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Abstract Expert advice is gaining importance in advanced-knowledge societies. The
demand for scientific knowledge increases as political decision-makers look for
answers to cope with the ever more complex challenges of a globalised world. At
the same time, scientific evidence has become a strategic resource capable of justify-
ing world-views and political positions. Against this background, the ‘global spread’
of think tanks seems to respond to this growing demand for scientific expertise.
Defining what a think tank is, let alone what they do and if they are able to
effectively shape political ideas, is still a controversial issue. This contribution out-
lines a conceptual framework for analysing the strategies of different types of think
tanks in distinct institutional environments. Starting with classical typologies to
distinguish between organisations, those which adhere to standards of scientific inqui-
ry at one end of a continuum and ideologically biased institutes at the other, the
analytical model takes into account distinct ‘points of intervention’ and systematically
considers the respective institutional and ideological environment. The first dimension
allows for distinguishing between distinct effects of political ideas: They can influence
decision-making as concepts in the foreground or as underlying assumptions in the
background of policy debates. At the cognitive level, they can function either as
programmes (foreground), serving as policy prescriptions for the political elite neces-
sary to formulate actual agendas, or as paradigms (background). Considering different
‘knowledge regimes’ permits to test the influence of respective institutional and
normative settings and simultaneously assess the assumptions and convictions under-
lying these models and typologies.

Keywords Think tanks . Strategic consulting . Knowledge society . Comparative analysis .

Political discourse

Int J Polit Cult Soc (2018) 31:179–192
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10767-018-9278-x

* Alexander Ruser
Alexander.Ruser@zu.de

1 Center for Political Communication, Zeppelin University, 88045 Friedrichshafen, Germany

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10767-018-9278-x&domain=pdf
mailto:Alexander.Ruser@zu.de


Introduction

‘Think tanks are important because the media believes they are important and the media
believes in this importance because think tanks tell them they are.’
(Hames 1994, p. 233)

Think tanks have attracted the interest of a growing number of political scientists and
sociologists. Or maybe it is more precise to say ‘so-called’ think tanks have become the centre
of academic curiosity, thus ‘generating vast quantities of policy research’ (Hird 2005, p. 1).
How can there be a vast quantity of research on think tanks despite the apparent lack of
consensus of what a (so-called) think tank actually is? To complicate things further, the
numbers of these obscure organisations seem to grow. And, they do so on an international
level as they seemingly become ever more influential in policymaking. According to Donald
Abelson, the global spread of think tanks is regarded as ‘indicative of their growing importance
in the policy-making process, a perception reinforced by directors of think tanks, who often
credit their institutions with influencing major policy debates and government legislation’
(2009, p. 3). Do scholars believe in the importance of think tanks because they are told so, by
think tanks?

It would be unfair to blame researchers and scholars for falling short of a full understanding of the
outlook, behaviour, strategies and eventually the impact of think tanks on policymaking processes.
For researchers of these particular organisations face enormous obstacles. For instance, since some
of the various roles think tanks can play in policymaking are remarkably similar to those of more
classical special interest groups (McGann and Weaver 2000, p. 7), it could be in their interest to
maintain secrecy about some of their activities (e.g. sources of income, spending or recruiting
practices). Moreover, the term ‘think tank’ itself somehow falsely implies a uniformity of structure
and properties that organisations labelled think tanks tend to lack. In consequence, even agreeing on
a working definition of ‘think tank’ is a difficult undertaking.

In the relevant literature, the term is used to refer to a diverse set of research institutions,
public policy institutes and consultancies. It has been described as more or less an ‘umbrella
term that means many different things to many different people’ (Stone 1996, p. 9). Apart from
the ‘lack of consensus […] in defining think tanks’ (McGann and Johnson 2005, p. 11), a
working definition could describe them as ‘independent, non-profit research facilities, engaged
in applied research provided to political decision makers’ (Ruser 2013, p. 331) Policy research
by think tanks includes ‘analysis, advocacy, education and formulation’ (McGann, and
Johnson 2005, pp. 11–12).

