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Disclaimer
The Nawat Institute is independent of government and other vested interests. The information contained in this 
document represents the findings and views of the authors, as of the date of publication. The Nawat Institute 
cannot guarantee the accuracy of any information presented after the date of publication. The Nawat Institute 
does not take an institutional view. This white paper is for informational purposes only. To this extent, the Nawat 
Institute makes no warranties, express or implied.

Nawat, The Arab Institute for Policies and Studies 
is the world’s first independent, nonpartisan, non-
governmental network of policy centres and think 
tanks in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). The 
Institute is a membership organisation and think tank 
dedicated to becoming the primary resource for Arab 
public policy centres, helping them to develop their 
capacities in order to better operate. Nawat takes no 
institutional positions on matters of policy, carrying out 
its mission to foster a culture of informed citizenship 
and plurality of thought through networking and cross-
collaboration. 

http://www.nawatinstitute.org
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As the region continues to proceed through 
mass political transition following the 
events of the ‘Arab Spring’, the Nawat 

Institute conducted in 2015 a series of needs 
assessment surveys with funding from the 
National Endowment for Democracy (NED). These 
surveys were designed to establish baseline data 
for think tanks in the MENA region, and to solicit 
opinions on a wide range of issues facing these 
organisations. Nawat utilises survey findings as 
part of a broader program to support the long-
term development of Arab think tanks. Nawat 
will continue to collect data from think tanks in 
the region over the next 3 years to document and 
evaluate improvements in capacity and networking 
across these organisations. 

The report aggregates the findings from these 
baseline surveys. Results for the survey are 
based on responses from 40 Arab public policy 
organisations, none of whom were provided with 
a monetary incentive for participation.  This study 
obtained opinions on a range of topics, including 
the mission and values of these organisations; 
budgets and funding sources; research output 
and autonomy; legality and independence; and 
general overall needs. 

Assessment Results. With local variances, 
Arab civil society in general continues to function 
under difficult conditions with an increasingly 
sceptical public that has grown impatient with 

the slow pace of reform and distrustful of 
political actors and the political process. Despite 
the turbulence in the region, in large part, the 
general public of many Arab societies and by 
extension Arab civil society, remain committed 
to legal and democratic standards. With that 
said, the emerging political scenario is a complex 
story: wherein the synthesis of security, regional 
politics and economic interests represent the 
true and underlying driving forces of conflict and 
political debate.   Efforts centred on capacity-
building must therefore address the underlying 
conditions. This requires:

• Promoting pluralism;
• Initiatives that encourage political 

empowerment and wider inclusion; 
• Political liberalisation and participatory 

governance; and 
• Strengthening capabilities of organisations 

to provide an independent voice.

Arab think tanks are well positioned to 
support and promote these activities. However, 
the burgeoning ‘think tank’ sector in the MENA 
is faced with its own developmental challenges, 
which as a matter of priority must be addressed 
first.

Report Objectives

This report aims to establish a baseline for 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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further study into the needs and roles of think 
tanks in the Arab world. The report will:

. 1 Construct high level definitions/criteria for 
what constitutes a ‘think tank’;

. 2 Share the initial results of the study;

. 3 Examine the links between think tanks in 
the region and the role cross collaboration 
and networking can play in improving 
outcomes.

Research Methodology

The research that forms the basis of this report 
was conducted over a -4month period beginning 
in May 2015 and ending in late- July 2015. The 
research approach combined qualitative and 
quantitative data, from both primary and 
secondary sources and included interviews with 
subject matter experts, academics, think tank 
managers, and researchers. 

The research was based on several key 

activities:

. 1 Online Survey Questionnaire. An online 
questionnaire consisting of twenty-
six (26) questions with respondents 
given the opportunity to add additional 
commentary. 

. 2 Interviews with Experts. Think tank 
managers and senior staff were interviewed 
in areas relating to management, 
operations, and deficiencies. The range of 
sources informs the analysis present in the 
body of the report. 

