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INTRODUCTION

In many countries, there are motivated, knowledgeable and
courageous individuals capable of analyzing public policies from a
free-market perspective.

However, despite the great work of these individuals, many of
the organizations they give birth to fail to grow and develop. They
never succeed in attracting enough media attention and support in
their local communities, or the necessary funding, to go much
beyond the start-up phase.

Are there “recipes for success” to avoid this fate? As in any other
field of activity, foolproof tricks are hard to come by. Yet, there
certainly are some practices that are more conducive to success than
others.

This Best Practices manual is part of a training program managed
by the Atlas Economic Research Foundation and is aimed at those
small and mid-size think tanks looking for ways to grow and increase
their influence. To take advantage of the expertise of successful
partners, Atlas has established and funded Free Enterprise Training
Centers around the world, run by effective think tanks with a track
record of success. We are honored that Atlas considers the Montreal
Economic Institute (MEI) such an institution.

We are certainly still facing several very real challenges and our
organization is far from being perfect, to say the least. However, we
have devoted serious thought to our successes and failures over the
years, and this has helped us develop some of the best practices which
we are pleased to share with “the movement.”

An organization’s development is influenced by all kinds of
factors, including the social and economic environment in which it
evolves. Some environments offer more opportunities than others.
It is clearly easier to run a free-market think tank in Montreal than
to try to do so in a poorer country with an authoritarian government.
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Still, we believe that there are some practices that will increase the
likelihood of success, even in the most difficult environments.

For example, the practices and approach developed by the MEI
clearly reflect the fact that, as its chief executive officer for most of
the time since it was founded about a dozen years ago, I see myself
first and foremost as an entrepreneur and a popularizer of ideas
rather than as a thinker or researcher. And I believe this is one major
factor that has contributed to the MEI’s success.

Indeed, right from the start, I understood my job as being the
fundraiser and organizer in chief. I have tried not to sell an
uncompromising ideology with a “take it or leave it” attitude, but
rather to create links between people from various milieus and
perspectives that share free-market ideas to some degree or have
some specific interests which make them receptive to these ideas. One
of my main preoccupations, as an entrepreneur, has also been to
make sure that whatever we did, we got the biggest possible bang for
our buck.

It is this perspective that you will find in this manual. It was
written by current and former staffers of the MEI as well as by me. It
is meant to be used as a support document during the training
sessions that I give in various parts of the world as well as in
Washington, D.C. as part of the Atlas program.

The lessons it contains obviously reflect our own experience and
particular conditions. We will give you some concrete examples of
what we did. In many cases, you will of course need to adapt these
suggestions to your own context.

For example, very small think tanks do not necessarily have a vice
president or a director of communications. But the tasks performed
by these people in a larger organization still need to be carried out in
a smaller one. Furthermore, depending on their experience and
credentials—but also on the impression you want to give to outside
observers—members of your staff can hold different titles such as
“coordinator” or “manager.” It is up to you to integrate the practices
that you find appropriate for your think tank at its current stage of
development, and to start building an organizational culture that will
become more specialized as it grows. Some of the examples suggested
in this manual may become more relevant at a later stage.



Our approach is of course not the only possible one, and it may
not even be the best one for you, in your particular context. But it
has worked for us and I am absolutely convinced that some of this
knowledge can be transferred. Too often, people waste time trying to
“reinvent the wheel.” When you can compare your own knowledge
and vision to that of another organization, you can at least get a
clearer idea of what you should do—or not do—if it fits your own
organizational culture and circumstances. We hope that this manual
will inspire you and that you will learn useful lessons from our
experience.

In closing, I wish to thank the Atlas Economic Research
Foundation for giving us this opportunity to help our sister
organizations around the world grow and spread the message of
freedom.

Michel Kelly-Gagnon
President and CEO
Montreal Economic Institute
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PRESIDENT

As in any organization, as soon as its size allows for a certain
specialization of tasks, the leader of a think tank should not be
intimately involved in all aspects of the business, but should instead
concentrate on providing an overall direction and ensuring the
survival and growth of the think tank.

This implies, among other things, a focus on strategically
positioning the think tank’s various initiatives so that it can achieve
maximum impact in the mainstream media and among decision-
makers, and in turn leverage this influence to facilitate fundraising.
The president is also mainly responsible for relations with the Board
of Directors and for developing the team—again, always keeping in
mind the strategic positioning of the organization and the need to
successfully fundraise, without which no organization can grow or
even survive.

Strategic positioning

At first glance, it may seem easy
€4 think tank should to describe the strategic positioning
i dd eI iglers  of a free-market think tank: its goal
T Lo MY Te [AVASEE NN is to offer a free-market perspective
society as too extreme, on public policy issues. But things
which would shut it out of [EERRIES simple and obvious, and

mainstream debates; nor

this aspect needs to be thought out

should it tone them down and planned in a meticulous way.

and seek acceptance into Although economics uses uni-

the mainstream to the versal concepts and its conclusions
AUIASIRE A CIUIETIRIES  can be applied to every society, the
Pl ER e a3  policy situation and the way debates
and its mission. ) are being framed by mainstream
opinion differ in each society. To be




effective at influencing debates, a think tank has to take these things
into account and adapt its message accordingly. It should neither take
positions that would be widely seen in its society as too extreme,
which would shut it out of mainstream debates; nor should it tone
them down and seek acceptance into the mainstream to the point of
compromising its fundamental principles and its mission.

The best way to visualize the process of strategic positioning is
by using the “Overton window of political possibility,” a concept
developed by Joseph P. Overton, who was then vice president of the
Mackinac Center for Public Policy, a think tank based in Midland,
Michigan.

At any given moment, on a given issue (health care, education,
telecom regulation, etc.), there is a range of policy solutions which
are considered politically or ideologically acceptable by the political
class, media commentators, academic writers and other stakeholders
in that specific sector. Some involve more government interven-
tionism, others a greater reliance on free markets.

To be optimally effective when it comments on an issue, a free-
market think tank should offer the most “radical” free-market
solutions that can be developed within the window of acceptable
opinion, just on the edge before stepping out of the mainstream. That
position may not be very ambitious in itself, but it will push the
debate in the direction of free-market solutions. It will make free-
market concepts more familiar, educate the public and decisions
makers, and reinforce this end of the ideological spectrum so that
free-market solutions gain acceptance and can more legitimately be
debated in public discourse.

