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ABSTRACT 

 

 The direct effects of nonprofit organizations advocacy on behalf of their clients are well 

known; an extensive literature exists which describes the power that these organizations have in 

campaigning for and engaging their constituents in the political process. However, the 

quantitative work on this subject only investigates the effect that nonprofits have through direct 

action (i.e. facilitating voting).  Therefore, I will be looking at the passive effects that nonprofit 

organizations possess in encouraging political participation and creating active contributors to 

the democratic process.  Using data from the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) Business Master 

File (BMF) for 1990-2008, the Current Population Survey 1990-2008, the 1990 and 2000 

Censuses,  and the American Community Survey, ran a random effects model controlling for the 

effects of demographics of various states and financial specifics of various nonprofits. 
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Introduction 

 

The benefits of social capital spill beyond the people immediately involved in the network and can 

be used for many other purposes. The more neighbors who know one another by name, the fewer 

crimes a neighborhood as a whole will suffer. A child born in a state whose residents volunteer, 

vote, and spend time with friends is less likely to be born underweight, less likely to drop out of 

school, and less likely to kill or be killed than the same child—no richer or poorer—born in 

another state whose residents do not. Society as a whole benefits enormously from the social ties 

forged by those who choose connective strategies in pursuit of their particular goals.
 
 

 

This quote is from Robert Putnam’s book Bowling Alone, wherein he makes a claim that there is a 

causal relationship between institutions and civic activity.  And while this is a rather intuitive 

claim, little quantitative research has been done on the topic to prove its validity.  The purpose of 

this thesis is to analyze from a statistical perspective whether the existence of tax exempt 

nonprofit organizations
a
 in a state foster participation in the democratic system.   

The American tax code allows for 28 types of nonprofit organizations, my work will 

concentrate on 501c3 (Religious, Educational, Charitable, Scientific, Literary, Testing for Public 

Safety, to Foster National or International Amateur Sports Competition, or Prevention of Cruelty 

to Children or Animals Organizations), and 501(c)(4) (Civic Leagues, Social Welfare 

Organizations, and Local Associations of Employees) organizations.  These groups are unique in 

that the United States Government has exempted them from Federal Income Tax.  The tax-

exemption itself being an acknowledgment by the government that an organization is performing 

an activity that relieves some burden that would otherwise fall to federal, state, or local 

government.   Additionally, in the case of 501(c)(3) provision, 26 U.S.C. § 170, allows for a 

deduction from federal income tax purposes, for some donors who make charitable contributions. 

                                                 
a Here foreafter to be referred to simply as “nonprofits” 
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The intent of this statistical analysis is to explore the passive effects that nonprofits have 

on civic engagement. Throughout this thesis, “voting” will be used as a proxy for civic 

engagement; the assumption being that the rate at which eligible citizens chooses to vote is a 

viable and quantifiable substitute for the more vague concept of “civic engagement”.  

Specifically, I focus on voter participation for the federal elections from 1990 through 2008 (both 

midterm and presidential) and looking to see how changes within the nonprofit sector of each 

state contributed to the electoral turnout in that state.   
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Motivation and Background 

This research originated by a desire to discover exactly how and to what extent institutions can 

encourage political participation in the populace at large.  Political Scientists have raised a 

generation on the assumption that social capital is essential to democracy through its forging of 

bonds between members of the community. They have created an understanding amongst the 

public that organizations which bring citizens together create a sense of community and trust; 

which in turn, creates a vibrant and active democracy. This is an important relationship to better 

understand as it has far reaching public policy implications as states try to increase voter 

participation specifically and civic engagement more generally.  By understanding the 

externalities of government action, namely: federal income tax rates, rules regarding deductions 

on tax returns, and laws regarding the incorporation nonprofit organizations, governments have 

the capacity to actively encourage the creation and continued existence of tax exempt nonprofit 

organizations which in turn has the capacity to create more active democratic citizens.   
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Literature Review: 

Investigations of the passive effects of nonprofit organizations have on voter engagement 

have been limited and this research will be one of the first attempts to measure the relationship 

between nonprofit organizations and voter participation in a quantitative and rigorous way. 

