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What Do Think Tanks Think? Proximity
to Power and Foreign Policy Preferences

R I C H A R D HA N A N I A A N D MA X AB R A H M S

Through the use of survey methods, the study presents the first systematic
comparison of America-based international relations professors to think
tank employees (TTEs) in terms of their preferred conduct of the United
States in international affairs. The difference between the two groups in
their support for military intervention is stark. TTEs are 0.47 standard
deviations more hawkish than professors based on a standard measure
of militant internationalism (MI). Controlling for self-described ideology
mitigates this effect although it remains statistically significant. Beyond
quantifying their relative foreign policy preferences, this study helps to
resolve why TTEs tend to assume more hawkish policies. The authors find
evidence that hawkishness is associated with proximity to power. Professors
who have worked for the federal government score higher on MI, as do
TTEs based at institutions located closer to Capitol Hill. In general, the
results point to a self-selection mechanism whereby those who favor in-
terventionist policies are more likely to pursue positions to increase their
policy influence, perhaps because they know that powerful institutions are
more likely to hire hawks. Alternative explanations for differences, such as
levels or kinds of foreign policy expertise, have weaker empirical support.

Este estudio presenta, mediante el uso de métodos de encuesta, la primera
comparación sistemática de docentes de relaciones internacionales rad-
icados en Estados Unidos con empleados de grupos de expertos en
relación a su conducta preferida de Estados Unidos respecto a los asuntos
internacionales. La diferencia entre los dos grupos en cuanto a su apoyo
a la intervención militar es muy marcada. Los empleados de grupos de
expertos son 0,47 desviaciones estándar más beligerantes que los docentes
según una medida estándar de internacionalismo militante (IM). El
control de la ideología propia mitiga este efecto, aunque sigue siendo
estadísticamente significativo. Más allá de cuantificar sus preferencias rela-
tivas en materia de política exterior, este estudio ayuda a dilucidar por qué
los empleados de grupos de expertos tienden a asumir políticas más belig-
erantes. Los autores encuentran pruebas de que el pensamiento de línea
dura está asociado a la proximidad al poder. Los docentes que han traba-
jado para el gobierno federal obtienen una puntuación más alta en el IM,
al igual que los empleados de grupos de expertos de instituciones más cer-
canas al Capitolio. En general, los resultados apuntan a un mecanismo de
autoselección mediante el cual quienes están a favor de las políticas inter-
vencionistas son más propensos a buscar puestos para aumentar su influ-
encia política, posiblemente porque saben que las instituciones poderosas
son más propensas a contratar personas de línea dura. Las explicaciones
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2 Proximity to Power and Foreign Policy Preferences

alternativas de las diferencias, como los niveles o tipos de conocimiento
en materia de política exterior, cuentan con un apoyo empírico más débil.

En utilisant des méthodes de sondage, l’étude présente la première
comparaison systématique des préférences des professeurs en relations
internationales basés aux États-Unis et des employés de think tanks (ETT)
quant à la conduite des États-Unis dans les affaires internationales. Quand
il s’agit de soutenir l’intervention militaire, le contraste entre les deux
groupes est saisissant. Les ETT ont un écart-type de 0,47 plus belliqueux
que les professeurs selon une mesure standard de l’internationalisme
militant (IM). La neutralisation de l’idéologie autodécrite atténue cet
effet, bien qu’il reste statistiquement significatif. Au-delà de la quantifi-
cation de leurs préférences de politique étrangère, cette étude permet
de répondre à la question suivante : pourquoi les ETT ont-ils tendance à
adopter des politiques plus belliqueuses ? Les auteurs constatent le lien
entre le caractère belliqueux et la proximité au pouvoir. Les professeurs
ayant travaillé pour le gouvernement fédéral obtiennent un score plus
élevé en IM, comme les ETT basés dans des institutions situées plus
près du siège du gouvernement américain. Généralement, les résultats
indiquent l’existence d’un mécanisme d’autosélection, par lequel les
personnes en faveur des politiques interventionnistes ont plus de chances
d’endosser des rôles qui renforceraient leur influence politique. Elles
sont peut-être conscientes du fait que les puissantes institutions engagent
plus souvent les personnes belliqueuses. Il existe d’autres explications de
ces différences, comme les niveaux et les types d’expertise en politique
étrangère, mais elles sont moins étayées par des données empiriques.

Introduction

In September 2002, a prominent group of international relations (IR) professors
penned an open letter in the New York Times against the invasion of Iraq. Although
the thirty-three scholars spanned the political spectrum, they were united in their
opposition to a US-led war against Saddam Hussein. These scholars spoke for much
of the field, as the majority of IR professors also opposed the war (Friedman and
Logan 2016, 23). An even stronger consensus coalesced in Washington, DC-based
think tanks, but in favor of military intervention as reflected in op-eds, television
appearances, policy papers, and direct appeals to Congress urging US-led regime
change in Baghdad (see Rosentiel 2008; Long et al. 2015).

The debate leading up to the 2003 Iraq war lends anecdotal support for two
widespread albeit untested assumptions about the relationship between IR profes-
sors and think tank employees (TTEs), namely “fellows.” The first is that the former
wield less influence than the latter in affecting policy (Feulner 1985; Higgott and
Stone 1994; Haass 2002; Keskingören and Halpern 2005; Misztal 2012; Stone 2013;
Rothman 2014; McGann 2016; Maliniak, Peterson, and Tierney 2019). Nicholas
Kristof (2014) captured this sentiment in a New York Times column entitled “Pro-
fessors, We Need You.” In an indictment of the academy, he denounced IR pro-
fessors for their supposed irrelevance: “Most of them just don’t matter in today’s
great debates. The most stinging dismissal of a point is to say: ‘That’s academic.’ In
other words, to be a scholar, is, often, to be irrelevant.” Kristof overstates the “cult
of irrelevance” in the academy (e.g., Goldgeier and Jentleson 2015; Jentleson 2015;
Coggins 2019), but surveys of policy-makers reveal that they tend to ignore schol-
arship and rely instead on op-eds, policy papers, and other forms of informational
advocacy that are generally the province of TTEs (Avey and Desch 2014; Gallucci
2014; Desch 2019). Whereas policy-makers often trivialize the impact of academics,
think tanks are routinely touted as indispensable. As President Lyndon Johnson said
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RICHARD HANANIA AND MAX ABRAHMS 3

