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Focus

Examination specifications place think tanks under the broader heading of pressure groups, and require an understanding of the methods they use to exert power. Students need to be able to evaluate the extent to which think tanks can influence both the government and members of parliament.



	Edexcel
	UK Politics 1.3
	Pressure groups and other influences



	AQA
	3.1.2.4
	Pressure groups
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Context

Think tanks are organisations that suggest approaches to particular political, social or economic issues. They aim to shape and influence public discussion of politics as well as to guide the actions of governments. Although often established by those who wish to promote specific political viewpoints, they can be sources of considerable expertise. Their research papers and policy ideas can make them a valuable political resource.

Think tanks are well established within the British political system. The Centre for Policy Studies, which was founded in 1974, helped set the stage for the election of Margaret Thatcher in 1979. The Institute for Public Policy Research played a similar role for Tony Blair in the 1990s. The existence of think tanks may be nothing new but their numbers and the extent of their political involvement have both grown considerably in recent years. Their increasing strength and presence makes an assessment of their current role timely.
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How do think tanks operate?

Think tanks vary in size, ambition and ways of operating but some generalisations can be made about their activities:


	•  Think tanks publish studies on issues that interest them. These can be justifications for particular policies or explanations of how a think tank believes the business of government should be conducted. For example, in June 2022 the Institute for Government issued ‘How metro mayors can help level up England’. In the same month, the Adam Smith Institute released a paper entitled ‘Countdown: reforming the Cabinet Office’, which explored how to make the Cabinet Office more efficient and effective. It released this paper because it is opposed to bureaucracy and believes that government should be small. Among the suggestions made in the paper was reducing the size of the Cabinet Office by 90%; outsourcing some work currently done by the Cabinet Office to private bodies; and keeping a tighter grip on spending within the Cabinet Office. Sometimes think tanks present original social or economic research and suggest the best responses to the information provided. The Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s 2022 UK Poverty Report was a wide-reaching examination of the causes of poverty and its impacts, including its effects on children, the disabled and those from different ethnic groups.

	•  A few think tanks also publish books. The international affairs think tank, Chatham House, is behind the ‘Insights’ series. These books are intended to provide readers with a better understanding of key international issues confronting policy makers today. For example, 2022 saw the publication of The Justice Laboratory: International Law in Africa by Kerstin Bree Carlson.

	•  Think tanks act as pressure groups, seeking to influence politicians at all levels. Holding meetings with backbench MPs and government ministers enables them to promote their agendas and suggest courses of action.

	•  Think tanks aim to forge close links with media outlets, so that their perspectives and research gain publicity.

	•  Think tanks work to establish themselves as experts in their field, so that the information they provide is respected. Working with academics can help achieve this, as can the recognition gained by being asked to give evidence before select or public bill committees.





How influential are think tanks?

The short answer to this question is ‘more than ever’. Examples and specific information will help to illustrate the extent of their power in Britain today.

Think tanks provide information that government departments draw on when drafting legislation. The three think tanks most often cited in policy documents between 2015 and 2021 were:


	•  The Joseph Rowntree Foundation, which was name-checked in 157 documents, most relating to employment, culture or education. The Joseph Rowntree Foundation is a charity that researches social policy and campaigns on quality of life issues.

	•  The Institute for Fiscal Studies, a research institute with particular interest in taxation, welfare benefits and education, which received citations in 150 documents.

	•  The National Bureau of Economic Research, a non-profit American group, which was mentioned in 130 policy documents.



Think tanks can also directly influence government policy. Under Johnson, the Institute for Economic Affairs and the Legatum Institute did much to guide Brexit policy, including the decision to withdraw from the customs union and the single market when leaving the EU. The Policy Exchange document ‘Rethinking the planning system for the 21st century’ was clearly the primary influence on the Johnson government’s proposals to reform planning laws. That these reforms might not be enacted because of their unpopularity with Conservative voters is a reminder that neither think tanks nor governments can necessarily achieve their aims.