Despite this, the topic is not without relevant background studies, and there is likely a great 

advantage in exploring existing literature to discover possible linkages. This chapter will 

endeavor to succinctly summarize the relevant literature, and point towards the need for further 

study.  

Any study of nonprofit organizations is in essence a study of social capital, volunteerism, 

and the externalities that go along with them.  L. J. Hanifan coined the term “social capital” in 

1916 when he wrote about the value of fellowship.  Hanifan (1916) made the claim that  

organizations and actions which foster situations where a citizen “come(s) into contact with his 

neighbor” collect social capital, which in turn fulfills his social needs and while at the same time 

causing him to take actions which improve the entire community.  Hanifan’s writings were the 

impetus for work suggesting that citizen engagement in activities which encourage community 

cohesion have an inert effect on the creation of civic engagement.  In order to explore the 

relationship between nonprofits and voter participation, one must first understand the possible 

option of an epiphenomenon, namely that the same impetus causes both observed conditions.  In 

this case it would be those variables which influence both the presence of nonprofit organizations 

and voting.  
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The contribution of volunteerism is plays a critical role in the success of nonprofits 

(Bortree & Waters 2008), thus the variables which affect rates of volunteering also play a strong 

role in affecting rates of nonprofits in a state.  Previous work has shown that peoples from more 

affluent groups donate their time at much higher rates than are people from lower socioeconomic 

classes (Smith 1994). Other research has shown that the relationship between age and 

volunteering follows a normal curve, with middle-age people being much more likely than the 

young or elderly (Goss 1999).  Absent of any evidence of crosscutting of cleavages within the 

groups, one could easily assume that the positive effects of these engagements will be localized 

around the types of groups likely to volunteer.  These must then be combined with the work of De 

Luca (2008), who showed differences in voter turnout among income groups, occupational strata, 

and education levels.  Race can also be an important demographic predictor for volunteerism.  

Research has shown that Whites volunteer more than Blacks (Segal and Sachs, 2001), and the 

effects become significant to a greater degree when other races are included.  Additionally 

Binstock (2000) showed the difference in voting rates based on age. As these studies have shown, 

it is important to control for the demographic composition of the state, including race, age, and 

poverty.    

Most current research on the abilities on nonprofit organizations to facilitate voter 

participation has been restricted to occasions of direct advocacy.  Leroux (2007), for example, 

looked at the efforts of nonprofit organizations to aide voting, and found that social-service 

nonprofits located in urban areas were more likely to encourage voting. What Leroux wasn’t able 

to show was that such organizations have a significant effect outside of urban districts in sub-
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urban or rural districts.  Similarly, Andrews (2008) tested the assumption that political 

participation and associational activity can create a more coherent community (though his work 

primarily concentrated on racial issues). He did this by analyzing the relationship between civic 

engagement, and perceptions of mutual respect and social cohesion among citizens in urban local 

government areas across England. Conversely he was able to show that association membership 

was positively associated with social capital and that political participation enhances perceptions 

of mutual respect in ethnically diverse areas. He did not, however, investigate how association’s 

existence effected political participation. 

This research will build on studies outlined above that examine the roles that nonprofit 

organizations play in empowering citizens to become active participants in the political process 

by providing a quantitative study using longitudinal data to find exactly to what extent political 

participation is affected by nonprofits. This will more clearly demonstrate the effects that 

nonprofits of all types have on the political process.  
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Conceptual Framework and Hypothesis 

My hypothesis for this study is based on the assumption that a level of eligible voter 

participation
b
 is a viable proxy for the level of citizen engagement present in a state.  From this 

assumption, I can determine the degree to which changes in the number of per capita nonprofit 

organizations have on civic engagement.  My first hypothesis is that the more nonprofits per 

capita present in a state, the larger degree of social capital being created in the state, and this 

increase in social capital should manifest itself in a greater level citizen engagement thus causing 

an increase of eligible voter participation.  Therefore, my hypothesis is: 

 

H1: The presence of nonprofits has a direct and positive effect on the level of voter participation 

within a state. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
b Here foreafter to be referred to simply as “voting” 
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Empirical Methods and Data: 

The data for this analysis come from several different sources including the National 

Center for Chariatable Statistics, the Current Population Survey (CPS), the U.S. decennial census, 

and the American Community Survey (ACS). The primary source of data is from the Core Data 

Extracts collected by National Center for Charitable Statistics (NCCS) at the Urban Institute. 