of the Brookings Institute, “You are a national institution, so important. . .that if you
did not exist we would have to ask someone to create you.” House Speaker Newt
Gingrich likewise thanked the Heritage Foundation for its “tremendous impact not
just in Washington, but literally across the planet” (Rich 2004, 1). While think tanks
boast of their impact (Shapiro 1984), most professors acknowledge that their schol-
arship appears to exert a “frustrating lack of influence” despite a widespread desire
to affect policy (Nye 2009). Think tanks are incentivized to exaggerate their own in-
fluence, but even insider accounts from their critics underscore the difficulty recent
administrations have faced in pursuing independent foreign policies (Woodward
2011; Rhodes 2019; Draper 2021). Such observations accord with the conventional
wisdom even if none of them definitively demonstrates that academics are less “pol-
icy relevant” than TTEs, as establishing relative influence is notoriously difficult
methodologically (McNutt and Marchildon 2009; Stone 2013; Horowitz 2015).

The second assumption reinforced by the Iraq war is that TTEs disproportion-
ately favor military force and are thus more “hawkish” than IR professors. This per-
spective solidified in the mid-1970s with the founding of the Heritage Foundation
(Rich 2001). Journalists have periodically opined that think tanks are responsible
for pushing hardline US policies from the Middle East to East Asia (e.g., Hodge
2010; Lipton, Williams, and Confessore 2014; Beauchamp 2017; see also Abrahms
and Glaser 2018). This perception of think tank policy preferences is based on a
few salient cases rather than systematic testing. As Rich (2004, 8) points out, this “la-
cuna” in the literature is striking given the prevailing view that TTEs are successful
in translating their foreign policy preferences into action. The dearth of research in
this area is also problematic as prominent scholars contest the conventional wisdom.
Most notably, Walt (2018, 122) speculates that academics and TTEs tend to share
essentially indistinguishable foreign policy preferences as neither “question[s] the
strategy of liberal hegemony.” Although prior research has elucidated the policy
preferences of academics and policy-makers (e.g., Wemheuer-Vogelaar et al. 2016;
Green and Hale 2017; Zarakol 2017), no study has systematically compared the for-
eign policy beliefs of TTEs to IR professors.

Our study is the first to make this empirical assessment via survey methods. Given
the important role that think tanks ostensibly play in US foreign policymaking, it is
surprising that no other quantitative scholarship has been published on what TTEs
actually believe compared to their academic counterparts. The differences in their
foreign policy preferences are vast; TTEs score almost half a standard deviation
higher in “militant internationalism” (MI) than professors, with substantially more
hawkish views on critical foreign policy areas pertaining to China, North Korea,
and Iran, as well as whether the United States was “right” to intervene militarily in
Iraq and Libya. This finding remains robust even after controlling for self-described
ideology.

Our study is not only the first to quantify the foreign policy preferences of TTEs
compared to academics, but also the first to propose and test a data-backed expla-
nation to account for their differences. Evidence abounds that hawks gravitate to
positions of power because they attach greater value than doves to influencing pol-
icy. This parsimonious explanation can account for variation in hawkishness both
between and within respondent groups. Not only are hawks more likely to work in
think tanks over universities, but professors who have worked for the federal govern-
ment score higher on MI, as do TTEs based at institutions located closer to Capitol
Hill. Proximity to power—whether measured by profession, government employ-
ment experience, or physical distance—consistently predicts greater support for
the use of military force. These results point to a self-selection mechanism whereby
those who favor relatively interventionist policies abroad are more likely to pursue
positions to increase their policy influence. In short, we find that hawks flock to
positions of power.
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4 Proximity to Power and Foreign Policy Preferences

This paper proceeds in five main sections. We begin with a brief summary of the
extant scholarship on think tanks, highlighting their role as an important albeit
understudied link between academe and policy. Then, we explain our survey instru-
ment for assessing the foreign policy preferences of TTEs relative to IR professors
and present the results. Next, we propose and test a parsimonious explanation to
account for why hawks are overrepresented in think tanks compared to universities.
Overall, the data lend support for a self-selection process in which hawks flock to
positions of power in order to maximize their policy impact. We also consider al-
ternative explanations, particularly the possibility of a reverse selection process in
which institutions closer to power select hawks over doves for their perceived ex-
pertise. There is relatively weak empirical support for this mechanism, as multiple
measures of foreign policy expertise fail to predict either hawkishness in opinion
makers or their tendency to fill positions with greater policy impact. The paper
concludes with the research and policy implications.

Think Tanks: The Missing Link between Academe and Policy

A substantial body of political science addresses the foreign policy preferences of
“elites,” but tends to focus on policy-makers and academics rather than TTEs as the
unit of analysis (e.g., Rich 2004; Wemheuer-Vogelaar et al. 2016; Green and Hale
2017; Zarakol 2017; see also Zaller 1992). The most common observation about
think tanks in the literature is the relative absence of empirical research on them.1
As Abelson (1996, ix) noted in the 1990s, “[t]he study of think-tanks and their role
in American politics has largely been ignored.” Stone (2013, 1) elaborated that
“most public policy texts fail to discuss think tanks as either a source of policy inno-
vation or as a group of organizations that seek to inform policy.” Yet, the weakness
of scholarship on think tanks has not dissuaded academics from theorizing about
the source of their presumed influence (Weidenbaum 2010).

From their early twentieth century origins in the Progressive era, think tank giants
such as Brookings, the Carnegie Foundation, and the Hoover Institution have been
created with the expressed intent to shape government behavior. As a foreign policy
director at the Brookings Institution put it, “[o]ur business is to influence policy”
(quoted in Lipton, Williams, and Confessore 2014). McNutt and Marchildon (2009,
220) point out that “all think tanks” share this primary purpose. In fact, some def-
initions of think tanks include this goal. For example, defines a think tank as “an
independent organization engaged in multi-disciplinary research intended to in-
fluence public policy.” To this end, TTEs work full-time staffing the foreign policy
bureaucracy, lobbying politicians and their staff to adopt preferred policies, and
shaping public opinion with op-eds, reports, television, radio, and other media ap-
pearances in order to create agenda-setting, priming, and framing effects (Iyengar
and Simon 1993; Baum and Potter 2008).