Challenges and Limitations

As a snapshot of Arab think tanks, the 
findings of this study are expected to be useful 
in establishing directional trends, rather than 
drawing any definitive conclusions. Results 
are derived from a small sample size and are 
intended to establish a baseline. Although this 
sample contributes to the analysis, it is intended 
to highlight the need for further focused study.
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The concept of a ‘think tank’ remains relatively 
new to many MENA-based societies – 
this despite the presence of organisations 

dedicated to research and public policy. However, 
the question of how these organisations operate 
and their capacity and effectiveness to influence 
policy is unclear. How do these organisations 
reconcile their research interests with the needs 
of the public? Understanding the weaknesses, 
strengths, and challenges faced by these 
organisations is fundamental to supporting and 
strengthening them.

The explosive growth of Arab civil society, and 
alongside it organisations operating as ‘think 
tanks,’ can be explained by several factors. 
The democratic transition in several Arab 
countries particularly over the last 4-5 years 
created in some cases, an entirely new political 
environment, which enabled think tanks, in many 
cases for the first time, to set up without legal 
obstruction from the state. The influx of foreign 
funding, post-Arab Spring, acted as a catalyst for 
new think tanks in these countries to explore and 
explain political, legal and economic challenges 
and other themes.  The third, and perhaps most 
important factor was the considerable growth 
of political activism as a phenomenon across 
Arab societies, with this activism leading to the 
formation of formal organisations.

Often, the history and geography are factors 
in the emergence of think tanks in the Arab 
world and in how think tanks set their priorities. 
In countries like Palestine and Iraq, with a long 

history of conflict and foreign interventions, 
domestic security vacuums and instability 
underscored the need for internal dialogue and 
debate, giving rise to ‘think tanks’ and other 
research organisations specialising in political 
and economic affairs. Faced with a significant 
set of challenges, the organisations in these 
countries directed their attention (over the last 
2-3 decades) to the creation of modern, civil and 
democratic states that enjoy popular legitimacy, 
an enterprise that has seen little success. 
The region’s evolving situation continues to 
prove challenging for organisations working to 
influence public policies, their efforts, therefore, 
require a realistic assessment.

Identifying Think Tanks

As a relatively new phenomena in the MENA 
region, we begin this report by defining what 
we mean by ‹think tanks› and what type of 
organisations fall under this category.  With no 
clear scholarly consensus on its definition, there 
is a degree of judgment involved in determining 
what characterises a think tank – often suggests 
that the term is informed by the biases of those 
who define it. According to the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), ‘think tanks 
and policy research facilities can be defined as 
organisations that generate research products, 
which inform decision making on specific policy 
issues and aim to influence policy content.’(1)

(1) UNDP, 2009, “The role of think thanks and research 

INTRODUCTION
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The selection criteria used for think tanks 
participating in this study are:

1. Organisations that specialise in the 
production of public policy solutions

2. Dedicated to research
3. Generate original ideas, analysis and advice
4. Communicate to policy-makers
5. Influence public opinion
6. Maintain research independence 

The explosive worldwide growth of think 
tanks over the past decades seems indicative of 
their growing importance in the policy making 
community. But whilst think tanks exercise some 
influence, to what degree do these organisations 
impact policy making and how is this achieved? 
Unlike their more established Western 
counterparts, MENA region think tanks do not yet 
form an integral part of the political landscape.  
Although, the visibility of these organisations 
has increased over the past few years, local 
experts frequently point out that their influence 
and input on policy making remains low.  

Developed think tanks often focus their 
resources on influencing policy making whereas 
in developing and emerging countries the focus 
should often lie with providing information, 
which has not always been easily accessible, 
and offering practical assistance. As relatively 
nascent institutions, think tanks in developing 
and emerging countries are rarely repositories of 
policy expertise and yet they still play a critical 
role in the processes of political transition. These 
priorities are subject to change and shift, often 
depending on specifics relating to social context. 
Societal context, prevailing values, and norms 
are thus all important factors when gauging the 
needs and effectiveness of Arab think tanks. 

institutes for more national ownership and alignment 
of evidence to policy”. Discussion Paper 24, UNDP Oslo 
Governance Centre. Authors: N. Jones, J. Pomares, A. Pellini 
and A. Datta. p.4.

