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The New Networks of Knowledge:  
Think Tanks and the Transnationalization of 
Governance 

By Diane Stone 

More often than not, studies of thinks tanks have addressed their role in society and 

politics at the nation-state level.  This neglects an increasingly important component 

of think tank activity.  These organizations are fast building regional and 

international networks.  While think tank networks are not new, over the past two 

decades the scale and density of exchange within these networks has mounted 

significantly and include a more globally diverse range of organizations.  

It is worthwhile to distinguish between firstly, think tank networks and secondly, 

policy networks in which think tanks are only one type of actor.  Think tank 

networks are composed of research institutes and policy centres that are 

organizationally similar in structure and general objectives.  Such networks exclude 

other non-state actors such as NGOs, private firms and professional associations.  By 

contrast, ‘policy network’ is a conceptual category to describe co-ordinated patterns 

of interaction to inform or make policy at local, national and transnational levels.  

Think Tank Networks 

International networks of think tanks have coalesced around common areas of 

interest and policy themes as well as around ideology.  An early example of 

networking came from the institutes of international affairs in Europe and the USA 

that formed after the Versailles settlement.  They maintained lines of communication 

until such efforts tapered off towards World War Two. In the 1930s and 1940s, 

sister institutes of Chatham House were founded in the Commonwealth countries of 

Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and at later dates in India, Nigeria, Trinidad and 
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Tobago although today the relationship between these ‘sister’ institutes is as 

attenuated as the Commonwealth.   

Today, numerous networks are apparent.  Some examples of free market institutes 

will suffice. The International Center for Economic Growth (www.ICEG.org) acts as 

a ‘clearing-house’ for the work produced by hundreds of market-oriented think tanks 

that it counts as its 'member institutes'.  Likewise, the Stockholm Stockholm 

Network brings together more than 130 market-oriented think tanks from across 

Europe.  

Aside from ideology, another organizing principle can be seen in the Evidence Based 

Policy in Development (http://www.ebpdn.org/). This is a capacity building network 

providing technical assistance, web-based support and advice for policy institutes in 

the developing world to improve their prospects for influencing policy and 

promoting pro-poor agendas.  

The Global Development Network (GDN) convened by the World Bank and a 

number of other international organizations is an extensive global forum for think 

tanks, research institutes and development researchers concerned with economic 

reform and development issues (www.gdnet.org). Claiming to be multi-disciplinary it 

is nevertheless dominated by development economists in composition, research 

agendas and award giving.  GDN is unusual in that it started its existence as a project 

inside the World Bank until it was ‘spun-off’ as an independent non-governmental 

organization in response to criticism of other stakeholders and donors. In 2007 it 

made the remarkable move from NGO status to become an intergovernmental 

organization.  With a secretariat of international civil servants, the GDN has 

developed into a bureaucracy more than a network, with institutes and development 

researchers in its ambit regarded more as ‘clients’ rather than ‘members’ as originally 

envisaged. 
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Think tank networks are particularly noticeable at the regional level.  In many cases, 

such networks are a reflection of shared historical conditions, ties of language and 

ethnicity, and of encountering similar or trans-border policy problems. In the 

transition countries of Eastern and Central Europe, shared interests in privatisation 

and political reform has propelled think tank networking. A good example is 

PASOS, headquartered in Prague with 31 member institutes operating in 23 

countries (www.pasos.org). The ASEAN-Institutes of Strategic and International 

Studies are a particularly successful case of think tanks informing regional policy on 

security cooperation at the turn of the century.  

Regional networks are usually composed of a smaller number of think tanks, with 

individual directors and scholars familiar with each other.  The regional level is an 

efficient level at which to operate and as a consequence, regional networks tend to 

be stronger than international networks.  International networks tend to be more 

diffuse with a greater number of actors.  Common identity, consensus and collective 

action is more difficult to engineer.   