Abelson (2009) formulates one of the most elaborate definitions. He begins with a list of
basic organisational characteristics that most think tanks have in common: ‘they are generally
nonprofit, nonpartisan organizations engaged in the study of public policy’ (Abelson 2009, p.
9). Additionally, he considers the relatively broad spectrum of think tank behaviour:

Think Tanks can embrace whatever ideological orientation they desire and provide their
expertise to any political candidate or office-holder willing to take advantage of their
advice. […] Not all think tanks share the same commitment to scholarly research or
devote comparable resources to performing this function, yet it remains, for many, their
raison d’être (Abelson 2009, p. 10).
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However, defining a set of activities or listing organisational features is barely enough to
fully understand what think tanks do, to single out their idiosyncrasies and, most importantly,
to determine if and how they can influence policymaking in their respective political environ-
ments. Nevertheless, Abelson’s detailed definition offers a suitable starting point for develop-
ing a more comprehensive, conceptual framework, which combines variation at the
organisational level (typologies), distinct points of intervention in public discourses (role and
types of ideas) and the particularities of different institutional environments (knowledge
regimes). However, the resulting model can serve only as an analytical framework, since
typologies are never able to fully capture the ambiguity of public policy institutes: Boundaries
between research institutes, advocacy organisations or lobby groups are notoriously fuzzy. As
will be discussed in more detail below, the term ‘think tank’ itself may have a strategic value
that may be used by organisations that want to distance themselves from lobby or special
interest groups. Moreover, organisations do not need to commit themselves to a set of
techniques, strategies or other organisational features once and for all, but can behave more
or less ‘think-tankish’ and switch between different roles if this serves their respective goals.

A Snapshot of a Frustrating Venture: the State of Think Tank Research

Given the ambiguity of the object of study, it is not surprising that scholarly work on think
tanks, despite growing awareness of the phenomenon itself, is still in an infant state and ‘few
definitive answers been offered’ (Abelson 2009, p. 3). More surprising is the widespread view
(McGann 2000, p. 5ff, Stone 2004, p. 1f) that think tanks are influential no matter how
mysterious these organisations still seem to be.

Murray Weidenbaum, for instance, acknowledges that think tanks might become more
important players on the political arena. At the same time, he concedes that ‘[a]ctually trying to
measure their impact on specific public policy changes, however, has frustrated scholars for
years’ (2010, p. 135). David Ricci points in a similar direction, remarking that ‘[p]ower in
Washington cannot be measured precisely, yet think tanks surely have a good deal of it’ (1993,
p. 2). Weidenbaum, himself intimately acquainted with political Washington, gave up any
hope for the precise measurement of think tank influence, describing such an undertaking as
parallel to the difficult task of identifying pornography: Instead of defining it, one has to limit
oneself to acknowledging: ‘I know it when I see it’ (Weidenbaum 2010, p. 135).

This is not to say the role and impact of think tanks cannot be analysed whatsoever. Cockett
(1994) and Dixon (1998) conclusively demonstrated the influence of right-wing think tanks in
the making of an ‘economic counter revolution’ and the rise of Thatcherism. For Mirowski
(2013), think tanks belonged to the inner circles of the neoliberal ‘thought collective’ (2013, p.
44), heavily contributing to successfully defending the economic and political programme in
spite of the massive financial crises since 2007. Even more telling is the case of anthropogenic
climate change and responding climate politics. In a series of empirical studies, McCright and
Dunlap (2003, 2010, 2011, 2015) were able to show how conservative think tanks contributed
to fostering ‘climate denial’ in the USA. Naomi Oreskes and Erik Conway’s seminal mono-
graph Merchants of Doubt (2011) traces the impact of think tanks on a variety of public policy
issues such as global warming, acid rain and the carcinogenic effects of smoking. Attempts to
quantify think tank influence like James McGann’s Global Go-To Think Tank Index Reports
(2010, 2016; McGann and Sabatini 2011) focus predominantly on basic quantitative data (e.g.
number of think tanks in a given country or the growth in numbers over time) or expert
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estimation (subjective ranking of a respective think tank’s impact in a particular country and/or
issue area).

Yet, the very existence of a ‘global’ think tank survey indicates a major transition in
research on think tanks. For a long time, think tanks had been described as a specific
phenomenon of the political systems of Anglo-Saxon countries, in particular the USA. This
view was prominently formulated in David Ricci’s ‘habitat hypothesis’:

What needs explaining […] is not how to build and run a think tank but why so many of
them became prominent in Washington during the 1970s and 1980s, more than was the
case in, say, Rome, Ankara, Riyadh, Bonn or Djakarta. Here, what mattered was
especially democratic context rather than vocational substance. We need to know, for
example, why Washington’s political people became responsive to think-tank products
even though those were, after all, standard research items other countries or eras might
have ignored (Ricci 1993, p. 3).

