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How change happens: the role of think-tanks

• There is a literature.

• A leadership model: Motivate. 
Mobilise. Manage. Repeat. 

• In brief, change happens when 
three things come together: (a) 
leadership; (b) civil society 
pressure; (c) the power of a good 
idea.



How change happens: the role of think-tanks

• What think-tanks contribute: 
core competences and policy 
code-sharing.

• Being practical: who is making 
what decision, when are they 
making it, what product do you 
need to influence the decision, 
and when do you need it.



The opportunity and limitations of the G20

• Yes: world’s biggest economies, top leaders etc . . . etc
. . ., big impact in 2008-9.

• But: 
• The G20 is the paddle not the wave (i.e. not 

decision-making)
• Primarily economic
• No permanent secretariat
• Role of the host country (some issues get onto the 

agenda, some do not)
• Personalities matter
• Politics rules

• The communique is the key product – but as the end 
point or the starting point?



Influencing the G20

1. Work together
2. And with others outside the network
3. Be realistic
4. And practical
5. And opportunistic
6. Look for wins
7. Work bottom-up
8. Get the timing right
9. Commit for the long-term
10. Have a public affairs plan: set tests in advance; be ready 

to react when the communique is published; capture 
the news cycle.



The G20 in 2020: Empowering People; 
Safeguarding the Planet; Shaping New Frontiers.

• Will COVID blow everything 
else out of the water?

• And if it does, how can 
other issues be raised? 
Look for win-wins?



The G20 in 2020: Empowering People; 
Safeguarding the Planet; Shaping New Frontiers.

• An example: climate change and the global 
green new deal:
• Elements of a green new deal

• Where’s the global?

• Deglobalisation?

• Climate finance (Conditional NDCs)

• Border Carbon Adjustments

• Mission-led approaches (e.g. International 
Solar Alliance)

• (But remember – the G20 is the paddle not the 
wave)



Conclusion: constructing an action plan (for 
think-tanks)

• Agree a policy platform;

• Agree a coordinated influencing strategy;

• And a public affairs strategy;

• Do it;

• Keep doing it;

• Reflect and learn (after-action review, 
stories of change)


