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Abstract
Numerous scholars have in recent years concluded that the field of nuclear weapons policy 
analysis is plagued by widespread self-censorship, conformism, and enduring disconnects between 
accepted knowledge and available evidence. It has been hypothesized that this tendency is fostered 
in part by many analysts’ reliance on funding from donors with interests in the perpetuation of 
the existing nuclear order. In this article, we probe this hypothesis by investigating the financial 
links between foreign policy think tanks, on the one hand, and nuclear defence contractors 
and governments that espouse nuclear deterrence strategies, on the other. Relying on semi-
structured interviews and a survey of the funding sources of 45 of the world’s top think tanks, 
we find, first, that effectively all think tanks in the sample accepted funding from nuclear vested 
interests and, second, that such ‘stakeholder funding’ has real effects on intellectual freedom. 
Given the widely-held view that democracy relies on intellectual independence, this finding calls 
for a serious debate about conflicts of interest in foreign policy analysis generally and nuclear 
policy analysis specifically.
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‘It is difficult to get a man to understand something, when his salary depends upon his not 
understanding it!’1

Introduction

Numerous analysts have in recent years concluded that the expert discourse on nuclear 
weapons and international security is beset by self-censorship, conformism, and endur-
ing disconnects between available evidence and accepted theoretical orthodoxies.2 In 
the new edition of the canonical intellectual history of nuclear strategy, Lawrence 
Freedman and Jeffrey Michaels ascertain that nuclear policy analysis continues to be 
locked in stasis; ‘the fundamental ideas remain in place and tend to be recycled’.3 Carina 
Meyn maintains that the field is constricted by ‘narrow confines’ and ‘lacks innova-
tion’.4 For Campbell Craig and Jan Ruzicka, the prevailing expert discourse functions 
as a handmaiden to power, propagating ‘a conservative ideology [. . .] that privileges a 
stable international order dominated by status-quo large nuclear powers’.5 Tellingly, 
would-be reformers of the prevailing nuclear order frequently treat mainstream foreign 
policy think tanks as constitutive elements of the nuclear status quo.6 In the words of 
Tom Collina and former US Secretary of Defense William Perry, US nuclear policy is 
insulated from change by a network of ‘Pentagon planners, defense contractors, con-
gressional champions, and think tank boosters’.7 As a case in point, many if not most of 
the world’s top foreign policy think tanks have in recent years treated reformist diplo-
matic initiatives such as the promotion of nuclear no-first-use postures and the 2017 
Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) with either indifference or hos-
tility, supporting instead the pursuit of nuclear supremacy or the maintenance of the 
existing nuclear order.8 More radical solutions to the nuclear predicament barely get a 
hearing. For example, the idea that long-term nuclear security can only be properly 
secured by some form of world government, a mainstream argument in the early nuclear 
age, now appears ‘fanciful at best, if not eccentric and dangerous’.9

What accounts for the ‘narrow confines’ of mainstream nuclear policy discourse? 
Some analysts have pointed to underlying ‘colonial’ or ‘patriarchal’ structures.10 Others 
have highlighted conceptual factors; the field’s central concepts – ‘strategic stability’, 
‘non-proliferation’, ‘deterrence’, ‘order’ – have been argued to reflect a panglossian 
worldview that frames change as dangerous and the status quo as the best of all possible 
worlds.11 In Meyn’s view, analytical innovation and critique of predominant nuclear 
practices and power structures are discouraged by theoretical biases and ‘social-aesthetic 
norms’ upheld by the expert community. Drawing on interviews with nuclear policy 
analysts, Meyn confirms that there is broad acceptance within the community ‘of what 
constitutes “serious nuclear scholarship and political theorizing,” and what, conversely, 
does not’.12 Questions remain, however, about how and why these norms and concepts 
took hold in the first place, and why they have been so difficult to upend.

Could it be that, in the final analysis, the stasis, self-censorship, and ‘conservatism’ 
ostensibly plaguing the nuclear policy community are linked to material factors? It has 
been persuasively argued that many ideas prevail in the marketplace of ideas not because 
they are particularly good but because they are promoted by people with deep pockets 
and connections.13 According to Craig and Ruzicka, the cause of the expert community’s 
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conformism is quite straightforward; institutions that support the extant nuclear order 
‘enjoy funding, political support, and “policy relevance”; those who deviate from it do 
not’.14 Numerous analysts have made similar claims.15 Yet the hypothesis that nuclear 
policy analysis suffers under material conflicts of interest – that the expert community’s 
intellectual freedom and ability to innovate is to some degree impaired by financial reli-
ance on stakeholders invested in the prevailing nuclear order – has not yet been subject 
to systematic empirical investigation.16 With this paper, we aim to begin filling this void.

Our intention with this article is not to reduce nuclear knowledge production to an epi-
phenomenon of material factors – professional norms, revolving doors, and political soci-
ology should certainly be further studied.17 Our intention is rather to open an investigation 
into whether and how funding patterns impact knowledge production in the field of foreign 
policy analysis generally and nuclear policy analysis specifically. As such, the critique 
advanced here applies not to individual analysts or think tanks – which may do good work 
irrespective of their unique funding arrangements – but the wider ecosystem of nuclear 
policy analysis in the aggregate. The topic seems to us particularly timely given ongoing 
shifts in the field’s overall funding landscape. Citing a lack of impact, the MacArthur 
Foundation announced in 2021 its decision to stop funding research and analysis on nuclear 
policy issues.18 Given MacArthur’s position as one of only two large foundations active in 
the field, this development is likely to increase the relative influence within the field of 
more aggressively partisan funders, including arms contractors and governments.

