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Preface 

In a complex and interconnected world, evidence based research has became an indispensable 

tool for adopting sound policies for the progress of societies. Moreover, to many experts, the genuine 

value of evidence based research has been the extent to which evidence is utilized by people for 

reference, for influence and more importantly for change in their behaviors and attitudes. 

 

With the wake of globalization, and the information age that we are witnessing, welfare and 

progress of societies have been measured by the prevalence and adoption of good governance principles. 

Information access and transparency in availing evidence are amongst those principles. In addition, 

evidence has been always regarded as a basic and natural human right.   

 

In many countries of the world, think tanks are the main producers and users of evidence based 

research. This is because evidence allows think tanks to pursue their dual functions; the advocacy and the 

awareness functions. 

 

The advocacy function targeted at policy makers, is the function through which evidence is provided in 

the format of alternate policy options helping policy makers design and take sound and rational decisions. 

Whereas, the awareness function targeted at the general public opinion, is the function through which 
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evidence is meant to stimulate societal debate and create public awareness and consensus on issues 

related to the progress and advancement of societies. 

 

 In both functions, the paper argues that evidence utilized by think tanks can affect and in some cases 

shape people's behaviors and attitudes, nevertheless, this might be encountered by some limitations and 

challenges. It is worth mentioning that the term "people" in this paper is defined as both policy makers as 

well as the general public opinion. 

 

 

In light of that, and building on the recommendations of the 2007 Istanbul declaration, this paper tries to 

examine the role of think tanks in their endeavor to affect people's behaviors through evidence based 

research and the challenges they encounter in this regards. The paper will examine this topic with 

reference to the experience of the Information and Decision Support Center (IDSC), the think tank for the 

Egyptian cabinet of Ministers.  

 

Think Tanks and the need for Evidence Based Policy Research 

 Think tanks or policy advice institutions are those institutions bridging academic research with 

public policies.  These have always sought evidence based research as part of their endeavor to maintain 

their dual functions; bridging the advocacy gap that might exist before governments due to their day to 

day and hectic routine work in addition to creating awareness for the general public opinion on key policy 

issues affecting their daily lives. 

At the policy level, with public policy issues growing more complex and interconnected, the need for 

insightful, interdisciplinary and evidence based analysis of the issues has become a major part of many 

governments’ approaches to rational policy making.  

Moreover, the current interconnected international system has made governments more visible 

worldwide.  Policy makers have been obliged to adopt evidence based policy options that have been 

thoroughly studied and proven successful elsewhere.  

At the societal level, explanatory analysis, civic education and public awareness on major policy issues 

affecting people's lives was also an indispensable role for think tanks. 

In this context, and over the past decade, the advocacy and awareness functions of think tanks have 

become apparent and growing more influential than ever. 
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Due to this fact, think tanks across the globe have gained worldwide attention and plaudits over the past 

decade. This has been a result of their ability to create out – of the box policy options that are built on 

evidence. 

  

 With the rising profile of the role of think tanks, many attempts have been provided to classify 

think tanks, to the extent that there hasn’t been a rigid modality for such classification.  For the purpose of 

this paper, we would prefer to classify think tanks according to the aim of their research. 

 In this regards, there are think tanks that are generated for mere research and policy advice purposes, 

which is a more prominent phenomena in Europe, Asia, Latin America and partly in Africa, whereas 

others use research as a means for ideological or partisan advocacy and lobbying purposes, which is a 

more prominent phenomena in North America.   

In all cases, whether these are research and policy advice oriented think tanks, or advocacy and lobbying 

oriented ones, both need to be fortified by evidence to carry on their mandates. In other words, referring 

to evidence based methodology and claiming respect to the academia research criteria is the key factor 

pertaining to think tanks' excellence and effectiveness. 

 

 Then comes the question, what do we mean by the term "evidence"?  In simple words, one may 

regard evidence as validated information or scientific knowledge.  

Furthermore, evidence is not only an output in itself, but it can be perceived as an approach as well. It is 

about the quality of the methods that are used to gather and synthesize the information to produce the 

scientific knowledge. Evidence can take many forms and types. These may include; research,, economic 

and statistical modeling, public perceptions and beliefs,…etc.  

 

 In addition to aligning policy research to evidence, think tanks' experts give equivalent attention 

to the format and the timing of displaying and delivering such evidence. 

For attaining the advocacy function of a think tank, evidence is targeted to busy policy makers. Thus, 

evidence need to be designed and presented in a decision makers' friendly format. Information and policy 

options must be brief, simple, and policy oriented. Policy briefs, memos and position papers represent this 

kind of format. 