The dynamic part of this strategy is that when you do this
systematically, what previously seemed radical becomes more and
more mainstream. What used to be at the very limit of the window
now stands closer to its center. As the window expands or moves from
one year to the next, you can propose free-market solutions that are
more consistent, more wide-ranging and that break more clearly with
established interventionist policies (see diagram on next page).

A good example of how the Montreal Economic Institute has
used this strategy is the debate surrounding health care. When we
decided to discuss this issue in the early 2000s, public (that is,
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government-controlled) health care was a sacred cow in Canada.
Nobody would have listened to us if we had simply suggested
liberalizing and privatizing the system.

What we did instead was use reforms made in Sweden—still
regarded then as a social-democratic model beyond reproach—as an
example of how public health care could be decentralized, made
more flexible and competitive, and partly liberalized in order to
increase efficiency and improve services to patients.

This was seen as a legitimate input in the debate and contributed
to changing mainstream attitudes towards potential reforms. Since
then, we have proceeded to suggest more ambitious types of reforms.
And a decade later, the “window” has expanded to such an extent that
there is widespread support for more private options in health care.
More consistent free-market solutions can now legitimately be debated.

Of course, it is not easy to determine exactly where the window
of acceptable opinion for each topic is located. It can be ascertained
by monitoring a wide range of commentaries in the media, by
discussing with stakeholders and by testing ideas with colleagues and
supporters who hold various opinions. Since its location changes all
the time, it has to be constantly re-evaluated. Maintaining a moderate
tone with little overtly ideological rhetoric also does not prevent you
from being radical with the implied conclusions that can be derived
from the facts and data you present. It is a question of having the
right dosage in order to stay within the window.

You can apply the same logic to any major topic on which you
plan to be commenting over an extended period of time.

The choice of topic itself is part of your strategic positioning over
time. Certain topics, for example social and moral issues that have
no obvious economic bearing (gay rights, abortion, etc.), are
extremely sensitive. Commenting on these issues, especially early on,
could very well divide your supporters and scare away the moderates
who are sympathetic to your economic analysis. It is the job of the
president to make this decision. He or she has to be able to say “no,”
which can sometimes be difficult.

For example, in the early years of the Montreal Economic
Institute, one of its founding members insisted that the MEI
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comment on the controversial issue of the right to bear arms.
Whatever opinion one might have about this right, it was not an
appropriate topic for our institute given the reality of Quebec society,
and it was my duty as a responsible president to refuse.

The opposite situation can also arise. Other members will want
the think tank to attract the widest possible support with positions
that are popular but have little or no value from a free-market
perspective. The president has to be able to draw a line in the sand
and insist that the only relevance of working within a wider coalition
is to move the debate further towards a free-market position. If a
specific position does not do this, then it is not worth defending.
Otherwise, the think tank will be sending mixed messages and risks
losing its purpose.

It should be clear that this is not necessarily the only positioning
strategy possible for a think tank. In the rare case in which, for
example, you have one major donor willing to set up a foundation
that will cover most of your financial needs and ensure your long-
term survival, you may decide to position yourself differently and
build your influence through time in a different manner. The strategy
described here will, however, be appropriate in the vast majority of
cases. This is especially true for think tanks based outside the United
States of America, where the pool of potential rich donors who are
also consistent libertarians is so small that adopting a gradualist
strategy is necessary, if an organization is to remain viable.

Making the right decisions on these issues, and making them
early on in the development of the think tank, will be the difference
between growing steadily versus sinking into marginality. On the
other hand, it will be equally important to remain “punchy” and
audacious, as there are already too many grey and boring public-
policy organizations out there. In this, as in most things in life, it is
all about finding the right balance.

Fundraising

You will find that using this approach (i.e., staying within the
Overton window) has many advantages. First of all, it will ensure that
you are being taken seriously by other participants in public debates,
even though they may profoundly disagree with you, instead of being



ignored or universally denounced as an extreme and irrelevant voice.
Conventional journalists and columnists will not be worried that
quoting your work might attract ridicule. Reformist politicians will
also be more willing to refer openly to your proposals to support their
own positions.

Moreover, this public impact
Donors pI’E’fE’I’ to pay il hel . fundraisi
will help you in your fundraising
more when they see that RTINS though they may
the project will be understand market concepts better
SNBSS than most because they deal with
manner rather than them on a daily basis, business-
on the cheap. people are not necessarily strong
supporters of economic freedom.
In many societies with highly regulated economies, they need to
maintain good relations with government in order to protect their
businesses. They will not want to be seen supporting an organization
that is outside the mainstream and has a radical anti-government
stance. Or they may simply not want to waste resources on a think
tank with no influence.

Often, potential donors will be sympathetic to your ideas, but
“supporting the cause” is unfortunately not always enough as a
motivation to give money. They will not want to take too much of a
risk by supporting you, or they will see their donation as a kind of
investment that should provide tangible benefits in terms of
influencing the climate of opinion. It will be much easier to convince
them to support you if you can leverage the influence you have in the
media and the political sphere and show them that you are a serious
and respectable organization whose ideas are potentially going to
affect public policy debates. You not only fight for good ideas in the
abstract, whether or not it makes any difference; you also provide a
“service” to those who expect real change with tangible results.

This is one of the most effective sales pitches you can make in
the corporate world. Again, the whole point here is to be able to
convey this while at the same time not falling into the pitfall of
becoming a mere consulting firm.

Sometimes, think tanks will hire a director of development to
help them with fundraising, but it has been my experience that most
donors, and especially the more senior ones, will still insist on keeping
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a close relationship with the president. I have found it more useful
not to give to the main development person a title that directly refers
to “development” since most donors have a kneejerk reaction against
being approached solely for money.

For instance, such a development person can be called “vice
president” or “special advisor to the president,” and so on. And for
a think tank with ten or fewer staffers, it is even better if this
individual is able to help the organization in a function that goes
beyond the mere solicitation of funds. It then makes it easier to keep
him on the payroll during periods where raising money is more
difficult.

