CHAPTER 22

Any Ideas?  Think Tanks and Policy Analysis in Canada

DONALD E. ABELSON
Introduction

At different times and in different contexts, they have been described as brain trusts, idea brokers, laboratories for ideas, public policy research institutes, policy clubs and policy planning organizations. But in the mainstream media and in the academic literature, they are best known as think tanks. Although the vast majority of the world’s 5,000 or more think tanks are located in the United States, most advanced and developing countries count think tanks among the many types of non-governmental organizations that engage in research and analysis. Along with interest groups, trade associations, human rights organizations, advocacy networks and a handful of other bodies, think tanks rely on their expertise and knowledge to influence public opinion and public policy. What has distinguished think tanks in the past from the other organizations mentioned above is their reputation for being objective, scientific and non-partisan. However, in recent years, as think tanks have become more invested in the outcome of key policy debates, their image as scholarly and policy neutral organizations has been called into question. Indeed, by combining policy research with political advocacy, it has become increasingly difficult to differentiate between think tanks, lobbyists, consultants and interest groups.

As think tanks have come to occupy a stronger presence in the policy-making community, academic interest in their role and function has intensified. While some scholars (Rich 2004; Abelson 1996; Stone 1996; McGann 1995; Ricci 1993; Smith 1991; Weaver 1989) have been preoccupied with how and to what extent think tanks have been able to access the highest levels of the American government, others have paid close attention to how think tanks have tried to make an impact in Westminister parliamentary democracies such as 

Canada and Great Britain (Savoie 2003; Baier and Bakvis 2001; Lindquist 1998; and Dobuzinskis 1996). This research has led to several comparative studies in the field (Stone et al 2004, 1998; McGann and Weaver 2000) which have focused on, among other things, the extent to which different political systems facilitate or frustrate the efforts of think tanks to participate in the policy-making process. For example, there have been several recent studies (Abelson 2002; Abelson and Carberry 1998) that have tried to explain why American think tanks enjoy far more visibility and prominence than their Canadian counterparts. I have argued elsewhere (Abelson 2002) that in a country like the United States where political parties are weak, where political power is shared among different branches, and where there is a revolving door between the upper echelons of the bureaucracy and the policy research community, think tanks have multiple opportunities to convey their ideas. Conversely, in Canada where political power is concentrated in the hands of the executive and where strict party discipline is enforced, think tanks have far fewer access points.          

Throughout the chapter, some similarities and differences between Canadian and American think tanks will be highlighted, but this will not be the focus of the study. Rather, the purpose here is two-fold: to examine the diversity of Canadian think tanks and their efforts to inject ideas into the body politic and to discuss how scholars can offer more informed insights about the nature and impact of think tank influence. In providing an overview of Canada’s think tank community, particular emphasis will be placed on the types of policy research and analysis these organizations produce and some of the many projects in which they are engaged. What we will discover is that think tanks in Canada examine a wide range of issues and elect to showcase their findings in different ways. Some think tanks, including C.D. Howe place considerable emphasis on hiring academics from universities to write peer-reviewed studies. Although many of their publications are produced in house, the vast majority are contracted out. By contrast, think tanks such as the Caledon Institute (Battle 2004) rely on their small staff to conduct research and analysis on social policy issues ranging from how to build vibrant communities to the various ways to reduce poverty. And ironically, there are some think tanks that until recently, have produced very little research. Instead of devoting their time and energy to preparing studies, think tanks such as Ottawa’s Public Policy Forum (PPF), prefer building networks between government, and the private and non-profit sectors. In short, think tanks do not place the same priority on providing rigorous policy analysis, nor do they necessarily measure their success by the number of publications they produce. As will be discussed, both think tanks and the scholars that study them have very different notions of what constitutes influence and how it should be assessed. However, if scholars are to make further inroads into this field of inquiry, they can no longer afford to make sweeping and unsubstantiated assertions about how much or little influence think tanks in Canada wield. 

Influence, as will be discussed, is not simply about an individual or organization convincing a policymaker or a group of policymakers to enact legislation compatible with their interests, nor is it about discouraging elected officials from imposing a policy that may have a detrimental impact (Pal and Weaver 2003). If it were, very few think tanks, or other non-governmental organizations for that matter, could claim sole responsibility for having swayed key policy decisions. Scholars who have written detailed case studies of Canadian think tanks (Abelson 2002; Tupper 1993; Lindquist 1989) have concluded that claims of think tank influence have been greatly exaggerated. In virtually every policy field and in every policy debate, there are dozens of individuals and organizations that try to leave an indelible mark on the decision-making process. Still, determining which of these actors played a pivotal role in influencing a final decision often proves futile. Recognizing the complex nature of the policy-making process and the many different roles that think tanks play in it, it is critical to develop a more sophisticated and nuanced understanding of how these organizations achieve policy influence. By acknowledging that influence is not always tied directly to policy outcomes, but can be exercised at other stages of the policy cycle, it will become evident that think tanks in Canada can and have contributed to important policy debates. Think tanks represent but one set of actors competing for power and prestige in an increasingly congested marketplace of ideas, but their unique role often allows them to stand out. 

