
4 
The Policy-Planning Network 

Economic interests and social cohesion provide the foundation for the 
development of policy consensus, but they are not enough in and of 
themselves to lead to agreed-upon policies without research, consulta
tion, and deliberation. The issues facing the corporate community are 
too complex and the economy is too big for new policies to arise natu
rally from common interests and social cohesion alone. That is why a 
set of nonprofit, nonpartisan organizations is a necessary feature of 
the corporate landscape. These organizations are the basis of a policy
planning process through which the corporate community articulates 
its general policy preferences, and then conveys them to the two major 
political parties, the White House, and Congress. 

Members of the corporate community and upper class involve 
themselves in the policy-planning process in four basic ways. First, 
they finance the organizations at the center of these efforts. Second, 
they provide a variety of free services, such as legal and accounting 
help, for some of these organizations. Third, they serve as the direc
tors and trustees of these organizations, setting their general direction 
and selecting the people who will manage the day-to-day operations. 
Finally, they take part in the daily activities of some of the groups in 
the network. 

The policy-planning network explains how seemingly indepen
dent experts, who often provide new policy ideas, fit into the power 
equation. They do their work as employees and consultants of key 
organizations in the network, which give them financial support, 
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confer legitimacy on their efforts, and provide the occasions for 
them to present their ideas to decision-makers. * 

Although the corporate community has a near monopoly on 
what is considered "respectable" or "legitimate" expertise by the mass 
media and government, this expertise does not go unchallenged. There 
also exists a small group of think tanks and advocacy groups financed 
by unions, direct mail appeals, and wealthy liberals. Some of these lib
eral policy organizations also receive part of their funding from major 
foundations controlled by moderate conservatives, to the great annoy
ance of ultraconservatives. 

Moreover, as the annoyances expressed by the ultraconservatives 
reveal, the policy network is not totally homogeneous. Reflecting dif
ferences of opinion within the corporate community, the moderate 
and ultraconservative subgroups have long-standing disagreements. 
The ultraconservative organizations are the ones most often identified 
with big business in the eyes of social scientists and the general public. 
In the past, they opposed the expansion of trade with Europe and Asia, 
and they still oppose any type of government regulation or occasional 
increases in the minimum wage. The fact that they are generally nay
sayers, who lost on several highly visible. issues in the turmoil of the 
late 1960s and early 1970s, is one reason some social scientists doubt 
that the corporate community is the dominant influence in shaping 
government policy. 

More recently, the two groups have developed serious differences 
over foreign policy. The internationally oriented moderate conserva
tives, who long held sway in this issue area, are multilateralists when it 
comes to foreign policy; they favor working closely with allies and 
making use of the United Nations whenever possible. They think they 
won the Cold War by patiently containing the Soviet Union and wait
ing for its nonmarket economy to fail, all the while working with the 
Soviets on arms control and other issues. The ultraconservatives, who 
have tendencies to ignore what is happening in other countries and 
shun foreign aid, are assertive nationalists when they do engage one or 
another part of the world, as seen in the unilateralism and disdain for 
the United Nations that were visible in the George W. Bush Adminis
tration during its first four years. Assertive nationalists, ignoring the 
fact that Gorbachev knew full well that the Soviet economy needed 
major adjustments, believe they won the Cold War by increasing de
fense spending in the early 1980s, thereby forcing the Soviets into an 
unwinnable arms race that ruined their economy. They tend to believe 

*Independent experts are most often employed at universities and colleges. They rarely 
have a major impact on public policy except on highly technical issues in the natural 
sciences, medicine, and engineering. 
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that the kinds of bold initiatives taken during the Reagan Administra
tion will work in Iraq, Iran, and North Korea. I 

No one factor has been shown by systematic studies to be the sole 
basis for the division into moderates and ultraconservatives within the 
corporate community. There is a tendency for the moderate organiza
tions to be directed by executives from the very largest and most inter
nationally oriented of corporations, but there are numerous exceptions 
to that generalization. Moreover, there are corporations that support 
policy organizations within both policy subgroups. Then, too, there 
are instances in which some top officers from a corporation will be in 
the moderate camp, and others will be in the ultraconservative camp. 
Much more research is needed before the reasons for these differences 
can be better understood. 

For all. their differences, leaders within the two clusters of policy 
organizations have a tendency to search for compromise policies due 
to their common membership in the corporate community, their so
cial bonds, and the numerous interlocks among all policy groups. 
When compromise is not possible, the final resolution of policy con
flicts often takes place in legislative struggles in Congress. 

AN OVERVIEW OF THE POLICY-PLANNING NETWORK 

The policy-planning process begins in corporate boardrooms, social 
clubs, and informal discussions, where problems are identified as is
sues to be solved by new policies. It ends in government, where poli
cies are enacted and implemented. In between, however, there is a 
complex network of people and institutions that plays an important 
role in sharpening the issues and weighing the alternatives. This net
work has three main components-foundations, think tanks, and 
policy-discussion groups. 

Foundations are tax-free institutions created to give grants to 
both individuals and nonprofit organizations for activities that range 
from education, research, and the arts to support for the poor and the 
upkeep of exotic gardens and old mansions. They are an upper-class 
adaptation to inheritance and income taxes. They provide a means by 
which wealthy people and corporations can in effect decide how their 
tax payments will be spent, for they are based on money that other
wise would go to the government in taxes. From a small beginning at 
the turn of the twentieth century, they have become a very important 
factor in shaping developments in higher education and the arts, and 
they playa significant role in policy formation as well. The most influ
ential of them historically were the Ford, Rockefeller, Carnegie, and 
Sloan foundations. Since the 1980s, they have been joined by a new 
set of heavily endowed liberal and moderate-conservative foundations, 
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as well as by several somewhat smaller, but highly coordinated ultra
conservative foundations. 

Think tanks are nonprofit organizations that provide settings for 
experts in various academic disciplines to devote their time to the study 
of policy alternatives, free from the teaching, committee meetings, and 
departmental duties that are part of the daily routine for most mem
bers of the academic commi..mity. Supported by foundation grants, cor
porate donations, and government contracts, think tanks are a major 
source of the new ideas discussed in the policy-planning network. 

The policy-discussion organizations are nonpartisan groups that 
bring together corporate executives, lawyers, academic experts, uni
versity administrators, government officials, and media specialists to 
talk about such general problems as foreign aid, trade, taxes, and en
vironmental policies. Using discussion groups of varying sizes, these 
organizations provide informal and off-the-record meeting grounds in 
which differences of opinion on various issues can be aired and the ar
guments of specialists can be heard. In addition to their numerous 
small-group discussions, policy-discussion groups encourage general 
dialogue by means of luncheon speeches, written reports, and position 
statements published in journals and books. Taken as a whole, the sev
eral policy-discussion groups are akin to an open forum in which 
there is a constant debate concerning the major problems of the day. 

The three types of organizations making up the policy-planning 
network are interlocked with each other and the corporate community 
in terms of both common directors and funding. The evidence for this 
conclusion is presented throughout the chapter. Figure 4.1 presents an 
overview of the network, with linkages expressed in terms of (1) direc
tor interlocks, (2) money flows, and (3) the flow of ideas and plans. An
ticipating the discussion of how the corporate community shapes 
government policy, which is presented in Chapter 7, the diagram shows 
some of the ways the output of the policy network reaches government. 

No one type of organization is more important than the others. It 
is the network as a whole that shapes policy alternatives, with differ
ent organizations playing different roles on different issues. 