Think tanks do not simply shape specific policies. They help formulate the wider priorities of political parties. The 2019 Conservative election manifesto was co-authored by Robert Colville and Rachel Wolf, both of the Centre for Policy Studies, and Munira Mirza, then working at Number 10’s Policy Unit. The Labour manifesto for the same election owed a debt to both the Institute for Public Policy Research and the New Economics Foundation in its sections on economic and environmental policy. The think tank Autonomy was behind its proposals for a 4-day working week. The fact that some political catchphrases originate from think tanks is also a testament to their success in embedding their perspectives within political debate. It is from Onward that we get the phrases ‘red wall’ and ‘Workington man’, while the expression ‘levelling up’ is thought to come from the Centre for Policy Studies.

The question will always arise of how far think tanks influence policy or how far they have influence simply because their views and those of the government happen to align. Governments are, of course, subject to many pressures and no government is so easily influenced that it would adopt a policy merely because a think tank were enthusiastic about it. There is evidence, however, that, over time, think tanks can normalise ideas that at first seem outlandish and thus set the groundwork for the later acceptance of these policies. For example, the Adam Smith Institute has been arguing since the 1980s that the British government has a responsibility towards Hong Kong nationals. The case made by the Adam Smith Institute for granting British citizenship to residents of Hong Kong has helped foster acceptance for this policy among Conservative MPs and within the media. This eased its introduction in 2021.

Many politicians work for think tanks before entering parliament, and retain close links with their former employers. In 2022, the Institute of Economic Affairs could boast that four of its former employees were at the top of the Johnson government: Priti Patel, Liz Truss, Dominic Raab and Kwasi Kwarteng. During her time in office, Truss held a number of meetings with the Institute for Economic Affairs. Since these meetings are officially considered to be ‘private discussions’ there is no record of what Truss and representatives from the Institute of Economic Affairs discussed. This makes it impossible to judge how the latter might have shaped the former’s thinking. Many of those who advise government ministers also come from think tanks. Andrew Griffith was chair of the advisory board at the Centre for Policy Studies before becoming head of Number 10’s Policy Unit under Johnson in 2022. Both Andrew Gilligan, who advised Johnson on transport, and John Bew, a foreign policy expert employed by the Policy Unit, also spent time at Policy Exchange.

Think tanks have clout within the media partly because some of those who work for them are also employed as political commentators. Robert Colville, for example, is director of the Centre for Policy Studies, and also writes regularly for the Times. Daniel Finkelstein, who chairs the chief advisory board at Onward, is also a Times columnist. The links between think tanks and journalism can be less obvious but still detectable. Ed Miliband’s columns in the Observer have often promoted the work of the Resolution Foundation. The chief executive of that think tank, Torsten Bell, used to be a political advisor to Miliband and the two men remain close.
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Case study 1.1: The King’s Fund 2022

The King’s Fund is an independent health think tank that works with the government, health care professionals, charitable and voluntary organisations and local communities on issues related to health, social care and wellbeing. One of the key projects for the King’s Fund in 2022 concerned the Health and Care Act, passed that same year. The King’s Fund advised the government on aspects of the legislation, which fulfilled one of the think tank’s long-term objectives by better integrating health and social care. After the Health and Care Act was passed through parliament, the King’s Fund devoted resources to explaining and analysing aspects of the law. For example, its May 2022 paper ‘The Health and Care Act: six key questions’ examines how the act has changed health care provision and the practical impacts of this.
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The ten most influential think tanks in the UK, as ranked by Mace Magazine, are shown in Table 1.1. Mace Magazine describes itself as ‘a cross party political magazine… that aims to become the definitive insider guide to British political power, influence and access’.

Table 1.1 The ten most influential think tanks in the UK




	 
	Think tank
	Political orientation
	Key aims





	1
	Centre for Policy Studies
	right of centre
	to champion the free market and the small state



	2
	Policy Exchange
	right of centre
	to formulate policies aimed at improving the delivery of public services, strengthening society and creating a stronger economy



	3
	Institute for Fiscal Studies
	independent
	to consider the impact of economic and social policies on society



	4
	Resolution Foundation
	left of centre
	to support those on low and middle incomes



	5
	Institute for Government
	independent
	to improve the working practices within government



	6
	Institute for Public Policy Research
	left leaning
	to provide education on a wide range of economic, political and social issues, and to alleviate poverty



	7
	Institute of Economic Affairs
	libertarian
	to explain how free economic markets can solve problems facing society



	8
	Adam Smith Institute
	libertarian
	to improve understanding of neo-liberal political responses



	9
	New Economic Foundation
	left leaning
	to champion social, economic and environmental policies that promote just outcomes



	10
	Onward
	right of centre
	to improve the economic chances of those living throughout the UK





Source: https://macemagazine.com/wonk-warriors/



Why are think tanks controversial?