From this perspective, the assessment made by McGann two decades later that ‘think tanks
now operate in a variety of political systems, engage in a range of policy-related activities and
comprise a diverse set of institutions that have varied organizational forms’ (McGann 2010)
demands further explanation. Does it suggest a catching-up development with the USA on the
global scale? At first glance, this seems to be a plausible explanation since, discounting
national differences, ‘most think tanks share a common goal of producing high quality
research and analysis that is combined with some form of public engagement’ (Braml 2006,
p. 223). Maybe modern societies become more responsive to applicable research and analysis,
rendering the global spread of think tanks a demand-driven adjustment in the market for
political consulting?

To answer this question, one has to investigate what think tanks are actually doing. Can
think tanks really be described consistently regardless of the social and political particularities
of their surroundings or the institutional environment they operate in? For instance, what
exactly is meant by ‘high-quality research’ and who defines the quality of the outcomes and
the output of research conducted by think tanks? This question is highly relevant, yet difficult
to answer. A suitable strategy could be focusing on the respective relation of think tanks and
classical academic organisations such as universities or state-run research laboratories.
‘Established’ players in this field (e.g. ‘venerable’ universities) could limit the access to
political decision-makers think tanks can gain. Likewise, think tank activities could be
channelled towards subject areas where competition is lower.1

Another important dimension is the public engagement of think tanks. While it is true that
all think tanks are involved in some form of public engagement, this must not necessarily mean
this is a general characteristic. In order to understand country-specific think tank behaviour, it
is necessary to analyse the distribution of specific techniques at hand for think tanks to

1 A good example is the field of international politics and security policy. Not least because of the significant
successes of ‘big science’ projects and ‘operations research’ units during World War II (cf. Fortun and
Schweber 1993), scientific knowledge was and is in high demand in security politics. However, the production
of applicable knowledge and the giving of expert advice have not been a priority of universities in many
Western European and North American countries. This opened a niche for some of the most renowned think
tanks, like the RAND Corporation or the Brooking Institution in the USA, the Stockholm International Peace
Research Institute (SIPRI) in Sweden, Chatham House in the UK or the German Institute for International and
Security Affairs (SWP).
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approach the public. Comparative studies look for specific patterns or ‘tradition’ of think tank
activities (cf. Stone and Denham 2004) or investigate the impact of specific institutional
settings on the strategies pursued by think tanks (Ruser 2013; Sheingate 2016). Comparative
studies fuel doubt as to whether the global spread of think tanks can be explained by a ‘catch-
up development’. It seems increasingly more plausible to assume parallel developments
indicate that think tanks may fill different roles in different societal and political environments.

Furthermore, global trends towards ‘knowledge societies’ cannot explain directly the
increasing number of think tanks worldwide. It is unlikely that institutional differences
between societies will vanish in the process of transformation (Böhme and Stehr 1986, pp.
13–14) as is the convergence of the ways knowledge is fed in processes of public deliberation
and decision-making.

Think Tanks in the Knowledge Society

Apparently, one promising explanation is to link the growing importance or, at least, the
enhanced visibility of think tanks and public policy institutes to the emergence of ‘knowledge
societies’ (Nowotny et al. 2001, p. 15). Is it not plausible to assume that organisations, which
produce and disperse ‘knowledge’, would thrive in a world increasingly ‘made of knowledge’
(Stehr 2004, p. ix)? In fact it is, and hence why debates on knowledge societies tend to
emphasise the growing influence of scientific expertise and knowledge on political decision-
making (Osborne 2004, p. 431). The starting point for these discussions is a rather broad
definition of knowledge societies: ‘The significance of knowledge is growing in all spheres of
life and in all social institutions of modern society’ (Stehr and Meja 2005, p. 15).

