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The French Institut Montaigne has been created in 2000 by Claude Bébéar, the founder 

of AXA (the insurance group). First of all, it is very important to define what a Think 

tank is: it is generally an association of experts which aims at producing new ideas in the 

public policies’ field. The main aim of the Institut Montaigne is to be a major actor in the 

implementation of public policies in France. Nowadays considered as a strong force of 

proposal concerning France and Europe, the Institut is well-known for its papers on hot 

issues such as French suburbs and the most recent one entitled: “A French Islam is 

possible”. It has 4 principal areas of research: Social cohesion, Public finances, 

competiveness and public policy. Furthermore, the Institut is not only writing some 

publications and assessing the efficiency of public policies but also organizing open 

conferences with citizens in order to discuss social issues with more accuracy. With this 

method, citizens are able to have a comprehensive understanding of the issues at stake 

before making any decisions or voting. 

 

The Institut also creates interactive tools to allow citizens to evaluate the possible 

impact of a given policy, such as the consequence of an increase of the VTA rate on 

public accounts or the anticipated costs of candidates’ proposals for the presidential 

election. Lastly it conducts field surveys, in French suburbs for example to know the 

expectations of the residents. 



 

 

 

It’s based in Paris and several leaders from civil society, university, public 

administration and industry are exploring ideas free from any political party and 

economic preconceptions. This freedom of opinion and speech is due to the fact that it 

does not depend on any public institutions. Indeed, it has over a hundred companies 

that contribute. The other rule is that any contribution cannot exceed 2% of the overall 

budget.  These very strict conditions are making the Institut Montaigne a real counter-

power in French politics, because it’s difficult to exercise influence on it.  

In this paper, we will conduct an analysis on the environment, the strategy and the 

organizational design of this Think Tank in particular. Then, we will set a diagnosis and 

tackle the subject of possible improvements. 

 

I. A particularly competitive environment 

II. An independent strategy in the public area 

III. A well-structured organization with a strong separation of powers 

IV. The diagnosis: between efficiency and elites gathering 

V. What to do so as to improve its outcome? 

 

 

 



 

 

 

I. A particularly competitive environment 

In France, concerns about politics are an everyday issue, that is why the political 

environment is surrounded by Think Tanks and other organizations. Their main aim is 

to feed the public debate with some new points of view and propositions. From the right 

to the left of the political spectrum, every party needs his Think Tank to elaborate 

propositions and to build the pillars of a political campaign.  With 180 active Think 

Tanks, France is the 6th country with the higher number of Think Tanks in the world1. 

What’s more the competition in Europe is also very tough because of the presence of 

1770 Think Tanks. In France, the main competitors are the French Institute of 

International Relations (IFRI), the Fondapol, the French Aspen Institut and Terra Nova. 

One of the greatest strengths of the Institut is their capacity to create partnership with 

international Think Tanks such as Brookings in the US or the Chatham House in the 

UK. They all have different political sensibilities and funding methods but they are 

targeting the same audience: companies, politicians, public actors, citizens. The most 

important critical factor in order to determine the efficiency of a Think Tank is its 

capacity to influence the global policy. Indeed, they is a huge uncertainty concerning 

political opportunities for a Think Tank, it depends on the political trend, which is 

                                                   

1 2015 Global Go To Think Tank Index Report James G. McGann, University of Pennsylvania 

 



 

 

represented by the willingness of some citizens to recognize themselves in certain values 

or opinions. Through presidential elections the balance of powers between Think Tanks 

is very often transformed depending on the candidate’s choice to work in collaboration 

with a particular Think Tank or not; this year we can observe for example the rise of “La 

Gauche Libre” that support Emmanuel Macron, the former French minister of the 

Economy. On the other hand, the Institut Montaigne stay independent and was the first 

authority to quantify all the programs of candidates for the presidential election in 2012. 

 

II. An independent strategy in the public area 

H0wever, some of these organizations are not related to any political party, it is the case 

of the Institut Montaigne. This Think Tank deals with governments, politicians but also 

companies and citizens. This very particular organizational factor is clearly an 

opportunity for the Institut. Indeed, it pushes companies which wants to be part of the 

public area but are not willing to join a party, to integrate the Institut. This way they can 

keep their political neutrality, and it is very important for a company. They don’t want to 

discriminate their employees because of differences on political ideology, it has to stay 

personal and away from company values.  

That is the reason why so many private firms are willing to join the Institut and to 

contribute to their funds. This is also a way for the private sector to show that they are 

implicated in the improvement of citizen’s life, it reflects a good image of the company.  