On the other hand, for attaining the awareness function of a think tank, evidence is targeted at the public 

opinion and the main purposes are civic education and societal engagement. Thus, evidence need to be 
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designed and presented in a simple, generic and non academic format. Press releases, simple reports, 

surveys and polls represent this kind of format. 

 

 

 In carrying out its role as a think tank for the Egyptian government, the Information and 

Decision Support Center (IDSC) acts as a policy advice type of think tank. It relies on a variety of robust 

tools to develop and maintain a solid evidence base from which policy options can be derived. These 

tools may vary from being quantitative tools such as monthly information reports on occasional issues of 

relevance to policy makers, public opinion polls, mathematical models surveys and indicators. They may 

also be quantitative tools such as analytical studies, policy briefs, academic reports and working papers. 

It is worth mentioning that IDSC places emphasis on the quality of evidence provided.  In this context, 

IDSC experts resort to refereeing and peer reviewing processes by subjecting their research evidence to a 

community of external referees in a given field, who are qualified and able to perform impartial review. 

They are also advised by a number of selected external consultants who are non partisan and non 

governmental serving in scientific committees or as members of a board of trustees to many of IDSC 

projects. 

These validated tools and outputs allow IDSC to maintain a strict sense of evidence based research that 

doesn't advance a certain viewpoint at the expense of the other. 

 

The Role of Think Tanks in affecting People's Behaviors 

 

 Think tanks acting as bridging organizations play an important role in affecting people's 

behaviours and attitudes. This can materialize by using evidence. Thus evidence can be perceived as an 

intermediary variable between the role of think tanks and the process of affecting people's behaviours. 

The term "people" in this paper refer to both decision makers as well as public opinion. 

 Utilizing evidence for affecting decision makers, which is the advocacy function of a think tank, 

is the process through which evidence allows policy makers either to consolidate their policies when such 

evidence come in line with the adopted policies or take corrective actions when evidence is inconsistent 

with adopted policies. 

Moreover, evidence that reflects the public opinion perceptions, values and concerns allows policy 

makers to design public policies and interventionist approaches that match with those values. The main 

purpose would be to bridge a gap that might exist between public policies and societal values system. 

Thus, evidence utilized by think tanks can affect and validate decision makers' policies and perceptions. 
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On the other hand, utilizing evidence for affecting and shaping the public opinion, which is the awareness 

function of a think tank, is the process through which evidence contributes is shaping, educating and fine-

tuning the masses' opinions, and where evidence can be used for reference, for influence and more 

importantly for change in their behaviours and attitudes. It is also a civic explanatory process to the public 

on how public policies are designed and adopted.  

The main purpose in this case would be societal engagement and participation in the decision making 

process. This would eventually result in building consensus over public policies and consolidating trust in 

governments.  

Moreover, societal engagement and access to evidence and information can lead to the prevalence of 

good governance. If evidence is equally availed for every citizen in terms of content and time of delivery, 

information will be then regarded as a public good; citizens will rely on legitimate and formal channels in 

dealing with their day to day routine. Furthermore, corruption will be minimized, transparency and thus 

accountability will be ensured, responsiveness will result and public satisfaction will prevail.  

 

As a result, one can say that think tanks can play an important role in affecting people's behaviours and 

attitudes through evidence either at the policy level or the societal one. They can efficiently contribute in 

breaking cultural taboos and addressing stereotypes for the prosperity and welfare of their societies. 

 

 In its capacities to act as a change agent for the Egyptian peoples' attitudes as politicians or 

citizens, IDSC works on two levels as follows: 

At the policy level: IDSC through its state - of the - art research capacities manages to tackle specific 

policy research issues that contributed in many ways to affecting policy making and political behaviour in 

Egypt. A recent significant example, include a survey that was conducted on examining the "Egyptian 

Values System". The survey is designed and compiled in accordance to the internationally recognized 

World Values Survey (WVS).  

Findings of the survey pinpointed a gap between the Egyptian values system and some of the adopted 

public policies. The evidence within the survey allowed the Egyptian government to rethink in designing 

interventionist approaches that can bridge the existing gap for the purposes of development. 
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Other evidence based decisions that were also put into action by the Egyptian policy makers included 

policies related to the cabinet's performance, the public services and infrastructure, the corruption 

patterns, the subsidy system, and others. 

It is worth mentioning that the achieved impact in political behaviour and attitudes can either happen 

before adopting a certain policy or after adopting through opinion polling and surveying as feedback 

tools.  

