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Abstract 

In academics, idea plagiarism is a sin of the first magnitude, whereas in business and 

politics, it is considered, well, academic—of no practical significance. Where do think 

tanks fit on that spectrum? Are they fish or fowl, or neither?  

Compared to academic scholars, think tank scholars have a greater incentive to 

plagiarize ideas. The pressure to claim credit in both scholarly communities is great, 

but the pressure to give credit is relatively weak in think tanks. One reason is that the 

problem-solution structure of think tank work doesn’t include a contribution-to-

literature section. Another reason is that think tanks don’t publish their work in peer-

reviewed publications, which are well-designed for cost-effectively weeding out idea 

plagiarism.  

Think tanks may claim to respect original work as much as universities. But that 

doesn’t mean it’s in their self-interest to act in accordance with those values. This 

paper provides eight case studies related to such behavior. The paper assumes that if 

think tank scholars, like academic scholars, claim to provide original work, then they 

should be held accountable for proving that they in fact do so. The author hopes that 

others will investigate the limitations of such an assumption. 

Unfortunately, the two traditional approaches to discouraging idea theft, passing 

intellectual property law (primarily used in commerce) and relying on private 

institutions to cultivate social sanctions (primarily used in academics) are not well 

suited for think tanks. An alternative approach is a hybrid policy where law is used to 

strengthen social sanctions. For example, libel and transparency laws pertaining to 

think tanks could be reformed to encourage a more robust market in evaluations of 

public policy credit claims.  
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Introduction 

Academic scientists reserve a special place in hell for idea plagiarists. At least, that 

was the impression I got while sitting outside the office of a prominent Harvard 

social scientist. The tenured professor was yelling at one of his graduate students 

for publishing an article and not citing the theory of another academic. At the time, 

I had just graduated from Harvard College and was working as a senior research 

assistant for another Harvard professor. Never before had I heard a Harvard 

professor express what sounded to me like pure rage. I could barely believe my 

ears. As an undergraduate, I knew of Harvard’s written policies on academic 

integrity. But I wondered how seriously academics really took their sermons on 

plagiarism. Now I knew the answer: very seriously. 

Business leaders and politicians, however, reserve no such place in hell. After my 

stint as a low level Harvard researcher, I worked as a market researcher for a real 

estate firm. My job was to research the best ideas from leading competitors, so the 

company could copy them. This included floor plans, pricing strategies, and 

marketing brochures. The notion of publicly crediting any of those ideas to the 

competitors would have seemed absurd, and I doubt it ever entered my head. 

Later, I had a similar experience working in the office of a US Senator. I observed 

that senators often got legislative ideas, talking points, and even specific legislative 

language, including entire bills, from lobbyists and staff. Sometimes they even got 

them from political opponents. Again, the notion of crediting them would have 

seemed absurd.  

But what about think tanks? When it comes to plagiarism, are they fish or fowl? Or 

neither?  

The incentive structure of credit giving is like the incentive structure of honesty: 

everyone likes to appear honest, but research indicates that lying is common, 

especially when one can get away with it.1 Similarly, everyone likes to appear to 

give credit where credit is due. But when the payoff for deceptive credit claiming is 

greater than for honest credit giving, deceptive credit claiming will tend to win out.  

                                                
1 Dan Ariely, The (Honest) Truth About Dishonesty: How We Lie to Everyone—Especially Ourselves (Harper, 2012). 
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In this paper, I focus on why the incentives for credit giving are substantially 

greater for academic than think tank scholars, and on ways that think tank 

incentives for credit giving might be changed.  

Is misleading think tank credit taking socially harmful? That’s a much harder 

question to answer. Competitive markets in commercial goods are full of puffery, 

and they work pretty well. The same might be said about think tank puffery. 

Indeed, it’s hard to imagine a world in which both commercial and think tank 

puffery aren’t rampant. But when a cost-effective way to reduce puffery emerges—

for example, the product user ratings on Amazon, Yelp, and TripAdvisor—social 

welfare is widely believed to improve.  

A similar argument could be made about misleading think tank credit claiming. It’s 

not per se bad. Whether it’s bad depends on whether there might be a cost 

effective way to reduce it, which I believe there is.  

A simple standard to evaluate whether misleading credit claiming is harmful is a 

think tank’s own description of its purpose. If providing original work is central to 

its avowed purpose, then it’s reasonable to hold it accountable for claims made 

about such work, even if such claims are made abstractly without regard to specific 

contexts. 

To help motivate the discussion, I provide a handful of mini-case studies from the 

think tank world. About half are drawn from press accounts of widely cited think 

tanks. The balance are drawn from the New America Foundation, where I worked as 

a Markle Fellow, Senior Research Fellow, and Research Director from 2001-2007. 

The pressure to take credit for innovative work, including both independent work 

and new ideas, may have been especially strong at the New America Foundation. 

But as with elite academic institutions, originality is a universal think tank value, so 

at least some pressure to appear innovative is widespread among think tanks. 

Pressure to appear innovative may be strongest in areas such as information policy 

(my public policy focus), where there is rapid technological change and a 

corresponding need for new public policy ideas. Pressure to appear innovative may 

be least when think tank scholars see themselves as primarily engaged in a battle 

of existing ideas.  

The plagiarism that the public is primarily familiar with from its own schooling 

occurs when the plagiarizer is dumb or lazy. Unfortunately, that kind of plagiarism 
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is rare at think tanks, where the staff tend to be smart and hardworking. Rational 

staff in a rational think tank should be expected to foster the type of plagiarism 

that is costly to detect, verify, and punish, and where it is unlikely that any rational 

external entity will bear those costs.  

Academic plagiarism has always tended to be an ambiguous concept. But think 

tank plagiarism suffers from even greater ambiguity, thanks in part to the refusal of 

the think tank community to seriously engage with the issue and the perception in 

the press and academy that think tanks haven’t been an important enough type of 

institution to warrant sustained critical scrutiny. In this paper, I hope to shine a 

light on some of those gray areas, spurring a discussion of what credit giving 

practices should be optimal for think tanks.  

Although the subject of think tank public policy idea plagiarism may seem narrow, 

it provides a window into the larger question of how well America’s system of 

public policy innovation works. At the risk of sounding too ambitious, I hope this 

paper spurs the development of an academic field focused on that question, which 

also involves arguably unanswerable questions such as whether undiscovered 

public policy ideas associated with large social welfare gains should be expected to 

exist.  

The thriving academic study of intellectual innovation in private markets versus the 

negligible study of such issues in government markets indicates a widespread 

assumption that America’s public policy idea innovation system isn’t 

fundamentally deficient. But consider that ancient Romans weren’t aware of the 

consequences of not having patent and copyright laws as we know them. In 

hindsight, their incentives for intellectual innovation in private markets were grossly 

deficient.  

The realization that government was needed to create limited property rights in 

intellectual innovation for private markets was one of the great public policy 

breakthroughs of the modern era. It was viewed as so important an insight that it 

was even incorporated in the United States Constitution, Article 1 of which grants 

Congress the right to “to promote the Progress of Science and useful Arts, by 

securing for limited Times to Authors and Inventors the exclusive Right to their 

respective Writings and Discoveries.” Paradoxically, this public policy prescription 



EDMOND J. SAFRA RESEARCH LAB, HARVARD UNIVERSITY • THINK TANKS’ DIRTY LITTLE SECRET:  
POWER, PUBLIC POLICY, AND PLAGIARISM • SNIDER • AUGUST 8, 2013  

8 

was not practical for public policy ideas themselves, which may currently be among 

humanity’s greatest yet least appreciated inventions.  

Definition of a Think Tank 

Think tanks are typically conceptualized in terms of actual think tanks rather than 

a hypothetical, ideal type.2 As a general rule, if a think tank describes itself as a 

think tank and others in the think tank community agree, it tends to be accepted as 

a think tank. This creates a definitional problem because think tanks come in many 

varieties, and may include components better thought of as belonging to other 

types of institutions with different norms. 

This paper defines a think tank as a type of nonprofit institution focused on making 

public policy recommendations.3 It is distinguished from other institutions with a 

similar function—notably lobbyist, journalistic, public interest advocacy, and 

academic institutions—by the following criteria: 

It is a nonprofit that is heavily subsidized by taxpayers. Not only is a think tank 

not a for-profit corporation, it is a particular type of nonprofit: one that is heavily 

subsidized by taxpayers, albeit indirectly. In the U.S. context, this means it is 

recognized by the US Internal Revenue Service as a 501(c)(3) corporation, 

popularly known as a charity.4 Donations to a 501(c)(3) are tax-deductible. For 

example, the current top federal income tax is 40% and state income tax 16%. For 

such a think tank donor, every dollar received by the think tank only costs the 

donor 44 cents. Investment income, such as capital gains and dividends, are also 

untaxed, as are assets such as real estate. Think tank funds often come from 

foundations, also 501(c)(3)s, in which case the think tank receives the tax breaks 

indirectly. Many foundations were created as part of estate planning, which has 

resulted in tax savings of over 80% for some of America’s wealthiest individuals. 

                                                
2 E.g., see NIRA Library (Japan), “Nira's World Directory of Think Tanks 2005, Fifth Edition,” (Tokyo: National 
Institute for Research Advancement, 2005). 
3 A notable omission in this definition is commercial think tanks, which are covered in more general 
definitions of think tanks, such as “an institute, corporation, or group organized for interdisciplinary 
research,” with the additional qualifier, “Commercial projects include developing and testing new technologies 
and new products.” Merriam-Webster.com, Accessed June 8, 2013. http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/think%20tank 
4 Section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code, 28 U.S.C. §501(c)(3). 
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It provides its work to all, without discrimination, and for free. Unlike the work of 

lobbyists, its work is available to all, whether friend or foe. And its self-published 

publications are available for free via a public website. 

It is solution—rather than problem—oriented. Unlike the work of investigative 

journalists, think tank research is solution rather than problem oriented, and the 

solutions involve changes in law. 

Its recommendations grow out of research rather than vice versa. Unlike the work 

of public interest advocates, think tank public policy recommendations are based 

on independent research rather than research designed to market a predetermined 

public policy agenda. If the research conflicts with a policy recommendation, the 

policy recommendation is dropped.  

It uses a problem-solution rather than contribution-to-literature publication 

format. Unlike the work of academics, think tank scholars incorporate a problem-

solution rather than contribution-to-literature structure. Its publications are 

structured to describe and solve practical problems—and generally to do so 

concisely. Explaining how the findings contribute to humankind’s stock of useful 

knowledge is not part of the publication format. 

The only legal criterion in this list is 501(c)(3) status; a status advocacy, academic, 

and journalistic institutions may share, but government public policy agencies may 

not.  

Most institutions widely labeled as think tanks do at least some work more akin to 

that done in institutions with advocacy, journalistic, and academic labels. Likewise, 

institutions not generally described as think tanks often act like think tanks in at 

least some ways. As a practical matter, a think tank is merely an organization, like 

the Brookings Institution, that is perceived to engage predominantly in the 

activities associated with a think tank.  

Various lists of think tanks are routinely compiled.5 Some of these lists tend to 

have too generous a definition of the term think tank. In particular, this paper’s 

                                                
5 For example, see James G. McGann, “2012 Global Go To Think Tanks Report and Policy Advice,” compiled 
by the Think Tanks and Civil Societies Program at the University of Pennsylvania International Relations 
Program. January 28, 2013. 
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definition excludes institutions devoted to public policy if the work of senior 

scholars is primarily structured as a contribution to the public policy literature, 

rather than a public policy solution to a problem. This is generally the case for 

public policy institutions housed at academic institutions, which may comprise a 

large fraction of think tank lists.  

The phrase “independent think tank” is sometimes used to mean that a think tank 

is predominantly neither government- nor university-funded.6 The requirement here 

that a think tank be granted non-profit status under 501(c)(3) and structure its 

work in a problem-solution format achieves essentially the same result, while 

allowing think tanks such as the Rand Corporation, Urban Institute, and New 

America Foundation, which receive substantial direct government funding, to retain 

their widely accepted status as think tanks.7  

A list of think tanks that generally meets this paper’s think tank criteria, even if 

only in terms of how a think tank markets itself to the world, is published by 

Fairness & Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR). FAIR publishes a list of the top 25 think 

tanks in the United States, ranked by citations in major media. I have 

supplemented the FAIR citation rankings for the top fifteen think tanks with 

revenue data submitted to the IRS on Form 990 and with the number of think tank 

events/month, as compiled by LinkTank (See Table 1). These combined data 

suggest that the ideas promoted by think tank scholars are highly visible in both 

the media and in Washington, DC public policy forums.  

                                                
6 E.g., see Lynn Hellebust and Kristen Page Hellebust, Think Tank Directory: A Guide to Independent Nonprofit 
Public Policy Research Organizations, Second Edition (Topeka, KS: Government Research Service, 2006), 1;d 
Thomas Medvetz, Think Tanks in America, University of Chicago Press, 2012 text, 31-33. 
7 For Rand, see “Major Clients and Grantors,” Rand Corporation, 
http://www.rand.org/about/clients_grantors.html. For the Urban Institute, see “2011 Project Funders,” Urban 
Institute, http://www.urban.org/annualreport/2011/Project-Funders.cfm. The New America Foundation 
received most of its government funding since 2011 and had not posted it online as of June 7, 2013. See 
http://newamerica.net/about/funding. 
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 Think Tank Citations8 Average 
Events/Month9 

Revenue10 

1 Brookings Institution 2,432 26.1 $130,784,440 
(2012) 

2 Heritage Foundation 1,260 22.1 $72,170,983 
(2011) 

3 American Enterprise 
Institute 

1,022 17.6 $38,831,796 
(2012) 

4 Kaiser Family 
Foundation 

1,001 N.A. $40,129,038 
(2012) 

5 Council on Foreign 
Relations 

954 10 $75,354,179 
(2012) 

6 Center for American 
Progress 

898 7.2 $34,647,763 
(2011) 

7 Cato Institute 724 11.3 $33,097,063 
(2012) 

8 Center for Strategic and 
International Studies 

636 22 $58,337,624 
(2011) 

9 Rand Corporation 625 1.5 $287,428,038 
(2012) 

10 Economic Policy 
Institute 

574 1.6 $5,844,652 
(2011) 

11 New America Foundation 475 14.5 $17,188,491 
(2011) 

12 Center on Budget and 
Policy Priorities 

455 0 $24,356,998 
(2011) 

13 Urban Institute 451 3.9 $74,761,380 
(2011) 

14 Public Policy Institute of 
California 

351 N.A. $7,654,623 
(2011) 

15 Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace 

336 9.6 $26,625,124 
(2012) 

Table 1. The Top 15 U.S. Think Tanks Ranked by Citations 

  

                                                
8 The citation data is for 2010. See Michael Dolny,“Think Tank Spectrum Revisited,” Fairness & Accuracy in 
Reporting, 1 June 2012, http://fair.org/extra-online-articles/think-tank-spectrum-revisited/. 
9 “The Most Popular Washington Think Tanks,” DC Linktank Blog, (October 2012), 
http://blog.linktank.com/most-popular-think-tanks/2/. 
10 Foundation Center’s 990 Finder, http://foundationcenter.org/findfunders/990finder, Accessed July 15, 
2013. Note that the dates in parentheses are provided by the Foundation Center and are for the most recent 
data available.   
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Allen McDuffee, a former think tank fellow who from 2010 to early 2013 wrote 

Think Tanked, in the latter years for the Washington Post, listed 38 high profile think 

tanks on his web page.11 The Washington Post’s Think Tank Town in the late 2000s 

provided a forum for 13 prominent Washington, DC think tanks to publish columns 

on a rotating basis every other weekday. The think tanks were free to choose their 

authors. The 13 chosen think tanks were: Asia Society, American Enterprise 

Institute, Brookings Institution, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Cato 

Institute, Center for American Progress, Center for Strategic and International 

Studies, Council on Foreign Relations, Heritage Foundation, Hudson Institute, 

Manhattan Institute, New America Foundation, and Rand Corporation.12 The Think 

Tanks and Civil Societies Program at the University of Pennsylvania publishes a 

think tank directory listing 1,815 think tanks in the United States as of 2009.13 The 

Think Tank Directory lists 1,106 think tanks in the United States.14 

Of course, my definition of a think tank still allows for tremendous variation among 

think tanks. Among the noteworthy variations are:  

Ideological orientation. Some think tanks can be placed on an ideological 

continuum from left (for example, the Center for American Progress) to right (such 

as the Heritage Foundation). Some are highly ideological (for example, the 

libertarian Cato Institute) without neatly fitting on a left-right continuum.  

Some are more academically oriented (the Brookings Institution, for example), 

journalism oriented (New America Foundation), or advocacy oriented (such as the 

Heritage Foundation). Others are less ideological than producer oriented, by which 

I mean funded to pursue an industry or labor union agenda.  

Funding. Some receive a large fraction of their funding from individual, small 

donors (like the Heritage Foundation), some from business interests (the American 

                                                
11 Allen McDuffee, Think Tanked blog, Accessed June 7, 2013. http://www.thinktankedblog.com/think-
tanked/. See also Medvetz, Think Tanks in America, 123-24. 
12 See “About Think Tank Town,” Washingtonpost.com, Accessed June 7, 2013. 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/linkset/2006/04/03/LI2006040301493.html 
13 James G. McGann, “2009 Global Go To Think Tanks Index Report,” compiled by the Think Tanks and Civil 
Societies Program at the University of Pennsylvania International Relations Program January 31, 2010, 15. 
McGann defines think tanks as “public policy research, analysis and engagement institutions that generate 
policy-oriented research, analysis and advice on domestic and international issues that in turn, enable both 
policymakers and the public at large to make informed decisions about public policy issues.” Id., 10. 
14 Hellebust, Think Tank Directory, 1. 
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Enterprise Institute, for example), some from union interests (such as the 

Economic Policy Institute), some from governments (Rand Corporation),15 and 

some from foundations (for example, New America Foundation).  

Issue Scope. The most widely cited think tanks tend to cover a wide range of public 

policy issues (for example, the Brookings Institution, American Enterprise Institute, 

Cato Institute, Center for American Progress, and New America Foundation). Some 

specialize in foreign policy (such as the Center for Strategic and international 

Studies) or domestic policy (such as the Urban Institute). Others—the majority of 

think tanks—specialize much more narrowly, in a field such as education policy 

(for example, the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, Education Sector, and Center on 

Reinventing Public Education) or technology policy (Progress & Freedom 

Foundation, Technology Policy Institute, and TechFreedom for example). Some 

focus on national issues (like the Center for Strategic and international Studies); 

others on local issues (such as the Public Policy Institute of California).  

Location. Most think tanks are physically located in the Washington, DC area (for 

example, the Heritage Foundation, Cato Institute, and Center for American 

Progress are located there), while others (like the Public Policy Institute of 

California, Manhattan Institute, and Maryland Public Policy Institute) are 

exclusively located in states. Some of the larger think tanks are primarily located 

out of the Washington, DC area but nevertheless have a DC satellite (as does the 

Rand Corporation); others are primarily located in the Washington, DC area but 

have satellite offices elsewhere (similar to the Brookings Institution and New 

America Foundation); and yet others have large offices both in Washington, DC and 

elsewhere (for example, the Kaiser Family Foundation and the Aspen Institute). 