Accordingly, not only is knowledge in high demand but also the providers of such
knowledge should find plenty of new ‘customers’ beyond their classical audience:
policymakers (Thunert 1999, p. 10). The increase in the number and global spread of think
tanks is frequently referred to as an indicator of the growing importance of scientific advice in
general (McGann and Johnson 2005, p. 12; Falk et al. 2006, pp. 2–14; Misztal 2012, p. 129).
Think tanks could provide an invaluable service in modern knowledge societies, namely ‘to
bridge the gap between science and politics’ (McGann and Johnson 2005, p. 12). However,
one first has to ask what the increased importance of (scientific) knowledge actually means for
the process of political decision-making. The relevant literature offers three distinct
interpretations:

An optimistic approach expecting the rationalisation of political decision-making
(Grundmann and Stehr 2012, p. 7)
A more pragmatic viewpoint, which argues that political decisions will be based on
‘incremental, negotiated solutions that work’ (ibid)
A pessimistic perspective, stating that scientific knowledge will be exploited to legitimate
(still) normative, political positions

All three interpretations refer to the complicated relation between knowledge and decision-
making, that is, knowledge and power. The optimistic interpretation is close to the straight-
forward conception of ‘speaking truth to power’ (for a discussion of the concept, see
Wildavski [1979] 2007; Jasanoff 1990). Such a linear understanding of the knowledge relation
presupposes that ‘truth’ can be fed into the political system and translated into political
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decisions. A relation of this type would render think tanks and public policy institutes almost
irrelevant, since scientific knowledge would be of immediate instrumental use (Stehr 2017).
However, more complex approaches, notably sociological system theory, reject such a simple
conception. In their view, ‘science’ and ‘politics’ represent distinct subsystems of society.
Societal subsystems are not only an expression of a distinct division or remit of society but
they represent specific zones, each following a distinct internal logic. System theorists speak of
different ruling codes. The internal logic of the political subsystem is ‘power’ while the
subsystem of science is governed by the ruling code of ‘truth’ (Grundmann and Stehr 2012,
p. 2, Luhmann 1992, p. 284). Accordingly, the act of speaking truth to power is to conduct a
conversation in a foreign language.

Even if system theory can be criticised for over-simplifying the complex social context, the
importance of translating knowledge into something that can be used in the political arena
persists. In consequence, two questions have to be answered. First, one has to ask how the
translation process is conceptualised in the three perspectives on the knowledge-power relation
outlined above. Second, one needs to analyse whether think tanks can be depicted as
translators or ‘switchboards’ (Stone 1996, p. 95). The combination of these models of the
translation process and the actual strategies of the translators eventually allows for locating
think tanks in the knowledge-politics relation.

Translating Truth to Power?

The respective conception of these translation processes provides a criterion for the three
interpretations found in the literature. Essentially, proponents of linear-rational models simply
neglect the necessity of a translation process at all: ‘A science-based solution will be agreeable
to warring parties, since it transcends the ideological […] differences’ (Grundmann and Stehr
2012, p. 6). To take the metaphor further, proponents of the rational model assume the political
realm will eventually learn the language of science. From this perspective, ‘knowledge-based’
decision-making leads to a rationalisation of politics. Politicians turn into receivers of the best
scientific knowledge available on which they base their decisions. Any increase in scientific
consulting can only stem from a growing demand for expert advice to formulate adequate
reactions to the complex challenges of modern societies. All that experts can (or have to) do is
to feed their knowledge into the policymaking process. However, such simple conceptions are
of limited practical use. Even if the (fundamental) philosophical and epistemological problems
associated with ‘scientific truth’ (cf. Ruser 2015) are neglected for the moment and if situations
in which rivalling knowledge claims are competing for acceptance in the political arena are
ruled out, the idea that policymakers willingly subordinate their decision-making power to
scientific truth is unrealistic and (with regard to the legitimacy of the decisions actually made)
alarming at the same time.

The rationalist concept is contested by what Grundmann and Stehr (2005, pp. 7–8) call a
pragmatic approach. In this view, politicians will not happily surrender normative positions to
the superiority of scientific knowledge but may consider it (among others) in their business of
‘muddling through’ (ibid.). From this perspective, the translation of scientific knowledge must
enable politicians to identify ‘useful knowledge’ and help include it into working political
solutions

The linear-rational and the pragmatic models share a common view on the functionality of
the knowledge provided by experts. From both perspectives, knowledge seems to be the
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opposite of ‘ignorance’ understood as the ‘absence or void where knowledge has not yet
spread’ (Proctor 2008, p. 2). While in the rationalist model scientific knowledge ‘rushes in’
(ibid.:5) and dictates political action and in the pragmatic model decision-makers pick and
choose advice in order to overcome the problems posed by ignorance, the third perspective
mentioned above paints a much darker picture. In this view, ‘knowledge’ can be exploited in
order to back long-held (normative) views. In particular, in democracies, where political
decision-making needs to consider public sentiments, ‘deliberately engineered’ ignorance
(ibid.:3) can serve as a ‘strategic ploy’ to preserve the status quo and legitimate political
non-decision. Inaccurate or outright false translation not only may happen but can be in the
interest of the receivers of the translation: The manufacturing of doubt, the fostering of
‘impressions of implacable controversy where actual disputes are marginal’ (Mirowski 2013,
p. 227), can develop into a valuable service provided by a certain type of think tank. The
service could be labelled ‘applied agnotology’ owing to the term ‘agnotology’ introduced by
Robert Proctor and Londa Schiebinger (2008).