In the first section of this chapter, the various types of think tanks which have emerged on the Canadian political landscape will be discussed. Four waves or periods of think tank growth will be identified: 1900-45, 1946-70, 1971-89, 1990-2004. Since there is no consensus on what constitutes a think tank, a term coined in the United States during World War II to describe a secure room where policy makers and defense planners could meet, several scholars (Abelson 2002; Stone 1996; McGann 1995; Lindquist 1989; Weaver 1989) have constructed various typologies to identify the different types of organizations that have taken root in the policy research community. To date, most of these typologies have been designed to identify American think tanks. While useful, they have to be modified to better suit the Canadian think tank experience. In this chapter, a modified version of Weaver’s think tank typology will be employed to better understand the nature and diversity of Canadian think tanks. Once the growth of Canadian think tanks has been chronicled, attention will shift to the types of policy analysis conducted at think tanks and the various strategies they employ to share their findings with appropriate stakeholders and target audiences.  In the final section, some suggestions on how to measure or assess the impact of think tanks during different stages of the policy-making process will be offered.        

Classifying Think Tanks

In his study, Weaver (1989) identified three types of American think tanks which he labelled universities without students, government contractors and advocacy think tanks. In Table 1, the distinguishing characteristics of these types of think tanks are highlighted. With some modifications, Weaver’s typology can also be useful in studying the Canadian think tank community. As will be discussed, although Canada is not home to such prominent policy research institutions as Brookings or the Hoover Institution, it has several organizations that resemble those found in the United States.

Insert Table 1   
By identifying the different types of think tanks that exist in the United States and in Canada, it is possible for scholars to better understand why some institutions are better positioned and equipped to engage in short, medium or long-term policy analysis. In other words, the mandate and resources of think tanks, not to mention the priority they assign to policy research and political advocacy, influence significantly both the direction and substance of their research. For example, advocacy think tanks should not be expected to produce highly detailed and technical research when one of their primary goals is to gain access to policy-makers and the media. Since journalists and policy-makers rarely have the time or the inclination to sift through several hundred page studies, staff at advocacy think tanks provide their major target audiences with short and timely policy briefs. By contrast, think tanks that are more interested in stimulating debate within the academic community and in the senior levels of the bureaucracy, tend to invest far more resources in hiring experts who are capable of producing the type of sophisticated policy analysis that key stakeholders require. Put simply, think tanks must draw on the resources they require to respond to the needs of those they are trying to reach, a subject that we will return to shortly.

In the following section, a brief overview of the types of think tanks that have emerged in Canada since the early 1900s will be provided. Although this section provides little more than a snapshot of Canada’s think tank community, it does allow scholars to better acquaint themselves with the diversity and expertise available at some of the nation’s leading policy research institutions. This section will also help to explain why we cannot assume or expect all think tanks to engage in rigorous policy analysis. 

The Canadian Think Tank Experience

The First Wave, 1900-45

Despite the emergence of several prominent American research institutions in the early 1900s, including the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (1910), the Institute for Government Research (1916, which merged with two other organizations to form the Brookings Institution in 1927), the Hoover Institution (1919) and the Council on Foreign Relations (1921), think tanks were noticeably absent in Canada during this period.  There were a handful of relatively small organizations concerned about Canadian foreign policy including the Canadian Institute of International Affairs (CIIA), established in 1928 as the first off-shoot of the British Institute of International Affairs (BIIA, later the Royal Institute of International Affairs (RIIA)), but even the CIIA was created more as an influential group of Canadians interested in the study of international affairs and Canada’s role in it, than as a policy research institution dedicated to the study of world affairs. There were also some organizations committed to the study of domestic policy, including the National Council on Child and Family Welfare. This organization led to the creation in 1920 of the Canadian Council on Social Development. Still with few exceptions, the think tank landscape in Canada remained relatively barren until the post-war period (Abelson 2002, 24-25)

INSERT TABLE 2

The Second Wave, 1946-70

Several think tanks emerged in Canada in the decades following World War II, including the Toronto-based Canadian Tax Foundation (CTF) founded in 1946 by representatives of the national law and accounting societies to conduct and sponsor research on taxation. Eight years later, a branch office of the New York-based Conference Board  was established in Montreal to serve its Canadian members. The Conference Board of Canada has since evolved into Canada’s largest policy institute with over two hundred staff and a budget exceeding $30 million. In 1954, the Atlantic Provinces Economic Council (APEC) was formed to promote economic development in the Atlantic region. And in 1958, the Private Planning Association of Canada (PPAC) was founded as a counterpart to the National Planning Association (NPA) in the United States. PPAC was created by ‘business and labour leaders to undertake research and educational activities on economic policy issues.’

The growth of think tanks in post-war Canada did not end there. The Vanier Institute of the Family was established in 1965 by Governor-General Georges Vanier and Madame Pauline Vanier to study ‘the demographic, economic, social and health influences on contemporary family life.’ (Abelson 2000, 30) And in 1968 the Parliamentary Centre for Foreign Affairs was created to provide research support to parliamentary committees and government departments examining various foreign policy issues.