During the 20th century, the growth of U.S. think tanks was dramatic. The 

Government Research Service, which publishes the Think Tank Directory, charts the 

growth by decade: 1910 (8 think tanks), 1930 (31 think tanks), 1950 (66 think 

tanks), 1970 (161 think tanks), 1990 (602 think tanks), and 2006 (1,106 think 

tanks).16 The amount of philanthropic dollars coming to the Washington, DC 

                                                
15 Despite its for-profit sounding name, the Rand Corporation is a nonprofit as defined under 28 U.S.C. 
§501(c)(3). 
16 Government Research Service, “Think Tank Explosion: Growth of the Independent Think Tank Industry in 
the United States,” (Topeka, KS: Government Research Service, 2007), 1. 
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region, a large fraction of which presumably goes to think tanks, increased from 

$407 million in 1992 to $1.501 billion in 2005.17 For 2005, the Government 

Research Service estimated that 78 U.S. think tanks had budgets over $10 million 

per year and 374 had budgets over $1 million per year.18 As James McGann 

summarizes, “the growth of public policy research organizations, or think tanks, 

over the last two decades has been nothing less than explosive.”19 

Definition of Idea Plagiarism 

There are many different definitions of plagiarism. One widely cited category are 

dictionary definitions. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines “plagiarize” as “to 

steal and pass off (the ideas or words of another) as one's own; use (another's 

production) without crediting the source.”20 The Oxford English Dictionary defines 

“plagiarism” as “the action or practice of taking someone else's work, idea, etc., 

and passing it off as one's own.”21 

Another category of definitions comes from academic institutions. In its Grey Book 

for faculty, Harvard University defines plagiarism as “the appropriation of another 

person’s ideas, processes, results, or words without giving appropriate credit.”22 In 

its writing guidelines for students, Harvard University offers this introduction: 

In academic writing, it is considered plagiarism to draw any idea or any 

language from someone else without adequately crediting that source in your 

paper. It doesn’t matter whether the source is a published author, another 

student, a Web site without clear authorship, a Web site that sells academic 

papers, or any other person: Taking credit for anyone else's work is stealing, 

                                                
17 Washington Regional Association of Grantmakers, “15th Anniversary Report: Our Region, Our Giving,” 
(Washington, DC: Washington Regional Association of Grantmakers, November 2007), 22. 
18 Government Research Service, “Think Tank Explosion: Growth of the Independent Think Tank Industry in 
the United States,” 2. 
19 James G. McGann, "Best Practices for Funding and Evaluating Think Tanks & Public Policy Research,” 
(Amber, PA: McGann Associates, 2006), 72. 
20 “Plagiarize,” Merriam-Webster Dictionary http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/plagiarize. 
21 “Plagiarism,” in Oxford English Dictionary, Third Edition (Oxford University Press, 2006). 
22 “Procedures for Responding to Allegations of Misconduct in Research,” as updated March 9, 2009, The Grey 
Book, Harvard University, http://www.fas.harvard.edu/~research/greybook/misconduct.html. 
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and it is unacceptable in all academic situations, whether you do it 

intentionally or by accident.23 

The Harvard Kennedy School, arguably the world’s premier graduate program in 

public policy, includes the following simple guideline in its academic code: “Using 

someone else’s words or concepts without citation is a serious violation of the 

Academic Code. . . . If you use ideas that reflect someone else’s original insight, 

acknowledge their contribution (even if you don’t use their exact words).”24 

It has a separate set of instructions for policy memos, which includes this text: 

“These will be a common mode of communication for many of you in your 

professional careers. The basic principles of documentation for facts, quotes and 

ideas listed above apply as forcefully in policy memos as they do to scholarly 

papers.”25  

Instructors routinely require students to sign the following Affidavit of Authenticity, 

also found in the Academic Code, on assignments: 

 

Another category comes from the Federal government. The Office of Science and 

Technology Policy in the Executive Office of the U.S. President defines plagiarism 

as “the appropriation of another person’s ideas, processes, results, or words 

without giving appropriate credit.”26 This definition has been adopted by various 

Federal agencies including the National Science Foundation, US Department of 

                                                
23 “Harvard Guide to Using Sources,” Harvard College Writing Program, 
http://isites.harvard.edu/icb/icb.do?keyword=k70847&pageid=icb.page342054. 
24 “John F. Kennedy School of Government Academic Code Version 2.0,” 
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/var/ezp_site/storage/fckeditor/file/pdfs/degree-
programs/registrar/academic_code.pdf. 
25 Id. 
26 U,S, Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Science and Technology Policy, “Federal Policy 
on Research Misconduct,” (2000). http://ori.dhhs.gov/education/products/RCRintro/c02/b1c2.html 
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Agriculture, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, and National 

Institutes of Health. 

The type of plagiarism of greatest relevance to think tank scholars, like academic 

scientists, is idea plagiarism. This is because the primary contribution of think tank 

scholars is their ideas, not the particular words used to express them. As Mathieu 

Bouville writes concerning science more generally, “facts and theories, not words, 

are the core of science.”27 In the humanities, in contrast, the particular words used 

to express an idea may be considered to be an author’s greatest contribution.  

I define plagiarism as: “the false assumption of authorship, including of words, 

ideas, or other creations, in a way that is socially harmful.”28 

An unusual part of this definition is the explicit inclusion of social harm. Social 

harm may not be explicitly mentioned in many definitions of academic plagiarism 

because it is presumed to be self-evident. For example, plagiarism is viewed as 

incompatible with the purpose of a university, so the social harm of plagiarism is 

self-evident in a definition of plagiarism designed for university audiences. 

Similarly, some definitions of plagiarism may deemphasize idea plagiarism 

because in certain occupations, such as poetry, what may be deemed most 

creditworthy are the words used to express an idea rather than the idea itself, 

although even here, some types of ideas, such as a new metaphor, may be deemed 

a significant innovation. 

Outside academics, not attributing authorship may be common, but there is less of a 

consensus that such non-attribution is either socially harmful or that there is anything 

practical that can be done to mitigate it. Examples of widely accepted non-attribution 

of authorship include a U.S. President giving a speech written by his speechwriter, a 

judge writing an opinion drafted by his law clerk, or a celebrity publishing a book 

primarily written by a ghostwriter. These non-attributions are presumably acceptable 

because, although often misleading and intended to be so, they aren’t central to the 

author’s social function or don’t fool well-informed parts of the author’s audience. In 

                                                
27 Mathieu Bouville, “Plagiarism: Words and Ideas,” Science and Engineering Ethics 14, no. 3 (2008): 311-322, 
314. See also Farrokh Habibzadeh and Karen Shashok, “Plagiarism in Scientific Writing: Words or Ideas?,” 
Croatia Medical Journal 52, no. 4 (2011). 576-577 
28 This draws on Lindey’s “false assumption of authorship.” See Alexander Lindey, Plagiarism and Originality 
(New York,: Harper, 1952). 
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contrast, a student who passes off as his own a term paper purchased from a term 

paper mill risks being expelled from school because original writing is essential to the 

social function of school, and fooling a grader undermines that function. 

Such conflicting cases suggest that the definition of plagiarism must explicitly 

include the idea that misrepresentation of authorship is not enough to constitute 

plagiarism; there also has to be social harm. Unfortunately, this adds yet another 

dimension—and a very controversial one—to the already obscure matter as to what 

constitutes “plagiarism.” 

The concept of plagiarism has been most often used in academic contexts.29 But 

just because a concept is narrowly applied to one setting doesn’t mean it cannot be 

usefully applied to other settings as well. If something looks like a duck, quacks 

like a duck, and walks like a duck, it can usefully be called a duck. And the concept 

of plagiarism, like fraud, reflects a universal ethical intuition.  

Plagiarism may not be applied to realms outside academia for reasons that have 

less to do with any social welfare analysis than the practical futility of doing 

anything about it. For example, whereas academic institutions can internalize the 

cost of plagiarism and enforce penalties for plagiarism in a cost effective way (for 

example, without risk of lawsuit), other institutions such as think tanks have faced 

a very different set of incentives. And since plagiarism primarily relates to the 

realm of ethics rather than law, leaders of institutions may, as discussed below, 

have a fiduciary duty to plagiarize, like they have a duty to minimize taxes by any 

legal loophole available, whenever they think they can do so without detection and 

punishment. 

On the other hand, perhaps the concept of plagiarism is largely inappropriate for 

think tanks; that is, perhaps think tanks need a much lower standard for plagiarism 

than academic institutions. Such issues of situational ethics are beyond the scope 

of this paper, other than to suggest they have some validity. Instead, I assume that 

strict academic standards of plagiarism should apply to the think tank world. Some 

may find this jarring. If so, I hope they will be spurred to discuss why think tank 

                                                
29 Of course, even within academia there are many different standards for plagiarism among the different 
disciplines. But the fact that there are any standards at all, and that the word “plagiarism” is widely used, 
suggests a recognition that the issue is important and that misleading credit taking is a fundamental evil that 
should be guarded against.  
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scholars should be held to a different standard than academic scholars, with the 

result that specific standards are developed for think tanks regarding what types of 

credit taking, and giving, are socially harmful and thus deserve to be discouraged. 

In the absence of prominent think tanks making a principled and good faith case 

for why they should be exempt from academic standards, they should be held to 

those standards, including their own scholarly claims. The concept of plagiarism 

should be as essential a tool to analyze think tank work as it is to analyze academic 

work. 

The broad definition of plagiarism used in this paper overlaps with illegal activities 

such as copyright violation. But in this paper I am only interested in legal forms of 

plagiarism, which must therefore be inhibited, if at all, by social sanction. Legal 

plagiarism is where I believe the social harm from think tank plagiarism is 

concentrated, and where reform initiatives should be focused.  

Conceptual Overlap 

A problem with the use of the term plagiarism is that the harmful effects of 

unattributed copying often overlap with the harmful effects of other widely used 

concepts such as copyright violations, special interest politics, misuse of insider 

information, fraudulent credentials, short-termism, and information bias. 

Copyright violation and text plagiarism may overlap if the text copied without 

approval from the copyright holder is unattributed. But often there is copyright 

violation without plagiarism (for example, the source of the text is cited but used 

without the approval of the copyright holder) or plagiarism without copyright 

violation (for example, use of a paragraph from a book may be deemed “fair use” 

under copyright law but is generally considered text plagiarism in academics if no 

attribution is provided).30 In some fields such as journalism, “plagiarism” tends to 

be improperly used as a synonym for copyright violation. 

                                                
30 For discussions of the many differences between copyright violation and plagiarism, see Richard A. Posner, 
The Little Book of Plagiarism, 1st ed. (New York: Pantheon Books, 2007), 46-48. 
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Plagiarism may overlap with special interest funding of think tanks if and when 

think tanks serve as hidden “mouthpieces” for their funders.31 But funders usually 

hire think tanks to do most of the hard intellectual work, which think tank scholars 

are generally well equipped to do.  

Plagiarism may also overlap with special interest lobbying, whereby well-organized 

special interests subsidize the creation and distribution of information favorable to 

their interests. Lobbyists are likely to do this without seeking any credit for 

themselves because they are seeking third-party endorsement and promotion of 

their ideas, not personal credit. Indeed, it may be said that a key purpose of 

special interest lobbying is to foster as much idea plagiarism as possible, 

preferably by politicians and other public officials, but also, as part of a modern, 

sophisticated messaging campaign, by those that influence policymakers such as 

think tanks and mass media. An analogy is the flood of press releases that are sent 

to newspapers and TV stations and are often reprinted and rebroadcast with only 

token editing and no attribution. The motive for unattributed reuse is usually not 

funding, just free content that helps bring in other revenue.32 Although think tanks 

generally grant their scholars more time and other resources to complete their 

work, they may also be highly dependent on low cost information sources.  

The payoff from public policy informational subsidies is indicated by the fact that 

during the 112th Congress (from 2011-2012) federal lobbyists alone reported 

$6.63 billion in income—and this is widely believed to be only a fraction of the 

actual money spent on lobbying.33 In contrast, the total raised by all U.S. House 

and Senate candidates during the same period was only $1.81 billion, or 27.3% as 

much.34 Even if all the money spent for the 2012 presidential election is added 

                                                
31 See Ken Silverstein and Brooke Williams, “Membership Has Its Privileges,” Edmond J. Safra Research Lab 
blog post, Feb. 21, 2013. http://www.ethics.harvard.edu/lab/blog/282-membership-has-its-privileges. Brooke 
Williams, “Influence Incognito.” Edmond J. Safra Research Lab Working Paper, No. 3. March 28, 2013, 
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2239839. Ken Silverstein, “The Bipartisan Lobbying 
Center: How a Washington Think Tank Advocates for Political Unity - and its Top Donors,” Edmond J. Safra 
Research Lab blog post, July 10, 2013. http://www.ethics.harvard.edu/lab/blog/320-the-bipartisan-lobbying-
center. 
32 Diane Farsetta and Daniel Price, “Fake Tv News: Widespread and Undisclosed,” PR Watch 16 March 2006; 
Cristine Russell, “Science Reporting by Press Release,” Columbia Journalism Review, 14 November 2008. 
33 See “Lobbying Database,” Center for Responsive Politics, http://www.opensecrets.org/lobby/. 
34 See “2012 Overview: Stats at a Glance,” Center for Responsive Politics, 
http://www.opensecrets.org/overview/index.php. 
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($1.37 billion)—during a time when $13.68 billion was spent on lobbying35—more 

money at the federal level of government was spent on registered lobbyists than by 

candidates on Congressional and presidential campaigns. Similarly, think tanks 

and lobbyists may have much to gain from each other without any money 

transferring hands, although adding discreet money to an exchange can surely 

help.  

Plagiarism may overlap with unfair use of insider information to the extent that 

those who share and use insider information have no self-interest in attributing 

their source of information. One reason that think tanks like to hire former 

government staff is that they have access to such insider information. Ice hockey 

player Wayne Gretzky was famous for anticipating where the puck would be and 

then skating there. But that’s a risky strategy. It can be a smarter strategy to rely 

on insider information to find out what ideas powerful policy players will be 

pushing in the near future and then be there at the head of the pack when the 

press and funders are ready to take notice.  

Plagiarism may overlap with government laws banning the claiming of fraudulent 

credentials, such as in testifying before Congress, bidding for a contract, applying 

for a grant, or seeking a political nomination.36 

Plagiarism may overlap with short-termism, defined as sacrificing long-term for 

short-term welfare, to the extent that the refinement and marketing of ideas 

depends on a foundation of basic research that think tanks often don’t feel obliged 

to cite, just as commercial entities rarely cite the R&D work of their competitors. If 

those who contribute to the well of knowledge largely do so in the expectation that 

they will receive credit for their work, then if think tanks withdraw from the well of 

knowledge without providing that credit, the well of knowledge will diminish in the 

long term. The paradoxical result would be a world with no public policy idea 

plagiarism because there would be nothing worthwhile to plagiarize.  

Plagiarism may overlap with information bias insofar as misleading credit giving is 

likely to correspond with other forms of information bias that harm audiences. 

                                                
35 See “Lobbying Database”. Note: As a Presidential term is four years, I’m adding lobbying spending for 
2009 through 2012, as opposed to only 2011-2012 for the Congressional comparison above. 
36 E.g., 18 U.S.C. §1505 is very broad, making it illegal to lie to Congress. 
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Consider a local newspaper’s education beat reporter who has only a handful of key 

sources, including the local superintendent and school board. If the reporter 

alienates even a small fraction of those sources, he may be out of a job because of 

the resulting additional difficulty in getting stories. Over time, the reporter may 

come to see the world through the eyes of his key sources and even reprint their 

press releases, with token rewriting, under his byline. The public is harmed 

because its information sources are not what they purport to be, thus making it 

harder to evaluate their credibility. 

“Plagiarism” is another useful framing of such activities because it captures a 

fundamental modern craving: the craving for public recognition of originality, which 

may be especially strong in academic and think tank communities. Plagiarism is 

what happens when that socially beneficial craving is perverted in a socially 

harmful way. The public recognition may eventually translate into money or power 

or some other benefit. Such benefits may be easier to quantify but fail to capture 

some of the underlying human and institutional dynamics.  

To be sure, when an activity overlaps with plagiarism and another social harm, 

such as special interest politics, it may be more useful to focus on the latter. For 

example, Eric Schmidt, Chair of both Google’s and the New America Foundation’s 

Board of Directors, as well as the mastermind of Google’s $18.2 million per year 

lobbying operation,37 observed that in Washington, DC “the laws are written by 

lobbyists.”38 This could be viewed as a statement asserting that Congressional 

lawmaking tends to involve blatant text and idea plagiarism. But a more useful 

(and conventional) framing would generally be that of special interest politics, 

given that it better explains the harm from the activity. On the other hand, when 

lobbyists provide similar help to a think tank scholar, I’d suggest the plagiarism 

framing should at least receive second billing, since original work is so central to a 

think tank’s purpose. 

  

                                                
37 “Annual Lobbying Expenditures for Google, Inc., 2012,” Center for Responsive Politics, 
http://www.opensecrets.org/lobby/clientsum.php?id=D000022008&year=2012. 
38 Derek Thompson, “Google's CEO: 'The Laws Are Written by Lobbyists',” The Atlantic Monthly, 1 October 
2010.  
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General vs. Operational Definitions of Plagiarism 

Many institutions will endorse a general definition of plagiarism without an 

accompanying operational definition. This is akin to the federal government 

embodying law in a simple phrase such as “don’t do wrong” rather than the actual 

criminal law that specifies in detail not only what is wrong but the varying penalties 

for the different types of wrong.  

One common explanation for this vagueness is that the notion of plagiarism is like 

pornography—it’s hard to define but you know it when you see it. This analogy is 

widely used in the plagiarism literature without assessing when it is justified.39 

Often, as in law and academic ethical norms, when a vague concept is cited, there 

are widely known and explicit precedents, such as case law, that clarify its meaning 

in common situations.  

When an institution makes no serious attempt to enforce a vague ethical rule it 

endorses, a more skeptical explanation for the vagueness may better fit the 

evidence: it provides the institution with legal and PR cover. On the one hand, it 

can use the vague definition of plagiarism to demonstrate to the public that it is 

ethical; that it isn’t against motherhood and apple pie. On the other hand, the 

vague definition provides the institution with an “out,” so that it need not penalize 

plagiarism in any real life situation where ethics and institutional self-interest 

conflict, an occurrence that I believe is common in the think tank world. 

A vivid and well-documented illustration of this type of institutional logic involves 

steroid use by sports players.40 Sports teams universally condemn steroid use 

because such use is widely viewed as unethical. In practice, however, it benefits 

them. We now know that both team managers and teammates are unlikely to blow 

the whistle and will feign ignorance when possible. In both cycling and baseball, for 

example, it was only when an independent enforcement mechanism was created 

                                                
39 E.g., Lise Buranen and Alice Myers Roy, Perspectives on Plagiarism and Intellectual Property in a Postmodern 
World (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999), 7. 
40 E.g., see Kirk Radomski, Bases Loaded: The inside Story of the Steroid Era in Baseball by the Central Figure in the 
Mitchell Report (New York: Hudson Street Press, 2009); Teri Thompson, American Icon: The Fall of Roger 
Clemens and the Rise of Steroids in America's Pastime (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2009); Shaun Assael, Steroid 
Nation: Juiced Home Run Totals, Anti-Aging Miracles, and a Hercules in Every High School: The Secret History of 
America's True Drug Addiction (New York, N.Y.: ESPN Books, 2007); Mark Fainaru-Wada and Lance Williams, 
Game of Shadows: Barry Bonds, Balco, and the Steroids Scandal That Rocked Professional Sports (New York: 
Gotham Books, 2006). 
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that steroid use was effectively punished. Think tank plagiarism is like steroid use 

in sports, to the extent that think tanks have an incentive to say they oppose 

plagiarism while in practice benefiting from it and not taking effective steps to 

punish it.  

Although less well known than the steroid case, a more apt illustration of this logic 

of institutional hypocrisy—but in the specific context of plagiarism—occurs in 

journalism. Journalists, especially the editors who serve as the mouthpieces for 

journalistic ethics, tend to denounce plagiarism in the abstract but only enforce 

their norm against plagiarism when it overlaps with copyright or other violations of 

law. For example, the ethics code published by the Society of Professional 

Journalists states that journalists should “never plagiarize”—without defining 

plagiarism in any detail.41 James Fallows, a highly respected journalist, former 

editor of U.S. News & World Report, and chair of the New America Foundation’s 

Board of Directors from 1999 to 2008, has often been quoted for his extreme and 

colorful statement on plagiarism to Trudy Lieberman, a reporter for the Columbia 

Journalism Review: “Every line of work needs clear rules. If you’re a soldier, you 

don’t desert. If you’re a writer you don’t steal anyone’s prose. It should be the one 

automatic firing.”42  

Unfortunately, lurking behind such an ethically self-righteous statement is so much 

practical obscurity as to make it of little use as a guide for working journalists. 

Lieberman replies to Fallows,“But it is not. Punishment is uneven, ranging from 

severe to virtually nothing, even for major offenses. The sin itself carries neither 

public humiliation nor the mark of Cain. Some editors will keep a plagiarist on staff 

or will knowingly hire one if talent outweighs the infraction.”43 

Studies of plagiarism within journalism indicate huge disagreement within the 

journalism community about what specific practices constitute plagiarism, as well 

as hypocrisy in enforcing plagiarism norms.44 Norman Lewis, the leading scholar of 

                                                
41 “Society of Professional Journalists Code of Ethics,” http://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp. 
42 Trudy Lieberman, “Plagiarize, Plagiarize, Plagiarize,” Columbia Journalism Review, July/August 1995, 22. 
See also Dwight Garner, “Beg, Borrow, Or... : While Plagiarism Accusations Fly, the Crime Gets Harder to 
Define,” Salon.com (1996); Thomas L. Jeffers, “Plagiarism High and Low,” Commentary, October 2002. 
43 Lieberman, “Plagiarize, Plagiarize, Plagiarize.” 
44 Norman P. Lewis and Bu Zhong, “The Root of Journalistic Plagiarism: Contested Attribution Beliefs,” 
Journalism & Mass Communication Quartlerly 90.1 (2013): 148-166; Norman P. Lewis, “Idea Plagiarism: 
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journalistic plagiarism, observes that “the reluctance to attribute press releases 

may . . . reflect a desire to perpetuate a ‘pretense of originality’ and hide 

journalism’s derivative nature”45 and that “journalists vary from the absolutes they 

preach.”46  Media outlets tend to complain about plagiarism by other journalistic 

outlets while engaging in it themselves.47 Lewis sums up his research: “plagiarism 

seems to stick to journalism like a leech, despite universal prohibitions.”48 

Machiavellian lip service to norms against plagiarism, while turning a blind eye to it 

in practice, may be as common as the widespread hypocrisy about lying. If so, this 

might best explain why think tank statements against plagiarism—to the extent 

they exist—tend to be so vaguely specified. 

