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Abstract 
The idea of “think tanks” is one of the oldest in the policy sciences. While the topic has been 
studied for decades, however, recent work dealing with advocacy groups, policy and 
Behavioural Insight labs, and into the activities of think tanks themselves have led to discontent 
with the definitions used in the field, and especially with the way the term may obfuscate rather 
than clarify important distinctions between different kinds of knowledge-based policy influence 
organizations (KBPIO). In this paper we examine the traditional and current definitions of think 
tanks utilized in the discipline and point out their weaknesses. We then develop a new framework 
to better capture the variation in such organizations which operate in many sectors. 
 

Introduction: 

The idea of “think tanks” is one of the oldest in the policy sciences. In fact, the field itself largely 

grew out of the activities of one such entity, the post-WWII US RAND Corporation for which 

such luminaries as Gary Brewer and Charles Lindblom worked prior to moving into academe. 

While the topic has been studied for decades, however, recent work dealing with emergence of 

advocacy groups, policy institutes, national centers of excellence, policy and Behavioural Insight 

labs, and into the activities of think tanks themselves have led to discontent with the common 

definitions of such organizations used in the field (Lindquist 2021). In light of the development 

of these new organizations and activities, it has become clear that traditional definitions reserved 

for think tanks are too vague or general and obfuscate rather than clarify the nature of, and 

important distinctions between, different knowledge-based influence organizations and how they 

operate and, most importantly, affect public policy-making. 

 In what follows below, several popular definitions of think tanks utilized in the discipline 

are highlighted along with their weaknesses. We then develop a new definition and classification 

of knowledge-based policy influence organizations (KBPIO) which better captures the variation 

in the field. This new definition, focussing on the specific role(s) played by KBPIOs with respect 

to knowledge production and use – knowledge generation, diffusion and mobilization – and the 
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level of institutionalization of organizations involved in each of these activities, allows for a 

more precise and parsimonious appreciation and understanding of what each type does and how 

this varies from other kinds of knowledge-based organizations active in policy-making. The 

advantages of adopting such a diagnostic scheme and replacing more traditional definitions and 

taxonomies are then discussed and suggestions for future research directions proffered.  

 
Traditional Definitions of Think Tanks 

In countries like the USA and Canada, outside of government, think tanks have long been 

considered a principle source of policy research and knowledge creation, dating back to at least 

the aftermath of the Second World War  and their appearance in defence policy analysis, if not 

earlier (Stone and Ladi 2017). In others, like Japan and China and many countries in Europe, 

their creation is much more recent and dates to only the 1990s and 2000s but their number, size 

and impact has been growing (Xufeng 2009).   

This growth in mainly, but not exclusively, non-state organizations which are dedicated 

to policy analysis and the study and provision of policy advice (Doern and Levesque 2002) has 

attracted considerable attention and led to the growth of efforts to list and chronicle that growth. 

Since 2008, James McGann of the University of Pennsylvania, for example, has published the 

annual Global Go To Think Tank Index that lists over more than 6,500 think tanks using a set of 

18 criteria (e.g., quality and reputation of the think tank’s staff, ability to recruit and retain elite 

scholars and analysts, access to key institutions, media reputation, and so on). 

Much of that work, however, has glossed over distinctions concerning variations in the 

kinds of organizations examined such as how well funded and how large they are, where they are 

located between the public, private and non-profit sectors, including academic institutions, and 

how such factors affect what kinds of activities they undertake, between policy promotion or 
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basic research, for example, and how influential they are. Professing rather a catholic approach 

to the subject simply labelling any policy research organization as a “think tank”, these 

approaches fail to distinguish between such obviously different organizations as the Brookings 

Institution with a $117 (2017) million budget and over 300 employees or a small and small 

research shop such as the Institute for Sustainability, Energy, and Environment at the University 

of Illinois Urbana-Champaign or the many similar institutes existing around the world (Fraussen 

and Halpin 2016). Such an undifferentiated taxa fails to systematically address issues such which 

kind of organization has the most impact on policy and the relative relevance of, for example, 

being a partisan private vs non-profit entity, or a public one. 