 

 

The most relevant example of this implication of citizens is the organization of the 

project “Conférence de Citoyens”. It was an experience conducted by the Institut with 25 

citizens from all social and political backgrounds, from the workman to the lawyer. The 

main aim was to discuss the public healthcare system in France, and citizens had to 

follow a path with researchers in order to agree on a list of propositions to improve the 

system. Last but not least, it’s one of the only Think Tank which generates a profit at the 

end of the year, in 2015 it was 28,887 euros2. Being close to the business model of a 

company but also fully independent, that is the long term objective of the Institut. 

 

III. A well-structured organization with a strong separation of powers 

On the other hand, the internal structuration in 3 committees depicts a rigorous task 

distribution which allows a particular impartiality. 

The first committee called “Les Permanents” (The Permanents) is coordinated by the 

Director, and in charge of the management of the Institut, make sure that the works are 

finished properly and decide of new projects launch. These projects, mostly researches 

or papers, are conduct by approximately 150 representatives of companies, universities, 

public administrators, or full-time researchers. 

                                                   

2 http://www.institutmontaigne.org/fr/institut/comptes-et-statuts 



 

 

In a second time, the other committee entitled “Le Comité Directeur” (The board of 

directors) is a decision-making body composed of individuals with diverse political and 

professional profiles, the Steering Committee ensures the coherence of publications, but 

also scientific and editorial quality of work. Its members are francophone personalities 

from all backgrounds, for instance we can quote the CEO of Michelin, Jean Dominique 

Sénard, or the former prime minister of Benin, Lionel Zinsou.  

The last authority is the “Conseil d’Orientation” (The Orientation Committee), 

essentially composed by professors in top universities. Its main aim is to feed the 

reflection of the Institute on heavy societal trends, to give his opinion on his various 

works (studies, research, distribution, etc.), facilitate the development of relations with 

institutions (think tanks, research centers, graduate schools ...) in France, Europe and 

worldwide. It can be considered as an advisory body which works in collaboration with 

the permanents so as to share their experience with young researchers or analysts.  

 

IV. The diagnosis: between efficiency and elites gathering 

However, this well-defined and restricted organization of personalities can also appear 

as a non-representative organization because none of the members is elected and there 

are no ordinary citizens. It may affect its legitimacy to propose new social policies since 

all members have already a comfortable purchasing power and are quite high on the 

social ladder. Furthermore, it also has consequences on the efficiency of the Institut. 



 

 

Indeed, when they conduct an analysis of unemployment causes in France, even if they 

are very rigorous and are treating the subject very impartially, it is a reality that they are 

not confronted with. That is why they do not have the field experience of fighting 

inequality. Besides that, organizations such as the Institut Montaigne epitomizes the 

distrust of citizens for the political life in their country, making them think that they can 

just follow the public debate but not be part of it. Nevertheless, the Institut organizes 

conferences with citizens but no decisions are taken after these kinds of exchanges, it’s 

just a place in which citizens can speak but they do not have a real power, just a 

consultative one. It’s also the French Think Tank with the highest budget: 3.8 millions of 

euros, that is why sometimes it’s seen as the most capitalist political organization but in 

facts the budget has no link with the ideology followed by the Think Tank. Despite of 

these considerations about the Institut Montaigne outcomes, there are still some 

challenges that are possible to improve the global image of the Institut. 

 

V. What to do so as to improve its outcome? 

As Laurent Bigorgne said “The power of think tanks is not a mass power but an 

influence on policy makers, administrative elites, economists. We must face the reality: 

The Institut Montaigne means nothing for the opinion.” We can understand that the 

new focus of the Institut will be on public exposure, in order to be well-known by French 



 

 

citizens. Concretely, it means creating media campaigns to be display more often on 

French TV for example. 

Another way of improvement could be the creation of a fourth committee gathering only 

citizens chosen randomly, but from a representative sample of the French population. It 

might give some new ideas or points of view to the current members of the Institut and 

increase legitimacy for the Think Tank. Indeed, citizens should feel more concerned 

about the meetings of the Institut since people from the same social background, with 

common interests and moral values will be involved in the decision-making process.  

Lastly, the Think Tank could also try to work in collaboration with nonprofit 

organizations, for instance NGOs and associations to enlarge its scope of partners. 

These 3 propositions are examples of dimensions on which the organization should 

focus to improve performance and effectiveness. 
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