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1 Brookings Institution 

Washington, DC, USA 

Political bias: Liberal 

The Brookings Institution (“Brookings”) is the premier think tank in the US, if not the world. It was 
founded through the merger of three Washington-based, social science and public policy research 
organizations in 1927. One of these, the Institute for Government Research, had been founded by 
wholesale distribution and shipping magnate turned philanthropist, Robert S. Brookings in 1916. 

Originally occupied mainly with studying the economic impact of tax policy, during the Great Depression 
Brookings was tasked by the administration of President Franklin D. Roosevelt (1933–1945) with 
studying the underlying causes of that devastating economic downturn and with recommending 
remedies. After World War II, Brookings became deeply involved with devising and implementing the 
Marshall Plan for the reconstruction of Europe. Thus, gradually over the years the institution has 
expanded its reach to a global scale. 

While Brookings refers to itself as politically “non-partisan” and “centrist,” more than 90 percent of the 
political donations made by its scholars and staff members go to Democratic Party candidates. 

Today, Brookings is heavily involved in economic development efforts around the world, while still 
maintaining a strong research interest in the US economy and political system. The institution’s roster of 
more than 300 experts is drawn from all quarters of the world. These scholars pursue their policy 
research, analysis, and recommendations under the auspices of one the following research programs: 
economics, foreign policy, global economy and development, governance, and metropolitan policy. 
Retired Marine Corps, four-star General John R. Allen has served as Brooking’s President since 2017. 

Through its prestigious research programs, through the many books, academic articles, and policy 
statements it produces (including a widely read “Annual Report”), through the 40-odd field programs it 
supports around the world, and finally through its 16 specialized disciplinary centers (notably, the 
Center for Middle East Policy) based in the US, as well as Brookings Doha Center in Qatar, today’s 
Brookings Institution has a profound political impact on both the US and the world. 

Notable Brookings-associated people include: 

Columnist E. J. Dionne 
Diplomat Jon Huntsman, Jr. 
Education policy analyst and author, Diane Ravitch 
US Ambassador to the United Nations, Susan Rice 
Economist Alice Rivlin 
Foreign policy analyst and columnist, Strobe Talbott 
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2 The Heritage Foundation 

Washington, DC, USA 

Political bias: Conservative 

The Heritage Foundation (“Heritage”) is the largest and most-influential American think tank with a 
conservative political viewpoint. It was founded in 1973 by political activist Paul Weyrich (1942–2008) 
and policy analyst Edwin J. Feulner, Jr. (b. 1941), with financial backing from beer dynasty scion Joseph 
Coors, Sr. (1917–2003). Former public servant Kay C. James (b. 1949) served as President of Heritage 
from 2018 through the spring of 2021, when she announced her intention to step down. 

Heritage’s announced mission is “building an America where freedom, opportunity, prosperity, and civil 
society flourish.” The foundation also states that it aims to “formulate and promote conservative public 
policies based on the principles of free enterprise, limited government, individual freedom, traditional 
American values, and a strong national defense.” 

The founders of Heritage have stated that one of the reasons they felt the need to create a top-notch 
incubator of policy ideas was to oppose the leftward trend of the administration of liberal Republican 
President Richard Nixon (1969–1974). Accordingly, the foundation has been closely associated in terms 
of policy recommendations (and, in some cases, personnel) with the more-conservative Republican 
administrations of Ronald Reagan (1981–1989), George H. W. Bush (1989–1993), George W. Bush 
(2001–2009), and Donald Trump (2017–2021). 

Every year, Heritage publishes the highly influential Index of Economic Freedom, which rates the world’s 
countries on a scale of openness to free enterprise. The foundation also has a strong impact through its 
coveted internships and Young Leaders Program. Despite Heritage’s strong commitment to economic 
freedom and limited government, it is to be distinguished from several other prominent think tanks with 
a more libertarian orientation for its greater sympathy towards the role of religion in American public 
life. 