Of course, even carefully specified plagiarism policies wouldn’t necessarily result in 

effective enforcement in practice. For example, Enron, a Fortune 500 company that 

was briefly the 7th most valuable company in America, had a remarkably detailed 

and high-minded ethics policy signed by its president. But its president simply 

ignored it when he found it inconvenient, resulting in the company cooking its 

books and its senior executives, including its president, going to jail. Ironically, 

Fortune Magazine rated Enron “America’s Most Innovative Company” for six 

consecutive years prior to its sudden collapse.49 It turned out that brilliantly 

executed fraud was one of Enron’s greatest innovations. 

Plagiarism policies, like corporate ethics policies, may exist largely for PR and 

lobbying purposes. An ethics code may not only allow an industry to claim to the 

public and government regulators that government regulation is unnecessary 

because self-regulation works; it can also deflect blame on employees or others for 

any publicly discovered ethical failings.  

                                                                                                                                 
Journalism's Ultimate Heist,” Mass Communication and Society (2013); and Norman P. Lewis, “Plagiarism 
Antecedents and Situational Influences,” Journalism & Mass Communication Quartlerly 85, no. 2 (2008): 353-
370. 
45 Lewis and Zhong, “The Root of Journalistic Plagiarism,”  158-59. 
46 Id., 160. 
47 J.H. Snider, “Taking Steps to Deal with Media Parasitism,” Nieman Watchdog, 27 June 2009 and “Free 
Riding: A Deeply Embedded Media Tradition,” Nieman Watchdog, 22 June 2009. 
48 Lewis, “Plagiarism Antecedents and Situational Influences,” 353. 
49 Jean Folger, “The Enron Collapse: A Look Back,” Investopedia, December 1, 2011, 
http://www.investopedia.com/financial-edge/1211/the-enron-collapse-a-look-back.aspx. 
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The Social Harms from Plagiarism 

In conceptualizing plagiarism, it is important to be clear about the types of social 

harms that can result from it. A plagiarist can harm the following parties: the real 

author, competitors to the plagiarizer, audiences, and funders.  

Harm to the real author. Most publicized accounts of plagiarism fit into this 

category.50 An example would be copying an entire book or article without the 

author’s approval and passing it off as one’s own. An upbeat formulation of this 

type of idea plagiarism is think tank scholar Donald Abelson’s observation that 

“every successful policy idea, as many have claimed, has a hundred mothers and 

fathers; every bad policy idea is always an orphan.”51 

Harm to competitors. Real authors are often happy to provide the plagiarizer with 

the credit he seeks. But even if the real author isn’t harmed, competitors to the 

plagiarizer might be. This is probably the second most publicized type of 

plagiarism, perhaps due to its widespread practice by students in college, where 

81.7% of college alumni report having cheated during college.52 An example would 

be a student who passes off as his own a term paper he purchased from a term 

paper mill. In this case, the harm isn’t to the real author, who is compensated for 

his work, but to the other students in the class, who are the plagiarizer’s 

competitors. Real authors may be motivated to allow the plagiarizer to receive 

credit by direct remuneration (as in the term paper mill case), social obligation (as 

when a fraternity brother provides the work), or indirect remuneration (as when a 

lobbyist provides work to a think tank to receive third party endorsement of a 

policy position).  

Remarkably, given its contrast to academic norms, the most powerful in the 

Washington, DC policymaking community tend to forget that real authors can be 

harmed by plagiarism. This is because they have been trained to think that real 

                                                
50 E.g., see Judy Anderson, Plagiarism, Copyright Violation, and Other Thefts of Intellectual Property : An Annotated 
Bibliography with a Lengthy Introduction (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland & Co., 1998); Thomas Mallon, Stolen 
Words: Forays into the Origins and Ravages of Plagiarism (New York: Ticknor & Fields, 1989). 
51 Donald E. Abelson, Do Think Tanks Matter?: Assessing the Impact of Public Policy Institutes (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
McGill-Queen's University Press, 2002), 5. 
52 Donald L. McCabe, Kenneth D. Butterfield, and Linda Klebe Trevin ̃o, Cheating in College: Why Students Do It 
and What Educators Can Do About It (JHU Press, 2012), 37. Note that this figure includes all forms of cheating, 
not just plagiarism. 
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authors are extremely generous folks who want nothing more than to bestow ideas 

on them with no desire for any credit. This, in turn, is partly because people are 

constantly coming up to them, especially if they are perceived to be influential, 

offering them free ideas, with no strong desire to receive public credit and often a 

positive aversion to receiving it. The result is that after a while they tend to get the 

impression that this is the norm, which thus must be socially desirable. They may 

even come to think that anyone who seeks credit, other than themselves or other 

powerful people they seek to flatter (a caveat they appear to be oblivious to), 

deserves to be disparaged as not public spirited. It’s analogous to a master’s 

double standards regarding the needs of his slaves prior to the 20th century.  

The practical effect of this system is that the DC public policy idea system is driven 

by smart, creative lobbyists who represent special interests (who, in turn, are led 

by some of the brightest, most creative business minds in America) and are happy 

to give away their ideas. But it is doubtful whether this particular marketplace of 

ideas always motivates the development of the best ideas on behalf of the public 

interest. Indeed, a reason for treating think tanks as charitable organizations for 

tax purposes is the belief that it does not. So to the extent that think tanks become 

part of this special interest system, they aren’t fulfilling one of their core roles in 

society. 

Harm to audiences. Harm may come to audience members who develop an 

inappropriate trust in the plagiarizer that leads them to make suboptimal 

choices.53 For example, an audience member might benefit by going to the original 

source to learn about the idea or look for additional ideas, and by learning about 

why previous incarnations of the idea didn’t succeed. When an audience is seeking 

information about a credibility good, such as the work of think tanks, misplaced 

trust can be especially harmful. A credibility good is one that is beyond the 

competence of a consumer to judge on its own merits, even after acquisition. 

Consequently, the consumer must place trust in an expert’s judgment. Public 

policy recommendations, which often involve complex causal analyses, are often 

viewed as credibility goods.54  

                                                
53 Marcel C. LaFollette, Stealing into Print : Fraud, Plagiarism, and Misconduct in Scientific Publishing (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1992), 52.  
54 R. Douglas Arnold, The Logic of Congressional Action (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990). 
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Harm to funders: As with audience members, harm to funders may come from 

developing an inappropriate trust in the plagiarizer, which also leads them to make 

suboptimal choices.  

Given the government’s role in funding think tanks, it is important to distinguish 

between a think tank’s proximate and ultimate funders. A proximate funder gives 

money directly to think tanks. An ultimate funder provides the funding incentives to 

proximate funders.  

In the case of a think tank, a foundation, corporation, or individual that gives 

money to a think tank is a proximate funder, whereas a government that grants tax 

breaks to think tank donors is the ultimate funder. Without tax incentives, funding 

for think tanks would dramatically decline, assuming that tax breaks of 50% or 

more substantially influence the potential contributions of wealthy individuals. 

A proximate funder need not be harmed by think tank plagiarism and may even 

champion it by turning a blind eye. When a grantee looks good, the grantor may 

also look good, so the grantor may subtly encourage the grantee to do as little 

credit giving as can be reasonably gotten away with. Moreover, the harm that a 

grantee does by not giving credit is likely to be perceived as harming someone else, 

which will be of no rational concern to the grantor.  

Regardless of the interests of proximate funders, ultimate funders are presumed to 

care about the long-term health of the public policy environment, including the 

intellectual integrity of think tanks and the public’s need for diverse, innovative 

public policy work from think tanks. A similar public policy logic has led the 

National Science Foundation and other federal agencies to develop and enforce 

plagiarism standards for their academic grantees.55 

Unfortunately, the reason the literature on plagiarism focuses on harm to the real 

author and harm to competitors of the plagiarizer may have less to do with the 

actual harm of plagiarism than the incentives of various private actors to expose 

and punish it. Consequently, those studying the harm from think tank plagiarism 

should expand their focus from the harm to real authors and competitors, to the 

harm to the more diffuse public interest when think tanks receive substantial 

                                                
55 See, e.g., U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, “Federal Policy on Research Misconduct.” 
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public benefits yet fraudulently claim to be more independent and innovative than 

they in fact are.  

Defining Authorship 

For something to be plagiarized, there must be an author who creates something 

original. But originality may mean different things to different people in different 

contexts. Some even deny that it’s possible to be original. Sigmund Freud, the 

founder of the field of psychoanalysis, once suggestively wrote of his theories, 

“everywhere I go I find a poet has been there before me.” This ambiguity is 

especially characteristic of idea plagiarism. All ideas, at a certain high level of 

generality, can be viewed as copies. Conversely, at a certain low level of generality, 

including the creativity of marketing an existing idea, originality is likely to be 

genuine.  

Moreover, ideas are rarely unitary; most ideas are combinations of other ideas. 

Even the most original ideas tend to contain unoriginal components; indeed, the 

original idea may be a synthesis of unoriginal components. In such a case, there 

may be substantial disagreement about whether the synthesis was obvious or not. 

Meanwhile, even the most derivative ideas tend to contain original components.  

Consider Darwin’s explanation for evolution, which synthesized existing ideas about 

the survival of the fittest, natural variation among species, and historical time 

scales in the billions of years (rather than the biblical thousands of years). 

Although most people consider Darwin’s explanation for evolution to be non-

obvious, Alfred Wallace independently came up with the same basic idea about the 

same time. With hindsight, Darwin’s idea seems remarkably simple and obvious. If 

even the originality of one of the most important and original ideas in the history of 

humankind can be challenged, lesser ideas face even greater hurdles. 

Academic institutions tend to define a new idea as a contribution to the stock of 

useful human knowledge. But another definition of new idea is with respect to a 

particular audience: if the audience learns of an idea it wasn’t familiar with, the 

idea is new. With this definition, an idea may be new for one audience but not 

another. For example, an idea new to Congressional staffers and journalists might 

not be new to others.  
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In policymaking circles, an audience-centric operational definition of what it means 

to have a new idea is common. But the think tanks and advocates hyping the 

novelty of their work rarely bother to note this important distinction between an 

idea that is fundamentally new as opposed to just unfamiliar to key figures in the 

audience they are addressing. Shrewd public policy idea marketers can bank on 

the fact that the great majority of their audience is too busy and distracted to ever 

discover on their own what type of new idea they’re getting. 

Almost any idea, other than mathematical ideas, can easily be phrased in different 

language, which can not only hide the source of the idea but is itself a form of 

originality. It is hard to overemphasize how easy it is to mask the same basic idea 

in language that is very different and wouldn’t be detected in any of the common 

text plagiarism detection software tools such as Turnitin or CrossCheck. One 

reason that formal modeling may have become such a popular mode of theorizing 

in the sciences is that idea plagiarism is harder with mathematical models than 

with words. Inventors who use visual diagrams to describe their inventions may 

also be less subject to idea plagiarism. 

Such properties of ideas may make it relatively easy to both claim originality for 

oneself and deny it to others. In few other areas of human life may hypocrisy be 

more rampant—where one claims one standard of originality for oneself and 

another standard for others. Sometimes this mindset characterizes even great 

inventive geniuses.  

Originality as Independence vs. New Ideas 

For students, what is meant by original work is usually merely creating a work 

independently; for example, by not passing off a paper purchased at a paper mill 

as one’s own. College students are rarely expected to contribute to the stock of 

useful human knowledge. For professional academics, however, a work is not only 

expected to be produced independently but also to contribute in some meaningful 

way to the stock of useful human knowledge. 

In think tanks, both types of originality enhance social welfare. Much think tank 

work is merely confirmation of ideas proposed by others. Its contribution to public 

policy debate is that the confirmation was arrived at independently, thus enhancing 

public trust in the idea. On the other hand, social welfare is also enhanced when 
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think tank work is original in the sense of formulating a problem or solution in a 

fundamentally novel and useful way.  

The claim to independently arrive at ideas is pervasive among think tanks. For both 

think tanks and academic institutions, independence means the pursuit of truth 

and the public interest without undisclosed and undue help from special interests, 

including political parties. If think tanks were to present their work as the 

mouthpiece of special interests rather than the general public, their ability to 

market their ideas effectively would be undercut. This doesn’t mean that think 

tanks aren’t willing to publicly declare their ideological loyalties. But it does mean 

that they want those loyalties to be publicly perceived as arising out of principle 

rather than venal incentives. 

Usually when people think of independence in a public policy context, they’re 

thinking in financial terms: who is giving money to the think tank. But information 

independence can also be important. If political actors are providing think tank 

scholars with privileged and hidden access to intellectual resources that reduce the 

amount of work they need to do to receive public credit, this can be viewed as a 

type of plagiarism even if the resulting work doesn’t include new ideas.  

However, mere intellectual independence is a pale form of originality, especially for 

professionals in the idea business, such as think tank and academic scholars. One 

can defer attacks by claiming independence, but scholars are usually more 

interested in attaining credit for contributing to humankind by adding to its stock 

of useful knowledge. It may be hard to become a top scholar at a think tank or 

academic institution merely by doing independent research. 

Blatant vs. Ambiguous Plagiarism 

The study of plagiarism, like cheating more generally, involves a minefield of 

context-dependent ambiguities. Fortunately, certain types of unattributed use of 

another’s intellectual work are widely considered to be both unethical and blatant. 

An example would be copying an entire work, such as a book or article, word for 

word, and passing it off as one’s own. But unfortunately, plagiarizers are rarely 

stupid or lazy enough to engage in such blatant plagiarism when, with negligible 

intelligence and effort, they can disguise it. Consequently, the various possible 

unattributed uses of another’s work are rarely recognized unambiguously as 
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plagiarism. Indeed, plagiarism is like a Catch-22. One has to be so stupid or lazy to 

be caught that plagiarizers and their apologists routinely offer as a plausible 

excuse for blatant plagiarism that it had to be unintentional because otherwise it 

would be irrational. The preponderance of think tank plagiarism, like the general 

phenomenon of cheating,56 is probably of the kind that is viewed as relatively minor 

and thus easy to rationalize. 

Here I shall distinguish between different types of plagiarism, where each type is 

often associated with a different level of ethical ambiguity. In the plagiarism 

literature, ambiguous plagiarism is often labeled the “gray area.” 

Text vs. Idea Plagiarism. Text plagiarism refers to specific text, data, or other 

concrete objects that embody ideas. Idea plagiarism relates to the ideas 

themselves. Idea plagiarism tends to be difficult to detect and even more difficult 

to verify and punish. The two types of plagiarism are often confused in practice 

because text plagiarism, which can overlap with idea plagiarism, is often used as a 

proxy for idea plagiarism. However, since it is easy for a plagiarist to paraphrase 

ideas or otherwise recast ideas in new words, operationalizing idea plagiarism as a 

type of text plagiarism means that only the dumbest or laziest idea plagiarists will 

be detected and punished.  

Horizontal vs. Vertical Plagiarism. In horizontal plagiarism, the plagiarism is of a 

colleague. In vertical plagiarism, it is between a superior and subordinate. 

Plagiarism of a subordinate is often considered a lesser offense or no offense at all. 

Since vertical plagiarism often involves an informal collaboration between the 

superior and subordinate, it generally occurs in he-said, she-said situations of 

trust, where a smart superior can head off the risk of a subordinate’s plagiarism 

allegation by creating conditions of plausible deniability (for example, by claiming 

that the most important work was actually his own). In business and politics, 

passing off subordinates’ work as one’s own is extremely common and widely 

accepted as inevitable, if not necessarily ethical. A boss who engages in such 

behavior, if done under false premises, is more likely to be described as a “jerk” 

than “plagiarist.” 

                                                
56 Ariely, The (Honest) Truth About Dishonesty, 26-27. 
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Plagiarism that Harms vs. Helps the Real Author. Real authors may have many 

interests in addition to getting credit for their work. As a result, they may promote 

plagiarism of their own work if this can bring them money, friendship, useful 

business relationships, or other benefits. Sometimes the giving up of credit is 

complete, as in ghostwriting. Other times it may be only partial, as in the practice 

of “honorary” co-authors of scholarly publications. To the extent that real authors 

benefit from plagiarism, as lobbyists do when think tanks copy their ideas, there 

will tend to be less perceived harm from plagiarism, if only because, as described 

below, real authors who are harmed by plagiarism may have the greatest incentive 

to detect, publicize, and punish it.  

Plagiarism Whose Harm is Concentrated vs. Diffuse. As a general rule, plagiarism 

is more likely to be detected, publicized, and punished when the harm from it is 

concentrated on a small number of individuals. When the harm is spread over a 

large audience, such as the general American public, it is more likely to remain 

undetected and unpunished. That is largely because as the number harmed by 

plagiarism increases, collective action problems tend to increase,57 so it is in 

nobody’s interest to detect the plagiarism and enforce the norm against it.  

Using our conceptualization of the various players who might be harmed by the 

plagiarism—the real author, competitors to the plagiarist, audiences, and 

funders—we can make the following generalizations.  

Harm to the real author tends to be highly concentrated because the real author 

tends to be a single individual or a relatively small number of individuals.  

The number of potential competitors is usually larger than the number of real 

authors. They thus have less incentive to expose and penalize plagiarism. When the 

real authors benefit from the plagiarism, the incentive problem for competitors is 

aggravated further. 

The number of audience members for the work of a think tank plagiarizer tends to 

be even greater than the number of competitors, so they have even less incentive 

than real authors and competitors to expose and punish plagiarism.  

                                                
57 For a discussion of collective action problems, see Mancur Olson, The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods 
and the Theory of Groups, Harvard Economic Studies (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971). 
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When the funders are the taxpaying public, the collective action problems may be 

greatest, although we have mechanisms that should alleviate such problems in a 

well-designed democracy. 

A vivid illustration of the passion that can be associated with idea plagiarism is 

Walter Isaacson’s account of Apple’s Steve Jobs accusing Google’s Eric Schmidt of 

copying Apple’s iPhone in Google’s Android operating system. At the time, Schmidt 

was both CEO of Google and Chair of the New America Foundation’s Board of 

Directors. Jobs’s wife, Laurene, was also on the New America Foundation’s Board.  

A few days after he unveiled the iPad in January 2010, Jobs held a “town hall” 

meeting with employees at Apple’s campus. Instead of exulting about their 

transformative new product, however, he went into a rant against Google for 

producing the rival Android operating system. . . . Jobs felt personally 

betrayed. Google’s CEO Eric Schmidt had been on the Apple board during the 

development of the iPhone and iPad. . . .  

So Apple filed suit against HTC (and, by extension, Android). . . . [H]e became 

angrier than I had ever seen him. . . . “We’ve got you red-handed,” he told 

Schmidt. “I’m not interested in settling. I don’t want your money. If you offer 

me $5 billion, I won’t want it. I’ve got plenty of money. I want you to stop 

using our ideas in Android, that’s all I want.”58  

It is said of chimpanzees, our closest animal relative, that they turn a blind eye to 

social harms that don’t hurt them directly and vividly. Although plagiarism may be 

unique to humans, the cognitive capacity of humans to respond to indirect and 

abstract social harms such as plagiarism may be similar. If so, unlike the collective 

action theory, which is based on rationality, social indifference to plagiarism may 

be rooted in human irrationality. 

Individual vs. institutional plagiarism. Individual plagiarism involves an individual 

passing off work as his own; institutional plagiarism involves an institution doing 

the same. Given that plagiarism has traditionally been conceived of in individual 

terms, the harm from institutional plagiarism tends to occur under the public 

radar. The two types of plagiarism often overlap, as when a think tank expects its 

                                                
58 Walter Isaacson, Steve Jobs (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2011), 511-13. 
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scholars to maximize their level of credit claiming because it reflects well on the 

think tank. Insofar as it is in the self-interest of institutions to blame plagiarism on 

individual employees (suggesting only a “rotten apple”) rather than on themselves 

(suggesting a “rotten barrel of apples”), they have a strong incentive to frame 

plagiarism in individual terms.  

Long-term vs. Short-term Plagiarism. The social harm from plagiarism may differ 

depending on one’s time horizon. As a general rule, the social harm from 

plagiarism increases over time. Once a socially useful idea has already been 

developed (that is, has become a “sunk cost”), it is in the public interest to get it 

into use as soon as possible. Giving the marketers of an idea maximum credit for it 

is likely to motivate speedier adoption. A longer term calculation, however, may be 

different: if the idea’s marketers can be expected to get the lion’s share of the 

credit, they may poison the well for those who might otherwise work to develop 

additional breakthrough ideas. Thus, whether misleading credit taking is deemed 

good or bad may be heavily influenced by one’s time horizon. In my experience, 

most think tank donors have a very short-term time horizon.  