Arab Think Tanks: A Brief Overview

An array of Western and multilateral 
institutions have funnelled resources into 
the Arab world over the past few decades as 
part of the wider ‘democratisation’ initiative. 
These include organisations like USAID and U.S 
democracy promoting NGOs such as NDI, the 
International Republican Institute (IRI), and the 
Ford Foundation, along with intergovernmental 
organisations like the European Union, and 
the UNDP. Executed principally through extra-
governmental channels, these resources and the 
projects they funded formed a greater part of the 
production of political information that poured 
out of the early Arab think tanks of the 90s. 
The last few decades of ‘democracy promotion’ 
throughout the Arab world, differed from the 
traditional foreign aid programs which arrived 
through government channels, resulting in a 
significant backlash from Arab governments that 
saw this aid and the project outcomes as threats 
to their monopolies on information. (2)

Whilst many Arab think tanks grew out of 
donor-maintained projects, many other Arab 
think tanks formed later and played influential 
roles in influencing the political process. A 
prominent Jordanian think tank, for example, 
Al-Urdan Al-Jadid, formed in 1993, developed a 
proposal for gender quotas that was accepted 
for the 2003 elections. Operating for over twenty 
years, Al Urdun Al Jadid is an example of a 
government licensed think tank that formed as 
an extension of a previous self-funded cultural 
and research periodical. Similarly, following the 
parliamentary elections of 1992 in Lebanon, the 
Lebanese Centre for Policy Studies (LCPS) became 
the first think tank to focus solely on Lebanese 
policy issues. Similar examples exist in Morocco, 
Tunisia, and Egypt.

(2)  Brouwer, Imco. “US Civil-Society Assistance to the Arab 
World, The Cases of Egypt and Palestine”. (2000).
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High levels of foreign assistance to non-
governmental organisations in the region, 
especially Palestine, Egypt, Jordan, and Lebanon 
have meant these countries have, in general, 
more established organisations focusing on 
research and public policy. Al Ahram Center for 
Political and Strategic Studies (Egypt), The Center 
for Arab Unity Studies (Lebanon), and the Arab 
Thought Forum (Jordan) are a few such examples. 
Formed to reinforce Arab identity and address 
Arab concerns indigenously, these organisations 
continue to thrive with evolving missions. The 
semi-governmental Al-Ahram Center alongside 
other Egyptian university-based institutes, like 
the Center for Political Research and Studies 
at Cairo University, are recipients of foreign aid 
and rely to varying degrees on these sources of 
funding. Over-reliance and at times, exclusive 
reliance on foreign funding for research, report 
publication, and other think-tank activities has 
raised concerns within the Arab civil society and 
think tank communities over autonomy and 
credibility.

Many well-established, and well-regarded early 
think tanks suspended their own operations as a 
result of their resolve to self-sustain. As of 2012, 
Al Urdun ceased its activities in order ‘to look for 
sustainable funding sources that are different 
from the current mechanisms of international 
aid...which limit the ownership of their identity 
and production, undermine their credibility and 
threaten their capability to sustain themselves 
and achieve institutional independence.’(3)

The Foundation for the Future’s 2014 Arab 
Think Tank Directory lists 224 think tanks active 
in the region and Nawat’s compendium of Arab 
think tanks lists the number at 299. This rapid 
growth of think tanks coincides with an increased 
drive to radically expand the scope and remit of 
their work in the social and political sphere and 
success hinges on improving these think tanks 
ability to operate as independent, autonomous, 
regionally or locally funded hubs with limited 
reliance on external resources.

(3)  New Jordan Research Center, https://www.facebook.
com/NewJordanResearchCenter/posts/295738013844005
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Understanding the present set of 
circumstances is a crucial first step 
in identifying areas of deficiencies. 

Determining the current state therefore allows 
for gaps to be understood with respect to the 
desired future state. To address this challenge 
on behalf of Arab-based think tanks, a needs 
assessment was employed. A needs assessment 
is a process used to:

• ‘Identify gaps between current results and 
desired ones.

• Place the gaps in priority order.

• Select the most important ones to be 
addressed’(4)

Importantly, ‘in order to be useful, a needs 
assessment must be end-focused.’(5) As a 
precursor to this assessment, this report 
presents the preliminary data received from 40 
operational Arab think tanks. The baseline data 
that has been collected will serve as a point of 
reference and inform the upcoming phases of 
the needs assessment; monitor progress and 
crucially inform the programmes designed to 
bridge the needs, once identified.  The selected 
indicators include:

(4)  Kaufman, Roger A., Alicia Mabel Rojas, and Hanna 
Mayer. Needs assessment: A user’s guide. Educational 
Technology, 1993.