Over the years, Heritage has made a substantial contribution to the public debate on many well-known 
governmental policies, notably President Ronald Reagan ’s Strategic Defense Initiative and President Bill 
Clinton ’s 1996 welfare reform bill, as well as current discussions and policy proposals relating to school 
vouchers, global warming, election integrity, and many other matters of vital public concern. 

Notable Heritage-associated people include: 

Hillsdale College President, Larry P. Arnn 
Journalist and author, Midge Decter 
Former US Senator, Jim DeMint 
Forbes magazine President and CEO, Steve Forbes 
Mercer Family Foundation Director, Rebekah Mercer 
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3 Council on Foreign Relations 

New York, New York, USA 

Political bias: Liberal 

Founded in 1921, the Council on Foreign Relations (“CFR”) is now celebrating its centennial. As its name 
suggests, CFR focuses on US foreign policy and international relations. One of the many ways in which it 
exerts influence in these areas is through its widely read journal, Foreign Affairs. 

The motive force behind the founding of CFR was the administration of President Woodrow Wilson 
(1913–1921). In 1919, in preparation for the Versailles Conference, which produced the treaty that 
officially ended World War I, Wilson assembled a group of like-minded internationalists to help him 
make the case for a new global peace-keeping mechanism. He partly succeeded, in that the League of 
Nations was founded early in 1920; however, he also partly failed, in that the US Senate refused to allow 
America to join the new international body. 

Upon Wilson’s death, his collaborator Elihu Root (1845–1937)—former Secretary of State under 
President Theodore Roosevelt and recipient of the 1912 Nobel Peace Prize—assembled a group of like-
minded associates with the aim of creating an institution capable of exerting influence on US public 
opinion (always skeptical of “foreign entanglements”) in an internationalist direction. Thus was born the 
CFR. Root and its other founders envisioned it as a sort of “continuous conference on international 
questions affecting the United States,” and over the past century, that is just what it has become. 

CFR underwent a significant expansion during World War II, producing nearly 700 memoranda by means 
of which it sought to create “a roadmap for a post-war world order.” Perhaps the most influential of 
these was the celebrated 1947 Foreign Affairs article titled “The Sources of Soviet Conduct” by George F. 
Kennan (1904–2005), writing as “X.” In this famous piece, Kennan sketched the “containment” policy 
which formed the bedrock of US-Soviet relations for the next 40 years. The careers of several other well-
known public servants have been advanced over the years by their collaboration with CFR, notably, 
those of Henry Kissinger (b. 1923) and Condoleezza Rice (b. 1954). 

During its century of life, CFR has steadily expanded its size and scope. Indeed, since the beginning of 
the twenty-first century, its growth has been exponential. Today, CFR boasts some 5000 members, as 
well as a second major headquarters situated in a spacious new facility in Washington, DC. 

Notable CFR-associated people include: 

Current US President, Joe Biden 
42nd US President, Bill Clinton 
Former US Secretary of State and 2016 Democratic Presidential candidate, Hillary Clinton 
Former US Supreme Court Justice, Ruth Bader Ginsburg 
Former USSR President, Mikhail Gorbachev 
37th US President, Richard M. Nixon 
Current US Treasury Secretary, Janet Yellen  
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4 Cato Institute 

Washington, DC, USA 

Political bias: Libertarian 

The Cato Institute (“Cato”) was founded in 1974 in Wichita, Kansas, by three individuals: the libertarian 
economist and political philosopher, Murray Rothbard (1926–1995), the Libertarian Party activist, 
Edward H. Crane (b. 1944), and the billionaire entrepreneur and philanthropist, Charles Koch (b. 1935). 
It was originally named the Charles Koch Foundation. In 1976, the name was changed to its present form 
at Rothbard’s suggestion. In 1981, Cato moved to its present location in the nation’s capital. 

Libertarianism is the economic and political philosophy which maintains that free enterprise and limited 
government are the best means of realizing the common good, by ensuring both economic prosperity 
and personal liberty for individuals in all walks of life and so for society as a whole. 