In itself, this is a serious concern which demands better clarification and (re)assessment 

of what exactly is a  “classic” ‘think tank’ and how they operate. However this task has been 

made more urgent by the recent proliferation of a whole other set of knowledge-based policy 

organizations linked to agentification and an interest of governments in behavioural aspects of 

policy – from policy labs to behavioural insight units which have muddied both the conceptual 

and empirical think tank landscape (Strassheim and Korinek 2016; Straßheim 2020). Greater 

bureaucratic autonomy and the proliferation of adhocracies has led to the rapid growth of such 

knowledge organizations in government and externally including policy innovation labs, living 

labs, policy hubs, and behavioural or nudge units all of which share some characteristics with 

traditional think tanks like the RAND corporation or the Brookings Institute but are also different 

in many ways including their permanence and orientation towards policy issues and activities 

(Buttazzoni and Lindquist 2019). 

That is, all these organizations engage in “think tank-like” activities but much variation 

exists both among traditional organizations and between those traditional organizations and new 
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ones which impedes recognition of the different tasks and activities they engage in and what is 

their impact on policy-making. As  Pautz (2010) laments, "while there is a significant body of 

literature on think-tanks and their role for policy change and continuity, debate on the definition 

of what actually constitutes a think-tank, how it does what it does and what its role is, has 

somewhat come to a standstill” (p.420).  

For over a decade, the think tank literature has relied on somewhat simplistic taxonomies 

and frameworks. For example Rich’s definition of think tanks as “independent, non-interest-

based, non-profit organizations that produce and principally rely on expertise and ideas to obtain 

support and to influence the policymaking process” is commonly used (Rich 2004, p.11). 

However, as pointed out above, this definition does not encompass governmental or private think 

tanks and does not clarify what “independent” or “non-interest-based” means in either theory of 

practice. By definition, organizations like government-funded policy labs or industry-sponsored 

research institutions are excluded from analysis, even if these are, as suggested above, the areas 

in which major growth has occurred in the field in recent years. 

The poverty of such a definition is paralleled by the efforts made by some scholars to 

differentiate between different organizations within this category. In some cases, authors have 

simply thrown up their hands and argued the variation between think tanks is so great that a 

parsimonious classification scheme is impossible. Lindquist (2021) for example states: 

 
that it is difficult to create meaningful categories since-regardless of value 

orientation or substantive focus-the varied considerably with respect to target 

audiences (government, supporters, citizens, media), size and budget, reliance on 

full-time stats versus experts at universities or other institutions, research methods, 

emphasis on producing studies (which in turn can vary according to focus on 
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research, analysis and data) or providing forums or hosting events, professional 

development, undertaking work on contract, whether they were generalist or 

specialists in terms of what topics they focused on, and the strategic direction and 

type of leadership they had any time” (p.103). 

 
Others, however, have and continue to hold out the possibility of an improved typology, but do 

so by focussing on only some of the possible criteria set out by Lindquist above.  

This can be seen in Table 1 which sets out some of the variations in think tank definition 

and classification highlighted by leading figures in the field. 

 

TABLE 1 – Criteria for Differentiating Think Tanks 

Author Description of the taxonomy  
McGann By institutional type: Academic-diversified; Academic-specialized; 

Contract research organizations; Advocacy think tanks; Policy 
enterprise 

Rich By issue: Single-issue; Multi-issue; Full-service 
By budget: Less than $500,000; $500,001-$1million; $1 million - 
$5million; More than $5 million 

Weaver (1989) By institutional type: Universities without students; Government 
contractors; Advocacy think tanks 

Fraussen and Halpin 
(2007) 

By capacity: high; low 
By autonomy: high low 

Abelson (2018) By function: nature of policy analysis; personnel, research products; 
funding 
By institution type (adding to Weaver1 1989): Policy clubs; 
Government councils; Think-and-do tanks (From Stone 2001) 

 

As Table 1 shows, different authors have utilized different criteria for differentiating between 

these  “organizations that produce and principally rely on expertise and ideas to obtain support 

and to influence the policymaking process” (Rich 2004, p.11) 
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The most popular classification scheme is McGann’s well known taxonomy based on the 

type of affiliation the think tank enjoys (e.g., autonomous and independent, quasi-independent, 

university affiliated, political party affiliated, government affiliate, and quasi-governmental). Of 

course. this classification includes many kinds of agencies and organizations linked to 

governments that Rich excludes, while still excluding private-sector funded organizations.  

