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The Think Tank Index
Brookings Institution and Chatham House Top First Ranking
of the World’s Best Think Tanks

Cato Institute No. 1 for Innovative Ideas; 

European Council on Foreign Relations Best New Think Tank
Read the complete report at ForeignPolicy.com
It’s no accident that U.S. President-elect Barack Obama plucked his transition chief from a think tank. These idea factories are charged with brainstorming solutions to everything from global warming to Wall Street’s implosion to the war on terror. But not all think tanks are created equal, and until now, there has been no guide to this rapidly growing global industry. In the first-ever Think Tank Index, James McGann, assistant director of the international relations program at the University of Pennsylvania and director of the Think Tanks and Civil Societies Program, offers the first comprehensive ranking of the world’s top think tanks, based on a worldwide survey of hundreds of scholars and experts. The index is published in the January/February issue of Foreign Policy and available online at ForeignPolicy.com.
Among the findings:

Washington-based Brookings Institution ranks No. 1 among U.S. think tanks, followed by the Council on Foreign Relations (New York) and the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (Washington). With a $60.7 million annual budget and programs ranging from the Middle East to global finance to urban strategy, Brookings also tops think tanks with the “most impact on public policy debates.” Washington’s Heritage Foundation ranks No. 2 for impact on public policy debates, thanks largely to an in-depth understanding of current policy issues, an effective marketing strategy, and proximity to the United States’ seat of power.
Chatham House (London), the International Institute for Strategic Studies (London), and the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (Solna, Sweden) top the list of best non-U.S. think tanks. Unlike leading U.S. think tanks such as Rand Corporation, which enjoys a $251 million annual budget, Chatham House churns out its ideas on international economics and regional studies with just $12.4 million per year.

Cato Institute is rated the No. 1 think tank for innovative ideas, and the European Council on Foreign Relations is voted “Best New Think Tank.” Cato’s libertarian stance, once viewed as fringe, is now considered mainstream. Brookings is rated No. 2 in offering innovative fixes for nearly every critical issue facing the United States today, from healthcare reform to recommendations on closing the prison at Guantánamo Bay. The European Council on Foreign Relations—filled with European heavyweights such as Nobel Peace Prize laureate Martti Ahtisaari and former German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer—ranks first among think tanks that have emerged during the past five years.

The use of “phantom” think tanks—designed to look like NGOs but are in fact arms of the government—have emerged as a favorite strategy for authoritarians to mask their diktats as flourishing civil society. Notable “phantoms” include the China Development Institute, Russia’s Institute for Democracy and Cooperation, and Uzbekistan’s Center for Political Studies.
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