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Following David Cameron’s election as leader in 2005, the Conservative Party began to make 

efforts to rid itself of the ‘nasty party’ image that had proven detrimental to its electoral 

fortunes since 1997. This was to be accomplished via a process of policy renewal and re-

branding. Social policy was one of the key areas of renewal, being an area in which the party 

was perceived by many voters as backwards-looking, uncaring or exclusive. Central to the 

renewal of social policy was the concern that the party must be seen to offer a convincing 

alternative to New Labour’s approach to welfare policy, poverty and social justice issues, 

which had been one of its flagship areas in government. Following the 2010 general election, 

welfare policy has remained central to the coalition’s agenda, and is one of the most prolific 

and controversial areas of reform. Given the similarly between the Conservative Party’s 

manifesto (2010) and the Coalition Agreement on welfare (HM Government 2010), and the 

Liberal Democrats’ relative lack of specific policy proposals on welfare, it is reasonable to 

say that this is an area in which the Conservative Party are leading the way. 

The importance of this policy area to the Conservatives since 2005 mean that it is an 

interesting topic through which to explore policy development and the influences on this. 

Think-tanks are one potential source of influence. A number of centre-right think-tanks have 

been credited with a role in developing the Party’s welfare policy after 2005, while think-

tanks of various political leanings are assumed to play a role in policy development more 

broadly. Despite this, there are as yet no detailed studies on how the relationship between 

think-tank outputs and party policy on welfare works: influence is assumed, but not 

investigated. This paper begins to address this gap. It considers the relationship between the 

Conservative Party’s approach to welfare and the ideas and policy proposals put forward by 

two of the think-tanks which are widely suggested by academics, commentators and MPs to 

have influenced this approach: the Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) and Policy Exchange (PX). 

The paper offers some thoughts on whether, and if so where, there can be said to be 

congruence between the outputs of these think-tanks and Conservative party welfare policy or 

the party’s dominant narratives on welfare (thus suggesting a level of influence). This ties 

into theories of the policy process which investigate the opportunities for the involvement of 

non-state actors, and questions around the changing role of the centralised state in policy-

making that that lead from this. 

This paper is part of a wider PhD study on Conservative welfare policy and is very much a 

work in progress. The conclusions offered are preliminary, and will be expanded upon as the 

project progresses. 

 

Theory and Definitions 

The label ‘think-tank’ as applied to a confusingly wide variety of institutions. Garnett and 

Denham (1998: 4-5) suggest that at least up until the growth of the ‘New Right’ think-tanks 

in Britain in the late 1970s and 1980s, they were widely assumed to be a US phenomenon. 

There were many more think-tanks in the US, they were better funded and presumed to be 

more powerful and influential than their British equivalents, which remains true today. Smith 
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(1991), writing on American New Right think-tanks even described them as ‘quintessentially 

American’ organisations. In Britain, Garnett and Denham point out that the term ‘think-tank’ 

was first used to describe a government body, the Central Policy Review Staff (a part of the 

Cabinet Office), which was abolished by Thatcher after it leaked a radical and politically 

embarrassing report on the welfare state in 1982. Since the 1980s and due in large part to the 

New Right think-tanks that sprung up immediately prior to and during Thatcher’s time in 

office, the term has come to acquire a somewhat different meaning.  

There are a number of ways of classifying think-tanks, according to, for example, their size, 

the extent to which they engage in original research, their goals and the political nature of the 

outputs they produce. The think-tanks discussed here are what might otherwise be described 

as ‘advocacy tanks’ (Weaver 1989). They combine a ‘strong policy partisan or ideological 

output with aggressive salesmanship (either directly through their own publications or 

through the media) in an attempt to influence policy debates’ (Garnett and Denham 1998: 

11). They are non-governmental organisations which are independent from political parties  

but this does not mean that they cannot have strong links with one party or another). They 

‘want to influence policy, but have no formal decision-making power’, and they seek to do so 

through ‘intellectual argument rather than through behind the scenes lobbying’ (Pautz 2011: 

191). ‘Think-tanks’ in this paper, and the conclusions drawn regarding their role in the policy 

process, refers to these kinds of institutions rather than to those which offer rather less 

partisan or strongly ideological analysis. 