FOUNDATIONS 

Among the nearly 65,000 foundations that exist in the United States, 
only a few hundred have the money and interest to involve themselves 
in funding programs that have a bearing on public policy. Foundations 
are of four basic types: 

1. According to the authoritative Guide to u.s. Foundations, 
published by the Foundation Center in New York, there were about 
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Figure 4.1 The Flow of Policy from the Corporate Community and 
Upper Class to Government through the Policy-Planning Network. 

58,000 independent foundations in 2003, all of which were created by 
families to serve a wide variety of purposes. Most are relatively small 
and local, with only 9.7 percent of them donating over $500,000 a 
year, led by the Ford Foundation ($509 million in 2003) and the Mel
lon Foundation ($222 million in 2003). The largest of these general
purpose foundations are controlled by a cross section of leaders from 
the upper class and corporate community, but there are several ultra
conservative and liberal foundations in this category that are COn
trolled by the original donors. 
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2. There were 2,362 corporate foundations in 2003 that were 
funded by major corporations and directed by their officers. Their 
number and importance has increased greatly since the 1980s. In 
2003, 25 of them donated over $25 million a year, and 3 were among 
the ten largest donors that year-Verizon ($77 million), lP Morgan 
Chase ($62 million), and Citigroup ($56 million). 

3. There are 661 community foundations at the local level that 
are designed to aid charities, voluntary associations, and special proj
ects in their home cities. They receive funds from a variety of sources, 
including independent foundations, corporate foundations, and 
wealthy families. They are directed by boaJ;ds that include both cor
porate executives and community leaders. A few of the larger ones 
give money outside of their local area, usually at the direction of a 
wealthy donor who has in effect established a foundation within a 
foundation, thereby saving administrative costs. 

4. Finally, there are nearly 4,000 foundations that use their 
money to finance a particular museum, garden project, or artistic 
exhibit. They are called operating foundations and are not relevant to 
the policy-planning process. Operating foundations are often directed 
by the women of the upper class, as was discussed in the previous 
chapter. 

Upper-class and corporate representation on the boards of the 
large independent foundations most involved in policy-oriented grants 
has been documented in several studies. In one study of the 12 largest 
foundations, for example, it was found that half the trustees were 
members of the upper class.2 A study of corporate connections into 
the policy network showed that 10 of these 12 foundations have at 
least one connection to the 201 largest corporations; most have many 
more than that,3 More recently, due to a combination of factors
smaller boards, an effort to diversify on the basis of gender and color, 
and the addition of a few directors from other countries-the connec
tion between the largest foundations and the corporate community is 
looser than it used to be. Still, five of the Ford Foundation's seventeen 
directors were on 8 corporate boards in 2004. Four of the twelve Rock
efeller directors were on 8 boards, seven of fourteen Carnegie direc
tors were on 14 boards, and seven of twelve Sloan directors were on 12 
boards. 

Foundations often become much more than sources of money 
when they set up special programs that are thought to be necessary by 
their trustees or staff. Then. they search out appropriate organizations 
to undertake the project, or else they create special commissions 
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within the foundation itself. A few foundations have become so com
mitted to a specific issue that they function as a policy-discussion or
ganization. The Ford Foundation provides the best example of this 
point because it became involved in two of the main problems of the 
1960s. 

First, it played a major role in creating and sustaining the main
stream organizations of the environmental movement. Its conference 
on resource management in 1953, and subsequent start-up funding, 
led to the founding of the first and most prominent environmental 
think tank, Resources for the Future. This organization broke new 
ground by incorporating market economics into conservation work. 
Economists at Resources for the Future and other think tanks 
showed that resource substitution could be managed through the 
price system and that it was a myth to claim there is a trade-off be
tween jobs and environmental regulation. They also pointed out that 
there was money to be made in cleaning up the air and water. Their 
work reassured corporate moderates that most environmental initia
tives were completely compatible with corporate capitalism, con
trary to the angry outcries of ultraconservatives and the hopes of 
leftists.4 

In the early 1960s, the Ford Foundation spent $7 million over a 
three-year period developing ecology programs at 17 universities 
around the country, thereby providing the informational base and per
sonnel infrastructure for efforts to control pesticides and industrial 
waste. At the same time, the foundation put large sums into the land
purchase programs of The Nature Conservancy and the National 
Audubon Society. It also encouraged environmental education and cit
izen action through grants to municipal conservation commissions 
and the nationwide Conservation Foundation, the latter founded by 
the Rockefeller family as a combined think tank and policy-discussion 
group.s The new militant wing of the environmental movement soon 
moved beyond the purview envisioned by the moderate conservatives, 
but the fact remains that much of the early grassroots movement was 
encouraged and legitimated by major foundations. 

The Ford Foundation aided environmentalists in another way in 
the 1970s by backing several new environmental law firms that used 
the legal system to force corporations and municipal governments to 
clean up the water, air, and soil. Leaders at the foundation actually 
created one of these organizations, the Natural Resources Defense 
Council, by bringing together several Wall Street corporate lawyers 
with a group of young Yale Law School graduates who wanted to de
vote their careers to environmental law. Ford then gave the neworga
nization $2.6 million between 1970 and 1977. Between 1971 and 1977, 
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it also gave $1.6 million to the Center for Law in the Public Interest in 
Los Angeles, $994,000 to the Environmental Defense Fund, and 
$603,000 to the Sierra Club Legal Defense Fund.6 

Appointees to the Nixon Administration from the mainstream 
environmental groups helped secure tax-exempt status for the envi
ronmental law firms. They then presided over the creation of the 
Council on Environmental Quality and the Environmental Protec
tion Agency. Indeed, the origins of these agencies provides an ideal 
example of how moderate conservatives create policies that are later 
seen as setbacks for the corporate community. At the same time, 
these organizations are often criticized by strong environmentalists 
as being too cautious and for "selling out" via compromises on key 
issues.7 

Although the Ford Foundation still gives environmental grants, 
mostly to organizations in other nations, its support for American en
vironmental groups has been more modest now that these organiza
tions are firmly established. However, the slack has been picked up by 
several dozen other major foundations, including several corporate 
foundations. Table 4.1 shows foundation grants for 2001 and 2002 to 
the Natural Resources Defense Council and to Environmental Defense 
(formerly the Environmental Defense Fund). 

Second, the Ford Foundation became the equivalent of a policy 
group on issues related to urban unrest, creating a wide range of pro
grams to deal with the problems generated by urban renewal and 
racial tensions in cities. One of these programs, called the Gray Areas 
Project, became the basis for the War on Poverty declared by the John
son Administration in 1964. Once the War on Poverty was launched, 
the Ford Foundation invested tens of millions of dollars in support for 
minority-group and community-action organizations. These invest
ments were seen at the time as a way of encouraging insurgent groups 
to take a nonviolent and electoral direction in addressing the problems 
they perceived. By the 1970s, when the social disruption had subsided, 
ultraconservatives began to criticize the Ford Foundation for its sup
port of what they called liberal experiments. However, the foundation 
persisted in this support, which is seen by moderate conservatives in 
the corporate community as a sensible way to incorporate minority 
groups into the larger society. Table 4.2 provides a list of the advocacy 
groups for low-income minorities, women, and civil liberties that re
ceived large grants from the Ford Foundation in 2001 or 2002. 

