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Introduction 
 

The omnipresent media with its focus on sound bites rather 
than sound analysis is driving think tanks to respond to its 
time and content parameters by producing quick, pithy 
analysis that is quotable and accessible. James McGann 
(2004, 5) 

 

Think tanks are poorly understood actors in the political process, occupying an ill-

defined space between politics, academia, and the media. As political actors, think tanks 

produce and market a product called “expertise” on television news programs, through 

op-eds in newspapers and magazines, in testimony at congressional hearings, and through 

their own publications and events with the intention of informing and influencing the 

decision-making process. As non-profit organizations, think tanks are dependent upon 

donations and government contracts to continue their work. Previous researchers have 

attempted to categorize think tanks in the hope of determining why some think tanks 

succeed in propagating their ideas through the media while other think tanks are relegated 

to obscurity. This study seeks to observe frames attributed to think tanks in media during 

a two-month window and test whether the existing categorization of think tanks explains 

the frequency and content of their media appearances. The study’s conclusion suggests 

that the current categorization is insufficient for describing the complex relationship 

between think tanks and their media appearances, requiring a new way of differentiating 

between think tanks. 

 Abelson (2009) and Rich (2004) note that think tanks have not received the kind 

of critical attention that interest groups and political parties have received, partly due to 

assumed similarities between think tanks and academia. Other studies have treated think 

tanks as analogous to interest groups (Bertelli & Wenger 2008) or historical political 
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parties (Gellner 1995), assuming that think tanks use the same tactics and hope to achieve 

the same things from media appearances as other politically motivated groups. 

The few studies focusing on mediated think tank expertise have fixated upon 

ranking which think tanks received the most broadcast airtime and newspaper citations 

(Rich 2004). Abelson sees the number of citations in media as a benchmark of limited 

utility because “it should not be assumed that the most visible think tanks are necessarily 

the most influential and credible.” Instead, Abelson posits that a think tank’s influence 

may vary at different stages in the policy cycle, with some think tanks succeeding at 

shaping national discourse while others play a greater role in policy formulation (2009, 

125). In particular, if a think tank takes an active role in setting the agenda for future 

policy discussions, they may be able to strategically push issues into the limelight for 

which their particular resources and expertise are valuable. 

This study will analyze part of the interaction between think tanks and media 

during the agenda setting process, focusing on how think tanks frame their ideas with the 

hope of influencing policy discussions. To do so, this study will go beyond counting 

media appearances by exploring the way think tank research is framed in print and 

television media. 

I expected that think tanks previously identified by researchers as valuing 

advocacy would offer a larger number of concise frames focusing on making moral 

judgments and offering solutions to problems compared to think tanks categorized as 

“traditional” research institutes or think tanks contracted by government agencies to 

produce specialized reports. However, this study found that the distinction between 

advocacy and traditional think tanks is not clear in the frequency and content of their 
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media appearances. Contract think tanks do appear to be handicapped in their efforts to 

frame issues and gain the attention of media outlets. Advocacy think tank appearances 

featured many shorter statements that primarily framed issues by defining a problem or 

making a moral judgment, although the conciseness of their frames tended to be related 

to the format of the media appearance. The frequent appearances of some advocacy think 

tanks were partly due to these think tanks serving as the subject of news stories rather 

than offering expertise, suggesting that advocacy think tanks may value media attention 

more for promoting themselves than actively advancing an agenda. 

This study fills an important void in existing research on think tanks by analyzing 

the framing of think tank expertise. The study provides examples of frames that have had 

particular resonance among the news media which may prove valuable to think tanks, 

political strategists, and future researchers. Furthermore, a possible connection between 

frames introduced in media appearances and the frame’s repetition in congressional 

deliberations is briefly discussed as a future direction for research of think tank framing. 

  



4 

 

Theory and Alternative Explanations 

Are certain types of think tanks more prevalent in media appearances and, if so, 

do these types of think tanks frame issues differently in media appearances? I theorize 

that advocacy think tanks should appear more often in media since their goals and the 

motivations of their financiers place emphasis on pursuing greater publicity. To test this 

hypothesis, the study involved counting how many times each of the identified think 

tanks was mentioned in selected media outlets during the designated time period. 

Whether the think tank was providing expertise or was the subject of the news story was 

also denoted. Rich’s categorization of think tanks was used as the basis for comparisons. 

Patterns in the frequency of these media appearances were also examined, including 

whether think tanks appeared more frequently in a particular news outlet. This may shed 

some light on the value advocacy think tanks place on garnering media attention or the 

willingness of some news outlets to use think tank research in their news stories. 

 
H1: Advocacy think tanks should appear more often in 
media than traditional or contract think tanks 

 

Furthermore, advocacy think tanks should frequently frame issues with concise 

statements that make moral judgments and offer remedies. The reasoning behind this 

hypothesis stems from observations by previous researchers that advocacy think tanks 

tend to produce shorter reports, place more emphasis on changing minds, and engage in 

“aggressive salesmanship” (Weaver 1989). In comparison, contract think tanks tend to be 

reactive (Fischer 2002) and traditional think tanks, often described as studentless 

universities, tend to be more academic and focus on book-length reports (Rich 2004; 

Abelson 2009; Medvetz 2012). 



5 

 

In testing this hypothesis, the mediated expertise was analyzed to identify frames, 

which Entman (1993) describes as identifiable themes or emphasized wording that seek 

to define an issue, assign a cause for an event, make a moral judgment, or offer a remedy. 

If advocacy think tanks are more interested in changing minds and engaging in 

aggressive salesmanship, it would make sense for their frames to fulfill the roles of 

making moral judgments and offering remedies that ought to be acted upon. The 

conciseness of the frame was determined by whether considerable explanation was 

required to communicate the frame during that appearance. The format of the think tank’s 

appearance (i.e. soundbites, statistics, interviews, roundtable discussions, etc.) was also 

noted since this could also be a factor in the conciseness of mediated discussions. 

 
H2a: The frames attributed to advocacy think tanks should 
make a moral judgment or offer a remedy more often than 
traditional and contract think tanks 
 
H2b: The frames attributed to advocacy think tanks should 
be concise more often than traditional and contract think 
tanks 

 

Alternative explanations for think tank activity in media will also be examined, 

including grouping think tanks by generations rather than typology. The framing of think 

tanks based inside and outside Washington, DC may result from different priorities and 

relationships with the media. Other typologies may play a role, like differences between 

full service and issue-specific think tanks. 

One of the most obvious alternative explanations, that inequalities exist in think 

tank funding, has been explored in previous studies with surprising results. If the best 

funded think tanks were also the most frequently featured in media, RAND should top 
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the list because its yearly expenditures range from three to six times that of any other 

think tank in this study (Medvetz 2012, 236). However, previous research has shown that 

think tank budgets have not been a deciding factor in think tank visibility (Abelson 2009, 

258). This study will observe whether these findings remain true. 

This study is organized into sections that define think tanks and describe their 

development, explain the typologies and functions identified by previous researchers, and 

discuss think tanks’ motivations, products, visibility, and framing. This foundational 

information is followed by the study’s methodology, findings regarding the frequency 

and content of think tank media appearances, a discussion of the findings, and one 

possible extension of this study that future researchers should pursue. 
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Defining Think Tanks 

 Think tanks are independent, nonprofit, officially nonpartisan organizations that 

study public policy and provide expertise as a way to obtain financial support and 

influence the policy process (Abelson 2009; Rich 2004). As tax-exempt institutions, they 

are required to officially remain nonpartisan, although think tanks are free to subscribe to 

a particular ideology, such as the conservative American Enterprise Institute or the 

libertarian Cato Institute. Additionally, their tax-exempt status requires that think tanks 

refrain from overt political activities like endorsing candidates or making campaign 

contributions (Abelson 2009). 

Think tanks operate independently of other organizations, a distinction that 

separates think tanks from university-sponsored research institutes. Think tanks are 

legally prohibited from campaign activities and direct lobbying, separating think tanks 

from the research services provided by interest groups (Rich 2004). Under this narrow 

definition, the non-ideological Brookings Institution and the conservative Heritage 

Foundation would be considered think tanks while the AARP Public Policy Institute 

would not. 

 Even with this definition, it can be challenging to identify think tanks because a 

variety of organizations claim or avoid the label. Rich (2004) notes that a number of 

advocacy groups describe themselves as think tanks, assuming that the term enhances the 

credibility or reputation of their organization. Other groups whose goals are closer to the 

traditional, non-ideological concept of a think tank (as will be explored later) have 

distanced themselves from that moniker fearing any negative associations with the 

variety of partisan and ideological advocacy groups that have attempted to lay claim to 
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the think tank mantle. Alternatively, think tanks may identify themselves as “research 

centers,” “policy institutes,” “public policy organization,” “experts,” or a number of other 

labels. 

 Not all scholars view think tanks as separate from other political entities like 

interest groups and political parties. Bertelli and Wenger (2008) feel that, aside from tax 

status, think tanks are nearly analogous to interest groups in that both are led by “policy 

entrepreneurs” who provide services demanded by decision makers. Likewise, many 

scholars of the lobbying profession treat think tanks as yet another interest group 

alongside corporations, unions, trade organizations, professional associations, and issue-

specific coalitions (Baumgartner et al. 2009, 9). 

In the marketplace of policy expertise, lobbyists and think tanks are both attracted 

to Washington by the prospect of influencing decision makers. Legislators may seek out 

expertise from lobbyists and think tanks because elected officials dislike uncertainty 

when making crucial decisions. However, the competing messages from lobbyists and 

think tanks rarely eliminate this uncertainty. While lobbyists have better opportunities to 

form connections and share their expertise with legislators, think tank expertise carries an 

aura of credibility which legislators can wield in committee debates or use as support in 

speeches, letters, and other public appearances. While think tanks may share some 

motivations and tactics with other interest groups, the focus on promoting their own 

research, protecting their credibility, and refraining from endorsements and contributions 

makes think tanks a distinctly different political entity worthy of study. 
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Development of Think Tanks 

 Over the past century, think tanks have developed in three distinct phases and a 

fourth phase may be emerging (Weaver, 1989; Rich, 2004; Abelson, 2009). During the 

Progressive Era, groups of philanthropists and policymakers turned to the social sciences 

for solutions to social, economic, and political challenges. Contributions from captains of 

industry like John D. Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie, Henry and Edsel Ford, and Robert 

Brookings provided the funding and mission statements for the first think tanks in the 

United States. While these early think tanks often cited lofty aspirations of improving 

society, Rich theorizes that the reason think tanks attracted investment by prominent 

businessmen may have been to propose changes that would improve living conditions 

enough to prevent industrial workers from mobilizing against business interests (2004, 

36). 

