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Introduction
A year ago we published our first annual survey of UK think tanks. In the midst 
of the wrangling over Brexit and straight after a General Election, one of our main 
focuses was on how UK think tanks were dealing with an increasingly fraught 
political environment. We posed questions looking at the distrust in experts, the 
rise in fake news and the quality of public debate and whether it was having a 
detrimental effect on the sector. Fast forward a year and Brexit has fallen away 
as one of the big topics and an entirely new issue has taken its place. In January 
2020 no one realised what was about to hit the country and the sector and it 
has been interesting over the past year to see how think tanks have risen to the 
challenge. This report looks at the impact the coronavirus crisis has had on the 
UK think tank sector as well as looking forward to what the think tanks believe  
to be the big challenges facing them during the recovery in 2021. 

This report is based on a survey conducted with Smart Thinking’s member think 
tanks which include both small and medium sized organisations through to large 
institutions and think tanks sitting on both the Left and Right. We continued to 
pose many of the original survey questions to better assess how certain issues 
had developed but added new questions to be able to analyse the enormous 
disruption of the past year. Our respondents work across all functions including 
research, communications, and operations. 

This short briefing is intended to provide an overview of the current state of the 
UK think tank sector, based on the experiences and views of those currently 
working within it. We hope you find it useful. 
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Executive Summary
2020 was a year unlike any other for everyone in the UK and the think tank sector was  
no exception. The coronavirus pandemic has had a significant and lasting effect on many 
different areas of think tank life including events, research, funding and work practices.  
In commissioning the second annual think tank survey we therefore expected to see 
some big changes in overall answers and trends. In some areas that has been borne  
out but there also are areas that have remained steady over the past year. 

In many respects the fundamentals of the think tank sector have largely remained the 
same. Those surveyed still overwhelmingly believed politicians to be their most important 
audience, the vast majority still believed think tanks to have a role in educating the public 
and most thought they could be a little more innovative in reaching a wider audience.

Likewise, answers have remained consistent over the past two years in what people 
believe the role of think tanks to be. In 2019 it was interesting to see that people thought 
the main contribution was evidence-based research (at 49%) as opposed to 30% who 
thought it was policy recommendations. In 2020 this shifted slightly to 43% choosing 
research as the main contribution and 34% policy recommendations, but the overall  
trend remains the same. However, there was a notable shift in the number who saw the 
main contribution to be education. This increased from 1% in 2019 to 10%, suggesting  
a change in think tank practices could be influencing how think tanks view their role. 

Those changes to think tank practices include shifting entirely to online event 
programmes within a few weeks of the first lockdown, with no apparent drop in the 
number of events produced. Prior to 2020 many think tanks incorporated a livestream 
into an in-person event or provided a video for people to watch afterwards but making 
them accessible to an online audience was not the main priority. This past year, however, 
has seen full and varied events programmes with multiple different formats run every 
day of the week. This not only has meant that think tanks have essentially been able to 
maintain their output throughout the pandemic, but it has also been an opportunity to 
widen their audience beyond an often London/Westminster located one. 88% plan to 
keep a hybrid online/in-person events model even after Covid-19.

82% believe that their response to Covid-19 has widened their audience. This could partly 
explain why there has been a slight dip in those who believe that think tanks need to be 
more innovative in reaching a wider audience. They are already doing it. Engaging directly 
with those outside the London/Westminster bubble also makes it easier for think tanks 
to feel they are playing a role in educating the public. This could perhaps also explain the 
increase in respondents who felt education was a think tank’s main contribution. 

The effects of Covid-19 have not all been positive, however. Unsurprisingly, 63% of 
those surveyed said that it had been the biggest challenge their think tank had faced in 
2020 with 90% acknowledging that it had changed the direction of their research. 65% 
therefore believe that recovery from Covid-19 is the biggest challenge they face going 
into 2021. 
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The research areas affected by Covid-19 could also claim to be another positive 
effect from the pandemic. While there is a significant amount of upheaval in 
changing research priorities midway through a year a number of the think tanks 
have been at the forefront of responding to events. This includes with explainers, 
trackers and reacting quickly with topical policy recommendations. 