Rich, on the other hand, himself distinguishes between different kinds of think thanks 

within his relatively narrower gambit, looking at organizational characteristics such as budget 

size, political orientation, and scope and purpose research. But, as noted above, his definition 

eliminates a priori many significant organizations and agencies, including newer types such as 

policy labs.   

There have only been limited attempts to provide improved taxonomies and better 

definitions although scholars such as Weaver, Fraussen and Halpin and Abelson have made some 

efforts in this area.  While Weaver joins McGann in focussing on institutional type as a key 

differentiating criteria – albeit with a larger remit – Abelson makes a notable advance in adding a 

‘functional’ dimension to this analysis, highlighting the different aims and goals of different 

organizations of this type. 

An especially notable contribution is Fraussen and Halpin (2017) who continued in this 

direction, examining both the autonomy from funders, of whatever type, enjoyed by the think 

tank, operationalizing Rich’s criteria of “independence” while at the same time operationalizing 

“function” in terms of having a research or non-research raison d’etre and, in either case, 

examining what capacity the organization enjoys to pursue that goal (see Table 2). 
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These taxonomies are helpful in pointing to some directions and criteria that can be used 

to reflect the existing and emerging complexity of the rapidly changing policy knowledge and 

advice environment found in modern societies.  

 
 

Table 2 – Operationalizing Think Tank Types – after Fraussen and Halpin 

 
High Autonomy Low Autonomy 

High research capacity Strategic think tank/ 
Hi External Engagement 
Lo External Engagement 

Advocacy think tank/ 
Hi External Engagement 
Lo External Engagement 

Low research capacity Amateur think tank / 
Hi External Engagement 
Lo External Engagement 

Sole-trader think tank/ 
Hi External Engagement 
Lo External Engagement 

         
From Fraussen and Halpin (2017) 
 
 

We argue, however, that existing models which focus only on traditional think tank-like 

research organization – however these are defined - are too static and do not reflect the changing 

nature of policy research and other knowledge utilization activities carried out by new and older 

knowledge organizations which must also be included in any workable taxonomy, and clearly 

differentiated in a meaningful way from more traditional organizations of the types examined by 

the authors listed above. Current models have created a conceptual problem which has served as 

a sometimes unrecognized barrier to more and better research and understanding of the think 

tank phenomena or what is termed here “Knowledge-Based Policy Influence Organizations” or 

KBPIO, a general term which encompasses both the old and the new in this area of study and 

policy activity. 
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To resolve this issue and move studies of such organizations forward, we propose a more 

dynamic diagnostic approach reflecting the different knowledge functions (creation, diffusion, 

and utilization) in which KBPIO’s engage as well as their durability (permanent vs. ad hoc) 

which we argue is a superior method of distinguishing between these different types of agencies 

and NGOs and their impact and influence on policy advice and policy-making. Before doing so, 

however, it is first necessary to set out exactly the kinds of non-traditional think tank-type 

organizations to which we are referring and to show how these are in fact different from their 

forbearers. 

 

Rise of Policy Labs & Differentiating Research Institutes and Interest Groups 

Critical to the need to revisit the traditional think tank landscape and literature has been the 

phenomenon of the rise of various kinds of policy “innovation” labs in the policy advice area 

over the past two decades in many countries, including even those which had never exhibited a 

large number of more traditional think tanks, such as in Central or Southeast Asia (Nachiappan 

2013; Adachi et al 2013) but also western countries such as Denmark and others which 

previously featured few such organizations (Campbell and Pedersen 2014). 

The proliferation of these kinds of knowledge-based policy influence organization has 

been global in scale (Straßheim 2020). Unlike think tanks, which often arose in specific sectoral 

areas such as health, welfare or the economy in the effort to re-organize or rationalize activities 

in those sectors, however, the reasons for the creation of policy labs and their purposes is not as 

clear cut (Tonurist et al 2015).   