We aim to make three contributions to the scholarship on knowledge production and 
foreign policy. Firstly, we make a simple case for the need to gauge the scale and impact 
of stakeholder funding in nuclear policy analysis. While the biasing effect of stakeholder 
funding has been demonstrated in several other fields – climate science, ocean research, 
public health, nutrition, journalism19 – the presence and consequences of conflicts of 
interest in nuclear weapons policy analysis have not yet been subject to systematic inves-
tigation. Nevertheless, most scholars and analysts in the field write as if they knew that 
such funding was unproblematic, to wit, as if the material conditions in which research 
is produced have no bearing on the output. We believe this assumption to be unwar-
ranted. Secondly, we make a first effort at scoping funding by vested interests in nuclear 
weapons policy analysis. Although a precise quantitative assessment of the field’s over-
all funding dependencies remains impossible – many think tanks and university pro-
grammes withhold information about the size and origins of the grants they receive – a 
rudimentary assessment can be made on the basis of available information. Finally, we 
delineate three mechanisms through which the provision of research funding by actors 
with political interest in the continued production and maintenance of nuclear weapons 
influences knowledge production and intellectual freedom: censorship, self-censorship, 
and perspective filtering. In so doing, we aim to contribute, firstly, to the international 
political sociology of nuclear techno-politics and, secondly, the critical study of nuclear 
order and its underpinnings.20 More broadly, we are interested in the political economy 
of foreign policy discourse and expertise. Our findings speak to and overlap with studies 
of stasis in foreign policy thinking generally and in specific cases such as US tobacco 
policy and US policy vis-à-vis the war in Afghanistan.21

The findings reported below are consistent with Craig and Ruzicka’s hypothesis that 
the field’s conformist bent owes at least in part to material factors. All 45 think tanks in 
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our sample acknowledged funding from nuclear defence contractors and/or governments 
that espouse nuclear deterrence strategies, that is, actors with interests in the continued 
development and deployment of nuclear weapons. The relevant donations were in some 
cases admittedly quite small. In others, however, the donations were large in both abso-
lute and relative terms. Moreover, multiple epistemic actors in the field cultivate formal 
connections to nuclear vested interests, for example at board level. Many think tanks also 
maintain informal ties to industry and government, including by functioning as de facto 
holding pens for officials out of office. It should be noted, however, that stakeholder 
influence likely varies significantly across institutions, depending on factors such as the 
respective funder’s relative weight in the research institution’s budget, political and stra-
tegic culture, the ability of the given epistemic actor to secure funding from alternative 
sources, and the average duration and revocability of the relevant grants. Future scholar-
ship should consider these factors in greater detail to estimate differences in donor influ-
ence and funding dependence across research institutions and circumstances.

A full appraisal of how vested interests influence each of the myriad of institutions 
engaged in nuclear policy analysis is well beyond the scope of this paper. In this article, 
we document the more general point that acceptance of stakeholder funding (1) is perva-
sive and (2) can and does foster both direct censorship and, more often, self-censorship. 
However, we concluded that stakeholder influence is most significant in terms of ‘per-
spective filtering’, that is, the systematic platforming or elevation of certain ways of 
viewing the world over others. Indeed, the most generous funders exercise significant 
influence on the evolution of the foreign policy marketplace of ideas by affecting which 
questions are asked and which expert milieus are enabled to thrive. The trouble with 
stakeholder funding is thus not first and foremost that donors might pressure analysts to 
change their conclusions – by all accounts a relatively rare phenomenon – but that certain 
views, questions, and discourses are artificially elevated or normalized because they are 
attractive to vested interests. In other words, funders may not have much say over what 
individual think tanks or analysts write or say in specific circumstances, but they largely 
get to determine who gets funded to write or say something in the first place.

The article proceeds in three steps. In the first part, we operationalize key terms, 
explain the methodology, and present key findings about nuclear vested interests’ fund-
ing of foreign policy analysis. In the second part, we move on to the question of how 
funding influences analytical output. In the conclusion, we reflect on the implications of 
our findings for research and education in security studies. Rather than proving anything 
definitively, the evidence presented in this article should be viewed as a substantiation of 
the plausibility of ‘the Craig and Ruzicka hypothesis’ that nuclear expert discourse is 
shaped by the field’s political economy.

Funding of epistemic actors by nuclear vested interests

Operationalizations and method

To probe the connections between the foreign policy expert community and actors with 
interests in the nuclear weapons enterprise, this study relies on a cross-sectional investi-
gation of the funding sources of some of the most influential expert milieus in the field 
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of foreign policy (See the Supplemental Appendix at https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/
suppl/10.1177/00471178221140000). The foreign policy expert community is operation-
alized as the top-ranked think tanks in the fields of international affairs and security. The 
reason we focus on think tanks and not universities (or research centers generally) is that 
think tanks are, by design, involved in the production of policy-relevant analysis for 
consumption by policymakers, mass media, and the public.22 Think tanks are also gener-
ally more transparent about their funding sources than are universities, meaning that data 
was more readily available for the former. Finally, the reason we focus on general foreign 
policy think tanks and not think tanks specialized in nuclear policy analysis is that the 
phenomenon to be investigated here is not just the active production of the existing 
nuclear discourse, but also the apparent lack of interest in creating an alternative.