Think-tanks are assumed to play an important role in the policy process. Given the 

prominence that they enjoy in the media, as a forum for ministers to announce new policy 

initiatives and their often close links with ministers and shadow ministers, the frequency with 

which they are mentioned in academic analyses of policy development is unsurprising. Yet 

detecting and mapping the influence of think-tanks on government policy is challenging. This 

is because think-tanks are primarily ‘second-hand dealers in ideas’ (Desai 1994): their main 

purpose is to construct intellectual underpinnings for various policy directions. The impact of 

such intellectual arguments on the policy process cannot be measured in any precise way. 

Where think-tanks do put forward ideas which then clearly emerge sometime later in 

government or party policy, it is still difficult to establish a causal link between these two 

events. Bentham (2006: 170) goes as far as to say it is ‘pointless’ to try to do so because of 

the ‘complexity of disentangling cause from effect in the dense and multi-layered networks’ 

in which think-tanks operate. The difficulty, and perhaps the futility of trying to establish 

causal relationships between think-tank outputs and government policy, however, does not 

mean that this is not an area worthy of further attention. 

Yee’s (1996) suggestion of using congruence procedure to investigate the impact of ideas on 

policy has been effectively applied to a similar topic – detecting the influence of think-tanks 

on the development of New Labour as a political project – by Pautz (2010, 2011). Pautz 

explains the method as ‘establishing congruence or concordance between ideas and the 

content of policy decisions. If ideas emerging from think-tanks are consistent with policy 

proposals from governments or leaders of political parties, this can be taken as an indication 

of influence’ (2011: 190). This provides a workable method of establishing the influence or 

relevance of think-tanks to policy development. Significantly, congruence procedure does not 

claim to establish causal links between think-tank ideas and policy outcomes. This goes some 

way towards avoiding the risk of post-hoc rationalisation that comes with this topic. 

A further note is required on what qualifies as a ‘policy proposal’ in the above paragraph, and 

therefore which outputs from the Conservative Party are appropriate topics for analysis in 



relation to think-tank ideas. This might refer only to specific policy announcements, however 

this article takes the position that this would be too narrow a definition. Cameron took the 

leadership in 2005, but did not start announcing detailed policies until 2008 at the earliest. In 

the intervening years, the Conservative party was, ‘arguably deliberately, “policy lite”’ 

(Bochel 2011: 9), concerned more with ‘a concerted attempt to shift public perceptions of the 

Tories’ via ‘a set of often symbolic rhetorical and policy shifts’ (Kenny 2009, cited in Bochel 

2011: 9). This may be partially due to the practical risks of announcing specific policies too 

early in opposition. If they appear to be popular and viable, there is a risk that they will be co-

opted or adapted by the governing party. If not, they are likely to be dismissed as expensive, 

unfeasible or likely to engender poor outcomes (Dorey, Garnett and Denham 2011: 61). It is a 

practise that is likely to become all the more common given that Britain now has fixed-term 

parliaments. As such defining a policy proposal too narrowly risks ignoring a significant 

chunk of time in opposition where, as Dorey, Garnett and Denham (2011) point out and 

Cameron himself acknowledges (2006), much time is spent ‘laying the foundations’ for the 

announcements to come. Thus statements of intent with regard to welfare and related issues 

such as poverty and social justice should also be considered. 