The first think tanks were the Russell Sage Foundation and the Bureau of 

Municipal Research, both established in 1907 with the goal of using social science 

research to develop reforms that would tackle the excesses of the industrial age. The 

Russell Sage Foundation, endowed with a widow’s fortune, set to work studying social 

problems, pushing for the professionalization of social work, and promoting the creation 

of agencies to meet social needs with the hope of alleviating poverty and improving 

living conditions in the United States. The Bureau of Municipal Research, founded by 

businessmen in New York, sought to reform government by making it more efficient, 

accountable, and free of patronage and corruption. In 1916, the Institute for Government 

Research was created to seek out the government efficiencies for which the Bureau of 
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Municipal Research had already been laboring. The Institute would later take the name of 

its key fundraiser, Robert Brookings. 

The credibility of think tank research was an early concern, leading many early 

think tanks to fill their boards of trustees with college presidents and business leaders of 

diverse affiliation. The Rockefeller Foundation and Carnegie Corporation came into 

existence alongside these early think tanks and used their large endowments to fund the 

creation and continued existence of many think tanks. Supporters of early think tanks 

discouraged marketing activities, instead opting to build their think tank’s credibility 

within academic and policy communities (Rich, 2004, 40). 

A second generation of think tanks was born at the conclusion of the Second 

World War and extended into the early days of the Cold War. Government agencies were 

tasked with implementing large social programs domestically and developing diplomatic 

and military strategies abroad, efforts that required expert analysis. Many experts that had 

been hired by the government during the war developed think tanks afterward, relying on 

government contracts for funding. Second-generation think tanks like RAND and the 

Hudson Institute tended to focus on defense policy and international relations, although 

later entrants to the second generation like the Urban Institute focused on studying the 

social and economic implications of the Great Society programs. 

Not all second generation think tanks were tethered to the government for 

support. The Committee for Economic Development was born in the midst of the Second 

World War but crystalized its mission after the war, when an influx of returning soldiers 

threatened to send unemployment skyrocketing. The CED was backed by business 

leaders and their preferred solution was to find answers in private industry. Another 
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second generation think tank, the American Enterprise Institute, was founded with a 

strongly conservative ideology that initially struggled to find a place among the think 

tanks of its time and “wallowed in relative obscurity in its first decades of existence” 

(Rich, 2004, 44). 

The third generation of think tanks emerged in the 1970s and 1980s. The new 

think tanks were characterized by a “profound determination to market their ideas to 

various target audiences” (Abelson 2009, 31). Rather than producing lengthy academic 

reports for a lofty greater good or responding directly to the needs of the Department of 

Defense, these new think tanks sought to strategically produce reports to influence 

policymakers and the public. Many of these third generation think tanks were created to 

provide support for conservative viewpoints, due to a perceived liberal bias within 

academia and the existing think tank establishment (Rich, 2004). 

The Heritage Foundation, described by Abelson and Carberry as “the 

quintessential advocacy think tank” (1997, 681) is a prime example of the third 

generation. Heritage was created by former congressional staffers who had been upset by 

the unwillingness of the American Enterprise Institute to release a report prior to an 

important vote in Congress, fearing that the report might influence how legislators would 

cast their votes. The new Heritage Foundation would not hesitate when offered 

opportunities to impact legislative action. This difference in attitudes is a defining 

attribute for two of the typologies of think tanks discussed later in this study. 

Breaking with other authors’ histories of think tanks, Abelson posits that a fourth 

generation began in the 1990s comprised of vanity and legacy-based think tanks. These 

institutions were created to actively promote the think tank’s founder or the founder’s 
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policy preferences. The legacy-based think tanks encompass research institutes created to 

advance a public figure’s legacy, like the Nixon Center for Peace and Freedom or the 

Carter Center. Vanity think tanks are created by politicians or their allies to repackage 

ideas and lend credibility to political platforms and candidates, which is why they tend to 

crop up during elections. Abelson sees Bob Dole’s Better America, Ross Perot’s United 

We Stand, and the neoconservative FreedomWorks as vanity think tanks (2009, 34-35). 

In this study, think tanks from all three generations as described by Rich have 

been included. It is expected that newer think tanks will more actively promote their 

research in media and frame their messages in ways that are easy to share among 

decision-makers. Older think tanks from the first and second generations should have a 

more detached demeanor when discussing politically charged issues. 
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Typologies and Functions 

 The current literature on think tanks divides think tanks into three models, 

identified by Weaver (1989) as “universities without students,” government research 

contractors, and advocacy think tanks. The first type of think tank is characterized by a 

reliance on academic scholars conducting long-term studies and producing book-length 

reports as their primary product. Older think tanks like Brookings are often considered 

student-less universities although many recently created think tanks also aspire to this 

model. 

In contrast, think tanks that take on the role of contractors typically produce 

shorter reports designed to inform a specific audience, frequently at the audience’s 

request. Their researchers develop connections to individuals in the public sector and the 

think tank may be called upon by a congressional committee or bureaucratic agency to 

produce a specific report. The RAND Corporation, which began as a government 

sponsored research program tied to the United States Air Force, is a prime example of a 

research contractor. This type of think tank overlaps all three generations. Contract think 

tanks are often created to address new issues that have gained salience, such as when the 

Urban Institute was created to study the Great Society programs enacted under the 

Johnson Administration (Fischer, 2002, 21-22). 

The third model, advocacy think tanks, has closely followed the third generation 

of think tanks that emerged since the early 1970s. Advocacy think tanks have a strong 

ideological viewpoint and engage in “aggressive salesmanship” as part of “an effort to 

influence current policy debates” (Weaver, 1989, 567). These organizations are officially 

non-partisan to retain their tax-exempt status, but each advocacy think tank cultivates an 
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image and reputation designed to attract donors and develop access to friendly politicians 

(Weaver, 1989; Rich, 2004). 

In the context of this study, advocacy think tanks need to exert greater control 

over the agenda to compete for the attention of policy elites and convince donors that 

their investments are paying off. Advocacy think tanks should be propelling their 

expertise to the audience rather than simply laying it on the table for the audience to 

discover on their own. Since reporters, editors, legislators, and congressional staff operate 

in an environment characterized by limited time and resources, they should be influenced 

more by think tanks that do the work for them and communicate the idea in concise, 

easily shared frames. 

In contrast, think tanks that operate under the traditional student-less university 

model or as contract think tanks should be less inclined to push their research through 

various media outlets, resulting either in their frames diffusing at a slower rate or their 

expertise diffusing through different channels than their advocacy-based peers. Contract 

think tanks in particular may place less priority on promoting their experts in the media, 

instead relying on direct contact with legislators or other groups that commissioned the 

think tank’s research. 

All think tanks serve four functions, although the extent to which they focus on 

each function may be influenced by whether the think tank is a university without 

students, government contractor, or advocacy think tank. Gellner (1995) identifies the 

four functions as generating ideas, convocation, publication, and transformation. 

The generation of ideas is the stated goal of most think tanks. Candidates for the 

legislature and the presidency often rely on think tank ideas to flesh out their policy 
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platforms, acquire credibility, or at least “give their campaign an air of substance” 

(Gellner, 1995, 502). Strong ideologues with limited experience in Washington politics 

have tended to rely more on think tanks for ideas and credibility than candidates with 

weaker ideological convictions or with more experience in Washington (Abelson & 

Carberry, 1997, 685-687). For elected officials, think tank expertise offers a way to 

reinforce the credibility of their preconceived policy positions and protect themselves 

from the uncertainties of new legislation as it is being drafted and debated (Bertelli & 

Wenger, 2008, 228-229). 

Convocation, as Gellner describes it, refers to think tanks enabling networking 

between policy elites. By hosting panel discussions, luncheons, conferences, symposia, 

and other events, think tanks offer an opportunity for think tank scholars to mingle with 

elected officials, legislative staff, bureaucrats, lobbyists, and other interested parties. The 

networking potential is especially attractive to freshmen legislators and new staffers. 

 Publication involves directing the think tank’s output by determining what 

audiences should be reached through which channels. The propagation of the think tank’s 

ideas involves packaging the information, marketing the product to specific audiences, 

and delivering it in the form of memos, briefs, printed publications, online postings, op-

eds, or commentary in print and broadcast media. 

The final function of think tanks, the transformation of elites, refers to the 

situation where think tanks produce future members of presidential administrations and 

congressional staffs or retain former staffers until a change in the government’s political 

composition allows them to return to public service. Gellner explains that traditional 

think tanks “work as a clearing-station” by “retaining experts when the party is not in 
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power, which accounts for why many elected officials and administrators will ‘retire’ 

from government to take a think tank position and then come out of retirement years 

later” (1995, 499). In contrast, advocacy think tanks tend to train fresh faces rather than 

retaining the old guard, with “a keen interest in recruiting young, graduate- and trainee-

type people to be trained and funneled into the administration” (1995, 500). 

This study will generally rely upon the final products of a think tank’s efforts at 

propagating the ideas they generated, as filtered through the writing and editing of the 

news media. Convocation and transformation are typically outside the scope of content 

analysis since the networking and training of political elites is typically not directly 

observable by people outside the think tanks and government. However, in the process of 

studying the media mentions of think tanks, it is possible that relationships between 

elected officials and think tanks may be discussed by reporters or legislators in a way that 

suggests that convocation or transformation took place. 
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Motivations of Think Tanks 

 A think tank’s motivation to conduct research, publish reports, increase the 

visibility of their work, and frame issues is the result of several organizational challenges 

and the competitive nature of think tanks. To gauge the modern environment in which 

think tanks operate, McGann (2004) surveyed the directors of 23 think tanks representing 

all three typologies and based mostly in Washington DC, from which he identified six 

major environmental changes that have impacted think tank planning and priorities: 

changes in funding, crowding in the think tank industry, the 24 hour news cycle, the rise 

of the internet, increased partisanship, and globalization. 

Funding, which McGann saw as the largest challenge facing think tanks, has 

“become increasingly short-term and project-specific, rather than longer term, general 

institutional support, which has altered the focus and diminished the capacity of many 

think tanks” (5). With donors increasingly designating how their donations should be 

spent, many think tanks have lost some independence and are pressured to show short-

term effectiveness at the expense of pursuing long-term studies. Economic downturns 

have reduced endowments that think tanks typically use to fund their general operations. 