That is, the term ‘policy lab’ can include established teams (or organizations or institutes) 

set up specifically for innovative activities for public policymaking as well as physical spaces set 
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up for the purpose of conducting workshops or other stakeholder activities. Policy labs go by 

different names and include ‘public innovation labs’, ‘public sector innovation labs’, 

‘government innovation labs’, ‘organisational innovation labs’, ‘policy innovation labs’, 

‘innovation labs’, ‘public policy labs’, ‘social innovation labs’, ‘systems change labs’, ‘living 

labs’, and ‘design labs’, and ‘policy labs’ (among others Bailey et al., 2020; Nesti 2018) 

McGann et al (2018) have also pointed to the origin of many such experimental-focused 

research groups or organizations which emerged as the result of government agency 

reorganizations, the creation of arms length quasi independent organizations, or the funding of 

private entities.  And other policy labs were developed to respond to, or promote increased 

stakeholder engagement in developing policy ideas, prototypes, and experiments (Van Buuren et 

al 2020, Lewis 2020 Blomkamp et al 2016). In some cases, tied to this participatory function has 

been the effort to increase the use of specific analytical techniques such as design thinking and 

co-creation which in many cases replaced the modelling and econometrics of earlier think tanks.  

Design-led labs created for this purpose employ ‘user-centered’ methods such as ethnography 

and often apply a “service-dominant” approach (Blomkamp 2018; Bason 2018).    

Another trend has been the growth of “data” based labs that are focused on concerns 

about the rapid growth of private and public big data, the demand for open government, and 

disruptive technologies in particular algorithmic based decisioning making such as the New 

York’s GovLab or Hong Kong’s City University LaMP lab (Walker 2020).  A fourth type of lab 

is evidence-based and evaluation focussed. They have embraced the popularity of behavioural 

economics, through randomized controlled trails (RCT) such as the effort of the UK Behaviour 

Insights Team (BIT) while a fifth type, so-called “nudge” or behavioural insight labs, have 

formed in order to devise and promote low-case behavioural interventions expected to increase 
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policy effectiveness (Thaler and Sunstein 2009; John 2014; Straßheim 2020). Most, but not all, 

of these organizations involve actors from different backgrounds who develop policy advice with 

an emphasis on collaboration (Fuller 2016; Bason 2018).  

Closely resembling these are the growing number social innovation and living labs or 

“hubs” where innovative solutions for problems are formulated together with citizens (Shin 

2019; Gascó 2017; Tonurist et al 2015; Kimbell 2015). The role of external complexity and 

emergence of new technology such as digital and mobile telephony and data use is responsible 

for the creation of many of these organizations which are dedicated to specific tasks such as 

urban planning or improving transportation infrastructure but they extend to those focussed on 

renewable energy and climate change activity (Tonurist et al 2015). Others, such as nudge labs, 

are focussed on devising new tools and techniques of governance for which other labs then find a 

purpose. 

Some policy commentators have been quick to differentiate policy labs from think tanks 

arguing they are sui generis and thus simply eliminate them from further considerations and 

analysis (Bellefontaine 2012; Blomkamp 2018). However, this is an artificial and unhelpful 

distinction. More than twenty years ago, Stone (2001), for example, found that the boundaries 

between think tanks and other knowledge-based policy influence groups were already starting to 

blur and she coined the term “think-and-do tanks” to describe those think tanks that “are not 

exclusively devoted to research and policy analysis but are also involved in advocacy, technical 

assistance and training” (p.340).   

Other scholars and observers have also taken pains to distinguish these organizations 

from internal government agencies. Bason (2018) for example, noted that in most cases there is a 

push within governments for organizational autonomy, which should allow the units to pursue 
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discontinuous and disruptive innovations without the direct interference from the traditional 

organizational structures. Such organizations approximate traditional consultancies, offering 

technical advice on important issues of the day. 

Thus, in line with our critique of the think tank literature, the policy lab literature can also 

be seen to suffer from the same problems of definition and classification that have plagued 

traditional think tank studies. What is needed is a broader, yet more precise, umbrella that allows 

the potentially important differences between the two, and others such as lobbyists and advocacy 

organizations, to be highlighted at the same time that their similarities as knowledge-based 

policy organizations are acknowledged. In this way, the field can be reinvigorated and research 

undertaken into important, rather than epi-phenomenal, aspects of the activities and relevance of 

knowledge-based policy influence organizations, including the new policy lab phenomenon. 

 
Organizing Knowledge-Based Policy Influence Organizations: A New Definition  

One of the key advantages of taking a knowledge-based approach to this definitional and 

taxonomical issue is that the creation, diffusion, and utilization literature permits researchers 

many avenues to further refine their analysis within each of these three fields. For example, 

examining what type of knowledge a particular organization uses: practical or intellectual 

knowledge, normative or cognitive (Rich 1997). 