The growth of think tank networks has been propelled by the increasing availability 

of foundation support and development aid for such organisations. Through 

development assistance, governments and international organisations have sought to 

extend a nation’s policy analytic capacities, aid civil society development or promote 

human capital development through think tanks. Why do international 

organizations and foundations favour the development of these bodies?  One 

argument has been that foreign institutions look for partners to work with and if 

they do not exist, then they encourage their creation. In general, international 

organisations require local partners in countries where they operate to contribute to 

PRSP policy processes, to advocate internationally sanctioned policy reforms, or to 

monitor and evaluate programs. Institutes usually represent a source of high-quality 

local knowledge. Accordingly, it is now commonplace to find institutes – like the 

Centro de Investigaciones Económicas Nationales in Guatemala, to take just one 
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example – undertaking consultancy or other research work for UNDP, UNICEF, 

USAID and IDB.  

Private philanthropies are also important. The Hewlett Foundation initiated in 2007 

a 10 year program in select countries in East Africa, West Africa, South Asia, and 

Latin America to strengthen specific independent policy research organizations, 

enabling them to provide objective, high-quality research that both informs and 

influences policy. Currently, the Open Society Institute bankrolled by George Soros 

supports PASOS as well as other think tank networks.  

International interaction between institutes helps create alliances where information 

is transmitted, a conduit for funding is established and skills and expertise are shared.  

Such contacts allow think tanks to become aware of innovative policies adopted 

elsewhere and the opportunity to provide analysis and commentary of the relevance 

of such policies to their own context.  These networks present many advantages.  

They create the over-lapping personal and communications infrastructure for fast 

and effective transfer of new ideas and policy approaches between global and local 

networks.   

The question that arises is to what does all this networking between think tanks on 

research production amount?  At one level, such interactions are symptomatic of 

globalisation and the manner which advances in communications and lower costs of 

travel have enabled actors with common research interests to engage transnationally 

on a regular basis.  Yet, these networks are also symptomatic of the role of 

knowledge and expertise in global and regional governance and evidence of strong 

sources of demand for think tank research.  In other words, think tanks are 

beginning to exert some influence through their involvement in ‘global public policy 

networks’ and ‘advocacy coalitions’.   
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Transnational Policy Networks 

The use and meaning of policy network concepts varies considerably.  Only two 

concepts are taken here. First, ‘global public policy networks’ are composed of 

stakeholders from business, NGOs and other civil society actors, and then relevant 

government agencies and international organisations (Reinicke, 2001). They are 

trisectoral in character. Sometimes they are described as ‘neo-corporatist’ although 

the “operative word today is partnership” (Ottaway, 2001: 266). GPPN partnership 

examples include the Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition, the GDN and the 

nascent Global Forest Alliance. Virtually, all partnerships draw in experts and 

advisers and specific think tanks are likely to be accorded 'insider' status if they share 

the central values and attitudes of this community.   

Alternatively, think tanks sometimes participate in broad ‘transnational advocacy 

coalitions’ (Keck & Sikkink, 1998) that accommodate a range of NGOs and 

activists. These coalitions seek to shape the climate of public debate and influence 

global policy agendas and are often less integrated into policy making than GPPNs. 

For instance, A TAN emerged around the theme of ‘blood diamonds’ or ‘conflict 

diamonds’. TANs are grounded in civil society and social movements but sometimes 

function with official patronage of certain governments. Consequently, think tanks 

are more likely to be engaged with ‘outsiders’ providing the network with 

intellectual ammunition for critique and policy recommendations for reforms.   

These concepts accommodate the global and regional interactions of think tanks and 

their relations with international organizations.  These two concepts also recognize 

that many policy problems are no longer restricted to the realm of the nation-state.   

As think tanks are usually private organizations, they lack formal decision-making 

authority and function outside the formal political arenas of assemblies and 

executives. Accordingly, their governance roles can only be partially understood 

when observing them as independent organizations.  Observing their policy network 
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interactions provides insight into the manner think tanks penetrate informal political 

circles and acquire entrée and access to decision-makers.  Within networks, think 

tanks often act as 'policy entrepreneurs' and contribute policy-aware advocates, 

researchers and other specialists who analyse problems and propose solutions.  