By the early 1960s, the Canadian government also began to demonstrate interest in creating several research institutes. During this period, as Laurent Dobuzinskis points out in his chapter, several government councils were formed, including the Economic Council of Canada (1963), the Science Council of Canada (1966), the National Council of Welfare (1968) and the Law Reform Commission of Canada (1970). Despite operating at arm’s length to its employer, tensions between the councils and various governments eventually began to surface. The system of parliamentary and responsible government was simply not conducive to allowing organs of the state, no matter how independent, to express views on public policy that were at variance with government priorities and policies. In 1992, the federal government took drastic measures to sever its institutional ties with the various councils. In that year’s budget, the Mulroney government disbanded close two to dozen policy institutes including the Economic Council of Canada, the Science Council of Canada, the Law Reform Commission and the Canadian Institute for International Peace and Security. 
The Third Wave 1971-1989

Three distinct waves of think tank development were beginning to emerge in Canada during this period. First, by the late 1960s, the federal government came to realize the potential benefits of having a large independent research institute in Canada, similar to the Brookings Institution.  In 1968, Prime Minister Trudeau commissioned Ronald Ritchie to consider the feasibility of creating such an independent interdisciplinary policy institute. The report, submitted the following year, led to the creation of the Institute for Research on Public Policy in 1972 (now based in Montreal) with endowment funding from the federal government and plans to receive additional support form the private sector and provincial governments. 

Second, four established organizations underwent significant transitions into modern think tanks during this period and several new ones were created: the Canadian Welfare Council established in 1920 was transformed into a social policy institute called  the Canadian Council on Social Development (CCSD); the small Montreal office of the New York-based Conference Board relocated to Ottawa which contributed to its growing expertise in developing economic forecasting models for both the public and private sectors; and the C.D. Howe Research Institute was formed in 1973 following a merger of the Private Planning Association of Canada (PPAC) and the C.D. Howe Memorial Foundation to become a centre for short-term economic policy analysis. Finally, the profile of the Canadian Tax Foundation increased significantly during the early 1970s due to a national debate stimulated by the Royal Commission on Taxation (Abelson 2000, 32).  

Several new think tanks in Canada were established as well. In the area of foreign policy, two new think tanks opened their doors in 1976: the Ottawa-based North-South Institute which currently receives the bulk of its funding from the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) to examine development issues, and the Canadian Institute of Strategic Studies in Toronto. In addition, the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy was formed in 1981 to advance ‘the role and interests of the charitable sector for the benefit of Canadian communities.’ (Abelson 2000, 33) Moreover, following Prime Minister Trudeau’s ‘north-south’ initiative, the federal government agreed to establish and fund the Canadian Institute for International Peace and Security (CIIPS) in 1984. CIIPS was neither a government council, nor as it discovered in 1992, as independent as the Institute for Research on Public Policy. The Mackenzie Institute, known for ita work on terrorism and extremist political movements became part of Canada’s think tank landscape in 1986 and in 1987, the Public Policy Forum was established to improve public policy-making by providing a forum for representatives from the public, private and non-profit sectors to consider a wide range of policy initiatives. Three years later, the Institute on Governance was formed to promote effective governance. Among other things, it advises the Canadian government and those of developing nations about how to better manage public services. It also serves as a broker for Canadian agencies seeking to assist governments in the developing world.

Third, several institutions devoted to the advocacy of particular points of view, reflecting the most significant ‘wave’ of U.S. think tank growth, also made their presence felt in this period. The Canada West Foundation was established in Calgary in 1971 to inject Western perspectives on national policy debates. The Fraser Institute was created in 1974 to promote the virtues of free-market economics. And in 1979, the Canadian Institute for Economic Policy was formed by Walter Gordon, a former liberal finance minister, to sponsor a five-year research program revolving around the themes of economic nationalism. The following year, the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA) was established by supporters of social democratic principles to counter the influence of the Fraser Institute. The CCPA has worked closely with the leadership of the New Democratic Party and several public advocacy coalitions, including the Council of Canadians to convey its concerns on issues ranging from the North American Free Trade Agreement to the latest round of WTO negotiations. The trend toward more advocacy-driven think tanks also appealed to the Progressive Conservative party. Following their defeat in 1980, several party members supported the creation of a think tank on economic, social, and international issues, but the initiative foundered when the party chose a new leader. (Abelson 2000, 34)  

The Fourth Wave? 1990-2004

Legacy-based think tanks represent the latest type of think tank to emerge in the United States and include among their ranks the (Jimmy) Carter Center at Emory University (1982) and the Washington-based (Richard) Nixon Center for Peace and Freedom (1994). As the name suggests, they have developed a wide range of research programs to help advance the legacies of their founders. Vanity think tanks, by contrast, appear more concerned with engaging in political advocacy and are particularly interested in generating or at the very least repackaging ideas which will help lend intellectual credibility to the political platforms of politicians, a function no longer performed adequately by mainstream political parties (Baier and Bakvis 2001).  

