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Executive Summary 
 

By now, nearly every citizen has recognized that our political system has become deeply polarized and 
dysfunctional. In response, a kind of “Wild West” of diverse and loosely coordinated reform efforts has 
developed around the country, concurrently at the municipal, state and federal levels.   
 
The 2018 mid-terms showed that progress is possible.  However, many large potential donors are still on 
the sidelines.  They have not been presented with a credible, systematic, multi-cycle investment approach 
that gives them confidence that investments in political philanthropy will adequately address the problem. 
 
NewOrg seeks to fill that void.  Taking a lesson from the success of the Koch Network, NewOrg will be 
structured like a private investment corporation. It is in the “business of structural reform” and seeks to 
maximize the returns from donor investments in this area.  In this sense, it is a customer-centric 
organization (e.g., focus on donors) rather than privileging “member-centric” allegiances (e.g., loyalty to 
any specific grass-roots organization or tactic). 
 
NewOrg will succeed because it will attract and engage the right donors in the right way, and it will deliver 
measurable results across multiple election cycles. The NewOrg approach proceeds from a set of high-level 
goals, which are translated into a constantly evolving set of strategies and tactics.   
 
This document explores the multiple considerations required to create, execute, monitor and adjust a 
national portfolio of reform efforts. 

 At the initiative level, NewOrg incorporates non-partisan redistricting, ranked choice voting, automatic 
voter registration with mailed-out ballots, open primaries, campaign finance reform (state level) and 
state roll-ups toward the National Popular Vote Compact and the 28th Amendment (eliminate Super 
PACs). NewOrg also envisions heavy investments in the “next generation” of state-level reform (e.g. 
eliminating party primaries combined with implementation of Top-4 voting or multi-member districts). 

 In setting state-by state priorities for this portfolio, NewOrg considerers state party trifectas (favoring 
Democratic trifectas), the ability to conduct ballot initiatives, the size of the state electorate and the 
“theoretical upside potential” of each state (how far it has progressed along the reform curve). 

 Execution is as important as priority setting. NewOrg will emphasize seven essential implementation 
tactics, as described in this document. 

 
This document provides an illustrative $100 million NewOrg investment strategy consistent with these 
principles. 
 
 
 
 
 

NewOrg is an organizational concept offered by Tom Curren.  Tom is a business strategist who founded Change the 
Rules in 2017, inspired by the work co-authored by Katherine Gehl and Michael Porter at Harvard Business School. 
 

 
 
An electronic version of this document is available on the site www.changetherules.org under the RESOURCE tab, 
called INVESTMENT PROPOSAL. 

http://www.changetherules.org/
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The Landscape of Structural Reform in Politics 
 
By now, nearly every citizen has recognized that our political system has become deeply polarized and dysfunctional.  
Many people understand that the sources of extreme polarization extend beyond the political arena, yet also know 

how the eroding norms within the political structure serves to amplify the worst aspects of this polarization.1 
 
Recently, an important insight has begun to gain traction:  When viewed as a business, the U.S. political system – 
distasteful as it has become – is succeeding in overwhelmingly protecting and enriching the players that matter most: 
the DNC, RNC, incumbents everywhere and the two “eco-systems” that financially benefit from stoking the 

partisanship in the system.2 
 
There are now a myriad of responses seeking to address this crisis. This current reform movement includes the 
following elements. 

 More Independents. Unite America was founded on the belief that electing independent candidates – not 
beholding to special interest and party bosses – represented a powerful leverage point in changing the 
political system. There are also other organizations now seeking to catalyze independent voters and 
independent parties. 

 Outside-in Reforms. Beyond this, a series of “structural reforms” are gaining traction at all levels of 
government. These reforms seek to create align incentives and practices within the system with the 
requirements for a healthy democratic process.  These include gerrymandering reform, new voting methods, 
“anti-corruption” initiatives and many others. These methods to “change the rules” of politics use a mix of 

ballot initiatives, legislative pressure and legal challenges.3 

 Reforms from Within. Finally, there is a wide range of “inside-out” reform initiatives and practices. These 

include legislative and executive branch actions,4 supported by an army of diverse non-profits working every 

conceivable angle to restore civility and functionality to our government.5 
 
At this point, the reform movement is a kind of “Wild West” of diverse and loosely coordinated efforts happening 
concurrently at the municipal, state and federal levels.  There are several reasons for this disorder. 

 Decentralization reflects the central role of the states in determining electoral reforms, combined with the 
extreme diversity of local laws, norms and party control. 

 The lack of integration also reflects the natural compartmentalization for non-profit advocacy groups 
competing for influence, funding and recognition within the activist landscape. 

 Finally, there is no established infrastructure to converge on what works best in any given situation and to 
determine the right sequence and balance of efforts at the different levels of the system. 

 
In response to this chaos, the reform movement is beginning to self-organize to become somewhat more integrated. 