These data are collected every two years and for this analysis I focus on the time period from 

1990 to 2008.   NCCS collects this data from IRS filings of Form 990 which most 501c3 

nonprofits with gross reciepts over $25,000 are required to submit in order to receive tax exempt 

status.  This will give an accurate count of the number and size, and biannual changes therein, 

being experienced by nonprofits in the various states.   These data was combined with an 

aggregation of Michael McDonald’s work for the United States Election Project in order to 

provide the dependent variable of “voting” for each state.  These two data groups then became my 

independent and dependent variables and allowed for the creation of a regression between 

“voting” and “nonprofits.”  

The data from the Urban Institute contains information from the Internal Revenue Service 

(IRS) Bussiness Master File (BMF) and financial variables from the IRS Return Transaction Files 

(RTF) after they were cleaned by National Center for Charitable Statistics  (NCCS). The Core 

2008 file for public charities contains 118 variables for 356,0728 organizations, of these I only 

included those which occurred in all Core files and whose meaning was consistent throughout the 

years.  These financial figures were then translated into 2008 dollars using the infation figures 

given by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and then logged.  These data was then aggregated over the 

years at  the state level to create a pooled time series covering 10 years and 50 states.   
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Following this, data for voting poulations were taken from the United States Election 

Project which had constructed this information by adjusting the voting-age population for non-

citizens and ineligible felons, depending on the laws of that state. This information does not 

include oversea voters for any one given state. Additionally, United States Election Project data 

does not make adjustments for such things as the number of permanently disfranchised felons, the 

number of persons who had been judged mentally incompetent by state law, or the number of 

persons who have moved within a state after the close of voter registration, depending on state 

law.    

Finally, demographic information of each state was taken from the 1990 and 2000 

Censuses as well as the 2005 American Community Survey (ACS).  Here percentages were made 

by dividing the total number of individuals in each state who listed themselves as single race 

White, Black, Asian, Native American, and Latino and dividing each number by the total 

population of that state.  Additionally, percentages were constructed of the level of individuals in 

each state who were younger than 18 years of age, were between the ages of 18 and 65, were over 

the age of 65, as well the level of individuals living below the national poverty line in that state.  

These would then be used in my regression to control for the effects of ethnic makeup, income 

disparity, and age characteristics. A further control was inserted to account for the effect that a 

presidential election would have on voter turnout.  A complete list of the variables, their 

definitions, and their sources can be found in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Variable List 

 

       Variable                                               Definition                                               Source 

Vote 
Percent of Eligible Voters who cast a ballot in the 

election 

United States 

Election Project 

num_nonprofit 
The number of nonprofit organizations per 1000 people 

in a given state which filed a 990 in a given year 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

Presidential Was there a Presidential Election in this year  

Demographic characteristics 

Percent White 
The percent of the population identifying as single race 

White in the most recent National Census 

1990 US Census 

2000 US Census 

2005 American 

Community 

Survey 

Percent Black 
The percent of the population identifying as single race 

Black in the most recent National Census 

1990 US Census 

2000 US Census 

2005 American 

Community 

Survey 

Percent Native 
The percent of the population identifying as single race 

Native American in the most recent National Census 

1990 US Census 

2000 US Census 

2005 American 

Community 

Survey 

Percent Asian 
The percent of the population identifying as single race 

Asian in the most recent National Census 

1990 US Census 

2000 US Census 

2005 American 

Community 

Survey 

Percent 

Hispanic 

The percent of the population identifying as single race 

white in the most recent National Census 

1990 US Census 

2000 US Census 

2005 American 

Community 

Survey 

Percent Adult 
Percent of the population of the state between the ages of 

18 and 65 

1990 US Census 

2000 US Census 

2005 American 

Community 

Survey 
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Percent Elderly 

 