The foundation, also developed a program to support housing 
and services for inner-city neighborhoods, creating a set of Commu
nity Development Corporations (CDCs) and a financial intermediary, 
the Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC), that by 2004 were 
providing 90 percent of the new low-income housing in inner cities 
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Table 4.1 Contributions by Foundations to Environmental Defense and 
the National Resources Defense Council in 2001 and 2002 

Name ED NRDC 

Packard Foundation $3,828,000 $725,000 
Hewlett Foundation $950,000 $1,210,000 
MacArthur Foundation $300,000 $300,000 
Joyce Foundation $1,280,000 $250,000 
Goldman Fund $812,500 $550,000 
Turner Foundation $200,000 $2,014,000 
McKnight Foundation $200,000 $290,000 
Energy Foundation 1 $1,222,000 $3,346,000 
Mott Foundation $300,000 $300,000 
Doris Duke Foundation $5,000,000 
Kresge Foundation $1,500,000 
Robertson Foundation $1,000,000 
Ford Foundation $200,000 
Public Welfare Foundation $750,000 
Overbrook Foundation $200,000 $153,000 
Compton Foundation $105,000 $60,000 
80 other grants to ED $8,863,000 
96 other grants to NRDC $6,521,000 

Total $25,960,500 $16,469,000 

1. The Energy Foundation was created in 1991 on the basis of grants from the 
/MacArthur, Packard, Joyce, Rockefeller; McKnight, and Pew foundations. 

Source: Foundation Grants Index on CD-ROM ven>ion 3.0 (New York: The Foundation 
Center, 2004). 

across the country, as well as making start-up loans to small busi
nesses and offering various kinds of counseling services. By 1972, 
Ford already had spent $25 million on CDCs, and by 1986 the figure 
was $170 million. Starting in the early 1970s, the foundation also pro
vided several million more to help create the Center for Community 
Change and several other small advocacy organizations, which help 
low-income neighborhoods to organize for tenants rights, environ
mental justice, and neighborhood preservation. 

Taking advantage of the Community Reinvestment Act of 1977, 
which was a first step toward forcing banks to invest in the inner city 
again, the Ford Foundation next put $4.75 million into LISC, which 
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Table 4.2 Donations by the Ford Foundation to Advocacy Groups for 
Minorities, Women, and Civil Liberties in 2001 

American Civil Liberties Union 
(for race, poverty, and immigration rights projects) 

Ms. Foundation 
Native American Rights Fund 
National Organization of Women 
Legal Defense and Education Fund 
Mexican-American Legal Defense and Education Fund 
NAACP Special Contribution Fund 
NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund 
National Council of La Raza 
Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund 
Urban League 
National Asian Pacific American Legal Consortium 

Total 

$1,765,000 

$1,555,000 
$1,500,000 

$660;000 
$600,000 

$500,000 
$500,000 
$400,000 

$350,000 
$150,000 

$50,000 
$7,330,000 

Note: The Ford Foundation gave many other grants in the area of civil rights in 2001. 

Source: Foundation Grants Index on CD-ROM version 3.0 (New York: The Foundation 
Center, 2004). 

made it easier for banking and mortgage companies to finance low-in
come housing; by 1986, $34 million of LISC's $130 million had been 
provided by the foundation. However, the LISC concept did not really 
take off until a small addition to the Tax Reform Act of 1986 created tax 
write-offs, originally meant for wealthy individual investors, that made 
it very attractive for corporations to invest in low-income housing.s 

Since that time corporations have saved billions of dollars in taxes, but 
at the same time the amount of housing built by LISC and the CDCs 
with little or no government involvement has been considerable. 

More generally, the inner-city support network that works to
gether on a wide range of urban initiatives is now funded by several 
different foundations, not just Ford, and the thousands of local 
CDCs and the handful of regional LISC offices receive major infra
structure support from corporate foundations each year. Although 
liberal critics note that the foundations' support would be more ef
fective if it were more coordinated and supportive of activism, they 
also note that most of the inner-city organizations would not be able 
to sustain themselves without foundation support.9 (Details on the 
foundations and groups involved in this network can be found at 
www.whorulesamerica.net. ) 
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Ford's support for disadvantaged minority communities, women, 
and the environmental movement led to the claim that it became a lib
eral organization in the 1960s, despite its corporate-dominated board 
of trustees. However, this conclusion confuses liberalism with a so
phisticated conservatism that does not bend on the key power issues, 
as shown by the foundation's support for opposition to unionization 
efforts. In 1967, it entered into an emerging conflict over public em
ployee unions by financing a think-tank study that was very negative 
toward unions. Then, in 1970, it provided $450,000 to three associa
tions of government managers-the U.S. Conference of Mayors, the 
National League of Cities, and the National Association of Counties
to establish the Labor-Management Relations Service, an organization 
intended to help government managers cope with efforts at union or
ganizing. One year later, this organization set up the National Public 
Employer Labor Relations Association, aided in good part by Ford 
and other foundation monies. Publications from these two organiza
tions provide advice on defeating organizing drives and surviving 
strikes. They suggest contracting out public services to private busi
nesses to avoid unions and decrease wage costs. 10 This opposition to 
public employee unions is consistent with the distance that all major 
foundations have kept from the labor movement. I I 

Systematic studies of the degree to which public employees are 
unionized in each state suggest that these efforts to help government 
managers were successful. Less than half of the fifty states allow full 
collective bargaining for all public employee groups, and nearly all 
states forbid public employees to strike. The relative strength of the 
corpOrate-conservative and liberal-labor coalitions in each state is the 
main factor in determining the degree to which state employees are 
successful in their efforts to unionize. Union density in the public sec
tor, meaning the percentage of public employees who are in unions, 
rose from 10.8 percent in 1960 to a peak of 40.2 percent in 1976, and 
has stabilized at about 36 to 37 percent since that time. 12 

As these several examples show, foundations are an integral part 
of the policy-planning process, as both sources of funds and program 
initiators. Contrary to the usual perceptions, they are not merely 
donors of money for charity and value-free academic research. They 
are extensions of the corporate community in their origins, leader
ship, and goals. 

THINK TANKS 

The deepest and most critical thinking within the policy-planning net
work takes place in various think tanks. New initiatives that survive 
criticism by other experts are brought to the discussion groups for 
modification and assimilation by the corporate leaders. Among the 
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dozens of think tanks, some highly specialized in one or two topics, 
the most important are the Brookings Institution, the American Enter
prise Institute, the Urban Institute, the National Bureau of Economic 
Research, and the Rand Corporation. Their efforts are sometimes aug
mented by institutes and centers connected to universities, especially 
in the area of foreign relations, but these institutes are one step re-
moved from the policy-planning network. * . 