 Some of the prominent national non-profits are moving “out of their swim lanes” embrace the need for a 
complementary set of reforms. 

o RepresentUS has broadened beyond financial reform (“Anti-Corruption Acts”) to actively support 
anti-gerrymandering, open primaries and ranked choice voting campaigns in several states. 

                                                      
1 For example, refer to RepresentUS The State of Corruption 
2  See Gehl and Porter. Why competition in the politics industry is failing America 
3 The following posts at the Change the Rules blog provide concise overviews of specific aspects of the structural problems in U.S. politics:  Our 
Two-Party Monopoly Practices Pseudo-Competition, 4 Ways the Current Political Rules Limit Who matters in Elections, Money in Politics: How 
bad is the Problem?, Why are so many Americans no-voters?,  The Disconnect between winning and governing, Why are so many lawmakers 
leaving congress?, Former Senator: Our political system is rigged against compromise. 
4 HR 1 and others. Money in Politics, Part 2: Pipe Dream or Tipping Point? 
5 As an example, refer to the diversity within the Bridge Alliance. 

https://act.represent.us/sign/SOTU2019/?t=11&akid=28186%2E700749%2EvU0x2T
http://www.hbs.edu/competitiveness/Documents/why-competition-in-the-politics-industry-is-failing-america.pdf
https://changetherules.org/two-party-monopoly-pseudo-competition/
https://changetherules.org/two-party-monopoly-pseudo-competition/
https://changetherules.org/current-political-rules-limit-who-matters-in-elections/
https://changetherules.org/money-in-politics-part-1-how-bad-is-the-problem/
https://changetherules.org/money-in-politics-part-1-how-bad-is-the-problem/
https://changetherules.org/blog/
https://changetherules.org/the-disconnect-between-winning-governing/
https://changetherules.org/why-are-lawmakers-leaving-congress/
https://changetherules.org/why-are-lawmakers-leaving-congress/
https://changetherules.org/two-party-monopoly-pseudo-competition/
https://changetherules.org/reform-money-politics-pipedream-tipping-point/
https://www.bridgealliance.us/all_members
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o Larry Lessig has expanded from his roots in campaign finance reform to an “Equal Citizens” platform 
encompassing voter suppression, ranked choice voting, the national popular vote as well as the 
traditional money-in-politics reforms. 

o The League of Women Voters promotes a set of 6-9 reforms to its state and local chapters. 
o Open Primaries advocates a path beyond party primaries toward Top-4 elections with ranked choice 

voting.  
o After over a decade trying to tackle federal budget deficits, the Committee for a Responsible Federal 

Budget has shifted to stressing the root causes of political dysfunction (the FIX US initiative). 
 

 Associations and alliances are forming that seek the benefits of industry-wide synergy and collaboration. 
o RepresentUS hosts its 2nd annual Unrig the System Summit in 2019, drawing over 1,500 activists 

engaged in non-partisan reforms. 
o In 2018, the Bridge Alliance created a loose affiliation of over 90 organizations spanning the spectrum 

of civic engagement, electoral systems and policy making. 
o The National Association of Non-Partisan Reformers (NANR), also formed in 2018, focuses on 

structural reforms. It currently counts 25 members.  
 
Despite this consolidation, large potential donors have not been presented with a credible, systematic, multi-cycle 
investment approach that gives them confidence that investments in political philanthropy will adequately address 
the problem. 
   
We believe the right investment vehicle would stimulate the funding needed to address this critical national priority.  
This investment vehicle can be a new organization, or an adjunct to an existing organization. For now, we simply 
designate it as “NewOrg.” 
 

 
Organization Structure 
 
NewOrg will succeed in its mission of reforming American politics by providing a superior alternative for large donors 
investing in structural change.  This will be achieved by 

 Attracting and engaging the right donors in the right way 

 Providing measurable results across multiple election cycles 
 
“The right donors” are  

 Those interested in creating a political system that will be held accountable for solving the nation’s complex 
problems, irrespective of ideology (pragmatic centrists). 

 Those capable of sustaining annual contributions in excess of $xx billion over a 5-10 year cycle.  We envision 
support for NewOrg to be concentrated in a relatively small group (under xx donor units). 

 Those granting NewOrg the rights to actively manage a portfolio of reform efforts, consistent with approved 
objectives, strategies and performance metrics. 
 

Engaging these donors in “the right way” means 

 Including donors in meaningful debate around overall goals and strategic options (while leaving the ultimate 
portfolio decision making to the organization governance structure, TBD). 

 Allowing donors to invest in some preferred aspect of the overall strategy, as well as making unrestricted 
grants. 

 Providing investors with factually-based progress reports and impact analysis. 

 Conducting these functions in a set of structured venues that allow investors to interact with grass-roots 
implementors, while building donor cohesion. 
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In considering alternative structures for NewOrg, we are drawing heavily on the success of the Koch Network (and 

conversely, the limited success of the Democracy Alliance). Refer to Table 1 and Appendix 1.6  
 
Stated in plain terms, NewOrg will be structured like a private investment corporation. It is in the “business of 
structural reform” and seeks to maximize the returns from donor investments in this area.  In this sense, it is a 
customer-centric organization (e.g., focused on donors) rather than privileging “member-centric” allegiances (loyalty 
to any specific grass-roots organization or tactic). 
 