The name change was made to honor Cato’s Letters, a collection of 144 essays published weekly in the 
London Journal over a period of almost three years beginning in 1720 and appearing in book form in 
1723. These essays played a strong role in instilling republican values in the US founding fathers a 
generation later. Cato’s Letters was authored by two Englishmen, John Trenchard (1662–1723) and 
Thomas Gordon (c. 1691–1750), who wrote under the collective pseudonym of “Cato.” This pseudonym, 
in turn, honored the ancient Roman statesman, Cato the Younger (95–46 BC), who stoutly defended the 
Roman Republic against the military dictatorship imposed by Julius Caesar in 49 BC. In short, down 
through history the name “Cato” has stood for the defense of freedom against tyranny. 

However, Cato’s strong stance in defense of republican values should not be confused with support for 
foreign intervention. On the contrary, Cato has vigorously opposed the foreign-policy interventionism of 
both Democratic and Republican administrations. On the other hand, Cato provides strong support to 
individuals engaged in the peaceful struggle for civil liberties in many countries around the world. 

Today, among the institute’s many initiatives, the Cato Journal and the Human Freedom Index may be 
mentioned as enjoying a relatively broad readership and influence. 

Notable Cato-associated people include: 

Nobelist in economics, James M. Buchanan 
Economist, Tyler Cowen 
Legal scholar, Richard Epstein 
Nobelist in economics, Friedrich Hayek 
Nobelist in economics, Vernon L. Smith 
Economist and historian, Lawrence H. White 
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5 Center for Strategic and International Studies 

Washington, DC, USA 

Political bias: Centrist 

The Center for Strategic and International Studies (“CSIS”) began its life in 1962 under the auspices of 
Georgetown University. The brainchild of founders US Navy Admiral, /arleigh Burke (1901–1996), and 
historian and public servant, David Manker Abshire (1926–2014), CSIS specializes in strategic analyses of 
international relations, politics, and economics in relation to US defense and national security. 

Through the years, CSIS has often exerted direct influence on the White House with respect to foreign 
policy and defense issues, with numerous figures from the center finding their way into high-ranking 
roles in both Democratic and Republican administrations. Conversely, several former White House 
officials have gone on to work at CSIS following their tenure in public office. 

CSIS has played an influential role in shaping international relations and US foreign policy during both 
the Cold War and the post-Soviet period. In recent years, it has begun to cast its net widely, addressing a 
broad range of global issues from trade to health to climate change. The thinking of the CSIS has also 
had an impact on the operations of various international governmental entities and non-governmental 
organizations, including the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. 

Today, CSIS operates programs such as the Defense-Industrial Initiatives Group and the Global Health 
Policy Center. It also maintains influence through events and talks, webcasts, and widely read 
publications such as New Perspectives in Foreign Policy. CSIS scholars publish in a wide range of 
mainstream media outlets. 

Notable CSIS-associated people include: 

Former US Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright 
Former Israeli President, Ehud Barak 
Current US Secretary of State, Antony Blinken 
Former US Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger 
Former US Senator, Sam Nunn 
Pritzker Organization CEO, Thomas J. Pritzker 
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6 American Enterprise Institute 

Washington, DC, USA 

Political bias: Neo-conservative 

The American Enterprise Institute (“AEI”) was established in 1938 in response to President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s New Deal. Founded by a group of businessmen led by industrialist Lewis H. Brown (1894–
1951), AEI originally focused on politics, economics, and domestic government policy in areas such as 
welfare. 

Today, AEI runs programs for its permanent and visiting scholars in the following areas: economics; 
foreign and defense policy; health care; politics and public opinion; poverty studies; and society and 
culture. 

AEI’s mission statement states that its scholars and staff seek to “[defend] human dignity, [expand] 
human potential, and [build] a freer and safer world” by advancing ideas rooted in democracy, the free 
enterprise system, and American strength and global leadership. AEI maintains that such a program is 
the best way of maintaining solidarity “with those at the periphery of our society” and of building “a 
pluralistic, entrepreneurial culture.” 