 

The Literature 

Much of the literature on the role of think-tanks in British politics reflects the emergence of a 

new group of centre-right think-tanks in the 1980s, associated with the Conservative Party 

under Thatcher. They include the Centre for Policy Studies (CPS), the Institute for Economic 

Affairs (IEA), the Adam Smith Institute (ASI) and the Institute of Directors (IoD). Desai 

(1994), Cockett (1995) and Garnet and Denham (1998) look at the roles and influence of 

these think-tanks. Broadly, they find them to play an essential role in creating a coherent 

intellectual underpinning for the economic theory of neoliberalism. They did not typically 

come up with original research, and neither were they ‘intellectual originators’ but they 

‘served to collect, distil and preserve certain strands of ideas and to diffuse them more 

widely, not least as detailed interventions in current policy’. Their main task was to package 

complex ideas into narratives that the Conservative leadership might then find politically 

useful, synthesizing and putting a ‘distinctive [ideological] ‘spin’ on exisiting research’ 

(Garnett and Denham 1998) 

The CPS and IEA are the think-tanks whose ideas are most closely mirrored in government 

policy in this period. Around welfare policy, they provided ‘a critique of the welfare 

consensus which seemed coherent and intellectually respectable’ (Desai 1994). As such, they 

played a role in the key paradigm shift (Hall 1993) of the 1970s, away from Keynesianism 

towards neoliberalism. That their ideas so closely mirrored those espoused by the government 

suggests a strong relevance. Garnett and Denham’s (1998) conclude that these groups 

contributed to shifting and shaping the climate of opinion, although this is not to say that they 

caused the shift. 

The other significant body of literature on think-tanks in Britain concerns their relationship to 

the Labour party, and in particular to their role in the development of New Labour as an 

ideological project. The number of centre-left think-tanks in Britain expanded hugely around 

New Labour (Ball and Exley 2010). Pautz (2010, 2011) and Betham (2006) argue that some 

of these think-tanks – notably the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) and Demos – 

enjoyed a privileged relationship with New Labour’s modernisers in the years prior to the 

1997 electoral victory, contributing much to the party’s renewal. Pautz (2010: 280) attributes 



much of the reason for this relationship to ‘senior Labour politicians [who] felt that they 

needed additional intellectual support for their modernisation course, as inner-party resistance 

to their centrist course was putting brakes on their efforts’. The impression is that the 

intellectual weight that think-tanks added to attempts to update or redefine social democratic 

ideas was an important means of convincing sceptical party members that this was a 

workable and authentically ‘Labour’ strategy.  

Betham (2006: 171) then echoes the characterisation of the role of the New Right think-tanks 

offered above, suggesting that the IPPR and Demos offered discourses (rather than detailed 

policy) which sought to and in the end did contribute to a paradigm shift in the way that 

particular British public policy problems are understood: in this case, the two think-tanks 

argued for a ‘an expansion in state activity and capacity’ as a solution to these problems. In 

both cases, therefore, it is the ideas and narratives constructed by think-tanks which are seen 

as being their greatest influence on the policy process. Betham also points out that such think-

tanks were highly active in influencing the public narrative of welfare thanks to their 

prominent media presence and the extensive coverage that their outputs received (2006: 170). 

They did not simply seek to influence parties but also the electorate, illustrating a point made 

by Garnett and Denham (1998: 16-17) and tying this into broader questions about democracy 

and influence. 

Pautz’s studies are also interesting because they investigate shifts in the role of think-tanks 

between New Labour’s time in opposition, and after it moved into government. As the 

Conservative Party also moved between opposition and government in the period with which 

this paper is concerned, it is worth exploring this issue further. Overall, the influence enjoyed 

by think-tanks while New Labour was in opposition did not seem to continue when it was in 

government. Partly, this might be because if think-tanks operate mainly in the ‘battle of 

ideas’ (both internal and external to the Labour party) then when New Labour achieved a 

landslide victory in 1997, that battle was largely seen to have been won. On a more concrete 

level, however, Pautz’s studies show that once in government New Labour began to use the 

civil service as the primary body concerned with policy-making. The think-tanks became 

increasingly peripheral. While Desai asserts that think-tanks had always provided a 

‘maximum agenda’ from which politicians could pick and choose themes and ideas according 

to their electoral and political circumstances, the congruence between the ideas of Demos and 

the IPPR and the government declined, and no new think-tanks moved in to take their place. 

