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Letter from 
Founder & 
President, 

The year 2021 was eventful and tumultuous. Through the ups and downs and the 
advances and retreats that played out on a global scale, the Sunwater Institute made 
steadfast progress towards our shared goal of improving our foundational democratic, 
economic, and freedom-preserving institutions. Highlights from 2021 include:

• Published groundbreaking work on how social and independent learners 
infl uence group decision-making and won a grant from the National Science 
Foundation on this topic in collaboration with the Santa Fe Institute. This research 
will help in designing better electoral systems.

• Launched the Congressional Reform Conversations series, airing 50 episodes on 
YouTube. This series elevates high-quality discussion on improving Congress to 
the public.

• Released the weekly Federalist Papers Podcast. This series helps reinforce the 
foundations and context of the constitution with in-depth discussion of each paper.

• Wrote academic articles covering the impact of IP theft to fi rms, incentives, and 
market structure. This work helps policy makers and trade representatives make 
better decisions and create smarter trade agreements.

• Hosted more than 20 interns who focused on substantive work on rights and 
congressional reform. This program helps interns gain knowledge and spread it.

The Institute’s work would not be possible without 
support from donors. Thank you for your generous 
support. I wish you good health, prosperity, and 
progress in 2022.

Sincerely,

Matthew Chervenak

Matthew Chervenak

Matthew ChervenakMatthew Chervenak
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What are the foundations of our social systems and how can they 
be improved to create a better future? The Sunwater Institute was 
created to systematically study, and ultimately answer, that question. 
We focus on several fundamental concepts – property, on which our 
economy is built, group decision-making, on which our government 
is built, and rights, on which our freedom is built. Focus on these 
foundations, a long-term orientation, an interdisciplinary approach, 
and a nonpartisan philosophy make the Sunwater Institute unique 
among think tanks and academic institutions.

About The Sunwater Institute
The Sunwater Institute leverages a multi-pronged approach 
to each focus area. We conduct and publish original research, 
generate policy ideas, develop specialized knowledge 
products and platforms, collaborate with leading institutions, 
and host events. We further extend our capabilities and reach 
through the strategic use of data, technology, and a robust 
internship program. Our approach leads to better ideas and 
ultimately better implementation of those ideas into practice.

The Sunwater Institute 
was founded by American 
entrepreneurs, Matthew 
Chervenak and Stephany Yu

2017 2020
Measuring Congress’ 
Performance and 
Productivity Event

2021
Filming of the 
Congressional Reform 
and Rights and Liberties 
Conversations

2021
50 published 
Congressional Reform 
Conversations

2021
Dedicated modern 
collaborative offi ce 
space

2019 2020 2021 2021
First publishing of 
academic articles in 
the Property, Markets, 
and Trade focus area

Began development of
Legis1, a congressional 
data platform

40 episodes of the 
Federalist Papers 
Podcast

Awarded fi rst National Science 
Foundation Grant in partnership 
with Santa Fe Institute and 
Worcester Polytechnic Institute
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Rights constrain the government and preserve our 
freedoms. As technological, economic, and social 
conditions change, should our rights change? The 
Sunwater Institute explores the evolution of rights 
and liberties from prehistory up to the present day 
from a multidisciplinary perspective, using the 
insights of philosophy, law, history, the natural 
sciences. Sunwater explores the purposes and 

limits of rights, the potential confl icts among rights, and the 
question of which rights should be protected in a changing 
technical and social landscape.

Rights and Liberties

The concept of property underpins our 
economy and trade. How has property 
evolved and how should it evolve in the 
future given the changing technological 

and social environment? The Sunwater Institute researches 
the evolution and enforcement of property rights over time, and 
investigates how new technologies create opportunities, threats, 
and novel conceptualizations of property rights. We investigate the 
impact of various property regimes on trade, market structure, 
and innovation.