Due to the huge government interventions in so many different areas there has 
also been several key policy topics that have been thrust into the spotlight including 
welfare, employment, taxes, housing and health. The need to rebuild afterwards also 
suggests that there is an increased appetite for policy ideas and recommendations 
across a wider range of issues than was previously the case.

Aside from Covid-19 the biggest change we have seen in our survey this year is  
the drop in prominence of Brexit. The 2019 survey described an environment where 
Brexit and the political partisanship resulting from that was having a quite toxic 
effect on the quality of public debate. 85% of those surveyed in 2019 believed the 
current political climate to be having a negative effect on public policy discussion. 
Last year 64% of those surveyed also agreed or strongly agreed that a distrust in 
experts and a rise in fake news was a risk to UK think tanks. Thankfully, this has 
dropped in 2020 to 51%. Only 31% said that Brexit had been a research priority in 
2020 and it did not feature as one of the most popular topics for events. 

The calmer environment think tanks operate in without Brexit and a General Election 
to respond to also seems to have led to a more positive outlook on the future of the 
sector, despite the challenges of Covid-19. 54% agree that the sector faces more 
challenges than it did 3 years ago but this is down from 58% who agreed with that 
statement last year. 

Other events that think tanks have responded to in 2020 include the BLM protests 
last summer. Diversity was already on the sector’s radar in 2019 with 30% putting  
it as one of the biggest challenges facing think tanks over the next 12 months.  
This has increased marginally in 2020 to 33% but 57% agreed that over the course 
of 2020 their think tank has become more focused on staff diversity, with 35% 
strongly agreeing. Think tanks also responded publicly with a significant increase  
in events looking at, and discussing, diversity. Society and diversity as a topic were  
in the top 5 event policy issues. 

The innovation think tanks have shown in responding to Covid-19 is encouraging 
for the future strength of the sector but challenges remain. Key amongst these is 
a concern over lack of funding. 67% listed it as one of the main challenges facing 
UK think tanks in the next 12 months closely followed by 65% who thought it was 
recovery from Covid-19. Last year political uncertainty and the quality of public 
debate topped the list at 66% and 64% respectively. In 2019 only 41% thought  
a lack of funding a challenge in the next 12 months. 

To end on a positive note, 59% of those surveyed agreed or strongly agreed with 
the statement ‘I feel optimistic about the future of the think tank sector’. Over the 
course of 2020 the think tanks have shown that they are adaptable, innovative  
and more than up to the challenge of recovering from a pandemic.
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The audience
�  71% of those surveyed put politicians as the most important audience for UK 

think tanks, an increase of 14% from last year

�  There was a significant drop in the number of people who thought the general 
public was the most important audience

�  90% believe think tanks have a role in educating the general public

�  The level of people who believe think tanks could be more innovative in reaching 
a wider audience decreased by 3% to 86%

 
We asked respondents for the second year running who they considered to be the 
most important audience for think tanks. Once again, unsurprisingly, politicians 
were named as the number one audience with 71% putting them in the prime spot. 
This is an increase of 14% from last year and mainly seems to have come from 
a decrease in the number of people believing it to be the general public, which 
shifted from 14% to 4%. Civil servants and the media remain broadly the same in 
terms of importance, but business has dropped from 4% believing it to be the most 
important audience to 2%. 