Although an important subset of IR professors also partakes in such activities
(e.g., Fazal 2014; Byman and Kroenig 2016; Coggins 2019), the traditional mis-
sion of universities has been to acquire and impart knowledge “for its own sake”
(McGann 2016, 7). Whereas TTEs are mainly rewarded for impact, Nye (2009) re-
marks that “in many departments a focus on policy can hurt one’s career.” At some
universities, junior scholars are advised to wait until they have tenure before engag-
ing with the policy community or media or otherwise cultivating audiences outside
the academy (Jentleson and Ratner 2011; Brands 2017). Unlike think tank prod-
ucts, academic research is generally oriented to other academics (Rothman 2014)
and evaluated by its scientific rigor, which can result in scholarship that is “abstract,
arcane, and sometimes unfit for practical use” (Gallucci 2014). Although policy rel-
evance can admittedly be judged in numerous ways (Horowitz 2015), a quantitative

1
This is changing (e.g., Weaver and McGann 2017; McGann 2019).
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RICHARD HANANIA AND MAX ABRAHMS 5

assessment of political science studies in leading peer-review journals and academic
presses estimates that fewer than one in five include explicit policy prescriptions
(Maliniak, Peterson, and Tierney 2019; see also Nye 2009).

Conceptually, think tanks are typically situated between the oft-detached worlds
of the academy and policy. Smith (1993, 13) notes that think tanks function “be-
tween academic social science and higher education, on one hand, and government
and partisan politics, on the other hand. . .” Abelson (2018, 11) describes think
tanks as “research brokers” that act as a “conduit between the scholarly community
and policymakers.” Reiterates that think tanks serve as an “important link” in the
“long haul from academic theories to actual public policies.” As one of America’s
premiere think tanks states: “In its conferences, publications and other activities,
Brookings serves as a bridge between scholarship and policy making” (quoted in
Medvetz 2010, 552). The United Nations (2003) conceptualizes think tanks in sim-
ilar terms, as “the bridge between knowledge and power.” Despite this apparent
consensus on the role that think tanks theoretically play for academics, no empiri-
cal study has attempted to systematically compare their foreign policy beliefs. This
“strange omission” (Higgott and Stone 1994, 15) is filled below.

Methods and Results

Through the firm Qualtrics, we surveyed samples of both IR professors and TTEs to
assess their foreign policy preferences. For our sample of scholars, we contacted as-
sistant professors, associate professors, and full professors listed as IR specialists on
the faculty of the political science departments in R1 and R2 universities. Whereas
the status of universities is generally uncontested, the question of what constitutes
a think tank can be more elusive (Smith 1993, xiv; Medvetz 2008, 9; Stone 2013,
9; McGann 2016, 9; Abelson 2018, 8). To alleviate this potential definitional con-
cern, our TTE sample is restricted to those employed at what have been referred
to as “quintessential,” “premier,” “prominent,” and “elite” think tanks whose insti-
tutional status is uncontested (Abelson 2018, 8, 17, 50). Specifically, our sample of
TTEs consists of every think tank fellow and policy analyst who specializes in inter-
national affairs at twenty of the most influential foreign affairs–oriented think tanks
in the United States according to previous rankings (e.g., Dhiraj 2017; McGann
2019). The following think tanks are represented in the sample: American En-
terprise Institute, Atlantic Council, Brookings Institute, Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, Cato Institute, Center for a New American Security (CNAS),
Center for Strategic and International Studies, Council on Foreign Relations, Foun-
dation for Defense of Democracies, Freedom House, Heritage Foundation, Hoover
Institution, Hudson Institute, Human Rights Watch, Institute for the Study of War,
New America Foundation, RAND Corporation, Stimson Center, Washington Insti-
tute for Near East Policy (WINEP), and the Woodrow Wilson International Center.2
In total, our firm e-mailed the survey to 868 professors and 823 TTEs between Oc-
tober 2018 and January 2019. Per convention, financial compensation was provided
to boost response rates. Professors and TTEs were offered up to $10 and $30, re-
spectively, for their participation.

Pioneering works by Holsti and Rosenau (1988, 1990) showed that opinion
leaders can be categorized by their adherence to different foreign policy orienta-
tions. Respondents were supplied questions from Kertzer et al. (2014) based on
that scholarship to assess support for MI, cooperative internationalism (CI), and
isolationism. Militant internationalists see a conflictual world in which the United
States should be prepared to use military force in order to defend itself and protect
its interests. Proponents of CI emphasize the benefits of cooperation, participation
in international institutions, and engagement toward solving problems afflicting

2
This list is not intended to be exhaustive.
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6 Proximity to Power and Foreign Policy Preferences

the developing world, particularly human rights, poverty, and the environment.
Isolationists favor withdrawing from the world and focusing on domestic problems.3
Beyond their foreign policy beliefs, the survey also asked respondents questions
about their political ideology, current and past employment status, and other
demographic information. The online appendix displays the exact wording and
ordering of every question in the survey.

Table 1 displays the response rates, which are within the normal range for e-mail
surveys (Sheehan 2001).4 Both IR professor and TTE samples are predominantly
comprised of respondents who identify as white, male, and Democrat (Acharya
2016). While each respondent group leans toward the political left, the ratio of
Democrats to Republicans is clearly higher among professors in numbers that
are broadly consistent with prior studies on the political leanings of academics
(Langbert, Quain, and Klein 2016; Langbert 2018). Other measures of ideology
produce similar disparities, for example, 9.2 percent of TTEs who were not also
professors approved of President Donald Trump and 13.8 percent described them-
selves as conservative on a five-point scale, while the equivalent numbers were 4.6
percent and 5.4 percent for professors who did not have an affiliation with a think
tank. The extent to which political ideology and affiliation account for differences
in foreign policy preferences is addressed throughout this paper.