Philanthropic foundations have felt similar strains in their investment portfolios, limiting 

the grants they can make to think tanks. The economic climate has also been blamed for 

fewer contributions from businesses. Another study of think tank media appearances 

shows that think tank budgets have not been a deciding factor in think tank visibility 

(Abelson 2009, 258), so the sheer size of the think tank’s budget may not be as 

significant as it appears on the surface. 
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A more promising explanation of think tank motivations comes from the 

difficulty think tanks face in securing additional funding. McGann’s survey found a 

concern among think tank scholars that, as the number of think tanks continues to grow, 

there is greater competition for dwindling financial resources. Further complicating 

matters, the donations think tanks are able to secure are often contingent upon meeting 

the donor’s expectations, “demanding a ‘greater bang for their buck’ which forces think 

tanks to emphasize high impact studies that grab headlines, generate website hits, make 

the nightly news and have a measurable impact on policies and programs” (McGann 

2004, 13). The stakes are high for single-issue advocacy think tanks which cannot expect 

their issue to remain on the agenda indefinitely and must compete for funding with full-

service think tanks that are more versatile when the agenda changes. 

Funding is only one of the concerns created by the ever-expanding think tank 

industry. As the number of think tanks increases, these organizations are increasingly 

competing to attract scholars, fill the limited bylines and timeslots in the media, and gain 

the attention of legislators who are now inundated with information. The proliferation of 

other non-governmental organizations has contributed to the competition, although a 

benefit of the abundance of new think tanks and NGOs is increased opportunities for 

think tank scholars to network, collaborate, and share the costs of research. 

The 24 hour news media has created greater demand for think tank expertise, 

although the format for communicating this expertise is better suited to sound bites and 

pithy op-eds rather than the thorough, book-length reports that were once the primary 

product of think tanks. While the substance of mass mediated think tank expertise may 

lack depth, think tanks are willing to submit themselves to the media so that they may 
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reach larger audiences. This concern regarding the brevity of expertise communicated 

through media appearances is a key reason for measuring the conciseness of think tank 

frames in the current study. 

McGann’s survey indicated that the internet and other digital technologies have 

further broadened the possible audiences think tank expertise can reach and improved the 

ways think tanks can collaborate with each other and with other NGOs. However, think 

tanks fear the lack of control over their material once it is posted online and the 

competitive pressure to stay on the cutting edge. While the present study focuses on 

traditional forms of media, future studies should be dedicated to the intricacies of online 

proliferation of think tank expertise. 

The think tanks surveyed by McGann noted that a perceived increase in 

partisanship in the political arena has spread into the think tank community. Centrist 

think tanks are feeling squeezed by ideological think tanks, with some centrist think tanks 

shifting more toward one side of the political spectrum to align themselves with 

influential decision-makers and donors. The current study does not directly measure 

partisanship among think tanks, although partisanship became a topic for discussion 

among several think tanks during the studied time period. 

Finally, McGann’s survey indicated that the globalized world was credited for 

increasing demand for international expertise. Perhaps resulting from the national climate 

when the survey was conducted in the early to middle 2000s, there was concern among 

the surveyed think tank directors that foreign policy, international terrorism, warfare, and 

national security concerns had drowned out most other topics, benefiting think tanks than 

specialize in these areas while diminishing the agenda-setting prospects for think tanks 
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that focus on domestic issues. The derided overrepresentation of international expertise 

on topics like national security and terrorism may no longer be the case as other issues 

have surfaced in the years since the survey was conducted. The current study should 

provide a view of those issues that are most-discussed by think tanks in a more modern 

time period. 
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Providing Expertise 

Appearances in media are one of several think tank outputs which are collectively 

termed expertise. Expertise is advice, insight, or opinion offered by a knowledgeable, 

trustworthy source (Esterling, 2004, 25-29). Regardless of age or model, all think tanks 

produce and market expertise either directly to decision makers or to the interests and 

constituents that may hold some sway over these decisions. Think tank expertise can take 

many forms, from published reports to media appearances to testimony at congressional 

hearings. 

Theoretically, think tank expertise is considered valuable as part of “enlightened 

democratic representation” because it is assumed that well-informed analysis of complex 

policy problems can provide direction for uninformed and distracted citizens (Esterling, 

2004, 31-35). As a result, the think tank researchers who provide expertise inhabit an 

elevated position in society and are assumed to be better suited to provide policy 

direction to public officials than the average voter. 

Abelson feels that think tanks are “policy elites” that exist as part of the country’s 

power structure. In addition to their elevated status as experts, think tanks often serve as 

“talent pools for incoming presidential administrations” and former policymakers often 

hold positions on think tanks’ boards of directors (2002, 49-50). 

 It should be noted that think tanks do not hold a monopoly on expertise. Fenno 

(1973, 94-96) notes that the organizational structure of Congress, with its system of 

committees and subcommittees, provides a means for individual legislators to become 

experts in a particular field. This emphasis on specialization also builds power at lower 

levels within the decision-making process since committees usually defer to the 
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recommendations of subcommittees, which Fenno terms “the norm of reciprocity” (1973, 

95). The structure of Congress breeds an acceptance and reliance upon expertise, 

although members of Congress and their staffers may cherry-pick think tank research that 

complements their own expertise and political necessities (Whiteman, 1995). Any future 

studies that seek to determine the relationship between mediated think tank expertise and 

congressional activity, like the future study suggested in the extension at the end of the 

present study, will need to take these alternative sources of expertise into account. 

 The few empirical studies that have been conducted on the effects of think tank 

expertise focus on measuring the visibility and credibility of individual think tanks 

among congressional staff and journalists (Abelson, 2009; Rich, 2004). These studies 

have focused almost exclusively on the number of times each think tank was cited in the 

media and the perceptions of surveyed congressional staffers and journalists. Abelson 

contends that this methodology only measures what is being talked about, as opposed to 

the actual influencing of a decision-maker’s thinking. He instead feels that a think tank’s 

influence may vary at different stages in the policy cycle, with some think tanks 

succeeding at shaping national discourse while others play an greater role in policy 

formulation (2009, 125). 

This study focuses on measuring how think tanks attempt to make their preferred 

issues and frames a focus of the mediated public discourse. The study goes beyond 

simply tallying the number of think tank appearances by incorporating observations on 

the way think tank expertise is framed and whether those frames spread to other news 

sources. Future studies should be conducted to investigate and compare the role of think 

tanks in other stages of the policy process, where the expertise of legislators and their 
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staffs may be reinforced or conflicted by the policy recommendations and methods of 

implementation proposed by think tanks. 
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Factors Affecting Think Tank Visibility 

Several factors may impact a think tank’s visibility among decision-makers, their 

staff, and the general public. Among these factors are the scope of the think tank’s 

research endeavors, the targeting of their research to appeal to people of a particular 

ideology, and the location of the think tank’s offices. Increasing the visibility of a think 

tank and its expertise can be important for building recognition, exerting the pressure of 

public opinion on decision-makers, and convincing donors that the organization is 

making headway. Alternatively, think tank expertise that is discussed in media may be 

mentioned during public deliberation in committees and floor debates to support the 

already-held beliefs and policy preferences of legislators (Rich & Weaver, 2000; Rich, 

2004). Abelson takes a more doubtful approach, arguing that “think tanks understand that 

media exposure helps foster the illusion of policy influence, a currency they have a 

vested interest in accumulating” (2009, 86). 

Extensive research has not yet been conducted on the general public’s recognition 

of think tanks, although studies have tried to determine the visibility of think tanks 

among smaller, specialized groups. Through interviews with congressional staff and 

measurements of the number of times experts from a think tank appeared in print and 

television media, Rich (2004) found that the most visible think tanks tended to be large, 

“full service” think tanks that provide research on a variety of issues. Additionally, think 

tanks that actively marketed their research tended to have slightly higher visibility, 

although this visibility came at the cost of lower credibility scores. Among Republican 

staffers, a conservative ideology was associated with higher credibility and visibility 
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while Democratic staffers tended to consider non-ideological think tanks as more credible 

and visible. 

Rich found that the greatest determinant of visibility among staffers was whether 

the think tank was based in Washington DC. Think tanks based outside the beltway were 

significantly handicapped in their efforts to increase visibility. It was unclear whether the 

increased visibility was due to more frequent opportunities to network with legislators in 

Washington, the confluence of media outlets in the Washington area, the reduced travel 

needed by think tanks based in DC to attend Congressional committee hearings, or other 

factors connected to a think tank’s proximity to Washington. Rich concluded that a think 

tank’s ability to raise its visibility may suggest think tanks can play a role in increasing 

the salience of specific issues, giving think tanks an agenda setting ability. However, both 

Rich and Abelson acknowledge that not enough research exists to make conclusions 

about a think tank’s ability to use media to influence the stances elected officials take on 

issues. 

Full service think tanks based in Washington DC which actively market their 

research should be expected to appear more frequently in the analyzed media than other 

think tanks. Since advocacy think tanks are assumed to be actively marketing their 

research, the current study should see advocacy think tanks appearing more often than 

traditional and contract think tanks among the studied media. This should be particularly 

true among those think tanks based in Washington with a “full service” focus. 
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Framing in Media Appearances 

 Visibility may aid a think tank in spreading its ideas and influencing decision-

makers, but the visibility of a think tank does not in itself provide the influence. By 

framing how issues are discussed, think tanks may be able to increase the visibility of 

issues for which the think tank has prepared research, alter the terms of policy debates, or 

suggest a variety of moral judgments and policy solutions. 

One form of influence found in studies of media effects is agenda setting, which 

involves increasing the salience of an issue or event in the minds of the medium’s 

audience (McCombs & Shaw 1972; McCombs 2004). Iyengar & Kinder (1987) 

conducted experiments that show the focus of television news shapes the political 

priorities of the American public, although the effects are short lived because people tend 

to have limited memory and are susceptible to changing their minds when the television 

news moves on to something else. 

Think tanks regularly appear in television and print news media, with several 

large, “full service” think tanks like Brookings, Heritage, Cato, AEI, and others 

appearing on a regular basis (Rich, 2004). If think tanks can affect what decision-makers 

are thinking about, they may be able to strategically push an issue into the limelight for 

which their particular resources and expertise are valuable. 

 Pushing issues onto the public agenda and determining the way they are debated 

involves framing, defined by Entman as one’s ability to “select some aspects of a 

perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text” in ways that 

define a problem, identify the cause, make moral judgments, or suggest remedies. Frames 

take shape in four parts of the communication process: the communicator, the text, the 
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receiver, and the culture. When the text contains frames, they are “manifested by the 

presence or absence of certain keywords, stock phrases, stereotyped images, sources of 

information, and sentences that provide thematically reinforcing clusters of facts or 

judgments” (1993, 52). 