In theory, there are few barriers to creating vanity or legacy-based think tanks in Canada. However, with the possible exceptions of the C.D. Howe Institute named after its founder, a former liberal cabinet minister and the Pearson-Shoyama Institute (created in Ottawa in 1993 to examine issues related to citizenship and multiculturalism and named after former Prime Minister Lester Pearson and former federal deputy finance minister Thomas Shoyama), such institutes have not yet emerged in significant numbers. In an odd sort of way, the closest examples of legacy think tanks were the Canadian Institute for Economic Policy, formed as noted, by a former finance minister to further his ideas on economic nationalism, and the Canadian Institute for International Peace and Security whose creation was largely inspired by Prime Minister Trudeau’s 1984 north-south initiative. Nevertheless, none of these think tanks can be construed as committed to promoting the legacy of their namesakes. 

A more significant trend in Canada in the past decade has been the privatization of existing government research capacity. In 1992, the Caledon Institute of Social Policy was created in Ottawa with support from the Maytree Foundation to enable Ken Battle, a former executive director of the National Council of Welfare to develop a research agenda without the constraints of serving a government council. Furthermore, in 1994, the Canadian Policy Research Networks Inc. was created by Judith Maxwell, the former head of the Economic Council of Canada to sponsor longer-term, interdisciplinary policy research programs on social and economic policy issues, and to lever research capabilities from across Canada. In addition to these think tanks, four other institutes were recently created:  the Atlantic Institute for Market Studies (1994), the Canadian Council for International Peace and Security (1995) which evolved from the Canadian Centre for Arms Control and Development and the Canadian Centre for Global Security, the Centre for the Study of Living Standards (1995) and the Canadian Centre for Foreign Policy Development (1996), currently housed in the Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade (DFAIT).

The emergence of several aforementioned think tanks was influenced by important and telling developments in public sector think tanks. As noted, the federal government, as part of the first wave of serious budget cutting in 1992, eliminated the Economic Council of Canada, the Science Council of Canada, the Law Reform Commission of Canada, and the Canadian Institute for International Peace and Security -- only the tiny National Council of Welfare was left untouched. The creation of the Caledon Institute and the Canadian Policy Research Networks were direct reactions to these developments. The irony was that the government justified its decision not simply in terms of savings, but also because of the great number of nonprofit think tanks that had emerged in Canada since the 1960s. Among other things, Prime Minister Mulroney and his colleagues argued that in the 1990s, there was sufficient policy capacity located outside government to supplement the research needs of federal departments and agencies, a claim widely disputed in the media and in some academic circles. (Abelson and Lindquist 1998)  

In reviewing these ‘waves or periods’ of think tank growth, it is important to keep in mind that each new wave of think tanks has not supplanted those institutions that preceded it, but rather added new patches to an already complex and colourful tapestry. At the same time, however, a more crowded marketplace of ideas has increased competition for funding and modified the practices of the older institutions, creating a greater awareness of the need to make findings accessible to and easily digestible by policymakers. In short, the institutes that comprise the think tank community in Canada may have been created at different times and with different goals in mind, but they recognize the importance of adopting the most effective strategies to convey their ideas. 

Determining how to properly market ideas is a task normally assigned to think tank directors. Scholars working at think tanks are expected to conduct research on various topics and to make policy recommendations. But in the final analysis, it is the role of senior administrators to determine how best to convert their institute’s products into policy influence. Before delving into some of the many strategies that Canadian think tanks employ to promote their ideas, it is important to focus more closely on the type of policy analysis conducted at think tanks and the nature of the publications they produce. This will serve to better illustrate the enormous diversity of Canada’s think tank community.

Think Tanks at Work

As mentioned, think tanks in Canada differ enormously in terms of staff size, budget, areas of research, ideological orientation, funding models and publication programs. While think tanks share a common desire to influence public opinion and public policy, how and to what extent they become involved at different stages of the policy cycle is profoundly influenced by their mandate, resources and priorities. Although it is generally assumed that research and analysis is the hallmark of think tanks, we cannot expect all institutes to assign the highest priority to this function. This may in part explain why some think tanks in Canada have very few, if any, PhD’s among their ranks. While a doctorate is the minimum requirement for admission to America’s premier research institutions including Brookings and Rand, at most Canadian think tanks, it is the exception not the rule. Several factors, including low salaries and the high demand for freshly minted PhD’s at Canadian universities may account for this, but the final result is the same. The majority of think tanks in Canada do not have policy experts who have been trained to produce rigorous academic research. Moreover, as noted in the introduction to this volume, even if think tanks in Canada had a surplus of staff with advanced degrees, we cannot assume that all organizations would be committed to undertaking sophisticated research and analysis. How much emphasis think tanks place on research and analysis may be a reflection of the type of staff they have assembled, but it depends ultimately on how they see their role in the policy-making community. In short, think tanks that are more advocacy-oriented have few incentives to engage in rigorous academic research. The same cannot be said for more research-driven think tanks whose credibility rests on the quality of their studies. Even if we assume that all think tanks assign the highest priority to producing academic research, we cannot take for granted that they all have the resources to mount an extensive research program. Unlike in the United States where think tanks such as the Brookings Institution, the Hoover Institution and Rand can draw on multimillion-dollar budgets to sustain multiple research projects, in Canada, there are few think tanks that are in a position to support a high profile research program. Limited resources place enormous constraints on what think tanks in this country can provide.     
Documenting the type of research and analysis in which think tanks are involved requires little effort. We need simply to access their websites and compile a list of ongoing projects. For example, the Canadian Council on Social Development has focussed recently on the well-being of Canadian children and families. By contrast, the Canadian Institute of International Affairs is concerned about several foreign policy issues, including rebuilding societies in crisis and the Canadian Tax Foundation is preoccupied with figuring out new finance options for local governments. The considerable range of topics being explored confirms that think tanks are trying to carve out their own niche.  It also confirms that there is no identifiable trend in terms of research being conducted. Although the type of funding think tanks receive may influence the direction of their research, in the final analysis, the organizations must set their own research agenda. For some, including the Canada West Foundation and the Atlantic Provinces Economic Council, this has meant concentrating on regional political and economic issues. Yet, for others such as C.D. Howe, Fraser and IRPP, this has meant trying to identify emerging national issues, including reforming the constitution and the health care system. Some think tanks list a handful of projects while others indicate that they have over 200 on the go. Moreover, while some of the analysis undertaken at think tanks is highly technical, particularly the long-range economic forecasting models developed at the Conference Board of Canada, much of it is of a more general nature such as Canadian Centre for Policy Alternative’s work on the environmental and social implications of free trade. 