AEI is similar to other conservative and libertarian think tanks in its emphasis on laissez faire economics; 
however, its strong emphasis on America’s national security posture and a strong military identifies AEI 
as more closely associated with the “neo-conservative” political philosophy. Neo-conservatism seeks 
opportunities to actively expand the American model of governance to failed nation states abroad by 
military force, if necessary. 

Also, in conformity with neo-conservative principles, another part of AEI’s mission statement says that it 
seeks to undergird “American national defense,” thus helping to thwart “transnational threats 
emanating from China, Iran, North Korea, and Russia.” 

Notable AEI-associated people include: 

Former US Vice President, Dick Cheney 
38th US President, Gerald R. Ford 
Former US Representative, Newt Gingrich 
Author and former Dutch politician, Ayaan Hirsi Ali 
Political scientist and former UN Ambassador, Jeane Kirkpatrick 
Historian, author, and former US Senator, P. Daniel Moynihan 
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7 RAND Corporation 

Santa Monica, California, USA 

Political bias: Centrist 

The RAND Corporation (“RAND”) is a non-profit American think tank headquartered in Santa Monica, 
California. RAND, whose name is an acronym for “Research and Development,” is primarily focused on 
research in the areas of defense and global policy. 

The RAND corporation traces its origins to 1945, when Project RAND was created via a special contract 
with the Douglas Aircraft Company after discussions with the War Department and the Office of 
Scientific Research and Development. In 1948, it was established as a separate organization when 
Douglas Aircraft Company expressed concern over a potential conflict of interest. 

The initial push for the Rand Corporation was to handle research and development for the US military, 
and it soon began to play a key role in Cold War policies, starting with the “space race” of the 1950s, as 
well as the nuclear arms race. RAND promoted the doctrine of nuclear deterrence and coined the idea 
of “mutually assured destruction,” which formed the foundation of Cold War defense policy. In fact, 
RAND Chief Strategist, the systems-theorist Herman Kahn (1922–1983), was the inspiration for the 
character Dr. Strangelove in Stanley Kubrick ’s 1964 film of the same name. 

Today, the RAND Corporation remains influential through close connections with the US Department of 
Defense, through research and reports, through its scholarly journal, the RAND Journal of Economics, 
through publication in various media outlets, and through the Pardee RAND Graduate School, a private, 
public policy–oriented graduate school, also located in Santa Monica, California. 

Notable RAND-associated people include: 

Nobelist in economics, Kenneth Arrow 
Nobelist in economics, Robert Aumann 
Computer engineer, Paul Baran 
Political scientist, Francis Fukuyama 
Nobelist in economics, Paul Samuelson 
Psychologist, systems theorist, and Nobelist in economics, Herbert A. Simon 
Mathematician, physicist, and computer pioneer, John von Neumann 
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8 Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 

Washington, DC, USA 

Political bias: Liberal 

The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (“CEIP”) is an American nonprofit think tank 
headquartered in Washington, DC. Focused on global policy matters, the CEIP accordingly has centers 
around the world, including in Beijing, New Delhi, and Moscow. 

Among the oldest institutions on this list, CEIP was established in 1910. It traces its origins to the famed 
industrialist, Andrew Carnegie (1835–1919), who founded the organization out of a commitment to his 
internationalist ideals. Notably, the first president appointed to the CEIP endowment was Elihu Root 
(1845–1937), former Secretary of State and later founder of the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) (see 
#3 above). CEIP’s declared mission was to “hasten the abolition of international war, the foulest blot 
upon our civilization.” 

Accordingly, CEIP was heavily involved with the peace talks in France at the close of World War I. In later 
years, CEIP became involved in the formation of the Hague Academy of International Law, as well as the 
United Nations Commission on Human Rights. It is interesting to note that CEIP is regarded as 
responsible for popularizing the term “genocide.” 

