counter information. With no counter argument against the legislation, respondents will likely be
subject to the “halo effect”—the pattern of judging something consistently on
many dimensions because of the human preference for consistency—which has
been found to previously impact perceptions of nonproﬁt brands and performance
(Herman and Renz 1999; Hou, Du, and Tian 2009). Because respondents are likely
to consider nonproﬁts as more trustworthy, this “halo effect” would manifest as
respondents assuming a consistency in the philanthropic mission of the nonproﬁt
with the worthiness of the policy initiative. Therefore, we predict that the
involvement of the Gates Foundation and CCA will likely translate into positive
perceptions of the policy initiative and the senator behind it.
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Table : Descriptive statistics.
Variable
Outcome Variables
Policy importance
Policy effectiveness
Support for senator
Senator run by spec interests
Control Variables
Female
White
Age
Education
In College
Income
Ideology
Party ID
Vote in Primary
Children

N

Mean

SD

Min

Max






.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.






















.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.























Hypothesis 1: When the Gates Foundation and Complete College America are
involved in the drafting of legislation, respondents will be more supportive of the
policy and the senator.
When respondents are exposed to a counter argument (opposing the legislation)
that comes from an individual or organization viewed as having meaningful
expertise and legitimacy, however, we predict that the positive reputational
benefit may diminish. Returning to the Carpenter (2010) framework, a counterargument from a credible source with relevant expertise may negatively impact
the perceived technical reputation of the nonproﬁt organization involved in the
policy process. Additionally, drawing on the work of Willems, Jegers, and Faulk
(2016), we anticipate that the introduction of a counterargument may also suggest
that some of the key, relevant stakeholders were not included in the process, and
that the perception of exclusion could lead to diminished levels of trust and,
ultimately, support of the policy. Thus, respondents faced with the counter
argument may no longer be subject to the “halo effect” that can more easily exist
when considering organizational activities in the absence of a comparison case,
especially when the information provided is not consistent with the information
included in the policy proposal that was drafting by the nonproﬁt organization
(Herman and Renz 1999).
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Therefore, we predict that the counter information will diminish the positive
reputational benefit of nonprofit status by calling into question the technical
reputation, but we also recognize that the effect of the other dimensions of reputation (performance, moral, and legal-procedural) may still be positive and significant—especially for a well-known philanthropic foundation like the Gates
Foundation. Consequently, we predict that the magnitude of the positive reputational benefit will likely be smaller when respondents are presented with the
counter argument that calls into question the effectiveness of the policy proposal.
Hypothesis 2: When a counter argument is presented calling into question the
effectiveness of the policy proposal, the positive reputational beneﬁt from nonproﬁt
involvement will diminish.

4 Analytical Approach
To test these theoretical hypotheses, we model our set of dependent variables as a
function of the treatment assignment and a set of covariates in the following OLS
equation5:
Y i = α + T i δ + X i β + εi

(1)

In this equation, we model public perceptions of the policy proposal and beliefs
about the senator (Yi) as a function of the treatment groups (Ti), a set of control
variables (Xi) and the constant (α) and error term (ɛi). We include a standard set of
controls including gender, age, education, race, income, ideology, party identiﬁcation, voting behavior and the number of children to increase the precision of the
estimates.6 However, we also estimate the models excluding these covariates and
ﬁnd that the results are consistent across speciﬁcations; these results are available
from the authors upon request.
In the first set of analyses, we compare public perceptions when the state
legislator introduced a policy (without nonprofit involvement) to those in which
the Gates Foundation or CCA created the legislation, without introducing the
counter information. In this way, the first set of analyses measures the impact of
the involvement of nonprofit organizations in the drafting of legislation compared
to the base prompt in which the senator introduces the legislation alone. Next, we
5 We also provide the results from estimating an ordinal logistic regression model in Appendix
Table A3.
6 We control for the number of children because respondents with children are directly impacted
by education policy changes and may react differently than respondents without children.
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do the same comparison for the set of treatment groups that were presented with
counter information on the topic. To improve clarity in the substantive interpretation of the results, the measurement of the dependent variables in the analysis
are presented in Table 4 below.
We also provide a visual depiction of the variation across the treatment groups
when we collapse the dependent variables in Figure 1. This ﬁgure reveals that there
is substantial variation in the dependent variables across the treatment conditions,
which will be explored further in the analysis below.