As the discussion above in the case of traditional think tanks has shown, it is important to 

begin with the rationale and purpose for any knowledge-based policy influence organization. 

That is, what specific aspect of the knowledge utilization spectrum is its primary concern?  

Figure 1 below sets out the basic functions involved in knowledge utilization – creation 

or generation, diffusion and mobilization - which can be used to highlight this first important 

distinctive characteristic of any such knowledge-based organization, be it traditional or 
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contemporary (Oh 1996, 1997; Webber 1986, 1981). As the figure shows, this can be juxtaposed 

with the role played by organizations involved with each function, which can either supply these 

knowledge goods independently or do so in response to specific demands on the part of 

governments. 

Following a standard knowledge mobilization framework (i.e. generation, mobilization 

(diffusion), utilization) allows all of the activities of the different kinds of knowledge-based 

influence organizations set out above – be they traditional or modern - to be better understood. 

Focussing on the different tasks involved in knowledge use, such a framework can be used these 

to cover off the respective research, advocacy/brokerage and strategic communications activities 

in which each is engaged.  

 

Figure 1 – A General Model of Knowledge-Based Policy Influence Organizations 

 
Supply 
(Producers/Disseminators) 

Demand 
 (Users) 

Creation/ 
Generation)  

Research 
“Positive knowledge” 
(Zaltman 1979) 

Routine information 
Conceptual (Rich 1997) 
“Use” (received and read) (Rich 1997) 

 
Diffusion/Transfer   

Advocacy/brokerage Learning 
“Attribution gap” (Zaltman 1979) 
(inaccurate perception of knowledge 
and how the user should perceive it 
“Utility”(knowledge could be used, but 
not employed) (Rich 1997) 

 
Mobilization 

Information recycling 
 (“packaging of knowledge”) 

Strategic communications 
Policy experiments 
“Knowledge testing” (Zaltman 1979) 
Incremental and preventive effects 
(Zaltman 1979) 
Instrumental (Rich 1997) 
Influence & Impact (Rich 1997) 
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A key additional dimension highlighted by many of the early observers of think tanks 

cited above is duration, permanence and/or institutionalization. This third dimension can be used 

to capture the organizational aspects of research organizations within each of the knowledge 

utilization activities contained in Figure 1 (see Figure 2) 

 
Figure 2  KBPO Types by Duration 

 Permanent  
(function/organization & 
example) 

Ad Hoc 
(function/organization & 
example) 

Creation 
(Generation) 

Experimentation/experimenters 
e.g. Policy Shops 

Borrowing/Recyclers 
e.g. Co-Design /Insight labs  

Diffusion 
(Mobilization) 

Entrepreneuring/Instrument 
Constituencies 
e.g. Propaganda TTs (Heritage) 

Advocating/Advocates 
e.g. Advocacy Groups 

Utilization Advising/Designers 
e.g. Foundational TT (Brookings) 

Promoting/Lobbysts 
e.g. Lobbyists 

 

Putting these three dimensions together generates the typology set out in Figure 3. 

 
Figure 3 – A Model of Knowledge-Based Policy Influence Organizational Types by Duration 
 
 

Supply Demand 

Creation/ 
Generation)  

1) Permanent 
Brookings Type think Tanks 
2) Ad hoc  
Small Fraussen/Halpin type 
“interest groups” 

1) Permanent 
Nudge Units 
 
2) Ad Hoc 
Task Forces 

 
Diffusion   

1) Permanent  
Larger Interest groups/Think 
Tanks 
2) Ad Hoc 
Policy and Co-Design Labs 

1) Permanent 
Government Research Agencies and 
Policy Shops 
2) Ad Hoc 
Consultants 

 1) Permanent  1) Permanent 
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Mobilization Interest Groups 
2) Ad hoc  
Lobbyists 

Strategic communications 
2) Ad hoc 
Political Staffers 

Advantages of a New Definition 

The model set out in Figure 3 allows us to be more precise about the terminology deployed in the 

think tanks and KBPIO fields to date. It shows some of the key differences between different 

kinds of KBPIO both inside and outside government that labels such as “think tanks” and “policy 

labs” obscure. 