To select specific think tanks without introducing selection bias, we used the 
University of Pennsylvania’s Global Go To Think Tank Index Report for 2017 (the most 
recent such report available in early 2019), a survey designed to capture the quality, repu-
tation, and media impact of the world’s think tanks. We picked the 40 highest ranked 
think tanks in the two prima facie most relevant categories, ‘Foreign Policy and 
International Affairs’ and ‘Defense and National Security’.23 There was significant over-
lap between the two categories – many think tanks appeared in the top 40 of both catego-
ries. The Brookings Institution, for example, was ranked as number one in the category 
of ‘Foreign Policy and International Affairs’ and number four in the category of ‘Defense 
and National Security’. The result of combining the top 40s of both categories was there-
fore a selection of 53 think tanks in total. In seven cases, however, we were unable to find 
adequate information about funding arrangements and donors on the respective think 
tanks’ websites.24 These seven are consequently not included in the sample. While a full 
set would of course have been preferable, there is no obvious reason to suspect that the 
inclusion of the seven missing cases would substantially alter the overall finding. One 
think tank, Transparency International, was excluded from the sample due to its narrow 
thematic focus on corruption and economic transparency. What remained was a selection 
of 45 think tanks25 with nuclear and foreign policy within their natural purview (see the 
Supplemental Appendix). While the majority of the think tanks in the sample are based 
in Europe and the United States, the sample also includes a number of think tanks from 
China, India, Japan, Russia, and South Korea.

Actors with vested interests in the continued retention of nuclear weapons – that is, 
actors invested in what William Walker has referred to as a ‘managed system of [nuclear] 
deterrence’26 – are operationalized as (1) companies involved in the development, manu-
facture, or maintenance of nuclear-weapon systems and (2) governments that explicitly 
base their security strategies on nuclear deterrence. Companies involved in the nuclear 
weapons industry have an obvious economic interest in maintaining demand for, and the 
legitimacy of, nuclear weapons and their means of delivery.27 The companies with 
involvement in the production and maintenance of nuclear weapon systems include some 
of the world’s largest companies, including Airbus, BAE Systems, Boeing, Lockheed 
Martin, Raytheon, Roscosmos, and Safran. Governments that expressly base their secu-
rity strategies on the practice of nuclear deterrence also have obvious interests in the 
perpetuation of their or their allies’ nuclear arsenals. Thirty-nine states are identified as 
being engaged in such practices: Australia, Belarus, China, India, Israel, Japan, North 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/00471178221140000
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Korea, Pakistan, South Korea, Russia, and the as of 2019 29 members of NATO.28 These 
states have all offered varying degrees of support for nuclear disarmament as a long-term 
vision, but routinely oppose nuclear disarmament initiatives in practice and insist on 
approaches that have not resulted in progress for more than half a century (e.g. the nego-
tiation of a fissile material treaty in the Conference on Disarmament).29 While it could be 
argued that only funding from the defence establishments of nuclear-armed governments 
should be included in the analysis, our interviews suggest that also funding from so-
called nuclear umbrella states can dissuade analysts from criticizing nuclear deterrence 
policies. We recorded donations provided directly from the relevant governments’ 
embassies, armed forces, and ministries of foreign affairs or defence, not funding pro-
vided through academic research councils or foreign aid agencies.

Finally, this article is focused on funding provided by actors with interests in the 
maintenance of nuclear weapons and the prevailing nuclear order. Our assumption is that 
acceptance of such funding – irrespective of whether donations from actors eager to 
advance nuclear abolition is also accepted – are likely to incentivize the development of 
safe, status quo-oriented policy recommendations within the discursive ‘narrow con-
fines’ identified by Meyn. Accordingly, our study leaves the investigation of funding by 
actors eager to advance nuclear zero or disrupt the nuclear order to future research. That 
being said, our overall understanding – informed by the interviews, existing literature,30 
and from scanning the donor lists – is that such funding is comparatively miniscule. 

Limitations to the data

There are several limitations to the data. While think tanks are generally more transpar-
ent about funding sources than universities, mapping the financial links between think 
tanks and actors with stakes in the nuclear weapons enterprise is still a difficult task. 
Occasionally, information about large and previously unknown corporate donations to 
think tanks has surfaced only upon the bankruptcy of the donor,31 and certain funding 
arrangements have been deliberately kept secret.32 Many think tanks disclose only a 
selection of donors and donation sizes, and some do not provide any information about 
their sources of income whatsoever. Others list all donors, but without specifying the size 
of donations. Yet others disclose rough information about the size of grants and dona-
tions received, but list many donors as ‘anonymous’. Only a small minority of the think 
tanks included in the sample, such as the Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute (SIPRI), publish complete information about the origins and size of all grants 
and donations received.

Given these constraints on the availability of data, it is difficult to measure both the 
absolute and relative volume of nuclear stakeholder funding in the field of foreign policy 
analysis, both for each individual institution and at the macro level. That said, the data 
does suggest that the amount of stakeholder funding varies significantly across think 
tanks, with some institutions deriving virtually all funding from nuclear vested interests 
and others only a small fraction.33 Further, our data does not allow us to differentiate 
whether a given donation was made directly to the programme/research team involved in 
nuclear policy analysis or some other part of the think tank (or to the institution as a 
whole). It could be argued, for example, that stakeholder funding is only problematic if 
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the donations in question are directed at the individuals working specifically on the ques-
tions most relevant to the stakeholder. The evidence discussed below, however, suggests 
that institutional-level funding may also have significant downsides for intellectual 
freedom.

Results

As discussed above, data scarcity renders it impossible to measure the precise extent of 
the think tank ecosystem’s financial dependence on nuclear vested interests. That said, 
the existence of significant material ties between nuclear vested interests and the foreign 
policy think tank community can hardly be disputed. In fact, all think tanks in our sample 
listed donations either from companies involved in the production or maintenance of 
nuclear-weapon systems (58% of the think tanks surveyed), governments that explicitly 
base their security on nuclear deterrence (91% of the think tanks surveyed), or both (56% 
of the think tanks surveyed). For the top 10 think tanks in both the field of foreign policy 
and the field of defence, the corresponding percentages were even higher, at 80%, 90%, 
and 70%, respectively (identically for both categories). As far as we could identify, none 
of the think tanks surveyed have adopted a policy of strict avoidance of conflict of inter-
ests with regards to nuclear weapons policy analysis. These results, as well as those dis-
cussed below, were derived through scanning the lists of donors or annual reports 
published on the various think tanks’ websites. When possible, we used the most recent 
calendar or fiscal year. In some instances, the think tank did not disclose the date range 
for the relevant donations. Nine of the 45 think tanks (20%) were formally linked to, or 
subdivisions of, governments that espouse nuclear deterrence strategies. This was the 
case, for example, for all five Russian and Chinese think tanks included in the sample 
(with the partial exception of the Shanghai Institutes for International Studies, which is 
formally affiliated with the Shanghai municipal government rather than the Chinese cen-
tral government). Academic, press, and intellectual freedoms are heavily circumscribed 
in both countries, with serious criticism of government policy virtually impossible.34