The response of the think-tanks was therefore to adopt ‘an often more critical stance towards 

the government’ and to ‘distance themselves from government and party so that they would 

be able to co-operate with other political groups, funding organisations and future 

governments of different political persuasions’. Pautz relates this to debates regarding the 

role of the central state, concluding that in relation to social policy the role of the civil service 

means that there is little to support the idea that the state had become ‘hollowed out’ in this 

area, as some discussions of the impact of Thatcherism had suggested (Jessop 1994). 

There has been something of a boom in literature on Conservative welfare policy since David 

Cameron took the leadership, reflecting the renewed interest in the topic within the party. 

Accounts by Driver (2009, 2011), Beech (2009), Lee (2009), Bochel (2011) and Hayton 

(2012) all discuss think-tanks – usually the CSJ – to some extent. Additionally, Daniel (2011) 

and Hayton (2010) discuss the CSJ in connection to family policy, which is a related area, 

while Exley and Ball (2011) mention both the CSJ and PX amongst others in their discussion 

of Conservative policy networks. However there is very little in the way of detailed research 

on how the relationship between think-tanks and the party operates, as these examples 

(reasonably) take other topics are their main points of focus.  



The notable exception is to this is the work carried out by Haddon (2012a, 2012b) for the 

Institute for Government – which is itself a think-tank, although not of the type discussed in 

this paper. This looks at policy-making in opposition, using the Work Programme and the 

Universal Credit as case studies. The former, Haddon finds, was largely developed from 

within the Conservative Party, although it also owes a substantial debt to the Freud report 

which was written for New Labour (2012a). It thus reflects how both close the main parties 

were on this issue in the later years of New Labour anyway: the Work Programme is arguably 

an intensified New Deal, rather than a new direction by the Conservatives (McKay and 

Rowlingson 2011). The Universal Credit, however, bucks the trend of think-tanks not 

contributing directly with policy proposals, as it is based on research and detailed modelling 

by the CSJ. It was not on the government’s agenda before 2010. Haddon cites it as an 

example of a think-tank acting as a ‘policy entreprenuer’, coming up with and modelling a 

new policy initiative so that it was ready to step in at the point where a suitable ‘policy 

window’ opened up (2012b). That ‘policy window’ came about as a result of the CSJ’s 

founder Iain Duncan Smith being appointed Secretary of State for Work and Pensions in 

2010, and the adoption of the policy may be the exception rather than the norm. 

The lack of literature is somewhat surprising, as there are a great number of new think-tanks 

that might be studied. These include the CSJ and PX, as well as Civitas, Reform, Politeia and 

ResPublica as alongside older organisations such as the CPS and IEA. From the discussion of 

the existing literature above, a number of questions arise which will be considered in the 

following discussion of the relationship between the CSJ, PX and the Conservative Party. 

Firstly, is the pattern of high levels of congruence between some New Right think-tanks and 

Thatcher-era Conservative policy replicated between the CSJ and/or PX and Cameron’s 

party, with relation to welfare policy? This is the central question with which this paper is 

concerned, as it would suggest a high level of influence if so. As a subsidiary of this, 

however, given the New Labour research by Pautz, is a similar pattern of these think-tanks 

exerting more influence when the Conservatives are in opposition, than when the party is in 

government? Finally, can the extent to which the ideas of either think-tank are used 

respectively in different periods of opposition and government tell us anything about the 

ways parties ‘use’ think-tank arguments more broadly? These questions, then, frame the 

conclusions offered in the final part of this paper. 

 

Policy Exchange and the Centre for Social Justice 

The paper represents part of a wider PhD study on the development of welfare policy under 

David Cameron, of which think-tanks are only one aspect investigated. The conclusions are 

drawn from the analysis of key documents published by the CSJ and PX, as well as of 

parliamentary debates and speeches by MPs and ministers. I have also conducted interviews 

with both Conservative MPs, and Labour MPs who are closely involved with this policy area 

such as those on the Work and Pensions Select Committee, who would be assumed to hold 

useful insights into policymaking and implementation. Finally, I have spoken to 

representatives of a number of think-tanks, including the CSJ and PX. This paper is a work in 

progress and the conclusions offered here are only very tentative and necessarily quite brief. I 

expect to develop these further as the fieldwork for the PhD progresses and I am able to draw 

on a greater range of data. 

