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Abstract Think-tanks and their researchers are located within an interstitial and ill-defined
‘space between fields’; a space both constituted and divided by the worlds of academia,
politics, journalism and business. This liminal position can be problematic for a think-tank
researcher’s intellectual credibility as they lack the recognised cultural and symbolic capital
derived from being located within an established profession’s jurisdiction. The question arises,
how do think-tanks gain intellectual credibility? Drawing on interviews with think-tank
researchers, this paper explores how these interstitial intellectuals produce policy reports. In
following this process, we find that credibility emerges from a complex web of relationships
across established fields/professions. Think-tank researchers must engage in a complex ‘dance’
of positioning the symbols, capitals and interests of a number of professions. To maintain their
integrity, researchers must try to keep in step with competing interests from different profes-
sions; at times aligning them, at other times blocking or obscuring them from one another.

Keywords Think-tanks . Credibility . Knowledge production . Policy research

For the last three decades, researchers focussing on knowledge production have noted
significant transformations in the way research is conducted, and the manner in which
intellectuals relate to wider society. Of the various theories that chart changing science
systems, the works of Michael Gibbons and Helga Nowotny et al. (Gibbons et al.
1994; Nowotny et al. 2001, 2003) have gained considerable interest.1 According to
the Gibbons-Nowotny thesis, earlier stages of modernity were characterised by a
predominant means of knowledge production referred to as ‘Mode 1’. This mode of
knowledge production occurs within relatively autonomous and hierarchically
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structured fields—housed inside universities—and practiced by intellectuals belonging
to distinct disciplines (Stampnitzky 2013a, p. 12). When Mode 1 intellectuals com-
municate with wider society, they adopt a guru-like status, providing empirically
verifiable solutions for institutions, especially governments (Osborne 2004, p. 433).
These interventions are based on established and recognised disciplinary distinctions
or professional credentials (Grundmann 2017, p. 27).

‘Mode 2’ knowledge production is associated with the onset of late modernity; it is
characterised by knowledge production outside the traditional university, and the concom-
itant diversification of intellectual principles and practices (Gibbons et al. 1994, p. 3).
Traditional sites of knowledge production still exist in a Mode 2 context (Gibbons et al.
1994, p. 11), but traditional coherent, bounded, and exclusive fields that are populated by
attributed experts no longer hold the monopoly on expertise (Epstein 1995). Rather, claims
to socially and politically relevant expertise—such as security analysis and terrorism
studies increasingly take place at the intersection of a number professions and fields
(Eyal and Pok 2015; Stampnitzky 2013a). These new sites can be conceptualised as
liminal spaces between fields (Eyal 2011)—spaces between established disciplines which
are shared by actors who claim to share similar forms of expertise, but who represent a
variety of professions and organisations with differing goals, intentions, practices and
judgements (Eyal 2002, p. 653).

The policy research and advocacy organisations known as think-tanks are one example
of knowledge producing organisations which operate within such spaces, as they are
located in an interstitial zone Bat the crossroads of the academic, political, economic,
and media^ professions (Medvetz 2012, p. 42). Think-tanks are active across the globe and
vary greatly between and within different polities (McGann 2017; Stone and Denham
2004; Stone et al. 1998). Some think-tanks display characteristics associated with univer-
sities (e.g. they employ numerous PhDs, and publish in peer reviewed journals); others
function like social research consultancies, or are openly ideological and/or associated
with specific political parties (Denham and Garnett 1998a; McGann and Sabatini 2011;
Stone 1991; Weaver 1989).

Think-tanks produce policy advocacy and policy analysis; their output is in high
demand and yet (because of their interstitial position) they are regularly criticised for
being either too political, ideological, erudite or journalistic (Medvetz 2012). The question
arises, how do these intellectuals construct knowledge which is seen to be policy relevant
and credible? This paper answers this question by exploring how British think-tank
researchers create policy papers, the most common intellectual output of think-tanks.
What follows is an account of the way in which think-tank researchers engage with
representatives from the multitude of professions within the policy nexus as they conduct
policy research.

Think-Tanks and Policy Intellectuals

Think-tanks are often used to explain a historically significant episode or outcome in policy
making or national politics. For example, British political science presents think-tanks as
embedded within networks around political parties or cliques within these parties such as the
‘Blairites’ within the Labour Party (Bentham 2006; Pautz 2012) or the ‘Cameronites’ within
the Conservative Party (Pautz 2013). Here the think-tank is a Gramscian organic intellectual of
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a specific political project. For those who study think-tanks from this perspective, the
importance of think-tanks within these networks stems from their ability to monopolise the
following three key functions.

First, think-tank intellectuals have the practical skills and networks to communicate to wider
audiences and mobilise media opinion through branding, mediating, and selling ideas in the
national press (Arnoldi 2007). Secondly, think-tanks can broker expert knowledge, selecting,
editing, and transforming these ideas to build (or support existing) policy narratives (Ball and
Exley 2010; Blank 2003; Stone 2007). Thirdly, they act as sites of ‘ideological fellowship’
(Denham and Garnett 1998b, p. 34), allowing intellectuals and other policy or political actors Bto
preserve the coherence of their views^ (Desai 1994, p. 40) when their ideas are deemed beyond the
pale of acceptable politics (Desai 1994; Harrison 1994). Thus, even with highly technical issues,
think-tanks act as hubs—where social and emotional solidarity between specific actors from
industry, academia, politics, and journalism can be built and maintained (Pautz 2012; Pirie
2012). Such analysis is useful in understanding how think-tanks are positioned and used by those
within their networks of influence, but these studies bracket out the process by which knowledge is
made and leave questions about credibility largely unexplored.

