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1. Concluding remarks 

In concluding this very useful session, let me go back to the questions that I posed during the introduction 

of the session: 

 

1. What is a think tank? 

2. What role do they play in charting progress?  

3. Who is involved in them? 

We know from our speakers and other sources that think tanks are organisations that engage in research 

and advocacy in certain areas of social, economic, environmental or other public policy, and that the 

people involved in them, if our current speakers are anything to go by, are passionate, committed to their 

work and aiming to make change. 

They differ from advocacy groups. An advocacy organisation tends to focus on a single issue or changes 

to a particular type of public policy – they tend not to be incubators of new ideas. A think tank is an 

organisation where new ideas are generated; this is their point of difference.  

Think tanks have been around since the mid-1800s according to Wikipedia. However, the World Wide 

Web has undoubtedly stimulated an increase in think tanks. It provides the ability to exchange ideas 

through the Internet rather than only through face-to-face meetings. There is now even a world directory 

of think tanks and a recent study in Philadelphia reports over 5,000 think tanks across the globe
1
 – most 

countries have them - from Albania to Vietnam.  

Think tanks generate ideas through activities such as blogs, conferences, speeches, press releases, 

briefings, reports, advocacy and the like. Ideas then begin to appear in the popular media, and gradually, 

                                                      

1 Foreign Policy Research Institute: Global Trends and Transitions: 2007 Survey of Think Tanks, August 2007 
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more and more people become aware of the issue. Eventually politicians may lay claim to the idea and 

things eventually change.  

Our speakers have highlighted some of the tools that they use in change. For example: 

 Dr Irene Mia talked about the research data that her organisation generates including capturing 

the voices of stakeholders, and how the data is used to stimulate change.  

 Nic Marks spoke about the creation of indices such as the Happy Planet Index, as a way of 

creating new ‘road maps’ for change. 

 Dr Maja Goepel talked about the need for trust, driven by transparency, as the core ingredient for 

change, and how this need could create a paradigm shift in the role of think-tanks.  

But can think tanks actually influence change - notwithstanding criticism about the potential for loss of 

neutrality due to ties to a funder?  

Can they play a role in Charting Progress, Building Visions, or Improving Life? 

Many can! 

Obviously change doesn’t happen over-night – unfortunately perhaps!  However, think tanks are 

researching the voices of their communities and constituents in ways that some governments could not 

hope to do - and they can work across the globe in ways that a single country or government cannot. 

For example: 

 Irene talked about the Global Network, Re-design Initiative and Benchmarking Progress projects 

that her organisation is involved with. These will seek a stakeholder voice; help to identify what 

is meant by social and economic progress; provide benchmark data-based policy making; build 

indicators and measurement of progress; and facilitate platforms and systems for change. The 

geographic network covered by the initiative is substantial and can result in positive change in a 

number of countries. 

Think tanks can provide the intellectual ‘grunt’ that some governments are not able to afford.  

 Irene talked about governments using the indicators devised by her organisation, in monitoring 

reports. 

 As Nic pointed out: Think tanks and other NGO’s can help ‘nudge’ official statistical agencies in 

the direction of a more sustainable future through the use of tools such as the Happy Planet Index. 

 Maja referred to the need for science-based evidence to help frame new information. 

Think tanks can also generate innovative ideas that are not bound by institutional thinking. 

 Maja referred to the structural power of current institutions in relation to the generation of new 

ideas compared with the relative freedom of think tanks to publish studies and develop 

approaches outside the box of those established institutions. 

In closing, I believe that the successful think tanks of the future could make a significant contribution to 

assessing the progress of societies. However, the successful ones will: 

 be good collaborators;  

 be transparent in their processes;  
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 have intellectual depth;  

 have excellent political nous;  

 be in touch with key stakeholders and seek input from constituent communities; and  

 be good marketers in particular. 

I believe that think tanks are able to stimulate the trust, impartiality and understanding spoken about by 

our panel today, and that, given: 

 the recent global financial crisis where governments are cutting back and may reduce their 

commitment to measurement;  

 the Internet and its ability to facilitate global conversations; and  

 the raised consciousness of the global community, think tanks could play a critical role in 

Charting Progress, Building Visions, and Improving Life. 

I thank you for your attention and thank again our three speakers for sharing their views, thoughts and 

projects with us. 
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