 That such a taxonomy can be used for empirical classification purposes is shown in the 

analysis of the Canadian situation found in Figure 4 below. This application shows how many 

different kinds of organizations co-exist in the knowledge-based policy influence space which 

would have been excluded or incorrectly juxtaposed using out-dated definitions and 

classifications from the early days of the policy sciences. 

 
Figure 4 – Examples of Canadian Think Tanks by KBPIO Type  

 
Supply Demand 

Creation/ 
Generation  

1) Permanent  
CCPA 
 
2) Ad hoc  
??? Some Federal Policy 
Lab??? 

1) Permanent 
Economic Council of Canada/Statistics 
Canada 
 
2) Ad Hoc 
??? Gendered Peacekeeping 
Research?? 

 
Diffusion   

1) Permanent 
advocacy/brokerage 
 C.D. Howe/Fraser Institute 
2) Ad Hoc 
Health Policy Design Labs 

1) Permanent 
Policy Research Initiative 
 
2) Ad Hoc 
????? COVID-19 Task Force 

 
Mobilization 

1) Permanent 
Canadian Chamber of 
Commerce 

1) Permanent 
Strategic communications ??? 
2) Ad hoc 
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2) Ad hoc  
Lobbyists 

Federal Political Staffers 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

In their investigation of Australian think tanks, Halpin and Fraussen (2016) noted the potential 

for think tanks to augment government capacity and help address real problems in society, but 

only under certain circumstances. That is, they argued that governments (in their case Australia) 

have declined in their ability to address long term problems due to increased partisanship and 

other kinds of institutional/electoral gridlock. But, in order to address key questions like climate 

change or homelessness they need more long-term strategic thinking. And this means they need 

high capacity/autonomous research and advice and think tanks at least potentially can cover this 

off, at least those which are not too interest or party driven. And they found in a survey the field 

of non-interest/partisan think tanks in Australia that many, albeit small and non-permanent 

KBPIOs did have these characteristics and so could improve or enhance policy-making. 

This is an example of how differentiating between KBPIOs is crucial to recommending 

action which can improve policy-making and policy outputs. That is, Fraussen and Halpin t 

recommended that governments encourage only certain kinds of knowledge-based research 

organizations in order to help them regain some of their lost abilities to address wicked-type 

issues in an (overly) partisan era. Once this assessment and diagnosis has been made, they argue, 

governments could, for example, deploy procedural tools like open access to data and research to 

enhance IT capacity and/or deploy indirect funding such as tax breaks for foundations and 

charitable research deductions and the like (for example, treating employment of highly qualified 

personnel as a business expenses) in order to increase the capacity of such KBPIOs while 

allowing them to retain their autonomy.  
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Such analyses and recommendations are excellent. However, as this paper has shown, the 

existing literature is not a big help in assessing either the nature and particularities of traditional 

think tanks, nor of more recent policy labs and other similar kinds of endeavours and also for 

identifying which, if any, of these kinds of organizations would or could benefit from such 

government support. Traditional definitions have been vague, ignored or led attention away from 

possibly important differences between think tank types and activities and have often simply 

excluded many KBPIO from their ambit, including the wave of new policy labs which have 

emerged in many countries in recent years. But providing general support to think tanks which 

might just increase lobbying or other kinds of purely interest driven knowledge mobilization 

activity would be counter-productive and more precise typologies and assessments are required 

for this to occur.. 

 The model presented here, which is derived from and shows some affinity with 

traditional approached to organizations such as think tanks and policy labs, greatly expands the 

definition of such KBPIOs and provides some insights into both their important differences (and 

similarities) which can enhance the kinds of analyses undertaken by Halpin and Fraussen and 

allow their more precise targeting to the kinds of organizations – in this case knowledge 

generation and diffusion oriented – which they would like to see encouraged. It also allows the 

two existing literatures on the subject – the old and continuing discussion of think tanks, per se 

and the new and emerging discussion of policy labs and other similar entities – to talk to, rather 

than past, each other.  

 Using a model such as that provided here, researchers can generate insights into both 

these kinds of KBPIO, without having to worry in the first instance about factors such as their 

size or organizational location and sources of funding, rather shifting the focus of analysis 
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towards the kinds of knowledge products they provide, to who, and why. And it is these later 

questions which are key in the field, not those which have dominated past research efforts in this 

area. 
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