In this volume, several authors have discussed the types of analytical approaches and models that are employed by staff at various federal and provincial government agencies and departments and at a host of non-governmental organizations.  What Vining, Boardman, Stritch and others discovered is that there is little consistency in how public policy issues are studied and analyzed (See Chapters 3, 8, 9 and 18).  The same can be said for how research and analysis is conducted at  Canada’s think tanks.  Some think tanks, including C.D. Howe rely heavily on quantitative approaches to the study of policy analysis, whereas others, such as the Caledon Institute and the Canadian Institute of Strategic Studies draw more heavily on qualitative methods.  Moreover, unlike some political science departments that have developed a reputation for expertise in Critical Theory or in Game Theory, few think tanks in Canada are known for embracing a particular methodological approach to study public policy.  Indeed, as noted, the range of research products generated at think tanks is as diverse as the think tank community itself.     

Unfortunately, tracking the types of projects being conducted at think tanks tells us little about how many resources are devoted to each initiative and what form the final product will take. For this information, it is generally helpful to study the annual reports of think tanks to ascertain what percentage of their budget is allocated for research and publications, a clear indication of an institute’s priorities. Studying the types of publications think tanks produce can also provide some insight into the nature of these organizations. In recent years, the trend has been to move away from book-length studies to shorter analyses, a recognition in part that policy-makers, opinion leaders and journalists much prefer to skim through brief reports than highly technical and lengthy studies on various policy issues (Laskin and Plumbtre 2001).  In this sense, many Canadian think tanks have followed the lead of their American counterparts by becoming more advocacy-oriented.  As the Heritage Foundation has demonstrated, providing brief reports to policy-makers and journalists can have a much greater impact in shaping public opinion and public policy than producing weighty volumes that gather dust on bookshelves. The obvious advantage for think tanks is that it allows them to comment on important issues in a timely fashion, a quality that makes them attractive to the 24 hour news media. The media, as   Catherine Murray points out in her chapter, rely on various external sources of policy expertise to produce its own policy analysis. The downside for think tanks courting the media is that by following the most trendy political issues, they have less time to focus on the long-term interests of the nation. The consequences of making an institutional shift from policy research to political advocacy cannot be ignored. 

In theory, policy-makers in Canada turn to think tanks for advice and expertise because few bureaucratic departments and agencies have the luxury of engaging in long-term strategic analysis. They certainly do not rely on think tanks because of their financial and staff resources. After all, most Canadian think tanks have approximately a dozen staff and a budget hovering around $1 million, hardly competition for the well-healed bureaucracy. What many bureaucratic departments lack however, is the opportunity to think about how policy issues might play out over several years. In short, what think tanks can offer is the time to reflect and to think critically about important policy matters. Yet, as think tanks have become more concerned about responding to the short-term needs of policymakers and journalists, they have sacrificed their strategic advantage. By focussing on quick response policy research, think tanks have in effect given up what they could do best- providing an independent and informed perspective on a wide range of issues. The result is that much of the analysis think tanks produce reflects the immediate concerns of policy-makers and opinion leaders, not the long-term needs of the country.        

Having said this, it is not at all clear that policy-makers are overly concerned about the direction think tanks have taken. While elected officials and career civil servants might not be able to draw as much on think tanks for their long-term expertise, they can and do rely on them for other purposes. As Abelson (2000, 144-61) and Lindquist (1989, 227) discovered in their research on the involvement of think tanks in various public policy debates, policy-makers can benefit by aligning themselves with think tanks because they are seen as operating at arm’s length from government. In short, because of their image as independent and non-profit research centres, think tanks can offer policy-makers an element of credibility that they themselves might lack. In doing so, they can serve the needs of government, but not in the way one might imagine. Despite the preoccupation of think tanks in providing timely advice, many continue to produce a variety of publications. Think tanks publish books (usually edited collections), conference papers, opinion magazines, newsletters, occasional papers and on-line reports. In fact, many think tanks prefer to post their publications on-line than to incur the expense of printing hundreds of documents. Allowing readers to download publications also provides think tanks with an indication of which projects are in greatest demand. 