 
 

TABLE 1 

Alternative Structures for Political Reform 

 
KOCH 

NETWORK 
DEMOCRACY 

ALLIANCE NEWORG BA/NANR REPRESENT US 

What is the 
scope (focus) of 

action? 
Policy, culture 

All types of 
reforms 

Structural 
reforms 

All types of 
reforms 

Anti-corruption, 
bridging into 
gerrymandering and 
voting methods 

What is the 
annual donor 

base?  

Over $700 
million 

About $125 
million 

Goal: $100 
million x 10 
years 

Negligible 
Under $ xx million 
(??) 

Who makes 
investment 
decisions? 

Run like a 
private 
investment firm 
by the Koch 
brothers 

Create a 
marketplace 
where donors 
can make 
informed 
choices 

Run like a 
private 
investment firm 
(Governance 
TBD) 

N/A Executive body 

How refined is 
the strategic 

thinking 
(resource 

allocation)? 

Sophisticated  
No resource 
allocation 

Sophisticated 
 
No resource 
allocation 

Sophisticated with 
scope of action. 

Scope of 
implementation 

Invests funds 
directly. 
Runs field ops. 
Acts as a 3rd 
major political 
party 

Limited to 
general 
education and 
community 
building 

Invests funds 
directly 

Limited to 
general 
education and 
community 
building 

Builds and mobilizes 
activist membership 
base. Partners with 
locals in specific 
campaigns. Conducts 
general education. 

                                                      

6 When Political Mega-Donors Join Forces: How the Koch Network and the Democracy Alliance Influence Organized U.S. Politics on the Right and Left 

 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/studies-in-american-political-development/article/when-political-megadonors-join-forces-how-the-koch-network-and-the-democracy-alliance-influence-organized-us-politics-on-the-right-and-left/89BD19BBA8BB466156CAB358259112EC
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Organizational Goals 
 
We believe that our political system is in a self-reinforcing downward spiral that cannot be adequately reversed from 
within the system. The system cannot fix itself.  However, the last 10 years have demonstrated that a combination of 
ballot initiatives, legislative pressure and legal challenges can change the structure and incentives of the political 
system – creating a shift toward accountability for workable solutions rather than a system of negativity, blame and 
limited choice.   
 
Overall Goals 
Once we “see the system,” it becomes clear that three shifts are needed.  Each is necessary. Collectively they are 
sufficient to create an effective and accountable structure for governance.    
 
These shifts entail more competition, more participation and lessening the corruptive influence of money. 

 
Overall Goals 
Our political system requires three structural shifts.  
 

 PROBLEM SOLUTION 

1 

Limited Competition 

A two-party monopoly pretends to compete on 
solving important national problems when, in 
reality, the real focus is on blame, negativity and 
unworkable solutions 

Open Competition 

Competition is opened up within the DNC and RNC. 
And independents compete on a level playing field. 

2 

Few Voters Matter 

There are four layers of rules that severely limit 
“who matters” to politicians and the major 
parties. 

Every Vote Matters 

All voters have a meaningful impact on selecting and 
electing candidates and holding them accountable 
for results. 

3 
Money Dominant 

A system that permits big money to play a 
dominant role in elections and in governance. 

Proper Role for Money 

Big money, while still important, is more transparent 
and less linked to lobbying and jobs. 

 

 
 
Considerations in Creating Initiative Strategies 
 
The strategies for achieving these goals are complex and evolving. There is a lot of experimentation going on within 
states and municipalities (which is why NewOrg Investment Services is designed to capture and leverage this learning 
across the country).   



 

8 

 
However, we can orient ourselves to the strategic landscape by looking at the system through three lenses: 

 The Initiatives. What specific set of initiatives seems best able to accomplish the overall goals around 
competition, participation and money? 

 The States. How should various states be prioritized, and what sequence of tactics are appropriate given the 
unique situation within any given state? 

 The Implementation. What methods of implementation create the best results for any sets of initiatives in 
any given state? 
 

We are all still learning, but at this point in time the following set of initiatives seems unsurpassed in creating the 
needed shifts.   
 

The Strategic Initiatives IMPACTS 

Using a combination of ballot initiatives, legislative 
pressure and legal challenges. 

Score* Competition Participation Money 

State-specific Impacts     

Independent Redistricting  10 - 12 XXX XXX  

Automatic registration with mailed-out ballots 8 - 12  XXX  

Ranked choice voting 12 XXX XXX  

Open primaries 6 XXX XXX  

Campaign finance reform (State level) 5   XXX 

State roll-ups to national campaigns     

National Popular Vote Compact 5  XXX  

Eliminate Super PACS (28th Amendment) 3   XXX 

Next-Generation State Reform     

Eliminate party primaries + implement Top-4 or multi-
member districts 

15 XXX XXX  

 
* Refer to Appendix 2 for an explanation of Impact Scores. 