The Sunwater Institute Focus Areas

Group Decision-Making
Group decision-making allows humans to 
transcend their isolated, vulnerable nature
as individuals and collectively become 
something akin to super-organisms capable 
of incredible achievements. How do groups really 
make decisions and how can those processes be improved to achieve 
greater results? How individuals effectively work together to make 
decisions is not well understood, yet it is fundamental to human 
success and modern institutions. The Sunwater Institute conducts 
research on the fundamentals of formal and informal group decision-
making and applies that knowledge to improve electoral system 
design, lawmaking, and the market.  

Congress’s performance as a group decision-making institution 
is critical to the nation and democracy worldwide. The Sunwater 
Institute conducts theoretical and applied 
research leading to improvements in 
Congress’s institutional knowledge, 
processes, decision-making, and 
performance measurement. 
Sunwater develops data and 
products that help Congress 
understand and improve its 
performance as an institution.

Congressional Reform
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Institute conducts theoretical and applied 
research leading to improvements in 
Congress’s institutional knowledge, 
processes, decision-making, and 

performance as an institution.
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Property, 
Markets, 
and Trade

Focus Area:

Property rights are a cornerstone of free societies and the foundation on which the market 
operates. The Sunwater Institute conducts fundamental research on the evolution of real and 
intellectual property over time, how different property regimes lead to distinctive economic 
structures, social outcomes, paces of innovation, and what role international trade plays in 
innovation-based competition. The Sunwater Institute also looks forward - investigating how 
new technologies create opportunities, threats, and novel conceptualizations of property rights.

Our research, published in peer-reviewed journals, has found that industries with weak 
property rights exhibit reduced innovation and that fi rms within such industries may be 
pressured to pursue monopoly strategies that rely on appropriating the innovation of other 
fi rms. Our research has reinforced the conception that robust, innovation-based competition 
fl ourishes when property rights are strong, clear, and well-defi ned, and that theft negatively 
impacts innovation, market structure, international trade, and individual behavior. Our 
research has shown that the US government has played a more signifi cant role in the creation 
and allocation of many types of property since the founding than is typically acknowledged. 
Our work on international trade has revealed that effective measurements of real-world 
enforcement of US rights holders abroad remain absent, exposing innovators to potentially 
signifi cant losses, reducing innovation overall, and contributing to a relative decline of US 
productivity compared to other nations. 

This knowledge will be translated into better policy ideas for Congress and trade 
representatives that will lead to a more fair and fl ourishing economy. The Sunwater Institute’s 
long-term intended impact on society through these outputs is improved market performance, 
fairer trade, accelerated innovation, and increased personal autonomy.

The Sunwater Institute’s Impact

• Givings and Takings: Property Rights in America, Manuscript by 
Joseph Kochanek

•  “Encouraging domestic innovation by protecting foreign 
intellectual property”, by Robert Gmeiner

•  “The European Union as an International Donor: Perceptions 
from Latin America and the Caribbean”, by Ani Harutyunyan 

Outputs
 Manuscript by 

 “The European Union as an International Donor: Perceptions 
from Latin America and the Caribbean”, by Ani Harutyunyan 
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Property, Markets, and Trade Outputs

The Sunwater Institute is 
preparing a manuscript 
to be published in 2022, 
offering an analysis of 
property rights in the United States from the founding of 
our country to the present day. The fall of communism, 
the apparent rise of the ‘sharing economy’, and the 
emergence of e-commerce, among other factors, have 
reshaped popular conceptions about property and property 
rights. Property rights are an area of emerging interest for 
scholars, legal professionals, lawmakers, and the reading 
public at large.

Upon publication, this book will occupy a niche in the 
market as it offers a unifi ed discussion of physical property 
and intellectual property. Additionally, it will situate 
property rights in the context of state action, which is due 
to extensive state involvement in property relations, both in 
the present and in the past. Finally, the book will account 
for the emergence of property rights as a popular concept 
in America as seen through the lens of political theory, as 
well as law and policy.

