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ince its inception in 1983,
the Center for International
P r i vate Enterprise (CIPE)

has recognized the important ro l e
of public policy research institutes,
or think tanks, in civil society. In
many of the countries where
CIPE collaborates with part-
ners, the legislative branch of
government does not partici-
pate in the policy process on
an equal level with that of
the exe c u t i ve branch, there-
by undermining the quality
of participation and weaken-
ing the principles of democ-
ratic gove r n a n c e. Many gov-
ernments also suffer from a
lack of resources to generate
sound policy re s e a rch and
a n a l ysis necessary to stimu-
late debate and participation. 

An absence of public poli-
cy re s e a rch institutes and
local experts means that
local problems do not benefit
from local solutions. The de-
velopment of think tanks,
through sound policy research cou-
pled with effective advo c a cy, con-
tributes to the democratic strengths
of civil society through the debate
and dialogue process.

One of CIPE’s core pro g rams is
an institution-building training pro-
g ram to help think tanks addre s s
some of these pro b l e m s. For more
than 15 ye a rs, this pro g ram has

sought to achieve the follow i n g
specific goals:
➤ s t rengthen the capabilities of

think tanks by stimulating the
d evelopment of new re s e a rc h ,
programs and products;

➤ i n c rease collaboration and the
sharing of knowledge among
think tanks; and

➤ enhance the effectiveness of gov-
ernmental policy formulation
through the dissemination of re-
search and policy analysis.

O ver the past few ye a rs, CIPE
has pursued a strategy which re c-

ognizes the unique role that region-
al networks of think tanks can play
in addressing the challenges faced
by developing nations as they at-
tempt to transform their economies
to market-oriented ones built on

sound, democratic institu-
tions.  As noted above, some
of these challenges include a
lack of knowledge and expe-
rience among law m a ke rs to
m a ke informed decisions on
economic policy, the ex i s-
tence of undemocratic poli-
cymaking structures and pro-
c e d u re s, and the lack of
b road-based unders t a n d i n g
of the benefits of a competi-
tive market economy. 

In recent ye a rs CIPE’s
awa reness of the role that
think tanks play in fostering
a more democratic society
has led to a collaborative ef-
fort with other donors to
support the development of
think tanks. In 1997, CIPE
launched a joint initiative

with the World Bank Institute
(WBI, formerly known as the
World Bank Economic Deve l o p-
ment Institute) to strengthen public
p o l i cy institutes and the connec-
tions among policy re s e a rc h e rs in
the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA). Two conferences of the
Mediterranean Development Forum
(MDF) brought together re g i o n a l
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think tanks to disseminate know l-
e d g e, build skills and foster net-
works among the members of 
the re s e a rch and policy m a k i n g
c o m m unity in the MENA re g i o n .
The success of the Middle East 
p ro g ram has led CIPE to create 
a "virtual association" intended 
to increase communication and
l i n kages among MENA pro g ra m
p a r t i c i p a n t s.

Regional Netwo r k s

The MENA pro g ram has since
been replicated to include regional
n e t works in the Newly Indepen-
dent States, Central Europe and
Africa. These networks were estab-
lished through regional capacity-
building workshops that empha-
sized objectives such as increasing
the institutional capacity of think
tanks in key areas of their activities
and strengthening regional net-
works by promoting the sharing of
knowledge and information. Work-
shops took place in:

➤ M o s c ow, Russia (Seven Ye a rs
After the Breakup: A Re g i o n a l
C o n f e rence for the Newly Inde-
pendent States);

➤ Beirut, Lebanon (Think Tanks as
Civil Society Catalysts in the
MENA Region: Fulfilling Their
Potential);

➤ Harare, Zimbabwe (Think Tanks
As Policy Catalysts in Africa: A
Capacity-Building Wo r k s h o p ); and

➤ B u c h a rest, Romania ( E s t a b l i s h i n g
the Global Development Network).

The Global Development Net-
work (GDN) is a new association of
p o l i cy and re s e a rch institutes
around the world whose goal is to
assist developing countries to im-
p rove their re s e a rch capacity and
use the results of this re s e a rch in
their policy debates. The overarch-
ing goal of the GDN is to bring to-
gether researchers and policy prac-
titioners from around the world to
g e n e rate and share knowledge on
development-related issues.

The origins of the GDN initiative
can be traced to a June 1998 meet-
ing in Washington, DC on capacity
building for knowledge institutions,
a meeting attended by the re p re-
s e n t a t i ves of more than 20 think
tanks from the developing wo r l d .
The meeting was followed by the
series of regional development fo-
rums and regional capacity-build-
ing workshops co-sponsored by
CIPE and WBI mentioned above. 

This process of regional confer-
ences and workshops culminated
in the December 1999 confere n c e
in Bonn, West Germany, an eve n t
c o - s p o n s o red by many donors in-
cluding CIPE and WBI. The Bonn
c o n f e rence re p resented the public

launching of the Global Deve l o p-
ment Network. The objectives of
the Bonn conference were to:

➤ facilitate the exchange of best-
p ractice strategies among think
tanks in developing and tra n s i-
tional economies;

➤ increase the institutional capaci-
ty of think tanks to be leading
p o l i cy catalysts in civil society;
and

➤ enhance linkages among region-
al think tank networks and their
individual members.