Relative to professors, TTEs score higher on MI by 0.47 standard deviations
(p < 0.001). This relationship is not driven by differences in ideology alone. The
inclusion of ideology on a five-point scale as a control variable only reduces the
gap to 0.27 standard deviations (p < 0.05), and similar results are obtained when
controlling for approval of President Trump on a five-point scale. In the aggre-
gate, TTEs are thus significantly and substantively more hawkish than IR professors
even after taking into account self-described ideology. After controlling for ideol-
ogy, TTEs score 0.35 standard deviations higher (p < 0.01). Although academics
have long been tarred as isolationist (e.g., Schlafman 1967), there is no statistically
detectable difference in our survey between the respondent groups on isolationism
regardless of whether one controls for ideology. The main takeaway is that TTEs
favor more active engagement with the world, particularly with regard to the use of
force abroad. And their relative hawkishness persists independent of self-described
ideology.

In addition to assessing their adherence to MI, CI, and isolationism, the survey
queried respondents on specific foreign policy questions. Because hawkishness is a
relative concept, our analysis focuses on comparing differences in hawkishness be-
tween TTEs and IR professors. TTEs are far more interventionist than professors
for every region in the world. This preference manifests itself toward the Middle
East in multiple policy positions, including support for both past wars and interven-
tionist actions today. Among TTEs, for example, 13.8 percent of respondents still
approve of the decision to invade Iraq in 2003 and 42.5 percent to bomb Libya in
2011 compared to only 5.3 percent and 25.2 percent of professors holding these
respective views (support defined as answering between 5 and 7 on a 7-point scale,
with 4 marked as “neither support nor oppose”). Only 35.5 percent of professors
supported funding Syrian rebels to battle the government of Bashar Assad com-
pared to 50.6 percent of TTEs. The largest difference was over possible support for
war against Iran; 13.7 percent of professors answered in the affirmative compared to
35.6 percent of TTEs. On this question, too, controlling for ideology does not elim-
inate the effect; among self-described liberals, TTEs were almost twice as likely as IR

3
Although sometimes portrayed as competing, these world views are not logically inconsistent with one another, as

one could theoretically support the unilateral use of force abroad, global cooperation for other international issues,
and a concomitant shift in interest toward domestic affairs (Maggiotto and Wittkopf 1981). In practice, MI and CI are
often found together in the form of “liberal hawks,” who favor what has been called “establishment internationalism”
(Busby and Monten 2008).

4
For each category, it includes individuals who indicated that they fell into both categories.

D
o
w

n
lo

a
d
e
d
 fro

m
 h

ttp
s
://a

c
a
d
e
m

ic
.o

u
p
.c

o
m

/fp
a
/a

rtic
le

/1
9
/1

/o
ra

c
0
3
1
/6

8
8
7
6
1
1
 b

y
 U

n
iv

 o
f N

o
rth

 C
a
ro

lin
a
 a

t C
h
a
p
e
l H

ill H
e
a
lth

 S
c
i L

ib
 u

s
e
r o

n
 1

7
 D

e
c
e
m

b
e
r 2

0
2
2



RICHARD HANANIA AND MAX ABRAHMS 7

T
a
b

le
1
.

R
es

po
n

se
ra

te
s

an
d

ba
si

c
de

m
og

ra
ph

ic
in

fo
rm

at
io

n

R
es

po
n

se
s

(n
o)

C
on

ta
ct

ed
(n

o)
R

es
po

n
se

(p
er

ce
n

t)
W

h
it

e
(p

er
ce

n
t)

Fe
m

al
e

(p
er

ce
n

t)
D

em
oc

ra
t

(p
er

ce
n

t)
R

ep
ub

lic
an

(p
er

ce
n

t)
C

on
se

rv
at

iv
e

(p
er

ce
n

t)
C

h
ri

st
ia

n
(p

er
ce

n
t)

T
T

E
s

15
2

82
3

18
.5

82
.9

27
.0

55
.4

10
.7

4.
6

32
.1

Pr
of

es
so

rs
23

1
86

8
26

.8
90

.6
26

.5
74

.4
5.

2
14

.3
28

.2
38

3
1,

69
1

22
.7

87
.5

26
.7

66
.8

7.
3

8.
4

29
.7

D
o
w

n
lo

a
d
e
d
 fro

m
 h

ttp
s
://a

c
a
d
e
m

ic
.o

u
p
.c

o
m

/fp
a
/a

rtic
le

/1
9
/1

/o
ra

c
0
3
1
/6

8
8
7
6
1
1
 b

y
 U

n
iv

 o
f N

o
rth

 C
a
ro

lin
a
 a

t C
h
a
p
e
l H

ill H
e
a
lth

 S
c
i L

ib
 u

s
e
r o

n
 1

7
 D

e
c
e
m

b
e
r 2

0
2
2



8 Proximity to Power and Foreign Policy Preferences

professors to support war with Iran, 17.4 percent versus 9.4 percent. In Asia as well,
TTEs are substantially more hawkish than professors. For example, 86.2 percent of
TTEs favor deploying ships through the South China Sea in response to Chinese
actions there and 13.7 percent support potential military strikes against North Ko-
rea for refusing to give up its nuclear weapons compared to 66.1 and 4.6 percent
of professors in our survey who held these respective positions. The data do not
sustain the view that TTEs as a group are rushing to war. Indeed, some observers
may question the hawkishness of TTEs based on the absolute values. However, the
results leave no doubt that they are substantially more hawkish on a relative basis,
as TTEs are more likely than professors to support MI in the abstract and to favor a
more aggressive posture abroad across a range of specific foreign policy issues.5

Hawkishness and Proximity to Power

Those results reveal the disparity in policy preferences, but do not explain it. A
satisfying explanation would help to account for differences in hawkishness not
only between TTEs and professors but also within these groups. In this section, we
supply evidence from the survey that hawks are more inclined to pursue positions
of power because they are more likely to prioritize influencing policy. Positions of
power in this study refer to jobs with superior opportunities or what are known in
the literature as “access points” for opinion-makers to impress their views on policy-
makers and thereby translate foreign policy preferences into action (Binderkrantz,
Pedersen, and Beyers 2017).6

This parsimonious explanation accords with our initial observation that TTEs
are more hawkish, as they typically have greater exposure than professors to key
decision-makers in the policy process (Rich 2004, 12). As prior research has detailed
(Abelson 2000), TTEs exploit multiple access points from meeting with Congress-
members directly to testifying before congressional committees to inviting repre-
sentatives, senators, staff, and journalists to participate in seminars and workshops.
These access points facilitate the translation of policy preferences into action be-
cause, as one TTE put it, “[i]nfluencing policy is all about relationships” (Arshed
2017, 80).