 Iyengar & Kinder (1987) attempted to study what they called the “vividness” of 

television news frames, focusing on personal stories and victims rather than “pallid” 

reports on general trends. In their initial experiments, Iyengar & Kinder found no 

evidence that vivid frames were more effective than pallid ones (36-38). Years later, 

Iyengar (1994) revisited this question, revising his theory of “vivid” and “pallid” frames 

into “episodic” and “thematic” frames which his experiments showed had a greater 

impact on political priorities. Episodic frames consist of event-oriented reports or case 

studies depicting issues in concrete, often emotional ways while thematic frames tend to 

be general discussions of trends, outcomes, and conditions. The journalistic habit of 

providing episodic frames focusing on individuals without placing their troubles in 

context with related societal constraints and conditions led Iyengar to assert that episodic 

framing typically didn’t hold elected officials accountable for the reported problems. To 

Iyengar, “episodic reports make ‘good pictures,’ while thematic report feature ‘talking 

heads’” (14). Iyengar’s dichotomy is largely defined by the use of expertise in news 

stories, observing that: 

The presence or absence of talking heads is a critical 

diagnostic difference between the two news frames. 

Thematic coverage requires interviews with a variety of 

subject matter “experts” if it is to conform to norms of 

“objective” reporting. Episodic coverage typically excludes 

such expert sources (163, n12).  
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 If Iyengar’s observations are accurate, the present study of think tanks should 

encounter primarily thematic frames. However, Iyengar concedes that “in practice, few 

news reports are exclusively episodic or thematic” with episodic stories often leading into 

thematic discussions or thematic overviews used to introduce an episodic frame (14). 

Iyengar attempted to address this concern by deciphering which frame was more 

dominant in each news report, a subjective distinction the present study will not attempt 

to discern. 

 Due to the lack of previous research into the framing of issues by think tanks, 

there are no lists of previously identified frames commonly used by think tanks. This 

study had to reply upon what deVreese (2005) considers an inductive approach to 

identifying frames, in that “frames emerge from the material during the course of 

analysis” (53). This contrasts with a deductive approach which involves defining and 

operationalizing a set of frames prior to starting the research. Both approaches have their 

advantages and disadvantages. By taking an inductive approach, this study can work with 

frames that may not have been anticipated had we attempted a deductive approach. 

According to deVreese, a downside of identifying frames inductively is that it makes the 

study harder to replicate (53). Aristotle tended to focus on deduction for its use in 

forming logical arguments, but he acknowledged that induction is the foundational 

reasoning from which the general concepts and first principles of science are derived. 

This study seeks to discover some of the frames used by think tanks, which in turn can 

form the basis for later deductive studies. With so little existing research on the framing 

of think tank expertise in media, it is necessary to take these first steps in identify frames 
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and possible relationships so that the field can grow as future studies expand, challenge, 

and critique these findings. 

 The characteristics of frames offered by Cappella & Jamieson and Entman 

became the foundation for identifying frames in this study. There are three useful criteria 

for identifying a frame in media: the frame should have “identifiable conceptual and 

linguistic characteristics,” be a common occurrence for the news-consuming public, and 

be reliably distinguished from other frames (Cappella & Jamieson 1997, 47). 

Furthermore, Entman (1993) identifies four roles a frame may fulfill: defining an issue, 

assigning a cause for an event, making a moral judgment, or offering a remedy. These 

roles were used to categorize the identified frames and served as the basis for the second 

hypothesis (H2a) which anticipated that frames attributed to advocacy think tanks should 

make moral judgments or offer remedies more often than traditional and contract think 

tanks. 

An example of the frames noted in the present study is the “defending defense” 

frame forwarded by the American Enterprise Institute and the Heritage Foundation. 

When the Joint Select Committee on Deficit Reduction failed to produce 

recommendations, the process of implementing a sequestration by 2013 was initiated 

with threatened budget cuts to defense spending stipulated by the legislation that had 

created the Joint Select Committee. AEI and Heritage framed the expected budget cuts in 

multiple media appearances as an assault on the country’s ability to defend itself and 

called on legislators to “defend defense.” Applying the criteria provided by Cappella & 

Jamieson, the frame clearly has identifiable conceptual and linguistic characteristics, its 

repetition across multiple news outlets makes it a common occurrence for the news-
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consuming public, and it is distinguishable from other defense frames, such as the 

opposing frames encountered in this study of “trimming fat” from a bloated military or 

exerting control over the military-industrial complex. 

 A weakness in the existing studies of think tank influence is that they look only at 

the visibility and reputation of individual think tanks and neglect the salience of the 

issues and positions these think tanks address. For example, Rich and Weaver determined 

visibility by tracking references to think tanks in a selection of national newspapers in the 

early 1990s, finding that think tanks that were mentioned more in newspapers were more 

likely to be invited to testify before congressional committees. In a separate study, Rich 

surveyed journalists and congressional staff, using the results to build a list of think tanks 

that are perceived to be the most influential (Rich 2004). Abelson looked for references 

to the think tanks listed in Rich’s survey in evening news broadcasts on the three major 

networks and CNN in the 1990s, finding that a small number of these think tanks 

dominated broadcast news coverage (Abelson 2009). The applicability of these past 

studies to the current political environment is also limited in that two decades have 

passed since the data were collected. Newspapers and the nightly network news programs 

are no longer the dominant media outlets they once were, with the growth cable news and 

online media providing competition to older media outlets. 
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Study Methodology 

 To overcome the limitations of previous research, this study seeks to go beyond 

studying just the frequency of think tank appearances in media by also taking into 

account the content of their messages in these appearances. Therefore, this study tracks 

both the frequency of think tank appearances and the framing of an issue, with particular 

attention paid to any frames that are repeated in multiple news reports. Since there are no 

previous studies of mediated think tank frames, inductive coding was used to identify 

frames for this study. It was hypothesized that advocacy think tanks should appear more 

often in these media (H1) and should frame issues in concise statements (H2b) that make 

moral judgments and advocate policy remedies (H2a). Traditional and contract think 

tanks are expected to focus more on defining issues and determining the causes for 

events. 

The study used transcripts and archives of morning and primetime broadcast 

programs and articles published from November 1, 2011 through December 31, 2011. 

This two-month timeframe was chosen due to the high degree of activity among think 

tanks in response to the deliberations of the broad budget-cutting Joint Select Committee 

on Deficit Reduction, the aftermath of the committee’s failure to issue an agreement, the 

variety of last-minute legislative activities that occurred before Congress left for recess, 

international news events from a variety of regions, and discussions in the media about 

what issues would be important in the New Year. The large number of policy areas 

involved offering many opportunities for experts from both full service and single-issue 

think tanks to gain media attention. 
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In addition, televised Republican primary debates co-hosted by two think tanks 

during this time period offered an opportunity for think tank experts to comment on the 

nature think tanks themselves. The selected timeframe also suited this study since media 

recordings and transcripts were readily available and the recency of this timeframe may 

make results more applicable to the present than existing research on think tank 

appearances that relies upon data from decades ago. 

 There are some downsides to focusing on this two month period. Some think 

tanks may have behaved differently in the wake of the failed Joint Select Committee on 

Deficit Reduction. Think tanks may have also increased or decreased their output to meet 

end-of-year deadlines, encourage holiday fundraising initiatives, or simply as a result of 

the disruptions caused by the holidays. Furthermore, the activity of think tanks may vary 

at different times of the year or at different points in Congressional sessions and 

presidential terms. An ideal study would look at a period of several years, spanning at 

least one full presidential term to see how think tank expertise differs during the post-

inauguration period, policy lulls, election seasons, and lame duck sessions. A timeframe 

covering multiple presidential terms featuring changes in the party makeup of the 

legislature and presidency would provide the best account of how think tank activity 

varies by time and circumstance. 

The media transcripts and archives were searched for the names of the same 

fifteen commonly-cited think tanks studied by both Rich and Abelson: the American 

Enterprise Institute, Brookings Institution, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 

Cato Institute, Center for Strategic and International Studies, Heritage Foundation, 

Hoover Institution, Hudson Institute, Institute for Policy Studies, Manhattan Institute, 
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Progressive Policy Institute, RAND Corporation, Rockford Institute, Urban Institute, and 

Worldwatch Institute. All of the generations and models of think tanks are represented 

among these fifteen think tanks, including a mixture of full-service think tanks and issue-

specific think tanks focusing on foreign affairs, defense policy, urban policy, religion, 

and sustainable development. While most of these think tanks are based in the District of 

Columbia, the Hoover Institute, Manhattan Institute, and Rockford Institute are based in 

California, New York, and Illinois respectively. RAND has a substantial presence in 

Arlington, Virginia, although their headquarters is in Santa Monica, California. This 

offers an opportunity to test Rich’s assertion that think tanks outside the beltway are 

severely handicapped in their attempts to influence policy in Washington. 

Table 1 - Think Tank Classification 

Think tank Type DC-based 

Year 

founded 

American Enterprise Institute Traditional Yes 1943 

Brookings Institution Traditional Yes 1916 

Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace 

Traditional Yes 1910 

Cato Institute Advocacy/Traditional* Yes 1977 

Center for Strategic and 

International Studies 

Traditional Yes 1962 

Heritage Foundation Advocacy Yes 1973 

Hoover Institution Traditional Stanford, CA 1919 

Hudson Institute Contract** Yes 1961 

Institute for Policy Studies Traditional Yes 1963 

Manhattan Institute Advocacy New York, NY 1978 

Progressive Policy Institute Advocacy Yes 1989 

RAND Corporation Contract Santa Monica, 

CA*** 

1948 

Rockford Institute Advocacy Rockford, IL 1976 

Urban Institute Contract Yes 1968 

Worldwatch Institute Advocacy Yes 1974 

    *Weaver felt Cato was traditional in 1989, Rich disagreed in 2004 

  **Has been shifting away from government contracts 

  ***Offices in Arlington, Virginia 
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 Three print publications were included in this study along with a collection of 

network and cable news programs. The print publications were the daily newspaper The 

Washington Post, weekly general interest magazine Newsweek, and the weekly business 

and international news magazine The Economist. Archives of all three publications were 

provided by HighBeam Research. The Washington Post was one of the six sources used 

in Rich’s study of newspaper coverage for think tanks. Adding weekly magazines 

represented an attempt to include a new format that had not been studied previously. Due 

to the Washington Post’s role as both a national and regional news source for the District 

of Columbia, think tank mentions in obituaries, television listings, event announcements, 

and job postings were excluded from this study. The magazines were used in their 

entirety. 

