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Abstract:

Objective: This study aims to systematically identify and classify the diverse
roles that think tanks play in the policymaking process. By clarifying the nature
and typology of these roles, the research seeks to contribute to a more structured
understanding of how think tanks influence, facilitate, and shape public policy
within different governance contexts.

Methods: To achieve this, the meta-synthesis method with an inductive approach
was used to conduct the study. The research population consisted of published
studies addressing the activities and functions of think tanks in policymaking.
Through a structured screening process, 39 relevant studies were selected for in-
depth analysis. Data were examined using qualitative content analysis and coded
systematically through ATLAS.ti software.

Results: The meta-synthesis led to the extraction of 93 conceptual codes through
gualitative content analysis of selected studies. The analysis of these codes led to

Avrticle type: Research

Cite this article A. Booshehri, M. Ramezan, D. Mahmoodzadeh (2026). Identifying the roles of
Think tanks in policymaking with a meta-synthesis approach. Governance and Development

Journal, 6 (2), 133-178. DOI: 10.22111/JIPAA.2026.52596.1073.
Received: 13.07.2025 Revised: 13.11.2025
Accepted: 21.02.2026 Published: 22.06.2026

—@ STEETEE © The Author (s Publisher: University of Sistan and Baluchestan



https://doi.org/10.22111/jipaa.2026.52596.1073
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0877-1566
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0877-1566
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0877-1566

134 Identifying the roles of Think tanks in policymaking with a meta-synthesis ...

the identification of 34 sub-categories, which were subsequently organized into
11 main categories that describe the roles of think tanks in policymaking. These
roles include: (1) policy researcher, (2) provider of specialized human resources,
(3) problem-framing architect, (4) policy idea architect, (5) policy-maker, (6)
facilitator of evidence-informed policymaking, (7) network builder, (8) mediator,
(9) advocate of the public interest, (10) advocate of policymakers’ interests, and
(11) influential independent actor. In the final stage, a conceptual model was
developed that integrates these roles within a unified analytical framework.
Conclusions: Based on the synthesis of these findings, the study developed a
conceptual model that organizes the identified roles into a coherent and
integrated framework. Unlike previous studies, the proposed model reflects the
multifaceted and dynamic nature of think tanks’ engagement in policy processes.
It underscores their ability to operate simultaneously across different dimensions.
Practically, it provides governance systems and policymakers with a tool to better
understand the institutional capacities of think tanks, thereby enhancing policy
quality and effectiveness across different governance contexts. The model’s
adaptability makes it suitable for analyzing think tanks’ roles in various political
systems and policy sectors, supporting more strategic engagement and
collaboration. This study lays the groundwork for future research to empirically
test and refine the conceptual framework in diverse settings, including
underexplored regions and emerging policy areas, thereby expanding its
generalizability and practical relevance.
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