In recent history, CEIP is cited as being the first global think tank. It has expanded its global presence 
rapidly during the last two decades. CEIP exerts influence through its centers, publications, events, 
reports, and direct involvement in forming policy. It is reported to have close ties with Chinese 
Communist Party. 

Notable CEIP-associated people include: 

Current CIA Director, William J. Burns 
Columbia University President and Nobel Peace Prize recipient, Nicholas Murray Butler 
Former US Secretary of State, john Foster Dulles 
Peace activist and past CEIP President, Jessica T. Matthews 
Former US Secretary of Commerce, Penny Pritzker 
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9 Atlantic Council 

Washington, DC, USA 

Political bias: Centrist 

The Atlantic Council is a non-partisan, non-profit think tank established in 1961. As its name indicates, 
its primary orientation is Atlanticist—that is, its work is focused on the formal alliances and more-
informal economic, political, and military relationships between North America (primarily, the US and 
Canada) and Europe (the UK and the EU). The Atlantic Council is headquartered in Washington, DC. 

The Atlantic Council was formed during the Cold War, with the goal of fostering cooperation between 
America and Western European countries. It owes much of its influence to policy-making members 
active in presidential administrations of both parties. Additionally, the council hosts numerous high-
profile events, offers a variety of awards and fellowships, and publishes numerous policy studies. It has 
also established a number of special programs and centers, including the Program on Transatlantic 
Relations, the Young Atlanticist Network, and the Global Business and Economics Program. Over the 
years, the council’s focus has grown beyond the North Atlantic to include global issues, particularly in 
Asia. 

The council’s Millennium Leadership Program has been styled a “leadership accelerator” whose aim is to 
further the careers of rising leaders in a variety of sectors from around the world. 

Notable Atlantic Council-associated people include: 

Former US Homeland Security Advisor, Tom Bossert 
Cyber security expert, Jason Healey 
Former US diplomat, Richard Holbrooke 
Former US ambassador to Russia and China, Jon Huntsman Jr. 
Former US National Security Advisor, Brent Scowcroft 
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10 Hoover Institution 

Stanford, California, USA 

Political bias: Conservative 

Headquartered on the campus of Stanford University in Stanford, California, the Hoover Institution 
(“Hoover”) recently passed its centennial mark. Hoover is named in honor of the 31st US President, 
Herbert Hoover (1874–1964), who served in office from 1929 until 1933. Hoover (the institution) is 
committed to supporting the standard pillars of American conservatism: private enterprise, personal 
freedom, and representative government. 

Hoover—whose full official name is the Hoover Institution on War, Revolution, and Peace—traces its 
roots to the research library established on the Stanford campus by the future thirty-first president, who 
was a wealthy engineer and proud Stanford graduate. The initial objective of the institution—as with 
many other think tanks founded in the immediate aftermath of World War I—was to collect materials 
for research pertaining to war, international relations, and peace. Later, President Herbert Hoover 
donated his personal and official presidential archives to the facility. 

During the 1940s, Hoover transitioned more into performing its own research, and in the 1950s became 
the think tank we recognize today. Through the years, the Institution has wielded significant influence 
on American public policy, both regionally and federally. Its first honorary fellow, in fact, was then-
Governor of California, Ronald Reagan . During President Reagan’s presidential term of office (1981–
1989), numerous Hoover staffers gained roles at the White House. 

Among Hoover’s many research reports and book and serial publications, the journal Uncommon 
Knowledge is noteworthy. As of Spring, 2021, former US Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice (b. 1954), 
is Hoover’s director. 

Notable Hoover-associated people include: 

Historian, Niall Ferguson 
Classicist and military historian, Victor Davis Hanson 
Publisher of Die Zeit, Josef Joffe 
Economist, Glenn Loury 
Historian, Harvey C. Mansfield 
Economist, Thomas Sowell 
Political scientist, Shelby Steele 
 


