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A recent monograph with the slightly provocative title, Do Think
Tanks Matter? 1 provides an overview of the history of think tanks in
Canada and the United States and assesses the impact of these organiza-
tions on public policy. Not surprisingly, the author concludes that think
tanks do matter.2 Although there are considerably fewer Canadian think
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tanks than American ones, and although none of the Canadian ones has
the impact or the budget of the Brookings Institution, the Hoover Insti-
tution or RAND, Canadian think tanks do play a role in the public dis-
cussion around social, economic, and environmental policy. Evert A.
Lindquist, for example, observes that “the prominence and persistence
of Canadian institutes is beyond dispute, and [that] they do represent a
distinctive development in public inquiry.”3 Campbell Clark, writing in
the Globe and Mail, notes the influence of the C.D. Howe Institute in
the movement that led to public support for deficit cutting and of the
Caledon Institute in the creation of the child tax credit in 1997.4 In 1991-
1992, five Canadian think tanks were selected by the federal govern-
ment to organize conferences on constitutional reform.5 Against this
backdrop of activity in the public policy debate, this paper seeks to de-
termine whether Canadian think-tank publications are regularly avail-
able in Canadian libraries or are listed in Canadian bibliographic
databases and it offers some reflections on the issues surrounding the
collecting of think-tank publications in libraries.

Diane Stone has defined think tanks as “independent (and usually
private) policy research institutes containing people involved in study-
ing a particular area of a broad range of policy issues, actively seeking
to educate or advise policymakers and the public through a number of
channels.”6 Stone notes, “Think tanks have one thing in common: the
individuals in them attempt to make academic theories and scientific
paradigms policy-relevant.”7

Depending on the definition that one uses, there are about thirty Ca-
nadian think tanks.8 Two of the most comprehensive lists from them can
be found on the Web sites of the University of Alberta (http://www.li-
brary.ualberta.ca/subject/business/thinktanks/) and the University of
Western Ontario (http://www.lib.uwo.ca/business/webttanks.html).
The list of Canadian think tanks in the NIRA’s World Directory of Think
Tanks for 2005 (http://nira.go.jp/ice/nwdtt/2005/IDX2/index2.html) is
surprisingly small and it omits some of the most well-known and well-
established ones, including the Canada West Foundation, the Confer-
ence Board of Canada, and the Institute for Research on Public Policy.

A useful start date for Canadian think tanks is the creation of the Ca-
nadian Institute of International Affairs in 1928. Others followed during
the period after World War II, but until the 1960s, there were relatively
few think tanks in Canada.9 The period after this witnessed the creation
of major organizations such as the Economic Council of Canada (1963),
the Science Council of Canada (1966), the National Council of Welfare
(1968), and the Law Reform Commission (1970). In 1992 almost two
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dozen policy research institutes were abruptly disbanded by the federal
government, but in the later 1990s the Policy Research Initiative, a pro-
gram of the Privy Council Office, stimulated the need for research insti-
tutes “to help determine the most effective ways to enhance the policy
capacity of the federal public service.”10

Think tanks differ from interest groups in that the latter usually exist
to ensure that elected leaders pursue policies compatible with a specific
interest. Think tanks usually focus on social science research, they do
not speak on behalf of a particular constituency, they are not permitted
to publicly endorse or oppose any political party, and they are restricted
in the amount of their budget that they may spend lobbying the govern-
ment.11

Because the aim of think tanks is to stimulate public debate around
social, economic, and environmental policy, it is not surprising that
these think tanks issue a wide variety of publications that are often
available either free or for a nominal charge. Whereas university schol-
ars often engage in theoretical studies that may or may not have close
ties to the issues that are being debated in government or in society,
think thanks consciously produce publications that are intended to be
easily understood by a wide cross section of the general public. Think
tanks engage in active publicity campaigns for their research, and stud-
ies have been undertaken on the frequency with which think tank publi-
cations are cited in the news media.12