In an ideal world, types of plagiarism that are easier to detect and punish would 

have a one-to-one correspondence with those that are socially harmful. But it 

cannot be assumed that we live in such a world—at least not for think tank 

plagiarism, where harm centers on idea rather than text plagiarism, the harms 

from plagiarism are long-term and hard to internalize, and the harm is diffusely 

scattered across a general public whose members are both unlikely to be aware 

that they are providing think tanks with tax breaks and unable to evaluate whether 

they are receiving the claimed original research in return.  

Plagiarism as a Categorical vs. Continuous Variable 

Plagiarism is often viewed as a binary, categorical phenomenon—one either 

plagiarizes or not. This is largely because the penalties for someone labeled a 

plagiarist are often prohibitive; for example, a student may be expelled from school 

and an academic lose his position if found to have plagiarized.  

Alternatively, plagiarism may be conceived of as a continuous phenomenon, where 

there are degrees of social harm from it.  
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As an analogy, democracy was traditionally conceived of as a binary term: a 

country was or wasn’t a democracy. In the early days of democracy, when there 

were only a few democracies on earth, this was probably reasonable. But by the 

early 21st century, with more than a hundred countries labeling themselves 

democracies, political scientists had often come to find it more helpful to view 

democracy as a continuous variable. 

Insofar as there is a limited range of penalties for plagiarism and the penalties that 

do exist are draconian, practical and morally sensitive people will strongly resist 

applying to any action or person the term “plagiarism,” just as there is resistance 

to applying the term “rape.” But plagiarism shouldn’t be a term like “rape.” It 

should be a more flexible term like lying, where we recognize many shades of gray, 

and thus aren’t as fearful of using the term.  

Plagiarism as a Term for Individual vs. Aggregated 
Incidents 

Accounts of plagiarism tend to be incident-centric because it is individuals harmed 

by plagiarism in specific incidents that tend to bring plagiarism to public attention. 

The result is that minor, difficult-to-prove, and diffuse cases of plagiarism tend to 

be ignored because they’re not worth anyone’s while to bring to public attention. 

However, such incidents of plagiarism may nevertheless cumulatively add up to a 

great social harm. As an analogy, if every American household cheats the IRS of 

one hundred dollars per year on average, the sum total of such cheating over a 

decade is more than $100 billion.  

The primary effect of the vast majority of plagiarism incidents going unpunished 

may be that it erodes trust that the hard work of interdisciplinary public policy R&D 

will be rewarded. People capable and desirous of doing that type of research would 

thus be disinclined to join the think tank world and engage in the type of work think 

tanks claim to provide as a public service.    

Plagiarism Across the Advocacy Spectrum 

The scope of public policy idea credit claiming activities subject to plagiarism 

charges should decrease as one leaves an institutional framework driven by the 



EDMOND J. SAFRA RESEARCH LAB, HARVARD UNIVERSITY • THINK TANKS’ DIRTY LITTLE SECRET:  
POWER, PUBLIC POLICY, AND PLAGIARISM • SNIDER • AUGUST 8, 2013  

36 

pursuit of truth, and shifts to one driven by the pursuit of power. If so, the concept 

of public policy idea plagiarism decreases in utility as one moves from academia to 

think tanks to lobbying organizations to legislative bodies. Nevertheless, there is so 

much social prestige attached to originality that lobbying organizations (such as 

public interest advocates and trade associations) as well as politicians regularly 

claim credit for such ideas. To the extent that such organizations claim academic-

like credit for their work, they should probably be held to academic standards.  

Think Tanks Encouraging the Politically Powerful to 
Plagiarize 

In their advocacy mode, think tanks may encourage the politically powerful to claim 

credit that isn’t their due. The underlying principle is that if you want your ideas to 

have impact, you must convince the more politically powerful that the ideas were 

theirs. In early 2011, US Rep. Richard Hanna wrote a newspaper op-ed largely 

copied from the work of Cato scholar Julian Sanchez.59 In 2008, Representative 

Hanna engaged in a similar act of copying from another Cato scholar, Ben 

Friedman, who complained, “I dislike having my words stolen.”60 Sanchez, 

however, wasn’t upset. He reported that Hanna had done the copying “w/my 

permission.”61 The Washington Post’s Think Tank blog commented: “think tanks 

these days are in the business of seeing their research all the way through to 

implementation and many think tanks have congressional liaison staff members (or 

entire staffs) to make sure of it.”62 He then quoted a think tank media relations 

representative: “It’s no secret that we need funding for our work and funders are 

more and more concerned with measuring impact in terms of direct input in policy 

and lawmaking.” And sometimes that means scholars “have to check their egos-at-

the-door” and realize they might not get credit for their work in order to make 

legislators and, by extension, funders happy.63 

                                                
59 Allen McDuffee, “Cato-Hanna Debate is about Disclosure, Not Plagiarism,” Think Tanked blog, Washington 
Post, 28 February 2011, http://www.thinktankedblog.com/think-tanked/2011/02/think-tank-plagiarism-
hanna-julian-sanchez-cato.html. 
60 Id. 
61 Id. 
62 Id. 
63 Id. 
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The New America Foundation’s incoming president, Anne-Marie Slaughter, echoed 

this need to give intellectual credit to the powerful when she reflected to her staff 

on the differences between academic and government credit giving norms. As 

reported on the New America Foundation’s “In The Tank” blog: “In the former 

setting, the highest rewards go to those who can come up with big ideas and have 

their name attached to them. Conversely, ‘in Washington, you take big ideas and 

turn them into bite-sized ideas, and try to convince others that these were their 

ideas in the first place.’”64 

According to this logic, plagiarism tends to be encouraged by the politically weak 

who want to be effective, including academics, think tanks, lobbyists/advocates, 

and even members of Congress. One reason that 2000 presidential candidate Al 

Gore may have come to believe that he had created the Internet, a claim for which 

he was much ridiculed in extensive press coverage and which might therefore have 

lost him the closest election in American history, is that advocates seeking to curry 

his favor had probably told him that many times during his career.65 And the fact 

was, far more than most politicians who will claim credit for anything politically 

useful that they plausibly can,66 Gore did make an important contribution to the 

development of the Internet.67  

This tradeoff between receiving credit and being effective may be yet another 

important but difficult-to-analyze variable in the calculation of the social welfare 

effects of plagiarism. In the 2000 presidential election, the press ignored this 

possible tradeoff, for it’s possible that heaping misleading praise on Gore for his 

contribution to the development of the Internet may have actually fostered the 

development of the Internet, one of the great public policy ideas of the 20th 

century. Note that the precursor to today’s Internet was a government-funded 

                                                
64 Elizabeth Weingarten, “Our New President,” In The Tank, 4 April 2013, 
http://inthetank.newamerica.net/blog/2013/04/our-new-president. 
65 This may also explain why Gore was frequently credited with coining the term “information superhighway,” 
although I could find no reference to Gore making that claim himself.  
66 E.g., see David R. Mayhew, Congress: The Electoral Connection, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974). 
67 See Colin Wood, “Who Really, Really Invented the Internet?,” Government Technology, 27 July 2012; Michael 
Hiltzik, “So, Who Really Did Invent the Internet?,” Los Angeles Times, 23 July 2012; and Robert Kahn and 
Vinton Cerf to Politech 28 September 2000, http://web.eecs.umich.edu/~fessler/misc/funny/gore,net.txt. 
During the summer of 1979, I worked as a college intern at the Congressional Clearinghouse on the Future, 
co-chaired by Rep. Al Gore. Already, by then, Gore was viewed as a technological visionary within Congress. 
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creation designed to enhance national defense. Gore played a major role in 

developing and privatizing that network. 

A consequence of the tradeoff between receiving credit and being effective is that 

credit for original public policy ideas tends to get pushed upstream in the policy 

making process—where upstream means increasingly more influential political 

actors. Think tanks and others involved in policy making seek as much credit as 

they can get for themselves, but when advocating upstream may voluntarily give up 

deserved credit as the price for seeing their ideas implemented.  

The Think Tank Gap in the Plagiarism Literature 

An immense scholarly literature exists on plagiarism, covering various literary and 

academic fields. In a review of the literature, for example, Law Professor Stuart 

Green lists the following fields covered: “historians, students, college professors 

and administrators, scientists, biographers, novelists, poets, journalists, cookbook 

authors, screenwriters, translators, clergy, mathematicians, economists, lawyers, 

fashion designers, or others.”68 Strikingly absent from this list is think tank 

plagiarism. In a search of hundreds of scholarly articles on plagiarism, I could not 

find one on think tank plagiarism. 

What explains this omission? One possible explanation is that think tank plagiarism 

is rare. The analysis of think tank incentives below, however, suggests it should be 

relatively common because the incentive for misleading credit claiming in the think 

tank world is greater than in the academic world. 

Incentives for Credit Giving in Think Tank vs. 
Academic Institutions 

Compare the balance of incentives for credit taking and credit giving among 

academic scholars and think tank scholars. The balance of incentives for think tank 

scholars is systematically skewed toward credit taking. Four reasons for this are: 

                                                
68 Stuart P Green, “Plagiarism, Norms, and the Limits of Theft Law: Some Observations on the Use of Criminal 
Sanctions in Enforcing Intellectual Property Rights,” Hastings Law Journal 54 (2002-2003): 167-242, 192-93. 
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First, the attribution structures of academic and think tank work products are 

fundamentally different. The archetypical think tank produces work following a 

problem-solution structure, whereas the archetypical university produces work that 

follows a contribution-to-literature structure. The think tank structure entails that 

no section of the work is devoted to the contribution of the work to the body of 

literature that is its foundation; that is, there is no literature review. Indeed, it may 

be argued that think tank work is remarkably modest because think tanks do not 

encourage claims to originality in the body of their work.  

This doesn’t mean that think tank work isn’t profusely footnoted. In a working 

paper, every fact cited in the paper may have a scholarly footnote attached to it. 

But there is a difference between crediting small ideas and big ideas, where the big 

idea is what the think tank is contributing to the ongoing public policy debate and 

the small ideas are the supporting facts. It’s the big idea that the think tank 

markets and for which it seeks public credit. It’s the big idea that usually draws the 

press attention and the other forms of public recognition on which a thriving think 

tank depends. 

Second, think tank scholars don’t primarily write to influence their colleagues. They 

write to influence policymakers and those who influence policymakers such as the 

press and the general public. This means that their audiences are likely to have 

considerably less knowledge of the literature, which raises their cost of detecting 

plagiarism.  

Third, the cost of punishing plagiarism is much higher in the think tank world 

because of the lack of peer review. Many of the major milestones in an academic’s 

career are controlled by peers who control the gates to publication and tenure. 

These gates allow plagiarism norms to be enforced informally and without risk of a 

libel lawsuit. If a reviewer of a scholarly article believes that a manuscript 

submission plagiarizes other work, he only has to alert the editor to that fact and 

the editor can quietly reject the manuscript with minimal fuss or fear of a libel suit. 

The same logic applies to tenure decisions, where peers can quietly enforce 

plagiarism norms. In contrast, the work of think tank scholars is primarily 

published either in-house or through publications lacking peer review, which is too 

slow a publication process for most think tank work. The consequence is that those 

in a position to detect idea plagiarism in a work can only do so after it is published, 
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when the cost to both whistleblowers and publishers is dramatically higher and 

probably prohibitive for at least one or the other.  

In academic publishing, an editor usually detects plagiarism in the peer review 

process via an alert from one of the reviewers, whom he has preselected and 

respects for their expertise and judgment. The reviewer has already agreed to do 

the review and can note the plagiarism in his review with minimal effort. In 

contrast, with a popular press, a whistleblower must first identify the relevant 

editor on the staff of the publication (often difficult to do) and then win that editor’s 

trust, which may be very costly if not impossible to do, especially if the editor 

doesn’t want to be bothered ferreting out the truth. 

Indeed, getting a popular publication to retract an article for plagiarism is often 

impossible. Unless the plagiarism is of the blatant textual variety, it is likely to be 

expensive for publishers to investigate plagiarism claims, and they have no rational 

incentive to do it: for them, as a business decision, the upside is negligible and the 

downside is an expensive libel lawsuit. Even in the academic publishing world, 

journals will rarely retract a paper for idea plagiarism after publication for fear that 

it will lead to a libel lawsuit.69 And when they do retract a paper, they are likely to 

provide a minimal explanation, even when the evidence of plagiarism is 

incontrovertible.70  

Fourth, the harms from plagiarism are internalized more by academic than think 

tank institutions. The harms from plagiarism are internalized when a particular 

institution bears the entire harm from plagiarism; they are externalized when 

others bear the harm. Plagiarism detection and punishment at an institutional level 

tends to be greater when the harm from plagiarism is internalized. Consider a 

university that has students purchasing term papers from a paper mill. The 

competitors most affected by such plagiarism are in the same university and 

                                                
69 At a panel at the Third World Conference on Research Integrity on May 7, 2013 in Montreal, Canada, I 
asked the three panelists: Ivan Oransky from Retraction Watch, USA; David Wright from the U.S. Office of 
Research Integrity, U.S.A.; and Veronique Kiermer from Nature; what percentage of their retractions for 
plagiarism were for idea plagiarism as opposed to text plagiarism. All replied zero percent, even though they 
agreed that idea plagiarism was a type of plagiarism. See LaFollette, Stealing into Print: Fraud, Plagiarism, and 
Misconduct in Scientific Publishing, 12, 200; Kevin T. McGuire, “There Was a Crooked Man (Uscript): A Not-So-
Serious Look at the Serious Subject of Plagiarism,” PS: Political Science and Politics 43.1 (2010): 107-113, 
111; and Jon White, “Risking Life and Libel Suits to Expose Fraud,” Slate, 24 November, 2012. 
70 For a compilation of retractions, see RetractionWatch.wordpress.com. 
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classroom. Weighing the harm to the plagiarizer vs. the harm to the sum of the 

plagiarizer’s competitors, the university might find it in its own self-interest to 

punish the plagiarizer. The compartmentalization of academic disciplines across 

universities also fosters the development of professional academic associations 

and peer-reviewed journals that can internalize the harm from plagiarism. Indeed, 

most cases of faculty plagiarism tend to initially come to attention via discipline-

based institutions. In contrast, think tank scholars don’t work in an institutional 

framework that can internalize such costs as effectively. Not only are those harmed 

by their plagiarism likely to come from outside their think tank, but the discipline-

based institutions, such as professional associations and peer-reviewed journals, 

which hold academic scholars in check, lack comparable clout with think tank 

scholars, and there don’t appear to be other institutions available to internalize 

such costs to the same degree. Of course, a think tank will probably never find it in 

its interest to publicly endorse plagiarism. But given its ability to externalize the 

harm from plagiarism, it may benefit when its scholars emphasize credit taking 

over credit giving in a socially harmful way. 

A Fiduciary Duty to Encourage Plagiarism?  

The leadership of some types of institutions arguably have a duty to commit 

plagiarism whereas the leadership of other types of institutions do not. 

Corporations. Corporate directors and officers have a fiduciary duty to increase the 

value of shareholder stock, as long as they can do so without acting illegally.71 

Assuming a corporation can plagiarize without violating the law or being widely 

perceived to have acted unethically, and that such plagiarism would enhance 

profits (for example, by not providing free marketing to a potential competitor), do 

directors and officers of a for-profit company have a fiduciary duty to shareholders 

to encourage such plagiarism? I believe the answer would be “yes.” I’m not 

suggesting that if they didn’t plagiarize they could be sued successfully. I’m merely 

                                                
71 Unocal Corp. v. Mesa Petroleum Co., 493 A. 2d 946, 955 (Delaware 1985): “Corporate directors have a 
fiduciary duty to act in the best interest of the corporation’s stockholders.” Other theories of corporate 
governance, such as that corporate directors also have a duty of loyalty to other stakeholders, would have to 
be considered in any rigorous analysis of this theory. 
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suggesting that if they act in the best interests of their shareholders, they would 

have to plagiarize. 

Universities. In contrast, a non-profit’s directors and officers have a fiduciary duty 

to “act with fidelity to the organization’s ‘mission,’ as expressed in its charter and 

bylaws.”72 Accordingly, a research university’s trustees and officers have a duty to 

discourage faculty plagiarism,73 which would be inconsistent with a university’s 

mission to make “advances in knowledge,”74 including raising charitable funds and 

attracting desirable faculty to advance that mission. In addition, since there are 

many external mechanisms based on peer review that ensure that plagiarism has a 

high probability of being detected and punished, it would be highly risky for 

university directors or officers to encourage or even just tolerate plagiarism, even 

though such behavior occasionally happens. 

Think Tanks. The fiduciary responsibilities of think tank boards may fit somewhere 

in between their business and academic counterparts. As with an academic 

institution, a think tank’s reputation for originality, which is enhanced by credit 

taking, may help raise funds. But, as we have also seen, the checks on misleading 

credit taking are relatively weak compared to those in academic institutions.  

The Structure of Credit Claiming  

The structure of credit claiming is likely to be different in think tank and academic 

institutions. In academic institutions, the primary credit claiming is done in 

scholarly publications, where the credit claiming is work-specific and provides a 

detailed discussion as to what is and is not original.  

As we have seen, think tank work lacks a section for context-sensitive credit 

claiming and giving. That doesn’t mean that many think tank articles don’t include 

such sections. Washington, DC’s you-scratch-my-back-I’ll-scratch-your-back culture 

may require such attribution, even if those so recognized are chosen for political as 

                                                
72 Harvey Goldschmid, “The Fiduciary Duties of Nonprofit Directors and Officers: Paradoxes, Problems, and 
Proposed Reform,” Journal of Corporate Law 23 (1997-1998): 641. 
73 Jonathan R. Cole, The Great American University: Its Rise to Preeminence, Its Indispensable National Role, and 
Why It Must Be Protected,  (New York: PublicAffairs, 2009), 63. 
74 Id., 68. 
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much as scholarly reasons. But the key way claims to originality are made in the 

think tank work is what I call a “virgin claim.” In a virgin claim, the claim is made 

outside a specific, messy work context; it is made abstractly. For any particular 

work, this allows the claim of plausible deniability; for example, “oh, when we 

made the claim to originality, we weren’t referring to that work.” Since most think 

tank work is educational in nature, it’s also likely to be true. 

To see how such virgin claims are made, consider the New America Foundation. 

Claims to independence and new ideas are generally made in the most general 

context possible.  

Consider claims to independence. Many think tanks provide minimal context-

sensitive information about contributors; they simply claim to be independent. The 

New America Foundation does list dozens of significant contributors, sorted by 

general level of giving (see Figure 1). But the general impression from reading such 

a disclosure is that New America has many diverse sources of funding, each one of 

which is relatively negligible and thus has minimal ability to constrain its 

independence. The reality, however, may be quite different. New America is divided 

into more than a dozen programs and other funding units. The majority of money 

given to New America by external funders is tied to specific programs, with a 

relatively small portion allocated to the overhead of the think tank. Each program 

head both raises and allocates money from external funders. And unlike the 

general public, he is acutely aware of his dependence on only a few external 

funders to maintain his position. Accordingly, he will be acutely sensitive to their 

public policy agenda, even if that agenda isn’t explicitly stated. Meanwhile, he may 

not care about most of the external funders listed on New America’s website.  
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Figure 1. The New America Foundation’s Our Funding Webpage75 

 

                                                
75 “Our Funding,” New America Foundation, http://newamerica.net/about/funding. 
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Similarly, a small number of external political actors that don’t contribute funding 

to a New America program may nevertheless provide vital services to the program. 

Services may include valuable references and technical, political, and marketing 

knowledge. These benefits can compromise independence in the same way that 

funding can. 

Now consider claims to new ideas. On its annual Form 990 reporting its activities 

to the Federal government, the New America Foundation describes its mission: “To 

bring exceptionally promising new voices and new ideas to the fore of our nation’s 

public discourse.”76  

New America’s “about” page on its website starts: “The New America Foundation is 

a nonprofit, nonpartisan public policy institute that invests in new thinkers and new 

ideas to address the next generation of challenges facing the United States.”77 

The same web page that lists New America’s funders (see Figure 1) starts with this 

text: “The New America Foundation thanks the following organizations and 

individuals who supported our work in 2011. We are so grateful for their 

commitment to investing in new thinkers and new ideas.” 

 A “Support New America” box is found on almost every New America web page, 

including every program page. It explains why one should contribute: “Your tax-

deductible gift will help bring promising new voices and ideas into our nation's 

discourse, and help shape the future of vital public policies.”78  

On its separate “Contribute to New America” page, the opening paragraph includes 

this claim: “Your tax-deductible contribution will help bring exceptionally promising 

new voices and new ideas to the fore of our nation’s public discourse and will help 

shape the future of our nation's public policies.” 79 

A search on New America’s website for the phrase “new ideas” found 1,060 hits 

and for the word “innovation” found 13,100 results.80 Statements on New 

                                                
76 “New America Foundation Form 990 for 2011,” The Foundation Center, 
http://dynamodata.fdncenter.org//990_pdf_archive/522/522096845/522096845_201112_990.pdf. 
77 “About,” New America Foundation, http://newamerica.net/about. 
78 Program pages accessed May 3, 2013. 
79 “Contribute to New America,” New America Foundation, http://newamerica.net/contribute. 
80 Search conducted on June 7, 2013. 
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America’s new ideas by its leadership are collected in Figure 2 and by other think 

tanks in Figure 3.  