Our survey indicates that TTEs generally care more than professors about influ-
encing policy. We asked respondents whether in the past year they had engaged in
activities to influence policy, such as advocating a policy position on television or in
an op-ed. Compared to professors, TTEs engaged in twice as many of these activities
(p < 0.01). We also asked respondents, “How important is it for you for your ideas
to influence policy in the real world?” Respondents rated the value that they attach
to influencing policy on a scale from 1 (“not important at all”) to 5 (“extremely
important”). The average scores for professors and TTEs were 2.8 and 4.0, respec-
tively, a difference of over one standard deviation (p < 0.001). Consistent with our
self-selection explanation, professors with think tank affiliations score in between
these two camps.

For both TTEs and professors, those who attach the most value to policy
influence—that is, rate themselves as a 4 or 5 on desired influence rather than 3
or below—score 0.21 standard deviations higher on MI (p = 0.071). We examine
not only whether hawks disproportionately work at think tanks and claim to value
policy influence, but also whether comparatively hawkish TTEs gravitate to power
geographically. Abelson (2018, 92) notes that “being located in Washington clearly
provides think tanks with an advantage over institutes not based there in establish-
ing contacts. . .” Indeed, numerous think tanks included in our sample acknowledge

5
An exception is on their views toward NATO, where over 90 percent of both groups wanted to maintain or expand

US involvement.
6
See Levinson (2021) for recent work on the importance of access in foreign policy decision-making.
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RICHARD HANANIA AND MAX ABRAHMS 9

that they set up an office in DC to maximize their access points and thus policy lever-
age (see Gray 1971, 119; Stone 2013, 161). If our selection mechanism is correct,
we would therefore expect to find that more hawkish think tanks are headquartered
closer to officials in Washington, DC.

To make this assessment, we use Capitol Hill to represent the center of power
and measure logged distance in miles from that location as our proxy for spatial
distance. To test the relationship between spatial proximity and MI, we use geo-
coded data based on the location of respondents when filling out the survey as well
as their employer and then apply the Haversine formula to calculate the distance to
Capitol Hill (Picard 2019).

dk = 2r × arcsin

(
√

sin2

(

ϕk − ϕl

2

)

+ cos (ϕl ) cos (ϕk) sin
2

(

λk − λl

2

)

)

In the above formula, dk is the distance between Capitol Hill and respondent k or
employer, r is the radius of the earth, and ϕ and λ are the latitudes and longitudes of
the two points being compared, with l representing the coordinates of Capitol Hill.
We exclude respondents for whom d > 750 as the effect of distance should taper off
when they are located too far outside of DC to easily access decision-makers. As our
mechanism would anticipate, we observe a negative relationship between logged
distance to Capitol Hill and MI among TTEs (p < 0.05), while no such relationship
exists among professors. This finding makes sense, as one would not expect to find
an association between geographic distance and MI among professors whose job
description does not typically prioritize cultivating relations outside of the academy
to impact policy (see Jentleson and Ratner 2011; Brands 2017).

We took the averaged standardized MI score of each think tank in the Washing-
ton, DC, area for which at least three respondents answered the survey and geo-
coded not only the respondents, but also their employers to investigate whether
think tanks located closer to the center of power tend to be more hawkish. This
methodological decision reduces not only the sample size, but also randomness in
the coding as respondents were not always located near their employer when they
filled out the survey. Averaging the scores for each think tank, we find that insti-
tutions are 0.48 standard deviations lower in MI for every mile further away from
Capitol Hill (p = 0.19).7 Together, these results indicate how proximity to the center
of power in Washington, DC, is associated with more hawkish foreign policy pref-
erences within the think tank community. Hawks disproportionately pursue jobs in
think tanks and work in ones with greater access to the locus of decision-making or
at least ones based closer to Capitol Hill. Although skeptics may question whether
a desire for policy influence can be measured in terms of proximity to Capitol Hill,
the data reveal that think tanks based closer to it are indeed significantly more
likely to partake in activities to influence policy by advocating positions in the me-
dia (p < 0.001).

If hawks gravitate to power, we would also expect them to disproportionately pur-
sue positions in government to directly affect policy and develop relationships for
when they return to their home institution. Referred to as the “revolving door”
(Feulner 1985, 24; Higgott and Stone 1994, 33; Haass 2002, 7; McGann 2016, 114),
the permeability of think tank and government jobs is well established. Nearly 200
employees of the top conservative think tanks served as government officials or
consultants in the Reagan administration (Abelson 1996, 15). National Security Ad-
viser Zbigniew Brzezinski, Secretary of State John Kerry, Secretary of State Henry
Kissinger, President Gerald Ford, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, Secretary of

7
The results are stronger when Cato is dropped as an outlier (p < 0.11). Cato is often described as an outlier for its

opposition to US military force. See, for example, Friedman (2016).
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10 Proximity to Power and Foreign Policy Preferences

Table 2. Government employment predicting MI

Professors Professors TTE TTE

Ever government 0.53* 0.36+ –0.11 –0.09
(0.21) (0.20) (0.22) (0.20)

Ideology 0.38*** 0.45***

(0.08) (0.10)

Constant –0.31*** –1.11*** 0.30+ –0.90**

(0.08) (0.18) (0.16) (0.30)
R2 0.05 0.19 0.00 0.21
Observations 131 131 87 87

+p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Defense James Schlesinger, and many other high-level officials have also made use
of the revolving door (e.g., Stone 2013, 207). For professors, working in govern-
ment is even more important for impacting policy because universities do not fur-
nish commensurate access to policy-makers (Council on Foreign Relations 2019). If
our self-selection mechanism is supported, we would therefore anticipate that TTEs
are more likely than professors to spend time working in government and that those
who do are significantly more likely to favor hawkish foreign policies.

The data reveal that TTEs are indeed over three times more likely than IR profes-
sors to have served in government (p < 0.001). In order to test whether government
employment is correlated with a more hawkish view, table 2 presents the results of
four regressions, with MI as the dependent variable and government service and
ideology as the independent variables for each group of respondents.