Finally, when writing grant proposals to ask a foundation to
support one of your research projects, you should make sure that you
account for all the work that will have to be done on that project, and
not just for the obvious costs of the research. For every project, there
are administrative costs, production costs (graphic design, printing),
costs for the time spent reviewing and editing, for media relations,
etc. If the media take an interest in your publication, you will have to
pay the author and the staffers to prepare for and do interviews.
There are costs for writing the grant proposal itself. And everything
very often takes longer and costs more than anticipated.

For many years, we made the mistake of undervaluing the costs
of our projects and asking for less money that we should have in
order to increase the chances of getting an approval. But we found
out later that donors were willing to give larger amounts when each
cost item was realistically accounted for. Donors prefer to pay more
when they see that the project will be executed in a professional
manner rather than on the cheap.

There is also nothing wrong with keeping a reasonable “profit
margin” on these grants. If you can manage to save some funds on a
project, this will help you set up a financial cushion for more difficult
times. Ideally, a think tank should have financial reserves equivalent
to twelve months of operation. I am not talking here about an
endowment, but only funds to be used if there is an economic crisis
or a leadership transition in your organization, for example, and
fundraising suffers accordingly. Having such reserves will also help
to protect your editorial independence: you will not be tempted to
accept money for projects that you do not believe in.



Staffing
Profile of the staffers

Another advantage of remaining within the Overton window is
that it will help reconcile the more pragmatic and the more radical
members of your staff. Ideological positioning can be a very divisive
issue within an organization devoted to influencing ideas and
opinion. When everyone understands the “big picture” with regard
to the strategy and sees that it is bearing fruits (in terms of increased
coverage, respectability and influence), you can focus on concrete
results instead of ideological purity and thus avoid endless debates
and tensions.

A firm belief in the value of freedom is of course very important
when choosing your staff, but you should seek a healthy mix of
ideologically driven individuals and more pragmatic ones so that
your think tank does not turn into a militant organization that only
attracts activists. Always remember that you are a business and that
professionalism should remain one of your core objectives. In other
words, ideological enthusiasm should never trump the search for
truth and intellectual rigor.

Remuneration policy

There is a tendency within our movement to overestimate the
value of “psychological remuneration”—relying on staffers’
ideological commitment instead of financial incentives. Offering
good compensation packages to your staff, at least as good as you can
reasonably afford to, will brings better results. It is better to have, say,
five well-paid and efficient employees than eight highly ideological
but mediocre ones that are content with modest wages. Well-paid
employees will be more likely to exhibit a professional attitude and
their commitment will not depend as much on their mood, their
evaluation of how the free-market cause is progressing or their
annoyance at the organization’s lack or excess of ideological purity.

Furthermore, if you start with young employees just getting out
of university, you are more likely to retain them as they grow older
and develop new interests and goals in life if you pay them well.
Retaining employees helps create an institutional memory and is a
lot more valuable than a never-ending succession of junior employees
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that you pay modestly. Of course, an organization should distinguish
between core and non-core positions and adapt itself accordingly
when it comes to applying this advice.

Clear, uncomplicated and non-bureaucratic performance
indicators should be created and compensation packages should ideally
be composed of a healthy mix of base compensation and bonuses.

Ad hoc collaborators and volunteers

Ad hoc collaborators provide you with more flexibility than full-
time employees in budgetary terms, but they give you less capacity,
especially for your short-term needs, and tend to be less loyal. They
provide the best value when they are used over and above the output
generated by your core staff, i.e., when your staffers can leverage your
collaborators.

One staffing resource which is often underutilized is volunteers.
These can help you in a variety of ways, for example with paper work,
event organization, computer maintenance, mailing lists and
databases, even research or editing of publications.

There are different categories of people who are more likely to
want to be volunteers or to be content with symbolic payment for
the help they give:

> Family members of your staffers.

> Students who can beef up their resume with the work they
do for you.

> Retirees of independent means looking for new intellectual
challenges or who want to remain socially active. These
should be found in increasing numbers in Western countries
with baby boomers coming to retirement age, and will
provide a ready pool of volunteers for think tanks in years to
come.

> Professionals (lawyers, accountants, etc.) willing to work for
much less than their usual fees in return for the visibility you
give them.



Administrative assistant

There seems to be a general attitude within the think tank
movement to consider administrative work as a waste of time and
money that should never be seen as a priority, as opposed to research,
for example. On the contrary, our experience is that administrative
assistants perform crucial work and should be recognized as doing so.

When the Montreal Economic Institute began its activities, the
second employee to be hired after the president was an administrative
assistant. Some members of our board thought that a researcher would
have been a better choice. But I felt that the priority at that time was
not to do more research, but to raise funds and build a basic organi-
zation, and in hindsight, it appears to have been an excellent decision.

The administrative assistant was extremely helpful in performing
various basic tasks such as accounting, letter writing, agenda
management, planning of meetings and trips, and other clerical
activities. Thanks to that support, I was a lot more efficient at raising
funds, which allowed other staffers to be hired sooner than later. The
administrative assistant, while not an expert in editing, media
relations or event management, also performed some basic tasks in
those fields that would later be taken over by other staffers.

The priority for a young think tank should not be to do more
research with the goal of reinforcing the organization later when it
has acquired a reputation. On the contrary, establishing the basis of
an efficient organization should be a priority early on so that the
resources are there later to do more research.

Forming a Board of Directors

The role of your Board of Directors is to protect and direct. Your
Board of Directors is there mainly to monitor and to support your
team in the proper execution of the strategic plan, as well as to help
you with fundraising.

There are a few things you need to keep in mind when you
choose new members of the Board. A good Board of Directors is
typically not composed of a majority of academics who will spend a
lot of time discussing the content of your publications and trying to
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influence their conclusions. You may have one or two prestigious
intellectuals, but beyond that, the most valuable board members are
well-connected businesspeople who will open doors for you and give
your organization the credibility it needs when you meet other
businesspeople to ask for donations.

Sticking to a credible and reasonable positioning strategy, as
explained above, will of course help you to find these well-connected
businesspeople and convince them to join your Board.