(5)  Kaufman, Roger A., Alicia Mabel Rojas, and Hanna 
Mayer. Needs assessment: A user’s guide. Educational 
Technology, 1993.

1. Independent and autonomous operations

2. The channels used to communicate 
research and their effectiveness - Who 
are their target audience– the public 
(influencing public opinion to pressure 
policy change) or the authorities (directly 
impact policy change via policy makers) 

3. Annual operating budgets – have budgets 
risen or fallen and what effected these 
changes

4. Sources of funding – Did the organisations 
diversify their sources of funding or engage 
in activities to make their organisations 
self-sustainable

5. Human resources, with particular focus on 
the number and quality of researchers, the 
recruitment and selection process

6. Quality control procedures, specifically 
as they pertain to data collection and 
research outputs;

Additional indicators, including a measure 
of the think tank effectiveness and the degree 
of networking and cross-collaborative work 
the organisations engage in with their Arab 
neighbours will also be examined. Although 
these indicators are considerably more difficult 
to measure, understanding how Arab think tanks 
form networks and who they choose to connect 
with is crucial to understanding how best to 
support them. 

ASSESSING NEEDS
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The baseline survey allowed organisations 
to document perceived gaps and identify 
values and preferences related to their existing 
circumstances. However, in future, performance-
based data will also be used to independently 
document and verify core information.  This hard 
data, together with the data supplied by the 
organisations themselves ensures a complete 
and valid assessment.

Missions: Determining Where Arab 
Think Tanks Want To Be

Armed with the mission statement, a needs 
assessment can determine if organisations’ 
outcomes align with the mission’s objectives.  

Evidence suggests that think tanks have widely 
competing agendas with respect to strategies, 
tactics and overall objectives. Opinions differ 
widely on issues of governance, political 
engagement, and the ultimate vision or goals for 
a social-political order. Moreover, the ‘rapid rise 
in recent decades of mass education and mass 
communication throughout the region has begun 
to profoundly influence ideas of politics, religion, 
and aspirations of a ‘just’ social order, whilst 
also broadening the spectrum of citizens who 
feel that they should engage more and have a 
political voice.’(6) Consequently, Arab think tanks 
reflect these differing voices and represent a wide 
group with an extensive range of opinion - from 
those that support and participate in electoral 
democracy to those who more strongly espouse 
sectarian or partisan views.

Despite their overall differences, the missions 
of surveyed think tanks present similar themes. 
Grouped in order of priority, think tanks 
participating in the baseline study indicated their 
aims were to:

(6)  Norton, Augustus Richard, ed. Civil society in the Middle 
East. 2 (2001). Vol. 2. Brill, 2001.

• Promote Better Public Policy The 
development of public policies; to 
discuss the political, economic and social 
issues in the region; the preparation of 
comprehensive studies.

• Institutional and Organisational 
Development: to build organisational 
capability, provide expertise, resources 
and training.

• Research: Advance methodological 
research, Stimulate research and scientific 
creativity, innovation and providing an 
appropriate environment. 

• Democracy Promotion: Promote 
democratic standards and civil education 
behaviours and practices. 

• Civic Education, Participation/Public 
Perception: Entrench the culture of 
dialogue and peaceful conflict resolution; 
informing the public of their rights and 
responsibilities, promote respect for the 
rule of law and institutional formation.

• Human rights/equality: Support for 
women’s legal and workplace rights; 
documenting and monitoring abuses of 
these rights. 

• Polling: The use of surveys and polls to 
regularly patrol opinion towards key 
issues. 

• General conferences and seminars: 
Organising and facilitating events 
to bridge gap between civil society, 
government, stakeholders and  decision-
makers 

• Advocacy/lobbying: Influencing decision-
making, advocating policy etc.

• Access to Information: Promote right 
to information in the public interest, 
providing information to support policy 
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formulation, to promote openness by 
public bodies, publication of periodicals 
and journals.

NB: The think tanks stated missions do not 
reflect their actual research production, but 
what their claimed ambitions are. Further study 
will allow an analysis of the disparity between 
these stated aims and actual outcomes. 