Figure 2: Statements by New America’s Leadership on New Ideas 

Ted Halstead, Founding President, New America Foundation, 1999-2007 

“We have the best minds from the left and the right. They represent the most innovative 

thinkers on their sides.”81 

Steve Coll, President, New America Foundation, 2008-2013 

“New America’s success has been built on innovation and the search for promising new 

voices in scholarship, policy and journalism.” 82 

Eric Schmidt, Chair of the Board of Directors, Google and New America Foundation, 

2008-2013 

“New America is a place where first-rate scholars are producing concrete, creative solutions 

for some of our nation’s biggest challenges.” 83  

“Steve Coll has firmly established the New America Foundation as a leading policy institute 

advancing compelling new ideas and phenomenal research.”84 

Anne-Marie Slaughter, Incoming President, New America Foundation, 2013 

“[New America] is a generator and incubator of big ideas.”85  

“This is a place that likes new ideas and big ideas.”86 

Press releases announcing major leadership changes between 2007 and 2013 close with: 

“The New America Foundation is a nonprofit public policy institute whose purpose is to 

bring exceptionally promising new voices and new ideas to the fore of American public 

discourse.” 87 

  

                                                
81 Mary Tamer, “Public Service Innovators—Ted Halstead MPA 1998,” News Release, 9 March 2001 
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/news-events/news/alumni/public-service-innovators-ted-halstead-mpa-1998-
bringing-new-america-to-the-fore. 
82 "Google Ceo Eric Schmidt Appointed as Chairman of New America Foundation’s Board of Directors,” News 
Release, 7 February 2008. 
83 Id. 
84 “Steve Coll to Step Down as New America Foundation’s President,” News Release, 25 June 2012. 
85 “Anne-Marie Slaughter Named Next President of New America Foundation: Slaughter to Succeed Steve Coll 
in Leading Cutting-Edge Think Tank.” 
86 Weingarten, “Our New President.”  
87 See, e.g., “Google” 
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The claim to new ideas may also be made in proposals and reports to funders and 

in relatively informal settings such as meetings with funders, at conferences, and 

with policymakers. These claims may have less of a virgin birth; that is, they may 

be made in a more context-sensitive way. But compared to academic claims that 

are published openly, these context-sensitive claims are made in confidential 

documents seen by few, such as funders, or in relatively informal settings such as 

face-to-face meetings that are hard to verify. 

Claims to follow some academic scholarly practices also imply a commitment to 

follow others, such as academic codes on integrity. For example, in an interview 

with the Washington Post’s Allen McDuffee, the New America Foundation’s 

President, Steve Coll, reported: “We do publish our own scholarship to academic 

standards, with peer review and footnoting and the rest, and I’m proud of that 

work.”88 But it’s not clear what such abstract assertions mean in practice. For 

example, what makes footnotes scholarly is not their quantity or format but the 

purpose for which they are selected. It’s easy to follow the format of academic 

footnotes without following the substance, which is to provide credit where credit is 

due. For example, legal briefs may follow an academic format but in substance 

serve the interests of a particular client. Many reports by advocacy organizations 

and think tanks have similarly biased footnoting practices, even when they 

impeccably follow academic formats.  

I asked several New America Foundation fellows if they were aware of any written 

standards of research misconduct, including plagiarism, akin to what universities 

publish for their faculty, and they said no. Fuzz Hogan, New America’s Managing 

Editor, confirmed that he knew of no such documents.89  

                                                
88 Allen McDuffee, “5 Questions for New America's Steve Coll,”   Think Tanked blog, Washington Post, 19 
September 2011, http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/think-tanked/post/5-questions-for-new-americas-
steve-coll/2011/09/19/gIQAm5FJfK_blog.html. 
89 Fuzz Hogan, email to author, June 12, 2013. 
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Figure 3: Statements on New Ideas by Think Tanks  

on a Conservative-Progressive Continuum 

[Conservative] American Enterprise Institute, President’s Statement 

Now in its 75th year, the American Enterprise Institute exists to develop the ideas this 

country needs to get back on the right track.90 

The most gratifying moments in the think tank world come when ambitious ideas, politically 

out of the question at first, have worked their way through academic and professional 

debate, got noticed by public officials and legislators, and eventually were adopted as policy. 

That usually takes at least a dozen years. . . . Think tanks serve as storehouses of ideas, 

patiently developed and nurtured, waiting for the crisis when practical men are desperately 

seeking a new approach, or for the inspired leader who sees the possibilities of action before 

the crisis arrives.91 

[Moderate] Brookings Institution, “About” Webpage 

The Brookings Institution is a nonprofit public policy institution based in Washington, DC. 

Our mission is to conduct high-quality, independent research and, based on that research, 

to provide innovative, practical recommendations.92 

[Progressive] Center for American Progress, “About Us” Webpage 

The Center for American Progress is an independent nonpartisan educational institute 

dedicated to improving the lives of Americans through progressive ideas and action. . . . We 

develop new policy ideas, critique the policy that stems from conservative values, challenge 

the media to cover the issues that truly matter, and shape the national debate.93 

 

 

 	  

                                                
90 Arthur C. Brooks, fundraising letter from AEI’s president, 15 March, 2013.  
91 DeMuth, Christopher, “Think Tank Confidential,” Wall Street Journal, October 11, 2007. 
92 Accessed April 15, 2013. http://www.brookings.edu/about#research-programs/ 
93 Accessed June 7, 2013. http://www.americanprogress.org/about/mission/ 
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The Benefits of Credit Claiming 

In the think tank world, it’s quite possible that neither a plagiarizer nor his 

audience really cares about new ideas. Nevertheless, the plagiarizer may feel 

compelled to make the claim of new ideas because it enhances the perception that 

its work has political impact.  

Here is the mechanism linking these two seemingly separate phenomena: new 

ideas and political influence. Reporters and policymakers who read think tank work 

often don’t have the background knowledge to know what is original and what is 

not, nor the time or inclination to devote the resources to find out. If a think tank 

claims its key ideas are original, it is more likely to be publicly recognized by 

reporters or policymakers, who might otherwise seek quotes, testimony, or other 

forms of public recognition from the original author, who might be a greater 

authority on the subject. Now, let’s suppose a think tank wants to show funders 

and other influence brokers that it proposed an influential public policy idea. If 

another author and potential competitor is prominently introduced into this 

storyline prior to the think tank’s publication of the public policy idea, the simple 

causal story could get muddled. To expect a think tank to needlessly credit 

potential competitors would be akin to a company spending millions of dollars on a 

marketing campaign to launch a new product, only to advertise to the world that its 

product is a copycat of a competitor’s.  

This type of mechanism doesn’t work in an academic setting because the intended 

audience of expert peer reviewers would know the history of an idea whether or not 

the author provided it.  

The Cost-Benefit Calculus for the Plagiarized 

Just because an author might feel greatly harmed by plagiarism doesn’t mean it’s 

rational for him to do anything about it. Consider an unmarried woman in a 

traditional society who is raped. Her wisest course of action might be to pretend it 

didn’t happen. If she discloses the rape, she will also disclose that she is not a 

virgin and so lose her marriage prospects. In some societies, she may even be 

stoned to death, partly because in allowing herself to get raped, she is perceived to 

have lost any chance of a respectable social role. Alternatively, she may be forced 
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to marry the rapist. In the absence of an institutional framework that helps rape 

victims, the best strategy for a young woman is almost always to do nothing. 

A similar set of incentives may explain why rational individuals harmed by think 

tank plagiarism do nothing about it because there is nothing they can do about it 

without adding to the harm already done to them. That’s because for those 

plagiarized by a think tank scholar, there may be no recourse: not only no court of 

justice, but no university or professional association or peer-reviewed journal that 

would both care and be in a position to help. And if there is no impartial umpire, 

let alone a competent one, nothing positive is likely to result; and on the downside, 

the equivalent of a shouting match where the plagiarizer threatens and possibly 

inflicts on the plagiarized as much harm as he can muster. 

Case Study: Conference Board of Canada’s Blatant 
Plagiarism 

The Conference Board of Canada describes itself as “the foremost independent, 

not-for-profit applied research organization in Canada. Objective and non-partisan. 

We do not lobby for specific interests.”94 The 2012 Global Go To Think Tanks Report 

ranks the Conference Board of Canada #10 among Canadian think tanks.95  

On May 25, 2009, Michael Geist, a professor of law with a specialty in intellectual 

property, wrote on his influential blog that “these claims should take a major hit 

based on last week’s release of a deceptive, plagiarized report on the digital 

economy that copied text from the International Intellectual Property Alliance (the 

primary movie, music, and software lobby in the U.S.).”96 Large sections of the 

report’s text were copied, including the key arguments and public policy 

recommendations.  

                                                
94 “About Us,” The Conference Board of Canada, http://www.conferenceboard.ca/about-cboc/default.aspx. 
95 McGann, “2012 Global Go To Think Tanks Report and Policy Advice,” 61. 
96 Michael Geist, “The Conference Board of Canada's Deceptive, Plagiarized Digital Economy Report,”  
MichaelGeist.ca May 25, 2009, http://www.michaelgeist.ca/content/view/4000/125/. 
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The plagiarism was blatant and undeniable, and his findings were widely reported 

in the Canadian press.97 The Conference Board initially responded to the press that 

it “stands behind its findings”98 and has corrected a missing citation “in one 

instance.”99 But as the press coverage continued over the following days, the 

Conference Board retracted the report, claiming that “our guidelines on plagiarism 

had been broken” and effectively placing much of the blame on the report’s author, 

who “was a researcher who was hired on contract, but no longer works for the 

Conference Board.”100 

Less than a week later, the author, in a detailed post on Geist’s blog, responded by 

denouncing the Conference Board, saying he left nearly a year before the report 

was released, did not include the relevant language in the draft he submitted to the 

Conference Board, and asked that his name be taken off the report: “The 

Conference Board asks for my help but won’t acknowledge that it was wrong to put 

my name on reports that bear little resemblance to the original research I 

submitted, were substantially reworked, and were published ten months after I 

resigned.”101 

Professor Geist later mapped out the sequence of plagiarism; the Conference 

Board was involved in only one of the last steps in a complex scheme. Three other 

organizations, the Ontario Chamber of Commerce, the Anti-Counterfeiting Network, 

and the IP Council, had engaged in similar plagiarism in their own reports on 

intellectual property. These reports, in turn, were derived from the lobbying 

associations of the Canadian movie and recording lobbying industries, which 

derived many of their arguments from their American lobbying counterparts. Some 

of the later reports cited the earlier reports.102 

Geist concluded that the lobbying goal of the plagiarism was to have essentially 

independent organizations make the same recommendations: “there has been a 
                                                

97 Michael Geist, “Conference Board Plagiarism Story Front Page News for Second Day,” MichaelGeist.ca 27 
May 2009, http://www.michaelgeist.ca/content/view/4004/125/. 
98 “Conference Board Report on Copyright Draws Criticism,” CBC News, 26 May, 2009. 
99 Id. 
100 Chris Sorensen, “Conference Board Says 3 Reports Plagiarized,” Business Reporter, 29 May, 2009. 
101 Curtis Cook, Comment, posted on MichaelGeist.ca 3 June, 2009, 
http://www.michaelgeist.ca/content/view/4025/125/. 
102 Michael Geist, “Unravelling the Canadian Copyright Policy Laundering Strategy,” MichaelGeist.ca 24 June 
2009, http://www.michaelgeist.ca/content/view/4079/125/. 
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clear strategy of deploying seemingly independent organizations to advance the 

same goals, claims, arguments, and recommendations. Over the past three years, 

this strategy has played out with multiple reports, each building on the next with a 

steady stream of self-citation.”103 

Ontario’s Ministry of Research and Innovation, which claims to support “world-

class research”104 and was a “partner” research organization with the Conference 

Board of Canada,105 contributed $15,000—a remarkably large sum for a think tank 

event—to the conference at which the report was released.106 The money was for 

the conference, not the report. 

Discussion 

The plagiarism recounted above was blatant, which is rare among think tanks 

because it risks the type of exposure and ridicule found in this case. Try as it 

might, the Conference Board couldn’t effectively argue that it hadn’t plagiarized its 

report. At first, it tried to argue that the plagiarism was minor. When that didn’t 

work, it blamed the report’s author. Eventually, that failed, too.  

The plagiarists were lazy. When passages of text can be laid out next to each other 

and shown to correspond, the plagiarism is incontrovertible. But all the plagiarists 

needed to do to accomplish their purpose was endorse a set of ideas. This could 

have been accomplished with much less risk of detection by paraphrasing and 

reorganizing the ideas. Rarely are think tank plagiarists so lazy.  

The real author of the report was happy to be plagiarized; indeed, this was the goal 

of the plagiarism. Since the Conference Board of Canada is perceived to be an 

influential public policy player, this was a smart lobbying move, except that the 

plagiarism was done too blatantly. 

                                                
103 Id. 
104 “Ontario Ministry of Research and Innovation,” http://www.ontario.ca/ministry-research-innovation. 
105 A search on the Ministry’s website for “Conference Board of Canada” resulted in 183 hits. Accessed June 
12, 2013. 
106 See Micheal Geist, “Conference Board Plagiarism Story Front Page News, Gov't Says It Contributed $15K 
To Report,” Micheal Geist blog, 25 May, 2009. http://www.michaelgeist.ca/content/view/4002/125/. 
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The person who exposed the plagiarism had no risk of a libel suit because the 

plagiarism was blatant. Bringing plagiarism charges against public figures, the 

dead, or those who have already been charged by others are also good ways to 

avoid the risk of a libel suit. But unfortunately this may leave out most of the 

plagiarism that occurs at think tanks.  

The person who exposed the plagiarism also had no track record of being 

interested in plagiarism per se. What he was interested in was intellectual property 

issues and discrediting the Conference Board as a mouthpiece for certain industry 

interests. Demonstrating the Conference Board’s plagiarism was only a means to 

that end. Often it appears hopeless to expose and punish plagiarism unless the real 

author is harmed and willing to bear the costs of punishment, which is usually a 

foolhardy undertaking. But if, as in this case, a political opponent can be shown to 

have used plagiarism, there is hope that someone might have an interest in 

exposing it, especially if the plagiarism is blatant. 

The goal of the plagiarism was not to claim authorship of new ideas but to claim 

that certain ideas had been independently arrived at by a trusted think tank. It was 

to demonstrate a consensus of viewpoints. For think tanks funded as part of 

lobbying campaigns, this may be a common form of plagiarism. 

Case Study: Harding Institute for Freedom and 
Democracy Hoax 

In 2008, days after Barack Obama was elected President, two Washington, DC 

insiders conducted a sophisticated hoax to expose the gullibility of the nation’s 

elite media. They created a fictitious think tank, the Harding Institute for Freedom 

and Democracy, featuring a senior fellow with inside information on a hot issue. 107 

The hoax started with an exclusive Fox News story that an anonymous source who 

worked on Senator John McCain’s campaign had reported inside anecdotes about 

vice presidential candidate Sarah Palin’s selfishness, vanity, and stupidity; for 

                                                
107 Joshua Greene, “True Lies: The Best Recent Memoir from Republican Washington Is a Hoax. That Should 
Tell You Something.,” Washington Monthly, November/December 2009; Jennifer Harper, “Pranksters Get the 
Last Laugh,” Washington Times, 14 November 2008; Richard Perez-Peña, “A Senior Fellow at the Institute of 
Non-Existence,” New York Times, 12 November 2008; and “MSNBC Retracts False Palin Story; Others Duped,” 
USA Today, 12 November 2008. 
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example, that Sarah Palin didn’t know that Africa was a continent, not a country.108 

Coming after Saturday Night Live’s skits ridiculing Sarah Palin, the anecdotes were 

viewed as plausible.  

Later it was revealed as a hot scoop that the anecdotes came from Martin 

Eisenstadt, a senior fellow at the Harding Institute for Freedom and Democracy. 

Respected media outlets such as MSNBC, the Los Angeles Times, and the New 

Republic then ran stories that the inside source of information from the McCain 

campaign had been found. An additional twist is that a series of similar hoaxes 

with Martin Eisenstadt, one involving a planned casino in Iraq’s Green Zone and 

another involving comments presidential candidate McCain made about Paris 

Hilton, had been run months before.109 

Discussion 

This is an extreme case of a gullible press, and the nature of the hoax was such 

that it would be quickly discovered. The McCain campaign, for example, had no 

record of a Martin Eisenstadt working for it. But it does reveal the potential of even 

elite media to fail to undertake even the simplest steps to investigate the credibility 

of Washington, DC public policy institutes; in this case, one that didn’t even exist.  

In my experience, claims about a source’s independence is one of the greatest 

points of press gullibility. When a source is smart, knowledgeable, comes from a 

respected institution, and appears trustworthy (like a news anchor, who probably 

hasn’t written, let alone researched, the subject about which he reports), it’s easy 

for a reporter to take assertions of independence at face value, especially when a 

think tank is legally protected from having to disclose such information in a 

verifiable way. Similar gullibility applies to assertions, usually only implicit, of 

presenting new public policy proposals.  

  

                                                
108 Perez-Peña, "A Senior Fellow at the Institute of Non-Existence." 
109 Id. 
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Case Study: CSIS Denounces Plagiarism, 
Sympathizes with Plagiarizers  

The Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) is a leading Washington, 

DC think tank that focuses on foreign policy. Fairness & Accuracy in Reporting lists it 

as the 8th most cited think tank in the United States during 2010.110  

In October 2011, Karl-Theodor zu Guttenberg, former Defense Minister of 

Germany, joined CSIS as a “Distinguished Statesman.” According to the 

Washington Post, “Guttenberg had become known as the ‘cut and paste minister’ or 

the ‘minister of plagiarism’ for allegedly plagiarizing much of his 2009 doctoral 

dissertation at Germany’s University of Bayreuth.”111 As a Member of Parliament in 

2004, he asked a staffer to write a ten page document, which he then included in 

his Ph.D. dissertation.112 But that was only a small part of the plagiarism. 

Approximately three quarters of the pages in the dissertation had at least some 

plagiarized content.113  

The university concluded that he “clearly and grossly violated standard research 

practices and in so doing deliberately deceived,”114 and “it was obvious that 

plagiarism was involved.” In response to the plagiarism charges, Guttenberg 

withdrew his dissertation and was forced in 2011 to give up his government 

position. But this was no deterrent for CSIS appointing him a Distinguished 

Statesman. CSIS president John Hamre explained that he didn’t want to punish 

Guttenberg “just because some people wish to chain him to his transgression as 

part of their political agenda.”115 

                                                
110 Dolny, “Think Tank Spectrum Revisited.” 
111 Allen McDuffee, “Arnaud De Borchgrave Plagiarism Accusations Raise Policy Questions for CSIS,” Think 
Tanked blog, Washington Post, 22 May, 2012. 
112 “Plagiarism Accusations Widen: Guttenberg Copied Work of German Parliament’s Research Department,” 
Spiegel Online, 19 February, 2011. 
113 Marcus Walker and Patrick McGroarty, “German Minister Quits over Scandal: Fallout from Thesis 
Plagiarism Prompts Popular Defense Chief’s Departure, in a Blow to Chancellor,” New York Times, 2 March, 
2011. 
114 Associated Press, “Germany: Ex-Minister’s Plagiarism Was Deliberate, University Says,” New York Times,   
6 May, 2011. 
115 Allen McDuffee, “Why Would CSIS Bring on Germany’s Minister of Plagiarism?,” Think Tanked blog, 
Washington Post, 7 October, 2011. 
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In May 2012, a series of Washington Post articles reported that Arnaud de 

Borchgrave, a CSIS project director, had been found text plagiarizing in several 

CSIS reports and numerous Washington Times op-eds.116 The plagiarism primarily 

consisted of copying unattributed paragraphs from other publications, including 

the BBC, with only slight paraphrasing. A Salon news article quoted an anonymous 

Washington Times official on Borchgrave’s plagiarism: “One mistake, and you might 

be able to say, ‘OK, this person had a bad day.’ But the plagiarism in this column 

was so egregious—frankly, it was breathtaking.”117 Borchgrave took a leave of 

absence from writing for the Washington Times.118 

Andrew Schwartz, CSIS senior vice president for external relations, reported to one 

of the Washington Post writers, “we were unaware of any plagiarism until I saw your 

piece, and we take it very seriously. We will be conducting an internal review. . . . 