The overall scores for each category demonstrate the importance think tanks place 
on politicians and the media and this comes as no real surprise. Think tanks are 
there to have impact and a key strategy for doing this is to have a successful media 
presence that highlights and expands the impact of their work and puts their research 
in front of the groups most likely to take it forward into tangible policy, namely 
policymakers. The civil service is not far behind the media in terms of ranking and 
there is an argument about whether more emphasis should be made by think tanks 
to increase their impact with the civil service, given their key role in both implementing 
policy and being the institutional memory of government. And as the ESRC has 
detailed in their guide on influencing public policy, civil servants are more likely than 
politicians to be interested in the detail of research and research findings.1 

For the second year running, respondents agreed that think tanks had a role in 
educating the general public and the number remained broadly consistent. Last year it 
was 92%, this year it was 90%. Similarly, the number who believed they could be more 
innovative in reaching that wider audience stayed fairly similar, down to 86% from 89%. 

A possible reason for this slight shift could be the wholesale move from in-person 
events to online programmes in response to the pandemic. Prior to Covid, think 
tank events would be livestreamed or a video provided afterwards but an event’s 
accessibility to an online audience was not the main focus. Very quickly most think 
tanks shifted across to a solely online format which automatically opens up access to 
a wider audience, particularly to those who live outside the usual Westminster bubble. 

1. https://esrc.ukri.org/research/impact-toolkit/influencing-policymakers/guide-to-influencing-public-affairs/influencing-uk-public-policy/

https://esrc.ukri.org/research/impact-toolkit/influencing-policymakers/guide-to-influencing-public-affairs/influencing-uk-public-policy/
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No. 1 audience for UK think tanks

¢ Politicians – 71%
¢ Civil servants – 12%
¢ The media – 10%
¢ General public – 4%
¢ Business – 2%

13.9%  
 increase in respondents 
choosing politicians as 

the no.1 audience

Who are the key audiences for UK think tanks?

Business 

The media

Politicians

Civil servants

General public

1 2 3 4 5
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Many of the think tanks were also rather nimble in adapting their programmes 
to acknowledge and analyse the crisis. The Institute for Government produced 
explainers on key areas such as NHS procurement and PHE2, IPPR prepared 
analysis on what the criteria and conditions should be for government bailouts and 
Centre for Cities tracks in an easily usable format3 where in England has the highest 
number of cases with each city mapped out.4 

The past year has also seen a big change in the type of events held. In 2019 
approximately 48% of the public events listed on Smart Thinking were in the style of 
a panel event. In 2020 this had shot up to 70%. Maybe because this format is more 
conducive to online streaming (after all, it is much harder to hold a debate with everyone 
having to mute and unmute their microphones). There was also a drop in speech or 
lecture style events (from 26% in 2019 to 18%) and in launch events (15% to 6%)

.

 

Going forward it looks like the online model is here to stay. 88% of respondents plan 
to run a hybrid model of in-person/online events in future. This will help both with 
continuing to widen access as well as encourage innovation in how think tanks 
operate in the future.

The top topics for events also changed. Brexit went from being the main policy 
issue in 5% of events to 2% this year and both international relations and economic 
policy increased in popularity. 

Popular think tank event formats
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Most popular event topics in 2020

International 
relations

Economics International 
Development

Health Society & 
Diversity

88% 
plan to run a online/

in-person hyrbid 
events offer in future

2. https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainers/public-health-england
3. https://www.centreforcities.org/coronavirus/
4. https://www.ippr.org/news-and-media/press-releases/think-tanks-call-for-bailout-conditions-for-airlines-to-secure-jobs-and-deliver-climate-justice

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainers/public-health-england
https://www.ippr.org/news-and-media/press-releases/think-tanks-call-for-bailout-conditions-for-airlines-to-secure-jobs-and-deliver-climate-justice
https://www.centreforcities.org/coronavirus/
https://www.centreforcities.org/coronavirus/
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The coronavirus crisis clearly has a part to play in terms of the increasing popularity 
of health policy as an event subject, but we also have seen think tanks responding 
through their event programmes to other key issues in 2020. These include a 
widening interest in China and the UK’s foreign policy response as well as the BLM 
movement and a corresponding interest in society and diversity. 