Givings and Takings: Property 
Rights in America 
Joseph Kochanek

This paper examines the relationship of respect 
for foreign intellectual property (IP) and domestic 
innovation. In a global economy, countries may 
choose to protect the IP of their own citizens, 
foreigners, or both or neither. 

Encouraging domestic innovation by 
protecting foreign intellectual property
Robert Gmeiner

It is highly important to analyze how priorities of 
partner countries around the world reinforce or 
contradict how donors conceive themselves. Analysis 
fi nds misalignment between the stated objectives of the 
EU and the metrics of success that Latin American and 
Caribbean partners use to judge donors as infl uential 
and helpful. The paper shows that this misalignment 
can explain the limitations of EU potential 
entrepreneurship in international development through 
both agenda-setting and policy implementation. 

The European Union as an International Donor: 
Perceptions from Latin America and the Caribbean
Ani Harutyunyan
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Rights and 
Liberties

Focus Area:

Rights and liberties defi ne the boundaries of state action and the 
obligations of citizens. The Sunwater Institute explores the evolution 
of rights and liberties from prehistory up to the present day from 
a multidisciplinary perspective. The research methods used draw 
on global history, sociobiology, anthropology, religion, technology, 
and case law. Based on these methods, Sunwater Institute’s team 
explores the purposes and limits of rights, the potential confl icts 
among rights, and the question of which rights should be protected 
in the long term under constitutional frameworks.

The Sunwater Institute’s intended long-term impact on society 
through these outputs includes greater public awareness of rights 
and liberties, improved and open dialogue concerning rights and 
liberties, better protection of rights and liberties, and the potential 
addition of new enumerated constitutional rights in response to 
societal or technological change.

The Sunwater Institute’s Impact

• Rights and Liberties Knowledgebase
• Rights Visualization
• Right and Liberties Interview Series
• Federalist Papers Podcast

Outputs
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Rights and Liberties Outputs

The Sunwater Institute’s Rights and Liberties Knowledgebase 
project assembles information on rights, asking core fact-based 
questions about the theoretical origins, practical functions, 
and interactions of different rights. Based on applying the 
same process to study each right, the Rights and Liberties 
Knowledgebase project is organized both in terms of each right 
and in terms of particular elements shared among rights.

Freedom of Expression

Freedom of Association

Voting Rights and Suff rage

Freedom of Religion

Freedom of the Press

Right to Privacy

The intended impact of the Sunwater Institute’s Rights and 
Liberties Knowledgebase project is to bring a new level of 
understanding and insight about rights and liberties and make 
that information easy for all to access. It is also distinctive in 
that it treats the rights and liberties broadly, rather than merely 
with respect to particular categories of rights, such as political 
rights, human rights, or constitutional rights.

The Rights and Liberties Knowledgebase Project

Knowledgebase Project
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Rights and Liberties Outputs

The Rights and Liberties podcast synthesizes important works of 
political theory, whose ideas are profound but often presented in 
very abstract or diffi cult language. The podcast format makes the 
signifi cance of the ideas in question available to advocacy groups, 
legal professionals, and the general public, promoting a better 
understanding of the works in question. 

The Rights and Liberties Podcast presents big ideas 
with long-term signifi cance. One episode for each of 
the 85 essays that comprise the Federalist Papers is 
released publicly each week. These podcasts occupy 
a distinctive position – more academic than most 
podcasts, but less formal than online courses. The 
Sunwater Institute offers a uniquely comprehensive 
approach to the Federalist Papers, addressing each 
one in turn instead of a conducting selective review. 

The impact of the Rights and Liberties podcast, is to help listeners 
better understand the foundations of our democracy and to present 
the ongoing relevance of the questions considered in the Federalist 
Papers to current and future policy debates.

Sunwater scholar, Joseph Kochanek, hosts a series on the 
Federalist Papers to discuss the arguments offered by Publius 
in defense of the Constitution, and relate those arguments to 
the present day.