Zooming in on the very elite of foreign policy and defence think tanks, as of 2019, the 
most prestigious institutions all listed large donations from nuclear vested interests. The 
world’s top-ranked think tank in the category of ‘Defense and National Security’ – 
Washington-based CSIS – listed funding for fiscal year 2018 from several governments 
reliant on nuclear deterrence and 11 corporations involved in the production or mainte-
nance of nuclear-weapon systems (Airbus, BAE Systems, Bechtel, Boeing, General 
Dynamics, Huntington Ingalls Industries, Leonardo, Lockheed Martin, Northrop 
Grumman, Raytheon, and Safran). In total, publically disclosed donations to CSIS from 
such corporations in fiscal year 2018 amounted to somewhere between $1,570,000 and 
3,564,986.35 Number two on the ranking of defence think tanks – London-headquartered 
IISS – received in fiscal year 2018 somewhere between $732,000 and 1,079,000 in pub-
lically disclosed donations from 10 corporations involved in the manufacture or mainte-
nance of nuclear-weapon systems (Airbus, BAE Systems, Boeing, Leonardo, Lockheed 
Martin, Los Alamos National Laboratories, MBDA Missile Systems, Northrop Grumman, 
Raytheon, and Textron). The third-ranked think tank in the category of defence – the 
RAND Corporation – received well over $250 million in 2018 from the US government, 
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with the military constituting by far the largest donor. RAND initially emerged in the 
1960s as the think tank of the US Air Force.

The top-ranked think tank in the Global Go To Think Tank Index Report’s category of 
‘Foreign Policy and International Affairs’ – Washington-based Brookings – received 
donations from Boeing, Lockheed Martin, Northrop Grumman, and Raytheon worth 
somewhere between $310,000 and 624,996. Brookings also received donations from the 
governments of Australia, Denmark, France, Germany, Japan, the Netherlands, Norway, 
the United Kingdom, and the United States, all of which have explicitly based their secu-
rity strategies on nuclear deterrence. The second-ranked foreign policy think tank – 
Paris-based IFRI – listed funds from Airbus, MBDA Missile Systems, Naval Group, and 
Thales, as well as a large number of governments reliant on nuclear deterrence, including 
China, France, India, Israel, Russia, Turkey, the United Kingdom, and the United States. 
London-based Chatham House, ranking third in the category of foreign policy and inter-
national affairs, listed between $223,000 and 467,000 from Airbus, BAE Systems, 
Bechtel, Boeing, Leonardo, Lockheed Martin, Sandia National Laboratories, Rolls 
Royce, and Thales, and between $1,992,000 and 4,450,000 from governments that base 
their security strategies on nuclear deterrence. Providing funding for 14 of the 45 think 
tanks surveyed, Lockheed Martin stands out as the company that provides funding for 
the greatest number of think tanks. Northrop Grumman comes in second at 12, Airbus 
and Raytheon at 11, Boeing at 10, Leonardo and Thales at 9, and BAE Systems at 7.

Beyond the think tanks included in the sample outlined above, many smaller think 
tanks specialized in or heavily involved in nuclear weapons policy analysis are also 
funded, fully or in part, by corporations involved in the production of nuclear weapons 
or governments reliant on nuclear deterrence. For instance, the London-based Centre for 
European Reform received funding in 2019 from Airbus, BAE Systems, and Boeing.36 
The Munich Security Conference, the organization convening the transatlantic defence 
policy community’s main annual convention, received funding in 2019 from Airbus, 
Lockheed Martin, MBDA, and Raytheon,37 and a representative of Airbus sat on its 
Advisory Council.38 The British American Security Information Council listed funds 
from nuclear-armed United Kingdom and nuclear umbrella states Canada and the 
Netherlands.39 The Nuclear Threat Initiative cooperates closely with the US government, 
and receives funding from nuclear umbrella states Canada and the Netherlands.40 There 
are notable exceptions to the rule, however, such as The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 
which does not accept funding from either governments or corporations involved in the 
development or deployment of nuclear weapons. That said, The Bulletin and other insti-
tutions that do not accept funding from actors with stakes in the nuclear weapons enter-
prise operate in a discursive sphere that appears to have been deeply affected by actors 
that do. In this view, even think tanks that do not accept funding from vested interests are 
influenced by such donors by virtue of existing in a discursive environment shaped by 
stakeholder funding. As Carina Meyn points out, analysts that veer off from the main-
stream ‘risk decreasing their social and political efficacy in the broader competitive field 
of nuclear-policy argumentation’.41

In summary, all the think tanks surveyed listed donations from actors with interests 
in the perpetuation of the extant nuclear order. That said, the size of the relevant dona-
tions varied significantly across actors. Yet while it is difficult to gauge the field’s 
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degree of dependence on such funding, it is clear that the total sums involved are con-
siderable, in particular with respect to the very elite of think tanks, such as CSIS, IISS, 
Brookings, and IFRI.