Three highly visible think tanks-the Brookings Institution, the 
American Enterprise Institute, and the Heritage Foundation-vie for 
attention and influence in Washington. The Brookings Institution, the 
oldest and generally most respected of the three, was founded in 1927 
from three institutes that go back as far as 1916. Virtually all of its 
early money carne from foundations, although by the 1930s it was 
earning income from a small endowment provided by the Rockefeller 
Foundation and other sources. The Brookings Institution is some
times said to be a liberal think tank, but that is a misperception gener
ated in good part by ultraconservatives. The fact that Keynesian 
economists from Brookings advised the Kennedy and Johnson admin
istrations also contributed to this stereotype. In fact, the Brookings In
stitution always has been in the mainstream or on the right wing. 
Although some of its economists were important advisers to the Dem
ocrats in the 1960s, by 1975 these same economists were criticizing 
government initiatives in ways that later were attributed to the em
ployees of their main rival, the American Enterprise Institute. 13 

The American Enterprise Institute (AEI), formed in 1943 as an 
adjunct to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, had little money and no 
influence until the early 1970s, when a former Chamber employee 
began selling the need for a new think tank to corporate executives by 
exaggerating the liberal inclinations of the Brookings Institution. His 
efforts received a large boost in 1972 when the Ford Foundation gave 
him a $300,000 grant. This gift was viewed as a turning point by the 

*In a very general sense, universities and their affiliated research institutes are part of 
the power equation. They educate future leaders and train the experts who work for the 
think tanks. It is also the case that the trustees of the top private universities. and many 
large state universities for that matter, are disproportionately from the corporate com
munity and upper class, as demonstrated by numerous investigations stretching back to 
the early twentieth century. Nevertheless. universities as a whole are not part of the in
stitutional infrastructure of the policy-planning network. The faculty at most universi
ties are too diverse in their intellectual and political orientations to be considered part 
of the power structure. unless they also are employed by corporations or organizations 
in the policy-planning network. Nor are all students who graduate from high-status uni
versities uniformly destined to join the corporate community or policy-planning net
work. As previously mentioned. a small minority joins the liberal-labor coalition or a 
left-wing group. 
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institute's staff because of the legitimacy a Ford grant conferred for fu
ture fund-raising. The institute went from a budget of $1.1 million in 
1971 to over $10 million in the 1980s. 14 

The AEI's fund-raising efforts also were aided when appointees 
from the Nixon Administration joined it as honorary fellows, and then 
former president Gerald Ford became an honorary fellow in 1977. 
Several prominent economists also were hired. Given this line-up of 
highly visible conservatives, it is not surprising that the AEI is often 
given credit for the right turn in Washington policy circles in the 
1970s, but in fact the institute came to prominence after the turn had 
begun, as shown in a close textual analysis of Brookings and AEI rec
ommendations. ls By the early 1980s, however, the AEI did playa very 
important role in providing ideas and staff members to the Reagan 
and Bush administrations. Reflecting its closeness to the Brookings 
Institution on policy issues, the two think tanks now cosponsor a Joint 
Center for Regulatory Studies. 16 

The Heritage Foundation, created in 1974, is the most recent and 
famous of the Washington think tanks. It is wrongly thought to reflect 
current wisdom in the corporate community, when it is actually the 
product of a few highly conservative men of great inherited wealth. 
The most important of these ultraconservatives are members of the 
Coors family, owners of the beer company that bears their name. 17 

Close behind them is Richard Mellon Scaife, who is discussed in a 
later section of this chapter. 

Unlike the AEI, the Heritage Foundation makes no effort to hire 
established experts or build a record of respectability within the aca
demic or policy communities. Instead, it hires young ultraconserva
tives who are willing to attack all government programs and impugn 
the motives of all government officials as bureaucratic empire 
builders. While this approach doesn't endear the Heritage Foundation 
to its counterparts in Washington, it does lead to staff positions in 
Republican administrations, which need people to carry out their 

'antigQvernment objectives. 
The relationship of these three think tanks to the corporate com

munity can be seen through their boards of directors. Brookings and 
the AEI have similar interlock patterns, with about 60 percent of their 
directors sitting on an average of 1.3 boards for companies of com
parable size and stature. However, since Brookings has forty-two 
directors and AEI only twenty-five, this means interlocks with 53 cor
porations for Brookings and 35 for AEI. The situation is very different 
at Heritage, where only one of twenty directors, a retired executive 
from Microsoft, sits on 3 corporate boards in the Corporate Library 
database. There are other business people on the Heritage board, but 
they are retired middle-level executives or have small companies of 
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their own. There are also some wealthy inheritors on the Heritage 
board. 

THE POLICY-DISCUSSION GROUPS 

The policy groups serve several important functions for the corporate 
community. 

1. They provide a setting in which corporate leaders can famil
iarize themselves with general policy issues by listening to and ques
tioning the experts from think tanks and university research 
institutes. 

2. They proVide a forum where conflicts can be discussed, usu
ally with the help of moderate conservative and ultraconservative 
experts, aiong with an occasional liberal on some issues. 

3. They provide an informal training ground for new leadership. 
It is within these organizations that corporate leaders can determine 
in an informal fashion which of their peers are best suited for service 
in government and as spokespersons to other groups. 

4. They provide an informal recruiting ground for determining 
which academic experts may be best suited for government service, 
either as faceless staff aides to the corporate leaders who take govern
ment positions or as high-level appointees in their own right. 

In addition, the policy groups have three functions in relation to the 
rest of society: 

1. These groups legitimate their members as serious and expert 
persons capable of government service. This image is created because 
group members are portrayed as giving of their own time to take part 
in highly selective organizations that are nonpartisan and nonprofit 
in nature. 

2. They convey the concerns, goals, and expectations of the cor
porate community to those young experts and professors who aspire 
to foundation grants, invitations to work at think tanks, or consulta
tive roles with government agencies. 

3. Through such avenues as books, journals, policy statements, 
press releases, and speakers, these groups influence the climate of 
opinion in both Washington and the country at large. This point is 
developed when the opinion-shaping process is discussed in the next 
chapter. 

The most extensive study of the relationship of policy discussion 
groups to foundations and think tanks, carried out with information 
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from the late 1970s, started with a sample of 77 large foundations, 
which included 20 that had over $100 million in assets and gave over 
$200,000 in public-policy grants. These 20 foundations led to a group 
of 31 policy-planning groups and think tanks that received grants from 
3 or more of these foundations. Of the 22S trustees who served on the 
20 foundations, 124 were also trustees of another 120 foundations. 
Ten of the 20 foundations had interlocks with 18 of the 31 policy-plan
ning organizations and think tanks. The Rockefeller Foundation had 
the largest number of interlocks with other foundations (34), followed 
by the Sloan Foundation, the Carnegie Corporation, and the Ford 
Foundation. The Rockefeller Foundation also has the largest number 
of trustee connections to the policy groups it financed (14), followed 
once again by the Sloan, Carnegie, and Ford foundations. Moreover, 
all 4 of these foundations tended to be involved with the same policy 
groups. Together, these foundations, think tanks, and policy-planning 
groups form the moderate-conservative portion of the network, which 
was even larger and more intertwined than any previous studies had 
led social scientists to expect. 18 

This analysis also discovered that a set of policy groups and think 
tanks identified with ultraconservative programs, such as the American 
Enterprise Institute, the Hoover Institution, and the Hudson Institute, 
were linked to another set of foundations, including the Bradley, Olin, 
and Scaife foundations. Unlike the large foundations in the moderate 
part of the network, all of the very conservative foundations were under 
the direct control of the original donating family. These findings on the 
ultraconservative foundations were confirmed in another study that 
used tax returns to reveal that 12 foundations provided half the funding 
for the American Enterprise Institute as well as 8S percent or more of 
the funding for the other prominent ultraconservative think tanks. Cor
porate foundations also supported some of these groups, but they gave 
donations to the moderate-conservative groups as weII. 19 To demon
strate the continuity of this pattern, Table 4.3 shows the donations that 
S ultraconservative foundations gave to 7 present-day ultraconservative 
think tanks and policy-discussion groups in 2001 and 2002. 