The sheer number of publications distributed by think tanks may tell us which organizations are the most productive, but it says little about the quality of their work and the contribution made to important policy debates. Publishing dozens of studies each year might look impressive in an annual report, but if journalists, academics and policy-makers are not reading and commenting on them, think tanks cannot in good conscience claim to have had an impact. That is why scholars who study think tanks must pay close attention to how institutes involved in particular policy debates have sought to convey their ideas and whether their views have indeed found a welcome audience. 

As the number of think tanks in Canada have grown since the early 1970s, many journalists and political pundits have assumed that their influence is on the rise. Indeed, given the frequency with which think tank staff are quoted by the print and broadcast media, we are often left with the impression that these organizations are largely responsible for shaping Canada’s political and economic agenda. Although it is difficult to assess how much or little influence think tanks wield in the policy-making process, it is nonetheless possible to make informed judgments about the nature of their influence. 

Of all the public uses of think tank influence, none is more visible than the efforts of think tanks to secure access to the media. As will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter, since directors of think tanks often equate media exposure with policy influence, many devote considerable resources to enhancing their public profile. By ensuring that they are regularly quoted in the print and broadcast media, think tanks seek to create the impression that they play a critical role in shaping public policy. However, as we will discover below, while it is important for think tanks to communicate their views to the public on television broadcasts or on the op-ed (opposite the editorial page) pages of Canadian newspapers, media exposure does not necessarily translate into policy influence. Generating media attention may enable some think tanks to share their research findings with the public and with policymakers, but it does not necessarily guarantee that their views will have a lasting impact on important policy debates.

Competing in the Marketplace of Ideas

Testifying before a high profile parliamentary committee or publishing a study on a controversial domestic or foreign policy issue may attract attention in some policy-making circles, but it is unlikely to generate the amount of exposure an appearance on the CBC or CTV evening news or an op-ed article (opposite the editorial page) in The National Post or The Globe and Mail would. This may explain why some Canadian think tanks assign a higher priority to their media profile than to their research output.  It might also explain why the competition between think tanks for media exposure is so intense. As Patricia Linden (1987, 100) notes:

[For think tanks to compete], their ideas must be communicated; otherwise the oracles of tankdom wind up talking to themselves. The upshot is an endless forest of communiques; reports, journals, newsletters, Op-Ed articles, press releases, books and educational materials. The rivalry for attention is fierce; so much so that the analysts have come out of their think tanks to express opinions on lecture and TV circuits, at seminars and conferences, and press briefings.

Securing access to the media on a regular basis provides think tanks with a valuable opportunity to help shape public opinion and public policy. At the very least, media exposure allows think tanks to plant seeds in the mind of the electorate that overtime may develop into a full-scale public policy debate. For instance, by discussing her institute’s study on the problems confronting day care centres in Canada on the CBC and CTV evening news, Judith Maxwell reminded policy makers and the public of the need to provide better funding for and more spaces in day care facilities. Although Maxwell’s institute, the CPRN, Inc., is not the first organization to raise this issue, its well publicized study sparked further policy discussions. In doing so, it accomplished some of its goals.

In addition to contributing to the public dialogue, think tanks understand that media exposure helps foster the illusion of policy influence, a currency they have a vested interest in accumulating. The Fraser Institute is just one of many think tanks which equates media exposure with policy influence. Although the Fraser Institute’s former Chairman Alan F. Campney acknowledged in the Institute’s 1976 Annual Report that it ‘is almost as difficult to measure the effects of the Institute’s work as it is to ascertain what Canada’s economic problems are,’ (Abelson 2002, 83) Fraser has consistently relied on media coverage to assess its impact. According to its 25 year retrospective, ‘One of the indicators the Institute has used from its inception [to measure performance] is media coverage. How many mentions does an Institute book receive in daily newspapers?  How many minutes of airtime do Institute authors and researchers receive during interviews?’ (Abelson 2002, 83).

The potential benefits of being a guest commentator on a national newscast or radio program or publishing op-ed articles on a regular basis are vast. Not only does it bode well for think tank scholars looking for a broader audience to convey their ideas, but it can also help promote the goals of the institutions they represent It is not difficult to understand why think tanks covet media attention. After all, as the Fraser Institute, C.D. Howe and other think tanks have discovered, media coverage can and does play a critical role in allowing institutes to effectively market their research products. 

Thus far, we have provided an overview of the think tank community in Canada and the importance they assign to marketing their ideas. In the final section, we will shift the focus of our discussion to some of the many difficulties scholars experience in assessing their impact. By doing so, we can begin to lay the groundwork for how to better understand what think tanks do and how best to evaluate their performance.  