The think tanks examined thus far have 
varying missions and objectives, yet most seek 

to impact policymaking. However, implementing 
standardised measures for their performance 
and influence is difficult. The majority of think 
tank managers interviewed demonstrate the 
relevance of their work by referencing media 
coverage, or identifying ideas that have been 
promoted by the organisation and later debated 
or enacted by policy-makers, although this type 
of measurement is largely circumstantial. With 
many complaining of limited direct contact with 
public authorities, a significant part of these 
organisations impact is indirect, with many of 
their activities oriented towards the public.
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Surveying is a powerful and effective tool in 
gauging where sentiments lie and where 
attitudes and values may intersect with, 

or reflect trends and patterns seen elsewhere. 
Dramatic shifts in the MENA political landscape 
and significant regional unrest leave the region 
vulnerable to ideological and political shifts. 
Such shifts have undoubtedly brought with it 
an explosion of differing views that characterise 
the present situation. It is therefore a timely 
opportunity to observe and analyse current 
attitudes, which may shed important light and 
prove to be a crucial aid in further understanding 
proclivities and needs.

Key Facts

The political and social change in the Middle 
East and North Africa region over the last five 
years is matched by the growth of the number 
of organizations who research, advocate, lobby 
and investigate that change. A snapshot of the 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region 
today reveals 298 ‹think tanks›.   The countries 
that exhibit the highest numbers of operating 
think tanks are Egypt (43), Jordan (38), Tunisia 
(33), Lebanon (31), Palestine (29), and Morocco 
(28). In part, this is a function of their larger 
population sizes.

 85.7% of think tanks are legally registered.

BASELINE ASSESSMENT

298 43 38 33

31 29 28THINK TANKS

 Registered

 Under 
Registration

 Other

 85.7%  
legally 

registered

LEGAL CLASSIFICATION

Figure 1 Are think tanks legally registered?
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THINK TANKS PUBICISE THEIR WORK THROUGH...

97.1%

 %0 Affiliated to Government

 %0 Associated to a Political  
    Party

 %0 Partisan

 %2.9 Other

of the think tanks surveyed 
classified themselves 
as independent, non-
governmental, with 
no affiliation to any 
political party. However, 
independence is often 
compromised by external 
affiliations and funding.

Figure 2 Do think tanks operate independently and 
autonomously?

 %0 Envirnomental/Water Issues                %0 Media                   %47.1 Other

26.5% focus on 
general policy

23.5% focus on 
human rights

2.9% focus on 
economic policy

Figure 3 Think tank focus

** Note that on multiple 
answer variations, the total 
listed on these tables lists 
how many total answers 
were chosen, which is 
likely higher than the total 
number of respondents. 
Percentages reflect what 
percentage of participants 
chose each choice. These 
percentages are likely 
to add up to more than 
100%”.

Communicating Research Outputs

Evidence suggests that think tanks have widely 
competing agendas and exhibit a vast range of 
opinion, with respect to strategies, tactics and 
overall objectives. Opinions differ widely on 
issues of governance, political engagement, and 
the respective group’s ultimate vision or goals for 
a social-political order. Consequently, Arab think 
tanks represent a wide group with an extensive 
range of opinion - from those that support and 
participate in electoral democracy to those who 
more strongly espouse sectarian or partisan 
views. Therefore there is a great deal of variation 
in who think tanks consider their target audience 
to be and how they expect their outputs to make 
an impact.

Research outputs are communicated to a range 
of intermediate and end users.  The think tanks 
surveyed indicate that various messages are tailored 

to different audiences and different channels. On 
average, surveyed think tanks utilise a minimum of 
three channels, with social media, workshops, and 
seminars/conferences being the most common 
medium for disseminating research.

Respondents indicate that research outputs 
are used primarily by civil society organisations 
85.3%, researchers 73.5%, and activists 64.7%, 
with only 33% indicating that outputs are also 
utilised by government 38.2% or political parties 
52.9%.

Less efficacious interactions between think 
tanks and government institutions in the Arab 
world are also feature. Despite this, many 
organisations are beginning to more assertively 
challenge the accepted order and advocate for 
change through their research and publications.