Percent of the population over the age of 65 

1990 US Census 

2000 US Census 

2005 American 

Community 

Survey 

Percent in 

Poverty 
Percent of the population below the poverty line 

1990 US Census 

2000 US Census 

2005 American 

Community 

Survey 

Financial Characteristics 

Public Support 

Log of the sum of Total public support (Line 1d: sum of 

direct public support (1a), indirect public support (1b), 

and government contributions and grants (1c)) adjusted 

for 2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

Dues 

Log of the sum of Membership dues and assessments, 

line 3. (Includes only portion of dues for which member 

directly benefits. "Dues" to public charities are often 

more accurately reported as Contributions.) adjusted for 

2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

Investment 
Log of the sum of Total investment income (Sum of lines 

4, 5, and 7) adjusted for 2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

Securities  
Log of the sum of Gross amount from sale of securities, 

Column A - line 8a adjusted for 2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

Salesexp 

Log of the sum of Cost or other basis of securities and 

sales expenses, Column A - line 8b adjusted for 2008 

dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

Goods 
Log of the sum of Cost of goods sold, line 10b adjusted 

for 2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

Grprof 
Log of the sum of Gross profit/loss from sales of 

inventory, line 10c adjusted for 2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 
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Totrev 

 

Log of the sum of Total revenue, Line 12 (calculated as 

CONT + PROGREV + DUES + INVINC + NETRENT 

+ SALESECN + SALEOTHN + FUNDINC + GRPROF 

+ OTHINC) adjusted for 2008 dollars 

 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

Grrec 

Log of the sum of Gross receipts (Sum of lines 6b, 8b 

(Columns A and B), 9b, 10b, and 12) adjusted for 2008 

dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

solicit 
Log of the sum of Fundraising expenses, line 15 adjusted 

for 2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

Exps 
Log of the sum of Total expenses, line 17 adjusted for 

2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

fundbal 
Log of the sum of Net assets or fund balance at end-of-

year, line 21 adjusted for 2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

fundfees 
Log of the sum of Professional fundraising fees - Total, 

Column A - line 30 adjusted for 2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

ass_boy 
Log of the sum of Total assets at beginning-of-year, 

Column A - line 59 adjusted for 2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

liab_boy 
Log of the sum of Total liabilities at beginning-of-year, 

Column A - line 66 adjusted for 2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

retearn 

Log of the sum of Retained earnings, endowment, 

accumulated income, or other funds at end-of-year, 

Column B - line 72 adjusted for 2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

legexp 

Log of the sum of Retained earnings, endowment, 

accumulated income, or other funds at end-of-year, 

Column B - line 72 adjusted for 2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

grroot 
Log of the sum of Lobbying to influence public opinion 

(Sch A, Part VI-A), line 36b adjusted for 2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 

inflexp 
Log of the sum of Lobbying to influence legislative body 

(Sch A, Part VI-A), line 37b adjusted for 2008 dollars 

National Center for 

Charitable 

Statistics 
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Data Limitations 

The greatest limitation can be found in the scope of nonprofit organizations which are not 

included in this study.  By limiting my information solely to those organizations which file a 

Form 990, I ignored all nonprofits which had less than $25,000 annual gross receipts.  While I 

have no accurate way of measuring the number of nonprofits in each state which fall under this 

financial level, in the 2006 Pension bill tried to place a filing mandate on these organizations, 

more than 320,000 missed the deadline forcing the IRS to issue a onetime relief under IR 2010-

87. This would seem to indicate that my regressions are capturing at best ½ the level of nonprofits 

present in America as a whole. 

Further limitations exist in the way in which the NCCS files are structured.  The validity 

and correctness of data found on the 990 has been brought up in research journals (Abramson, 

1995). The reason for this being that it is self reported information by the nonprofits themselves, 

despite the fact that the 990 determines their nonprofit status not all nonprofits are able to 

dedicate the needed resources it deserves.  Furthermore, no 3
rd

 party auditing is ever done on the 

990, which could to some extent explain why it is at times incomplete.  These concerns are further 

backed up by The Center of Nonprofits and Philanthropy at the Urban Institute which fielded a 

study showing that most nonprofits misclassify expenses (Hager et al., 2001).  For this reason, the 

results for Model 4 are strongly drawn into question as the validity of financial statements 

becomes a matter of contention.   
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Methods 

A theoretical model of the effect that the number of nonprofit organizations has on the 

percent voting in a state, estimated using random effects: 

Vote = ά + β(Num Nonprofits)+ γ X + ε 

Where vote is the percent of the eligible population in a state which voted in a given election, ά is 

a constant term, and Num Nonprofits is the number of nonprofits in a state per 1000 people in a 

state.  X exists as the net effect that all the control variables I have inserted into the model have on 

the voting in a state in a given year.  The coefficient β represents the effect that a change of one 

organization per 100 people in a state has on the percent voting.  The final term, “ε”, represents 

the random error inherent in any observational study. 