More investigative sociologists and journalists critically question the financial intellectual
transparency and independence of think-tanks. In these studies, think-tank intellectuals work to
propagate another group’s (often corporate or rightwing) interests (McClenaghan 2012;Miller and
Dinan 2015; Ruane 2010). Similar to the position propounded by the power-structure research
tradition (Burris 1992, 2008; Domhoff 2006), think-tanks are seen as Bextensions of the corporate
community in their origins, leadership, and goals^ (Domhoff 2006, p. 72). The think-tank intellec-
tual thus becomes a handmaiden for elite interests, lacking in cognitive autonomy and scholarly
rigour. As such think-tanks lack real credibility, and their knowledge is illegitimate.

These studies align think-tanks with different poles within the field, which is a problematic
approachforanumberofreasons.First, theseapproachestendtorestrict their focustocertaintypesof
think-tanks—either the more scholarly policy research institutes or policy-advocacy organisations
—which narrows the definition of think-tanks. Attention then turns to a think-tank’s connections to
either the political, academic, or corporate worlds, thus binding a think-tank researcher’s labour and
expertise to another community’s interests. As McLevey (2015, p. 273) argues, any elaborations
upon intellectual life are framed through issues relating to the rigour or trustworthiness of think-tank
expertise. Accounts of think-tank research are filtered through the simplistic images of the
‘expert-cum-political advisor’ or the ‘elite puppet’. Neither image illuminates how these intellec-
tuals assert or seek to demonstrate expertise and credibility.

Approach

From Social Space to Trans-Professional Networks

Rather thanassuming that think-tanksand their researchers aredependentononecommunityand its
dominant logic or interests, Thomas Medvetz (2012) offers a Bourdieuan inspired analysis of the
space of think-tanks. Reflecting on American think-tanks, Medvetz charts the emergence of a
semi-autonomous organisational space at the intersection of the fields of politics, academia,
business, and the media. Think-tanks are symbolically and materially sustained by these four
parental fields. Because the space of think-tanks is quadrisect and hybrid, it is ‘field like’ but far
from distinct or mature. This ‘hybrid’ space influences the practices and motivation of think-tanks
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and their researchers; the social space and its correspondinghabitus alsobecome ‘hybrid’.As actors
within this interstitial spacepossess andcultivate differing capital profiles andpositions fromacross
four parental fields, their symbolic capitals are equally diverse.

The benefit of Medvetz’s approach is that it respects the diversity which exists within
the category of think-tank and succeeds in encompassing organisations with very different
aims, strategies, and interests. It also pays appropriate attention to the ways in which
differing think-tank professionals seek to reconcile their hybrid intellectual practice, by
moving away from the assumption that a think-tank’s labour—and its associated credibil-
ity—is simply an extension of a single field or profession. Medvetz moves towards a
model which takes account of the structuring effects of the norms and practices of several
professions. Medvetz (2010) suggests that the lifeworld of the think-tank researcher is like
a ‘vaudeville act’. This colourful metaphor draws attention to the way in which the policy
researcher embodies a set of (imperfect and off balance) dispositions gleaned from a
variety of established professions, which at once allows them to be a researcher, journalist,
policy adviser and fundraiser. In sum, a think-tank researcher’s intellectual credibility is
the Battribute which persuades others to believe and invest in researchers and their ideas^
(Smith 2010, p. 182). In this diverse social space, the credibility which underpins a
think-tank intellectual’s expertise is also hybrid.

Whilst Medvetz’s approach is valuable, it betrays an established tendency within the
sociology of knowledge—the assumption that intellectual life is led by a ‘will to institution-
alise’ (Eyal and Pok 2015; Stampnitzky 2011, 2013a). By focussing on the capital profiles and
structural relations of an intellectual ‘field in the making’, Medvetz—like Bourdieu—purifies
the wider social world (Eyal and Pok 2011, pp. 16–17), excluding actors who do not
self-define as think-tanks. This is problematic for an investigation of intellectual life and
knowledge production, as wider relations of allies, collaborators, teams and opponents are
overlooked (cf. Baert 2012; Collins 1998).

Moreover because the space is interstitial, a think-tank researcher’s credibility and
expertise cannot be located within one field or domain, nor can it simply be located within
the relational space between think-tanks. Similarly, credibility is not an attribute of an
individual intellectual or organisation (Eyal and Pok 2015). Instead, expertise and intel-
lectual credibility within the hybrid and weakly institutionalised world emerges from a
network connecting a variety of actors across the knowledge-policy nexus (Eyal 2013, p.
873; Stone 1996, pp. 132–133).