 
 
Independent Redistricting (Gerrymandering Reform) 
Gerrymandering creates a bias so extreme that it has been characterized as “effectively nullifying democracy.”  For 
example, an independent study determined that Republicans won as many as 22 additional U.S. House seats over 
what would have been expected in 2016 based on the average vote share in congressional districts across the 
country.  This is not just a Republican issue. Legal challenges before the Supreme Court include cases of Democratic 
gerrymandering.    
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There is momentum for change in this area. The Brennon Center calculated that, at the beginning of 2018, just seven 
states accounted for almost all of the gerrymandering bias: Michigan, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Florida, Ohio, 
Texas and Virginia. Significantly, Ohio passed anti-gerrymandering reform in the spring, and four more states voted to 
require independent redistricting in the mid-terms (Michigan, Missouri, Colorado, Utah).  Also, the Supreme Court 
agreed to revisit the legal challenges to gerrymandering in its current session. 
 
Gerrymandering strongly suppresses both competition and participation. As an orienting generalization, we “score” 
(10 – 12 points) gerrymandering reforms in our top tier of reforms (along with measures to increase participation and 

ranked choice voting).7  
 
Automatic registration with mailed-out ballots 
The United States ranks 25th out of 30 Western democracies in voter turnout.  While some of this is due to a general 
sense of resignation around the broader political dysfunction, much is due to two specific factors: in many states it is 
difficult to register to vote and difficult to vote on election day.  States with more democratic procedures have 
participation rates 10 – 15% higher than the more repressive states.  According to VoteAtHome.Org, 25 million votes 
would have been cast during the 2018 mid-terms if the U.S. had the participation rate achieved by its most 
progressive states (Colorado, Oregon, Washington).  To put that in perspective, 25 million voters is more than the 
entire combined voting-eligible population of the 16 smallest states. 
 
We score specific strategies to increase participation between 8 – 12 points, depending on how much room for 
improvement there is in any given state. 
 
Ranked Choice Voting 
In cities across the country, ranked choice voting (RCV) has demonstrated that it does much more than eliminate the 
impact of the “spoiler” impact of voting for independents. It promotes majority support, forcing candidates to 
campaign and govern beyond a narrow partisan base.  It discourages negative campaigning. It provides more choice 
for voters. Because of these benefits, RCV is beginning to gain traction in state-wide elections, with Maine leading the 
way in 2018.   
 
Whereas redistricting impacts only state and congressional elections, ranked voting has the potential to increase 
competition and participation in nearly every type of elective process.  Currently there are dozens of legislative 
proposals being considered to use ranked choice voting in eligible municipalities, and in state and congressional 
offices.  These proposals include use in primaries, in general elections and in special election vacancies.  Given this, 

we score widespread use of ranked choice voting at the state level as a 12.8 
 
Open Primaries 
Closed (partisan) primaries are unfair to all voters (especially independents), dis-incentivize legislators from creative 
problem solving, reinforce partisanship, and depress turnout and voter confidence. Open (public) primaries allow 
voters of all ideologies and parties to participate and choose from among all the candidates and incentivize 
candidates to reach out to voters beyond their partisan core. National data shows that 75% of elected officials are 
wining office without having to communicate outside of their own party. 
  
Fifty percent of millennials (age 20-37) are registered to vote as unaffiliated independents; the next generation is 
even more anti-party. Yet the primary system forces voters to “pick a party” or excludes them altogether.  It’s 
outdated and fuels the dysfunction we see in Washington and so many state capitals.  It is certainly harder for a party 
to say “Vote for us” in November after asserting “No independents allowed” in March. 

                                                      
7 For a basic explanation of gerrymandering, refer to the Washington Post. For an update on pending developments in the 
Supreme Court refer to the New York Times. 
8 For an overview of ranked choice voting, refer to Fair Vote. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/18/us/politics/gerrymandering-supreme-court.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/18/us/politics/gerrymandering-supreme-court.html
https://www.fairvote.org/rcv
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Republican and Democratic primaries are fully open in about one-third of the states.  We award 6 points to a reform 

that shifts a state from a closed (or restricted) primary to a fully open one.9 
 
Campaign finance reform (state level) 
Campaign finance reform spans a broad spectrum of proposals concerning better enforcement of existing campaign 
financing laws, financial transparency, lobbyist bundling and revolving door practices, spending limits and public 
funding.  Depending on the strength of the initiative, we award up to 6 points for enactment of stronger local laws. 

(We consider eliminating Super PACs via constitutional amendment a separate issue.)10 
 
National Popular Vote Compact 
In presidential elections, the only votes that really count are the 30% of the electorate in the swing states.  If the 
National Popular Vote Compact were approved by approximately 10 more states, and if the measure survives the 
inevitable legal challenges, the system would shift to election by national popular vote – counting every vote equally.  
 