The increasing interest in diversity is also seen in how many people thought a lack 
of diversity would be a challenge for UK think tanks over the next 12 months. In 
last year’s survey 30% put lack of diversity as one of the biggest challenges facing 
UK think tanks in 2020. This has marginally increased to 33% in this year’s survey. 
However, 57% agreed that their think tank has become more focused on staff 
diversity in 2020 with 35% strongly agreeing. We interviewed several different think 
tanks in 2020 and published a closer look at diversity within UK think tanks here.5

 

The impact of Covid-19
�  63% put Covid-19 as the biggest challenge their think tank faced in 2020

�  90% responded that the coronavirus crisis had changed the direction  
of their research

�  82% believed that their response to Covid-19 had helped to widen their audience

 
An issue that was not even on the radar during the last survey was Covid-19 and yet 
it has dominated the sector like everywhere else in 2020. We asked the think tanks 
what was the biggest challenge their think tank had faced in 2020. 63% put Covid-19, 
compared to the next biggest challenge of lack of funding, listed by 20%. 90% of 
those surveyed said that it had changed the direction of their research, which can be 
disruptive in a sector that often has overarching programmes of work mapped out in 
advance. In a later question 65% also cited the recovery from Covid-19 as one of the 
biggest challenges facing UK think tanks in the next 12 months. 

On a more positive note, 82% believe that their response to coronavirus has 
helped widen their audience. A more innovative approach to online events, as 
detailed above, has clearly helped with this. The various responses to the crisis by 
government has also thrust a range of policy areas into the spotlight that must only 
be a benefit to the think tanks who research these topics. Interest areas gaining 
prominence include education, welfare, inequality, business support and tech 
in government. If the mantra is now to ‘build back better’ new policy ideas (and 
innovation) are needed more than ever and think tanks are well placed to be one  
of the main vehicles to provide these. 

5. https://smartthinking.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/SmartThinking_DiversityReport_2020-1.pdf

https://smartthinking.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/SmartThinking_DiversityReport_2020-1.pdf


10

It would also appear that the all-consuming nature of the coronavirus crisis and the 
formal departure of the UK from the EU has helped to relegate Brexit from the main 
policy stage. Last year 5% of events listed on Smart Thinking were to do with Brexit, 
this year it was 2%. Only 31% in this year’s survey said Brexit had been a research 
priority and no one put Brexit planning as the biggest challenge their think tank 
faced in 2021. 

The role of think tanks
�  43% believe a think tank’s most valuable contribution is evidence-based 

research; this is down from 49% last year

�  Education as the most valuable contribution has increased from 1%  
to 10% this year

 
43% of those surveyed still believe a think tank’s most valuable contribution is 
evidence-based research, although this is less than last year where 49% thought 
the same. In last year’s report we discussed a potential shift of think tanks towards 

What is the biggest challenge your think tank faced in 2020?

¢ Covid-19 – 63%
¢ Funding – 20%
¢ Political uncertainty – 8%
¢ The quality of public debate – 4%
¢ Diversity issues – 2%
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more of an academic role providing in-depth research rather than proposing policy 
recommendations, but this year it looks like think tanks are starting to look more at 
the practical policy implications of their research and data. Policy recommendations 
as the most valuable contribution is up from 30% to 35%.

In 2019 only 11% put scrutiny of current policy as their most valuable contribution 
and this has fallen even further to 6% in 2020.

One area which has seen a big change is in education. Last year only 1% of 
respondents thought that education was their most valuable contribution, but today 
this is 10%. This could be a reaction to the efforts from the think tanks to make their 
events more accessible and the various interactive new tools or explainers created 
in response to the pandemic. 

What would you say is the most valuable contribution  
your think tank makes?