For new think tanks or for

established think tanks that are in

the process of recomposing their €€The most valuable
Board, the first important step is to board members are well-
find your chairperson. Indeed, in connected businesspeople
our experience one of the first who will open doors for
questions that any credible poten- you and give your

tial candidate will ask is: “Who’s organization the credibility
your chairman?” And if you do not it needs when you meet
have a satisfactory answer to give other businesspeople to

(satisfactory from their perspec-
tive), it then becomes very difficult
to recruit people with the profile
you wish to have.

ask for donations.

One major reason for the fast growth in activities and influence
of the Montreal Economic Institute right from the beginning was the
choice as its chairman of the Board of a respected Montreal
businessman who had worked in his father’s media empire and run
his own businesses. Thanks to his contacts, the MEI was quickly able
to attract influential Board members, supporters and donors in
Montreal’s business community and beyond.

Our second and current Board chairperson is a very active
member of various charities and organizations and a member of one
of Canada’s wealthiest families, with interests in finance, media and
other sectors. Her network of contacts extends not only to the
business, media, cultural and political elites of Canada, but also to
other countries such as the U.S. and France. Thanks to her, we can
be introduced to almost anyone when trying to find donors or
conference speakers, or when trying to get access to media or other
organizations. That is not a guarantee that all these people will want



to support us or will be open to our ideas—we still need to do our
work and convince them—but it makes things a lot easier.

The importance of developing a good network of contacts
cannot be overemphasized, and there are other techniques that are
also useful in this regard.

One of the most useful methods is to organize annual dinners
with a prestigious speaker where you invite your most influential
supporters and people in your list of contacts who you believe could
become supporters. These dinners can be useful networking events
for the participants, who appreciate having this opportunity to meet
important members of the community. And this in turn helps your
own networking efforts.

Another technique is to leverage your relationship with donors,
not just to get them to support you with bigger donations, but to get
access to their network of contacts. For example, instead of being
disappointed after a donor tells you he or she can only give you half
of what you asked for, and leaving it at that, why not take it as an
opportunity to ask him for help that will not have a direct financial
cost for him? If the donor regrets not being able to donate more, he
or she might be motivated to make a few calls to urge friends and
colleagues to support you. This is an old salesman’s trick: leverage
your current roster of clients in order to find new ones.

All of these practices are mostly the responsibility of the
president of the think tank in an organization that has reached a
certain size. But of course, all other employees, whatever their specific
tasks, need to understand them and can contribute in their own way
to their fulfillment.
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VICE PRESIDENT

The vice president is in charge of day-to-day matters, manages
special projects and human resources, and acts as the representative
of the organization with the media, donors and stakeholders.

Creating the position of vice president is, in itself, a best practice
when a think tank is large enough to afford it. It allows the president
to delegate some of his or her management functions and to
concentrate on core functions (implementing the organization’s
vision and mission, high-level networking and fundraising, etc.).

Managing human resources

Regular meetings with the staff
€CThe vice president has are essential in order to discuss how
N I ISRl dae N izelg  their projects are evolving and to

stays focused on the tasks JRUEIGNUCRUEERE i ESTEWINT
e i te ki et cisey  well and is being executed according

s e atgs o plan and to schedule. In any
I Ay Organization, meetings tend to take
staff members b)) up an inordinate amount of time

and to slow down other work. A one-

hour weekly general meeting with all
the staff to share information should be enough for a small team of
fewer than ten people. If necessary, other meetings can take place with
smaller groups or with heads of departments on specific projects.

Another potential pitfall that managers often encounter is the
attempt to micromanage other people’s work. The vice president
should refrain from doing this. To ensure an efficient follow-up
procedure, he or she needs to be well aware of the various steps in
the execution of a specific project (a conference or a policy paper, for
example) and to ask the staffers involved for written or face-to-face
reports at every important step as the project goes forward.



There are so many public policy issues on which a think tank
could comment that one tendency is to scatter resources and
intellectual firepower in order to take advantage of all of these good
opportunities. The vice president has to make sure that the team stays
focused on the tasks at hand and that there is a clearly stated and
efficient division of tasks between staff members. His or her constant
preoccupation should be that time and resources are not being
wasted and that projects do not run behind schedule. Nothing can
be left to chance. Good practices will make all the difference in the
organization’s capacity to deliver quality products on time.

The vice president should also have a weekly meeting with the
person in charge of accounting to keep track of the organization’s
overall financial situation and to ask questions about the costs of
certain operations or products from suppliers to see if there is any
way to cut these costs and do things more efficiently.

Coaching

Teamwork needs constant coordination and readjustments to
achieve the desired results, and it is part of the vice president’s job to
provide coaching to make sure that staff members have the right
spirit and appropriate skills to fulfill their duties.

In a think tank, the focus is often very much on the “think” part,
on the intellectual work of manipulating interesting ideas that
characterize a free society. One best practice is to coach employees
to think of their organization also as a “do tank,” as a business that
sells ideas, creates controversies and debates, gets like-minded people
together, provides expert opinion to media and government, etc. The
credibility of the organization is enhanced when it is perceived not
as an outfit promoting a specific ideology, but as a resource that
provides all kinds of services to various clients.

Making sure that researchers and authors are being coached
appropriately to do media interviews is another practice which
should not be neglected. The spokesperson for a study is the “public
face” of the organization for the outside world and his or her
performance reflects on the organization’s credibility. Mastering the
content of the study is no guarantee that the message will be well
communicated. Every spokesperson needs media training. The vice
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president will work with the director of communications and the
spokesperson to develop clear and concise talking points and to
prepare answers to questions, replies and counterarguments.

New employees and outside collaborators also need coaching so
that they understand precisely what are the organization’s objectives
and strategies, its work procedures, etc. It is essential to transmit the
main aspects of the think tank’s internal culture to anyone working
with it in order to avoid misunderstandings and conflicts.

Managing overall operations

The vice president should

read the think tank’s publications The vice president

and check the memos, letters of should make sure that
invitation, advertisements, etc., special projects do not
produced by the organization. slow down regular day-to-
The goal is not to get involved in day business. To that end,
the tiny details and the specific he or she should delegate
content of these documents, but tasks to the appropriate
rather to ensure the overall people, including
consistency of all internal and consultants and ad hoc

external communications and to
keep an eye on the evolution of
the various projects.

collaborators from outside
the organization.