We would count this as a tremendous accomplishment. We only award it 5 points, however, because nothing 
happens until the country reaches the tipping point for enactment.  In addition, the measure does nothing to open 

competition to independents.  (These shortfalls would be addressed by a multi-member districting reform.)11 
 
Eliminate Super PACS (28th Amendment) 
The goal of the drive for a 28th Amendment is to “re-balance politics by putting the rights of individual citizens before 
the privileges of concentrated money, corporations, unions, political parties, and super PACs.”  Passing a 
constitutional amendment is equivalent to a moon shot.  The 27th Amendment (concerning congressional pay raises) 
was 27 years ago. Notably, after decades of effort, the Equal Rights Amendment was abandoned in 1982. 
 
Nevertheless, support for this amendment is further along than many believe, including 19 states already formally 

calling for its adoption.  We award 3 points for any state joining this reform effort.12 
 
Eliminate party primaries  and implement Top 4 or multi-member districts 
This is a “next generation” reform effort that simultaneously addresses problems with “winner take all” districts and 
closed party primaries.  In our overall reform strategy, we would advocate supporting local and state “laboratories of 

Democracy” that could prepare the country for its broader use.  15 points.13 
 
 

Considerations in Creating State Strategies 
 
Our political system is comprised of the three branches of government replicated at the state and federal levels.  The 
50 separate state governments are central to nearly all aspects of the political process.  States vary widely in their 
heritage, demographics, political beliefs, laws and norms.   
 
 

                                                      
9 For background on open primaries, refer to Open Primaries. See also A 50 state open primary in 2020 is within our reach. 
10  For progress on campaign finance reform during 2018, refer to Open Secrets Org. 
11 Refer to National Popular Vote Org for arguments for the NPV.  See also Here's how we could replace the Electoral College 

with a national popular vote by 2024 
12 For background on eliminating Super PACS, refer to American Promise. 
13 For an example of leading-edge reforms, see Making American Democracy Representative: A bold 3-part proposal to introduce 
ranked choice voting and proportional representation – and to abolish primaries. 

https://www.openprimaries.org/
https://thehill.com/opinion/campaign/421399-a-50-state-open-primary-in-2020-is-within-our-reach
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2018/11/states-pass-campaign-finance-reform-18/
https://www.nationalpopularvote.com/
https://www.dailykos.com/stories/2019/2/14/1834548/-Here-s-how-we-could-replace-the-Electoral-College-with-a-national-popular-vote-by-2024
https://www.dailykos.com/stories/2019/2/14/1834548/-Here-s-how-we-could-replace-the-Electoral-College-with-a-national-popular-vote-by-2024
https://prospect.org/article/making-american-democracy-representative
https://prospect.org/article/making-american-democracy-representative
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Level of Accomplishment 
Given this, it is not surprising that states vary widely in what they have accomplished in the way of political reforms 
over the last decade, and what the prospects for future reforms are, at least in the short term. 
 
In order to factor these considerations into NewOrg’s strategic thinking, we have created a State Scoring Algorithm 
based on the desired set of reform initiatives.  Refer to Appendix 2. 
 
As shown in the table below, Colorado has accomplished more than any other state in terms of enacting the desired 
set of reform strategies (awarded 39 points). Connecticut (12 points) fall in the middle of the pack. Louisiana (4 
points) ranks at the bottom. 
 

Colorado – 39 points  

 Passed independent redistricting, ranks highly in automatic voter registration and mailed-out ballots, has 
open primaries, passed local campaigning reform in Denver, approved the National Popular Vote Compact, 
supports the 28th Amendment. But: little progress in RCV. 

Connecticut – 12 points 

 Approved the National Popular Vote Compact, supports the 28th Amendment. Ranks 13/50 in voter access. 
But no redistricting reform, closed primaries, no mailed out ballots, little campaign financing reform, no 
experience with RCV. 

Arkansas – 4 points 

 Ranks 20/50 in voter access, heavy restrictions on mailed-out ballots, no redistricting reform, closed 
primaries, no campaign financing reform, no experience with RCV, not passed the National Popular Vote 
Compact or the 28th Amendment resolution. 

 
Ranking of States by Level of Accomplishment of the Proposed Reform Agenda 

 

MOST ACCOMPLISHED STATES MIDDLE RANK STATES LEAST ACCOMPLISHED STATES 

Colorado 39 Wisconsin 13 New Mexico 7 

Minnesota 23 Connecticut 12 North Carolina 7 

California 21 Nevada 12 Oklahoma 7 

Maine 21 Hawaii 11 Wyoming 7 

Michigan 21 Georgia 10 Alabama 6 

Utah 21 New York 10 Arkansas 6 

Illinois 20 West Virginia 10 Florida 6 

Washington 19 Nebraska 9 Idaho 6 

Missouri 18 North Dakota 9 Ohio 6 

Vermont 18 Indiana 8 Virginia 6 

New Jersey 16 Mississippi 8 Arizona 5 

Iowa 15 South Carolina 8 South Dakota 5 
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Massachusetts 15 Tennessee 8 Louisiana 4 

Montana 15 Texas 8 New Hampshire 3 

Rhode Island 15 Alaska 7 Kentucky 2 

Maryland 14 Delaware 7 Pennsylvania 0 

Oregon 13 Kansas 7   

 
Source: State Scoring Algorithm by Hawthorne Consultants. Refer to Appendix 2 

 
Potential Reform Focal Points 
In our current reform model, we look at four statistical factors in setting relative state priorities (before considering 
non-quantitative factors). 