Methods and Sample

Thefindingspresentedare selected fromalargermixedmethodsocialnetworkanalysisofknowledge
production within British think-tanks. Defining a think-tank is difficult; this poses problems when
sampling organisations to research. Current directories are quite clearly bound up with the wider
struggleofdefinitions.Tomitigatethis,andfollowingSalas-Porras(2015),thesamplewasconstructed
through triangulatingseveraldatasources toestablishan initial longlistofBritish think-tanks.2The list

2 The sources included: the 2011 Think-tank and Civil Societies directory maintained and updated by the
University of Pennsylvania http://www.gotothinktank.com/directory/; profiles and lists generated by the British
press organisations (e.g. Helm and Hope 2008; List of thinktanks in the UK. 2013, September 30); and lobbyists
(Zetter 2008); Wikipedia lists https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_think_tanks_in_the_United_Kingdom; as
well as established studies and literature reviews.
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included 290 organisations of varying sizes, with diverse staff skills sets, organisational affiliations,
research specialisms, and levels of public recognition. To enable meaningful comparisons whilst
maintaining the diversity of the sample, think-tanks were sampled that engaged in contesting and
producing knowledge for British social policy. This excluded organisations that:

& specialised only in environment, defence, international development, macroeconomics
& had an exclusively regional focus or an interest in a specific country within the United

Kingdom in its research output
& defined themselves as a pressure group rather than a think-tank or policy research institute
& did not write specific policy reports, as opposed to other interventions such as blogs.

However, organisations producing more essay-like policy papers were included.

This process created a shortlist of 29 organisations, which was then validated by
various actors within the policy research world to ensure sample completeness (a form
of member checking). Interviewees included 53 senior and junior research staff, and took
place in London between 2012 and 2014. Analysis followed a broadly inductive analytical
approach (akin to the constant comparative method) to derive specific themes which could
be abstracted into more general accounts of the research process (Boeije 2002).

Findings

The Three Dimensions of Credibility

Every research project undertaken by a think-tank poses a potential threat to an individual’s
and organisation’s credibility. The threat of losing credibility was often compared to a state of
poor mental health. Interviewees would talk about the need to police their publications to avoid
the risk of ‘going bonkers’ or generating ideas which are ‘absolutely crazy’. The risk of
‘madness’ was contrasted with the need to be ‘sensible’ or ‘credible’. Credibility can be lost
through three interlinking activities:

& Becoming inconsistent with your organisation’s stated aims/ethos, or public/historic per-
ceptions of your aims/ethos

& Advocating ideas that are politically extreme; utopian and/or impractical; poorly
researched, or missing vital information

& Producing research which is perceived to be funder led

It is important to note that the tensions that underpin intellectual credibility are relational. It is the
interpretations of those who consume a think-tank’s research that have the power to position the
intellectual as credible or otherwise.

Expertise and Brand

Intervieweeswould often refer to their think-tank’s particular organisational identity or brandwhen
asked about what influences the content and aim of a policy report. As one free market think-tank
directordescribed,policyformulationwasonepartof theirwork,but itwasmoreimportant toB[beat]
the drum for free enterprise for market-led solutions^.
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However, it is not just the classic ideologues of the New Right3 who fit this model. All
think-tanks are positioned through this notion of rigidity (in the negative), or commitment to ideals
(in the positive). For example, researchers from centrist and centre left think-tanks explained their
own personal reasons for researching a topic as ‘furthering social justice’ or ‘promoting social
mobility’. Academic and contract research think-tank researchers would position their brand
through an apolitical commitment to ‘knowledge/science’, method, and analysis. In many respects,
the organisational brand can be seen as the first node in the creative network, as it is the researcher’s
interpretation of their organisations aims, goals and stated position (sometimes regulated by
colleagues) which first shapes the design of the intervention.

Think-tanks differ in their flexibility or steadfastness to their brand and ideals. Flexibility
and rigidity can be both positive and negative for the daily work of researchers and the
long-term strategy of a think-tank. For some researchers, the fact that their think-tank has a
distinct identity sediments the positions their organisation can take. As a researcher from a
centre left think-tank explained, movements away from certain ideas can be problematic:

Interviewer: Do people believe a repositioned think-tank?

No and that is part of the problem…. If your position is core centre left and if you have
big ideas like [names think-tank] always have, do not try to turn into something
completely different! Go to an organisation that is amenable to that, or set up new ones.
There is lots of scope for a change, but… if anyone came in saying that we were going to
change our approach we would say you’re being mad.

Being wedded to a certain standpoint or ideology does not mean dodging the ‘realities’ of
contemporary politics—or that the think-tank is under less pressure to ‘keep up’ with policies and
politics—but rather that they have a consistent brand, whichmeans they are likely to have a place in
the spectrum of opinion, policy advice, and debate. In some respects, the organisation’s identity has
a life and power of its own, above and beyond that of researchers and other staff members. As the
director of a centre left think-tank explained, this is an ambivalent situation; brand somewhat
constrains individual innovation, but also underscores and affirms the think-tanks expertise which
can bring benefits.

We are seen as guardians of a tradition on welfare spending and certainly there were
some discussions where it was almost expected of me, you know, that I would be the
guardian of the state and in sort of playing that role of [advocating] the traditional values
of the welfare state and things like that. It’s like there was a [names think-tank] space
hole in lots of the debates.