In the case of a policy paper, for example, the vice president does
not need to focus on the data or the specific arguments. His or her
concern is the overall message of the paper and the “media spin” that
is expected to come out of it. These overall goals should be determined
at the beginning of the project and the vice president is there to ensure
that the work stays on track. To that end, the vice president should meet
all directors once a week to get a specific update on all the major
projects and to make the necessary changes in a timely fashion if a
problem arises, before it gets out of hand.

The vice president should make sure that special projects do not
slow down regular day-to-day business. To that end, he or she should
delegate tasks to the appropriate people, including consultants and ad
hoc collaborators from outside the organization. These should be
people with whom you have established a solid relationship or whom



you can trust. They should ideally share the think tank’s objectives and
perspective so that there is no ambiguity or conflict in how the work
is done, although that is not always necessary for more technical work.

Acting as a spokesperson

Just like the president, the vice president can be a media
spokesperson for the organization when the topic is of a general nature
and when he or she can easily defend the think tank’s position. (For
example: What is the think tank’s position on government overspend-
ing?) The organization’s leaders (president and vice president) should
not, however, succumb to the tendency of always being front and
centre, even if the demand is there from the media. They should not
hesitate to say no and leave the more technical discussions to the
experts, that is, the researchers or authors of the policy papers.

Assisting fundraising efforts

Writing donation requests and donation reports can take up a
lot of your time. You do not need to write them from scratch every
time. You can use the same model and adapt it for each request or
report. Your colleagues responsible for research or communications
can fill in the sections that deal with their functions, such as media
coverage or summarizing the content of a publication.

Donation requests and reports are among the most important
aspects of your work, even if they can be unpleasant or boring.
Without money, your organization cannot grow. You have to give
them priority over everything else if there is a deadline to meet.

When writing a donation document, you have to put yourself in
the shoes of the donor (individual, foundation or corporation) who
will receive it and think about what “benefits” or “interests” can be
found in it. What is the donor looking for? The key to securing the
donation is not to try to convince the donor of the importance of
your plan or your idea, but to meet his or her stated objectives, which
you can usually find in mission statements and calls for requests.
Guidelines must also be meticulously followed. It is useless to spend
resources writing a request for donations if they are denied in the
end because guidelines were not followed.

Vice President
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DIRECTOR OF RESEARCH

The director of research is responsible for the research work
leading to the production of policy papers published by the think
tank. The person holding this position has to do his or her own
research work, supervise research conducted by other people, and
present the results to various audiences (media commentaries and
conferences). Some of the following best practices also apply to other
researchers and economists who work under the supervision of the
director of research.

Conducting research

Always keep in mind that you are not a university department and
that your goal is not to bring scientific progress to the field of econo-
mics. Your goal is to bring relevant information to the media and the
public, to fuel public policy debates and to change the climate of
opinion.

Young think tanks in particular should avoid devoting scarce
resources to doing “original” research on exotic topics that may win
them the admiration of certain colleagues, but will have little impact
on public policy debates.

Again, there is no need to reinvent the wheel. A lot of “pure”
research is already being done in universities, but it never reaches any
significant public because it is written in jargon and is aimed at an
academic audience. Popularizing and adapting such research (done
in universities in your own country, or in think tanks and universities
in other countries) is a great way to bring new information to the
fore without spending too much money on research. Often,
university professors will be very happy to collaborate on a simplified
version of their work aimed at the general public.

There is no reason for policy papers to be dry and boring
documents that will only interest a handful of people directly involved



in the issues covered. There is an incentive to package research in this
way in an academic environment in order to appear “serious” vis-a-
vis one’s colleagues. But the incentive should be the opposite in a think
tank: you should see your job at least in part as that of a “storyteller,”
someone who takes data and abstract economic laws and applies them
to a topic of interest to the average citizen, in a way that makes it easy
to read and to understand.

This is still serious and difficult
¢« Young think tanks in work. Indeed, the most difficult part
particular should avoid for researchers is often to write in
devoting scarce resources JSINSEENRGIFEREIELCALIEEY
to doing “original” possible, ask a lay person (a trusted
research on exotic topics [RRNYRSS of your think tank or one
of your colleagues not involved in
research, for example) to read a draft
of the upcoming publication in order
to check if the message and the
scientific reasoning presented in the
paper are accessible enough to the
general public.

that may win them the
admiration of certain
colleagues, but will have
little impact on public
policy debates. )

A policy paper that is already sufficiently accessible to the general
public will also be easier to use as a basis for writing press releases,
opinion articles, and oral presentations, which need to be even more
simplified.

To make your research more interesting still, use hard-hitting
data. Find a number, a data series or a statistic that tells a story. Do
not overdo it with too much data. News outlets care very little for
understanding and reading the full extent of your argument; they
need something easy to chew for their readers and listeners.

When looking for appropriate topics of research, keep an eye on
coming events that may create a media buzz. For example, news
articles may mention that a public consultation is coming or that the
government is promising to table a bill at some future date. This will
give you the necessary spotlight to present your case. It is often more
efficient to provide timely content to media in need then to try to sell
them on a great bit of research that is disconnected from their
immediate focus.
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Supervising other people’s research

When research is being undertaken for a new policy paper, make
sure that the researcher (either one of your colleagues or an external
collaborator) understands the topic, its different aspects and the
general editorial line and scientific approach of your think tank.
Meeting the person or speaking to him or her on the phone, and then
agreeing on a detailed synopsis of the policy paper, are essential in
order to avoid misunderstandings later in the process.

The synopsis will then become part of a formal contract with an
external researcher, also containing deadlines, payment details and
other specifications. Signing a contract is a necessary procedure, even
with people you consider friends, because contentious issues—
regarding content, deadlines, timing of payments, etc.—can always
arise. Both sides are better protected when there is a contract to clarify
these issues, and they can be solved more easily.