ASEAN-ISIS represents a good example where think tanks took a leading role in 

advocating new ideas about security in Southeast Asia, and central in the initiation of 

a new multilateral forum, the ASEAN Regional Forum.  

As a partnership between the World Bank, the IMF and the OECD, the Global 

Forest Alliance incorporates an extensive research agenda as well as meetings of 

experts and development of databases. Alongside other writers and experts based in 

different organizations, think tank researchers have contributed many of the research 

papers. Other GPPNs like Cities Alliance or the Partnership for Child Development 

likewise draw upon the research community.   In short, think tanks provide 

intellectual resources.   

The transnational character of many policy problems establishes a dynamic for 

research collaboration, sharing of information and co-operation on other activities 

that pull think tanks into the global domain to meet the demands of governments 

and international organizations for information, analysis and other knowledge 

services.  For most think tanks, the national political domain remains most relevant. 

Relatively few institutes care to involve themselves in the policy debates of other 

countries. Whilst certain cross-border policy issues might provide temporary scope 

for policy engagements, state sovereignty is often observed. Most institutes can 

secure international links but when they act as the local partner of an international 

agency or an international NGO they operate in their national context, not beyond 

it. Even so, for institutes with an international research dimension to their mission, 

transnational activity is unavoidable. For instance, development institutes such as the 

Overseas Development Institute in the UK or the Center for Global Development in 

Washington DC. must engage with the OECD Development Assistance Committee 
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(DAC), the EC directorate for Development, the IMF, World Bank and other 

international development agencies.  

The substance of what international organisations or global partnerships demand 

from non-state knowledge actors varies considerably.  International conferences draw 

upon think tanks to provide expert analysis on specific issues.  Some leading think 

tank directors may find themselves co-opted onto the advisory councils or 

consultative committees of international organisations. Think tanks have been 

encouraged to conduct studies to bring additional knowledge and perspectives into 

an international organisation. In other words, think tanks can often provide local or 

specialised knowledge that is better, or cheaper, than that produced by the 

contracting organisation.   

For TANs, think tank experts also provide intellectual resources. As advocacy 

campaigns are often critical of existing policies or practices, alliance with well-

reputed knowledge organizations also serves to lend some legitimacy to the cause. 

Rather than driven solely by norms, commissioning policy reports and co-opting 

experts gives a patina of rationality and scholarly rigour.  

Whilst the global expansion and networking of think tanks has contributed to an 

increasingly diverse and plural community it has also created new hierarchies.  The 

internationally prominent institutes tend to be Western organizations, or at least, 

those institutes based in OECD countries.  Asian, Latin American or African 

institutes may acquire regional stature but few gain the global reputation of the 

Brookings Institution. Partly, this is due to the longer history of the think tank in 

Western political systems as well as their superior resources whether it be funding, 

professional personnel or privilege access to transnational policy networks.    

Yet, these Western think tanks are often regarded by think tanks in the 'South' as 

disseminating ideas or norms that bolster the prevailing liberal hegemonic order of 
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free market economies and liberal democratic polities.  ‘Southern’ initiated networks 

are yet to equal the dominance of more established networks.  Nevertheless, the 

network arrangements and strategic alliances that link think tanks to other global 

actors are a key component in their power to influence policy agendas.   Networks 

enable think tanks to operate beyond their domestic context and networks are the 

means by which think tanks individually and in coalition can project their ideas into 

policy thinking across states and within global or regional fora.   

Think tanks need to make alliances or build coalitions with other global actors in 

order for policy research and analysis to be influential.  These organisations do not 

operate in a vacuum.  By looking at think tank activities on individual basis, their 

efforts appear isolated and ad hoc. Instead, think tanks are nested in a web of 

relationships. The possibilities for impact and influence are magnified through 

network interactions. Furthermore, given the domestic roots of most think tanks, 

and the combination of financial, staffing and coordination problems of becoming a 

truly ‘global’ think tank, networks often represent the most feasible organisational 

mode through which transnational activity is secured. 
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