How stakeholder funding influences nuclear expert 
discourse: three mechanisms

To begin probing the ways in which stakeholder funding shapes nuclear weapons policy 
analysis we rely on in-depth interviews with grant managers and former and current 
think tank employees. Interviewees were chosen through a combination of random selec-
tion, non-random selection, and ‘snowball sampling’, the latter meaning that interview-
ees were prompted to suggest other potential interviewees.42 The sample was not intended 
to be representative of mainstream opinion in the think tank sector as a whole, but rather 
to help identify mechanisms of relevance to the research question.

All interviews were carried out in 2020 and 2021. The nine think tank analysts inter-
viewed were all current or former staff members, fellows, or directors of one or more of 
the think tanks in the sample. The four grant managers interviewed all worked for organi-
zations (two governments that espouses nuclear deterrence strategies, one [nuclear] 
defence contractor, and one foundation) that have provided several of the think tanks in 
the sample with funding. In this section, we discuss the impact of grant- and donation-
based funding models on think tank outputs. The interviews conducted for this study, as 
well as secondary literature from the field of communication studies, suggest the exist-
ence of three main forms of donor influence: censorship, self-censorship, and the sys-
tematic platforming of certain voices and topics over others. However, before moving on 
to the question of how stakeholder funding affects intellectual freedom, it may be useful 
to briefly consider the motivations of funders.

Clearly, many funders are interested in sponsoring objective analysis. However, our 
interviews suggest a range of additional motives. Firstly, funders are often interested in 
gaining access to informal networks and arenas where policy is formed and regulations 
discussed.43 In addition to providing research, analysis, and opinion, think tanks typically 
provide spaces for casual meetings and workshops where various stakeholders get to meet. 
In the words of one interviewee, ‘the funders are sometimes almost totally disinterested in 
research outputs and articles. What they want is a meeting place or networking hub’.44

Secondly, certain donors are eager to enhance their reputations by associating with 
prestigious policy or research centers. A sponsorship manager for a company involved in 
the production of nuclear weapon systems asserted that one of the main reasons their 
company provided funding for think tanks was to enhance the ‘brand’ of the company – 
to associate the company with respectable strategic studies and intellectual engage-
ment.45 Some of the interviewees on the other side of the table had felt this acutely. 
According to one interviewee, some donors were primarily interested in the ‘aesthetics’ 
of maintaining relationships with esteemed research institutes.46 Another former think 
tank employee argued that ‘branding’ was one of the main things think tanks had to sell:

I think it’s also important to realise that think tanks are not just selling expertise, but also their 
own brand – they allow companies and states to be associated with a prestigious academic 
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institution. This is why so much of the work revolves around public meetings and events. These 
think tanks, broadly speaking, are associated with ‘liberal’ values. That means that they can 
help actors that are involved in morally questionable practices such as arms manufacturing, 
possessing nuclear weapons, fracking, etc. look better. Therefore, think tanks have no incentive 
to actually produce knowledge – they are just selling their own brand.47

A third motivation for at least some donors is to project particular narratives or policy 
ideas. A former grant manager for the foreign ministry of a nuclear umbrella state 
explained that the ministry would support think tanks to promote its interests and ‘a cer-
tain way of thinking’. For the last several years, the government in question had focused 
on ‘pushing conservative “step-by-step” arms control thinkers and trying to avoid ban 
treaty [TPNW] stuff’.48 In other words, the government had sought to elevate a cautious 
arms control narrative, which was deemed less offensive to major allies, over that of the 
TPNW and humanitarian initiative. According to one set of scholars, think tanks ‘can play 
an important legitimating role in the declaratory foreign policy of a given government’.49 
Indeed, in the words of an analyst with years of experience from both government and 
several think tanks, what you get from think tanks, generally, ‘is good research to back up 
funders’ existing policies and positions. You get stuff to support the status quo’.50

Lastly, some donors may be interested not so much in actively projecting a particular 
narrative as in controlling the discourse by fostering dependence and, by extension, self-
censorship.51 The grant manager for a defence contractor referenced above explained that, 
in addition to the branding motive, grants were provided in the hope that the recipients 
would think twice about saying or writing anything that would contradict the interests of the 
contractor.52 The interviewee in question was clear that they were not funding think tanks 
because they provided useful analysis: ‘To be honest, I’m not that interested in the research 
and analysis they produce. If I wanted substantial, solid analysis I would go elsewhere. [. . .] 
If I wanted serious research I would read peer reviewed articles and books’. A former grant 
manager for the ministry of defence of a nuclear-armed government confirmed that funding 
could be used to co-opt critics and shape the marketplace of ideas: ‘If you don’t want to have 
a debate’, funding potential critics ‘is a good option’.53 The former grant manager for the 
ministry of foreign affairs of a nuclear umbrella state explained that ‘[t]he main deterrent we 
have is the ability to deny opportunities for funding in the future’. In other words, the gov-
ernment would leverage the promise of future funding to dissuade criticism and undesirable 
analysis. ‘The recipient knows they might not be funded next time around if they’re very 
disloyal’.54

Efforts to prevent critical information from surfacing has also been documented in 
historical scholarship. For example, it has been demonstrated that in the 1980s NATO 
administrators ‘agreed to stall the funding of studies on the predicted global [climate] 
catastrophe to be derived from nuclear exchange, and that they removed nuclear winter 
from the list of scientific subjects worth sponsoring to avoid giving greater resonance to 
this notion’.55 This was the case at a time when the question was not settled scientifically, 
so the imperatives of advancing knowledge and avoiding illusions of knowledge and 
overconfidence would have benefitted from more research. However, instead of new 
findings leading to policy changes or further research, vested interests sought to repress 
information that might be politically inexpedient. In the Soviet Union and, later, Russia, 



Egeland and Pelopidas 11

freedom of expression has been and remains under enormous strain, with critics of gov-
ernment policy and corruption risking their life and freedom.56

Censorship

The most direct form of donor influence is censorship. There have been sporadic reports 
in recent years of direct censorship and even donor-influenced sackings of think tank 
employees.57 The interviews undertaken for this study indicate that direct censorship, in 
various forms, is relatively rare but not unheard of in the world of foreign policy analy-
sis. Sometimes, censorship is exercised directly by the donor. Other times, censorship 
may be exercised by think tank managers on behalf of donors or with the interests of 
existing or potential donors in mind. One interviewee – a former senior researcher at one 
of the top think tanks investigated in this article – relayed that, at one point, their research 
project had been canceled in its entirety, leading the researcher to resign and leave their 
position at the think tank. According to the researcher’s account, the director responsible 
for discontinuing of the project had explained that the decision had been made owing to 
pressure from the project’s main funder.58 In a previous incident, a long-planned event 
was canceled on the request of the same donor. ‘I think the donor feared that the speakers 
would raise issues they were uncomfortable with’.