The synopsis serves as a benchmark to judge the final work in
an objective manner. You can rely on it if one of the points agreed
upon was not followed properly, and you can then ask the researcher
to make the necessary adjustments. This also helps for managing
egos, which is an important part of the process when you deal with
external collaborators. You should handle them tactfully and focus
in the most impersonal manner on the reasoning and ideas presented
in the research.

Strengthening the methodology

Each researcher has his or

her own method of conducting A strong think tank
research. However, observing the must always be
following should help minimize bulletproof with regards
the errors that often appear in to the quality of

scientific publications: its research.

> Clearly indicate references
whenever the author is using outside data or facts, so they can
be easily verified.

> Always have at least one and preferably two of your colleagues



carefully check all calculations, data, graphs, and references
contained in the paper. People opposed to the free-market
perspective will always find something to criticize about the
arguments in your policy papers, which is fine as part of a
debate. But if they find obvious errors, your credibility will
suffer.

Submit the draft paper to a peer review (preferably to two
reviewers). The researcher should be able to identify—during
the research phase—the potential reviewers among the
specialists on the subject at hand.

> A strong think tank must always be bulletproof with regards

to the quality of its research. Read countervailing opinions
and try to determine how your opponents will attack you in
future debates. By doing this, you will be able to identify weak
points, anticipate possible counterattacks and make your
research ironclad. It takes years to build a reputation, but it
can be lost in an instant when mistakes are made.
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DIRECTOR OF PUBLICATIONS

The director of publications acts as the editor of all the
documents published by the think tank. He or she reviews the
content, checks spelling and grammar, improves and simplifies the
writing style, verifies sources and harmonizes documents.

The director of publications works closely with authors (both
in-house and external), the director of research, and the director of
communications to make sure all published content is firmly
grounded in logic and fact and respects the think tank’s guiding
principles.

The director of publications also oversees the technical
production of policy papers and is the main link between the think
tank and external collaborators such as the graphic designer,
illustrator, printer, and translator (if applicable).

Developing different types of studies

Your primary focus is to “get

the message out,” i.e., to be able A good way to attract
to present your analysis in the a lot of media attention
media and to reach the greatest at moderate cost is
number of people possible. Your to produce short studies
think tank’s success should be or policy briefs of
measured first and foremost by approximately 2,000

the quality and quantity of its words or 4 pages,
media coverage and not by the Which can be read

numb.er of publications it pro- in 15 minutes.
duces in a year. A consequence of
this principle is that financial and
human resources should be allocated to projects that will generate the
highest media coverage/cost ratio.




A good way to attract a lot of media attention at moderate cost
is to produce short studies or policy briefs of approximately 2,000
words or 4 pages, which can be read in 15 minutes. University
professors will object that this is too short to adequately cover a
subject. Do not listen to them. Very few people read and know about
the works of most professors. This is why the world needs think
tanks. You will discover that you can say a lot in 2,000 words, if you
get straight to the point. The Montreal Economic Institute made its
name early on with such policy briefs, which we call Economic Notes.
Depending on the size of your staff and budget, you can publish one
of these each month.

Occasionally (once or twice a year, again depending on your
resources), your think tank can also publish more detailed research
papers of 15 to 50 pages if the importance and scope of the subject
warrants the investment. Long technical studies are costly and not
likely to have as much media impact as policy briefs, but they will
help establish your credibility as a research organization and make a
stronger impression on potential donors. When they cover a topic of
general interest with long-term relevance—education or health care
reform, for example—they can also provide intellectual capital that
will be useful for many years to come.

Editing documents

CC - Your papers should be written
Keep your “target in simple language and provide clear
market” in mind when and easily grasped explanations and
NIRRT I8 solutions. Never use overly technical
RIS 8 terms and explain any complicated
university professors. concept. Do not overuse acronyms
Would your best friend, as they tend to increase reading
LRl difficulty.
of the subject at hand,
understand what the study
is talking about?

Methodological explanations
and literature reviews do not belong
in your policy brief. If you believe

providing the methodology or
hypotheses is required to make your case, prepare an appendix and
upload it to your website.
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Sources belong in footnotes. Do not mention researchers’ names
in the body of the document; you will lose valuable space for
information which does not contribute to your point. For example,
“In a study published in the Journal of Specialized Economics on April
15,2011, professors Rumpelstiltskin, Joaidane, and Pancimanci have
found...” can be shortened to “A recent study* has found...”

Clearly communicate your expectations to researchers (both in
terms of content and style) before they start writing their paper,
especially when it is the first time you work together. You thus
minimize the risk of having to rewrite large portions of the paper
and losing time because the research went in the wrong direction.

Remind the researcher that he or she needs to indicate precisely
every source used and explain his or her calculations when they are
not directly reproduced from a reliable source. The researcher should
also provide graphs and tables in a format that is easy to work with
(Microsoft Excel, for example) both for you and for the graphic
designer. This will save a lot of time when you verify the sources and
calculations.

Keep your “target market” in mind when editing: you are writing
for the general public, not for university professors. Would your best
friend, who has no knowledge of the subject at hand, understand
what the study is talking about? Will the media be convinced that
this is an important subject worth reporting on?

When reviewing the content, try to think like an opponent who
wishes to destroy the credibility of your study. It is better to discover
its weak points and fix them instead of having the researcher defend
them in public. If a statement seems unclear or farfetched, remove
it. You are trying to convince people who do not necessarily think
like you, not preaching to the converted.

Do not assume that you do not need to verify a researcher’s data
because he or she has a lot of experience and credibility. Everyone
makes mistakes, even simple ones (like typos when copying
numbers). The best attitude when reviewing a document is to assume
that it contains mistakes: your job is to find them. Always double-
check the work at every stage. New mistakes that were not there
before can crop up after the document goes through graphic layout
or translation.



Overseeing the technical production of documents

When deciding on a deadline for reception of a first draft,
evaluate realistically the time you need before the launch date. You
have to allow time for peer reviews, for your own review, for
comments by other members of your staff, for questions asked to the
researcher, and for the production stage (graphic design, translation,
printing, etc.). Things always take more time than anticipated, espe-
cially when working with external researchers, so plan accordingly.

To avoid confusion, make sure that there is only one “master”
version of a document in circulation. Always make changes to that
version only. The researcher should not modify it when you are
working on it, and vice versa.