The television programs included in this study were selected to provide a wide 

assortment of sources and program formats. The assortment was intended to include 

samples from several networks, timeslots, and program formats. None of the programs 

selected are intended to typify the network’s entire programming. Included in the study 

were the daily primetime program NBC Nightly News, ABC’s Sunday morning talk show 

This Week, CBS’s weekly newsmagazine 60 Minutes, the evening cable news program 

Fox Special Report with Bret Baier, and CNN’s morning newscast for the hour-long 7:00 

Eastern timeslot, identified on weekdays as CNN American Morning and on weekends as 

either CNN Saturday Morning News or CNN Sunday Morning. 

Abelson’s study of television news included only the three broadcast networks 

and CNN. Realizing that cable access has spread in the past decade, that CNN is no 

longer the dominant 24-hour news outlet, and that debates have arisen regarding the 
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tendency for cable news channels to vary in their political perspectives, this study added 

a program from rival cable network Fox News. Cable network MSNBC was considered 

for inclusion in this study but its shared resources and recycled segments from NBC 

complicated whether the networks should be treated as separate sources or a single entity. 

MSNBC was excluded to avoid this distraction. 

NBC transcripts were provided by HighBeam Research, Fox News transcripts 

were provided by LexisNexis, and the transcripts for ABC, CBS, and CNN were 

available online from each news outlet. 

 Once the articles containing think tank mentions were collected, the content and 

role of the think tank contributions were analyzed based on the criteria in Appendix A. 

When available, video samples of the selected broadcast programs were viewed since 

verbal and visual communication can provide additional cues and nuances that may not 

be readily apparent in the text transcripts. To ensure inter-coder reliability, a single coder 

processed all media appearances. A second researcher was consulted and asked to 

duplicate the analysis on ten percent of the material, with the differences examined in an 

effort to strengthen the internal reliability of the codebook. The percent agreement for the 

identification of think tanks in the selected news reports was 100 percent, the 

identification of issues was 94 percent, the role of the frame was 88 percent, and the role 

of the think tank’s contribution to the news report was 94 percent. The open responses 

describing the identified frame and statistics generally matched those recognized by the 

researcher, with varying depth of detail. 
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Findings: Frequency and Role of Mediated Think Tank Expertise 

The first hypothesis was that advocacy think tanks should appear more often in 

media than traditional or contract think tanks (H1). The findings suggest that this is not 

the case, with the average advocacy think tank performing considerably behind 

traditional think tanks and only slightly ahead of contract think tanks in the frequency of 

their media appearances. On average, each advocacy think tanks appeared in the selected 

media 7 times compared to 16 times for traditional and 4 times for contract think tanks. 

Excluding the think tanks that did not make a single appearance, the difference between 

advocacy and traditional think tanks narrows slightly to 10 and 20 times respectively. 

Either way, the average traditional think tank appeared at least twice as often as the 

comparable advocacy think tank. While traditional think tanks were generally cited on a 

frequent basis, the frequency of advocacy think tank appearance to vary greatly from the 

frequently cited Heritage Foundation to several advocacy think tanks that received 

limited exposure or none at all. 

The studied think tanks were mentioned 155 times in the selected media outlets 

between November 1 and December 31, 2011. The most frequent topics addressed by 

think tank experts and their research in the selected media outlets were related to the 

economy, which included unemployment, income inequality, labor relations, the 

continuing impact of the financial crisis, the struggling housing market, and the domestic 

repercussions of the European debt crisis. 

 Over the 61 days included in the study, think tanks appeared in the selected media 

an average of 2.5 times per day. The studied think tanks were most active in media 

appearances in the first half of December, with a final push on December 16 before the 
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Senate officially adjourned on December 17 (Senate Republicans continued to hold pro-

forma sessions during the holidays to prevent recess appointments by President Obama). 

While there were no think tank mentions on Thanksgiving Day, Christmas Day, and New 

Year’s Eve, the think tanks were very active in the days immediately before and after 

each holiday. The busiest days of the week for think tank media appearances were 

Tuesdays and Fridays. 

 

In late November and early December, the consequences of the failed Joint Select 

Committee on Deficit Reduction became a primary focus for the larger think tanks, 

particularly in regards to military spending cuts. Foreign affairs became a larger focus in 

December, possibly due to a winding down of Congressional activity around the holidays 

and several events that turned media attention toward instability in Asia, the Middle East, 

and Europe. The death of North Korean leader Kim Jong Il, uncertainty in Egypt, 

continued violence in Syria, an American drone that crashed in Iran, legislative elections 

in Russia, and the announced redeployment of American troops to bases in Asia were 
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particularly fruitful topics for the Brookings Institution, Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, and the Center for Strategic and International Studies. 

The Republican primary was also heavily tied to think tank appearances in the 

studied media, although these think tank mentions were mainly in the form of references 

to speeches given by candidates at a particular institution, attempts by candidate Newt 

Gingrich to leverage his experience with conservative think tanks in policy debates with 

opponent Mitt Romney, and discussions about the Republican debate co-hosted by CNN, 

the Heritage Foundation, and the American Enterprise Institute. 

Of the studied news sources, the Washington Post was by far the most saturated 

with think tank mentions, providing two-thirds of the study’s total think tank mentions. 

The Washington Post’s reliance on think tank expertise likely results from the demands 

of a newspaper’s daily publication schedule, its roots in the District of Columbia where 

many of the studied think tanks are based, and a more politically savvy target audience. 

At the opposite extreme were Newsweek and 60 Minutes which each featured a single 

think tank in the same two-month timeframe, albeit providing a more in-depth look at the 

think tank’s research than many of the Washington Post articles. This is likely the result 

of the different formats for these news sources, with the Washington Post and television 

networks primarily reporting brief breaking news stories while the magazines and 

newsmagazines focus on longer features. 

Print publications were the most fruitful medium for think tank appearances, with 

76 percent of think tank appearances originating from print publications and 24 percent 

from television outlets. Traditional think tanks largely followed the average, with 77 

percent of traditional think tank appearances coming from print media and 23 percent 
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from television media. For advocacy think tank appearances, the numbers were 67 

percent in print and 33 percent in television media. Contract think tanks appeared 

exclusively in print media, favored particularly by the Washington Post. 

 The Brookings Institution was mentioned the most with 44 instances spread 

across two print, two broadcast, and both cable outlets included in the study. 86 percent 

of the think tank’s mentions were accompanied by a named expert. Several Brookings 

experts appeared more times than any other experts in this study, including William F. 

Frey who was particularly favored by the Washington Post, appearing four times in the 

publication. Thomas Mann exhibited more variety in his media appearance, discussing 

elections and congressional productivity on the NBC Nightly News, in the Washington 

Post, and in the Economist. Michael O'Hanlon, who appeared in the Washington Post and 

the Economist, tended to focus on how the sequestration would affect military spending. 

Brookings expertise was often paired with other think tanks in print news articles and on 

Fox Special Report, accounting for 39 percent of Brookings’s appearances in the studied 

media outlets. A Brookings report was even used as support in a letter-to-the-editor 

written by an expert from the American Enterprise Institute. Brookings has been 

identified as a traditional think tank, meaning that its prominence in the selected media 

runs contrary to my hypothesis. 

 The Heritage Foundation, an advocacy think tank, was mentioned 31 times in the 

selected media, with a greater presence in cable and print media than among the 

broadcast networks. 13 of Heritage’s appearances in media were the result of the think 

tank’s association with various news stories rather than reporters eliciting responses from 

the think tank’s experts. In November and December of 2011, the Heritage Foundation 
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was mentioned in discussions of the Republican debate co-hosted by the think tank, 

connections between Heritage and the wife of Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas, 

attempts by presidential candidate Newt Gingrich to use past experiences with the 

Heritage Foundation to cement his conservative credentials, and references to remarks 

given by various public figures at Heritage Foundation events, most notably a frequently 

referenced speech by Representative Paul Ryan. 

 The American Enterprise Institute appeared 21 times, although nearly half of 

AEI’s mentions referred to the think tank’s connection to current events rather than the 

think tank’s experts engaging in policy discussions. Among the non-expertise mentions 

for AEI were references to speeches given by candidates Newt Gingrich and Herman 

Cain to AEI audiences and four mentions in relation to the Republican debate AEI co-

hosted with the Heritage Foundation and CNN. As a traditional think tank with historical 

connections to the Heritage Foundation, it may be that ideology, source of funding, or 

some other factor shared by Heritage and AEI is a better predictor of the frequency or 

role of think tank media appearances than the typology used by Weaver, Rich, and 

Abelson. An alternative explanation may be that AEI is erroneously labeled as a 

traditional think tank when its activities actually suggest something more akin to the 

advocacy-based Heritage Foundation. 

 The 16 mentions of the traditional Center for Strategic and International Studies 

were spread between Fox Special Report, CNN American Morning, and the Washington 

Post. The CSIS was a frequent resource for commentary on topics involving Asia, 

particularly after the death of North Korean leader Kim Jong Il. The think tank also 

contributed expertise to issues of cyber security, Iraq, Iran, Syria, Russian elections, and 
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the European debt crisis. When asked by a Washington Post writer to comment on the 

debate co-hosted by Heritage and AEI, the senior vice president for external relations at 

CSIS responded that hosting only a Republican debate was questionable given that think 

tanks should remain non-partisan. He said that CSIS would only consider hosting debates 

that included candidates from both parties. 

 The traditional Carnegie Endowment for International Peace was mentioned 10 

times, with one appearance on ABC’s This Week and the rest limited to the Washington 

Post. The think tank’s most-referenced experts were Karim Sadjadpour and Marina 

Ottaway who focused on Iran and Egypt respectively. 

 Both the advocacy-based Cato Institute and traditional Hoover Institution were 

mentioned 9 times each, including two articles written by Cato experts and one by a 

Hoover expert that appeared in the Washington Post. However, the primary method of 

earning media attention contrasted. Aside from one appearance on Fox Special Report, 

Cato’s mentions came entirely from the Washington Post with several experts offering 

commentary on topics ranging from the financial crisis to healthcare reform to military 

spending cuts. For the Hoover Foundation, a single large-scale story on 60 Minutes 

featuring Peter Schweizer’s research on Congressional insider-trading garnered additional 

media attention in Newsweek and the Washington Post. Aside from that large media buzz, 

Schweizer also appeared on Fox Special Report to discuss the Obama administration’s 

handling of a bankrupt solar energy company, Solyndra. As will be discussed later, the 

high impact Hoover material appeared to resonate among the various media outlets and 

even served as a topic of discussion in Congressional committees while the Cato research 

did not appear to move beyond their initial media appearances. 
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 The Urban Institute and Rand Corporation, both contract think tanks, were 

mentioned 6 and 5 times respectively. Their media appearances were frequently 

introduced as “a recent report by” or “a study from” rather than involving a named 

expert. The information presented by both think tanks tended to be of a more technical 

nature, often including statistics. In half of the media appearances by Urban and Rand, 

the think tank’s research was accompanied by the commentary of other think tanks. In 

this regard, both Urban and Rand tended to be used as supplementary material for news 

sources. A notable exception was a November 29 Washington Post article in which a 

Rand report on veteran mental health and suicide was the primary focus of the article. 