Figure 4 How think tanks 
disseminate their research (**)

61.8%Traditional

76.5%Workshops

58.8%Think Tanl’s

76.5%Social Media

44.1%Advocacy

38.2%Newsletter

73.5%Public Events

38.2%Dirrct  Visits

2.9%SMS

67.6%Special Events

58.8%Direct Contact

5.9%Other
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Funding

Financial autonomy is necessary to protect a 
think tank’s intellectual freedom, according to the 
majority of researchers interviewed.  Autonomy, 
in this case, hinges on the permanence and 
diversity of sources of funding.

Supporting independent policy think tanks in 
developing countries has become a key focus of 
major donor initiatives. Reliance on international 
foundations and development agencies for 
funding, however, makes it difficult for Arab think 
tanks to diversify their portfolio of donors.  Arab 
think tanks must rely to some degree on external 
funding at either the regional and international 
level. These donor relationships provide financing 
but can also allow think tanks to boost their 

credibility and expand their policy influence.

In terms of budgets, number of staff, and 
operations, there is wide variation in Arab think 
tanks. Amongst the think tanks surveyed, the 
majority (48%) reported annual budgets of less 
than $50,000.  Only 12% of the Arab think tanks 
surveyed declared annual budgets greater than 
$200,000. The relatively small budgets that Arab 
think tanks command owes to a range of factors, 
including lower capacity for fundraising from 
the public, governments and other institutions, 
lower levels of influence with government and 
other donors, and lower capacity to use funds at 
higher levels.

To be effective, think tanks must be able to 
communicate their research using a variety 
of methods and channels; we found evidence 
from the survey that Arab think tanks are doing 
this. How these think tanks choose to evaluate 
themselves and their outcomes is unclear, 
however.  

While most of the think tanks in the 
sample rely on traditional forms of think tank 
communication, including reports, round-tables, 
and publications, most are also experimenting 
with new media, including tweeting and social 
media posting. 

Some of the think tanks surveyed, however, 
had no official online presence whatsoever.
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Figure 5 Who uses think tank research? (**)

THINK TANKS OUTPUT ARE USED BY...

AVERAGE ANNUAL BUDGETS

Figure 6 Annual Budget

50.000$ - 100.000$

100.000$ - 200.000$ 5.000$ - 50.000$

 +200.000$

84.5 
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15.2 %

12.1 %
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 Looking at staff figures, on average, these 
think tanks utilise 24/25 volunteers, employ 10/11 
researchers, and 5/6 dedicated staff members. 
Overall, think tank teams are relatively small, in 
comparison with their Western counterparts.

The majority of think tanks reported that 
their researchers had undertaken postgraduate 
study.  The average number of post graduate 
researchers numbering 10 (9.82). An average of 
7 (6.97) researchers per organisation specialise 
specifically in the think tanks area of focus/
expertise. 

Of the think tanks surveyed, an average of 5 
(5.22) researchers, per organisation, regularly 
publish in the media. Approximately one-third 

(3.9) of all researchers have experience working 
in government.

When asked to identify their primary 
funding sources, the majority of Arab think 
tanks surveyed listed member contributions, 
donations, and foreign funding as their primary 
sources of income. An analysis of funding sources 
revealed that none of the surveyed organisations 
generated income from commercial activities 
or their own endowment. With public funding 
limited or insufficient, other sources of funding 
must be tapped and this requires learning about 
the mechanisms required to access more funds. 
This should include expanding their regional and 
global networks.
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ARAB THINK TANKS ARE FUNDED BY...

Figure 8 Sources of FundingFigure 7 Staffing

Funding Needs

1. Smaller budgets do not allow for dedicated 
staff across a full range of operations and 
programming, meaning that staff are 
often responsible for several roles in the 
organization. 

2. Budget limitations place pressure on staff 
resources that can influence strategic 
decision making, negatively impacting the 
sustainability of the organisation.

3. To increase funding, Arab think tanks must 
prove that they are eligible recipients with 

the ability to efficiently manage funds, 
implement programmes, monitor their 
progress and demonstrate results; and 
show fiscal accountability for the use of 
the funds.

4. Focusing on long-term (multi-year) 
institutional funding rather than short-
term project-based funding will enable 
Arab think tanks to diversify funding 
sources to avoid dependence on a single 
donor.
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ASSESSING NEEDS IN A CLIMATE OF CHANGE:

Transparency and Accountability

As organisations engaged in public advocacy, 
think tanks must not only promote accountability 
and transparency in government, but must also 
undertake efforts to demonstrate accountability 
and transparency, in regards to their funding and 
agenda.