Both your policy briefs and your research papers should be laid
out by a professional graphic designer and organized in such a way
as to make them visually attractive and easy to consult. An easy way
to make them appealing is to include an illustration or at least a stock
photo on the first page. Even though there are costs associated with
this, a professional presentation will radically improve the credibility
of your organization (to donors, the media and stakeholders)
compared to a simple Microsoft Word document, even if the content
is the same.
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DIRECTOR OF COMMUNICATIONS

The role of the director of communications is to craft the
messages that the think tank wants to disseminate and to try to get
the think tank as much positive media exposure as possible. The
think tank’s success in influencing public policy debates depends to
a very large extent on its ability to communicate its messages in the
media.

Crafting messages

While it is important to keep

the tone and content of the “Commentaries in the
message within the window of media have to be based
what is politically acceptable (see on facts and data, on a
the President’s section in this demonstrable analysis,
booklet), it has to offer something so that they are perceived
new, something different, which as a non-partisan
contrasts Yvith all the‘ posit%ons perspective offered by
already being heard in a given public policy experts.”

public policy debate.

Commentaries in the media have to be based on facts and data,
on a demonstrable analysis, so that they are perceived as a non-
partisan perspective offered by public policy experts. It is important
to maintain this reputation as rigorous experts. Politically-minded
comments seen as favoring or systematically targeting a political
party will easily destroy that reputation and should be proscribed.

On the other hand, this does not preclude adopting a “conflicting
approach.” Journalists learn that the appearance of a conflict can
make a news item more interesting. You can generate such conflicts—
and so facilitate the work of reporters—by stating in your press
release those authors or groups with a different opinion that your
commentary is contradicting, by sending them copies of your study



to encourage them to reply, or even by inviting them to the launch
of your study.

The media are always on the lookout for something interesting
and new, but they do not like having the impression that they are
being used to pass on somebody’s message. Journalists will be reticent
to write or talk about overtly ideological perspectives, but they will
be attracted to a message that is packaged in an attractive way. The
packaging is sometimes more important than the underlying
message itself when it comes to attracting the media’s attention.

For example, one of the Montreal Economic Institute’s most
successful media campaigns is a “debt clock” showing how much
debt is being accumulated by the Quebec government, updated in
real time, and which can easily be posted on any website. It is quite
impressive to look at and is a good way to raise people’s awareness
of the government’s financial situation. It can easily be used as a
pretext for discussing public finances and the need to rein in
spending. It also makes for good television, because there is
something to look at while an interview is being conducted with your
spokesperson on this issue.

It is important to work with your colleagues in charge of research
and publications to make sure that your policy papers are being
written with a media message in mind, right from the start. Each
publication should come with a set of communications tools:
summary of the study, press release, talking points, opinion piece,
and other tools (such as a public opinion poll) when appropriate.

Dealing with the media

Although it is very easy nowadays to disseminate your views on
the Internet, there is no guarantee that anyone will read them.
Anybody can have an opinion on the Web, but very few bloggers
reach a significant number of readers.

Despite the relative decline of traditional media (television,
radio, newspapers, magazines), they still reach a very large audience
and have far more influence in shaping public opinion than the new
Web outlets. Television remains to this day the most powerful
medium.
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Traditional media also gene-

rally still have a more professional €Cpespite the relative
approach, which gives credibility decline of traditional

to your message when it is media (television, radio,
transmitted through them. Be- newspapers, magazines),
cause access to these traditional they still reach a very large
media is also a lot more difficult, audience and have far

there is an added value when you
succeed. For these reasons, your
efforts should go first and
foremost towards getting cove-
rage in the traditional media.

more influence in shaping
public opinion than the
new Web outlets.

Television remains to this

day the most powerful
If you can do it, one very medium.
useful way to stay in the media
spotlight is to negotiate a partnership with a newspaper, radio or
television channel to have a regular (weekly or monthly) column.
You also get more control on the content and it is an opportunity for
other media organizations to get to know you.

Being “pushy” is never a good way to attract journalists’
attention. Perhaps they are ignoring you because they feel you are
trying to get them to work for you. Try instead to give them the
impression that you work for them. You should see yourself as a
“resource center,” a place where journalists go to find stuff that helps
them do their job. You can help journalists or researchers even when
your organization is not being quoted, for example by finding data
that they need, putting them in touch with relevant people who
might be able to comment on a specific issue, etc.

If you develop this kind of relationship with key media people,
it then becomes easier to have their collaboration when you want
them to report on your activities. Do not forget that the media have
a job to do and that if you offer them a good service, they will come
to rely on you. You may need them to get your message across, but
they will also need you to find relevant ideas and information for
their work.

If possible, you should organize meetings or lunches with
journalists or editors to discuss what your think tank can do for them.
Let the president deal with media “stars” or high-ranking executives.



Coordinating spokespersons

Electronic media organizations compete with each other and
need to put on a good show to capture their audience’s attention.
Your spokespersons have to give the best performance possible or
else they may not get invited back. To that end, you should have a
“dry run,” a mock interview or debate for example, to prepare them
for all the questions and criticisms they may be faced with during
the show.

Your spokesperson should always go to an interview (of ten
minutes or less) with only one main simple message to develop.
Media interviews are not the place to present a complex and abstract
thesis in condensed form. Just two or three key numbers should be
used to illustrate the message; you risk losing the listener’s attention
with more than that.

Trying to cram all the arguments and facts into the short period
that is allotted is a typical mistake that people not familiar with
electronic media make. If you say something interesting and easy to
understand, you will get invited back and will have a chance to
develop another aspect of a larger issue. If you bore listeners and
irritate the interviewer by inundating them with data and abstract
concepts, you will not get invited back.

You should choose a few key topics (3 to 5, depending on the size
of the organization) on which your spokespersons have a special
expertise, follow the latest news and are able to do frequent media
commentaries without requiring too much preparation. Your
spokespersons then become the experts that the media can turn to
when those topics are back in the news again. This is more efficient
than trying to comment on everything and anything from a free-
market perspective, which takes a lot of preparation and risks
exposing your spokespersons as ideologues who do not really know
much about the topic at hand. If you cannot find anyone who really
knows a topic well, it is better to say no to a media request and not
send anyone rather than risk a bad performance.
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DIRECTOR OF EVENTS

The director of events is the person in charge of organizing the
think tank’s conferences, seminars, fundraising events and other
types of events.