 The Progressive Policy Institute was mentioned twice while both the Hudson 

Institute and Manhattan Institute received only one mention each. PPI’s mentions came 

from CNN and the Economist where the think tank’s experts were asked about an 

American drone that crashed in Iran and whether efforts to promote small business were 

worthwhile. Hudson’s mention in the Washington Post resulted from a lighthearted panel 

discussion they hosted regarding people who share the same name. Research from the 

Manhattan Institute was included in a discussion about tort reform printed in the 

Economist. 

 The Institute for Policy Studies, Rockford Institute, and the Worldwatch Institute 

were absent from all of the selected sources. In comparison, a variety of think tanks not 

included in the list of the fifteen most cited think tanks used by Rich and Abelson 

appeared in several articles and broadcasts alongside or as sources of debate for the think 

tanks included in this study. Among the think tanks encountered which were not included 

in this study are the Kaiser Family Foundation, Center for American Progress, Pew 
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Research Center, Reason Foundation, Economic Policy Institute, and Washington 

Institute for Near East Policy. Despite recent republications of Abelson’s work in 2009, 

future studies in think tank media appearances will need to verify that the list is still 

accurate in light of possible changes in the think tank landscape over the past decade. 

 

 Of the five most-cited think tanks, all were located in Washington DC and three 

of those were full service think tanks, with the Carnegie Endowment and CSIS tending to 

focus on international issues. All three generations were represented among the most-

cited think tanks, although no contract think tanks were among them. 

 Some peculiarities among the media appearances were noticed among the sources 

studied. With Fox Special Report, it was not uncommon to see a think tank expert’s 

recorded soundbite reused a few days later in regard to a similar news stories. Two 

instances of recycled commentary involved the comments of James Sherk of the Heritage 

Foundation reused on December 9 and 30 as well as the Brookings Institution’s Stephen 

Hess on December 27 and 30. 
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 The Republican debate hosted by CNN, the Heritage Foundation, and the 

American Enterprise Institute on November 22 became a frequent topic of debate in the 

days immediately before and after the event. A Washington Post article published the day 

of the debate included commentary from five think tanks about the implications of the 

officially non-partisan Heritage Foundation and AEI hosting the Republican debate, the 

largest number of think tanks to appear in a single article among the studied media. The 

Heritage Foundation and American Enterprise Institute defended their involvement. A 

spokesman from the Brookings Institution mentioned that Brookings has strayed away 

from directly interacting with election candidates since an incident in 2000 when Al 

Gore’s campaign handed out campaign materials at a Brookings event at which Gore was 

invited to speak. David Boaz of the Cato Institute recalled that Cato placed several 

restrictions on Tim Pawlenty when he gave a speech at the Cato Institute near the 

beginning of his campaign, including limiting media access to the event. Andrew 

Schwartz of the Center for Strategic and International Studies said his think tank would 

only host debates if candidates from both parties were present to ensure that CSIS was 

not seen as taking sides in the election. 
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Findings: Frames Identified in the Content of Media Appearances 

An analysis of the frames offered by think tanks offers more interesting results 

regarding the differences between advocacy, traditional, and contract think tanks. The 

second hypothesis (H2a) predicted that the frames attributed to advocacy think tanks 

should make a moral judgment or offer a remedy. The focus on moral judgments 

appeared to be true, although few remedies were offered by any of the three types of 

think tanks. In comparison, statements defining issues were frequent among all of the 

think tanks, regardless of typology. However, many of the elements of framing present in 

a think tank’s appearance were also dependent upon the role the expertise played in the 

news report, resulting in a disconnect between the role and the conciseness expected in 

the second part of the hypothesis (H2b). 

The prediction that advocacy think tanks would focus on moral judgments 

appeared to be true, with 31 instances accounting for 72 percent of advocacy think tank 

appearances. However, traditional think tanks also framed issues in a way that made 

moral judgments in 53 instances, accounting for over half of traditional think tank 

appearances. The focus on moral judgments was absent from contract think tank 

appearances. 

Causal relationships and remedies were less frequent, particularly among 

traditional think tanks where causal relationships accounted for 11 percent and remedies 

were 26 percent. Among advocacy think tanks, these figures were 16 percent and 23 

respectively. 

Think tank expertise that was used primarily to provide a quote or numerical 

value that supported assertions made by the news report’s author or anchor tended to 
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serve a defining role or reinforced moral judgments that a given occurrence was good or 

bad. Frames that incorporated more than one element of framing, including the causal 

and remedy aspects, tended to result from the think tank receiving longer quotations, 

participating in round table discussions, authoring their own op-eds, or the few instances 

where the think tank’s research was covered in-depth in a dedicated segment. Therefore, 

the conciseness and roles expected by the second hypothesis appear to be mutually 

exclusive in the selected media. 

The following eight examples of frames were prominent in media reports during 

the studied time period, communicated in a concise manner, and incorporated multiple 

elements of a well-developed frame. These examples feature a wide variety of topics, 

ranging from defense funding to healthcare to the personal finances of legislators to a 

marketing effort for natural Christmas trees. In the case of defense cuts, two competing 

frames were offered by different think tanks in an attempt to characterize the 

sequestration resulting from the Joint Select Committee on Deficit Reduction. The 

studied think tanks either framed the issue as a battle to “defend defense” from the 

sequestration or simply allowing the vast “defense industrial base” to be scaled back. 

Defending defense: In the wake of the failed Joint Select Committee on Deficit 

Reduction which triggered future defense cuts, the American Enterprise Institute and 

Heritage Foundation framed the possible cuts in terms of “defending defense” in two 

issues of the Economist and two appearances on Fox Special Report. The frame 

attempted to describe the country’s ability to defend itself as being under attack by the 

planned budget cuts and evoked imagery of an internal conflict with apocalyptic 
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overtones, such as the assertion that “the future of America’s national security hangs in 

the balance.” 

Excesses of the defense industrial base: Competing with the “defending 

defense” frame, discussions of the “defense industrial base” in two Washington Post 

articles featuring James Lewis of the Center for Strategic and International Studies 

attempted to portray the defense cuts in a less distressing manner, with the excesses of the 

defense industry needing to be significantly scaled back after the industry’s boom years 

under the Bush Administration. The Brookings Institution’s Michael O’Hanlon also took 

this direction in an Economist article, arguing that directed decreases in spending that cut 

the “fat” of the defense industrial base were justifiable so long as it did not “cut into 

muscle.” In a Washington Post article, Cato’s Justin Logan went so far as to say that 

deeper cuts limiting the country’s military options weren’t necessarily a bad thing. The 

frame relies upon the term “defense industrial base” which has been in use for many 

years and echoes President Eisenhower’s warning against the growing military-industrial 

complex. 

Congressional insider trading: Peter Schweizer and his team of researchers at 

the Hoover Institution found that members of Congress are not forbidden from buying 

and selling stock, participating in initial public offerings, making land deals, and having 

other financially advantageous interactions with companies that are impacted by the 

committees upon which the member of Congress sits, a situation Schweizer described as 

“Congressional insider trading.” The research, published in the book Throw Them All 

Out, became the focus of a 15 minute segment on CBS’s 60 Minutes on November 13 

and in a Newsweek article highlighting the research on November 21. The 60 Minutes 
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piece in particular characterized these activities as “honest graft,” “a venture 

opportunity,” and “highly offensive” while singling out members of Congress who made 

questionable profits in stock trades while they had access to sensitive information as part 

of their committee assignments. 

Do-nothing Congress: If accusations of insider trading weren’t enough, the 

Brooking’s Institution’s Thomas Mann sought to paint the members of the 112th 

Congress as lazy and incompetent. On NBC Nightly News and in the Washington Post, he 

argued that the “do-nothing” Congress was leaving Washington for a long weekend 

having spent fewer days in session, cast fewer votes, and passed fewer measures than 

most Congresses in recent memory. The frame defined a problem, suggested a cause, 

made a moral judgment, and offered a remedy, inviting the reader to “throw the bums 

out.” 

Offering choice doesn’t mean the choice will be made: In discussing ways to 

reform Medicare on a December 15 broadcast of Fox Special Report, Andrew Biggs of 

the American Enterprise Institute tried to refute the idea that traditional Medicare could 

continue to exist alongside the free market options proposed by Newt Gingrich, saying 

that seniors would not be attracted to private sector replacements without first 

diminishing Medicare in some way. In Biggs’s words “nobody is going to get out of it. 

Nobody is going to choose the more efficient market-based alternative. So, simply 

offering choice does not solve your problem.” Unlike the previous examples, this frame 

was not concisely worded and could not be summed up in a single phrase. Despite the 

need for explanation, this frame was bounced around by the program’s anchors and 

correspondents over the next two days. 
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Veterans’ mental health taxes higher education: The Washington Post gave an 

in-depth look at a RAND report on depression and suicide among veterans in an article 

titled “Vets head to college, with baggage” and written in collaboration with the Kaiser 

Family Foundation. The article begins by detailing the struggles of veterans who, after 

serving multiple tours in Iraq, enrolled in universities in and around the District of 

Columbia. The article details the costs that the universities have absorbed in order to 

provide adequate mental health services to these student veterans as they suffered from 

depression and post-traumatic stress disorder. The RAND report cited in the article 

provides estimates of the number of veterans that suffer from depression, post-traumatic 

stress, and traumatic brain injuries. No author was mentioned for the RAND report in the 

Washington Post article, which was typical of the contract think tanks that were studied. 

Further examination of the RAND report’s origins uncovered that the report cited by the 

Washington Post dealt with mental health issues facing veterans in general, not just 

students, indicating that the author of the news article was attempting to attach additional 

meaning to the report that was not necessarily the focus of the research. This suggests 

that a think tank’s expertise, taken out of context, may be repurposed by the author of a 

news report or opinion piece to frame a different issue entirely. 