PX was founded in 2002. Of its founders, Francis Maude was already a Conservative MP, 

while director Nick Boles was elected and Michael Gove was appointed Secretary of State for 



Education in 2010. Boles’ successor, Anthony Browne also went on to work as a Policy 

Director for Boris Johnson, while Browne’s successor Neil O’Brien was appointed as an 

advisor to George Osborne in November 2012. Former deputy director James O’Shaughnessy 

has also worked as a Director of Policy for David David Cameron. As such, although PX is 

independent of the Conservative Party it can be seen that it benefits from a number of 

potentially significant channels of influence and a close relationship with the party 

leadership. Cameron has stated that PX was of great importance to Conservative renewal and 

modernisation, claiming that ‘without Policy Exchange, there would be no Conservative 

revolution’ (quoted in Parker 2008).  

PX has produced a number of papers on welfare policy, which focus largely on employment. 

Oakley and Saunders (2011: 5) claim that a key barrier to moving unemployed benefit 

claimants back to work (and convincing employed claimants to work longer hours) is the 

‘concept of a right to welfare’. They are critical of coalition policy regarding ‘making work 

pay’, claiming that this places responsibility on the state to make employment look attractive, 

rather than on individuals to support themselves and ‘accept employment when it is offered, 

even if it pays no more than their welfare benefits’ (2011: 6). Various policy ideas are offered 

in support of this broad concept. These mainly focus on increasingly conditionality, following 

Kay and Hartwich’s (2008) study on the effects of greater conditionality in international 

welfare systems. Job seekers should be required to spend up to 35 hours a week looking for 

work, sanctions should be more effectively applied, and there should be a stronger link 

between contributions and benefit entitlement, particularly in the case of those who have 

never made contributions (Oakley and Saunders 2011). Oakley and Doctor (2011) further 

elaborate on conditionality, suggesting the implementation of a ‘work first’ requirement for 

jobseekers, while Oakley and Holmes (2011) suggest reform of Jobcentre Plus and a more 

targeted application of the Work Programme. PX also advocates tax and benefit reform such 

that there is reduced ‘churning’ of money between tax and tax credits (Evans and Saunders 

2009), and Kay (2010) suggests capping benefit rises following the 3% rise in 2010. Finally, 

it is strongly supportive of further ‘contracting out’ of welfare services to private companies 

and has published a series of recommendations on the benefits of this and how it could be put 

into practise (Hartwich 2008). 

The CSJ was founded in 2004 by Iain Duncan Smith, shortly after his removal from the party 

leadership. It has not proved as a fertile a ‘seed-bed’ for budding Conservative politicians as 

PX, but the connection to Duncan Smith as Secretary of State for the principal policy area 

that it aims to influence is highly significant. In 2005, when Duncan Smith was asked by 

Cameron to lead the Social Justice Policy Review, it was therefore the CSJ which undertook 

much of the research as part of the Social Justice Policy Group (SJPG). The SJPG produced 

two extensive reports: Breakdown Britain (SJPG 2006a), on the causes of ‘Broken Britain’ 

and Breakthrough Britain (SJPG 2006b) on the solutions. The CSJ went on to produce 

Dynamic Benefits (YEAR) which would provide the blueprint for the Universal Credit. As 

discussed previously it is perhaps the most widely cited influential think-tank in academic 

discussions of welfare policy under Cameron. 

In some ways, the CSJ reflects the influence of New Labour’s welfare policy. For example, it 

borrows New Labour’s language in referring to welfare dependency as ‘a form of social 

exclusion’, and was supportive of the idea that the Conservative Party should adopt a relative, 

rather than absolute measure of poverty (SJPG 2006a: 20). However, it is critical of what it 

presents as New Labour’s ‘big state’ social policy and its key theme is greater localism and 

increased use of the voluntary and third sectors (but not, particularly, the private sector). It is 

also critical of New Labour for its supposed ‘narrow and arbitrary focus on incomes’ in 



relation to poverty, contending that this is ‘inadequate because it fails to properly measure 

people’s quality of life’ (SJPG 2006a: 18). This idea was echoed in a later report on child 

poverty (CSJ 2012). The CSJ therefore proposes that there are five ‘pathways to poverty’ 

which must be addressed if policy is to be sustainable in the longer term. These are ‘family 

breakdown’, ‘educational failure’, ‘addiction’, ‘serious personal debt’ and, most relevant to 

this paper, ‘economic dependency and worklessness’. 