Think Tanks and Policy Influence

Think tanks in Canada may have modest resources, particularly when compared to America’s largest think tanks, but they are rarely bashful when it comes to talking about their influence. On its website, the Institute for Research on Public Policy flashes a June 1992 quote from Maclean’s claiming that it is  ‘...the country’s most influential think tank.’ This news must have come as a shock to Michael Walker of the Fraser Institute who remarked around the time that ‘The Fraser Institute has played a central role in most policy developments during the last decade.’ (Abelson 2002, 86). And more recently, Opposition Leader Stephen Harper commented (AIMS 2004) that, ‘dollar for dollar, AIMS (The Atlantic Institute of Market Studies) is the best think tank in Canada.’ Interesting enough, in making these bold claims, no one bothered to explain what criteria they or others used to evaluate the influence of their favourite think tank.  

To a large extent, evaluating think tank influence is notoriously difficult because directors of policy institutes, not to mention the scholars and journalists who write about them, have different perceptions of what constitutes influence and how it can best be obtained. As noted, for some think tank directors, the amount of media exposure their institute generates or the number of publications they produce or are downloaded from their website, is indicative of how much influence they wield. Conversely, some think tank administrators rely on other performance indicators such as the size of their budget, or the number of studies they publish to assess their impact. What makes evaluating think tank influence even more difficult is that the policy-makers, academics and journalists who subscribe to think tank publications or attend conferences they sponsor, invariably have different impressions of the usefulness or relevance of their work. As a result, scholars cannot assume that think tanks measure influence in the same way, nor can they assume that policy-makers and other consumers of their products use similar criteria to evaluate their products. 

Even if think tanks used the same performance indicators and assigned the same priority to becoming involved at each stage of the policy-making process, scholars would still have to overcome numerous methodological obstacles to measure accurately their influence in public policy. Since dozens of individuals and organizations seek to influence policy debates through various channels, tracing the origin of a policy idea becomes problematic. In an increasingly crowded political arena, it is often difficult to isolate the voice or voices that made a difference.  Moreover, it can take months, if not years, before an idea proposed by a think tank or any other non-governmental organization for that matter, has any discernible impact on policy-makers. Indeed, by the time a policy initiative is introduced, it may not even resemble a think tank’s initial proposal. 

Directors of think tanks can and often do provide anecdotal evidence to flaunt how much influence their institute’s wield, but such pronouncements offer little insight into the relevance of think tanks in the policy-making process. Claiming to have influence is far simpler than documenting how it was achieved. Rather than assuming that in general think tanks have influence or that some think tanks have more influence than others, we should evaluate which think tanks in Canada appear to be involved most actively at key stages of the policy-making process. Before doing this, it is important to keep a few things in mind.

First, as this chapter has demonstrated, no two think tanks in Canada are exactly alike. They have different mandates, resources and most importantly, different priorities. While helping to frame the parameters of key policy debates is a priority for some think tanks, including the Fraser Institute, other think tanks such as the Caledon Institute and CPRN, Inc., may place a higher priority on working with senior officials in the bureaucracy. And still other think tanks, including C.D. Howe and IRPP, may prefer to work closely with the academic community to help draw attention to a particular issue. If we acknowledge that think tanks indeed have different priorities and seek to become involved in the policy-making process in different ways, we can then begin to understand how to assess their influence. For example, if a group of think tanks admit that attracting national media exposure is the most important priority, we can use various databases to determine which organizations generated the lion’s share of attention. Alternatively, if the same group of think tanks acknowledge that publishing their findings is the highest priority, we can use a different set of indicators to evaluate their output. In short, identifying a think tank’s priorities allows scholars to employ useful and appropriate methods to evaluate their performance.

Such an approach would be useful in assessing how much visibility think tanks enjoy in the public sphere and in the academic and policy communities. However, to acquire a more thorough understanding of how think tanks interact with policymakers, scholars would have to draw on various conceptual models and frameworks commonly employed in the field of public policy and public administration. A policy community framework, for example, would help scholars to identify the various non-governmental organizations (including think tanks) and governmental bodies that have coalesced around a particular policy issue. Moreover, Kingdon’s work on agenda setting (1984) would go a long way in assisting scholars to isolate where in the policy cycle think tanks have had the greatest impact. These approaches could also be supplemented with interviews and questionnaires distributed to key stakeholders who are in a position to evaluate the contribution of think tanks to different policy issues. 

By thinking more critically about how to assess influence, scholars can paint a more accurate picture of what think tanks do and how they participate in the policy-making process. Understanding the nature of think tank influence is not a simple endeavour, but it is one that needs to be undertaken. The alternative - to assume that think tanks have influence by virtue of their size and/or media profile- does little to advance our knowledge in the field. If we are prepared to acknowledge that the policy-making process is complex, then we must also be prepared to accept that the organizations that seek to shape it must navigate their way through a complicated and crowded environment. It is this ongoing struggle to convey ideas to policy-makers and to the public that makes think tanks so interesting to study

Conclusion

Policy influence, as noted, is not simply about achieving desirable outcomes. It is a process which allows various individuals and organizations to exchange ideas with journalists, academics, members of the attentive public and policy-makers throughout government. But it is important to remember that this process does not occur overnight, but may take months and years to unfold. If seen in this light, it would be difficult to ignore the contribution think tanks in Canada have made to shaping public policy and public opinion. Through their publications, testimony before parliamentary committees, workshops and conferences, and discussions in the media, think tanks have shared their ideas, both good and bad, with different audiences. On the other hand, if scholars continue to adhere to a rigid definition of influence whereby only those organizations and individuals who can legitimately take credit for altering a policy decision are considered important, than few think tanks would receive a passing grade. 