Although a think-tank’s brand helps it make policy interventions, it anchors research to a
certain position and stymies internal diversity of opinion. This means that even legitimate
policy pronouncements can be viewed with scepticism, because they do not fit with the wider
community’s perceptions of the think-tank. Therefore, irrespective of their wishes, the

3 In Britain the New Right refers to the ideological and political project associated with Thatcherism which
favours a 'free market and strong state' (Gamble 1988). The key think-tanks associated with this movement
include The Institute of Economic Affairs, Centre for Policy Studies, and the Adam Smith Institute (Denham
1996).

166 Tchilingirian



researcher is always thinking in relation to their organisational brand, and a form of ‘madness’
is incongruity with that brand.

Interviewees were aware that the brand was already active in the public sphere before they
joined; policy makers, journalists and potential funders all share this brand awareness. A
think-tank brand is embedded in the norms and behaviours enacted in the everyday interac-
tions (and possibly even resourcing decisions), between colleagues within the organisation,
and internal structures support and maintain it. For example, one interviewee was personally
motivated, and thus requested, to research arts funding at a local government level. Her
director interpreted this as outside the organisation’s key aims, and thus less worthwhile
seeking funding for. Sometime later, having been promoted, the researcher was able to
fundraise for and complete this project, emphasising its importance as a new avenue within
the brand. This illustrates that brand is negotiated and interpreted within the organisation, and
is influenced by the hierarchy; it frames decision-making when determining what is in and out.

Networks as a Site of Opportunity

All think-tank researchers noted that they have to remain consistent with their organisational
brand; manage funder influence; and develop robust and relevant reports, but how they do so
differs greatly between think-tanks and individual researchers.

Policy-advocacy think-tanks from across the political spectrum tend to be staffed by researchers
with little to no official or credentialed expertise in a specific policy area. A recurring comment
frommore junior researchers was how little they knew about a policy area, or that their educational
background was not related to the topic under investigation. More senior researchers often claimed
to have a deeper knowledge of the policies under investigation, but this did not mean they had a
detailed knowledge of the academic literature on their subject.

Engaging Academics and Experts

Though researchers in centrist and more generalist think-tanks often lack the requisite knowledge
of a subject area, this does not mean they approach experts in the manner of a student (i.e. to
learn). Rather, engagement with experts is seen as ‘intelligence gathering’. The proverbial student
takes time to gain a solid grounding, and follows proper and established learning processes to
become an accredited expert. The think-tank researcher bypasses these channels. The detail and
recognition of the academic community is not so much needed, rather, think-tank professionals
must be sufficiently ‘tapped in’ to know the current debate and the key issues surrounding it. The
value of the academic to the think-tank is the ability to fill in any gaps in the think-tank
researcher’s wider knowledge of the policy area. This is how think-tanks express their power
and influence in the network, picking the experts to draw upon, to build a knowledge base around
an idea they think will ‘sell’. As a research director at a centrist think-tank explained:

We do this work because we care about the issues. Of course I want to take in as much as I
can; I want to knowwhat people are saying but I know at the end of the day I amwriting an
argument. I won’t be saying Bhere is what these people say, here is what these people say^

Most think-tank researchers use face-to-face conversations with academics they have
sought out through online and literature searches. Alongside this, interviewees would note
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how certain ideas, datasets, or findings would be ‘cherry-picked’ to help bolster the specific
findings which would support a think-tank’s position.

Even if think-tanks consult established academics, the relative lack of participation in the
process by these academics reduces their power and influence over the final product. For
example, one centre left think-tank produced a report which was co-authored by a researcher
from their organisation and a renowned British social policy academic. Though the authors’
names are broadly given equivalence, discussions with the academic drew out that they Bjust
wrote one chapter^, and did not recognise any of the names in the acknowledgements section.
Established academics can act as the legitimating symbol, bringing credibility and generating
interest in the project. However, with limited editorial participation, the document could (and
regularly does) develop in directions they might have never envisaged.

The above highlights the somewhat ‘journalistic’ process of think-tank research; these ‘prag-
matic ideologists’ weave arguments and ideas from a number of embodied and inscribed sources
to produce something new and more ‘useful’ to policymakers. As such, Freeman (2007)
characterises policy workers as social learners. Drawing on Lévi-Strauss’ notion of the bricoleur,
Freeman stresses that policy workers do not confront knowledge like an authoritative intellectual.
Instead, they acquire discrete knowledge products from a variety of sites, all partially validated by
other authorities. The policy worker, as bricoleur, stores these products and, responding to the
changing environment, deploys and applies them at an appropriate moment (Freeman 2007, pp.
485–488). This approach chimes with the think-tank researcher’s professed relationship with
knowledge and knowledge production. Though they are not, and never will be, expert producers
of knowledge, they are not passive recipients of ideas frommore established professions. They are
not just picking up the best ideas and working solutions; they are translating these ideas into
specific ideological narratives, and re-packaging them to becomemore amenable, given the wider
policy context. This is similar to the professional curation Maybin (2016) observed within the
British Civil Service. Maybin likens this activity to March and Simon’s (1958, p. 165) notion of
‘uncertainty absorption’ as, the policy worker presents interpretations rather than primary sources
in an attempt to deflect external criticisms (Maybin 2016, p. 102).