Think tanks engage in research that is timely, concise, and focused on
the policy issues that are currently facing society. Their publications are
readily available, often for free, but are they actually found in the collec-
tions of Canadian public and academic libraries? To answer this ques-
tion seven Canadian think tanks were selected that would cover the
spectrum from socially or economically conservative (C.D. Howe Insti-
tute and Fraser Institute) to more liberal or left-wing viewpoints (Cana-
dian Policy Research Network and the Caledon Institute of Social
Policy). For each organization, four publications were selected that
were at least eight months old (to ensure that libraries would have had
time to acquire and catalogue them) and that were substantial enough to
warrant inclusion as separate, catalogued items in an online catalogue.
Publications were selected that would represent issues of current inter-
est to Canadian society. In the case of the Conference Board of Canada,
which requires that institutions pay access fees to purchase a number of
its publications, the publications that were selected were available free
for downloading from the Conference Board’s Web site. The following
libraries were selected and each of the publications listed below was
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searched in each library online catalogue during January, 2006:
Dalhousie University, McGill University, University of Guelph, Uni-
versity of Lethbridge, University of Saskatchewan, Winnipeg Public
Library, Edmonton Public Library, and Vancouver Public Library. The
goal was to have a library representing more or less every province (or
least every region) in Canada and to include small and large
universities, as well as three major public libraries from different
provinces.

Following this, each of these publications was searched in the fol-
lowing databases: CPI.Q (the online version of the Canadian Periodi-
cal Index), CBCA (Canadian Business and Current Affairs), the
Canadian Reference Centre, and PAIS. The results of these two investi-
gations are shown in the following text. The number of libraries that
listed a given title is shown in parenthesis, followed by the biblio-
graphic databases that listed each title. The size of the document
(number of pages) and the cost are also shown.

C.D. Howe Institute

Bird, Richard M., ed. Who Decides? Government in the New Millen-
nium. 200 pp. (Policy Study 39) 2004. (Free) (5 libraries; no database
listings)

British-North American Committee. A Guide to Benefits, Responsibili-
ties and Opportunities of Embryonic Stem Cell Research 55 pp. June,
2004. (Free) (2 libraries; indexed: PAIS)

Gottlieb, Allan. Romanticism and Realism in Canada’s Foreign Policy
53 pp. (C.D. Howe Institute Benefactors Lecture 2004) August, 2004.
(Free) (5 libraries; indexed: CPI.Q; CBCA)

Guillemette, Yvan, and Jack Mintz. A Capital Story: Exploding the
Myths around Foreign Investment in Canada. 36 pp. (C.D. Howe Com-
mentary Study 201) August, 2004. $12.00 (3 libraries; indexed: CPI.Q;
CBCA)

Caledon Institute of Social Policy

Mendelson, Michael. Aboriginal People in Canada’s Labour Market:
Work and Unemployment, Today and Tomorrow. 46 pp. April, 2004.
$9.95 (4 libraries; no database listings)
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Ruggeri, Joe, and Jennifer McMullin. Canada’s Fiscal Advantage. 98
pp. December, 2004. (Free) (3 libraries; no database listings)

Torjman, Sheri and Eric Leviten-Reid. Innovation and Poverty Reduc-
tion. 35 pp. November, 2003. (Free) (No libraries; no database listings)

Torjman, Sherri. Policy Development and Implementation in Complex
Files: Lessons from “Vibrant Communities.” 61 pp. October, 2004.
(Free) (5 libraries; no database listings)

Canadian Policy Research Network (CPRN)

Abelson, Julia and François-Pierre Gauvin. Transparency, Trust and
Citizen Engagement: What Canadians Are Saying about Accountabil-
ity. 41 pp. December, 2004. (Free) (No libraries; no database listings)

Bernard, Paul and Sébastian Saint-Arnaud. More of the Same? The Po-
sition of the Four Largest Canadian Provinces in the World of Welfare
Reform. 32 pp. November, 2004. (Free) (1 library; no database listings)

Fooks, Cathy and Lisa Maslove. Health Human Resources Policy Ini-
tiatives for Physicians, Nurses and Pharmacists 54 pp. October, 2004
(free) (No libraries; no database listings)

Maxwell, Judith et al. Responsible Action: Citizens’ Dialogue on the
Long-term Management of Used Nuclear Fuel. 76 pp. August, 2004
(Free) (No libraries; indexed: CBCA)

Conference Board of Canada

Brown, David A.H. Canada’s Transportation Infrastructure Challenge:
Strengthening the Foundations. 46 pp. December, 2004. (Free) (No li-
braries; no database listings)

Conference Board of Canada. Challenging Health Care System Sus-
tainability: Understanding Health System Performance of Leading Coun-
tries. 114 pp. June, 2004. (Free) (3 libraries; no database listings)

Conference Board of Canada. Exploring Canada’s Innovation Charac-
ter: Benchmarking Against Global Best. 57 pp. September, 2004. (Free)
(2 libraries; indexed: CBCA)