5 Findings
The regression analysis in Table 5 provides evidence on the impact of the nonproﬁt
lobbying on our outcomes of interest. The top panel of these tables presents the
treatment effects in the absence of counter information, while the bottom panel
presents the treatment effects when a counter argument is presented to
respondents.
We begin by discussing the treatment effects from the top panel when respondents are only reacting to the engagement of the nonprofits in creating the
legislation without being exposed to a narrative in opposition to the policy. First,
these results reveal that respondents are significantly more likely to believe the
performance-based funding policy is important and effective when the Gates
Foundation or when CCA has created the legislation, relative to the policy being
introduced by the senator alone. These findings support Hypothesis 1 suggesting
that, in the absence of counter information, respondents are signiﬁcantly more
likely to think the policy is effective and important when nonproﬁt organizations
played a role in policy formulation.
Next, the top panel of Table 5 reveals that respondents exposed to the Gates
Foundation treatment in the absence of counter information were more likely to
support the senator. However, the Gates Foundation treatment did not signiﬁcantly impact the likelihood that a respondent believed the senator was run by
special interests. This suggests that the public views the inﬂuence of the Gates
Foundation positively, when respondents are not exposed to counter information.
Moreover, Table 5 also reveals that when respondents are not exposed to counter
information, respondents were slightly more likely to support the senator when
exposed to the CCA treatment ( p < 0.10). Similar to the Gates Foundation results,
exposure to the CCA treatment did not signiﬁcantly impact the likelihood that
respondents thought the senator was run by special interests.
So far, the results presented have focused entirely on the treatment effects for
the top panel of Table 5, revealing signiﬁcant impacts of nonproﬁt engagement in
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Table : Measurement of dependent variables.
Outcome measure

Question wording

Policy importance

Knowing what you know now about performance-  – Highly important
 – Important
based funding in higher education, how
 – Neither important
important do you believe it is?
nor unimportant
 – Unimportant
 – Highly unimportant
Knowing what you know now about performance-  – Highly effective
based funding in higher education, how effec-  – Effective
tive do you believe it would be in achieving its  – Neither effective
nor ineffective
goals?
 – Ineffective
 – Highly ineffective
 – Highly likely
If your state senator did exactly what Senator
 – Likely
Hartman did in the story you just read, how
 – Neither likely nor
likely would you be to support his or her
unlikely
efforts?
 – Unlikely
 – Highly unlikely
Consider Senator Hartman, the legislator in the  – Highly agree
story you just read. To what extent would you  – Agree
agree or disagree with the following statement:  – Neither agree nor
Disagree
Senator Hartman is bought and paid for by
 – Disagree
special interests.
 – Highly disagree

Policy effectiveness

Support for senator

Senator run by special interests

Measurement

Note: All of the questions summarized in the table also included an “Unsure/No Answer” choice which is coded
as missing.

the policy process. The bottom panel of Table 5 reveals that the treatment effects for
nonproﬁt involvement change when respondents are presented with counter information. The analysis presented in the bottom panel of Table 5, in which the
respondents were presented with counter arguments in the treatment prompts,
reveals almost entirely null effects. In line with Hypothesis 2, this means that the
positive impacts observed in the previous analysis are not evident for the groups
exposed to counter information. In fact, unlike the top panel of Table 5, the
involvement of the Gates Foundation did not signiﬁcantly increase support for the
senator and increased the likelihood that respondents believed the senator was
run by special interests. This suggests that the presence of counter information
signiﬁcantly shifted public sentiment regarding the involvement of the Gates
Foundation and increased the likelihood that respondents would associate the
involvement of the Gates Foundation as indicative of the Senator being run by
special interests.
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No Counter Information
.6

.4

.2

0

Importance
Effectiveness
Support
Special Interest
CCA

Control

Gates

Counter Information
.6

.4

.2

0

Importance
Effectiveness
Support
Special Interest
CCA

Control

Gates

Figure 1: Comparing average responses across treatment groups: percent support or agree7.