The tremendous impact of a few extremely wealthy ultraconser
vatives can be seen in the funding career of the aforementioned 
Richard Mellon Scaife, an adopted son and heir to a big part of an oil 
and banking fortune in Pittsburgh. Based on a computerized record of 
all his donations from the early 1960s to late 1990s, the Washington 
Post estimated that he and his foundations had given about $620 mil
lion in 1999 dollars to a wide range of ultraconservative causes, in
cluding the concerted attempt to find defamatory material on 
President Bill Clinton's personallife.20 He also gives large donations to 
conservative political candidates and the Republican Party. A similar 



Table 4.3 Core Ultraconservative Think Tanks and Their Main Funders in 2001 and 2002 

Think Tanks 1 

Total 
Federalist Foundatior. 

Foundations2 Hoover AEI Heritage Hudson Manhattan Cato Society3 Grants 

Scaife $750,000 $345,000 $650,000 $315,000 $150,000 $60,000 $200,000 $2,470,000 
Bradley $375,000 $750,000 $250,000 $610,000 $200,000 $100,000 $100,000 $2,385,000 
Donner $60,000 $70,000 $55,000 $50,000 $50,000 $20,000 $50,000 $355,000 
Earhart $89,000 $50,000 $30,000 $40,000 $18,000 $60,000 $287,000 
Kirby $13,000 $100,000 $18,000 $25,000 $20,000 $40,000 $349,000 
Cullom Davis $400,000 $10,000 $30,000 $40,000 $480,000 

Total 
Donations 
to Group $1,674,000 $1,228,000 $1,060,000 $1,053,000 $465,000 $218,000 $490,000 

1. These groups receive donations from other ultraconservative foundations. but not as consistently. AEI also receives grants from some 
moderate conservative foundations. 

2. These foundations give to many other ultraconservative projects, which are usually smaller in size, local in nature. or in academic settings. 
3. The Federalist Society is made lip exclusively of lawyers. 

Source: Foundation Grants Index on CD-ROM version 3.0 (New York: The Foundation Center, 2004). 
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picture of combined policy and advocacy donations could be drawn 
for several other extremely wealthy ultraconservatives as welJ.21 

A network analysis focused exclusively on 12 moderate
conservative and ultraconservative think tanks and policy groups for 
1973, 1980, and 1990 revealed that moderate-conservative groups re
mained at the center of the policy network, but that they had devel
oped more links with the ultraconservative groups than earlier. In this 
study, the Business Roundtable, Conference Board, Committee for 
Economic Development, and Brookings Institution were the most cen
tral organizations, with the more conservative Heritage Foundation 
and National Association of Manufacturers at the periphery. Over 90 
percent of the policy-group directors who sat on the boards of 2 or 
more of the organizations were corporate executives, mostly from very 
large corporations. About half attended high-status universities as un
dergraduates, and half were in upper-class social clubs, although only 
a small percentage of them were from upper-class families originally.22 

The centrality of the moderate-conservative policy planning 
groups within both the corporate community and the policy planning 
network was demonstrated once again in a study of an interlock net
work for 1998 that included the directors for the 100 largest corpora
tions, the 50 largest foundations, several major private universities, 
several of the largest nonprofit organizations, like the American Red 
Cross and the Boy Scouts of America, and 12 policy-planning groups, 
although not quite the same 12 as in earlier studies. The most central 
organization in the overall network was the Committee for Economic 
Development, with the Council on Foreign Relations and the Brook
ings Institution also on the list of the 10 most central organizations, 
along with Citigroup, JP Morgan Chase, General Motors, and Procter 
& Gamble. There were no foundations or charitable groups in the top 
25.23 Table 4.4 presents a list of the 25 most central organizations in 
this combined network. 

It is now time to look at some of the policy-discussion groups in 
more detail. 

The Council on Foreign Relations 

The Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) is the largest of the policy or
ganizations. Established in 1921 by bankers, lawyers, and academi
cians interested in fostering the larger role the United States would 
play in world affairs as a result of World War 1. the CFR's importance 
in the conduct of foreign affairs was well established by the 1930s. Be
fore 1970, the members were primarily financiers, executives, and 
lawyers, with a strong minority of journalists, academic experts, and 
government officials. After that time, there was an effort to respond to 
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Table 4.4 The 25 Most Central Organizations in a Network of 
Corporations and Various Types of Nonprofit Groups 

Rank Organization Organizational Sector 

l. Committee for Economic policy-planning 
Development 

2. Verizon business/communications 

3. Sara Lee business/consumer products 

4. Brookings Institution think tank 

S. General Motors business/vehicle manufacture 

6. JP Morgan Chase business/banking 

7. Procter & Gamble business/consumer products 

8. Citigroup business/banking 

9. Council on Foreign Relations policy-planning 

10. 3M (Minnesota Mining business/manufacturing 
and Manufacturing) 

II. Lucent Technologies business/communications 

12. University of Chicago education 

13. Fannie Mae Corporation business/home mortgages 

14. GTE business/communications 

IS. National Bureau think tank 
of Economic Research 

16. Xerox business/documents 

17. Boeing business/aerospace 

18. Business Roundtable policy-planning 

19. Conference Board policy-planning 

20. Urban Institute think tank 

2I. MIT education 

22. Ameritech business/communications 

23. RJR Nabisco business/tobacco and food 

24. Johnson & Johnson business/health care 

25. Nature Conservancy nonprofit/environment 

Source: Moore et aI., "Elite Interlocks in Three U.S. Sectors: Nonprofit, Corporate, and 
Government," 2002, p. 737, Table 3, as supplemented by a personal communication 
from Moore concerning the rankings for organizations 11 through 25. 

criticism by including a larger number of government officials, espe
cially foreign-service officers, politicians, and aides to congressional 
committees concerned with foreign policy. By 2000, the council had 
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nearly 3,900 members, most of whom do little more than receive re
ports and attend large banquets. Although originally strictly a discus
sion group, the CFR now has a Studies Department that makes it the 
largest think tank in the area of foreign policy as well as the leading 
center for discussion groups. 

Several different studies demonstrate the organization's connec
tions to the upper class and corporate community. A sample of 210 
New York members found that 39 percent are listed in the Social Reg
ister, and a random sampling of the full membership found 33 percent 
in that directory.24 In both studies, directors are even more likely than 
regular members to be members of the upper class. Overlaps with the 
corporate community are equally pervasive. Twenty-two percent of the 
1969 members served on the board of at least one of Fortune's top 500 
industrials, for example. In a study of the directors of 201 large corpo
rations, it was found that 125 of these companies have 293 positional 
interlocks with the CFR. Twenty-three of the very largest banks and 
corporations have four or more directors who are members.25 

The full extent of council overlap with the corporate community 
and government became clear in a study for this book of its entire 
membership list. The analysis determined that about one in every five 
members is an officer or director of a business listed in Poor's Register 
of Corporations, Directors, and Executives. Membership is once again 
found to be greatest for the biggest industrial corporations and banks. 
Overall, 37 percent of the 500 top industrials have at least one officer 
or director who is a member, with the figure rising to 70 percent for 
the top 100 and 92 percent for the top 25. Twenty-one of the top 25 
banks have members, as do 16 of the largest 25 insurance companies. 
However, only the top 10 among utilities, transporters, and retailers 
are well represented. 

The success of the council's effort to include more government 
officials in the enlarged council is reflected in this study. Two hundred 
and fifty members are listed in the index of the Governmental Manual. 
About half are politicians and career government officials; the other 
half are appointees to the government who come from business, law, 
and the academic community. In addition, another 184 members are 
serving as unpaid members of federal advisory committees. 