In my theory for accessing the effect of the number of nonprofits on voter participation 

using real-world data, I theorized the following empirical models: 

Model 1: 

Vote = ß0 + ß1(Num Nonprofits) + ε 

Model 2: 

Vote = ß0 + ß1(Num Nonprofits) + ß2(Presidential)  + ε 

Model 3: 

Vote = ß0 + ß1(Num Nonprofits) + ß2(Presidential) + ß3(White) + ß4(Black) + ß5(Native) + 

ß6(Asian) + ß7(Hispanic) + ß8(Adult) + ß9(Elderly) + ß10(Poverty) + ε 

 

Model4: 

Vote = ß0 + ß1(Num Nonprofits) + ß2(Presidential) + ß3(White) + ß4(Black) + ß5(Native) + 

ß6(Asian) + ß7(Hispanic) + ß8(Adult) + ß9(Elderly) + ß10(Poverty) + ß11(Public Support) + 

ß12(Dues) + ß13(Investment) + ß14(Securities) + ß15(Salesexp )+ ß16(Goods )+ ß17(Grprof )+ 

ß18(Totrev )+ ß19(Grrec )+ ß20(solicit )+ ß21(Exps )+ ß22(fundbal )+ ß23(fundfees )+ 

ß24(ass_boy )+ ß25(liab_boy )+ ß26(retearn )+ ß27(legexp)+ ß28(grroot )+ ß29(inflexp ) + ε 
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Model 1 is my most basic of models; it represents the simple relationship between nonprofit 

organizations per state and the level of voting within that state.  Model 2 adds a control for 

whether there was a presidential election, rather than simply a Congressional election, during that 

year.  Model 3 adds controls for state specific demographic information, percent of the state 

which is of a given race, falls into a given age group, or lives in poverty.  Model 4 adds controls 

for the adjusted log of financial descriptive of the nonprofit organizations within a given state. 
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Results 

Before examining the effect that nonprofit organizations have on voting, the first 

consideration which must be addressed is the directionality of the relationship taking place.  

While I, along with social capital theorists (Atwood 1998), have endeavored to show that it is 

nonprofit organizations which cause increases in voting, actual econometric results are still 

required to move forward with this study.  To prove this, I ran a RE pooled time series regression 

(the results of which can be seen in Appendix 1) but lagged the voting percentages by one 

election; therefore 1990’s voting was used to predict 1992’s level of nonprofit organizations per 

capita.  The results show no statistically significant result for the effect of voting on number of 

nonprofit organizations in a given state.  This then freed me to move forward with the study. 

Bivariate Statistics 

In looking at the relationship between the independent and dependent variables, I ran an 

Ordinary Least Square Regression on the 500 observations (50 states voting in 10 elections) 

which showed a coefficient of 8.51for percent change in voting for a change of 1 per 1000 

Chart 1 
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 residents in a given state (A scatter plot of this relationship is shown in Chart 1).  The R-squared 

for this regression shows us that 11.76 percent of the variation in percent voting for each state can 

be accounted for solely by the looking at the number of nonprofit organizations existing in that 

state.  For a more in depth understanding of exactly what is taking place in this relationship I 

compiled a panel data with which to run generalized least squares regression with random effects. 

Multivariate Statistics 

          The results of the multivariate statistics are presented in Table 2; therein, Model 1 focuses 

on the effect of the number of nonprofit organizations on voter participation.  In this model we 

see a statistically significant relationship at an alpha of .01.  Absent of any other controls, a 

change of 1 nonprofit per 1000 residents in a state should account for a change in voter turnout of 

approximately 6.5 percent.  Already we have indications of an effect that the number of nonprofit 

organizations have on voting.  Model 2 introduces controls for presidential election years. This 

variable turns out to have the largest impact on voter registration.  When we control for whether 

people will be voting for the President of the United States of America, the effect of a change of 1 

nonprofit per 1000 residents becomes 1.8 percent.  However, despite such a large drop in 

magnitude, this coefficient remains statistically significant at an alpha of .01. 