To investigate the possibility that the counter information treatment had differential impacts across the CCA and Gates Foundation treatment, we conduct a
second order analysis presented in Table 6. In this analysis, we compare the Gates
Foundation treatment group in the absence of counter information to the Gates
Foundation treatment groups in the presence of counter information and do the
same for the CCA treatment groups. Interestingly, when the treatment effects7 for
the Gates Foundation are compared across the presence and absence of counter

7 The calculations in the graphs are the percentage of respondents that either agree or strongly
agree with the statement or support or strongly support the performance-based funding policy.
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Table : Regression results: beliefs about performance-based funding policy and senator, by
treatment group.
()
Policy
importance

()
Policy
effectiveness

()
Support for
senator

()
Senator spec
interests

Treatments with no counter info
Gates
.**
treatment 
(.)
CCA treatment  .**
(.)
Constant
.***
(.)
Covariates
X
Observations

R-squared
.

.***
(.)
.*
(.)
.***
(.)
X

.

.**
(.)
.*
(.)
.***
(.)
X

.

−.
(.)
−.
(.)
.***
(.)
X

.

Treatments with counter info
Gates
−.
treatment 
(.)
CCA treatment  .
(.)
Constant
.***
(.)
Covariates
X
Observations

R-squared
.

−.
(.)
.
(.)
.***
(.)
X

.

−.
(.)
.
(.)
.***
(.)
X

.

.**
(.)
.
(.)
.***
(.)
X

.

Note: The n size in the top panel reflects the observations for the three groups (CCA, Gates, Control) that did not
receive counter information. The bottom panel includes the three groups that did receive the counter
information. Robust standard errors in parentheses ***p < ., **p < ., *p < ..

information, a statistically signiﬁcant difference emerges for every one of the
outcomes of interest. Exposure to counter information for respondents exposed to
the Gates Foundation treatments reduced ratings of policy importance, policy
effectiveness and support for the Senator. Moreover, exposure to counter information in the Gates Foundation treatment groups increased the likelihood that
respondents believed the senator was run by special interests. However, the difference between the treatment groups in the presence and absence of counter
information for the CCA treatments is not statistically different for any of the
outcomes of interest.
Together, these results suggest that the involvement of nonprofit organizations in the creation of policy proposals is generally viewed more favorably among
the public than legislation introduced solely by an elected official. Indeed, in the
absence of counter information, the public is more likely to support policies and
the senator when they have been created by nonprofit organizations compared
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Table : Regression results comparing treatment effects in the presence and absence of counter
information.
()
Comparing treatment effects in
presence and absence of counter Policy
importance
information
Gates treatment with counter
CCA treatment with counter
Constant
Covariates
Observations
R-squared

−.***
(.)
−.
(.)
.***
(.)
X

.

()
Policy
effectiveness

()
Support for
senator

()
Senator spec
interests

−.***
(.)
−.
(.)
.***
(.)
X

.

−.***
(.)
−.
(.)
.***
(.)
X

.

.***
(.)
.
(.)
.***
(.)
X

.

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses ***p < ., **p < ., *p < .; the treatment variables are
compared to the corresponding treatment group with the same organization but without the presence of counter
information.

with policies that have been introduced solely by the state representative in their
district. However, when the respondents are presented with counter information,
this “halo effect” diminishes for the Gates Foundation. In fact, respondents were
more likely to think that the senator is run by special interests when the Gates
Foundation is involved in the creation of the legislation and when the counter
information is presented.