The organization itself is far too large for its members to issue 
policy proclamations as a group. Moreover, its usefulness as a neutral 
discussion ground would be diminished if it tried to do so. As things 
now stand, however, its leaders can help to mediate disputes that 
break out in the foreign-policy establishment and can serve in both 
Republican and Democratic administrations. In fact, its board of di
rectors virtually moved into the State Department and other govern
ment agencies after Clinton was elected in 1992, a point that is 
demonstrated in Chapter 7. 



96 THE POLICY-PLANNING NETWORK 

The CFR receives its general funding from wealthy individuals, 
corporations, and subscriptions to its influential periodical, Foreign 
Affairs. For special projects, such as an effort to rethink U.S.-Russian 
relationships, it often relies upon major foundations for support. It 
conducts an active program of luncheon and dinner speeches at its 
New York clubhouse, featuring government officials and national 
leaders from all over the world. It also encourages dialogue and dis
seminates information through books, pamphlets, and articles in 
Foreign Affairs. The most important aspects of the CFR program, how
ever, are its discussion groups and study groups. These small gather
ings of about fifteen to twenty-five people bring together business 
executives, government officials, scholars, and military officers for de
tailed consideration of specific topics in the area of foreign affairs. 
Discussion groups, which meet about once a month, are charged with 
exploring problems in a general way, trying to define issues and iden
tify alternatives. 

Discussion groups often lead to study groups. Study groups re
volve around the work of a visiting research fellow (financed by a 
foundation grant) or a regular staff member. The group leader and 
other experts present monthly papers that are discussed and criticized 
by the rest of the group. The goal of such study groups is a detailed 
statement of the problem by the scholar leading the discussion. Any 
book that eventuates from the group is understood to express the 
views of its academic author, not of the councilor the members of the 
study group, but the books are nonetheless published with the spon
sorship of the CFR. The names of the people participating in the study 
group are listed at the beginning of the book. 

The CFR's most successful set of study groups created the frame
work for the post-World War II international economy. Beginning in 
1939 with financial support from the Rockefeller Foundation, its War
Peace Studies developed the postwar definition of the national interest 
through a comprehensive set of discussion groups. These groups 
brought together approximately 100 top bankers, lawyers, executives, 
economists, and military experts in 362 meetings over a five-year pe
riod. The academic experts within the study groups met regularly with 
officials of the State Department. In 1942, the experts became part of 
the department's new postwar planning process as twice-a-week con
sultants, while at the same time continuing work on the War-Peace 
project. As all accounts agree, the State Department had little or no 
planning capability of its own at the time. 

Although the study groups sent hundreds of reports to the State 
Department, the most iinportant one defined the minimum geograph
ical area that was needed for the American economy to make full uti
lization of its resources and at the same time maintain harmony with 
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Western Europe and Japan. This geographical area, which came to be 
known as the Grand Area, included Latin America, Europe, the 
colonies of the British Empire, and all of Southeast Asia. Southeast 
Asia was necessary as a source of raw materials for Great Britain and 
Japan, and as a consumer of Japanese products. The American na
tional interest was then defined in terms of the integration and de
fense of the Grand Area, which led to plans for the United Nations, the 
International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank, and eventually to 
the decision to defend Vietnam from a communist takeover at all 
costs. The goal was to avoid both another Great Depression and in
creased government control of what was then seen as a very sluggish 
economy. 26 

The Committee for Economic Development 

The Committee for Economic Development (CED) was established in 
the early 1940s to help plan for the postwar world. The corporate lead
ers instrumental in creating this new study group had two major con
cerns at the time: (1) There might be another depression after the war; 
and (2) if they did not have a viable economic plan for the postwar era, 
the liberal-labor coalition might present plans that would not be ac
ceptable to the corporate community. 

Its membership consisted of 200 corporate leaders in its early 
years. Later it added a small number of university presidents. In addi
tion, leading economists and public administration experts have 
served as advisers and conducted research for it; many of them have 
gone on to serve in advisory roles in both Republican and Democratic 
administrations. 

Like the CFR, the CED works through study groups that are aided 
pyacademic experts. The study groups have considered every conceiv
able issue from farm policy to government reorganization to campaign 
finance laws, but the greatest emphasis is on economic issues of both a 
domestic and an international nature. Unlike the CFR, the results of 
committee study groups are released as official policy statements of the 
organization. They contain footnotes in which trustees register any dis
agreements they may have with the overall recommendations. These 
statements are of great value to social scientists for studying the range 
of policy orientations in the corporate community. 

With the exception of a strong antiunion stance that is standard 
for all corporate policy groups, the Committee for Economic Develop
ment was once the model of a moderate-conservative group. However, 
corporate leaders decided to change its orientation in the mid-1970s as 
part of a general rightward shift in the face of large increases in oil 
prices, rapid inflation, and rising unemployment. The story of how this 
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right turn was accomplished provides an example of how a new policy 
direction on the part of leading trustees can bring about shifts within a 
policy group and quickly end any role for liberal experts. * This shift in 
orientation was related to the liberal-labor pressure for greater govern
ment intervention in the economy, due to the inflationary crisis of the 
period. However, the specific triggers to changes in the CED were in
ternal to the organization. First, the economist serving as president at 
the time made the mistake of signing a public statement, along with 
labor leaders and liberal economists, suggesting a small step toward 
greater government planning. Second, a CED study group on control
ling inflation, advised in part by liberal economists, was moving in the 
direction of advocating wage and price controls by government. 

CED trustees from several of the largest companies were ex
tremely upset by what they interpreted as a trend toward greater 
acceptance of government controls. They reacted on a number of lev
els. First, several of their companies lowered their financial contribu
tions or threatened to withdraw support altogether. Since large com
panies make the biggest contribution to the organization's budget, 
these threats were of great concern to the president and his staff. 

Second, the chairman of the trustees, a senior executive at 
Exxon, appointed top executive officers from General Motors, Cutler
Hammer, and Itek as a three-person committee to make a study of 
the internal structure of the organization. One result of this study was 
the retirement of the president one year earlier than expected and his 
replacement by a conservative monetary economist from the Federal 
Reserve Bank of Minneapolis. The new president immediately wrote 
to all trustees asking for their advice on future policy directions, 
pledging greater responsiveness to the trustees. He also brought in 
several new staff members, one of whom said in an interview in 1995 
that it was their job to neutralize liberal staff members. 

Third, many of the trustees on the Research and Policy Com
mittee, which oversees all study groups within the CED, decided to 
oppose the report on inflation and price controls. In all, there were 
fifteen pages of dissents attached to the report, most from a very 
conservative perspective, and seven trustees voted to reject publica
tion. Fourth, the three economists primarily responsible for drafting 
the report-a university president, a prominent think-tank represen
tative, and a CED staff member-were criticized in letters to the 
CED president for having too much influence in shaping the recom
mendations. The CED leader from Exxon later characterized the ill
fated statement as a "poor compromise between the views of 

*The following account is based on a series of interviews I conducted in 1990, 1992, and 
1995 with retired CED trustees and employees, along with documents given to me on 
the condition of complete confidentiality. 
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trustees and a stubborn chairman and project director." Fifth, some 
trustees were personally hostile to the economists who were said to 
be too liberal. The think-tank economist was even accused of being a 
Communist. 