 State party trifectas 

 State ballot initiatives 

 Size of the state electorate 

 Theoretical upside potential 
 
State Trifectas 
NewOrg is nonpartisan in orientation yet practical in application.  As a practical matter, in general, Democratic state 
legislatures and governors are currently more receptive to political reform than their Republican counterparts.  Given 
this, one strategic guideline would be to focus on the 14 Democratic “trifectas” (defined as single-party control of 
state house, senate and governorship).  It is interesting to note that the Democrats picked up six trifectas during the 

2018 mid-terms.  (Republicans still hold an advantage with 22, with the remaining states under mixed control.)14 
 
State Ballot Initiatives 
Approximately one-half of the states permit citizen ballot initiatives, which has proved a powerful vehicle for reform 
over the last decade. 
 
Size of the State Electorate 
The voting age population in the United States is approximately 245 million.  States range in size from California (30 
million) and Texas (20 million) to Wyoming and Vermont (each half a million). 
 
Theoretical Upside Potential 
Apart from size, the upside potential of a state consists of how much “head room” it has for improvement, i.e., things 
it has not yet accomplished.  These calculations are presented in Appendix 3.  As a generalization, you can consider 
them the inverse of “accomplishment.” 
 
Given all these factors, the states awarded the highest priorities will be the Democratic trifectas with ballot 
initiatives, followed by the remaining Democratic trifectas. Refer to the details in Appendix 4 and 5. 
 
 

 
7 Essential Implementation Tactics 
 

                                                      
14 Refer to a summary of the trifecta status following the 2018 mid-terms. 

https://ballotpedia.org/State_government_trifectas
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Within any configuration of initiative and state priorities, there are sets of implementation tactics that are essential 
for success. We highlight seven factors. 

 Triple threat. Wherever possible, combine ballot initiatives with legislative pressure and legal challenges. 

 Dual funding. Directly funding both individual campaign “SWAT teams” (e.g., Proposition X in State Y in year 
Z) and the broader national organizations that hold a longer-term multi-state mission million. 

 Catalytic action. Using catalytic action (matching grants, engagement strategies, etc.) to provide resources 
against NewOrg priorities. 

 Fund the gaps. Consider existing sources of funding and determining overall dollar allocations. 

 Constant pressure. Maintain the pressure: Expect that successes will often be followed by legislative blow 
back to overturn legislation, undermine successful ballot initiatives or circumvent legal rulings. 

 Capture learning. As an ongoing discipline, capture and utilize the lessons learned from every campaign in the 
country.  (What worked well? What didn’t work so well? How can we apply these lessons elsewhere?)  

 Measure success: Map performance metrics against every effort. Be nimble in adjusting tactics to take 
advantage of emerging opportunities. 

 
 

An Illustrative Investment Strategy 
 
NewOrg will be staffed by an expert Investment Committee comprised of veterans of the relevant sectors of the 
reform movement. While these are “insiders,” NewOrg will work to ensure that committee members do not let 
relationships with any given non-profit or methodology color their objective judgement.   
 
NewOrg will also create a governance process that involves major donors “in the right way.”  This means finding the 
right way to engage funders in major goals and strategies but avoiding “interference” in tactics and execution.   
 
We will also need to decide the appropriate degree of latitude for major donors who want to use NewOrg as the 
investment vehicle for some, but not all, of the overall reform package. 
 
Having said all of this, below is a hypothetical national investment strategy for $100 million that follows the general 
principles outlined in the document.  Our vision is for NewOrg to be in a position to invest $100 million annually (a 
10-year campaign totaling $1 billion).  For start-up purposes, we can envision this initial $100 million as spanning the 
campaign cycles between 2019 – 2024. 
 
Elements of the strategy 

 The largest allocation, $24 million, goes to improve automatic voter registration and mailed-out ballots in six 
low-scoring states (New York and Illinois are Democratic controlled. Florida, Missouri and South Carolina are 
Republican trifectas. Massachusetts is mixed government).  We consider increased participation foundational 
to all other reforms. 

 

 $19 million is allocated toward the implementation of ranked choice voting in 10 states. All of these states 
allow ballot initiatives or are Democratically controlled.  Six of them are large states. 

 

 We allocate $ 14.5 million to push the edge beyond open primaries and ranked choice voting – moving to the 
elimination of party primaries and using Top-4 ranked voting, and/or breaking the winner-take-all system 
through some form of multi-district representation.  We invest in four states with Democratic trifectas and 
ballot initiatives (California, Washington, Colorado and Maine). 