6 Discussion and Conclusion
Nonprofit scholars have called for more attention to the engagement of nonprofit
organizations in the policy process. Many studies have engaged this call for
research by investigating the organizational antecedents of nonprofit advocacy
activity or identifying the barriers to nonprofit advocacy and lobbying. This study
takes a different approach by investigating how the public perceives nonprofit
advocacy among a previously understudied and influential type of national
nonprofit organization engaged in influencing state policy.
Our study reveals two major findings that contribute to the nonprofit advocacy
and lobbying research. First, we find that the involvement of the Gates Foundation
and CCA increases public perceptions of policy efficacy and support for the Senator
sponsoring the legislation. Second, our findings suggest that, while nonprofit
advocacy is viewed positively in the absence of salient political controversy, the
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presence of controversy and counter information significantly shifts perceptions
for respondents in the Gates Foundation treatment groups but not for respondents
in the CCA treatment groups. Our findings indicate that when an expert calls into
question the proposal created by Gates, the public begins to view the proposal
negatively and are more likely to believe that the senator is influenced by “special
interests,” a term that is usually considered to be negative label attributed to
partisan organizations that do not represent the best interests of citizens. In
essence, when respondents are presented with a conflicting perspective that calls
the effectiveness of the policy into question, the reputational benefits of the Gates
Foundation diminish.
The implications of these findings are directly relevant for scholars interested
in the role of nonprofit organizations in civil society and democratic systems of
government. This study adds to the literature by providing evidence on the variation in public support for nonprofit involvement in policy formulation both in the
presence and absence of political conflict. In addition, this study provides evidence on public support for advocacy activity by previously understudied types of
nonprofit organizations that are influential in the policy process and do not reflect
the typical connection to local communities or clientele.
These findings are among the first to explore in-depth public perceptions of
nonprofit political activity and provide valuable insight for nonprofit scholars and
practitioners alike. For nonprofit scholars, these findings provide a baseline for
future exploration into public perceptions of nonprofit political activity. For
nonprofit practitioners worried about the perception of political activity by their
organization, these findings should provide some insight into public perceptions
of advocacy and lobbying activity in the presence and absence of political controversy. In fact, our results suggest that, in the absence of a prevailing counter
narrative, it might behoove politicians to partner with nonprofits in creating
legislation.
Despite the important insight these findings contribute to nonprofit advocacy
and lobbying literature, there are also limitations that should be built upon in
future research. For instance, the results for the Gates Foundation may not
translate to other nonprofit organizations—especially not 501(c)3 public charities
that provide direct service delivery. The external validity of these results should be
subject to empirical test in future research before drawing conclusions regarding
how the public may respond to nonprofit advocacy in other contexts. Future work
should examine the extent to which our findings for the Gates Foundation are a
function of their reputation as a global philanthropic organization, the existence of
criticism about the organization (though not widely known outside of highly
engaged citizens), or the connection to a well-known name like Bill Gates. Future
studies that test these dynamics would be poised to either falsify or support the
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findings of this study and provide insight on how public perceptions shift in
response to nonprofit advocacy activity by a variety of different nonprofit
organizations.
Additionally, we hope that this study will contribute the long history of work
about the normative implications of nonprofit advocacy, especially in spaces
where the nonprofit organization is advocating for a broad group of beneficiaries,
as opposed to an organization’s clientele. Throughout this project, we grappled
with questions about the ways to speak about advocacy work that utilizes a
resource base that is well beyond what most nonprofit organizations enjoy to
encourage the adoption of policies in communities that have no direct connection
to the nonprofit, its staff, or its direct beneficiaries. As more nonprofits seek to
influence policy change on a broader level, questions about who they represent
and the weight given to their influence will inevitably motivate questions related to
democratic representation, citizen involvement, and equitable political voice
among diverse populations. With so many nonprofit organizations seeking to
improve the lives of people through better policy design, we have many opportunities to examine these dynamics in the context of nonprofit advocacy going
forward.

Appendix A: Balance test & alternative model
speciﬁcations
Table A: Seemingly unrelated regression results predicting treatment assignment.
Gates Foundation

Female
White
Age
Education
In College
Income
Ideology
Party ID
Vote Primary
Children

Complete College America

Β

SE

β

SE

−.
−.*
−.
.
−.
.
−.
−.
.
−.

(.)
(.)
(.)
(.)
(.)
(.)
(.)
(.)
(.)
(.)

.
−.
−.
−.
−.
−.
.
.
−.
.