Agnotology, as used here, was coined by linguist Iain Boal and refers to three different states
of ignorance: (1) the native state understood as something inferior ‘knowledge grows out of
ignorance’ (Proctor, op.cit.:4), (2) ignorance as the result of selective choice—one opts to look for
answers ‘here rather than there’ (ibid.: 7) and, most important for our purposes, (3) ignorance as
an active construct or, as mentioned above, as a strategic ploy (ibid.:8–9). The term ‘agnotology’
points towards the fact that ignorance must not necessarily be the precursor of knowledge.
Consequentially ‘science’ may not be portrayed as the natural enemy of ignorance.

Perhaps the most prominent example for such ‘agnotological’ practices is the US American
climate politics. Philip Mirowski (op.cit.) provides empirical evidence that conservative
policymakers and pressure groups align with suitable researchers and ‘experts’ not so much
to defeat climate science but to preserve the political status quo by prolonging public dispute.
Mirowski speaks of a joint effort to ‘muddy up the public mind and consequently foil and
postpone most political action and (…) to preserve the status quo ante’ (ibid.:226). As proof,
he recalls a memo of Frank Luntz to the Republican Party in the USA:

The scientific debate remains open. Voters believe that there is no consensus about
global warming. Should the public come to believe that the scientific issues are settled,
their views about global warming will change accordingly. Therefore, you need to
continue to make the lack of certainty a primary issue in the debates (Luntz, cited in
Mirowski, op.cit:227)

Aaron McCright and Riley Dunlap have come to similar conclusions. In a series of studies,
they were able to demonstrate how conservative think tanks and special interest groups
managed to prevent pro-environmental decision-making in the USA by challenging
knowledge-based advice through the mobilisation (or manufacturing) of scientific dissent
(McCright and Dunlap 2010, pp. 105–106; also McCright and Dunlap 2011; Dunlap and
Jacques 2013; McCright and Dunlap 2015). These examples show that scientific expertise
must lead neither to a rationalisation of the decision-making process nor to the reduction of
ignorance. Since scientific knowledge is by definition preliminary (Popper [1935]1992) or
‘contested’, political non-decision can be promoted by manufacturing scientific dissent: The
actual making of an informed decision is postponed until scientific consent is reached, turning
actual or alleged scientific controversy into a political weapon. In a sense, this can be treated as
a specific case of transforming scientific knowledge into political ‘usable knowledge’
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(Grundmann and Stehr 2012, p. 12) by focusing on the process of scientific knowledge
production.

Think Tanks as Translators

One possible explanation for the prominence of Washington-based think tanks since the 1970s
and their more recent global spread is the increased demand for one of the aforementioned
‘translation service’. The US American system could then not only be thought of as a
frontrunner for offering a market for political expertise; it could also be described as an
institutional environment that is particularly well suited for all kinds of knowledge translators.
This hints at the importance of environmental factors to explain think tank behaviour.

It is important to locate the respective position of think tanks in existing policy networks
and analyse their ability to find a niche in the knowledge production system to explain the
success or survival of think tanks. The ability to find a place in a specific system is closely
related to the question on which model of exerting influence works best for a particular type of
think tank. Thomas Osborne distinguishes between two ideal types of political influence. First,
an advisory or leverage model in which personal or professional reputation is directly
translated into public credibility and subsequently into political authority (Osborne 2004, pp.
433–434). Second, a ‘brokerage model’ in which influence is exercised if ‘vehicular ideas [are]
brokered between parties, designed to enhance particular kinds of outcome’ (ibid.:434).