Much of the work done by think tanks takes place in private. There will always be unease about unelected bodies that wield power in ways that are not completely visible, but this sense of unease has increased the longer the Conservative Party has been in power. Johnson’s Conservatives were accused not simply of working with think tanks but of allowing them a level of access to government business unprecedented in previous administrations. Johnson’s actions as secretary of state for foreign affairs perhaps provided a clue to his willingness to do favours for think tanks. In February 2018 Johnson allowed the think tank Initiative for Free Trade to use the Map Room at the Foreign Office for free for their launch event. Sue Grey, the head of ethics at the Cabinet Office, criticised Johnson’s decision, saying that the think tank should have paid the normal commercial rate for the use of the room.
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Case study 1.2: The Atlas Network

Think tanks in the Atlas Network have formed especially close ties with the Conservative government. British and US think tanks collaborate within the Atlas Network, which comprises more than 450 think tanks worldwide. The Atlas Network is controversial for its working methods. Each of the think tanks within the Atlas Network is an independent organisation but they also co-operate with their partners in the network to advance their aims. These working relationships provide the individual think tanks within the Atlas Network with a level of influence and leverage they would almost certainly not have on their own.

For example, the Institute for Economic Affairs, the Legatum Institute and the Initiative for Free Trade worked with US think tanks the American Enterprise Institute and the Heritage Foundation to produce policy documents on Brexit. The subsequent direction of Brexit policy, combined with the fact that Boris Johnson and Michael Gove visited the US for meetings with the American Enterprise Institute and the Heritage Foundation, contributed to a feeling that British policy was being forged elsewhere. The methods used within the Atlas Network are legitimate operational tactics, of which the Atlas Network makes no secret. It has primarily attracted criticism from those on the left politically, who object to the
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How do think tanks assess their role in 2022?






	1  uncertainty about the future direction of politics

	2  the poor standard of public discussion

	3  an insufficiently diverse workforce within the think tank sector

	4  shortage of the money required to fund think tanks

	5  the ongoing problems caused by the Covid-19 pandemic

	6  lack of public trust in think tanks.
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	•  Evaluate the view that the influence that think tanks have over political parties and in parliament undermines democracy in the UK. (Edexcel style, 30 marks)

	•  ‘Think tanks’ influence over political parties and in parliament undermines democracy in the UK.’ Analyse and evaluate this statement. (AQA style, 25 marks)





	•  Think tanks are unelected and unaccountable. Despite this they have enormous power within the political system. For example, the 2019 election manifestos of both major political parties were produced in conjunction with think tanks. The Centre for Policy Studies co-authored the Conservative manifesto. Both the Institute for Public Policy Research and the New Economics Foundation contributed to the Labour manifesto. It should be noted, though, that think tanks are only awarded this power because their views are in line with those political parties who work with them.

	•  The work of think tanks is rarely transparent. They are able to hold private discussions with government ministers and MPs of which no record has to be provided. Liz Truss’s meetings with the Institute for Economic Affairs during her time as prime minister fall into this category.

	•  Think tanks employ academics and experts to research and write policy papers. These provide MPs and governments with high-quality evidence on which to base their decision making and voting choices. Think tanks also provide expert advice through seminars and one-to-one meetings.

	•  Think tanks in the UK represent a whole range of political viewpoints. This enhances democracy by increasing the number of ideas that are discussed and considered.
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	•  ‘How the right’s radical thinktanks reshaped the Conservative Party’, 29 November, 2019, Guardian (www.theguardian.com).

	•  ‘Wonk Warriors: the think tanks that run the show’, Mace Magazine (https://macemagazine.com).

	•  Regulatory alerts, Charity Commission (www.gov.uk).
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