 Allocate $13 million across four of the worst states for gerrymandering abuse (North Carolina, Pennsylvania, 
Florida, Virginia).  Ohio and Michigan passed reforms in 2018.  Substitute or add Texas if conditions warrant.  
Adjust the strategy depending on Supreme Court rulings 
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 $11 million goes to open state and federal primaries in New York, Massachusetts and Florida. (A refinement 
of this strategy might be to spread these dollars across more states.) 

 

 Campaign finance reform at the city and state level gets $9.5 million, under a strategy yet to be determined. 
For purposes of this illustration, we spread it evenly across the 19 states in this plan. 

 

 The National Popular Vote Compact gets $5 million in the states most likely to pass it by 2024 (all Democratic 
controlled). 

 

 $4 million is allocated toward four states with divided governments that have yet to endorse the elimination 
of Super PACs through the 28th Amendment.  

 

 
 
For an overview of the reform opportunities on all 50 states, refer to Appendix 4.  For the details of the dollar 
allocations to the 19 states in this illustrative plan, refer to Appendix 5. 
 
The purpose of this illustrated strategy is not to advocate for a specific “right answer.”  Rather, it is to demonstrate 
that there are vital strategic tradeoffs to be made that require healthy debate among qualified, unbiased 
professionals. 

 
*    *   * 



 

15 

 
We welcome any comments, questions or inquires.  Please email Tom Curren at tom@hawthorneconsultants.org 
 

 
*    *   * 

 
 

APPENDIX  1   
 
Highlights from 

When Political Mega-Donors Join Forces: How the Koch Network and the 
Democracy Alliance Influence Organized U.S. Politics on the Right and Left. 
 
Hertel-Fernandez, Skocpol and Sclar, 2018 
 

 KOCH NETWORK DEMOCRACY ALLIANCE (DA) 

Structure  The Koch Network is not democratically governed. It is 
structured like a private investment corporation. 

 The Koch Network has prevented donors from getting locked 
in or captured by any one grant-receiving organization or 
fixed strategic approach.  If any given organization or tactic 
fails or does not become associated with political gains, it 
can be scrapped or revised. People can be moved around 
across network efforts, and Koch-run political organizations 
funded by the consortium can be created, shut-down or 
merged as performance measures warrant and strategies 
change. Empirically speaking, all of these things regularly 
happen in the larger Koch political operation – in sharp 
contrast to the greater degrees of leadership and 
organizational lock-in that seem apparent in the hundreds of 
separate organizations operating on the U.S. political left.   

 Koch’s Americans for Prosperity (AFP) has built cross-state 
capabilities as a federated organization able to deploy 
money, paid staff and volunteer staff in state-level elections 
and policy battles.  

 Unlike the DA, the Koch consortium remained “free” of fixed 
entanglements to independent professional run 
organizations so that donor money could be directed to 
Koch’s own political operations and educational charities. 

 Koch network has rapidly built a virtual third political 
machine in the United States. 

 Even through many DA founders 
believed that their consortium 
ought to concentrate on 
supporting a small, highly 
effective number of progressive 
organizations, within a few 
years, the list of liberal groups 
tripled. There were ever-
changing versions of the core 
list.  

 The DA encouraged (and 
allowed) relatively small gifts to 
many dozens of organizations, 
while Koch seminar members 
who channeled donations 
through Freedom Partners 
ended up concentrating their 
support on eight core Koch 
political organizations.  

 By the time the DA got off the 
ground in 2005, most of the 
wealthy donors it sought to 
recruit had strong, preexisting 
organizational commitments.  

 

Strategy  Koch seminar donors are much more involved in the 
business leadership than are DA partners. 

 Koch gatherings expose conservative wealth holders and 
their spouses to libertarian and free-market ideas and 
outline the latest version of a regularly updated coherent 
strategy for shifting U.S. culture, politics and policies toward 

 The DA sees itself as a “hub for a 
movement building” where 
organizations work “in 
alignment” (a favorite phrase) to 
support progressive political 
goals. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/studies-in-american-political-development/article/when-political-megadonors-join-forces-how-the-koch-network-and-the-democracy-alliance-influence-organized-us-politics-on-the-right-and-left/89BD19BBA8BB466156CAB358259112EC
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/studies-in-american-political-development/article/when-political-megadonors-join-forces-how-the-koch-network-and-the-democracy-alliance-influence-organized-us-politics-on-the-right-and-left/89BD19BBA8BB466156CAB358259112EC
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the far economic right. 

 Koch seminar rules concentrate donor resources inward in 
support of an integrated political network that can nimbly 
form and revise overall strategies, while the DA rules 
promoted a scattering of resources and undercut the 
possibility for advancing any coherent strategy.  

 The centralized structure of the Koch seminars and network 
allows for trial-and-error strategic nimbleness across election 
cycles, along with longer-term efforts to pursue educational 
as well as political goals. 

 The Koch conducted a rigorous postmortem on the 2012 
election. 