The Rights and Liberties Podcast

Podcast
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Group 
Decision- 
Making

Focus Area:

How do groups really make decisions and 
how can those processes be improved to 
achieve greater results? How individuals 
effectively work together to make decisions 
is not well understood, yet it is fundamental 
to human success and modern institutions. 
The Sunwater Institute conducts research 
on the � ndamentals of formal and informal 
group decision-making and applies that 
knowledge to improve electoral system 
design, lawmaking, and the market. 

In collaboration with the Santa Fe Institute, 
our research has been published in peer-
reviewed journals, as well as awarded a 
continuing federal grant from the National 
Science Foundation. Our ongoing research 
demonstrates that in group decisions, the 
proportion of social learners to independent 
learners has a signifi cant impact on 
outcomes—research that will help in 
designing better electoral systems. 

As the proportion of social learners 
increases, the decision outcome becomes 
highly unstable. This research has impact 
on the real world – when the proportion of 
those who copy others’ votes increases, wild, 
unpredictable, and unrepresentative results 
increasingly occur. This fi nding has impact 
on how elections should be conducted and 
how information and instruction might 
remedy this fundamental issue.

The Sunwater Institute’s Impact

• “Dynamical system model predicts 
when social learners impair collective 
performance” (published in Proceedings 
of the National Academy of Sciences), 
by Ani Harutyunyan

•  Awarded a three-year continuing grant from 
the National Science Foundation. Sunwater 
Institute is collaborating with the Santa 
Fe Institute and the Worcester Polytechnic 
Institute on the project “Understanding 
the e� ect of individual decision-making 
strategies on collective decision.”

Outputs

The Sunwater Institute’s team seeks to 
ultimately improve key group decision-making 
institutions through the insights gained from 
the integration of sociobiology, mathematics, 
and economics. The Sunwater Institute’s 
intended long-term impact on society through 
these outputs include studying the differences 
between group and individual decision-making 
and their effects on elections, committee 
assignments, and political behaviors 
leading to improved outcomes 
made within the country 
and its international 
negotiations. 
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Congressional 
Reform

Focus Area:

Congress’s performance as a group decision-making institution 
is critical to the nation and democracy worldwide. At the 
Sunwater Institute, we imagine the ideal Congress and build 
a roadmap to achieve it. We conduct theoretical and applied 
research on how Congress can optimally create institutional 
knowledge and capacity, develop equally-representative 
processes, improve its decision-making, and measure its 
institutional performance. We elevate the dialogue around 
Congressional performance through long-form interviews with 
experts and host events that focus on Congressional reform. We 
leverage this work in the development of an online platform that 
will drive improved congressional performance through targeted 
institutional measurements, a set of tools and workfl ows to 
advance congressional processes, and a system for better 
congressional communication with experts and constituents.

The Sunwater Institute’s Impact

• Congressional Reform 
Data Platform - Legis1

• Congressional Reform 
Conversations series

Outputs
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Legis1 is an online platform intended to measure Congress’s 
performance and capacity, provide Congress with better data 
and tools, and create better information fl ow between experts, 
constituents, and Congress. Current work focuses on developing 
data and insights on how members, committees, and leadership 
offi ces perform on staff retention, tenure, and connections 

The Legis1 Data Analytics Platform

Congressional Reform
Legis1
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The Legis1 Data Analytics Platform
compared with each other and over time. Short term plans include 
measuring and comparing committee time usage, rules, diversity, 
size, information creation, and legislative output. Ultimately, the 
congressional data platform will be re-purposed to help constituents 
to better understand the performance of their representatives and to 
provide them a suite of data and tools to enable better decision-making.



Congressional Reform

In-depth, nonpartisan discussion on how Congress can improve as 
an institution is not widely available in the public domain, and those 
with ideas and research seldom reach broad audiences on social 
media. The Sunwater Institute seeks to remedy this lack of public 
dialogue through the Reforming Congress Video series hosted by 
Founder and President, Matthew Chervenak. The series is publicly 
available on YouTube, on the Sunwater Institute website, and through 
podcasting channels on the major platforms.