Though markedly different in their aims, the following think-tanks—small policy-advocacy,
all new right, and all evaluation focussed/academic think-tanks—share key similarities. In these
organisations, researchers (or report authors) are usually experts in the field they are writing about.
This is clearly the case with think-tanks aligned to with the academic field. Conversely, more
political/advocacy think-tanks tend to act as platforms for established and notable individuals to
make interventions in the public sphere. Such individuals are not ‘overnight experts’ (Maybin
2014, pp. 80–81), as they hold specialist knowledge, they are experts in the more traditional sense.

Most think-tanks have associates and fellows, and they all engage external authors
and researchers to contribute to their publications. For the smaller, more political
think-tanks, fellows are often the dominant producers of reports. For these smaller
think-tanks, the networks of fellows have a practical use. First, it is cheaper to consult,
or sometimes employ, people for specific projects, than to employ (and thus fundraise
for) full time permanent staff members. Secondly, networks of fellows free up core staff
time to engage in the policy entrepreneurial side of their intellectual labour (Cornford
1990, pp. 24–25), whereby they push ideas in front of the right people and try to make
the terms of debate favourable to their ideas (Denham and Garnett 1998a, b). Thirdly,
fellows and external authors often have personal or long-term professional relationships
with think-tanks which reduces the risk of policy reports which contradict the
organisational brand.
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Enrolling Policy Professionals and Practitioners

For politically focussed think-tanks from across the ideological spectrum, producing the right
expertise (namely well-researched or academic knowledge) is just one of the significant
components of a policy report. Other ingredients include the opinion and knowledge of policy
professionals, such as Special Advisors (SPADS),4 civil servants, and other practitioners from
the worlds of campaigning or service delivery.

Policy Professionals

With regard toSPADsandcivil servants, these links arevital for think-tanks to gaugegovernment
or party thinking on an issue. Especially for organisations attempting to influence current
government, it is vital to know whether officials are already thinking about an issue or if they
might endorse it at a later date. The importance of making current research future-focussed was
raised by several interviewees. There is an acceptance that ideas should not be too cautious or
boundby theperceivedneedsof thepolitical partywhich is currently in ascendance.Forexample,
as one researcher explained, obviously theywanted to influence the incumbentminister, but they
knewthat theministerwasnot likely tochangetheiragenda.However, researcherswereawarethat
civil servants around theMinister are likely to have a longer tenure in office, being non-political
appointments. Secondly, this researcher noted how parties will also seek new ideas periodically,
and that ideas articulated to, but ignored by, the current government and opposition can later take
onnewmeaningandimportance.Think-tankresearchershavea loosenotionofwhatcivil servants
andpoliticiansmaywanta fewyearsdownthelineandusethisas thebasis fordevelopingresearch
ideas. As one senior researcher observed, Byou’re always thinking one year ahead^.

Researchers would also explain how links to civil service and political advisors are needed to
‘peer review’ any policy recommendations, and to check that all relevant political or legal issues
have been embedded into the narrative. For example, a researcher recounted that, whilst they
considered many of the relevant policy proposals from interest groups, wider academic literature,
and had an expert committee overseeing the project, they did not know a specific and vital piece of
information regarding the legislation. As a researcher from a centrist think-tank explained some-
times this can only be unearthed throughdirect contactwithin the relevant government department:

Often we have one contact who refers us to the appropriate person in the department;
through them I found out that it was not possible to transfer [mentions specific topic]
under EU commission rules and directives. Now I would not have had the foggiest about
that had I not spoken to that person. So often we check policy and our workings out with
civil servants…that ensures rigour and robustness in our work before we publish it – Bis
it something which could possibly happen?^

This emic analysis of the learning process highlights two points. The first is the level of
detail associated with being a ‘policy wonk’, which differentiates the think-tank researcher
from the scholar or even the concerned layperson. Without access to this particular piece of
information, the researcher may have made impractical recommendations. This highlights a

4 A Special Advisor is a political appointee who works with a minister. Unlike permanent civil servants, special
advisors resign when parties change office. See Gay (2013) for an official review of the development, definition
and role of this position; see also Yong and Hazell (2014).
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danger generalist policy advocacy think-tanks face. By staying too focussed on the insights of
one community, the knowledge being developed is potentially worthless. Having contacts
within the Civil Service affords researchers with access to sounding boards, individuals with
much more detailed technical knowledge who can help assess whether an idea is ‘possible
enough’ and consistent with the dominant policy paradigm (Hall 1993).

Investing in Professionals

Unlike interactions with academics, meetings with practitioners and policy professionals
are not simply information-seeking exercises. They are also potential sites of
information-sharing and influencing the agenda of other organisations. As one centrist
think-tank director notes:

…you're kind of sharing the things that other people are saying and you're sort of
stimulating the conversation. Even if you're in that sort of evidence gathering mode,
where you're sort of saying to [practitioners] BHey, tell us what you're doing^. The very
process is face to face conversation […] there is all dialogue around that, the way you're
framing the questions. [It is] both evidence gathering, but it's also kind of pushing, a bit,
it is in itself moving the debate forward and moving people's practice forward because
it's making them think about what they do and how they might do it differently...Because
one of the other things you're trying to do is creating coalitions….So when you're taking
evidence and someone's saying Bwhere are you on this, what's the problem? What's your
funding gap? What are you going to do about that?^ It's not just, that's about us learning,
but I think it's also about facilitating a process.