We do have in our guidelines that plagiarism is not something that’s tolerated 

here.”119 

The only guidelines CSIS had on its website regarding plagiarism was for 

submission of articles to its Journal. The relevant guideline was only one sentence 

in length: “Authors must certify that submissions are written with academic 

integrity and have not been plagiarized.”120 

A month later, Schwartz announced the results of the review: “We have completed 

our internal review and have reinforced to everyone at CSIS the importance of 

adhering to strict standards when it comes to properly and precisely attributing 

intellectual content. The issue has been discussed with Arnaud, and we don’t 

expect any future problems.”121 

  

                                                
116 Erik Wemple, “Recent Work of Veteran Newsman Arnaud De Borchgrave Is Scrutinized for Plagiarism,” 
Washington Post, 22 May, 2012. 
117 Mariah Blake, “Coverup at Washington Times: Editors Knew There Was an Apparent Plagiarist on Staff but 
Let Him Keep Writing,” Salon.com, 17 May, 2012. 
118 Erik Wemple, “Arnaud De Borchgrave Takes Leave from Washington Times,” Washington Post, 22 May, 
2012. 
119 Erik Wemple, “CSIS to Investigate Arnaud De Borchgrave’s Writings,” Washington Post, 18 May, 2012. 
120 Center for Strategic and International Studies, “Editorial Guidelines for Submission,” 
http://csis.org/program/new-perspectives/editorial-guidelines-submission. 
121 “CSIS Completes De Borchgrave Review,” Washington Post, 29 June, 2012. 
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Discussion 

Like the Conference Board of Canada case, the two CSIS cases involved blatant text 

plagiarism. Accordingly, it was easy to compare passages side by side and 

determine that improper copying had occurred. Unlike idea plagiarism, no one 

could dispute, including the authors, that improper copying had occurred.  

An interesting feature of the German minister’s plagiarism is that a significant 

portion of it involved vertical plagiarism: plagiarizing the work of a paid 

subordinate. If he had passed off the material in a speech or any other official 

document as a member of Germany’s Parliament, it’s unlikely he would have had a 

problem. The issue of plagiarism arose because he used the material in an 

academic context. 

Many think tank scholars come from government, where passing off the work of 

subordinates as your own is widespread and rarely thought of as plagiarism. After 

they take up their think tank positions, the former government staffers may 

continue to think in a similar way about the intellectual work of paid subordinates 

and interns. My guess is that one reason the CSIS president attacked those 

accusing Guttenberg of plagiarism is that some of what Guttenberg did would be 

tolerated in a think tank context. It’s a subordinate’s job to make his boss look 

good. Indeed, any subordinate who challenged the practice, as in Congress, might 

expect to be accused of disloyalty and treated like a whistleblower.  

CSIS denounced plagiarism in the abstract, but when it came to two concrete 

cases that would be considered gross forms of plagiarism in an academic context, 

it concluded that in both cases the external world had already exacted enough 

punishment, so it didn’t have to do any punishing itself. This was a convenient 

conclusion, as the individuals involved in both cases were on the whole valuable 

CSIS resources. To the extent that think tank plagiarizers are among the brightest 

and most ambitious think tank workers, this type of cost-benefit calculus may be 

common.122  

                                                
122 I am postulating that think tank plagiarism is not restricted to the least competent think tank staff. One of 
the most interesting findings from studies of student cheating is that students at four-year colleges cheat 
more than students at two-year colleges, and graduate students cheat more than undergraduates. 
Presumably, those who obtain a higher education are brighter and more motivated. See McCabe, Butterfield, 
and Trevin ̃o, Cheating in College, 66, 68.  
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Case Study: Cato, Collateral Damage from the Jack 
Abramoff Scandal 

In the mid-2000s, the Jack Abramoff scandal rocketed through the American press, 

attracting the attention of many talented investigative reporters.123 As collateral 

damage in that investigation, it was discovered that Abramoff was cultivating think 

tank scholars to support his lobbying agenda. One of Abramoff’s clients was the 

Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, and one of the think tanks he 

secretly funded was the National Center for Public Policy Research (NCPPR).124  

The Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands had a favorable regulatory 

status as a US Commonwealth, but without some of the financial obligations 

imposed on US states. Businesses seeking to exploit this special status were a 

major fraction of its economy. The Commonwealth paid Abramoff millions of 

dollars to ensure that Congress didn’t take it away. 

In July 1996, NCPPR funded a fact-finding trip to the Commonwealth of the 

Northern Mariana Islands, what some writers called a “junket,”125 including three 

think tankers: Doug Bandow, a senior fellow at the Cato Institute, Marlo Lewis, 

executive director of the Competitive Enterprise Institute, and Daniel J. Mitchell, a 

senior fellow at the Heritage Foundation.126 After they returned, Bandow and 

Mitchell wrote op-eds favorable to Abramoff’s clients. As part of the investigation 

into the Abramoff scandal, it was revealed that over the course of a decade 

Abramoff paid Bandow  one to two thousand dollars apiece for his op-eds127 and 

ten thousand dollars in 1996 alone.128 Another think tank scholar, Peter Ferrera, a 

senior policy advisor at the Institute for Policy Innovation and a former senior 

                                                
123 Peter H. Stone, Casino Jack and the United States of Money : Superlobbyist Jack Abramoff and the Buying of 
Washington (Brooklyn, N.Y.: Melville House, 2010). 
124 Franklin Foer, “Writers’ Bloc,” New Republic, 16 May, 2005; Paul McCleary, “They’re Coming out of the 
Woodwork,” Columbia Journalism Review, 16 December, 2005; Eamon Javers, “Op-Eds for Sale,” Bloomberg 
Buisinessweek, 15 December, 2005; and Paul McCleary, “Jack Abramoff’s Press Corps,” Columbia Journalism 
Review, 21 December, 2005. 
125 McCleary, “Jack Abramoff’s Press Corps.” 
126 Amy Moritz, “Free Market Advocates Praise Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands,” news 
release, 12 July, 1996. 
127Javers, “Op-Eds for Sale.” Bandow says the correct amount for this particular article was $1,000, although 
that apparently excludes the cost of the trip to the South Pacific. Doug Bandow, “The Lesson Jack Abramoff 
Taught Me,” Los Angeles Times, 4 January, 2006. 
128 Stone, Casino Jack and the United States of Money, 128. 
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fellow at the Cato Institute, Heritage Foundation, and National Center for Policy 

Analysis,129 also took money to write favorably on the Northern Mariana Islands 

questions. No press reports indicate that Mitchell took any money for his op-ed, 

other than presumably receiving a free trip to an appealing South Pacific Island 

destination.130  

When BusinessWeek asked Ferrara’s boss, Tom Giovanetti, president of the Institute 

for Policy Innovation. to comment on Ferrara’s relationship with Abramoff, he 

replied: “I have a sense that there are a lot of people at think tanks who have 

similar arrangements.”131 Explaining his behavior, Bandow expressed a similar 

sentiment in a Los Angeles Times op-ed: “Isn’t it a little unseemly for Washington to 

be suddenly shocked, shocked at the fact that those with interests in what 

government does (such as Abramoff and his clients) seek out like-minded 

advocates (such as me and hundreds of other commentators and 

organizations)?”132 This echoed Abramoff’s own PR to potential clients, which 

alluded to his clout with think tanks: “Our firm has facilitated hundreds of such 

articles and editorials as well as speeches and floor statements in the Congress 

and other effective communications on behalf of our clients.”133 

Journalist Franklin Foer reported that when he interviewed Bandow for a New 

Republic article he published in May 2005, Bandow claimed not to have received 

any money from Abramoff: “I asked Bandow point blank about his relationship with 

Abramoff, and he denied any financial relationship. (When I brought the matter to 

the attention of CATO officals, they declined to pursue it.)”134 But as the reporting 

on the Abramoff scandal progressed during the fall of 2005, it was revealed that 

Bandow had been paid—and been paid for a decade.  

When the president of Cato was informed of the payments to Bandow, he said he 

had no knowledge of them, that they were unacceptable, and that Bandow would 

have to leave; whereupon another think tank, the Competitive Enterprise Institute, 

                                                
129 “Peter J. Ferrara”, Sourcewatch, http://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php/Peter_Ferrara.  
130 Foer, “Writers’ Bloc.”  
131 Javers, “Op-Eds for Sale. ”  
132 Bandow, “The Lesson Jack Abramoff Taught Me.” 
133 McCleary, “Jack Abramoff’s Press Corps.” 
134 Franklin Foer to The New Republic’s blog 19 December, 2005, (Archived at  
http://carmichaellink.blogspot.com/2005/12/12172005-402-pm-larger-proportion-of.html.) 
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hired the talented, prolific, and popular Bandow. The Executive Director of the 

Competitive Enterprise Institute had accompanied Bandow on the trip to the 

Northern Mariana Islands. Three years later the Cato Institute rehired Bandow as a 

senior fellow.  

Discussion 

The violation of academic research standards that was revealed as part of the 

Abramoff affair didn’t specifically involve plagiarism, although it is conceivable that 

at least one of the think tankers was spoon fed at least part of his op-ed. But 

because it is a violation of similar academic research standards and involved so 

many think tanks, it is nevertheless revealing.  

This think tank research ethics scandal only made the press because of a much 

more important political scandal involving members of Congress and top-flight 

lobbyists violating not only ethical standards but actual laws. Without that scandal, 

it is unlikely that the think tank sub-scandal would ever have come to light or that 

Bandow would have been punished.  

Despite the rhetoric of horror over what Bandow did, the think tank community 

inflicted only minimal punishment on Bandow, allowing him to continue working at 

one of America’s leading think tanks, and then, after a respectable period of time, 

to return to his previous think tank. Bandow was well known in the think tank 

community and considered likable, capable, and hardworking, which made 

punishment institutionally difficult except under the glare of unfavorable publicity.  

The type of fact-finding excursions that Abramoff funded indirectly via NCPPR may 

be common in the think tank world, albeit to more mundane venues. For example, 

Google paid various think tank and academic scholars a “stipend” of two thousand 

dollars plus expenses to attend an August 8, 2007 roundtable discussion on 

information policy issues at Google headquarters, which New America Foundation 

staff attended. Although I was nominally paid as a consultant, the interaction with 

Google’s senior public policy and management staff was highly informative, 

especially given that Google’s chairman, described by the New York Times as 
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Google’s Lobbyist-in-Chief as well,135 served on the New America Foundation’s 

Board of Directors and spreads money generously among DC think tanks and 

advocacy organizations covering information policy.136 

Case Study: NAF Work and Family Program’s 
Founding New Idea 

Karen Kornbluh had a distinguished career working on Capitol Hill and in the 

Executive Branch before she came to the New America Foundation. She had 

worked for Senator John Kerry on the staff of the Commerce Committee and its 

Telecommunications Subcommittee, as director of legislative affairs at the Federal 

Communications Commission, and as deputy chief of staff at the US Treasury 

Department, where she became pregnant with a second child, quit, and took a year 

off before joining the New America Foundation in 2001.137  

A think tank was a much saner place to work while raising a family, and she would 

launch New America’s Work and Family Program with funding from the Alfred P. 

Sloan Foundation’s Working Families program—which was under the management 

of “visionary” program director Kathleen Christensen from 1994 to 2010.138 Given 

New America’s concern with new ideas, one problem was how to make a fairly 

conventional work and family agenda sound new. The solution was a newly coined 

phrase to market the problem: “juggler families.” When Kornbluh’s program was 

promoted, this innovation would likely be mentioned. 

For example, in the September 2003 newsletter to New America’s supporters and 

the media, Kornbluh’s work was highlighted as follows: “Karen Kornbluh, Director 

of our Work and Family Program, has drawn national attention to the plight of the 

                                                
135 Claire Cain Miller and Nick Wingfield, “An Antitrust Master Plan: Google's Lawyers Worked Behind the 
Scenes to Make a Case,” New York Times, 4 January, 2013. 
136 The off-the-record roundtable discussion took place on August 8, 2007 at Google’s Mountain View, 
California headquarters. 
137 Nicola Clark, “Fighting for Economic Equality,” New York Times, 29 June, 2012. 
138 Ellen Galinsky, “The Day after the White House Forum,” Families and Work Institute Blog, 1 April, 2010. 
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‘juggler family,’ a phrase she coined in an Atlantic article.” The Atlantic Monthly 

article itself made no claims to the creation of new public policy ideas.139 

About the time the Atlantic Monthly article came out, I received an email sent to 

New America’s staff with this claim in it, and remember thinking, “geez, I think I’ve 

heard that phrase before.” On my desktop computer, I quickly opened Nexis, a 

database available to all employees at New America, to check my memory. Within 

seconds, I found a New York Times article that noted that in the 1980s, Redbook, a 

women’s magazine, had conducted a major advertising campaign describing its 

market as “jugglers with families.”140 I also found phrases such as “juggler 

moms”141 and “parents as jugglers.”142 

Redbook spent millions of dollars on its juggler ad campaign from 1982-1991, 

appealing to working moms like Kornbluh and Kornbluh’s own mom, who had to 

juggle work, marriage, and children. Redbook’s circulation during the mid-1980s 

was in the 3 million range.143 Juggler magazines for women were considered a 

magazine category, even if all weren’t marketed under that rubric. In 1994, SHE, 

an Australian magazine for women, was also marketed as a magazine for “jugglers” 

of work, motherhood, and home.144  

Did I mention my findings to anyone? Of course not; I had nothing to gain by doing 

so. It was obvious that New America’s leadership was invested in promoting 

Kornbluh’s program in this way, and I would have needlessly alienated a coworker. 

I supported Kornbluh’s basic policy goals and couldn’t tell from her writings which 

of her ideas, if any, she considered new. Others probably reasoned similarly.  

                                                
139 Karen Kornbluh, “The Parent Trap,” Atlantic Monthly, January/February 2003. See also "The Mommy Tax,” 
Washington Post, 5 January. 2001. 
140 Charlene Canape, “Juggler Moms, Parents, and Families,” New York Times, 6 March. 1983. 
141 Madora McKenzie Kibbe, “The Logic in Stay-at-Home Mom’s Head of Steam,” Christian Science Monitor, 31 
August. 2000. 
142 Tamara Henry, “Deloris Jordan’s Tips on the Parenting Game,” USA Today, 30 April. 1996. 
143 Brian Steinberg, “Redbook Tries to Break the Matronly Mold,” Wall Street Journal, 16 February. 1999; 
Stuart Elliott, “Redbook’s Favorite J-Word Will No Longer Be ‘Juggler’,” New York Times, 16 September. 1991; 
and Philip Dougherty, “Redbook Increases Ad Budget,” New York Times, 9 January. 1985. 
144 Neil Shoebridge, “Packer and Murdoch’s Magazine Title Fight,” BRW, 30 May. 1994. 
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And to be fair, “juggler families,” technically speaking, did appear to be an original 

phrase; it just didn’t appear to be very original, given the widespread usage of 

“juggler” near “mom,” “parents,” “families,” and so forth.  

In 2005, Kornbluh would move on to an even more distinguished career, serving as 

policy director for then-Senator Barack Obama in 2005-8 and chief architect of his 

Democratic Party platform in 2008. In 2009, she was sworn in as ambassador to 

the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, a major international 

organization located in Europe. President Obama even used her phrase, “juggler 

families.”145  

In subsequent years, the claim to have invented the “juggler families” term would 

appear again and again in Kornbluh’s short bios. For example, the three-paragraph 

US State Department bio for Ambassador Kornbluh included a passage: “She 

founded the Work and Family Program at the New America Foundation where she 

was also a Markle technology policy fellow. There, she argued for reforming 

institutions to better meet the needs of two-income ‘juggler families,’ a term which 

she coined, and to increase U.S. competitiveness.”  

The identical passage would be included in her four-paragraph bio handed out 

when she spoke at Brookings Institution events in 2010 and 2012.146 The same 

passage in her bio would be included in an event co-sponsored by the Aspen 

Institute, PBS NewsHour, and Information Technology & Innovation Foundation in 

2010.147 The event, featuring U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, discussed 

“how we can create the next generation of innovators.”148  

The New York Times would also credit Kornbluh with coining the term, while 

expressing that “she was ‘grateful’ to Ms. Slaughter and women like Sheryl K. 

Sandberg, the chief operating officer of Facebook, for using their status to re-open 

                                                
145 Galinsky, “The Day after the White House Forum.”; and Ashley Fantz, “Getting inside Obama’s ‘Brain',” 
CNNPolitics.com, 13 November, 2008.  
146 Speaker biographies handed out at “Principles of Internet Governance: An Agenda for Economic Growth 
and Innovation,” an event at the Brookings Institution, Washington, DC, 11 January, 2012; and “Internet 
Policymaking: New Guiding Principles,” an event at the Brookings Institution, Washington, DC, 6 December, 
2010. 
147 “Education for Innovation: A Digital Town Hall”, (paper presented at the The Innovation Economy, 7 
December, 2010). Washington DC. 
148 Id.  
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the conversation she started.”149 An ironic twist here is that Redbook had taken full 

page ads in the New York Times several decades before for its juggler mom ad 

campaign.150 

Discussion 

Ms. Kornbluh had great credentials as a political insider and effective public policy 

advocate, and she combined that with a public policy agenda that tens of millions 

of American families would have recognized as important. But that wasn’t viewed 

as enough for New America to promote her program. She also had to be promoted 

as an innovative thinker. Whereas most scholars wouldn’t have placed much stock 

in coming up with a clever marketing slogan to summarize their research findings 

concerning the difficulties of raising families while holding down a job, this is the 

type of innovation that some think tankers take great pride in as a breakthrough 

“new idea.”  

The innovative marketing slogan was used in a way that implied that the public 

policy analysis was equally new. It’s as if with a great slogan an advertising agency 

should be allowed to appropriate credit for inventing the advertised product.  

In this case, however, even the marketing slogan wasn’t as new as it appeared. It 

mimicked other, similar terms and even another how-to marketing campaign 

(although not related to public policy) from a generation earlier.  

What may be most interesting is how easy it would have been for someone to call 

into question the novelty of the term “juggler families.” But it was in no one’s 

interest—of those who had the ability to make a difference—to do so. An analogy 

would be the misleading use of facts in political campaigns. As a commentary in 

the Atlantic Monthly on fact-checking campaign lies asked: “Does Anybody Give a 

Damn?” and concluded that even in the 2012 presidential race between Mitt 

Romney and Barack Obama, the answer was no.151 

                                                
149 Clark, “Fighting for Economic Equality,” Italics added. Many blogs also credited Kornbluh’s innovation; for 
example, see David Corn, “Obama's New Fcc Pick Could Help Determine the Future of the Internet,” 
MotherJones.com, 26 March, 2013. 
150 Dougherty, “Redbook Increases Ad Budget." 
151 James Warren, “Fact-Checking Campaign Lies: Does Anybody Give a Damn?,” Atlantic Monthly, 4 
September, 2012. 
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However, the problem may not be merely apathy, because of the tendency of those 

who want something from the powerful to flatter them not only as champions of the 

public interest but also as great innovators—terms of flattery greatly appreciated in 

Washington, DC. Those who make these statements, and hear them, often know 

they are bullshit (in the sense that Harry Frankfurt uses the term in On Bullshit152), 

but they nonetheless persist. 

This case highlights that when think tanks refer to innovation, what they are often 

referring to is not innovative policy recommendations but innovative ways to 

market them, where they do in fact often demonstrate great creativity. 

Imagine a world in which the essence of Einstein’s innovation in developing the 

general theory of relativity was not the substance of his ideas but the phrase he 

chose to describe the theory. That’s analogous to the world in which much think 

tank innovation occurs. But this important shift in the meaning of the word 

“innovation” is rarely articulated. 

Case Study: NAF Education Policy Program’s 
Founding Idea 

On April 26, 2005, the New America Foundation held interviews with the two 

finalists for a position to start a new education policy program. One of those two 

was Senator Kennedy’s senior education counsel, Michael Dannenberg, who had 

played a significant role in drafting the No Child Left Behind Act, the most high-

profile education legislation of the 2000s. Senator Kennedy was the chair of the 

Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee, the Senate committee 

with jurisdiction over education policy. In an obituary of Kennedy years later, 

Dannenberg would call him “the US Senate’s greatest legislator since Henry 

Clay.”153 

Dannenberg’s insider credentials would have allowed him to get a big boost in pay 

by becoming a lobbyist. Instead, he chose to become a think tank scholar, where 

                                                
152 Harry G. Frankfurt, On Bullshit (Princeton University Press, 2005.) 
153 Michael Dannenberg, “The Ted Kennedy I Knew,” Los Angeles Times, 28 August, 2009. 
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he could be his own boss, secure a long-term employment contract, and get a 

modest pay raise.  

Central to Dannenberg’s pitch to the New America Foundation was that, in about a 

year, Senator Kennedy planned to introduce major legislation to reform higher 

education student loans. He knew the basic outlines of what Senator Kennedy 

planned to introduce, and Senator Kennedy wanted his help in making the 

argument for the legislation. This insider information would give New America an 

advantage. It would be perceived as the influential thought leader on the issue 

when Kennedy introduced his legislation.154 New America hired Dannenberg. 