Another interviewee recounted that a think tank they had previously worked for had been 
bankrupted and shut down following a sudden cancellation of funding by the think tank’s 
biggest donor, a ‘nuclear umbrella state’. The interviewee maintained that the cancellation 
of grants was ‘unquestionably done for political reasons’, a reaction to the fact that the think 
tank ‘had been doing a lot of critical work on nuclear deterrence and security, questioning 
orthodox thinking’. In the interviewee’s words: ‘As I understand it, and I’ve since talked to 
people who worked inside the ministry at the time, the government felt we were embarrass-
ing it or putting pressure on it to make policy changes’.59 Yet another interviewee described 
an incident wherein several people invited to an event organized by the think tank were 
disinvited and prevented from taking part following the direct intervention of the event’s 
main funder.60 The same interviewee also reported that colleagues and in-house editors 
would occasionally try to rephrase the interviewee’s writing in a more conservative direc-
tion, that their work on a topic that was sensitive to the project’s main funder had been qui-
etly buried, and that senior colleagues had frequently attempted to direct their research 
‘away from controversial or critical analysis’. ‘Don’t talk about government militarism’, 
colleagues would suggest, ‘talk about what the terrorists are doing instead’. Such sugges-
tions arguably do not constitute direct censorship under strict definitions of the term, but go 
beyond self-censorship in that alterations or redactions were externally requested. A fourth 
interviewee said censorship was unusual but not totally abnormal either. They testified that, 
early on in their career, they had been plainly instructed by management not to work on their 
actual area of expertise, as that field was controversial in the eyes of a big funder.61

Self-censorship

As discussed above, direct censorship is relatively rare. Self-censorship, on the other 
hand, is more common. One of the interviewees cited above mused that ‘the level of 
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censorship varies from place to place, probably depending on the culture of the think 
tank, the culture of the country, and the nature of the funders’. The main problem at think 
tanks is not direct censorship, they claimed, as the discourse can be controlled in other, 
less direct ways.62 Knowing that existing and potential donors will have strong interests 
in certain topics or findings, analysts often adjust their language or conclusions or, more 
commonly, avoid certain topics altogether. While most think tanks are at pains to point 
out that their financial situation is not dependent on any one donor, even quite small 
donations could make up the difference between producing or not producing a report or 
between retaining or having to let go a member of staff. Speaking to The New York Times 
in 2014, a Brookings analyst acknowledged that the consumers of think tank reports 
should be aware that ‘[t]hey may not be getting a false story, but they are not getting the 
full story’.63

The interviews conducted for this study confirm existing accounts of how knowledge 
of donors’ interests shape research activities and outputs.64 All but one or two of the ana-
lysts interviewed admitted to having engaged in self-censorship and all regarded self-
censorship as a problem for the field. One interviewee argued: ‘As I see it, self-censorship 
is the greatest threat to our democracies in the West. A lot of think tank experts posture as 
experts with complete academic freedom – this is absolutely not the case’.65 In the words 
of another, ‘you would of course never propose [to analyse or comment on] something 
that was antithetical to the funder’s interests or worldview’.66 Indeed, ‘[a]s someone who 
studies nuclear disarmament in a nuclear-armed state, I tend to avoid the most controver-
sial topics’. On the question of whether they had ever refrained from picking up a topic 
because donors or think tank managers would not like it, a third think tank analyst imme-
diately responded: ‘all the time’.67 ‘At the end of the day’, said a fourth, ‘you work for the 
funders’.68 In this researcher’s perspective, ‘what we were producing was not research, it 
was a kind of propaganda’. That said, ‘good propaganda is based on good knowledge. It 
needs to be believable’. The fact that the think tank received donations from multiple 
sources did not mean that it was ‘independent’, they suggested, but, on the contrary, that 
multiple and often contradictory donor interests obliged the analyst to water down their 
argument to a banal consensus statement. ‘I think this is one of the reasons why think 
tanks often do not produce anything new or interesting’, they maintained. Another inter-
viewee, however, maintained that a plurality of donors enhanced intellectual freedom as 
well as the external optics.69 Yet another stated that ‘it was impossible for me to talk about 
the role of capitalism and political economy in security affairs. If I wanted to do that it 
would have to be within strict parameters – after all the think tank wants to attract funding 
from corporate donors’.70 Another interviewee said they enjoyed a significant degree of 
intellectual freedom, but within ‘certain boundaries’, especially when it came to sensitive 
issues such as nuclear deterrence and disarmament.71 The think tank in question maintains 
close institutional ties with its main funder. At the same time, the funding could not easily 
be pulled, which according to the analyst provided a certain degree of assurance.