In accordance with our causal explanation, professors who have been employed
by the federal government are more than half a standard deviation higher on MI
than academic colleagues who have never worked in government (p < 0.05) and
controlling for ideology only slightly attenuates the results (p < 0.10). The prover-
bial ivory tower is evidently relatively dovish, but the minority of hawks in it are
significantly more likely to seek employment in government to partake in policy de-
cisions and develop relationships to facilitate future influence. Relatively hawkish
TTEs in our sample are no more likely than their think tank counterparts to have
worked in government as the TTE population in the aggregate is quite hawkish,
thus restricting the range of the dependent variable (Sackett and Yang 2000). And
unlike scholars, TTEs generally have superior policy access by dint of their profes-
sion regardless of whether or not they personally serve in government (Smith 1989,
1993).8 Particularly when located closer to Capitol Hill, think tanks act as hosts
for government employees (Smith 1993, 131). TTEs do not have the same need to
spend time in government to influence policy because the government comes to
them.

Our self-selection explanation also anticipates that professors who are particu-
larly interested in influencing policy would be more likely to work in the govern-
ment. Figure 1 displays results from the question on desired influence for four
respondent groups depending on their profession and experience working in gov-
ernment. Unsurprisingly, professors who said that it was more important for their
“ideas to influence policy in the real world” were significantly more likely than col-
leagues to have worked in government (p < 0.05). The same is true of TTEs com-
pared to their counterparts who did not work in government, although the average

8
The sample is admittedly modest as only seventy-one respondents reported ever working for the federal govern-

ment.
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RICHARD HANANIA AND MAX ABRAHMS 11

Figure 1. Desire for ideas to influence policy.
Note: Horizontal lines indicate average for respondent group, classified by current em-
ployment state and government experience.

difference within that respondent group is predictably smaller given their proximity
to power.

Together, the data indicate that hawks are more inclined to pursue positions of
power to maximize their policy impact. TTEs are not only more hawkish than pro-
fessors, but say that they care more about influencing policy. Compared to uni-
versities, think tanks offer hawks greater access points for translating their policy
preferences into action. Even within think tanks, the comparatively hawkish grav-
itate to ones with superior access to the locus of decision-making or at least ones
located closer to Capitol Hill, which engage in more activities to influence policy.
Foreign policy professionals intent on translating their preferences into action dis-
proportionately take jobs working in the federal government. TTEs are more likely
than professors to exploit this opportunity. And when professors are hawkish, they
are more likely than their dovish colleagues to work in government, which affords
them a special opportunity to network and affect policy. In these ways, the survey
data accord with our selection thesis, helping to account for differences in hawkish-
ness not only between TTEs and professors but also within these important classes
of foreign policy opinion-makers.

Alternate Explanations

There are other possible explanations for why TTEs are more hawkish than pro-
fessors. It is worth investigating whether institutions closer to power select hawks
over doves for their apparent expertise. This causal story would reverse agency from
the individual to the institution if hawks were favored for their perceived regional
knowledge. Indeed, the terms think tank “fellow” and “expert” are often used syn-
onymously (e.g., Smith 1993, 130; Misztal 2012, 129) whereas the policy expertise of
IR professors is sometimes called into question (e.g., Gallucci 2014; Brands 2017).
The data do not support this interpretation as multiple indicators of expertise fail
to reliably predict MI, hawkishness on specific policy issues, or even positions closer
to power, with the exception of working at a think tank itself.
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12 Proximity to Power and Foreign Policy Preferences

Table 3. Self-reported expertise by employment status

China
(percent)

East Asia
(percent)

Europe
(percent)

Middle East
(percent)

Russia
(percent)

Professors 6.9 6.1 20.6 11.5 11.5
TTEs 24.1 26.4 28.7 37.9 25.3

Note: Middle East expertise includes Arab countries, Israel, Iran, and Turkey. Russia expertise includes
former Soviet countries.

Formal education is often seen as an indicator of expertise (Halse and Mowbray
2011). We examined whether respondents who have obtained a doctoral degree are
more likely to be militant internationalists or work in positions closer to power. On
the contrary, both measures are negatively associated with formal education. Among
professors, for example, 98 percent have a PhD compared to only 39 percent of
TTEs in our sample (p < 0.001), TTEs with a PhD were not significantly more likely
to take a job in government and the coefficient is in the opposite direction, TTEs
with PhDs do not score higher on MI than TTEs without them and the coefficient
is again in the opposite direction, and TTEs are still more likely than professors to
be militant internationalists after controlling for formal education levels (β = 0.31,
p < 0.10). If we accept PhD obtainment as a possible indicator of expertise, then
the data are inconsistent with the reverse selection narrative in which hawks are
selected for their apparent knowledge by institutions closer to power.

Other proxies of expertise also fail to predict hawkishness. The survey asked re-
spondents to rate their foreign language proficiency, another standard measure
for assessing regional expertise. Foreign language skills do not predict hawkishness
among either professors or TTEs. For example, neither professors nor TTEs who
speak Chinese are significantly more likely to favor the hawkish position of sending
US warships through the South China Sea. Similarly, Russian-speaking professors
and TTEs are no more likely to favor North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
expansion. Confidence in these assessments was hampered by the limited number
of observations. The results do not sustain the view, however, that institutions closer
to power prefer hawks for their apparent expertise as proxied by formal education
levels or foreign language proficiency.

To further investigate a potential relationship between expertise and hawkish-
ness, respondents were asked whether they considered themselves “experts” in var-
ious regions of the world. Table 3 shows that TTEs are significantly more likely
than professors to rate themselves as experts on Russia (p < 0.01), the Middle East
(p < 0.001), China (p < 0.001), and East Asia (p < 0.001). The differences are
substantial; for example, only about 7 percent of professors viewed themselves as
experts on China compared to 24 percent of TTEs.