St.-Maurice, Yves. Fiscal Prospects for the Federal and Provincial/Ter-
ritorial Governments. 55 pp. September, 2004. (Free) (2 libraries; no
database listings)
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Fraser Institute

Harris, Mike and Preston Manning. A Canada Strong and Free. x, 69
pp. April, 2005. (3 libraries; indexed: CPI.Q; CBCA; PAIS)

McHughen, Alan. Biotechnology and Food for Canadians. xiv, 69 pp.
2002. (6 libraries; indexed: CPI.Q; CBCA)

Gibson, Gordon, ed. Fixing Canadian Democracy. xvi, 268 pp. 2003. (5
libraries; indexed: CBCA)

Pipes, Sally. Miracle Cure: How to Solve America’s Health Care Crisis
and why Canada Isn’t the Answer. xxiii, 219 pp. 2004. (4 libraries; in-
dexed: CPI.Q; CBCA; PAIS)

Institute for Research on Public Policy (IRPP)

Kirby, Michael J. L. and Wilbert Keon. Why Competition is Essential
in the Delivery of Publicly Funded Health Care Services. 32 pp. Sep-
tember, 2004. (Free) (3 libraries; no database listings)

Milner, Henry. First Past the Post? Progress Report on Electoral Re-
form Initiatives in Canadian Provinces. 36 pp. September, 2004. (Free)
(3 libraries; no database listings)

Schmitz, Gerald J. Role of International Democracy Promotion in Can-
ada’s Foreign Policy. 52 pp. November, 2004. (Free) (2 libraries; no da-
tabase listings)

Schwanen, Daniel. Deeper Broader: A Roadmap for a Treaty of North
America. 71 pp. 2004. (Free) (No libraries; no database listings)

Pembina Institute for Appropriate Development

Peters, Roger and Maya Papineau. Demand Side Management Incen-
tives in Canada. August, 2004. 41 pp. (free) (no libraries; no database
listings)

Taylor, Amy, Matthew Bramley and Mark Winfield. Government
Spending on Canada’s Oil and Gas Industry: Undermining Canada’s
Kyoto Commitment. 60 pp. January, 2005. (Free) (No libraries; no data-
base listings)

Whitmore, Johanne, and Matthew Bramley. Green Power Programs in
Canada–2003. 81 pp. August, 2004. (Free) (No libraries; no database
listings)
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Pape-Salmon, Andrew et al. Low Impact Renewable Energy Policy in
Canada: Strengths, Gaps and a Path Forward. 70 pp. February, 2003.
(Free) (No libraries; no database listings)

The results are, if not surprising, rather unsettling. Even though each
of the libraries surveyed except one holds publications by the Pembina
Institute, for example, none of these libraries has any of the institute’s
publications that is newer than 2004. The Conference Board of Canada
is arguably one of the most established, long-standing Canadian think
tanks, yet the publications in question (which deal with important issues
such as health care, federal-provincial fiscal relations, and Canada’s
transportation infrastructure) are virtually absent in these libraries. The
Canadian Policy Research Network, another long-standing think tank,
fares even worse.

The relatively poor representation of these publications in the librar-
ies that were studied is of concern for another reason. As the findings
shown above demonstrate, these publications are not systematically in-
dexed in standard Canadian databases, presumably because they are not
viewed as journal articles. Thus, library users will only know about
them if they are listed somewhere else or if the user is directed to the
Web sites for each of these organizations and from there to the search
functions within them. Only ten of the twenty-eight publications were
found in these databases, and they were frequently listed in only one or
two databases. None of the publications selected from the Caledon Insti-
tute, the Institute for Research on Public Policy, or the Pembina Institute
was indexed in any of the four mainstream databases that were studied.

It is difficult to know for certain why these publications are under-
represented in Canadian library collections and Canadian databases. It
would appear that libraries do not establish standing orders for think
tank publications and that database providers overlook them in favour
of substantial monographs or articles published in traditional sources. It
is possible that libraries are reluctant to go to the work of downloading
and printing these publications from the organizations’ Web sites or are
reluctant to provide links in their online catalogues to items that may not
reside permanently on these Web sites. Whatever the explanation, Di-
ane Stone’s observation, “Policy research institutes and think tanks are
a neglected phenomenon in the social science literature,”13 should be
seen not only as a description of the present situation but also as an ap-
peal to libraries and database providers to ensure that this rich body of
literature, devoted to topics of current social, economic, and environ-
mental interest, does not continue to be overlooked.
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