(.)
(.)
(.)
(.)
(.)
(.)
(.)
(.)
(.)
(.)

The joint significance tests were both null (p = . & p = .) Standard errors in parentheses; ***p < .,
**p < ., *p < ..

Ideology

Income

In College

Education

Age

White

CCA with
Counter info
Gender

CCA No Counter
info
Gates with
Counter info

Gates No Counter
info

.*
(.)
−.
(.)
.
(.)
−.**
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)

.**
(.)
.**
(.)

Policy
support

.*
(.)
.
(.)
−.
(.)
−.***
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)

.***
(.)
.*
(.)

Policy
effectiveness

Table A: Main results including covariates.

.
(.)
−.
(.)
−.
(.)
−.*
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)

.**
(.)
.*
(.)

Support for
senator

.
(.)
.
(.)
.**
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)
-.*
(.)
−.***
(.)

−.
(.)
−.
(.)

Senator run by
spec interest

−.
(.)
.
(.)
−.
(.)
−.***
(.)
−.
(.)
−.
(.)
−.**
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)

Policy
support

−.
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)
-.
(.)
−.
(.)
-.*
(.)
−.**
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)

Policy
effectiveness

−.
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)
−.**
(.)
−.
(.)
−.**
(.)
−.**
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)

Support for
senator

.**
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)
-.
(.)
.
(.)
-.
(.)
.
(.)
-.
(.)

Senator run by
spec interest
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.
(.)
.
(.)
−.
(.)
.***
(.)

.

.
(.)
.
(.)
−.
(.)
.***
(.)

.

.
(.)
−.e-
(.)
−.
(.)
.***
(.)

.

Support for
senator

Robust standard errors in parentheses; ***p < ., **p < ., *p < ..

Observations
R-squared

Constant

Children

Vote in Primary

Party ID

Policy
effectiveness

Policy
support

Table A: (continued)

.
(.)
.
(.)
−.
(.)
.***
(.)

.

Senator run by
spec interest
.
(.)
.
(.)
.
(.)
.***
(.)

.

Policy
support
.
(.)
.
(.)
-.
(.)
.***
(.)

.

Policy
effectiveness
.
(.)
−.
(.)
−.
(.)
.***
(.)

.

Support for
senator

-.
(.)
.
(.)
.**
(.)
.***
(.)

.

Senator run by
spec interest
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Table A: Ordinal logistic regression results: beliefs about performance-based funding policy
and senator, by treatment group.
()
Policy
importance

()
Policy
effectiveness

()
Support for
senator

()
Senator spec
interests

Treatments with no counter info
Gates treatment  .**
(.)
CCA treatment  .**
(.)
Covariates
X
Observations

R-squared
.

.***
(.)
.
(.)
X

.

.**
(.)
.*
(.)
X

.

−.
(.)
−.
(.)
X

.

Treatments with Counter info
Gates treatment  −.
(.)
CCA treatment  .
(.)
Covariates
X
Observations

R-squared
.

−.
(.)
.
(.)
X

.

−.
(.)
.
(.)
X

.

.**
(.)
.
(.)
X

.

Note: The n size in the top panel reflects the observations for the three groups (CCA, Gates, Control) that did not
receive counter information. The bottom panel includes the three groups that did receive the counter
information. Robust standard errors in parentheses ***p < ., **p < ., *p < ..

Figure A1: Comparing average responses on outcome measures, by treatment group.
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Figure A1: Continued.