 

At the societal level:, IDSC, through its information access and disclosure policy, aims to create societal 

debate on key policy issues through focus groups, workshops, seminars and media appearances. Among 

the most significant issues that were raised; issues of corruption prevalence, a future vision for Egypt by 

the year 2030, family planning issues, crises and disasters preparedness such as avian flu, H1N1 flu, 

flooding,…etc  

  

 As a learning organization, IDSC equips its staff by availing capacity building programs 

focused on embedding evidence based techniques in producing research findings. This involves 

continuous scanning of best practices from across the globe.  Moreover, to promote a culture of evidence 

based research, IDSC plays a mentoring and coaching role at the regional level and support in the 

establishment of a solid research infrastructure through transferring its knowledge and expertise to 

counterpart think tanks. 

 

Limitations the Use of Evidence for affecting People's Behaviors 
 

Think tanks, in utilizing evidence for affecting people's behaviours, are confronted by some challenges 

and limitations. These can be classified as challenges related to evidence based research as well as 

challenges related to the process of affecting people's behaviours. 

As for the challenges to evidence based research, these are common natural challenges that can coexist 

with evidence especially in developing countries and can be summarized as follows: 

 

 Absence of information disclosure and access acts that can institutionalize and regulate the flow 

of evidence. 

 Weak data quality and verification, especially if there are numerous data producers and 

methodologies in one country. 

 Weak coordination and networking efforts among data producers leading to duplication of efforts 

in some cases, and reinventing the wheel in others. 
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 Absence of clear borders in social research due to its interdisciplinary nature. This results in 

highlighting gaps of un-tackled research that is considered as cross cutting between a number of 

institutions. 

 Under funding of research leading to a limited number of solid think tanks that can produce 

concrete evidence which can affect and shape people's behaviours.  

 

As for the challenges encountered by think tanks related to affecting people's behaviours, these can vary 

between three types of challenges as follows: 

 

 At the policy level: policy makers tend to be selective in using evidence.  Therefore decisions are 

usually based on a number of variables that is not only confined to evidence. In some cases, 

policies adopted don’t necessarily reflect public values and concerns. These are based on other 

factors such as political obligations and restrictions that can include values, experience and 

political judgement.. Furthermore, ambiguity can characterize certain types of evidence. It is not 

likely that in all cases full revelation of evidence by politicians can materialize, as in some cases 

and in certain situations, evidence might have destabilizing effects.  

 

 At the societal level: citizens sometimes lack trust in evidence utilized by governments. They 

might believe that governments abuse evidence for their own benefit. Moreover, in some cases, 

citizens might be subject to some negative values that might hinder development. 

 

 At the think tanks' level: think tanks are challenged by difficulty in monitoring and evaluating 

the impact of evidence on people's behaviours and attitudes as the latter are shaped and 

consolidated over a long period of time. In addition, many actors can be engaged in shaping and 

developing people's behaviours such as schools, families, friends and others. Thus changing 

people's attitude goes beyond the capabilities of think tanks alone. 

 

A Wrap Up 

 The paper examined how think tanks can affect people's behaviors and attitudes. It emphasized 

that first class policy research produced by think tanks is needed now more than ever. Evidence has not 

only been indispensable for rational and better policy making, but more importantly for affecting 

behaviours and attitudes towards the progress and improving the quality of lives of societies. 
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In doing so, the paper concluded that think tanks can have an immense role in affecting attitudes and 

decisions of policy makers; through their advocacy function. They can also have a civic educational role 

to the general public through their awareness function. Evidence is thus, according to this paper, is an 

intermediary factor between the role of think tanks and the process of affecting people's behaviors.  

Despite this fact, the paper highlighted the major limitations that may confront think tanks in this 

endeavor. 

Finally, one may conclude that without scientific knowledge, rigorous evidence, and new ideas, there 

would be no chance of success. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

References 

 Emma Crewe and john Young, " Bridging research and policy: context, evidence and links", ODI 

working paper no. 173, Overseas Development Institute, September 2002 

 

 James G. McGann and Erick C. Johnson, “Comparative Think tanks, politics and public policy”, 

Edward Elgar Publishing, 2005 

 

 _______,"Istanbul declaration", the Second OECD World Forum on Statistics, Knowledge and 

Policy, Istanbul 27-30 June, 2007 

 

 

 Raymond J. Struyk, “Managing Think Tanks”, the Urban Institute, 2006 

 

 Sophie Sutcliffe and Julius Court, " Evidence based policy making: what is it? How does it work? 

What relevance for developing countries?, Overseas development institute, 2005 

 

 UK Cabinet office, “ Modernizing Government”, white paper, London, 1999 

 

 


