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Should you donate to think tanks?
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think tanks TMOTRYV | byAdam Ozimek

Ezra Kleinrecentlyadvocatedlonating to non-profits that can affect policyneatthan charities:

If you donate money to a food bank, it can provadéy as much food as your money
can buy. If you donate it to a nonprofit that spézes in food policy issues, it can
persuade legislators to pass a new program —amnedn existing one — that can do
much more than any single food bank.

Robin Hansonlisagreesvith Ezrg arguing that these types of think tanks and argaions will
mostly spend effort on partisan issues which haes@re likely wasteful:

Assuming all parties think they seek good, partidaanges can only be good if some
parties are right while others are wrong about vidhgbod. In contrast, you can be right
about a non-partisan change without others beirmggur. ..

Donations to change policy within the partisan paleg, however, only achieve good
when they happen to be on the right side of parttBsagreements. Averaged over the
disagreeing parties, such donations cannot on geexehieve good unless there is a
correlation between between donations, or donafectiveness, and which sides are
right. Even if you think you are right at the mamen your particular partisan policy
opinions, you can’t think it good on average to@mage partisan donations, unless you
think donations tend overall to go to the good orendonation-effective sides.

There are a couple of ways to look at this withpees to Ezra, his donations, and his advocditing
such donations. On average, Ezra surely believesitiche organizations he donates to are on the
right side of partisan disagreements. Also, belrag Ezra’s reading audience probably on average
agrees with him, he also probably believes theyaraverage on the right side. So | think Ezra
could agree with Robin that if you're writing forandom or sufficiently broad audience,
advocating for donations to policy organizationsuigodo no good, while also believing that he
should make such donations and advocate for higacelto do so.

On the other hand, I'm not convinced that equalations to, say, the Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities and the Cato institute are zero sursed part of the function of these organizations as
pushing politicians towards empirically grounded a&fficient policies and away from populist,
extremist, and obviously inefficient ones. | seisirgy the influence of these institutions relatige
populism as raising the probability for any givartamme the government tries to achieve, whether
it's more liberal or more conservative, the polised is more efficient.

For instance, I'd venture that obviously ineffidiemd suboptimal policies like the minimum wage,

tariffs, and the gold standard are much less poputeong the median think tank, or think tank
dollar, than they are among the median voter. Thank solutions on average tend to utilize m
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transfers and market orien allocation and less government mandated quotapmees than wh
popular support calls for. In addition, I'd ventdhat futarchy and policies that seek to cut mddica
spending —two of Robin’s favorites— would be, oerage, much more popular within the walls of
a random think tank than within the walls of a ramdU.S. home.

In short, these places think like economists. Ef/émey cancel each other out along partisan lines,
think tank donations push policies away from thesbs of theationallyirrational voter

One test of this idea is to ask whether peopléherright would agree that wehave better policit
if the CBPP was more influential on the left. Like®;, would people on the left agree that we’d
have better policies if Cato were more influentialthe right? Perhaps it reflects my personal
policy biases, but | happen to think the answges
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Matthew Y glesias

You should look up some recent Cato writings on etary policy before you embrace the
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