Combining transparency with peer review 
of think tank work may also create a climate in 
which the quality of research vastly improves.  
Being more open about funding sources, as 
well, may increase both public trust and the 
confidence of the authorities in the organisations 
independence and research conclusions.

Intellectual Independence

Intellectual independence relies on 
endogenous factors many of which are under the 
control of the think tank, such as the quantity 
and quality of research staff, research topics, and 
resource allocation within the organisation.

The number and scope of informal partnerships 
they develop with other think tanks, domestic 
and international donors, political parties, also 
impact the degree of intellectual independence 
exerted by the think tank.

Think tank managers and senior staff 
interviewed for this study perceived independence 
as paramount to effectiveness.  For them, concepts 
of traditional scientific research predicate the 
notion of intellectual freedom. Many insist that 
what matters is the ability of researchers to 
define their agenda, conduct research freely, 
and defend positions independently and that it 
is this that protects the organisation’s research 
freedom.  Research conclusions must, therefore, 
be free of interference from the board or other 
authorities, even when the research funding is 
from external organisations.

According to the think tanks surveyed, the 
research agenda is set in collaboration with the 
board of directors (55.9%); by the researchers 
themselves (44.1%); in consultation with political 
affiliates (35.3%); with the help of community 
partners (52.9%). Only 5.9% indicate that 
research is prompted by government requests.

23.5% of think tanks surveyed struggle with 
access to information, reporting that data 
needed for their research is not available. On 
the other hand, 5.9% of respondents claim 
that information is made easily available by the 
government. 38.2% of think tanks indicate they 
receive needed information from the media.  
The majority (67.6%), however, claim that 
information is readily available on the network.

52.9%
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How to Maximise Intellectual Independence

1. Develop a research agenda and initiate 
research based on this agenda.

2. Collaborate and partner with other 
organisations to reduce the impact 
of external affiliations (political and 
otherwise) on the think tanks work and 
research.

3. Providing high-quality data and broad 
analysis increases the chances for more 
relevant and useful support to decision 
making. The more reliable, diversified and 
independent the sources of information 
are, the more likely think tanks are to 
influence policy.

4. Focus on playing an advisory role in 
policy debates rather than pandering to 
the interests of mass media. (20.51% of 
think tanks surveyed indicate that the 
media plays a role in setting their research 
agenda).

5. Be transparent, declare funds received and 
report on how the funds are spent to avoid 
perceived or real conflicts of interest. 
(15.38% of respondents reported that the 
donor initiates the research focus.

Research Quality

Having institutionalised quality control 
processes, such as peer review of data, 
methods, and publications. Effective, evidence-
based research must also be supported by 
strong internal and external communications, 
investment in talented staff and management 
based on best practices. These are all key to 
mobilising public opinion, engaging key policy 
makers, and remaining relevant.

Summary

Compared to their American and European 
counterparts, Arab think tanks may be perceived 
as being insufficiently developed.  The initial 
survey data provides an overview of where 
Arab think tanks are and where they need to 
be.  Further data collection and the formulation 
of performance measurement techniques is 
required for further assessment and analysis.
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Think tanks aim to raise awareness and 
influence public policy and public opinion, 
but how and under what circumstances 

they seek to do so ultimately depends on a wide 
range of internal and external factors.  

Suggestions for Future Research

This exploratory survey represents a starting 
point for future research, required to investigate 
the full role played by think tanks with an interest 
in Arab affairs and their national decision-
making processes. In the course of this study, 
several issues emerge as topics that could be 
investigated in further detail.

First, for practical reasons, the scope of this 
survey was limited, significant organisations may 
have been overlooked. For similar reasons, we 
were not in a position to investigate independent 
research institutes that have disappeared in the 
past. A more accurate and exhaustive study 
would include such organisations. It would be 
interesting in particular to understand which 
think tanks disappeared and what lessons can be 
learnt from their history.

Think tanks relations with decision-making 
structures deserve further investigation, in 
connection with a more systematic and deeper 

comparative analysis of their institutional and 
political environments.  