In recent years, think tanks have become more preoccupied with political advocacy. However, they cannot afford to relinquish their commitment to policy analysis. After all, it is their ability to think about policy issues in novel ways that makes them unique. In Canada, as Susan Phillips and Kimberly Speers explore in their respective chapters in this book, there is an abundant supply of interest groups, advocacy coalitions, lobbyists, consultants and other groups intent on imposing their will on the electorate. Policymakers do not need more organizations that are motivated to advance their own interests. They require organizations, including think tanks, that can better serve the public interest.        

Table 1

Classifying Think Tanks

	Category
	Nature of Policy Analysis
	Personnel
	Research Products
	Funding

	
	
	
	
	

	Universities without students
	Medium and Long-term research and analysis. 
	Majority of policy experts hold PhDs or other advanced degrees. Most have had government experience.
	Focus on book-length studies, academic journals and occasional papers.
	Rely on funding from government, philanthropic foundations, corporations and individual donors.

	Government Contractors
	Short and Medium-term research and analysis.
	Majority of policy experts hold PhDs and other advanced degrees. Many have had government and private sector experience.
	Technical reports and studies for government departments and agencies, conference papers, etc.
	Funding comes primarily from government and private sector.

	Advocacy Think Tanks
	Short and Medium term research. Emphasis on ‘quick response’ policy research. Emphasis on marketing ideas, not developing them.
	Some policy experts hold PhDs and other advanced degrees. Tend to recruit younger personnel directly out of university.
	Mixture of books, articles, opinion magazines. Emphasis on brief reports and memos circulated to policy-makers and the media.
	Little or no funding from government. Funds raised from philanthropic foundations, corporations, and individual donors.


	Policy Clubs
	Little emphasis on policy research and analysis. Interested in providing a forum for policy discussions.
	Few PhD’s. Some staff with graduate degrees and previous government experience.
	Academic Journals, Conference papers.
	Funding from private sector, government and corporate and individual donors.

	Government Councils
	Medium and Long-term research and analysis.
	Most staff hold advanced degrees.
	Technical papers, reports, studies.
	Funding from government.

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Table 1 

A Selected Profile of Canadian Think Tanks In Chronological Order

	Institution
	Location
	Date

Founded
	Staff
	Budget Category 

(2003-04) $Millions 

	Canadian Council on Social Development
	Ottawa
	1920
	24
	1.5-3

	Canadian Institute of International Affairs
	Toronto
	1928
	9
	.5-1.5

	Canadian Tax Foundation
	Toronto
	1945
	27 
	3-5

	Conference Board of Canada
	Ottawa
	1954
	200 
	>30

	Science Council of Canada

(DEFUNCT) (figures for 1992)
	Ottawa
	1963
	29
	2-5

	Economic Council of Canada

(DEFUNCT) (figures for 1992)
	Ottawa
	1963
	118
	> 10

	Vanier Institute of the Family
	Ottawa
	1965
	9
	1

	National Council of Welfare
	Ottawa
	1968
	5
	< 1

	Parliamentary Centre
	Ottawa
	1968
	24
	1-2

	Canada West Foundation
	Calgary
	1971
	13 
	1.5

	Institute for Research on Public Policy
	Montreal
	1972
	19
	2-3

	C.D. Howe Institute
	Toronto
	1973
	13
	1.5-3

	The Fraser Institute
	Vancouver
	1974
	48
	6-7

	Canadian Institute of Strategic Studies
	Toronto
	1976
	3
	< 1

	The North-South Institute
	Ottawa
	1976
	20
	1.5-3

	Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives
	Ottawa
	1980
	20
	
.5-1.5

	Canadian Institute for International Peace and Security (DEFUNCT)(figures for 1992)
	Ottawa
	1984 
	12
	5-10

	Mackenzie Institute
	Toronto
	1986
	3
	< 1

	Public Policy Forum
	Ottawa
	1986
	26
	3-4

	Institute on Governance
	Ottawa
	1990
	15
	1.5-3

	Caledon Institute for Social Policy
	Ottawa
	1992
	5
	1-2

	Pearson-Shoyama Institute
	Ottawa
	1993
	2
	< 1

	Canadian Policy Research Network
	Ottawa
	1994
	29
	4-5

	Atlantic Institute for Market Studies
	Halifax
	1994
	8
	
<1

	Canadian Council for International Peace and Security (formerly Canadian Centre for Global Security and Canadian Centre for Arms Control and Disarmament)
	Ottawa
	1995
	3
	< 1

	Canadian Centre for Foreign Policy Development
	Ottawa
	1996
	6
	2-5


These data have been obtained through various think tank websites and correspondence with their staff.
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