One of the main underlying pur-
poses of the conference was to
equip think tank re s e a rc h e rs and
policymakers with the skills neces-
sary to promote the transfer of new
ideas (re s e a rch) into action (advo-
c a cy). The conference and all the

p revious workshops have con-
tributed to this process of building
institutions that are better able to
g e n e rate the kind of policy re-
s e a rch and analysis needed to cre-
ate effective debate and participa-
tion. As a result of the regional and
n ow global netwo r k s, think tanks
a re better able to obtain, share and
apply the lessons learned and best
p ractices developed by ex p e r t s
a round the globe. 

Over the course of four days, the
Bonn conference focused on the
theme "Bridging Knowledge and
Po l i cy." The conference facilitated
the exchange of policy ideas and
d evelopment strategies across re-
gions and countries by bringing to-
gether over 600 people from more
than 300 organizations in 111 devel-
oping countries. The participation
of researchers, policymakers, think
tank and foundation re p re s e n t a-
t i ve s, and officials from aid agen-
cies was an important step in fur-
thering the process of linking the
industrialized and deve l o p i n g
countries.

In order to achieve confere n c e
g o a l s, some sessions of the GDN
c o n f e rence we re focused on bol-
stering the capacity of think tanks
to undertake re s e a rch that wo u l d
enhance their ability to g e n e ra t e
k n ow l e d g e. Other sessions sought
to improve the ability of think
tanks to s h a re k n owledge by
strengthening their capacity to con-
tribute to the policy debate process.

G e n e rating Know l e d g e—O n e
segment of the conference provided
participants with access to some of
the latest academic re s e a rch and
thinking on topics such as tra d e
p o l i cy and growth, new fra m e-
works for development coopera-
tion, regional ex p e r i e n c e s, and
lessons learned in Latin America
and Africa.

Sharing Know l e d g e—A n o t h e r
segment of the conference, entitled
"The Business of Think Tanks," of-
f e red participants the opportunity
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to share experiences, to discuss the
role that thinks can play in the pol-
icy process and to identify the most
e f f e c t i ve approaches by which
think tanks can contribute their
ideas on policy. Topics focused on
effective communication strategies,
effective networking and the use of
new technologies.

A Shared Objective

The GDN and CIPE share the ob-
jective of assisting public policy re-
s e a rch institutes in deve l o p i n g
countries to build research capacity
and strengthen the connection be-
t ween the development of know l-
edge and its effective implementa-
tion. CIPE has pursued this objec-
tive over the past 15 years through
its institution-building pro g ram of
think tanks. The success of CIPE’s
long-term strategy to build stro n g ,
c redible public policy re s e a rch in-
stitutes, capable of effectively shap-
ing governmental policy formula-
tion in their re s p e c t i ve countries,
can be seen by the strong participa-
tion of many past and current CIPE
partners at the GDN conference in
Bonn. Institutions that participated
as either session organizers or pre-
s e n t e rs of conference papers in-
clude the following:

➤ Independent Institute of Socio-
Economic and Political Studies –
Belarus

➤ Center for the Study of Democra-
cy – Bulgaria 

➤ Unirule Institute of Economics –
China 

➤ Institute for Economic Affairs –
Ghana 

➤ Budapest University of Economic
Sciences – Hungary

➤ Center for Public-Private Cooper-
ation – Nigeria 

➤ Center for Re s e a rch and Com-
munications – the Philippines

➤ Center for the Study of Econom-
ic and Social Affairs – Uruguay 

➤ Center for Palestinian Re s e a rc h
and Studies – West Bank

➤ Center for the Dissemination 
of Economic Information –
Ve n e z u e l a

M a ny of these institutions also
participated in earlier wo r k s h o p s
and confere n c e s, such as those in
Moscow and Beirut, and are them-
s e l ves members of regional net-
works. The above list illustrates the
global re p resentation of curre n t
and former CIPE partners at the
GDN Bonn conference.

The Bonn conference established

links between members of regional
re s e a rch institutes and policy re-
s e a rch institutes and the larg e r
global community. Through their
connections with each of these
c o m m u n i t i e s, CIPE and other like -
minded donors must now ensure
that the subsequent step of inject-
ing sound research into the policy-
making process occurs in a way
that bols t e rs the process of de-
b a t e, dialogue and thus democra t i c
g ove r n a n c e. 

As CIPE has observed over the
past 15 ye a rs, this democra t i c
process can be greatly enhanced by
strengthening think tanks’ capacity
to undertake high-quality re s e a rc h
and to effectively communicate the
findings of that re s e a rch to the 
g e n e ral public and key decision
m a ke rs through a sound advo c a cy
p ro g ram. As the above list of par-
ticipants in the Bonn conference il-
lustrates, CIPE grantees have estab-
lished themselves and are re c o g-
nized as credible partners, effective
spokespersons on behalf of civil so-
ciety and leading advocates for
market-oriented reform and democ-
ratic governance. 

The author of this article is Geoffrey Geurts,
CIPE's Evaluation Officer.