The initial step to develop a conceptual framework of strategic think tank behaviour is to
distinguish between types of think tanks. The second step is then to consider their respective
institutional environments (cf. Braml 2006; Thunert 2004). For developing a think tank
typology, one can rely on established models (Weaver 1989) and, additionally, raise the
question on how ‘ideal-type’ organisations correspond with the aforementioned models of
exerting influence. Subsequently, the framework can be refined in two respects. First, follow-
ing Campbell’s theoretical considerations (1998), distinct discursive levels and discursive
zones can be distinguished to improve our understanding of how think tanks influence public
deliberation and policymaking. Second, taking into account distinct (but idealised) institutional
environments or ‘knowledge regimes’ (Campbell and Pedersen 2011, 2014) allows evaluating
which organisational strategies prove to be successful under specific circumstances.

Types of Think Tanks

Defining what a think tank actually is proves to be difficult because of the organisational
diversity, range of objectives or attitude towards practices and standards of scientific research.
A practical solution to this problem is to distinguish between different types of think tanks. A
prominent attempt to formulate such a typology, which takes into account different patterns of
recruitment, funding, output and audience, can be found in Weaver (1989). He differentiates
between ‘Universities without Students’ (UWS) and advocacy think tanks. UWS ‘tend to be
characterised by heavy reliance on academics as researchers, by funding primarily from private
sector […], and by book-length studies as the primary research product’ (Weaver 1989, p.
564). The purpose of this type of think tank is to provide scientific advice to their clients and
contribute to the shaping of the ‘climate of elite opinion’ (Weaver 1989, p. 564). UWS as well
as ‘contract research organizations’ (ibid.: 566)—which compile scientific reports for
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government agencies/contractors—maintain the high standards of academic inquiry and can be
labelled ‘academic think tanks’. Accordingly, researchers working in ‘academic think tanks’
should come close to what Roger Pielke, Jr. describes as ‘science arbiters’ (Pielke 2007, p. 16).
Outlining a model that comprises four idealised roles of science and the corresponding roles
scientists can play in democracies, Pielke distinguishes between ‘pure scientists’ (who refuse
to consider any practical consequences of their research) and science arbiters, who ‘recognise
that decision-makers may have specific questions that require the judgment of experts’ (ibid.).
The strategy of choice for academic think tanks should resemble the abovementioned ‘leverage
model’ (Osborne 2004, pp. 433–434): The individual prestige of its researchers, derived from
the authority of science, allows these organizations to formulate policy blueprints and ‘objec-
tive’ assessments and speak with the ‘authority of science’.

In contrast, advocacy think tanks ‘combine a strong policy, partisan or ideological bent with
aggressive salesmanship and an effort to influence current policy debates’ (Weaver 1989, p. 567).
Weaver’s depiction suggests that advocacy think tanks, in contrast to academic think tanks, should
employ a brokerage model. According to Weaver (op.cit.:568–569), think tanks can be a ‘source of
policy ideas’, function as evaluators of policy proposals and programmes, provide skilled personnel
and be a source of ‘punditry’ for themedia. Therefore, one should expect think tankers of this kind to
differ considerably from the rather passive ‘science arbiter’. In the terminology of Pielke, advocacy
think tanks attract ‘issue advocates’, that is, scholars who focus ‘on the implications of research for a
particular political agenda […]’ and align themselves ‘with a group (or a faction) seeking to advance
its interests through policy and politics’ (Pielke 2007, p. 15). In sum, advocacy think tanks differ
from their more academic counterparts with regard to the self-conception of its staff and the principal
model to exert political influence.

However, is must be stressed that the scientific character (or at least a semblance of it) takes
centre stage for all types of think tanks. While all claim to speak with scientific authority, the
attitude towards the standards of academic research varies considerably between academic and
advocacy think tanks (cf. Weaver 1989; Stone 2004; Kern and Ruser 2010). Taken to the
extreme, ‘advocacy’ could be defined as readings to balance the adherence to the standards of
good scientific practice against the principles of pre-existing normative ideas.

Towards a Framework for Analysing Think Tanks

Distinguishing between different types of think tanks is a necessary first step to analyse the
impact of knowledge and knowledge provision on public deliberation. The ‘significance of
knowledge is indeed growing’ (Stehr and Meja 2005, p. 15); hence, think tank typologies are
crucial to differentiate between different roles of knowledge in general and scientific knowl-
edge. To assess the impact of think tanks more precisely, hence, it is essential to take into
account the context in which they operate. This in turn requires a more sophisticated model of
political discourses and the role knowledge can play. Moreover, a comprehensive framework
should focus on the respective institutional setting which channels access to decision-makers
or the media and, more generally speaking, ‘sets the tone’ for the provision of knowledge and
consulting.