Think-tank researchers are already mitigating risks to their credibility during the early
evidence gathering stage of the research process. In talking to interested stakeholders, the
researcher is asking questions designed to steer the policy debate, ensure they are remembered,
and to build coalitions and communities during the research process, so that the audience is
primed and ready to receive the product.

Network as a Site of Danger

So far, this paper has presented the networks within the space of think-tanks through the lens of
resource-seekingandallocation.This couldbeconstruedaspresenting the think-tankat the centre
of a web in which its researchers have the autonomy to pick and choose their research topics and
connections in line with their organisational goals and ideological commitments. This risks
presenting think-tank research as a triumphalist endeavour. Though relationships might be
initiatedby the think-tankresearcher, thisdoesnotmean theyare free todisciplineall thenetworks
they work within. This is clear when we focus on how think-tank research is funded.

Funding and Intellectual Credibility

Funding, and the manner by which it is raised and disclosed, is vital to an organisation’s
credibility. In some respects, this echoes the concerns of the consultants studied by Prince
(2014). These researchers-for-hire feared that a client would ask them to conduct analysis
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which reached a conclusion that would impinge upon, or conflict with, their desire for
objectivity. Think-tanks have a slightly similar, but crucially different concern:

[O]n very big political issues, actually having a funder you need to keep happy could
potentially be a problem […] Ideally I would have liked to have had more of a budget
for the project than I did, but at least I didn’t have to worry about having a consultancy
firm, or whatever, [worrying] about what we are concluding.

The prime concern is not with the objectivity of think-tank researchers, but with the
independence of their ideas. Within the sample of interviewees, unlike their academic and
evaluation-focussed cousins, researchers in political advocacy think-tanks are not primarily
concerned with constructing what Jasanoff (2011) describes as the ‘view from nowhere’,
which is associated with the objective gaze of the scientist. Importantly, neither is the
researcher concerned with offering the demotic and common sense ‘view from everywhere’.
All interviewees shared the same means of mitigating these threats to independence posed by
funders. From the start of a project, it is made clear to external funders that the think-tank holds
editorial control; projects are only pursued on this basis.

Funders’ Interests

Interviewees gave three core reasons as to why groups would wish to fund policy research.
These can be summarised under the headings: lobbying, strategy/market advantage, and
enlightenment. Lobbying can involve ‘employing’ a think-tank to propound policy arguments
which enable them to influence policy/legislation. No interviewee mentioned any of their
reports as being funded with a view to lobbying for or against a specific law or policy.

There are several potential reasons for this. The first may be related to ‘interviewee desirabil-
ity’; given the internalised norms and values around credibility and independence, wewould not
expect interviewees toopenlyadmitwhen they felt ‘a linehadbeencrossed’between independent
research and lobbying, even if they had experienced it. Secondly, funders seeking to influence
legislation will often approach a think-tank in the earlier stages of policy development. At this
stage, there is still space to shape the terms of debate, and it is not yet clear whether the funder’s
interests will be positively or negatively impacted by future legislation changes. Thus, funders
seek to influence, through funding think-tanks, the climate of opinion in these early stages.Other
meansof influence, rather than funding think-tanks,will likelybeused lateron in thepolicycycle,
when they wish to impact a specific bill (Zetter 2008, pp. 3, 21). Finally, interviewees also
suggested that some funders have a genuine interest in public policy research, or insights which
canbeused to informorganisational or sector specific issues. Thisdoes notmean that the research
is given without an agenda, but that there are several.

Thirdly, think-tanks obtain value if they can produce interventions which seem broad
in interest, or at least when their views are seen as a distinct yet credible third party
endorsement to a proffered position on a policy issue. This means that funders will come
to a think-tank for issues of wider strategy. Interviewees define this notion in various
ways. Sometimes a funder wants to be viewed as a ‘thought leader’ in a policy area or as
‘active in the space’. These wishes have less to do with specific legislation and more to
do with broader policy goals, which might impinge on the funder’s economic interests.
In some cases, this might mean a project with little direct relevance to a funder (perhaps
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particularly a corporate one) is supported simply as a means to have their brand
continuously mentioned within the sector. Interviewees described this as part of a wider
PR strategy for a corporate brand. For example, funding a series on localism and greater
autonomy for councils might not have a direct relationship to a company’s short-term
business plan, but in the long term it allows the company to display a wider commitment
to the sector, which would be one element of their marketing strategy for their services.
As one senior researcher noted:

People sponsor bits of work for two reasons. One, if they just want to be seen to active in
public affairs. That does happen. The other is that it is connected in some way, loosely
‘cause you don’t want to lose your credibility, but it is in some way connected to an area
which is not running counter to their interests. Now I mean that in a very loose sense [...]
For example, we are now doing a project for [large national company]. Now [large
national company] don’t have a view on the exact policy but if you are [that company]
and someone is setting up regional networks which need to share data it makes sense
you have an interest. Now we are not going to write anything which promotes [large
company A]. They know what we want to explore, they know what we want to say, they
know how it fits with our aims and their interests. There is no conflict.