Appendix B: Treatments
Treatment 1: Control with No Counter Information
Hartman Introduces Performance-Based Funding Bill Aimed At State’s Colleges
and Universities
By Mallory Urbik, State Politics Reporter, Associated Press
On Monday, the first day the state legislature reconvened for the 2016 spring
session, State Senator Zachary Hartman (Springfield, 27th District) introduced
Senate Bill 37, a bill that would link the state’s funding of colleges and universities
to their performance.
Should Senate Bill 37 pass, college and university funding would depend on
factors such as student retention and graduation rates. State colleges and universities that failed to reach performance criteria in these areas (as decided on by
the state) would risk losing state funding. State funding currently comprises
anywhere between 22 and 67% of the annual budgets of colleges and universities in
the state.
“The time has come for our state’s colleges and universities to be held
accountable for their performance,” said Hartman at a Senate press conference
yesterday afternoon in which he announced the bill. Hartman went on to state “we
have a problem with low graduation rates in a time where a college degree has
never been more valuable. For decades, universities have been funded almost
exclusively on enrollment, giving them no incentive to care about student success.” Hartman closed by arguing that state priorities needed to be aligned with
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financial incentives to ensure colleges and universities do everything they can to
help young people succeed.
Senate Bill 37 was assigned to the Senate Committee on Education and is
expected to receive a hearing by legislators on the committee within the next two
weeks.
Treatment 2: Gates Foundation
Added To Treatment 1 as Second To Last Paragraph: “The text of the bill was
created by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. The Gates Foundation,
launched in 2000 by the billionaire founder and chairman of Microsoft and his
wife, is the largest private charitable foundation in the world. According to their
website, one of the key missions of The Gates Foundation is to “ensure that all
students who seek the opportunity are able to complete a high-quality, affordable
postsecondary education that leads to a sustaining career.”
Treatment 3: Complete College America
Added To Treatment 1 as Second To Last Paragraph: “The text of the bill was
created by policy experts at Complete College America, an education nonproﬁt
established in 2009. Founded by Stan Jones, a former Commissioner of Higher
Education and Indiana state legislator, Complete College America’s mission is to
work with states to signiﬁcantly increase the number of Americans with quality
career certiﬁcates or college degrees.”
Treatment 4: Control with Counter Argument
Added To Treatment 1 as Second To Last Paragraph: “Many university leaders
disagree with Hartmans argument. “Student success has always been the most
important part of our mission,” said university president Laron Williams, chair of
the State Council of College Leaders, an organization comprised of leaders of state
institutions of higher education. “After years of state funding cuts, our universities
are already struggling to provide the support our students need. If this policy is
adopted, it will hurt the institutions that serve the students that need the most
support – our regional universities and community colleges. This legislation will
inevitably force institutions to either water down standards or refuse to admit any
student that seems to be a risk.”
Treatment 5: Gates Foundation with Counter Argument
Added To Treatment 1 as Third and Second To Last Paragraph: “The text of the
bill was created by policy experts at the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. The
Gates Foundation, launched in 2000 by the billionaire founder and chairman of
Microsoft and his wife, is the largest private charitable foundation in the world.
According to their website, one of the key missions of The Gates Foundation is
to “ensure that all students who seek the opportunity are able to complete a

336

E. Bell et al.

high-quality, affordable postsecondary education that leads to a sustaining
career.”
Many university leaders disagree with Hartman’s argument. “Student success
has always been the most important part of our mission,” said university president
Laron Williams, chair of the State Council of College Leaders, an organization
comprised of leaders of state institutions of higher education. “After years of state
funding cuts, our universities are already struggling to provide the support our
students need. If this policy is adopted, it will hurt the institutions that serve the
students that need the most support – our regional universities and community
colleges. This legislation will inevitably force institutions to either water down
standards or refuse to admit any student that seems to be a risk.”
Treatment 6: Complete College America with Counter Argument
Added To Treatment 1 as Third and Second To Last Paragraph: “The text of the
bill was created by policy experts at Complete College America, an education
nonproﬁt established in 2009. Founded by Stan Jones, a former Commissioner of
Higher Education and Indiana state legislator, Complete College America’s
mission is to work with states to signiﬁcantly increase the number of Americans
with quality career certiﬁcates or college degrees.
Many university leaders disagree with Hartman’s argument. “Student success
has always been the most important part of our mission,” said university president
Laron Williams, chair of the State Council of College Leaders, an organization
comprised of leaders of state institutions of higher education. “After years of state
funding cuts, our universities are already struggling to provide the support our
students need. If this policy is adopted, it will hurt the institutions that serve the
students that need the most support – our regional universities and community
colleges. This legislation will inevitably force institutions to either water down
standards or refuse to admit any student that seems to be a risk.”
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