The dramatic difference between the CED at the beginning and 
end of the 1970s is demonstrated by a comparison of policy statements 
issued in 1971 and 1979. In the first report, the emphasis was on the 
social responsibility of corporations and the need for corporations to 
work in partnership with government on social problems. The report at 
the end of the decade stressed the need to redefine the role of govern
ment in a market system. The CED now ignored all the social issues it 
had addressed before 1974. This change occurred even though 43 per
cent of the 40 members of the Research and Policy Committee in 1979 
were on that committee and endorsed the more liberal policy state
ment in 1971.27 This is strong evidence that the moderate conservatives 
had come to agree with ultraconservatives on many economic issues. 

The organization's internal critics also claimed that it was inef
fective in its attempts to influence the policy climate in Washington 
and that it overlapped with other policy groups in any case. Ironically, 
the CED's Washington liaison, who was not supposed to lobby be
cause of the organization's tax-exempt status, was one of the key links 
between business and the Republicans in Congress at the time. He 
went to work in the Reagan Administration in 1980, eventually end
ing up as the president's White House chief of staff. Although the out
going president wrote a lengthy memo documenting CED's 
behind-the-scenes effectiveness, the new president was instructed to 
find a new niche for the organization in relation to other organiza
tions, especially the Business Roundtable. The success of the Busi
ness Roundtable led to a repositioning of CED by corporate 
executives who were top officers in both CED and the Business 
Roundtable. As one of these officers wrote in a letter to several 
trustees in the summer of 1978, after a meeting with a small group of 
CEOs from leading corporations: 

The meeting was especially helpful in sharpening our sense of 
CED's special role within the spectrum of major national business
related organizations. The group was encouraged to learn of new 
efforts by CED to coordinate its work with that of the Business 
Roundtable, the Conference Board, the American Enterprise Insti
tute, and others, thus minimizing duplication and overlap. CED can 
be especially effective, it was felt, in synthesizing the ideas of schol
ars and converting them into practical principles that can provide 
guidance for public policy on a selected number of key issues. 

None of this upheaval was visible to outside observers, which under
scores the importance of historical studies in understanding how the 
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policy network functions. The only article mentioning the CEO's prob
lems appeared in the Wall Street Journal in December 1976. It quoted 
one trustee, an executive from Mobil Oil (now part of ExxonMobil), 
claiming that "in the early days, the trustees were men who saw a need 
for some more government intervention, but now some of the trustees 
believe the intervention has gone far enough." An academic economist 
who once advised the CED said it had "lost its purpose" and "doesn't 
have the sense to go out of business."28 It would have been hard to 
know what to make of such charges at the time without extensive inter
viewing or access to the kind of internal files that usually only become 
available many years later. 

When the fate of the liberal experts in this example is coupled 
with the importance of foundation grants and appointments to think 
tanks, it is doubtful that experts feel free to say and recommend what
ever they wish. To the contrary, they work within the constraints of 
what is acceptable to the corporate leaders who finance and direct the 
organizations of the policy-planning network. What is acceptable can 
vary from time to time, depending on the circumstances, but that does 
not mean there are no constraints. In this case, the shift to the right by 
the moderates led to the removal of liberal experts. 

The Business Roundtable 

The Business Roundtable, composed of CEOs from a cross section of 
the corporate community, but with most of the largest 15 corporations 
always represented, stands near the center of the corporate commu
nity and the policy-planning network. Its 161 members in 2004 not 
only ran major corporations, but they sat on an additional 140 corpo
rate boards as well. These directorships are widely distributed among 
corporations, but ExxonMobil, IBM, AT&T, and Citigroup each had 
three directors on the Business Roundtable in addition to their own 
CEOs. Moreover, the CEOs from the largest Roundtable companies 
often sit on the boards of universities, foundations, think tanks, and 
policy groups. For example, eight of them were trustees of the Com
mittee for Economic Development in 2004, one of whom was aCED 
vice chairman, and four were trustees of the American Enterprise In
stitute. Although there are no recent studies that include the full range 
of Business Roundtable members, the centrality of this organization 
for the past 30 years is captured in Figure 4.2, which is based on an 
analysis of the interlocks among 12 moderate-conservative and ultra
conservative think tanks and policy groups in 1990.2% 

* The Business Roundtable did not rank higher in Table 4.4 because only its six-member 
board of directors was included in that particular study. 
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Business Council (36) 

American Enterprise 
Institute (3) 

Committee for Economic 
Development (16) 

National Association 
of Manufacturers (7) 

Council on 
Competitiveness (7) 

Brookings Institution (1) 

Figure 4.2 The Network around the Business Roundtable. Source: 
Updated from Val Burris, "Elite Policy-Planning Networks in the United States," 
Research in Politics and Society, vol. 4, 1992, p. 124. 

The 161 companies in the Business Roundtable in 2004 paid 
from $10,000 to $35,000 per year in dues, depending on their size. 
'This provides a budget of over $3 million a year. Decisions on where 
the Roundtable will direct its efforts are determined by a policy com
mittee that meets every two months to discuss current policy issues, 
create task forces to examine selected issues, and review position pa
pers prepared by task forces. Task forces are asked to avoid focusing 
on problems in anyone industry and to concentrate instead on issues 
that have a broad impact on business. With a staff of less than a dozen 
people, the Business Roundtable does not have the capability to de
velop its own information. However, this presents no problem because 
the organization has been designed so that task force members will 
utilize the resources of their own companies as well as the informa
tion developed in other parts of the policy network. 

After working behind the scenes to bring about the antiunion 
changes at the National Labor Relations Board, as described in Chap
ter 2, the Business Roundtable began its public efforts by coordinating 
the successful lobbying campaign against a consumer-labor proposal 
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for a new governmental Agency for Consumer Advocacy in the mid-
1970s.39 It created the Clean Air Working Group that battled the 
environmental-labor coalition to a standstill from 1980 to 1990 on a 
proposed tightening of the Clean Air Act, agreeing to amendments 
only after several standards were relaxed or delayed and a plan to 
trade pollution credits in marketlike fashion was accepted by environ
mentalists.31 On the other hand, it helped rein in the ultraconserva
tives in the Reagan Administration by calling for tax increases in 1982 
and 1983 that began to reduce the huge deficits the administration's 
earlier tax cuts had created. In 1985, it called for cuts in defense 
spending as well.32 Along with other business organizations, it quietly 
opposed the attack on affirmative action by the ultraconservatives in 
the Reagan Administration, pointing out that the policy had proven to 
be very useful for corporate America.33 It even supported a mild ex
tension of the Civil Rights Act in 1991, putting it at odds with the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce.34 

In 1994, it joined with the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the 
National Federation of Independent Business in defeating the Clinton 
program for national health care reform.35 Then, it organized the 
grassroots pressure and forceful lobbying for the corporate commu
nity's victories in 1994 on the North American Free Trade Agreement 
and in 2000 on permanent normal trading status for China. Both of 
these initiatives were strongly resisted by organized labor, environ
mentalists, and many of their liberal allies.36 

THE LIBERAL-LABOR POLICY NETWORK 

There is also a small liberal-labor policy network. It suggests new 
ideas and perspectives to liberal political organizations, unions, and 
the government in an attempt to challenge the corporate community. 
Because the organizations in it are small in comparison to the 
corporate-backed organizations, they also serve as advocacy groups as 
well as think tanks. 