The more sceptical reader might question the veracity of this description, and they
would be right to. However, it is noticeable that the above portrayal of the funder/
think-tank relationship fits well with the model of a fruitful lobbying and PR campaign
advocated by the distinguished lobbyist Leonal Zetter. For Zetter (2008), a funder should
only approach a think-tank that Bis sufficiently respected^ so that Bthe study will still
carry weight^, and they feel confident Bthat the end result will bolster [the funder’s] case.
That is usually just a matter of choosing a think-tank which occupies the appropriate
position on the political spectrum and agreeing the broad parameters in advance^ (Zetter
2008, pp. 46–47).

For example, a researcher at an academic think-tank explained the life of an atypical
project which, rather than being sponsored by an established scientific funder or research
council, was funded by a large and well known multinational firm. The interviewee
noted that, for their organisation, though the analysis and style of report was broadly
typical, the funding was not. The interviewee recounted how the use of private sector
funding was viewed with a level of surprise, but not outright hostility. When asked about
how working with a private firm differed to their usual funder relationships with research
councils and government department, the researcher claimed that:

It’s hard to say. In terms of hand holding or trying to influence our practice I’d say it was
pretty negligible. Nothing at all – I was as free on that project as with any other. But you
have to remember these guys are clever; they are too clever to come in all guns blazing
or to demand we do X, Yand Z or suppress this or that. That would do them no favours.

Interviewer: So it’s in advance, before you even start?

Yes, they have set the terms way in advance; before we had come to it they set the
question which sets some form of parameters. Once you engage with that you are
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already in line with their agenda in some way. But I was free to come to my own
conclusions within that agenda. So you tell me, is that independent or compromised?

The above account echoes Hillyard et al. (2004) and Smith (2010) who all support the
notion that the tendering process is a mode of ‘disciplining’ policy research. Individual
freedom to pursue certain avenues or make specific proposals persists, but the power of the
funder is imprinted in the bounding of the research into specific commissioning criteria.

A funder’s attempt to shape or control the outcome of a research project is not always so
‘hands off’, as one Research Fellow from a Centre left think-tank recalled:

[There was a] constant argument over drafts. So I wrote in the draft that Bthis allocation
of funding is inadequate^. [Big Four accountancy firm] would comeback with Bsome
would say that it is an inadequate form of allocation^. I remember looking at that
sentence and going. BNo not some would say! We can argue about the sentence at length
later but I’m not giving an opinion! If you want to gain insights and make [policy] better,
you have to say this is not a good way of doing it!^ Intense debates.

In these cases, the funder is attempting to undermine, or humble, the researcher’s epistemic
authority. Seeking to change words to a more neutral form can be seen as a form of agnotology,
which is well documented in the wider literature on think-tanks and lobbying (Dunlap and
Jacques 2013; Miller and Dinan 2015). However, unlike the various instances of corporate
spin, the above example suggests that there is agency on both sides.

Such intense debates were not the preserve of private sector funders and political advocacy
think-tanks. Such debates and posturing were also mentioned by researchers in more academic and
evaluation focussed think-tanks with their clients in central government departments. Interviewees
would often assert that there is always some form of pressure from the funder and some level of
negotiation. This is the basis of commissioned research; all clients, including central government
clients, have strategies to try and influence the findings. One strategy requires the think-tank be:

[…] bombarded with questions Blike is there more evidence for that?^, Bcan you really
claim that?^ You know – demanding evidence. Also asking the emphasis to be changed
in some way obviously. Now we went through three or four rounds of comments to get
the right wording that we were happy with and they were happy with.

As such, it is important to note that the tensions between funders and think-tanks apply
equally to policymakers and civil servants in government, as they do to corporate and other
interested funders, even though the ‘intellectual generosity’ of think-tanks means they are
willing to relinquish, and indeed actively push, their intellectual products into the hands of
these civil servants. Medvetz (2012) defines this as ‘intellectual generosity’; unlike closed
professions or academic knowledge production, a think-tank researcher will hold a very light
ownership over their products.

There are two key differences between the intellectual generosity Medvetz describes and
the contractual relationship shared by evaluation focussed think-tanks and their funders. First,
this is a process of production rather than dissemination; negotiations over the eventual
wording and content of the report are where the individual researcher will feel pressured.
Notably, none of these professionals were concerned about the use of the final packaged
product. Secondly, within a contractual relationship it is vital to assert oneself by positioning
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the intervention through scholarly credentials to maintain credibility. Think-tanks must posi-
tion the value and ‘reality’ of their academic expertise against the interests of any funder to
assert an appropriate degree of control over their findings.