Dannenberg started issuing flyers, funding proposals, and issue briefs touting his 

“new ideas.” In his one-page overview of the Education Policy Program, 

Dannenberg promised: “The Education Policy Program offers bold and innovative 

solutions.” On November 2, 2005, he issued a public policy brief with the title: 

“Ten New Ideas for Education Policy.” The issue brief had no footnotes and 

generally provided no guidance as to what actually was new. A year later he would 

issue a similar set of proposals as part of one of ten chapters in the New America 

Foundation’s high-profile report, “Ten Big Ideas for a New America,” which in its 

opening sentence introduces the report as an attempt “to bring new ideas into the 

political process.”155 

Sure enough, Senator Kennedy was true to his word and introduced legislation at 

about the time, and with the basic outlines, that Dannenberg had forecast.156 In a 

crowded field of think tanks with education policy programs, New America had in 

short order become the go-to place for higher education finance, and money from 

funders started to roll in. Like Wayne Gretzky, Dannenberg was credited with 

anticipating where the puck would be before it got there.  

                                                
154 E.g., see Nancy Zuckerbrod, “Education Dept. Places Official on Leave,” USA Today 6 April, 2007. 
155 Michael Dannenberg, “A College Access Contract,” in Ten Big Ideas for a New America (Washington, DC: New 
America Foundation, December 2006). See also J.H. Snider, “The Quest to Protect Creative Policy Ideas,” 
Chronicle of Philanthropy, March 20, 2008. 
156 A brief history of Senator Kennedy’s student loan legislation during the late 2000s can be found at 
"Senator Edward M. Kennedy 1932-2009: Ensuring High Quality Education for All,” Edward M. Kennedy 
Institute for the United States Senate, http://tedkennedy.org/service/item/education. 
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After President Obama was elected in 2008 and Democrats took control of the U.S. 

Department of Education, Dannenberg left the New America Foundation for a 

senior position at the U.S. Department of Education.  

Senator Kennedy’s legislation would have a great impact on higher education 

student finance, helping to double the amount of student loans from about $500 

billion in 2006 to $1 trillion by the end of 2012.157  

Discussion 

Senator Edward Kennedy never offered Dannenberg or the New America 

Foundation a dime. But he nevertheless offered them something very valuable: a 

crystal ball into what would be both an influential and new set of public policy 

recommendations more than a year into the future, a leg up on New America’s 

competitors, and a bounty of good publicity that would help attract funding. 

Instead of the revolving door benefiting lobbyists, it would redound to the benefit of 

New America, allowing it to demonstrate its genius at offering innovative ideas just 

when policymakers would be ready for them.  

How detailed a crystal ball Kennedy offered Dannenberg I do not know. But that 

ambiguity is partly what makes this case interesting. Unlike the Conference Board 

of Canada’s case, the exact details of what Dannenberg got from Kennedy, his 

career patron, are unverifiable.  

Dannenberg’s closeness to Kennedy may also have discouraged him from exploring 

the potential downsides of Kennedy’s proposals. Along with the increase in student 

debt to $1 trillion came some unanticipated risks. Of those in debt, 44% have not 

been asked to make a payment yet. Of the balance, about a third are delinquent.158 

A large increase in student loan defaults was an outcome neither Kennedy nor 

Dannenberg anticipated. Neither did they push for greater transparency in US 

Department of Education accounting practices so such defaults could be easily 

tracked.159 

                                                
157 Donghoon Lee, 28 February, 2013.  
158 James D Hamilton, “Off-Balance Sheet Federal Liabilities,” presented in the Third Annual Cato Papers on 
Public Policy Conference (Cato Institute, 6 June, 2013), 12-15; and Lee. 
159 Dannenberg, “A College Access Contract.” 
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Case Study: NAF OTI’s “Homes with Tails” Working 
Paper 

On December 29, 2003, I received an email from Cornell Professor Alan McAdams, 

including links to a Powerpoint presentation and draft paper arguing for End-User 

Ownership of Advanced Fiber Networks, what would later cleverly be recast by the 

New America Foundation as “Homes with Tails.” The core idea wasn’t new. An 

engineer, Bill St. Arnaud, had been building such networks in Canada, and various 

enterprises had also owned fiber to their premises. McAdams’s contribution, it 

seemed to me, was that he was the first serious economist to address the issue in 

a systematic way, with a focus on the economics rather than technological 

configuration of such a network. McAdams also pointed me to a December 2003 

commentary in Wired Magazine, a widely read consumer magazine for those 

interested in high technology innovation. The commentary, written by Stanford 

Professor Lawrence Lessig, described and praised McAdams’s public policy 

proposal.160 McAdams was proud of his policy proposal and named the attached 

paper he emailed me, “MagnumOpus.” 

The proposal intrigued me, and during a subsequent meeting with the manager 

who funded such projects, I suggested we attempt to contract with McAdams to 

author a working paper developing his idea under the New America Foundation 

brand name. The manager had no interest in the proposal, so I dropped it. 

Although I do not recall the reasons why this particular proposal wasn’t pursued, 

there are many practical reasons not to publish and promote an idea proposed by 

an academic. For example, the academic might contract with New America but 

prior to publication promote the idea in the press using his academic rather than 

think tank affiliation, thus taking credit from New America and wasting its 

resources. After the academic was approached and informed that his idea had 

become timely, he might decide to shop his idea to another think or do tank, thus 

depriving New America of the benefit of its work. Or the academic might have some 

type of ideological affiliation that would damage New America’s brand.  

                                                
160 Lawrence Lessig, “Fiber to the People: When Customers Own the Network, Everyone Wins,” Wired 
Magazine, December 2003. Other popular articles that had previously covered McAdams’s policy proposal 
were Mike Masnick, “Bringing Fiber to the People,” Techdirt, 21 November, 2003; and “What If You Owned 
Your Own Fiber Connection?,” Techdirt, 31 July, 2008. 
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But the biggest concern was usually the academic’s communications style in 

general and writing style in particular. Academics aren’t necessarily adept at 

presenting their ideas in a style suitable for a general audience. As with a 

commercial publisher, it can be very frustrating investing in an academic’s 

innovative work, only to discover that he cannot or won’t present them in a style 

appropriate for a non-academic audience. 

A little more than a year after I left the New America Foundation I was surprised to 

see that the manager who had earlier passed on McAdams’s ideas had published 

an excellent paper on a similar set of ideas—but with no mention of McAdams’s 

work. The November 21, 2008 event releasing the paper was promoted to Capitol 

Hill staff, the press, and others who follow telecom policy with the following text 

(see bold passage): 

America's communications infrastructure is stuck at a copper wall. For the 

vast majority of homes, copper wires remain the principal means of 

getting broadband services. The deployment of fiber optic connections to the 

home would enable exponentially faster connections, and few dispute that 

upgrading to more robust infrastructure is essential to America's economic 

growth. However, the costs of such an upgrade are daunting for private sector 

firms and even for governments. These facts add up to a public policy 

challenge. 

Last week the New America Foundation's Wireless Future Program released a 

new working paper proposing a novel idea to solve this problem: consumer-

owned fiber connections. 

In “Homes with Tails: What if you Could Own your Internet Connection?”, New 

America fellow, Tim Wu, and Google Policy Analyst, Derek Slater, proposed a 

model that encourages consumers to purchase and own the "last-mile” 

connection that runs into their home. By purchasing their own fiber optic 

connections, consumers would be able to connect to a variety of service 

providers. This model holds the potential for higher broadband speeds, 

greater competition, and lower Internet service prices.161 

To be fair, the authors of the working paper itself, unlike the PR to promote the 

working paper and the event to release it, were cautious in their originality claims. 
                                                

161 “Homes with Tails: New America Foundation Releases a New Working Paper on Customer Owned Fiber 
Connections,” New America Foundation press release, November 26, 2008. 
http://www.newamerica.net/publications/policy/homes_tails. 
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They cited the work of Bill St. Arnaud and other related work. But it was the 

economic arguments of McAdams, if not his style, that were closest in inspiration 

to their work, and he wasn’t cited, although the Lessig commentary that described 

McAdams’s work was cited.  

I had no reason to believe that the lead author of the paper, Tim Wu, a Columbia 

University Law Professor and New America fellow, was familiar with McAdams’s 

work. Given that Wu was a lawyer and McAdams an economist, they were unlikely 

to have crossed paths. And correspondence with another New America Fellow, who 

wrote an article praising Wu’s idea in the Washington Monthly, confirmed that Wu 

wasn’t familiar with McAdams’s work.162 I had also worked with Wu on an earlier 

paper and knew him to be a brilliant and creative thinker—as well as a writer of 

clear and compelling prose.  

Still, the lack of recognition for McAdams’s work didn’t meet academic standards, 

and McAdams expressed disappointment to me that an otherwise excellent think 

tank paper hadn’t acknowledged his work, which would have enhanced his standing 

within his academic department. 

Five years later, in a Washington Post book review of “To Save Everything, Click 

Here,” Wu would charge its author, Evgeny Morozov, another fellow at the New 

America Foundation, with not providing credit where credit was due. He starts off 

relatively mildly: 

The main theoretical goal of “To Save Everything, Click Here” is to 

deconstruct “the Internet.” Morozov points out that what we call the Internet 

is really a bunch of wires and routers, making it “nonsense” to speak of the 

network as one thing for many purposes. Although the point was first made in 

the 1990s by scholars including myself and Lawrence Lessig, Morozov is right 

to say that discussing the Internet at the wrong level of technical abstraction 

can yield muddy thinking.163 

                                                
162 Nicholas Thompson, email to author, June 4, 2009. 
163 Tim Wu, “Book Review: ‘To Save Everything, Click Here,'” Washington Post, 12 April, 2013.   
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Then, after critiquing Morozov’s substance and style, he argues there is “a more 

serious problem: wrongful appropriation, as Morozov tends to borrow heavily, 

without attribution, from those he attacks.” He continues: 

His critique of Google and other firms engaged in “algorithmic gatekeeping” is 

basically taken from Lessig’s first book, “Code and Other Laws of 

Cyberspace,” in which Lessig argued that technology is necessarily ideological 

and that choices embodied in code, unlike law, are dangerously insulated 

from political debate. Morozov presents these ideas as his own and, instead of 

crediting Lessig, bludgeons him repeatedly. Similarly, Morozov warns readers 

of the dangers of excessively perfect technologies as if Jonathan Zittrain 

hadn’t been saying the same thing for the past 10 years. His failure to credit 

his targets gives the misimpression that Morozov figured it all out himself and 

that everyone else is an idiot. 164 

Morozov disagreed, contrasting Wu’s allegations with the actual passages in his 

book citing Lessig and Zittrain.165 

Discussion 

The authors of this paper probably copied McAdams inadvertently, as they were 

not affiliated with the New America Foundation when McAdams sent it a copy of his 

work. As for the manager, it’s possible that he forgot, just as most people forget 

where they learned the vast majority of the knowledge they possess.  

But this ignorance and forgetting wasn’t all by chance; it was part of the design of 

the research system, which reflected a set of values regarding giving credit where 

credit was due. New America staff weren’t expected to do the type of literature 

search expected from an academic. The think tank’s resources were 

disproportionately allocated to PR, not archival research. Suppose a New America 

researcher or other copyeditor actually wanted to do a literature search to check 

for idea plagiarism. If the publication wasn’t on the free Internet, he’d have an 

extraordinarily hard time finding it. Not only didn’t New America have a physical 

                                                
164 Id. 
165 Evgeny Morozov, Notes EM, 14 April, 2013. See also Miller and Wingfield, “An Antitrust Master Plan: 
Google's Lawyers Worked Behind the Scenes to Make a Case.” 
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academic library, it didn’t even subscribe to an online database of academic 

publications such as JSTOR. It did subscribe to Nexis for press publications and 

various online directories of government staff, but those aren’t resources that are 

of much use for academic research. Given a choice between 1) buying more 

lunches to help fill up a room on Capitol Hill with a desirable audience for a public 

policy event (Hill staffers are more likely to show up for a public policy event with 

free food), or 2) buying access to an electronic database of peer reviewed 

publications, the first option would win out.  

Nevertheless, as revealed by the exchange between two New America Foundation 

fellows, Wu and Morozov, getting credit claims correct was extremely emotionally 

charged and thus presumably important. A solution to the conundrum of a system 

designed to make it difficult to research the origin of ideas while demanding as 

much credit as possible for one’s own ideas is that a double standard is built into 

the system: one standard for taking credit; another for giving credit. 

One more part of the “Homes with Tails” paper deserves mention. At the bottom of 

page 1 was the following disclaimer: “Disclosure: this paper was not commissioned 

or paid for in any form by Google Inc. and does not necessarily represent the views 

of Google Inc.” This type of context sensitive disclosure to demonstrate 

independent work was rare in New America publications. The disclosure was 

undoubtedly there because New America was acutely aware that Google’s clout at 

the think tank could be viewed as inconsistent with New America’s claims to 

independence, especially on issues of information policy where Google had strong 

corporate interests and was becoming a major Washington, DC lobbyist. And the 

appearance wasn’t good. The chair of New America’s Board of Directors and a 

major personal (but not corporate) funder of New America, was Eric Schmidt, 

Google’s CEO.166 The two co-authors of the paper were a Google policy analyst and 

a New America Foundation fellow, Wu, who was known as a fierce Google fan. 

Morozov would play on this perception of Wu in both his book and in his response 

                                                
166 During 2008, Schmidt, whose net worth is in the billions of dollars, gave New America $1 million from his 
personal funds, completely separate from Google or Google’s charitable arm, Google.org. That represented 
close to 10% of New America’s total funding but possibly close to 50% of its highly prized unrestricted funds, 
which could be used as seed money for developing new programs. In previous years, Schmidt had reportedly 
given $25,000/year, an insignificant amount. Technically, then, it was true that, as a New America Foundation 
VP reported to the press in early November 2008, “neither Google nor Google.org had ever given funding to 
the think tank.” But Google had paid fellows as consultants independent of New America’s budget and given 
New America great in-kind help, which was arguably as valuable as cash. 
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to Wu’s critical book review: “Take Tim Wu, who celebrates Google, an arch-open 

company in his view, as if it were a divine creature. . . . Google represents nothing 

less than the ‘utopia of openness,’ which aims to ‘plant the flag of openness deep 

in the heart of the telephone territory’. . . Oddly enough, he never mentions that he 

himself has been an (unpaid) adviser for Google and helped greatly to shape its 

early strategy on, well, ‘openness.’”167 

In Morozov’s language, “Homes with Tails” could have been viewed as planting a 

“flag of openness deep in the heart of telephone territory.” The “Homes with Tails” 

disclaimer may have been technically true but not necessarily an accurate 

characterization of the overall logic of the situation. What New America wanted to 

convey to the world was that it influenced Google (and other powerful, high-prestige 

political players) and therefore deserved trust and respect. What it didn’t want to 

convey, at least to a general audience and the IRS (which regulates charitable 

organizations and doesn’t allow them to engage in more than token lobbying), was 

that it was influenced by Google. It was a subtle but important difference, with the 

truth somewhere in between, as Google and New America engaged each other in a 

complicated dance of mutual influence.  

Is There a Market Failure in Public Policy Ideas? 

The public interest advocacy organization Free Press has a brochure that reads: 

“Ever wonder why you always hear the same music—and the same voices—on 

every station everywhere you go? Ever wonder why you get 500 channels, but 

there’s nothing good on TV? Ever wonder why the news is filled with celebrity 

gossip, but not the information you need?”168 

The implication is that in entertainment and news markets there can be market 

failure: an apparent cornucopia of information that turns out to be an illusion 

                                                
167 Morozov. Recycle the Cycle-II, Notes EM, http://evgenymorozov.tumblr.com/post/47833019656/recycle-
the-cycle-ii. 
168 Free Press brochure distributed at the 2011 National Conference for Media Reform, 8-10 April, 2011, 
Boston, Massachusetts. 
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because of structural flaws in the information ecosystem. In many other 

information markets, similar observations have been made.169  

But what about markets for public policy ideas? With more than 1,000 think tanks 

in the U.S., countless advocacy organizations, a robust system of higher education, 

and more than 80,000 state and local governments, as well as the Federal 

government, aren’t we drowning in high-quality, innovative public policy ideas? 

Perhaps not. 

Let’s assume that the market for public policy ideas is deficient. The popular 

phrase, “Washington is brain dead,” captures this idea in a colorful way.170 

What could explain such a deficiency? Consider two theories: political demand 

creates its own supply of ideas (the political theory) or idea supply creates its own 

political demand (the innovation theory).  

Think tanks often present the impact of their work in supply-side terms. As Neera 

Tanden, President of the Center for American Progress, said in her introductory 

comments at a Hudson Institute event on think tanks: “Our goal is to put ideas 

forward that political leaders feel compelled to take up.”171 

A focus on power politics, such as special interest politics, to explain deficiencies 

in our democracy is a demand-creates-supply type of theory.172 But if there are 

systematic reasons preventing public policy idea innovators from receiving credit 

for their ideas, regardless of whom they might help, that’s a supply-creates-its-own-

demand type of theory.173 

                                                
169 C. Edwin Baker, Media, Markets, and Democracy, Communication, Society, and Politics (Cambridge ; New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
170 A Nexis search performed on June 8, 2013 generated more than 100 articles containing this phrase. 
171 Neera Tanden, Comments, at a Hudson Institute Event: “Are Think Tanks Becoming Too Political?,” 
(Washington, DC: Hudson Institute, 16 February, 2012). 
172 E.g., see Olson, The Logic of Collective Action. 
173 The substantial literature on think tanks either simply observes the dearth of innovative public policy ideas 
coming out of Washington, DC think tanks and leaves it at that, or uses something other than innovation 
theory to explain this observation. E.g., see Abelson, Do Think Tanks Matter?; Andrew Rich, Think Tanks, Public 
Policy, and the Politics of Expertise (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004); James Allen Smith, The Idea 
Brokers: Think Tanks and the Rise of the New Policy Elite (New York: The Free Press, 1991); and Tevi Troy, 
“Devaluing the Think Tank,” National Affairs (Summer 2012). Abelson has a number of rich nuggets that would 
point in the direction of an innovation theory, but he doesn’t develop them into an argument. Abelson, Do 
Think Tanks Matter?, 5, 86. 
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I’d suggest that political theory, while more important, has nevertheless gotten a 

disproportionate share of attention by political scientists, economists, and the 

popular press. Innovation theory (including skewed incentives for claiming credit 

rather than investing in public policy ideas) has gotten short shrift. 

In applying demand/political and supply/innovation theory to the study of public 

policy innovation, it is important to note that the same activity may incorporate 

elements of both. For example, when a scholar plagiarizes from a lobbyist, a 

special interest politics effect may be involved. But so is an innovation effect, 

because he is taking credit for work he didn’t do. Next, imagine a scenario where 

two opposing lobbyists get two different scholars to plagiarize. The two lobbyists 

now cancel each other’s special interest lobbying effect, but the innovation effect is 

doubled as two scholars are now getting credit for work that wasn’t theirs. 

The Two Innovation Cultures in America 

There are two cultures of innovation in America today. One culture relates to the 

private sector, the other to the public sector.  

In the private sector, we expect a constant stream of breakthrough ideas to realize 

private sector goals such as increased productivity. In the public sector, 

expectations for innovation are much lower. It is generally understood that good 

public policy ideas have already been developed, so the key problem is merely to 

implement them. The public sector is seen as engaging in a battle over existing 

ideas, not a battle for new ideas.  

The two different innovation cultures are based on two different ontologies; that is, 

assumptions about the fundamental nature of the universe. If there are no great 

public policy ideas yet to be discovered, then no one should care if incentives are 

deficient to discover them. This ontology regarding public policy ideas—that 

important public policy ideas are either obvious or will be readily discovered when 

needed—is regnant in America today. It is analogous to the attitude toward private 

sector innovation in the ancient world, and in most of the modern world until the 

18th century. The ancient Romans didn’t have a private sector innovation problem 

because there was no sense that incentives for innovation might be inadequate. 
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They didn’t miss cars, airplanes, and computers because there was no intuition 

that such inventions could exist.174 

Now, proving that a great idea could exist that doesn’t already exist is a logical 

impossibility, because if we knew an idea could exist we’d already know the idea. 

That’s why assumptions about potential future innovations are an ontology; it’s a 

philosophical assumption about what is yet to be invented rather than something 

that can be scientifically proven. People have this intuition about private sector 

innovation because they see the fruits of private sector innovation all around them 

on an almost day-to-day basis. They also understand that people need some type 

of external reward, whether money or public recognition, to produce innovation.  

My own intuition is that certain parts of our public policy idea innovation system 

are grossly deficient; in particular, areas related to interdisciplinary studies and the 

unrealized potential of new technology to transform public policy.  

Backing up this intuition are some observations about the incentives for public 

policy innovation in universities. First, academic research tends to be broken down 

into departmental siloes that may have little relation to solving real-world 

problems. Second, academics who study public policy tend to be rewarded for 

researching best practices, which is an inherently conservative approach if there 

are no best practices to study. Third, the intersection of technology and public 

policy tends to be inherently interdisciplinary. Fourth, technology innovation tends 

to create public policy opportunities that have not been realized, so academics who 

research best practices have nothing to research. Fifth, if the academic reward 

system banks on policy entrepreneurs within government to create the variation in 

public policy that they study, and if there is minimal incentive in our system of 

government for politicians to invest in risky initiatives, then the system will fail to 

promote innovative public policy ideas.  