Sanctions strengthen the Iranian regime: Karim Sadjadpour of the Carnegie 

Endowment for International Peace discussed the side-effects of placing sanctions on Iran 

in an appearance on a panel for ABC’s This Week on November 13 and in a Washington 

Post article on November 30. In both instances, he described efforts to sanction Iran’s 

central bank as a dangerous gambit that would alienate American allies and strengthen 

the Iranian regime’s grip on power. Instead, Sadjadpour noted that the Iranian regime was 
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nearing a cracking point without American intervention and described a recent attack on 

the British embassy in Iran as the work of “government-controlled rent-a-mobs” working 

at the behest of a “deeply distressed and flustered” regime. 

Christmas tree tax: A fight within the Christmas tree industry between the 

growers of natural trees and the manufactures of artificial trees became nastier when the 

Department of Agriculture became involved by establishing a program to research and 

promote natural trees that would be funded with 15 cents from each Christmas tree’s sale. 

The program was labeled as a “Christmas tree tax” by the Heritage Foundation’s David 

Addington, and conservative commentators in particular took a liking to the term. The 

frame defined the industry-proposed funding as taxation and made moral judgments 

about the government’s role in determining consumer behavior. More importantly, it 

provided an easy to repeat phrase that could elicit a strong response from anchors and 

correspondents when the phrase was dropped into unrelated discussions of taxation, 

budgeting, and regulation. The frame continued to be used up to a month after the 

program was indefinitely suspended by the Obama Administration. 

Curiously, in observing the differences between think tanks, this study happened 

across heated discussions among think tanks as to their own role in the political process. 

Several think tanks took a defensive posture when their motives were placed under public 

scrutiny in the days leading up to a Republican primary debate cohosted by two think 

tanks. In attempting to reinforce the perception that think tanks should remain neutral 

observers of the political process, a dichotomy was presented to viewers of “good” and 

“bad” think tanks. The Republican primary debate co-hosted by CNN, the American 

Enterprise Institute, and the Heritage Foundation elicited denouncements from 
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Brookings, Cato, and CSIS, each comparing the actions of AEI and Heritage to their own 

organization’s efforts to maintain neutrality in presidential elections past and present. The 

discussion in the Washington Post included questions about Newt Gingrich’s 12 years as 

a senior fellow at AEI and Mitt Romney recruiting three of his campaign’s foreign policy 

advisors from the Heritage Foundation. 
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Discussion 

In terms of think tank typology, both traditional and advocacy think tanks 

acquired frequent mentions in media and managed to develop frames that spread across 

the studied media outlets. However, traditional think tanks appearances on average were 

twice as frequent as advocacy think tank appearances, disproving the hypothesis that 

advocacy think tanks should appear more often. The frequency in which traditional think 

tanks Brookings, AEI, and CSIS appeared in media was comparable to the advocacy 

think tanks Heritage and Cato, while several advocacy think tanks were represented 

among the least successful think tanks in attracting media attention and framing issues, 

either failing to acquire media attention entirely or unable to capitalize off the limited 

attention they did receive. 

The frames offered by advocacy think tanks tended to focus on conflict, referring 

to metaphorical wars waged over holiday traditions and federal budgets. As predicted in 

the second hypothesis (H2a), a majority of advocacy think tank appearances made moral 

judgments, however there were few remedies offered by any of the three types of think 

tanks. The traditional think tanks tended to frame complicated concepts in simpler terms, 

from congressional insider trading to choice-less healthcare choices to the futility of 

international sanctions. The most concise frames offered by advocacy think tanks tended 

to be their briefest media appearances, suggesting that providing a concise frame is 

determined more by the format of the news appearance than an intentional effort to make 

the frames easy to share and remember. The traditional think tanks tended to take the role 

of government watchdogs or educators while advocacy think tanks relied on danger and 

fear to promote their viewpoints. 
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Aside from the Hoover Institution, think tanks that were based in the Washington, 

DC area tended to attract more media attention as a whole and saw their frames repeated, 

sometimes by other think tanks that were also based in Washington. The age of a think 

tank did not appear to guarantee success or failure, with all three generations of think 

tanks appearing among the most referenced in the selected media and the most successful 

in developing frames that were repeated in multiple media appearances. 

The only type of think tank that suffered nearly universally was the contract think 

tank. While RAND and Urban took middle positions in their total number of media 

appearances, no discernible spread of Urban’s contributions occurred and the most 

developed frame that involved RAND’s research was not directly related to the actual 

RAND report. The only other think tank among those included in this study that could be 

considered a contract think tank, the Hudson Institute, was the subject of a single 

Washington Post article covering an event held by the think tank and mentioned no 

identifiable frames. 

 There are several inferences that can be made from the media appearances and 

identified frames. For one, some think tanks tended to group themselves either 

voluntarily or involuntarily while others struck out alone. The American Enterprise 

Institute and Heritage Foundation echoed each other on “defending defense” and served 

as the subject of other think tanks’ scorn over their hosting a Republican debate. When 

they did set off on their own, AEI’s most prominent frame involved the futility of 

offering seniors alternative choices to Medicare while Heritage decried the so-called 

“Christmas tree tax.” 
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 The second group of think tanks that benefited from echoing each other’s frames 

was comprised of Brookings, Cato, and CSIS. All three noted benefits in trimming the 

excesses of the defense industrial base and took turns beating AEI and Heritage for their 

association with the Republican debate. When Brookings set out alone, it found some 

success focusing on the productivity of the “do-nothing” Congress. In comparison, Cato 

seemed to benefit most from the instances where their frame was compared to that of 

other think tanks, with none of Cato’s other appearances resulting in a frame that 

received multiple mentions in the studied media. 

Likewise, CSIS had difficulty providing a unified way to frame issues and events. 

For example, when the death of North Korean leader Kim Jong Il sent several think tank 

experts into a frenzy trying to frame the situation, the experts at CSIS couldn’t agree on 

how to frame the situation. In a Washington Post article, CSIS’s Victor Cha likened the 

fragile situation to directing choreography, but later likened the situation as a dynastic 

dispute on CNN American Morning. Michael J. Green, also from CSIS, alternated from 

comparing the situation to volcanic fissures and playing a board game, all within a single 

Washington Post article. None of these attempts to frame the situation in North Korea 

were repeated after their initial media appearances. 

 Other think tanks found success spreading their own frames without interacting 

with other think tanks. The Hoover Institution’s framing of congressional insider trading 

was featured in five media reports ranging from an in-depth segment on CBS’s 60 

Minutes to articles in Newsweek and the Washington Post. Coverage of congressional 

insider trading made up half of the think tank’s total appearances during the time period 

and was the primary focus of each news segment or column, rather than being one of 
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several opinions offered to complement a news story. Likewise, the Carnegie 

Endowment’s framing of the situation in Iran, which suggested that inaction was less 

detrimental than action, found a place in the Washington Post and on ABC News, but was 

not echoed by any other think tanks. 
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Extension: Finding Possible Impacts of Mediated Think Tank Frames 

A logical extension of this study that future researchers should pursue is to trace 

think tank frames that appear in media appearances to any repetition of those frames in 

Congressional committee hearings. Rich attempted to compare the visibility of certain 

think tanks my tracking mentions of the think tank in both media and committee 

testimony, concluding that the most prevalent think tanks in media also tended to be 

among the most prevalent in congressional committees (2004, 97-98). While Rich’s study 

suggests a correlation for the visibility of think tanks in media and congressional 

testimony, there has been no study dealing with the actual content of a think tank’s 

appearance in media compared to mentions in congressional committee. A study of 

Canadian think tanks in parliamentary testimony (Abelson 2009) also focused simply on 

visibility, as did a comparison of think tank experts and university academics appearing 

before committees (Weaver 2000; Medvetz 2012). 

Congressional leaders and their staffs monitor the media, possibly repeating 

frames and statistics they find particularly compelling or convenient. This diffusion of 

think tank expertise could show the direction a frame spreads as it is discussed first by 

media and then by legislators. Correlational studies like those offered by Funkhouser 

(1973) and MacKuen (1984) served as the foundation for early agenda setting and 

framing research, followed later by extensive experimentation (Iyengar & Kinder 1987; 

Iyengar 1994). Since the media effects of think tank expertise remains a fairly untapped 

field, a study of legislators reusing frames introduced by think tanks in the media could 

form the foundation for future experimentation. 
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Among the think tanks analyzed by this study during the given time period, one 

instance of mediated think tank expertise directly influencing congressional testimony 

was identified, although additional studies will be needed to determine whether this 

single case is an aberration or a normal occurrence. For that reason, generalizations 

cannot be made at this juncture. 

A search of Congressional testimony was conducted using LexisNexis, which 

culled its data from the Federal News Service, CQ Transcripts, and National Narrowcast 

Network Transcripts. The names of think tanks, any associated experts, and prominent 

phrases from the studied media appearances were used as search keywords. 

The study from the Hoover Institution’s Peter Schweizer, packaged as an in-depth 

60 Minutes piece, spurred debates about congressional insider trading in committees of 

both houses of Congress, ultimately reviving interest in a stalled bill from 2004 that 

moved forward in the Senate in January 2012 and, after wrangling with the House, was 

signed into law on April 4, 2012. Committee members who discussed Schweizer’s 

research pointed directly to the 60 Minutes report, showing that the 60 Minutes piece had 

clearly struck a nerve with members of Congress or their most active constituents, 

propelling the issue into the limelight without Peter Schweizer needing to even attend a 

committee hearing. 

 The short incubation period for Schweizer’s research, which was started only a 

year before, makes sense considering the pressures facing think tanks, which McGann 

noted need to focus on short-term studies that provide donors more “bang for their buck.” 

However, other attributes of Schweizer’s route from research to media to 

congressional action were atypical in some ways. Rich’s (2004) view that think tanks 
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outside the beltway are handicapped in their efforts to raise visibility didn’t derail the 

Hoover Institution, which is based in California, nor did it provide an impediment for 

Schweizer, who actually lives in Florida and travels to the Hoover Institution when 

necessary. 

While several of the most-frequently cited think tanks churned out soundbites, op-

eds, panel participants, and reports, Schweizer’s research took the route expected of a 

more traditional think tank, involving a published book-length report that was turned into 

a 15 minute piece for 60 Minutes, a network “newsmagazine” broadcast, rather than 

being introduced through the 24 hour cable news media. The research was spread further 

by print publications Newsweek and the Washington Post. 

Other examples of think tank mentions in both media and committee hearings 

either did not show a clear temporal order or confounding variables made the correlations 

uncertain at best. Ultimately, an endeavor to track think tank frames from media to 

congressional committees would need a more complete way to search all congressional 

committee activity and a far larger data set covering a longer time period in order to make 

a more definitive statement about the spread of think tank frames from media to 

congressional committees. Proving causation would still be difficult due to reliance upon 

real-world variables outside of an experimental atmosphere and the retrospective nature 

of the study’s observations. However, clear correlations may hint to the relationships 

between think tanks, the media, and Congressional committees. 