Several organizations in the liberal-labor network receive some 
of their financial support from labor unions, but the sums are seldom 
more theW a few hundred thousand dollars per year. However, it is dif
ficult to know the exact figures because the donations come from dif
ferent unions, and the AFL-CIO is not enthusiastic about the idea of 
compiling the totals. The liberal policy groups also receive grants fTom 
a small number of liberal foundations, and grants for specific projects 
from a few mainstream foundations, especially Ford and Rockefeller. 
Even with grants from the mainstream foundations and backing from 
labor unions, the liberal-labor policy organizations usually do not 
come close to matching the budgets of their moderately conservative 
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and ultraconservative opponents. Most liberal groups have budgets of 
less than $10 million a year, only one-fourth or one-fifth the figures for 
the Brookings Institution, the American Enterprise Institute, and the 
Heritage Foundation. Table 4.5 shows the major foundation support
ers for six liberal groups in 2001 and 2002. 

As previously noted, the liberal-labor coalition has excellent 
media connections, in part because some of its members are promi
nent journalists. Although its reports are not featured as often as those 
of its conservative rivals, it nonetheless has the ability to obtain wide 
coverage for stories critical of corporate policy proposals. This media 
visibility is further enhanced by claims about liberal-labor power in 
ultraconservative fund-raising pitches. The successes and failures of 
the liberal-labor policy network are examined in Chapters 6 and 7. 

THE POWER ELITE 

In concert with the large banks and corporations in the corporate 
community, the foundations, think tanks, and policy-discussion 
groups in the policy-planning network provide the organizational 
basis for the exercise of power on behalf of the owners of all large 
income-producing properties. The leaders of these organizations are 
therefore the institutionalized leadership group for those who have an 
economic stake in preserving the governmental rules and regulations 
that maintain the current wealth and income distributions. 

This leadership group is called the power elite. The power elite is 
composed of members of the upper class who have taken on leader
ship roles in the corporate community and the policy network, along 
with high-level employees in corporations and policy-network organi
zations. More formally, the power elite consists of those people who 
serve as directors or trustees in profit and nonprofit institutions con
~trolled by the corporate community through stock ownership, finan-
cial support, or involvement on the board of directors. This precise 
defiriition includes the top-level employees who are asked to join the 
boards of the organizations that employ them. The definition is useful 
for research purposes in tracing corporate involvement in voluntary 
associations, the media, political parties, and government. * 

The concept of a power elite makes it possible to integrate class 
and organizational insights in order to create a more complete theory 

Although the power elite is a leadership group, the phrase is usually used with a plural 
verb in this book to emphasize that the power elite are also a collection of individuals 
who have some internal policy disagreements, as well as personal ambitions and rival
ries that receive detailed media attention and often overshadow the general policy 
consensus. 
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Ford Foundation $2,300,000 $3,300,000 $148,000 $500,000 $525,000 $230,000 $7,003,000 t""' 
> 

MacArthur Z 
Z 

Foundation $1,200,000 $6,600,000 $50,000 $400,000 $8,250,000 1-1 

z 
Mott Foundation $530,000 $700,000 $300,000 $480,000 $2,010,000 

C) 

Z 
Rockefeller I:I1 

>-l 
Foundation $300,000 $50,000 $50,000 $150,000 $550,000 ~ 

0 
Open Society :;0 

Institute $225,000 $350,000 $100,000 $675,000 ?'1 

Casey Foundation $50,000 $826,000 $38,000 $100,000 $1,014,000 

Area Foundation $50,000 $60,000 $25,000 $50,000 $185,000 

Total Donations 
to Group $4,605,000 $11,826,000 $686,000 ,$810,000 $600,000 $1,110,000 

1, These groups received funding. from other sources as well. 
2. These foundations gave to many other groups as well. 

Source: Foundation Grants Index on CD-ROM version 3.0 (New York: The Foundation Center, 2004). 
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Figure 4.3 A multi network view of how the power elite is drawn from 
three overlapping networks of people and institutions: the corporate 
community, the social upper class, and the policy-formation network. 
The power elite is defined by the thick lines. 

of power in America. Once again, as in the case of corporations, the 
key point is that any differences between class and organizational per
spectives on issues are worked out in meetings of the boards of direc
tors, where wealthy owners and CEOs from major corporations meet 
with the top employees of the policy-network organizations. This in
tertwining of class and organizational theories is discussed further in 
the last chapter, when the main alternative theories are compared with 
the one that is unfolding in this book. 

In theory, the corporate community, the upper class, and the 
policy-planning network, which together provide the organizational 
basis and social cohesion for the power elite, can be imagined in terms 
of the three intersecting circles presented in Figure 4.3. A person can 
be a member of one of the three, or two of the three, or all three. There 
can be upper-class people who are only socialites, and therefore play 
no part in the exercise of power, even though they are wealthy. There 
also can be corporate leaders who are neither upper class nor involved 
in policy planning, focusing exclusively on their roles in the corporate 
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community. And there can be policy experts who are neither upper 
class nor members of the corporate community, spending all their 
time doing research and writing reports. More broadly, not all mem
bers of the upper class are involved in governing. and not all members 
of the power elite are well-born and wealthy. 

As a practical matter, however; the interrelations among these 
three sectors are closer than the image of three intersecting circles 
would indicate. A majority of the male members of the upper class be
tween 45 and 65 are part of the corporate community as financiers, 
active investors. corporate lawyers. officers of privately held compa
nies, or titled executives, although not necessarily as directors in top 
corporations. Then, too, some members of the policy network become 
involved in the corporate community as consultants and advisers even 
though they do not rise to the level of corporate directors. In other 
words, the corporate community becomes the common sector that 
encompasses many of the older males within the three overlapping 
circles. 

Although this chapter provides evidence for the existence of a 
network of policy-planning organizations that is an extension of the 
corporate community in its financing and leadership, it does not claim 
there is a completely unified power-elite policy outlook that is easily 
agreed upon. Instead, it shows that the upper class and corporate 
community have created a complex and only partially coordinated set 
of institutions and organizations. They often disagree among them
selves about what policies are most compatible with the primary ob
jectives of the corporate community. Nonetheless. the emphasis has to 
be on the considerable similarity in viewpoint among institutions that 
range from moderately conservative to highly conservative in their 
policy suggestions. Moreover, even though they are not able to agree 
completely among themselves, they have accomplished an even more 
important task: They have been able to marginalize the few experts 
with a more liberal point of view. 

This chapter thus provides evidence for another form of power 
exercised by the corporate community and upper class through the 
power elite-expertise. Expert power is an important complement to 
the structural economic power and social power discussed in the two 
previous chapters. Since government officials with only small policy
planning staffs must often turn to foundations. policy groups, and 
think tanks for new ideas. it is once again a form of power that can be 
exercised without any direct involvement in government. 

Structural power; social power, and expertise are formidable 
quite independent of any participation in politics and government. but 
they are not enough to make owners and top executives a dominant 
class because they do not ensure domination of government. It still 
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could be possible for the liberal-labor coalition to use government leg
islation to bring about some redistribution of the country's wealth and 
income in a democratic way. In addition, government can pass laws 
that help or hinder profit-making, and it can collect and utilize tax 
funds in such a way as to stimulate or discourage economic growth. 

Given the great stakes involved, there is too much uncertainty in 
the relationship between the corporate community and the govern
ment for the power elite to rely solely on structural economic power, 
social power, and expertise to ensure that their interests are realized. 
They therefore work very hard to shape public opinion, influence 
elections, and determine government policy on the issues of concern 
to them. 