Although TTEs are more likely to be militant internationalists and regard them-
selves as experts, a closer examination of the relationship between hawkishness and
expertise finds that they are weakly related. On the subject of China, for exam-
ple, both professors and TTEs who rate themselves as experts are no more likely to
maintain the hawkish view that the United States should send ships to the South
China Sea to warn the Chinese against building artificial islands there. Neither pro-
fessors nor TTEs who claim expertise on Russia are significantly more likely to favor
NATO expansion. For both professors and TTEs, self-described East Asia exper-
tise likewise fails to predict respondent support for a military strike against North
Korea if it refuses to give up its nuclear weapons. A partial exception is on the Mid-
dle East, with self-described regional experts being more likely to support war with
Iran (p < 0.001). Among professors only, those who rated themselves as experts in
the region were more likely to agree with the statement that military interventions
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RICHARD HANANIA AND MAX ABRAHMS 13

against Iraq in 2003 (p < 0.001) and Libya in 2011 (p < 0.05) were “the right thing
to do.” On other Middle East questions, however, professors who rated themselves
as regional experts were no more hawkish, such as on the decision of whether to
fund Syrian rebels to topple Bashar Assad. And contra the narrative that institu-
tions closer to power select individuals for their perceived expertise, none of the
professors who describe themselves as Middle East experts reported working for
government compared to 14.7 percent of other professors. For some reason, Mid-
dle East expertise tends to be different than expertise for other regions, a topic
that deserves further study, and may reflect the large amounts of foreign money
involved.

In other areas, self-described expertise fails to predict MI among TTEs. Those
working for think tanks were more likely than professors both to be militant in-
ternationalists and to view themselves as regional experts, but TTEs who regard
themselves as experts on various regions are no more likely than their other think
tank colleagues to favor hawkish policies there. Even on the Middle East, TTEs who
view themselves as regional experts favor no more or less hawkish policies. The most
salient feature of hawks is not their expertise, but their desire to influence policy.
Among self-described experts on China (p < 0.01), the Middle East (p < 0.01), East
Asia (p < 0.01), and Russia (p < 0.001), TTEs are significantly more likely than
professors to value policy influence. Together, these results offer strong empirical
support for a self-selection mechanism in which hawks flock to positions of power
to maximize their policy impact compared to the alternative explanation in which
institutions select hawks for their apparent expertise.

We also consider another knowledge-based institution-selection explanation. Be-
cause TTEs are more likely than professors to both rate themselves as regional ex-
perts and hold hawkish views, we investigated whether institutions closer to power
select out nonexperts for their naive views of foreign adversaries. Jervis (2017) notes
that foreign policy differences are often driven by variation in beliefs about the in-
tentions of other actors. It is therefore theoretically plausible that institutions closer
to power prefer self-described experts if their expertise provides insight into the ag-
gressive intentions of foreign adversaries. As TTEs are more likely to self-identify
as experts, a knowledge-based theory of the difference between TTEs and profes-
sors would anticipate finding that regional expertise predicts more hawkish views
because studying a region supplies a clearer understanding of adversary intentions.
Specifically, this model would predict that self-described experts are more likely to
view adversaries as aggressive and to therefore favor hawkish policies. In contrast,
the self-selection model would predict that those who pursue employment at think
tanks regardless of their expertise are more likely to view adversaries as aggressive
and hold hawkish views.

Figure 2 presents results from two path analyses Mackinnon and Fairchild 2009).
This type of multiple regression analysis enables researchers to estimate both the
magnitude and the significance of causal connections between variables. It is partic-
ularly useful for comparing competing narratives with different independent or ex-
ogenous variables in which a mediating variable is thought to potentially affect the
dependent variable in one or more causal story (Bryman and Cramer 1992. The ex-
ogenous variables are dichotomous measures of whether the respondent identified
as an expert on the region in question as well as whether the respondent worked
in a think tank. The mediating variable is how aggressive respondents viewed the
relevant foreign country on a seven-point scale from “strongly believe they are de-
fensive oriented” (1) to “strongly believe they are aggressive” (7). The dependent
variable is the hawkishness of the respondent for the relevant policy issue area.

Figure 2 compares the effects of our two independent variables on preferences
toward two countries for illustrative purposes—China and North Korea—and the
mediating role of their perceived aggressiveness. In the first analysis, employment
status and expertise in China are the exogenous variables, assessments of the degree
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14 Proximity to Power and Foreign Policy Preferences

Figure 2. Mediation analysis.
Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001Expertise and employment status are treated
as exogenous variables, belief about intentions as mediators, and policy views as the
outcome variables.

to which China is an aggressive actor is a mediator, and whether the United States
should do what it can to stop China is the outcome of interest. The same analysis is
performed for North Korea, with specialization in East Asia as the relevant measure
of expertise. Standard errors and statistical significance are calculated through the
bootstrap method with 200 iterations.

For both China and North Korea, expertise neither predicts views of the aggres-
siveness of the potential adversary nor supports for a more hawkish stance against
it. Think tank employment, in contrast, affects both perceptions of the adversary
and policy preferences. Interestingly, most of the effects of think tank employment
is not mediated through beliefs about the aggressive intentions of the actor, but
rather operates directly. In the case of North Korea, for example, think tank em-
ployment leads to almost half a standard deviation increase in hawkishness directly,
but only a negligible 0.06 standard deviation increase indirectly through changing
perceptions of the intentions of the Kim regime. These path analyses accord with
other findings in the survey data, such as that TTEs with PhDs are still more hawkish
(β = 0.31, p < 0.10) than professors. TTEs and professors apparently have divergent
views on adversaries even after undergoing similar educational experiences.

As a final comparison between the self-selection and institution-selection mech-
anisms, we investigated whether TTEs become more hawkish over time. If so, then
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RICHARD HANANIA AND MAX ABRAHMS 15

perhaps TTEs become more hawkish as they gain a better understanding of our for-
eign adversaries or think tanks select people to cultivate their policy preferences.
The survey is not longitudinal, but we are able to compare the answers of older
TTEs to younger ones. Consistent with the self-selection model, younger TTEs are
no less hawkish than older ones. If TTEs became more hawkish due to information
received, we would expect to observe a positive relationship between more seasoned
analysts and those favoring intervention abroad. The absence of this empirical re-
lationship runs counter to the explanation that the institutions themselves shape
employee hawkishness as opposed to the other way around.