 

Scope  Donors can choose where to direct their contributions: The 
tight choreography of the Koch seminar programs and 
encounters has a purpose. By the time the gatherings wrap 
up and donors are thinking about where to direct their 
contributions, they have had plenty of chances hear about 
strategy and tactics from the people in charge of most of the 
core organizations in the integrated Koch network that will 
receive the bulk of the donations. 

 Koch contributors donate directly thru Koch-controlled 
organizations. 

 

 DA staff and board manage a 
kind of progressive investment 
marketplace which selects and 
certifies dozens of worthy 
groups and funds, so partners 
can scan the possibilities and 
make their own choices. 
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APPENDIX  2 
   

State Scoring Algorithms 
 

STRATEGY ACCOMPLISHMENT THEORETICAL MAXIMUM POTENTIAL 

Voting Age 
Population 

 Not Applicable  Over 15 million= 20 

 7-15 million = 15 

 5–7 million = 10 

 4 -5 million = 5 

 3–4 million = 3 

 Under 3 million = 0 

Gerrymandering 
legislation 
 

 Yes = 10 (Swing state bonus = 2 
points) 

 No = 0 
 

 Fix worst states (per Brennan): MI (passed 
2018), NC, PA = 10 

 Fix next worst tier (per Brennan): FL, OH, 
TX, VA = 7 

 Others, not yet passed = 4 

Voter access state 
ranking 
 

 Top 1/3 = 4  
      (Swing state bonus = 2 points) 

 Middle 1/3 = 2 
 (Swing state bonus = 1 point) 

 Bottom 1/3 = 0 

 Move from bottom to top = 4 (Swing state 
bonus = 2 points) 

 Move from middle to top = 2 (Swing state 
bonus = 1 point) 
 

Mailed-out voting 
 

 Easy (Grade A-B) = 4  
      (Swing state bonus = 2 points) 

 Moderate (Grade C-D) = 2 (Swing state 
bonus = 1 point) 

 Hard/none (Grade F) = 0 

 Move from bottom to top = 4 (Swing state 
bonus = 2 points) 

 Move from middle to top = 2 (Swing state 
bonus = 1 points) 
 

RCV experience 
 

 State-wide = 12 

 Over 2 municipalities = 5 

 None or 1 = 0 

 Move to state-wide = 10 
 

Open Primaries 
 

 Yes = 6 

 Partial = 3 

 Closed = 0 

 From closed to open = 5 

 From partial to open = 3 
 

Campaign Finance 
Reforms 

 Significant (e.g., Chicago) = 5 

 Several small = 2 

 None = 0 

 State-wide = 5 

 Major cities = 2 

National Popular 
Vote Compact 
 

 Yes = 5  

 Possible by 2020 = 2 

 No = 0  

 Pass the compact = 5 
 

Support 28th 
Amendment 
 

 Yes = 3 

 No = 0 

 Support the 28th = 3 
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APPENDIX  3  
  

State Priority Factors 
Democratic Trifectas ranked by theoretical upside potential 
 

 
TRIFECTA 

STATE ALLOWS BALLOT 
INITIATIVES? 

TOTAL THEORETICAL UPSIDE 
POTENTIAL 

New York Democratic 
 

48 

California Democratic Yes 38 

New Mexico Democratic 
 

37 

Nevada Democratic Yes 35 

Illinois Democratic 
 

34 

New Jersey Democratic 
 

34 

Delaware Democratic 
 

33 

Washington Democratic Yes 32 

Oregon Democratic Yes 32 

Hawaii Democratic 
 

29 

Rhode Island Democratic 
 

26 

Maine Democratic Yes 24 

Connecticut Democratic 
 

24 

Colorado Democratic Yes 20 

 
Divided states ranked by theoretical upside potential 
 

Pennsylvania Divided 
 

65 

North Carolina Divided 
 

55 

Virginia Divided 
 

52 

Michigan Divided Yes 50 

New Hampshire Divided 
 

42 

Louisiana Divided 
 

39 

Wisconsin Divided 
 

38 

Kansas Divided 
 

38 

Alaska Divided Yes 34 
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Massachusetts Divided Yes 32 

Minnesota Divided 
 

32 

Maryland Divided 
 

29 

Montana Divided Yes 24 

Vermont Divided 
 

23 

 
Republican Trifectas allowing ballot initiatives, ranked by theoretical potential 
 

Ohio Republican Yes 57 

Arizona  Republican Yes 43 

South Carolina Republican Yes 38 

South Dakota Republican Yes 38 

Oklahoma Republican Yes 37 

Arkansas Republican Yes 35 

Wyoming Republican Yes 34 

Idaho Republican Yes 34 

Missouri Republican Yes 32 

Nebraska Republican Yes 30 

North Dakota Republican Yes 30 

Utah Republican Yes 26 
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APPENDIX  4       Overview of the reform opportunities on all 50 states 
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APPENDIX  5        
 
Illustrative Reform Plan for $100 million 
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