Conclusion

In contrast to previous studies of think-tanks, this paper set out to investigate the process of
knowledge production and the networks British think-tank researchers use when producing
policy interventions. Rather than concentrating on a specific organisational type, or on a clique
of think-tanks within a particular political project, this paper explored how think-tank re-
searchers, from across the ideological and organisational spectrum, engage with the various
professions and actors who constitute the policy-research nexus. In so doing, this article also
explored how think-tanks construct and manage their expertise, and it presented an account of
intellectual life beyond the tired tropes of intellectual subservience and independence.

Brands and Intellectual Credibility

By focussing on the personal networks of think-tank researchers, this paper suggests that
intellectual credibility relies on consistency with a think-tank’s brand. These brands vary in
their rigidity, and some organisations have more freedom to be flexible with their interpretation
of core values. Each brand is specific to an organisation. The brand reflects the general
ideological affinities of think-tank as well as its approach to policy research (more advocacy
focussed than policy formulating, more media focussed than analytical and so on).

Networks as ‘Partial Connections’

The analysis then focussed on three significant types of actors that think-tank researchers engage
in the research process: experts/academics, policy professionals/practitioners, and funders. The
enrolment of these different actors was presented as a process akin toCallon’s (1986) description
of translation.With each interaction, the think-tank researcher attempts to negotiate and enlist the
interests of various alters from across fields, in congruence with the think-tank’s brand. This
suggests that knowledge, ideas, or resources do not simply flow through the relationships that
structure this network.Rather, there is constantnegotiationbetween the think-tank researcher and
other interested parties in the production (and dissemination) of ideas.

Unlike Callon’s notion of translation, which assumes that networks are structured around the
acceptanceof a central actor’s interests, the think-tank researcher relieson fluctuating levelsof interest
(e.g. togainmoneyandanaudience)anddisinterest(e.g.notbeingledbythefunder,notbeingcritiqued
bymoreexpertactors,andsoon).Thus, theyareconstantlychallengedtomaintain theirpositiononthe
periphery of more established communities. This description of network formation offers a novel
perspectiveon think-tanknetworks—they are not simplydense ties to one field or a specific coalition.
The ties think-tanks form are more like ‘partial connections’ (Meyer 2008, 2010). Networks do not
simply facilitate access or exclusion likewe find in ‘social capital’models (Bourdieu 1986; Lin et al.
2001) and neither do these networks seek to bind the think-tank researcher to any specific field of
profession. Rather these partial connections enable the researcher to use their network to link upwith
othermore stable, credentialed, andarguablymorepowerful groups,without being locked inor out of
any single community. It is this marginality which enables and ensures intellectual credibility.
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Spaces of Negotiation and Prescription

A key aim of this special edition is to understand how organisational contexts and spaces relate to
knowledgeproduction.Thispaper turns thisaimaroundandsuggests that focussingontheproduction
of knowledge also offers a novel perspective on the liminal space inhabited by think-tanks.

The spaceof think-tanks andpolicy research is interstitial. Its borders are under-defined and fuzzy.
This paper has described howpartners in the research process comewith their own agendas, levels of
engagement, and endowments of social, cultural, and economic capital. In this context, think-tank
researcherscannotdictatetotheirnetworks.Asonethink-tankdirectorexplainedpolicyresearchB[…]
is abit of adance […] it canbeacomplicateddanceat somepoints and therearegreyareas^ (Director,
Centreist 1).The samemoves, steps and rhythmswill not apply to all partners, andat times itmight be
hard to tell who is leading whom. This process at best aims to ‘soften up’ actors (be they funders,
experts or practitioners) rather than control them.As such, the act of research is asmuch (if notmore)
about thedeploymentof Brhetorical anddiscursive [strategies]whichenhance thepolitical potencyof
an idea^ (Stone 1996, p. 136) than communicating, bridging or repackaging existing knowledge.

This process highlights that neither the think-tank researcher, nor the professions they engage,
possess any a priori or explicit control over their network.Drawing on thework ofMurdoch (1998,
2006), Isuggest that think-tanknetworksaremoreaccuratelydescribeas ‘spacesofnegotiation’ than
‘spacesofprescription’. Spacesofprescription relate tonetworkswithapowerful andacentral node
that is able to regulate the conduct, activities, and transactions of all other nodes. In spaces of
negotiation, interactions are not dominated by one node. Rather, a number of nodes will negotiate
positions, actions, and exchanges (Murdoch1998, pp. 362–363).Thenetwork approach adopted in
this study enables us to view the space of think-tanks not as a static boundary or meeting place
between fields,butasaspacewhich is fullofmicrostrugglesbasedon the interactions that constitute
a number of cross-professional networks.

In conclusion, the topography of the space of think-tanks is decentralised, ill-defined and never
seems to solidify (Eyal 2013;Murdoch2006, p. 79; Stampnitzky 2013b). This paper recounts how,
whenmakingknowledgeproducts, think-tankresearchersneed toprime their audiencesasbest they
can to receive their products, because no one can own or control the network in this space between
fields. The description of the communications and interactions within a personal network of a
think-tankresearchersuggests thatcertainrelationshipsaremoreproblematic to theestablishmentof
credibility, and thenegotiationprocess canplacegreater power in thehandof someactorswithin the
network and at different phases of the process. However, the way in which this power negotiation
unravels, and its impact on intellectual credibility is far from being preordained.
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