Table 2. Regression Models 
 

Variables 
  
  

Model 1 Model2 
Coefficient 

 

Model 3 
Coefficient 

 

Model 4 
Coefficient 

 
Coefficient 

  

Number of Nonprofits 
6. 49 
(1.20) 

*** 
1. 79 
 (.67) 

*** 
2. 43  
(0.81) 

*** 
0.74  

(0.90) 
 

Presidential Election   
15. 59 
(.42) 

*** 
15. 62  
(.43) 

*** 
17.02 
(0.44) 

*** 
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Demographic characteristics 

 

 

Percent White     
. 19  
(.95) 

** 
0.31  

(0.09) 
*** 

Percent Black     
-0.06  
(0.12) 

 
0.02  

(0.11) 
 

Percent Native     
. 53  
(.25) 

** 
0.68  

(0.23) 
*** 

Percent Asian     
. 16  
(.11) 

 
0.27  

(0.11) 
** 

Percent Hispanic     
. 10  
(.72) 

 
0.01  

(0.07) 
 

Percent Adult     
- . 12  
(.23) 

 
-0.26  
(0.22) 

 

Percent Elderly     
. 32  
(.30) 

 
0.29  

(0.27) 
 

Percent in Poverty     
- . 19  
(.17) 

 
-0.20  
(0.16) 

 

 
Financial Characteristics 

 

Public Support       
-0.90  
(1.32) 

 

           Dues       
-0.80  
(0.51) 

 

        Investment       
-1.04  
(0.73) 

 

         Securities       
-5.01  
(2.49) 

** 

          Salesexp       
4.73 

(2.49) 
 

           Goods       
0.69  

(0.60) 
 

 

          Grprof 
      

-0.18  
(0.23) 

 

Totrev        
-2.47 
(7.34) 

 

Grrec        
0.33 

(2.03) 
 

solicit        
-0.83 
(0.56) 
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Exps        
3.31 

(6.60) 
 

Fundbal        
-0.65  
(0.59) 

 

fundfees        
-0.04  
(0.25) 

 

ass_boy        
1.94  

(0.64) 
 

liab_boy        
0.11  

(0.21) 
*** 

retearn        
-0.08  
(0.13) 

 

legexp        
0.23  

(0.27) 
 

grroot        
0.15  

(0.12) 
 

inflexp        
0.28  

(0.18) 
 

Constant  
41.26 
(1.42) 

*** 
38.17 
(1.03) 

*** 
26.32 

(17.92) 
 

27.52 
(20.00) 

 

 

 Model 3 introduces demographic controls, namely I control for the racial, age, and 

economic composition of the state.  Within this model, the effect of a 1 percent change in the 

White population is show to be a .19 percent in voting, this change is statistically significant in 

the model; a similarly significant effect was show with a 1 percent change in the Native 

population having a .53 percent change in voting.  All effects for the other controls were not 

shown to be significant.  Once I controlled for the demographic makeup of the states, the 

statistically significant effect of the number of nonprofits increased to 2.43 percent.  Since the 

effect of elderly was not seen to be significant, this might seem to indicate that some of the 

perceived increase in civic engagement of the elderly is in fact being taken in by the level to 

which nonprofit organizations impact voting.   
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Model 4 introduces financial controls on nonprofit organizations and serves to show the 

effect that nonprofit organizations have absent of their actions. Through controlling for monetary 

difference between nonprofit, we can see the passive effect that these organizations are having on 

voter participation.  Once again there continues to be a large effect of a presidential election to be 

large, having now increased to a 17 percent change in voting) and statistically significant. The 

effects that percent White and Native provide have also increased (now .31 percent and .68 

respectively) and remain statistically significant.  Furthermore, now percent Asian provides a 

statistically significant effect on voting of .27 percent. In terms of financial constraints, only total 

assets at beginning-of-year and amount from sales of securities offer any statistically significant 

changes.  A 1 unit change in the log sale of securities has a 5 percent change in voter participation 

and a 1 unit change in log assets in the beginning of the year has a 2 percent change in voter 

participation.  It is interesting to note that things like expenditures on grassroots or legislative 

lobbying do not offer any statistically significant changes in voting.   