The CSJ’s key goal in 2006 was the increased use of small voluntary and third-sector 

organisation in the provision of services currently provided by the state. The CSJ claims that 

'The organisations that make up the voluntary sector are significantly under-used and under 

supported in our fight against poverty' (SJPG 2006a: 76). Specifically, 'in the area of 

economic dependence...Mainstream programmes – most notably New Deal – have proved an 

expensive failure at getting people into sustainable employment'. These are then contrasted 

with the 'proven track record' of some voluntary groups getting people into work, which are 

also presented as being more cost-effective (SJPG 2006: 79-80). In support of this, the CSJ 

also recommended improved state funding for these organisations, to be diverted away from 

current state-provided services. Highly significantly according to Haddon (2012), in 2009 the 

CSJ published Dynamic Benefits which provided an outline and detailed modelling of a 

‘single, stream-lined benefit’ to replace all existing benefits. In 2011, acknowledging that 

most of its former publications on the topic of employment had focused on ‘supply side’ 

issues, the CSJ also published a paper that looked at demand-side factors, particularly in 

relation to individuals aiming for entry-level employment. This advocated raising skills; a 

‘greater focus on responsibility’ (including looking at the influences of family and 

community), and providing greater support to these jobseekers (CSJ 2011: 2-3). However, 

since the publication of Dynamic Benefits in 2009, the CSJ has largely shifted its research 

focus towards the areas of youth criminality and justice, and family policy.  

From these brief summaries of a very extensive collection of reports (particularly from the 

CSJ), it can be seen that there are some similarities but also significant differences between 

the approaches to welfare policy advocated by the CSJ and PX. Both were critical of many 

aspects of New Labour’s welfare reforms. However, the CSJ appears to take the view that the 

welfare state can be reformed so that it is fit for purpose and works effectively: hence, it came 

up with Dynamic Benefits which accepts that the state has a role in supporting individuals 

both in and out of work. PX appears to advocate cutting back welfare as much as possible, 

either through reducing income tax for the low-paid and thus the need for cash benefits, or 

through putting would-be claimants off from applying for such benefits in the first place. The 

CSJ initially placed a lot of emphasis on the potential utility of small charities and the 

voluntary sector. As well as playing up the benefits of this in terms of cost effectiveness, it 

also suggested that ‘volunteering makes us better people’ (SJPG 2006a: 77), suggesting a 

kind of communitarianism or civic conservatism. PX more strongly advocates the role of the 

private sector. Finally, although both organisations use ‘welfare dependency’ as a concept in 

shaping and putting forward their ideas, they use it in different ways. PX focuses on what it 

admits are a minority of jobseekers who do not really ‘want’ to work and who have chosen to 

live on benefits, dedicating very little time to jobseeking. Therefore its solutions to 

dependency are based on increasingly conditionality and pushing jobseekers harder to find 

work, albeit with the recognition that some jobseekers find getting into employment harder 

than others. The CSJ takes a somewhat wider view of the problem, while it is still strong on 

the mantra of ‘individual responsibility’. 

Despite the similarity of the problems that the two think-tanks are offering ideas to resolve 

there are some important differences in their approaches and the solutions they therefore 



offer, suggesting a level of ideological difference even as both are described as ‘conservative’ 

or ‘centre-right’ think-tanks.  