John Campbell’s conceptualisation of different types of ideas (1998) and their possible
effects on policymaking can meet the first requirement. John Campbell’s and Ove Pedersen’s
model of ‘knowledge regimes’ (2011, 2014) provides a suitable starting point for the second, a
systematic investigation of respective institutional context think tanks have to operate in.
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Diane Stone describes think tanks as ‘switchboards through which connections are made’
(Stone 1996, p. 95). This depiction fits in the understanding of think tanks as translators but
simultaneously begs the question of which connections are established. The notion of ‘bridg-
ing the gap’ between knowledge and politics can refer to the process of political consulting in
the literal sense. Knowledge is provided for policymakers to shape political action. This
connection can either be straightforward, that is policies are directly shaped along experts’
advice, or represent a more general understanding of how things should be done shared by
policymakers and the members of the scientific community. Alternatively, the bridging of the
knowledge gap may involve a form of public engagement. The provision of expertise can aim
at helping people to ‘make sense’ of complex situations and to sort out what not so much what
is ‘thinkable’ or ‘appropriate’ or ‘acceptable’.

John Campbell’s ‘typology of ideas’ (1998) allows distinguishing between these different
forms of linking knowledge and politics. Table 1 below presents four distinct effects of
political ideas. Such ideas, understood as the content of a translation of knowledge for politics,
can influence decision-making as concepts in the foreground or as underlying assumptions in
the background of policy debates. Moreover, they can be located at the cognitive or normative
level. At the cognitive level, they can function either as programmes (foreground), that is they
serve as policy prescriptions for the political elite necessary to formulate actual agendas, or as
paradigms (background). In the latter case, they define the boundaries of ‘thinkable solutions’
for political decision-makers. Likewise, at the normative level, they can provide frames
suitable for legitimising policy solutions or public sentiments constraining the range of
legitimate solutions.

Campbell’s model can be applied to derive some first hypothesis of think tank behaviour.
With regard to the think tank typology outlined above, it can be assumed that academic think
tanks will most likely try to provide assistance in the formulation of programmes and frames.
This hypothesis can be further refined when it comes to contracted (demand-driven) research.
Existing paradigms and public sentiments influence what clients consider either useful or
legitimate and constrain the scope and the aim of an offered contract accordingly. A contracted
academic think tank should serve its clients’ needs best by providing evidence in support of
favoured political paradigms. The comprehensiveness of their research makes it less suitable
for charting specific political action but may affect the range of solutions considered useful by
politicians. In contrast, advocacy think tanks will primarily attempt to exert influence on the
normative level. By providing expertise to legitimise policy solutions, these organisations can

Table 1 Types of ideas and their effects on policymaking

Concepts and theories in the foreground of the
policy debate

Underlying assumptions in the background of the
policy debate

Cognitive
level

Programmes
Ideas as elite policy prescription that help

policymakers to chart a clear and specific
course of policy action

Paradigms
Ideas as elite assumptions that constrain the

cognitive range of useful solutions available to
policymakers

Normative
level

Frames
Ideas as symbols and concepts that help

policymakers to legitimise policy solutions to
the public

Public sentiments
Ideas as public assumptions that constrain the

normative range of legitimate solutions
available to policymakers

Source: Campbell 1998, p. 385
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create or alter frames available to policymakers and influence public sentiments in a way that
the solutions offered by advocacy think tanks are considered legitimate.

The ‘typology of ideas’ is instrumental in distinguishing between different goals, targets
and subsequently distinct strategies of academic and advocacy think tanks respectively.
However, the ‘interaction between ideas and institutions’ (Campbell and Pedersen 2011, p.
167), that is, an exploration of the ‘environmental conditions’ which influence the prospects of
these think tank strategies, has thus far been left out of the picture.

The above can be complemented by including the Campbell and Pedersenmodel of ‘knowledge
regimes’. The initial aim of their theoretical work is to ‘better understand how policy-relevant
knowledge is created’ (ibid.:168) by combining insights from research on policymaking and
comparative studies on production regimes. They draw in particular on the ‘varieties of capitalism’
approach byHall and Soskice (2001) to distinguish two types of production regimes: ‘liberal market
economies’, structured by markets and corporate hierarchies, on the one hand and ‘coordinated
market economies’ on the other. In the latter case, economic activities are not dominated by the rules
of free markets but are embedded in elaborate systems of corporatist bargaining and regulation
(including state intervention) (ibid.:170). With regard to policymaking regimes, they follow
Katzenstein’s (1978) distinction between ‘centralised, closed states’ (CCS) and ‘decentralised, open
states’ (DOS). Policymaking in CCS is located in few arenas, largely insulated from external
influences. In contrast, policymaking in DOS is more exposed to external influence, as authority
is likely to be shared or delegated. By combining these two strands of theoretical thought, Campbell
and Pedersen get four ideal-type knowledge regimes [Table 2]. These knowledge regimes differ with
regard to the overall impact of ideas (competitive vs. consensus-oriented systems) and in terms of
which types of research units and think tanks are influential (cf. Campbell and Pedersen 2011, pp.
171–172).