Research and Policy Implications

Despite a widespread view of their importance in US foreign policy-making, think
tanks have historically been neglected within the field of IR. According to one study,
no articles specifically on the topic of think tanks appeared in the American Politi-
cal Science Review, American Journal of Political Science, or Journal of Politics from 1975
to 2005 (Rich 2004, 8). Increasingly, several prominent IR scholars have called for
US foreign policy restraint and criticized the think tank community for its inter-
ventionist policy positions (e.g., Bacevich 2013; Posen 2014; Porter 2018).9 Yet, this
perception that TTEs are more hawkish than their academic counterparts has re-
mained contested and anecdotal (Walt 2018). Given the presumed influence of
think tanks on the direction of US foreign policy, it is surprising that such scant
empirical research has investigated what they actually believe.

Our study is the first to employ survey methods to quantify the foreign policy be-
liefs of TTEs relative to IR professors. The data demonstrate substantial variation
within both respondent groups. In general, however, the survey reveals that TTEs
are indeed more likely than professors to be militant internationalists and to sup-
port hawkish policies throughout the world. Although isolationism is unpopular
among both classes of opinion-makers, TTEs are consistently more supportive than
professors employing US military force abroad.

This paper also sheds light on why. The data lend preliminary support for a self-
selection mechanism in which hawks are more inclined to pursue positions of power
to maximize their policy influence. This parsimonious mechanism has explanatory
value for explaining differences in foreign policy beliefs both between and within
respondent groups. Hawks appear to gravitate to think tanks because they offer
greater opportunities for impacting policy. The survey reveals that TTEs care more
than professors do about policy impact, and this incentive structure is associated
with more hawkish views. Relatively hawkish think tanks are not only located closer
to Capitol Hill, but more frequently engage in activities to impact policy, such as by
appearing in the media to advocate a policy position. When hawkish, professors are
more likely to spend time away from the proverbial ivory tower to pursue jobs in
think tanks and especially in the federal government, which afford them superior
access points to translate their foreign policy preferences into action.

In contrast, we observe weaker empirical support for a reverse selection mecha-
nism in which institutions closer to power select hawks for their apparent expertise.
Because measuring expertise is not straightforward (Tetlock 2017), we operational-
ized the concept in multiple ways. Neither PhD obtainment nor foreign language
skill is associated with MI. And for both respondent groups, self-described experts
are generally no more hawkish toward the corresponding regions of the world.

Because TTEs are more likely than professors to rate themselves as regional ex-
perts and hold hawkish views, we also examined the related possibility that insti-
tutions closer to power select out nonexperts for their starry-eyed views of foreign
adversaries. The perception that a foreign adversary harbors aggressive intentions

9
See Smeltz et al. (2017) for the contrary view that “the blob” reflects public opinion.

D
o
w

n
lo

a
d
e
d
 fro

m
 h

ttp
s
://a

c
a
d
e
m

ic
.o

u
p
.c

o
m

/fp
a
/a

rtic
le

/1
9
/1

/o
ra

c
0
3
1
/6

8
8
7
6
1
1
 b

y
 U

n
iv

 o
f N

o
rth

 C
a
ro

lin
a
 a

t C
h
a
p
e
l H

ill H
e
a
lth

 S
c
i L

ib
 u

s
e
r o

n
 1

7
 D

e
c
e
m

b
e
r 2

0
2
2



16 Proximity to Power and Foreign Policy Preferences

indeed predicts hawkish stances toward it, as prior research would anticipate (Jervis
2017). However, our path analysis reveals stronger support for a self-selection than
institution-selection mechanism; unlike the choice of working in a think tank,
expertise is unassociated with either perceptions of aggressive intent or hawkish
stances. Regardless of their expertise, TTEs are more likely than professors to view
adversaries as aggressive and to favor more hawkish policies against them. Although
the perception of aggressive intent mediates hawkishness for TTEs, the relationship
is largely independent of it. TTEs do not become more hawkish as they gain exper-
tise about foreign adversaries, adding to the evidence that employees select think
tanks to translate their hawkish policy preferences into action. Although our data
support a self-selection explanation, we cannot definitely rule out the possibility of
a particular type of institution-selection explanation in which think tank employers
simply prefer hiring hawks independent of their expertise and experience. If so,
then demand might influence supply, with less hawkish scholars concluding that
their professional options in the policy-making world are limited, thus favoring an
academic career. This complex process through which the biases of institutions are
ultimately the cause of the disparities is consistent with the data, which nonetheless
implies that self-selection at least operates as a proximate cause.

Future studies with larger samples, panel data, and interviews for process-tracing
can further quantify what TTEs and IR professors believe about the world as well
as elucidate why they pursued their chosen career path. Our paper indicates that
scholars flock to think tanks for the policy relevance, but surely other factors con-
tribute. Additional research should be conducted not only comparing professors to
TTEs, but also to gain better insight into their within-group differences. Specifically,
the professor sample is restricted to tenured and tenure-track scholars in political
science departments at research universities, but can be enlarged to include public
policy professors who may overlap more with TTEs in their survey responses. En-
larging the sample may also find that TTEs who participate in the revolving door
with government are generally more hawkish than TTEs who remain on the side-
lines. Our data do not establish this finding perhaps because the hawkishness of the
TTE sample restricts the range of the dependent variable (Sackett and Yang 2000).
In addition to large-n work, process tracing would be useful for further elucidating
determinants of participation in the revolving door. Similarly, additional research
should further probe differences between think tanks, particularly ones with dif-
ferent funding sources. Given this concern, we re-ran the analyses without RAND
because this think tank has a special status as a federally funded research and de-
velopment center (FFRDC).10 We also reran the models without Cato because of
its relative dovishness. Our findings appear robust in the sense that excluding such
outliers from the analysis does not substantially affect the main results. More funda-
mentally, future research should try to resolve the question of why hawks appear to
prioritize policy influence in the first place.

This research has important policy implications. A common complaint of IR pro-
fessors is that they are not “policy relevant”. This criticism is largely unfounded, par-
ticularly for the growing minority of IR scholars who self-consciously seek to “bridge
the gap” with the policy world (e.g., Jentleson 2015). Our data suggest that increas-
ing the power of the academy relative to that of think tanks would lead American
foreign policy in a less interventionist direction, but only if more doves continue to
pursue positions closer to power.
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10
For a think tank, RAND scores relatively low on militant internationalism, but still higher than professors.
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Supplementary Information

Supplementary information is available at the Foreign Policy Analysis data archive.
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