 

Conclusions 

Amongst  MPs, civil servants and think-tank researchers, the broad consensus is that both PX 

and the CSJ have been influential in the development of the Conservative Party’s welfare 

policy. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given their prominent role in the policy review process and 

the amount of literature they have published on this topic relative to PX, it is the CSJ that is 

mentioned more frequently. Deven Ghelani, a senior researcher for the CSJ claims that it has 

been ‘quite influential’, both in influencing the climate of ideas within the Party and in 

putting forward specific policies. His view is echoed amongst MPs and amongst 

representatives of other think-tanks, with the important caveat that the influence was likely to 

have been greater in opposition. With the Conservatives in government, a number of 

interviewees pointed to the continued importance of the civil service in policy design and 

development which somewhat displaces the think-tank. This might be because relationships 

between the DWP ministers and the civil service were characterised as generally positive by 

interviewees in both parliament and the civil service itself. As Ghelani acknowledges, ‘it’s 

always easier to influence opposition’. Hence, the CSJ is now moving in the direction of 

more cross-party work in preparation for 2015, which is a similar pattern to that which 

Beetham (2006) observed with the New Labour think-tanks.  

The CSJ claim the Universal Credit as the key example of their direct influence on policy. It 

is important to note that there is cross-party support for the idea of streamlining benefits. 

Indeed such a system was originally proposed in a 2008 Green Paper by then-Secretary of 

State for Work and Pensions, James Purnell (DWP 2008). However, it was the CSJ that 

undertook the detailed modelling of this and was ultimately responsible for the research base 

that was put forward when a ‘policy window’ opened up with Iain Duncan Smith’s 

appointment as Work and Pensions Secretary (Haddon 2012). It seems reasonable for the CSJ 

to claim this as a specific policy proposal that they ‘led’ on. Discussing the CSJ’s role in the 

Universal Credit, several representatives of another think-tank suggested that direct influence 

of this kind is the exception rather than the rule in policy-making. Nonetheless, given the 

scale of reform attached to Universal Credit, it is a significant claim for the CSJ to be able to 

make.  

Finally, and on a slightly different topic, the relationship between the CSJ and Iain Duncan 

Smith emerged as in interesting theme in the interviews for this project. The unsurprising 

consensus amongst all of the think-tank researchers that were interviewed is that ministerial 

connections matter if think-tanks are to have their views heard within government or 

opposition. Iain Duncan Smith was seen as a crucial link between the CSJ and government 

(and, to a lesser extent given the policy area, Michael Gove provided a way in for PX). The 

perhaps more interesting point that was raised by interviewees across all three categories was 

the extent to which IDS’s career might have been helped or supported by the CSJ and the 

evidence based and demonstrable commitment to the policy area that he was able to bring to 

his role as Secretary of State. Given that most literature on think-tanks in Britain focuses on 

their relationship with ministers in only one direction (from think-tank to ministers), this 

provides an illustration of how the relationship can also work the other way round. 

For PX, the nature of influence is somewhat less clear. In part, this is likely to be because PX 

does not focus only on this policy area, while it was the CSJ’s raison d’etre for part of the 



time in opposition. The close relationship between PX and the Conservative Party is not in 

doubt. This is evident partially through the ‘revolving door’ between its researchers and the 

party itself. Peter Saunders, a freelance researcher who has produced a number of papers for 

PX, commented that it was ‘quite a shock’ to discover how ‘how connected into the 

Conservative Party [PX] were’ and confirmed that its research was taken seriously within 

government. As an example of influence, Saunders identified a paper on poverty measures 

which had ‘quite an impact…immediately’ with the party, but added to this that it had done 

‘nothing’ to change the leadership’s official policy stance at that time (at this point, Cameron 

had committed the party to supporting New Labour’s relative poverty measures, something 

that the CSJ also partially supported for a time). Influence at the level of ideas does not 

necessarily translate to policy change because, as Saunders claimed, ‘politics always 

overrides things’. Similarly, it also seems that there is quite strong support in the party for a 

number of PX’s other ideas including a stronger argument for positioning work as a moral 

responsibility and further increasingly conditionality in job-seekers. It will be interesting to 

see, over the remainder of this parliament, if given the already huge change to the welfare 

system through Universal Credit there is the political will to push through even stronger 

reforms.  
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