To determine whether think tanks truly influence decision-making, a clear 

temporal order would need to exist between the time a think tank provides expertise on a 

particular subject and when the subject gains salience among decision-makers or when 
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decision-makers adopt specific policy proposals. The publication and marketing of 

research must come before the issue gains salience in order for the research to be the 

cause of the increased salience. 

How members of Congress refer to or discuss the think tank expertise can shed 

some light on to role the think tank had in setting the agenda. If the think tank’s frames, 

statistics, or experts are mentioned specifically by members of Congress without the 

experts giving testimony at the hearing, the think tank may have had a greater role in 

setting the agenda or framing the issues discussed. If the actual media appearance by the 

think tank is discussed in the committee, the direction of diffusion becomes much clearer. 

Future studies of whether frames offered by think tanks in media appearance diffuse to 

congressional committee hearings could offer insight into whether mediated think tank 

frames impact congressional deliberations. 
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Conclusion 

 The expected distinctions between traditional and advocacy think tanks do not 

appear to impact the frequency in which think tanks appear in print and television media 

nor how concisely they frame issues. There does appear to be a difference for contract 

think tanks, which precludes or inhibits their ability to control the way their research is 

used to frame issues in new media. There also appear to be differences among the types 

of think tanks regarding the roles a frame fulfills, suggesting that advocacy, traditional, 

and contract think tanks may place different emphases on how they frame an issue and 

the ways they intend for their research to be used. Ultimately, this study raises further 

questions about the complex nature of think tank media appearances and suggests that 

further research is needed. 

There were certainly differences in how the think tanks framed issues and what 

role those frames played in news report. Traditional and advocacy think tanks were often 

given the opportunity to comment on news stories or participate in roundtable 

discussions, while contract think tanks were usually just referenced for statistics ripped 

from a published report. It appears that the expertise of traditional and advocacy think 

tanks played an active role in defining or discussing issues while contract think tank 

research was used in a passive manner to support the needs of the reporter or anchor. This 

dichotomy between active and passive think tank expertise should form a new criterion in 

future studies of mediated think tank expertise. 

Furthermore, when a think tank authored an op-ed or saw their research become 

the subject of a lengthy segment, they were able to elaborate far more on their frame than 

when their media appearance was limited to a soundbite or statistic. In the former cases, 
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the additional time or space to explain the frame meant that the media appearance could 

include multiple elements of framing, usually managing to define an issue and make 

moral judgments while occasionally hinting at a causal relationship or offering a remedy 

as well. This was most evident in the congressional insider trading example, but also 

appeared in a variety of other examples ranging from framing Medicare reforms to 

imposing sanctions on Iran. For the more concise media appearances, the time or space 

constraints resulted in short phrases that, while not as well explained, attempted to tie a 

new issue to preexisting debates like what was attempted with the “Christmas tree tax” 

and “defending defense.” 

Of the 15 think tanks studied and the 155 mentions of think tank research in 

media over a two month period, half of the think tanks accounted for 90 percent of the 

think tank mentions in media coverage. There were three think tanks that failed to gain 

any attention from the studied media and three others that received only one or two 

mentions, showing that there is clearly an unequal playing field for communicating 

policy research. Think tanks of all three types were represented among both the most and 

least visible think tanks. The least referenced think tanks were entirely of the second and 

third generations, although this may be due to a smaller number of first generation think 

tanks included in the study. 

Brookings had the largest number of mentions, the most named experts, and the 

experts who were used most frequently across multiple news outlets. The Heritage 

Foundation and the American Enterprise Institute, while mentioned very frequently, were 

often the subject of news reports rather than playing the role of objective commentators. 

When they did provide commentary, the frames introduced by one were often parroted by 
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the other, suggesting some collusion between the two. The Carnegie Endowment, Cato 

Institute, CSIS, and Hoover Institution did not receive as many mentions, but they fared 

better than the contract think tanks RAND Corporation and Urban Institute. 

While the minimal appearances of contract think tanks in media may appear 

troubling on the surface, this situation is likely a result of their unique institutional needs. 

Since these think tanks secure funding from government contracts rather than donors, 

they probably do not place as high a priority on spreading their research and framing 

issues through the media. While traditional and advocacy think tanks need to show that 

supporters are getting “bang for their buck,” contract think tanks need only fulfill their 

contractual obligations and secure new contracts to survive. 

Gellner’s (1995) observation that presidential candidates often use think tanks to 

acquire credibility certainly applied to Newt Gingrich’s continual efforts to tie his ideas 

to Heritage and AEI in the hopes of claiming the conservative mantel from his opponents. 

Having served as a fellow at AEI after retiring from a career in public service, Gingrich 

also appears to support Gellner’s observation that think tanks are often used as a 

“clearing-station” until the political winds change enough for a former elected official to 

come out of retirement. 

Future studies can expand upon the correlations found by this study to gain a 

more precise picture of how think tanks can spread their expertise to policy elites. As 

mentioned previously, this study focused on news media, leaving a wide variety of other 

political actors open for analysis. This study’s extension suggested Congressional 

committees as an attractive subject for future study of think tank framing, due to the 

possibility that legislators monitor and respond to some media stories like the Hoover 
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Institution example, as well as the frequency in which think tanks are asked to testify 

before committees. However, Congressional committees themselves may not be the most 

ideal research subjects since not all Congressional hearings are made public, not all 

committees publish their records, and not all published committee records are available to 

people outside that committee. 

Another key area for future research is in the use of think tank research online. 

Initially, online material was to be included in this study, but the rapidly changing nature 

of online news media and decaying links to news sources made this unfeasible. Attempts 

to study the news aggregator Drudge Report and the content creator Huffington Post were 

complicated early in this study when the researcher discovered several articles had been 

updated or altered since their first publication and some content was recycled verbatim 

from other sources. When studying news aggregators, the archives of the Drudge 

Report’s single page are complete, but many of the links to news stories were already 

dead less than a month outside of the studied time frame. Between 50 and 100 links are 

added to each of these aggregators daily, which would require a team of researchers to 

organize and code since the hyperlinked material is provided by a variety of news sources 

with no way to search them all at once. 

 There are many other ways that future research could improve upon this study. 

The two-month timeframe was both a blessing and a curse. This time period was 

manageable for this small study and provided sufficient duration to sample mediated 

think tank frames. The time period also provided a variety of topics for think tanks to 

discuss, due in part to the all-encompassing nature of the budget cuts discussed at that 

time. In this study’s extension, media appearances in November and early December 
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were followed by Congressional activity trailing by a few days. It is possible that frames 

from this time period were used in January 2012 or later, as much of the research featured 

in mid to late December would not have been actionable until January due to Congress 

dispersing for the holidays. It is also possible that mediated think tank research predating 

November 2011 could have impacted the issues debated and frames used within the two-

month timeframe. The short time frame ignores any long-term efforts by think tanks to 

build the salience of an issue, efforts that could stretch back for years. Future studies 

could focus on longitudinal observations to see long-term patterns in the development, 

spread, and acceptance of think tank expertise. 

 Another weakness in this study is that the quantity of Washington Post articles 

greatly outnumbered all other sources, likely skewing the results. An ideal study would 

have access to greater resources, allowing for multiple newspapers to be included so that 

a single newspaper’s editorial choices and standards for inclusion would not dominate. 

Additional print and television sources could also be included to balance out the 

preponderance of newspaper coverage. Finally, greater resources would allow for the 

often disjointed web of online news aggregators and blogs to be incorporated into future 

studies. 

 An unintended consequence of using the Washington Post is that some local news 

stories were tied to national trends by the articles’ authors, allowing think tank research 

intended for national policy debates to creep into local news coverage. Two articles in 

particular focused on population growth rates in the District of Columbia and efforts to 

fight crime in nearby Prince George’s County. Future studies should investigate 
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connections between think tanks in local news stories and the proceedings of local 

governments. 

 The implications of this study’s findings for a democratic society are wide-

reaching. Since the difference between advocacy and traditional think tanks appears to 

have blurred, the usefulness of these classifications has been called into question. 

Contract think tanks are clearly different from the others in terms of the think tanks’ 

motivations and products, serving as researchers for hire. The idealized notion of the 

traditional think tank comprised of cloistered scholars devising solutions to society’s 

problems is untenable given that traditional think tank scholars appeared more frequently 

in media than their advocacy-minded competitors and few think tank appearances by any 

of the three types actually offered policy solutions. Most think tank appearances sought to 

define the scope of a debate or, particularly in the case of advocacy think tanks, make 

moral judgments about a particular issue. The focus on changing minds rather than 

providing solutions suggests that many think tanks may not serve as neutral, objective 

observers to the policy process. For this reason, it may be wise for policymakers to 

reconsider the status of think tanks as tax-exempt institutions. 

 Think tanks continue to be challenging subjects for social scientists to 

comprehend. The distinction between traditional and advocacy think tanks is not as well-

defined as previous authors have assumed, although contract think tanks clearly use a 

different strategy for communicating their ideas. This study sought to bring some 

understanding to the interrelationship between think tanks and the media as well as 

suggest how further research may uncover relationships between these mediated think 
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tank frames and other political actors. This study offers a piece of the puzzle, but future 

research will be needed to find the solution. 
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Appendix A: Media Data Collection Form 

Date/time of broadcast/article: _____________________________________________________ 

Name of media outlet: ____________________________________________________________ 

Name of segment/article: _________________________________________________________ 

Think tank mentioned: ___________________________________________________________ 

Name of think tank expert (if provided): _____________________________________________ 
 
Were other think tanks mentioned in the same segment/article? (circle one):    Yes     No 
 
Issue(s) discussed: _______________________________________________________________ 

Does the think tank do any of the following? (circle all that apply): 

Define a problem    Identify the cause of a problem  

Make moral judgments    Suggest a remedy for a problem  

Describe any frames offered by or attributed to the think tank:  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Record prominent statistics or emotional soundbites offered by or attributed to the think tank: 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Is the segment/article original material by the news outlet, a wire service, material republished 
from another source or a link to an external website? (circle one): 
     Original material        Wire service        Republished material       External website 

If a news article or op-ed, is it authored by the think tank? (circle one): 
     Yes      No       Not Applicable 

If a network or cable appearance, was the think tank material mentioned by the anchor, included 
in a news report/segment, or as part of a roundtable discussion? (circle one): 

     Anchor               News report             Roundtable          Other (explain) _______________ 