Market-oriented and politically tempered knowledge regimes can be labelled as ‘market-
places for ideas’ (where it literally pays off to pay for think tank advice). Competition
dominates the process of knowledge production and distribution, enabling consultancies to
engage in agenda setting and the provision of support for political positions. Selling one’s
ideas is important and creates advantages for advocacy organisations engaged (and staffed

Table 2 Typology of knowledge regimes

Liberal market economy Coordinated market economy

Decentralised,
open state

Market-oriented knowledge regime Consensus-oriented knowledge regime
Large, privately funded research unit sector in civil

society
Moderate, publicly funded research

unit sector in civil society
Scholarly and advocacy research units dominate Scholarly, party, and state research

units even balanced
Highly adversarial, partisan, and competitive

knowledge production process
Consensus-oriented, relatively

nonpartisan knowledge production
process

Centralised
closed state

Politically tempered knowledge regime Statist technocratic knowledge regime
Small, publicly and privately funded research unit

sector in civil society
Large, publicly funded research unit

sector in civil society
Scholarly, advocacy, and state research units evenly

balanced
Scholarly and state research units

dominate
Moderately adversarial, partisan, and competitive

knowledge production process
Technocratic, nonpartisan knowledge

production process

Source: Campbell 2011
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with the necessary ‘issue advocates’) in ‘aggressive salesmanship’ (Weaver 1989, p. 567). In
contrast, consensus-oriented and statist-technocratic knowledge regimes are rather hostile
environments for scientific advocacy. Here, the provision of expertise is guided by the
principle of impartiality and is moderated by an overall orientation towards political consensus.
Instead of asking whether ‘Germany’s market-place of ideas [will] ever resemble America’s’
(The Economist, cited in Braml 2006, p. 223), one has to analyse the impact of a specific
‘knowledge regime’ on the production and distribution of scientific knowledge on the process
of political decision-making and public discourses alike. Accordingly, the spread of think tanks
has to be studied with regard to the specific rules and institutions that shape their organisational
structures and strategies for exerting influence.

Conclusion

Think tanks have attracted the attention of scholars and policymakers alike. The global spread
of think tanks, which has been described as an indicator for the increased importance of
(scientific) knowledge, is not necessarily signalling a general trend towards more ‘rational’
knowledge-based decision-making.

In this contribution, it has been argued that for a proper understanding of think tank strategies and
their impact on public deliberation and policymaking, it is necessary to distinguish between different
types of think tanks and modes of exerting influence. Furthermore, political discourses have to be
dissected to determine whether think tanks aim at influencing decision-makers or the public and are
best suited to infuse knowledge to find a suitable solution or whether they are content with
influencing public sentiment. Finally, the specific institutional setting, the respective knowledge
regime think tanks have to work in, has to be considered. Think tanks not only shape the world
around them, but are in turn themselves shaped and constrained.

But what is this model good for? What to think about think tanks? Fundamentally, the
model serves two purposes. First, it allows comparing think tank strategies at the international
level. Rather than accepting the exceptional ambiguity of think tanks with a shrug, compar-
ative studies can employ this model to gauge what it means to operate as a think tank in
different contexts. Instead of stating a global spread of organisations conveniently subsumed
under a vague umbrella term, the theoretical model can help describe what kind of creature
think tanks actually are and how they are shaped by their habitats.

Second, and perhaps even more importantly, the model can be applied to analyse the
different outcomes of think tank activities. For instance, advocacy think tanks in the USA are
seemingly successful in spreading and supporting climate sceptic positions. Why is there no
similar development in, say, European or Asian countries? Is it because American think tanks
are better paid?

The proposed model does not promise to provide simple answers to such important
questions. However, it promises to help end a theoretical stalemate, which had been the source
of frustration in think tank research.
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