Each week, Chervenak interviews experts in the fi eld—legislators, 
congressional staff, administration offi cials, scholars, and 
journalists to get an inside look at the inner-workings of Congress 
and how it can be strengthened as an institution over time. Guests 
include Representatives Derek Kilmer, Rodney Davis, William 
Timmons, David Price, Former U.S. Senator Chris Dodd, Former 
Representatives Mickey Edwards, Brian Baird, and Tom Graves, 
journalists including Chris Stirewalt and Derek Willis, and scholars 
such as Yuval Levin, Kevin Kosar, Eric Schickler, Sarah Binder, 
Frances Lee, Donald Wolfensberger, Allen Schick, and Norman 
Ornstein, to name a few.

The long-term impact of the video series is to bring thoughtful 
discussion about Congress to a broader audience, with an ultimate 
aim of generating broad support for substantive reforms to 
reinvigorate Congress. 

Congressional Reform Conversation Series

Conversation Series

“There needs to be more thoughtful discussion on Congress and 
how it can improve as an institution. Our extraordinary guests 
provide just that. This series can help shape the dialogue on where 
Congress is and where it should be.” said Chervenak.

 “I wish people would incorporate this into their schools to learn 
from what people say and see how it would change the system.”

-Representative Brian Baird

 “Appreciate what you’re doing with the Institute and your e� orts 
to improve how Congress operates. That’s so needed.” 

-Representative Tom Graves
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In 2021, the Sunwater Institute launched three 
internship programs geared to college and graduate 
students who seek to gain experience in American 
politics, political science, economics, history, 
fundraising or closely related fi elds.

The programs focus on three of Sunwater 
Institute’s fundamental topics: Congressional 
Reform, Rights and Liberties, and Fundraising 
and Communications. Sunwater hosted interns 
from various universities including American 

University, Christopher Newport University, Davidson College, Duke University, 
George Mason University, George Washington University, Georgia Institute 
of Technology, McGill University, New York University, University of Colorado, 
Boulder, and Wake Forest University.

Each intern semester runs for four months and includes projects to promote 
research, writing, and fundraising. Additionally, interns are invited to guest 
lectures, events, and weekly dialogues.

The Sunwater Institute’s Impact

The Sunwater 
Institute 
Intern Program

“This semester I had the privilege of 
interning at the Sunwater Institute, helping 
them with their mission to reform the 
United States Congress through long-term, 
data-driven solutions. I truly learned so 
much about Congress as an institution, 
and I was constantly challenged to imagine 
what the ideal representative legislative 
body might look like.“ 

- Congressional Reform Intern (Fall 2021)
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Matthew Chervenak, Chairman
Founder & General Partner, 
Sunwater Capital

Aric Lavinthal, Secretary & Treasurer
Managing Director & General Counsel, 
Sunwater Capital

J. Eric McAndrew
President & Creative Director, 
McAndrew Company

12358 Parklawn Dr. 
North Bethesda, Maryland 20852
Phone: 240-650-7490

For General Information, contact Nick Harlan
Email: nharlan@sunwater.org

Meet the Sunwater Institute Operating Team
Matthew Chervenak
Founder & President

Nicholas Harlan
Policy Analyst

Robert Gmeiner
External Scholar

Kaylan King
Administrative &
Media Coordinator

Ani Harutyunyan
Scholar

Joseph Kochanek
Scholar

Holly Pitt Young
Director of Development

The Sunwater Institute Board Members Contact Information
Stephany Yu, Vice Chairman
Founder & General Partner, 
Sunwater Capital

Michael Hickey
Managing Director, 
The Glenmede Trust Company

Dr. Jonathan Zifferblatt
Executive Vice President, 
West Health
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