This survey did not aim either to analyse think 
tank contribution to policy making. Beyond 
their identification and description, it would be 
prudent to analyse their actual relevance and 
impact in further detail: what ideas do they 
actually promote in their research production? 
More specifically, there would be great value 
in investigating performance measurement 
tools adapted to the complexities of think tank 
operations.  A question in fact this survey does 
not answer is: «how could Arab think tanks think 
better?»

More generally, all the issues this report 
touched on deserve more detailed research. 
Funding, as we have seen, is a key issue for the 
future of Arab think tanks. In order to allow 
greater funding to be channeled to research 
centres around the MENA, a more detailed 
investigation of their situation, of best practices, 
and of the regulatory and cultural steps that 
could be taken to allow further development 
would be useful. 

Other topics that would deserve further 
analysis include think tanks› influence strategies 
(stage in the policy-making process, audiences, 
media relations, etc.) and best practices in terms 
of transparency and the management of conflicts 
of interest.

CONCLUSION
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Summary

Substantial commitment on the part of 
state and its agencies is required to ensure 
the independence of think tanks and related 
research-focused organizations. An incremental 
and measured process of institution-building, 
personnel development and appropriate 
legislation are necessary precursors coupled with 
networking and relationship building across the 
region. 

Whilst foreign assistance cannot be devalued 
this must be effected with care and caution 
to avoid interference. Operational states and 
effective governments that are accountable, 
providing for their citizens and fostering economic 
growth are what the region’s think tanks are 
working towards establishing.  And this is critical 
for long-term stability. Think tanks must work 

together to develop a vision of regional interest 
that can override the forces of fragmentation 
and mediate between the region’s diverse groups. 

We must not underestimate the power of 
pooling the capacity of the region’s think tanks 
through inter-regional support and networking. 
Examples of this type of cross-collaboration, in 
the EU (ex. European Policy Institutes Network) 
and Asia (ex. Network of East Asian Think-
tanks), provide evidence of how collaboration 
can increase desired impacts.  Through 
networking and dialogue, think tank managers 
and researchers can access information on the 
latest policy developments in the region and be 
more influential at the regional level. Expanding 
their networks beyond the country level means 
reaching audiences that cross borders.  For Arab 
think tanks, this may be a powerful tool for 
attracting competent researchers, increasing 
research impact and maximising outreach with 
limited resources. 
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Appendix A provides a list of organisations 
that participated in the needs assessment 
survey. Additional non-attributable 

interviews with subject matter experts, key 
stakeholders, government officials, and CSOs, 
were undertaken during the research. The 

information gleaned from these interviews 
contributed to the formulation of this report. 
Where anonymity was required, the affiliations 
of the interviewees and/or survey respondents 
are not listed. **Organisation names have been 
translated from Arabic to English**

APPENDIX A: THINK TANKS SURVEYED

Libyan Centre for Local Studies
Resource Center for Democracy - Fezzan

TTT - Tunisian Think Tank Foundation
Arab Women’s Center for Training & 
Research
Center for the Development & 
Competency
Tunisian Center for Legal Studies

Youth Forum for Research & 
Development
The Centre for Strategic Studies and 
Democracy
Sahra Center for Studies & Research
Hayat Movement
MADA Center
Hypatia of Alexandria, Institute for 
Reflection & Studies

University Kasdi Merbah

SCSCME –The Center for the Study of 
Change in the Middle East
Syrian Center for Strategic & Policy 
Studies
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Barq for Research & Studies

Al-Zaytouna Centre for Studies & 
Consultations

Marsad – Social & Economic Policies 
Monitor
Shams Media Center for Human Rights 
& Democracy

Thuraya Center for Research &Studies
Charter Center for Research & Studies
Al Badeel Center for Research & Studies

Organisation for Freedom & Human 
Rights
The Egyptian Center for Peace, 
Democracy & Human Rights
El-Mahrousa Center for Socioeconomic 
Development
Cairo Center for Kurdish Studies
Matruh Center for Economic & Strategic 
Studies
Foundation for Development, Culture & 
Freedom
WCGLA Women’s Center for Guidance & 
Legal Awareness
املركز روح العرص التنمويه

Kuwait Society for Human Rights

Resonate! Yemen Foundation
Tamkeen Foundation
The Foundation for Youth Development
YemenPAC
SAM Center for Strategic Research
Yemeni Center for Crisis Studies
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