Filtering: platforming and agenda setting

The final and arguably most significant way in which funders shape foreign policy 
analysis is by helping to determine which milieus prosper and which topics and agendas 
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are given attention. A large proportion of most think tanks’ budget for research, analy-
sis, and events comes from contracts with clearly defined deliverables. It stands to rea-
son, then, that think tanks will spend most of their time on questions and topics that are 
of interest to the most generous donors. This is confirmed by our interviews with both 
think tank employees and grant managers. In the case of nuclear weapons, the biggest 
donors tend to be states that base their security strategies on the doctrine of nuclear 
deterrence, weapons contractors, and large foundations that are wary of being perceived 
to have partisan or controversial agendas.72 ‘The think tanks I worked for were totally 
un-ideological’, said one interviewee. In this researcher’s view, think tanks merely ‘go 
where the money is. If they [think tanks] could get lots of money to defend peace and 
disarmament, they would. But there’s very little money in that’.73 Another interviewee 
reported that they believed the think tank they had worked for ‘would accept funding 
from just about anyone so long as the interests and identity of the new donor did not 
conflict too much with those of the biggest existing funders’.74 Yet another asserted: ‘If 
you can control which questions are asked, you also control the discourse – you don’t 
need to provide the answers as well’.75 According to James McGann, think tank funding 
has in recent years become increasingly short-term and project specific. This trend has 
served to challenge ‘the independence and innovation of think tanks, as donors specify 
research projects and inhibit these institutions from exploring new research areas and 
thinking outside the box’.76

In the words of one interviewee, an individual with more than 15 years of leadership 
experience in the field, ‘the funding is really skewed’. When it comes to nuclear policy 
analysis, ‘the amount of money you can get from states that are in favour of nuclear dis-
armament and the TPNW is absolutely dwarfed by the amount of money you can get 
from states that are eager to promote the idea that peace depends on nuclear weapons’.77 
For governments that subscribe to nuclear deterrence policies, they argued, the easy 
option when deciding which think tanks to fund would always be to ‘send money to 
strategic studies think tanks that are populated by former military and government offi-
cials and that are going to help them justify their existing positions. There’s clearly a 
conservative bias to the way governments fund research on arms control and disarma-
ment issues’. This interviewee maintained that, while there is clearly ‘a risk that you end 
up producing the research your funders want’, they had, on the whole, been able to 
maintain intellectual integrity, something that in turn had probably ‘led us to miss out on 
some potential donors – some potential funders have been afraid that we wouldn’t neces-
sarily be loyal to them or their interests’. As put by another interviewee, ‘on my topic, all 
the funders have broadly the same view. You will not find any funding, for example, for 
questioning nuclear deterrence’.78 A grant manager for a progressive foundation described 
sponsorship of nuclear policy analysis as a struggle between opponents and supporters of 
nuclear armament about the broader culture in which nuclear policy is embedded. In this 
struggle, they argued, the forces of arms control and disarmament were ‘out-gunned and 
out-funded’.79 In the words of former US Secretary of Defense William Perry and 
Ploughshares Fund Director of Policy Tom Collina, funding for policy work provided by 
organizations seeking to limit nuclear weapons ‘pales in comparison’ with the amount 
spent by pro-nuclear actors.80
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Be it for specific projects or unspecified activities, donors are unlikely to offer signifi-
cant economic support to think tanks and individuals they know to propagate views that 
fundamentally challenge their own. They may, however, provide limited funding to such 
actors ‘to avoid a perception of partisan bias’.81 The former grant manager for the defence 
ministry of a nuclear-armed state suggested that funding of think tanks was often used to 
buttress particular views or policies. In the relatively rare cases where there were diverg-
ing political views within the executive – for example with regards to how the Iranian 
nuclear programme should be dealt with – rival factions within the government had been 
known to fund different think tanks as parts of struggles over intellectual hegemony.82 
The sponsorship manager for a nuclear defence company explained that companies like 
theirs sometimes also approached experts via PR agencies. That way, the PR agency 
would quietly pay an expert to take a particular stance in public, allowing the company 
to maintain some distance.83 However, as Daniel Drezner points out with regards to the 
United States, for some corporate donors, funding of think tanks ‘can be as valuable as 
spending on lobbyists. Think tank funding is less heavily regulated [in the United States] 
than more traditional forms of political spending, such as campaign contributions and 
lobbying members of Congress’.84

As discussed above, two of the researchers interviewed for this study had experienced 
their project or think tank being canceled in response to objections by donors. Others 
reported that they had left their positions due to a sense of lacking intellectual freedom. 
Big donors thus shape the discourse not just or primarily through influencing analysts’ 
views, but rather through determining who gets to offer their views in the first place. This 
platforming mechanism appears to work on several levels, including the level of individ-
ual analysts (e.g. analysts who hold particular views are more likely to be hired or stay in 
the field), the level of research groups within institutions (certain focus areas are more 
likely to be funded than others), and/or the level of whole institutions (think tanks that 
propagate worldviews similar to those of the wealthiest donors will be offered ample 
funding while those that do not will be starved).85 Thus, analysts supporting orthodox 
nuclear policies are not necessarily self-censoring or actively tailoring their views to suit 
the preferences of their donors – they may well believe everything they say – but simply 
would not have received funding and access had they not held those views to begin with.86 
It also stands to reason that many nuclear analysts developed their expertise in epistemic 
milieus dominated by funding from vested interests, filtering their exposure to critical 
voices during their intellectual development. A related factor – not discussed here but 
nevertheless of significance for the topic of investigation – is the existence of enduring 
‘revolving doors’ between government, industry, and think tanks.