Events can take a considerable €CYou should not
amount of time and energy to
organize, and usually do not reach
very many people—dozens, or at
most, a few hundred—, especially
in comparison with the very large
number of people that can be

organize conferences just
because it is expected that
think tanks organize
conferences. Only events

that are worth the costs

reached through the media at and whose objectives
much lower cost. They are not a cannot be attained
cost-effective way to disseminate otherwise should
messages. be held. )

You should not organize conferences just because it is expected
that think tanks organize conferences. Only events that are worth the
costs and whose objectives cannot be attained otherwise should be
held. Appropriate goals might be to thank donors with a prestige
event, to serve as a networking opportunity for your organization
and for the people invited, to attract media attention, to recruit
students and other potential supporters, to create controversy with
a debate, or to allow an in-depth exchange between the author of a
study and a group of interested stakeholders.

Organizing practical aspects

Do not leave anything to chance: all kinds of unpredictable things
can happen when you organize an event, and they can easily derail your
plans. Always prepare a detailed Timed Program and Task Assignment
to be distributed to all the people involved (other staff members,
speaker, employees of the hotel or conference center, photographer, etc.).



Events should be held in easy-to-reach locations (usually in the
downtown area). Adequate signage should be installed so that people
easily find the room where the event is taking place. Attendees have
to arrive in a good mood, not stressed out because they had trouble
finding the place and were worried of arriving late.

You should avoid keeping people for more than two hours for
conferences taking place during breakfast or lunch. (This is a North
American standard, and may vary in other regions of the world
according to cultural differences.) Attendees are usually busy people
who have to go back to the office and cannot afford to waste time.
You can save time with a pre-set first course already on the table as
attendees arrive. Evening events can last more than two hours. Longer
events should be avoided, though, unless they target a specific group,
such as students, willing to take that time and make that investment.

We have found that it is best to first let people eat and then, when
the meal is over, to have the speaker talk. When people eat at the same
time as the speaker talks, there is a lot of noise and they are distracted.
Also, people come to conferences to meet other people, and it is a
good time to socialize with other attendees at your table while eating.

For prestige events where there are important donors and
celebrities attending, it is important to put the right people at the
right place around the head table and other VIP tables. Members of
your Board of Directors or current donors should be seated with
potential donors so that they can give a “sales pitch” on behalf of
your think tank. At the end of the event, it is also a good idea to have
one of your well-known supporters give a very quick talk about why
he or she supports your think tank, why the important work you are
doing is appreciated, and why other people in the room should also
support you. You should do a follow-up with these people several
days after the events, by mail or phone.

You can distribute literature from your think tank (your latest
policy paper or a recent opinion article for example) at the event to
give attendees an idea of the kind of research you are doing, especially
when it is a group that is not very familiar with your think tank.

It is also important to find sponsors for your event. This allows
you to reduce the price of tickets or to invite students for free who
would not be able to attend otherwise.
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Finding the right speaker and speech

Important representatives of the free-market movement are
always a good choice for speaker, as well as journalists, academics and
other public figures that have an
interesting perspective to share

on public policy issues. You “Sp eeches Shou’c_j last
should be careful, however, when about 20 to 25 minutes.
inviting active politicians or People’s attention tends
business leaders; they often use to wander with longer
the occasion to further their own speeches. If the speaker
personal or corporate agendas. A is willing to do it,

good time to invite politicians is you can have a 15-minute

during election campaigns: your question period afterward;
think tank can serve as a forum these exchanges are

wh?re the leaderts odf the rglalp often among the most
parties can come to discuss their interesting parts
economic policies, whether they b3,
. of an event.

have a free-market perspective or
not. Indeed, you should invite all
major parties regardless of their perspective so that your think tank
may preserve its reputation as a non-partisan organization.

Speeches should last about 20 to 25 minutes. People’s attention
tends to wander with longer speeches. If the speaker is willing to do
it, you can have a 15-minute question period afterward; these
exchanges are often among the most interesting parts of an event.

The speaker should be briefed about the sequence of events
beforehand. You should also tell him the identity and the background
of the people sitting beside him at the head table.

If the conference is open to the media, keep a separate table for
journalists and make sure that all technical arrangements have been
made to facilitate their job (plugs for recorders, places to set up
cameras, etc.). Reserve some time right after the event for media
interviews with your speaker.
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CONCLUSION

Defending freedom and free-market policies is certainly a worthy
cause. And setting up a think tank to promote this cause is a very
commendable activity. So commendable, in fact, that no one should
be satisfied with doing so in a less-than-optimal way!

This Best Practices manual has tried to illustrate various ways of
making your operations more efficient and your activities more
professional, as well as ensuring that your organization will grow and
steadily become more influential.

It needs to be emphasized again that these practices are not
necessarily the best nor the most appropriate for all situations. They
are meant to show you what worked in the evolution of the Montreal
Economic Institute. They will certainly have to be adapted to your
own circumstances. Even if you find that they are unsuitable for your
think tank, they may nonetheless inspire you to do things differently.

We hope to be able to discuss these lessons with you at the
training sessions organized by the Atlas Economic Research
Foundation. For further information on this training program or
this manual, you may contact either Atlas (http://atlasnetwork.org)
or the Montreal Economic Institute (http://www.iedm.org).

Good luck!






“In many countries, there are motivated, knowledgeable and
courageous individuals capable of analyzing public policies from
a free-market perspective. However, despite the great work of
these individuals, many of the organizations they give birth to fail
to grow and develop.

Are there 'recipes for success' to avoid this fate? As in any other
field of activity, foolproof tricks are hard to come by. Yet, there
certainly are some practices that are more conducive to success
than others. This Best Practices manual is part of a training
program managed by the Atlas Economic Research Foundation
and is aimed at those small and mid-size think tanks looking for
ways to grow and increase their influence.))

Publication of this booklet was supported by a grant from the
Atlas Economic Research Foundation
in partnership with the
John Templeton Foundation.