The truly interesting result from this regression is that when controlling for financial 

characteristics of nonprofit organizations that the effect of individual nonprofit on voter 

participation is not different from 0.  This result runs counter to my literature review, and the 

entirety of social capital theory which rests on the assumption that civil society on its own has 

positive externalities which are manifested in terms of voter participation.  Instead, what we can 

interpret from these results is that organizations which simply bring people community members 

together for some arbitrary reason do not in fact make them “better” citizens, as measured by 

voter participation.  It would seem that all the power that the number of nonprofits had as a 

predictor has been absorbed by the financial controls. 
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Conclusion and Policy Implications 

Due to the previously mentioned untrustworthiness of the Form 990, interpretation of the 

results of my models should be divided between Model 3 and Model 4.  In Model 3, the findings 

suggest that there is a strong relationship between nonprofits and voting.  Regardless of the 

demographics present in a given state, nonprofit organizations still play a strong role in fostering 

individuals to vote, and by extension become involved in the democratic practice.  Therefore, 

legislators who wish to increase the social capital of their state would be well served to pass laws 

which ease entry costs organizations pay in order to enter the tax exempt sector.   

Conversely, the results of Model 4 suggest no relationship between the number of 

nonprofit organizations in a state per capita and the level of eligible voter participation present in 

that state. The real effect that nonprofit organizations have on this aspect of civil engagement 

comes in the level of assets which they are holding.  Therefore small nonprofits with little to no 

capital play almost no role in encouraging individuals to become involved on Election Day.  This 

could seem intuitively true, for instance nonprofits which have consolidated capital have a greater 

ability to make themselves known, and would make subconscious efforts to better engage the 

average citizenry. The negative coefficient for gross amount from sale of securities is a 

consideration which should give policy makers pause.  Nonprofits which have consolidated their 

wealth in the stock market, the logical alternative being spending that money within the 

community which they inhabit, have a negative effect on civic participation within that state. 

Therefore, as states endeavor to increase civic engagement, they cannot simply use the 

creation of nonprofits as a silver bullet to address their needs.  Instead they must be strategic with 

their public policies, concentrating on bringing into being large and well funded nonprofit 
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organizations rather than a plethora of small and insignificant nonprofits.  However, as they do 

this, they should also take actions which would discourage, or perhaps deny the ability to, then 

restrict those funds to the stock exchange.  This may be best attempted by altering the tax code 

such that it would be advantageous for wealthy individuals or families create public trusts as a 

way of alleviating their tax burden, or through courting already existent large nonprofits to 

relocate within their state. 

Based on my results, policy makers need to reexamine the importance they put on 

organizations as actors, as they may be making an improper supposition that civil society will 

increases in civic engagement. Because of my split findings, my hypothesis that there is no 

relationship between the number of nonprofit organizations and voter participation in at a state 

level should not be rejected.  Future policy discussions should take place following future 

research.  

A viable concern regarding this work is that of external validity, this study does not intend 

to speak for the effect of nonprofit organizations in all countries and among all peoples.  The U.S. 

population has long been seen as unique in their move to associate in groups (Tocqueville 1835) 

and it is possible that perhaps the effect that nonprofit organizations offer to voting has 

diminishing returns and the United States has simply become oversaturated with them. Were this 

the case then very different results could be found were a similar study run in a nation without the 

U.S. history of self reliance and free association.  This is yet another field of research which will 

hopefully be pursued in the future.  

Regardless of which model future scholars prefer, an additional sector for future research 

would be to explore the degree which various types on nonprofits have on voting behavior.  The 
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National Taxonomy of Exempt Entities (NTEE) system is used by both the IRS and NCCS to 

classify nonprofit organizations and separates nonprofit organizations into 26 major groups and 

10 broad categories.  As governments attempt to increase participation, they will wish to look 

whether the rewards offered by different varieties of nonprofits are static or if certain brands of 

nonprofits are better at accomplishing those goals.    
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Appendix  

Variables 
  
  

Coefficient Z 

  
 

Percent Voting 
.00 

(.00) 
.71 

Constant 
.99 

(.09) 
11.37 
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