Most of the think tanks investigated in this study tend to take relatively inconspicu-
ous positions on nuclear disarmament and modernization. The filtering mechanism 
thus works primarily by filtering out critique of prevailing power structures and prac-
tices rather than elevating nuclear cheerleaders. However, some of the think tanks 
investigated routinely take aggressively pro-nuclear armament positions, advocating 
for increased nuclear defence spending and against nuclear arms control and disarma-
ment. For example, analysts at the Raytheon-funded Heritage Foundation have con-
sistently argued that there is a ‘tremendous need to modernize all components of our 
strategic nuclear arsenal’.87 Raytheon is currently a key developer of the US Air Force’s 
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next nuclear-armed air-launched cruise missile. Prior to the US withdrawal from the 
INF Treaty – an agreement prohibiting land-based intermediate-range missiles – 
Heritage analysts argued that withdrawal from that treaty would send a ‘signal of U.S. 
resolve’.88 Then, upon the demise of the agreement, Raytheon reportedly received ‘an 
anomalous 44 separate missile contracts worth more than $500 million’.89 Similar sto-
ries have been uncovered by reporters at The New York Times.90 As another example, 
one of the analysts interviewed for this study recounted how the think tank they had 
worked for had organized a series of seminars in collaboration with a major weapons 
manufacturer. The interviewee, who at that point was new to the think tank world and 
had been ‘a bit shocked’ by the apparent closeness between the think tank and the 
defence contractor in question, had asked their manager ‘what the deal was – what the 
contractor was getting out of it’, to which the boss had ostensibly been unwilling to 
provide a clear answer. However, as the seminars unfolded and the think tank pub-
lished a report on the issue, it became clear to the interviewee that the donor – the 
weapons contractor – had been in the market for ‘an expertise angle’ to a particular 
‘sales pitch’. In the end, the contractor ‘got exactly what it wanted’. As the project 
concluded, the think tank published a report recommending the acquisition of a mili-
tary hardware sold by the contractor.91

Conclusions and implications

Discussions of nuclear weapons and security often emphasize material vulnerabilities, 
such as the dangers of escalation or the intricacies of missile defence. In this article, we 
have investigated another dimension of nuclear vulnerability, namely the vulnerability of 
public discourse and policy processes to undue influence by vested interests, what we 
call ‘epistemic vulnerability’.92 It is the responsibility of scholars and educators to illu-
minate these vulnerabilities in all their forms. The quality and credibility of knowledge 
production and analysis matters. Think tanks and research institutes play important roles 
in influencing government policy, mass media, and the public. And there are arguably 
few fields in which objective, unbiased analysis is as important as in the field of nuclear 
security. After all, along with global warming, the nuclear predicament remains arguably 
the gravest threat to human civilization that is in the hands of humans to roll back.93 It is 
of crucial importance that transparency, fairness, and accuracy triumph over profit 
motives, political spin, and vested interests.

Additional research should be carried out to fill out and assess the robustness of the 
findings discussed above. Pending that, we make four recommendations. First, think 
tanks, university programmes, and other institutions involved in foreign policy analy-
sis should be obliged – legally or otherwise – to be more transparent about their fund-
ing.94 The fact that many of the participants in the intellectual debate on nuclear 
security are opaque about their funding sources should be a cause for asking further 
questions – not the opposite. We suggest that research institutions should disclose all 
donors, as well as the size of the donations they receive. According to the Guiding 
Principles for Nonprofit Newsrooms developed by the American Press Institute, news 
organizations should develop and spell out their ‘ethics policies, mission statements, 
conflict of interest policies and fundraising policies on their websites’.95 The same 
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could be applied to research institutions. Yet transparency alone is not enough to avoid 
bias; in fact, disclosure of conflicts of interests has been shown to have perverse effects 
in some circumstances.96 Transparency can also be ‘lost in dissemination’. For exam-
ple, when news organizations use or publish material developed by external think tank 
researchers, they seldom report the respective research institute’s sources of funding, 
let alone the potential conflicts of interest involved.97 Notwithstanding these limita-
tions, however, we would regard increased transparency as an improvement on the 
current state of affairs. Citizens should have a right to know who pays for the reports, 
op-eds, and articles that shape their world.

Second, IR scholars with tenured jobs at universities should not surrender the policy 
debate to actors with partisan alignments or financial stakes in the game. Scholars in the 
social sciences and humanities have a particular responsibility to take part in public 
debate and education. Likewise, national and regional research councils with no inde-
pendent interests beyond the pursuit of knowledge should provide funds for policy rele-
vant work. High quality policy analysis is important not only to inform specific political 
choices and proposals, but also to ensure a healthy intellectual environment and public 
discussion more broadly. The militarization of the intellectual debate on foreign policy 
has been described as a serious challenge to public enlightenment.98

Third, scholars, media organizations, and members of the public should be sensi-
tized to the conflicts of interest shaping foreign policy analysis generally and nuclear 
policy analysis specifically. Arguably, responsible scholars, journalists, and other 
members of the public should stop treating think tanks and university programmes that 
accept large donations from vested interests as research entities and instead think of 
them as communications or public relations operations. Material produced by research 
institutes funded by vested interests should be approached as primary literature to be 
contextualized and interpreted in light of their authors’ material circumstances. 
Similarly, educators and curricula designers might arguably exercise greater source 
criticism when assigning readings.

Lastly, given the evidence that stakeholder funding routinely biases research and con-
strains intellectual debate, fundraisers at think tanks and universities should apply the 
precautionary principle. The precautionary principle would dictate that research institu-
tions should endeavor to minimize financial conflicts of interest by rejecting or limiting 
funding from actors with political or monetary stakes in research outputs. At universities, 
the precautionary principle would also dictate that receiving such funding should not 
necessarily be treated as a scholarly achievement similar to securing funding from a body 
practicing blind peer-review of scholarly work. This is all the more important as the three 
modes of influence we identify above are likely to be amplified by non-financial institu-
tional mechanisms, including the revolving doors that shape think tanks’ boards, man-
agement, and staff. While these other types of links fall outside the scope of this paper, 
they are potentially important and should be subject to further investigation elsewhere. 
Given what we know from a number of other fields and studies, the onus should be on 
those willing to accept funding from vested interests to demonstrate how and why the 
resulting intellectual or journalistic output does not suffer from bias – not the other way 
around.
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