¢ Policy recommendations – 35%
¢ Evidence-based research – 43%
¢ Scrutiny of current policy – 6%

¢ Events – 4%
¢ Education – 10%
¢ Other – 2%
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The policy environment 
�  Last year 64% of those surveyed agreed that distrust in experts and the  

rise of fake news was a risk to UK think tanks and public policy discussion;  
this has dropped to 51% in 2020

�  There has been a small drop in people who think the sector faces  
more challenges today than it did 3 years ago; from 58% to 54%

 
It appears that the environment think tanks are operating in has improved over 
the past year. Last year 85% believed that the current political climate to be having 
a negative effect on public policy discussion. In this year’s survey 51% agreed or 
strongly agreed that distrust in experts and the risk of fake news was a risk to UK 
think tanks and public policy discussions. While still just over half of respondents, 
it has significantly dropped from the 2019 survey which put it at 64%. This is very 
encouraging and can undoubtedly be linked to the removal of Brexit as an all-
pervading topic. With no General Election as well it would seem that the sector is 
benefiting from a calming of political waters. 

Overall, it is a slightly more positive picture for the sector with fewer people in 
2020 thinking the sector faces more challenges today than it did 3 years ago, a 
drop of 4%. 

Arguably this could be because in the response to Covid-19 there has been less 
opportunity for partisanship and political point-scoring and therefore the policy 
world has had a chance to reset after a volatile year in 2019. Having said that there 
are a couple of key challenges on the horizon for think tanks in 2021. 
 

54%  
agreed the think  
tank sector faces  

more challenges today  
than it did 3 years ago.
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Looking ahead
�  Lack of funding was listed as the main challenge facing UK think tanks in the 

next 12 months

�  Political uncertainty and the quality of public debate have significantly dropped 
as projected major challenges from 66% and 64% respectively to 20% and 39%

 
So what are the challenges facing the UK think tank sector over the next 12 
months? As detailed earlier, recovery from Covid-19 is high up the list but the 
think tanks believe the most pressing challenge to be a lack of funding.

In last year’s survey, political uncertainty topped the list at 66% closely followed 
by the quality of public debate at 64%. In a sign that the sector is moving on 
from the turmoil in UK politics, these two areas are listed at 20% and 39% 
respectively this year.

Lack of funding was the joint third biggest challenge listed last year at 41%  
and yet this year it is listed by 67% of respondents. This new concern over 
funding, closely matched by the Covid-19 recovery is likely connected and  
think tanks go into 2021 with funding as part of the Covid recovery at the 
forefront of their minds. 

What are the biggest challenges facing UK think tanks  
in the next 12 months? 

20%
Political uncertainty

39%
The quality of  
public debate

33%
Lack of diversity

20%
Impact of Brexit

65%
Recovery from 

Covid-19

67%
Lack of funding

16%
Public distrust
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Conclusion 
To conclude on a happier note, 59% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement 
‘I feel optimistic about the future of the think tank sector’. This is an increase from 
45% last year. For a few years the think tank sector has been dealing with new 
and complex trends such as a rise in distrust of experts, a divisive referendum, 
a fraught political arena and now, a global pandemic. The past five years have 
seen more new challenges and opportunities than the sector has had to deal 
with before, yet it has adapted. It has taken its events online, it has started to 
openly discuss and look at diversity within it and it has constantly evolved the 
policy areas it focuses on to have maximum impact. To start 2021 feeling more 
optimistic than in January 2020 is a good indication of a robust sector ready to 
take on whatever new challenges it may face. 

And finally! What policy area do the policy wonks think policymakers should be 
focusing on?
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www.smartthinking.org.uk 

Since it was founded in 2017, Smart Thinking 
has built a network across the UK’s leading think 
tanks. As the first organisation to aggregate all the 
different content from the sector, Smart Thinking 
works closely with them to promote their work 
and help disseminate their research and ideas to a 
wider audience. Smart Thinking provides a strictly 
non-partisan, non-political platform with the latest 
opinions, research and events from a broad range 
of institutions and organisations and across many 
different policy areas. 
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