                                                
174 But this didn’t prevent the Romans from plagiarizing the Greeks. As Anthony Everitt writes in The Rise of 
Rome: Cicero, the great Roman orator and leader, “has one of the speakers in his dialogue, The Republic, say, 
‘We Romans got our culture, not from arts imported from overseas, but from the native excellence of our own 
people.’ That could not be more wrong. Greece was in the room at the birth of Rome, and was in truth her 
midwife.” Anthony Everitt, The Rise of Rome : The Making of the World's Greatest Empire (New York: Random 
House, 2012), 76. Thomas Mallon makes a related point more concisely, “The Romans rewrote the Greeks.” 
Mallon, Stolen Words , 4. 
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The problem of academic innovation is further aggravated if there are only minimal 

and highly risky opportunities for academics to receive recognition for their public 

policy work in the world outside academia. I’d view this as a negative externality to 

the health of the academic public policy innovation system. If everybody 

downstream from academics in the policymaking process tries to and succeeds in 

grabbing as much credit as they can for themselves, upstream work will tend to get 

choked off. As a result, academics will tend to become insular, only writing for each 

other because that is the only reliable way they can receive credit for their work. 

Such disengagement from the public sphere within the academy has been widely 

observed.175 

Of course, this view may be too extreme. There are ways that academics can and 

do receive downstream credit for their public policy work. They can write op-eds, 

publish with think tanks, serve on government commissions, and even work in 

government as policymakers. Academic institutions tend to appreciate this type of 

public recognition and reward it in their hiring and promotion decisions. But it’s 

often an extremely risky course of action for an academic, partly because 

downstream recognition is so unpredictable and prone to abuse, and partly 

because to thrive in downstream environments requires skills not required for 

success in academics. This may help explain the rarity of academics who are 

considered “public intellectuals.”  

Think tank scholars may be better positioned than academics to work in problem-

based, interdisciplinary areas, but the incentives for doing basic public policy R&D 

are very weak, partly because of the difficulty in receiving credit for such work. Too 

often the best strategy may be to let others take the risk of innovation and then 

copy them, focusing creativity on minor adjustments and the packaging of ideas.  

  

                                                
175 Ian Shapiro, The Flight from Reality in the Human Sciences (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
2005); Richard A. Posner, Public Intellectuals: A Study of Decline (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
2001); and Russell Jacoby, The Last Intellectuals: American Culture in the Age of Academe (New York: Basic 
Books, 1987). 
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Needed: Two Separate Innovation Public Policy 
Debates 

Andrew Carnegie, the great industrial magnate of the early 20th century, used to 

say, “pioneering don’t pay.”176 The head of one of today’s leading computer 

makers describes his approach to innovation: “I cannot waste resources. . . . We 

can be number 2. It’s okay with us.”177 When I worked as a research assistant for 

the Professor of Entrepreneurship at the Harvard Business School, colleagues 

would often joke that “pioneers are the ones with arrows in their backs.” Obviously, 

however, innovation is often a successful strategy in markets for private goods. One 

often cited reason is intellectual property laws, which ensure that pioneering does 

pay.  

Nevertheless, there is widespread recognition that our innovation policy in markets 

for private goods may not be optimal. Seemingly every week there is some public 

policy event in Washington, DC that fusses over whether incentives to innovate in 

markets for private goods are adequate because if pioneering doesn’t pay 

adequately, the U.S. growth rate will be lower than it should be. Are the Chinese 

stealing too much American intellectual property? Are America’s copyright and 

patent laws optimal? The answers to such questions are endlessly debated.  

In contrast, debate about innovation policy in markets for public goods is rare. I 

recommend more attention to innovation policy in markets for public goods, while 

recognizing that the approaches taken in formulating innovation policy for private 

and public goods need to be fundamentally different. 

Recommendations 

Attitudes toward plagiarism have been intimately tied to the development of new 

information technology. For example, the development of copyright law and 

corresponding notions of text plagiarism got a big push in the centuries following 

                                                
176 Robert L. Heilbroner, “The Master of Steel: Andrew Carnegie,” in Portrait of America, ed. Stephen B. Oates 
and Charles J. Errico (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2007). 
177 Bruce Einhorn and Tim Culpan, “Acer: Past Dell, and Chasing HP,” BloombergBusinessweek, 25 February, 
2010. 
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the development of the printing press in the late 1400s.178 The humble footnote 

itself, inconceivable in a world without written communication, is largely an artifact 

of technology.179 

The development of information technology can be used to either increase or 

decrease incentives to plagiarize. For example, the development of computers and 

the Internet has made it easier to copy the text of others. But the development of 

text plagiarism computer programs such as Turnitin (for students) and CrossCheck 

(for peer-reviewed publications), has made text plagiarism easier to detect and 

punish.  

The last frontier is arguably idea plagiarism, where such mechanical tools are 

ineffective in ferreting out plagiarism. I recommend a series of legal and 

technological reforms to create a more robust market for public policy idea 

recognition, thus making public policy idea plagiarism easier to define, detect and 

sanction. The current chasm between our moral intuitions about idea plagiarism 

and our ability to act on them cannot be eliminated, but it can and should be 

reduced.  

Unfortunately, reforming intellectual property laws isn’t the right approach to 

solving public policy incentive problems. Patents and trade secrets may be 

workable to protect commercial ideas, but they aren’t practical or desirable to 

protect public policy ideas, which are widely viewed as public goods. In addition, 

direct government involvement, such as by the United States Patent & Trademark 

Office, National Science Foundation, or the courts, to determine who is rewarded 

for commercial and scientific innovations may be consistent with First Amendment 

values. But there would be a much greater threat to First Amendment values if 

government were given direct control of regulating public policy speech. That 

power would be too susceptible to abuse, especially given the ambiguous nature of 

idea plagiarism and its controversial application in most settings. 

Unfortunately, leaving social sanctions purely to private institutions such as 

universities is also impractical to protect public policy ideas. Such laissez-faire 
                                                

178 Mark Rose, Authors and Owners: The Invention of Copyright (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1993). 
179 Anthony Grafton, The Footnote: A Curious History, Rev. ed. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1997). 
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sanctions may work remarkably well for academic institutions, but academic and 

think tank institutions are fundamentally different. For example, the system of peer 

review, which has arguably been the linchpin of the plagiarism social sanctions 

regime in academia, won’t work for think tanks because think tank audiences and 

publication practices are irreconcilably different.180  

The solution I propose is to keep government out of the direct regulation of public 

policy idea plagiarism but use it to strengthen the foundation for efficient and 

effective social sanctions. What is needed are laws that create an environment of 

incentives that strengthen the social sanctions against plagiarism. In particular, 

libel and transparency laws need to be reformed to encourage a more robust 

market in public policy credit claiming.    

Reform Libel Law 

Libel law should treat think tank scholars as public figures, so that a vigorous 

marketplace concerning public recognition for public policy ideas can be created. 

Just as Americans can say almost anything they want about the President of the 

United States without fear of risking a libel lawsuit, they should be able to do the 

same about all elements of a think tank worker’s research integrity regarding his 

work. 

Currently, journals, universities, and every other institution responsible for 

implementing anti-plagiarism norms must contend with the risk of a libel 

lawsuit.181 Academic institutions with peer review can avoid this risk by dealing 

with plagiarism charges informally and without publicity prior to publication or 

promotion. But outside academia, such mechanisms don’t work, so the 

marketplace of ideas regarding plagiarism is greatly chilled. And even academic 

institutions are greatly chilled when they have to act publicly, such as when a 

journal retracts an article after publication. In such cases, lawyers tend to be 

involved and as little as possible is said publicly, especially if the plagiarism case 

isn’t incontestable. This may also help explain the double standard regarding 

                                                
180 I argued differently in an earlier commentary. See J.H. Snider, “The Quest to Protect Creative Policy 
Ideas.” The Chronicle of Philanthropy, March 20, 2008. 
181 See, e.g., LaFollette, Stealing into Print; Kevin T. McGure, “There Was a Crooked Man (Uscript)”; and Jon 
White, “Risking Life and Libel Suits to Expose Fraud.” 
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enforcement of sanctions for easy-to-verify text plagiarism versus hard-to-verify 

idea plagiarism. Idea plagiarism is fair game during the peer review process, but 

after publication it is taboo. At the 3rd World Conference on Research Integrity, I 

asked a panel of plagiarism enforcers what percentage of their post-publication 

plagiarism cases involved idea plagiarism. All replied, “zero percent.”182 The only 

exception, mentioned to me by a panelist after the event, was a peer reviewer for 

Nature, one of the most prestigious scientific journals, who had plagiarized an idea 

from a manuscript he had reviewed. But in that case it was easy for Nature to track 

the source of the idea because it was in the submitted manuscript, and then link it 

to the subsequent publication of a similar idea by one of the reviewers. Nature knew 

that if authors feared losing priority during the lengthy peer review process, its 

ability to attract the best research for publication could be seriously weakened. 

Any argument for a free marketplace of ideas, such as the First Amendment, is 

premised on the belief that the truth will tend to win out. As Justice Oliver Wendell 

Holmes Jr., famously said: “The ultimate good desired is better reached by free 

trade in ideas—that the best test of truth is the power of the thought to get itself 

accepted in the competition of the market.”183 The advent of the web makes it 

affordable for any author to respond to plagiarism charges immediately and in an 

accessible way for the entire world to see. Previously, only public figures tended to 

have easy access to the press to rebut defamatory statements. In such a world, the 

argument for libel protection for think tankers on issues relating to research 

integrity should be mitigated. 

It should also be understood that when it comes to plagiarism, the current libel 

laws are unfairly skewed in favor of plagiarizers. Plagiarism is a type of 

unprotected libel for the author who is plagiarized, the competitors whose 

reputation is damaged in comparison to the plagiarizer, and the journal or other 

independent entity whose reputation is damaged by punishing the work of a 

plagiarizer. Yet none of those whose reputation is harmed by plagiarism receives 

any protection from libel law; only the plagiarizer, who has every incentive to deny 

his plagiarism, can use libel law, including merely to intimidate.  

                                                
182 Id. 
183 Abrams v. United States, 250 U.S. 616, 630 (1919). See also Norman L. Rosenberg, Protecting the Best Men: 
An Interpretive History of the Law of Libel, Studies in Legal History (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1986), 259-265. 
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To eliminate this unfairness, neither the victims of plagiarism nor the plagiarizer 

should be able to have recourse to libel law. Moreover, the victims of plagiarism 

should not be protected by libel law because two wrongs do not make a right. 

Allowing such protection would chill the marketplace of ideas yet more, and give 

government too much control in yet another situation when the nature of the crime 

tends to be inherently ambiguous and the potential for political bias great. 

Reform Think Tank Transparency  

Think tanks need to make their document citations and research integrity policies 

accessible in a standardized, machine-readable, and web-accessible format.  

Standardize Web Citation Metadata. Currently, one of the most common excuses 

for not including citations in think tank work is that it would be a distraction to 

readers and greatly increase the cost of distributing think tank work. However, 

these excuses are artifacts of old publication technology and need not apply in the 

Internet Age, when readers can be given control over whether and how they want 

citations displayed, and the marginal additional cost for publishers to distribute 

documents with embedded citation data under user control is effectively zero. 

Eliminating these costs through machine-readable citation technology wouldn’t 

eliminate all the objections to citation—such as the desire to steal credit for others’ 

work by avoiding attribution—just some of the most practical and thus socially 

acceptable excuses for such behavior.  

Scholarly publications and libraries have done a remarkable job developing 

standardized, machine-readable citation metadata for data items such as author, 

publication, title, and date of publication. This makes it possible to search across 

thousands of scholarly publications for information based on that metadata. This, 

in turn, not only makes it possible to search for publications but to evaluate 

publications and authors. For example, a substantial area of scholarship has 

emerged to evaluate the impact of different journals and authors by the number 

and quality of those who cite their work.184 

                                                
184 E.g., see Timothy A. Judge et al., “What Causes a Management Article to Be Cited—Article, Author, or 
Journal?” Academy of Management Journal 50, no. 3 (2007). The Fairness & Accuracy in Reporting study of think 
tank influence by citation is a relatively primitive illustration of this literature. See Dolny, “Think Tank 
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Unfortunately, however, the scholarly citation system is narrowly confined within 

academia and often behind proprietary paywalls. The vast majority of publications, 

including those where think tank work appear, is excluded.  

In recent years, the mass media has been developing a similar citation system to 

that employed in academia.185 The system, hNews, is based on the new semantic 

web technologies that are revolutionizing Internet search by search engines such as 

Google, Yahoo, and Bing. It has tags for the following information: 

• Who wrote it 
• Who it was published by 
• What source organization it comes from, if any 
• When it was first published 
• Where it was written 
• When it was changed since publication 
• What rights are associated with it 
• What journalistic codes of practice it adheres to, if any 

Publications are motivated to use this technology to make their work accessible via 

search engines and to get credit via search engines for high-quality, original work. 

Unfortunately, this motivation doesn’t necessarily include giving credit for others’ 

work.  

The National Science Foundation (NSF) should foster the development and 

implementation of a machine-readable citation data standard for publishing on the 

web that could be used by think tanks. As noted above, this could be modeled after 

one of the many existing citation data standards. As part of this standard, NSF 

should foster the development of globally unique identifiers for each think tank 

and, if feasible, each scholar affiliated with the think tank. Again, there would be 

many precedents for this, such as the globally unique identifier the National 

Institutes of Health (NIH) is developing for grantees who publish their work in peer 

reviewed journals.  

                                                                                                                                 
Spectrum Revisited.” For the use of automated citation analysis to detect idea plagiarism, see Bela Gipp and 
Norman Meuschke, “Citation Pattern Matching Algorithms for Citation-Based Plagiarism Detection: Greedy 
Citation Tiling, Citation Chunking and Longest Common Citation Sequence” (paper presented at the 
Proceedings of the 11th ACM Symposium on Document Engineering, Mountain View, California, 9-11 
September, 2011). 
185 See the Media Standards Trust at http://mediastandardstrust.org/projects/transparency-
initiative/background/. See also Martin Moore, “Open Letter to Schema.org,” Media Standards Trust, June 7, 
2011, http://mediastandardstrust.org/blog/open-letter-to-schema-org. 
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The NSF should scan the web to develop a database and archive of all think tank 

publications, including full articles for free publications (which constitute the great 

majority of think tank work) and only citation data for the balance. Other private 

entities, such as search engines, could do the same and enhance the data in any 

way they saw fit, such as with crowd sourced comments on the originality of a 

piece of work. 

PubMed provides a precedent for a government-maintained, centralized database 

of publications. All NIH funded articles must be submitted to PubMed upon 

acceptance in a peer-reviewed publication.  

ERIC—the Education Resource Information Center—is a similar service, but for 

articles on educational research, and is administered by the U.S. Department of 

Education. 

In conjunction with NSF, the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) and Schema.org 

should develop more advanced citation standards. W3C develops standards for 

HTML. The current version of HTML, HTML5, incorporated primitive citation tags 

such as the <cite> tag for “title.” Schema.org, built on HTML5, is a standards body 

for search engines such as Google, Yahoo, and Bing. Launched in 2011, it supports 

thousands of metadata standards for such information categories as product 

ratings, calendars, and news articles. 

Survey Think Tank Citation Practices. The NSF or another foundation should 

sponsor surveys on think tank attribution practices, including the extent of different 

types of think tank plagiarism. Such surveys have been widely used to analyze the 

extent of plagiarism in other fields.186 Government surveys to analyze ethical 

misconduct187 and for other purposes have become widespread.188 Simply a 

finding of confusion about the meaning of plagiarism within think tanks would be 

                                                
186 See, McCabe, Butterfield, and Trevin ̃o, Cheating in College. 
187 E.g., see Haim Bior, “A Third of Women Expererience Sexual Harassment at Work,” Haaretz, 8 June, 2010. 
A similar study of subordinate plagiarism harassment at think tanks could be revealing. 
188 Carol Morello, “2020 Census Will Be Done by Internet,” Washington Post, 28 March, 2013. 
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useful, as such confusion is a good predictor of plagiarism.189 Safeguards to 

prevent political interference would be important. 

Create a New 501(c)(3) Subcategory for Think Tanks. Think tanks should make 

their research integrity policies more transparent. To facilitate this, the IRS should 

create a new 501(c)(3) subcategory for any 501(c)(3) that wants to claim it does 

original research and has a research integrity policy for the different types of work 

it does. This should be a purely voluntary self-designation. The IRS should grant no 

benefits for this particular certification and leave most enforcement to the court of 

public opinion. Nevertheless, it would be hard for think tanks who want to remain 

credible not to seek this type of certification.  

Many currently required 501(c)(3) disclosures are based on a similar regulatory 

philosophy, which is to enhance transparency for funders and others who might 

want to rely on the 501(c)(3)’s work.190 Many of the disclosures, such as a 

description of the 501(c)(3)’s missions and accomplishments, are largely left to 

enforcement by the court of public opinion. Private entities such as Charity 

Navigator, The Foundation Center, and GuideStar aggregate, supplement, and 

analyze the information. In recent years, the IRS has also moved to make this 

information available in a machine-readable format, which involves dividing the 

parts of a document into discrete sections described by metadata. A scanned pdf, 

the previous format, doesn’t facilitate machine analysis. 

As part of being granted and annually maintaining 501(c)(3) status, the think tank 

would submit its current research integrity policy, signed by a designated research 

ethics official. Each major section of the research integrity policy, such as conflicts 

of interest, plagiarism, and fabrication, would have its own discrete, machine-

readable section.  

Any work published by the think tank should include a machine-readable link back 

to the current version of the research integrity policy, if any, under which it was 

published. The think tank’s website should also include a machine-readable link to 

the most recent Form 990, the 501(c)(3)’s annual report to the IRS, on the page 

                                                
189 Zorana Ercegovac and John V. Richardson Jr., “Academic Dishonesty, Plagiarism Included, in the Digital 
Age: A Literature Review,” College & Research Libraries (July 2004): 311. 
190 Mike Spector, “New IRS Rules Help Donors Vet Charities,” Wall Street Journal, 29 May, 2008. 
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where it describes its mission. Small think tanks could be exempt from these 

requirements. 

In general, institutional codes of ethics by themselves do little other than advertise 

to the world that the institution is virtuous (whether or not it is) and should thus be 

rewarded with commensurate deference and acclaim. That is, they may not only 

not be worth the paper they are written on, but be positively harmful if their 

purpose is to market deceptive claims. However, a marketing claim is likely to be 

substantially true if it is likely to be subject to independent, easily accessible 

verification. Thus, if outside evaluators have the means and motive to hold an 

institution to account for its avowed ethical standards, then such claims can be 

useful. The various proposals here are geared to strengthening those outside 

evaluators.  

Conclusion 

The study of academic plagiarism is vast, while the study of think tank plagiarism 

is virtually non-existent. But think tank plagiarism should be a worthy topic of 

study, partly because the incentives for it are great, and think tanks have come to 

play an important and costly role in the process of public policy innovation. 

Think tanks, like academic institutions, laud themselves for their original work. But 

that doesn’t mean they necessarily have or should have the same incentive 

structures to prevent plagiarism. 

To study think tank plagiarism is to enter a morass of ambiguities about what 

exactly it is and what can and should be done about it. Should the rigorous 

standards of the academic world apply? Or are such standards merely academic—

of no practical significance? The equilibrium adopted by think tanks may be the 

Machiavellian one of denouncing plagiarism in the abstract while tolerating and 

even encouraging many forms of it in practice.  

To be fair, it’s not clear if think tanks should be held to their own vaguely 

expressed standards for original work. Answering this question rigorously would 

involve analyzing the specific social harms from different forms of misleading think 

tank credit claiming—a task left for future research. I’m inclined to agree with 

Professor Marcel LaFollette, who concluded in her book on academic misconduct 
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in the sciences, “a moral climate that rejects stealing, defines it as a reprehensible 

act, and condemns the thief, instead of a climate that politely ignores plagiarism or 

fabrication or that excuses it according to the offender’s status, will benefit 

everyone.”191 

For various reasons, the two traditional approaches to discouraging idea theft, 

passing intellectual property law (primarily used in commerce) and relying on 

private institutions to cultivate social sanctions (primarily used in academics) are 

not well suited for think tanks. Instead, a different strategy should be employed 

that seeks to use government policy to strengthen social sanctions. 

Ultimately, the expected harm from idea plagiarism heavily depends on ontological 

assumptions about the nature of undiscovered and undeveloped public policy 

ideas, including the extent to which social welfare is reduced when the incentives to 

develop innovative public policy ideas are seriously deficient. Weaknesses in our 

current system of public policy idea innovation, especially developing public policy 

ideas in interdisciplinary areas affected by new technologies, need to be studied. If 

this paper helps to put such issues on the public policy agenda, it will have 

succeeded in its purpose. 

  

                                                
191 LaFollette, Stealing into Print, 211. 
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