
 

  

 

Calling on Student-led Think Tanks: Join the Building for 
the Future Initiative 

Prepared by OTT - 2026 

On Think Tanks (OTT) is opening a call for applications for universities and student-
led think tanks interested in strengthening their institutional capacities, visibility, and 
global connections. This opportunity is particularly aimed at institutions that already host 
or support a student-led think tank. 

About the Building for the Future Initiative 

Launched in 2023, the Building for the Future Initiative aims to strengthen student-led 
think tanks and enrich and broaden the perspectives that inform public policy 
recommendations.  

Find out more about student-led think tanks here: Student-led think tanks hub. 

The initiative follows annual cycles offering participants the chance to: 

• Invest in their organisational and personal capabilities;1 

• Join the School for Thinktankers; and 

• Participate in the global OTT Conference. 

 
In addition, participating think tanks will be part of global Community of Practice with 
well-established student-led think tanks from around the world, and will benefit from: 
 

• Ongoing advice from the On Think Tanks team; 

• Access to the global OTT community of think tanks and evidence informed policy 

experts; 

• Access to capacity building resources and opportunities; and 

• A platform and channels to share their work globally. 

 
With funding from the Open Society Foundations, OTT currently offers support to 
student-led think tanks across Europe. Participating think tanks include:  

• The Security Distillery 

• The Wilberforce Society 

 

1 The current programme involved think tanks organising multi-regional events to help them develop new partnerships, 
position themselves in new policy spaces, strengthen their brand, incorporate new evidence and knowledge, etc.  

https://onthinktanks.org/initiative/building-for-the-future-initiative/
https://onthinktanks.org/student-led-think-tank-hub/
https://onthinktanks.org/initiative/school/school-for-thinktankers/
https://onthinktanks.org/conference/ott-conference-2026/


 

2 

• York Student Think Tank 

• Warwick Think Tank 

• Epis Think Tank 

• Generation for Rights over the World (GROW) 

• Student Think Tank for Europe-Asia Relations (STEAR) 

• The European Student Think Tank 

• Student Network for Open Science 

• Leeds Policy Institute 

 
Our approach and methodology  
 
All participating think tanks will benefit of the following opportunities:  

• Inception: OTT will conduct an inception meeting with participating 
organisations to explore their institutional context, goals, and support needs. Prior 
to this, participants will complete a short internal reflection exercise to clarify 
vision, alignment, and priority areas for support. 

 
• Global training: Participation in the OTT School for Thinktankers. One or two 

members will join this unique training opportunity alongside thinktankers from 
across the world. 

 
• Global exchange: Student think tanks will participate in the global OTT 

Conference, positioning themselves as actors in the broader policy ecosystem and 
showcasing their work on a global stage. 

 
• Organisation development activity: Each think tank will carry out a specific 

organisation development activity designed to strengthen the institution or 
increase its visibility and influence. This activity is flexible in format and can be 
tailored to the organisation’s goals, capabilities, and strategic priorities. It may 
take the form of hosting an event or a series of events, such as policy roundtables, 
public debates, or research launches, participating in global or regional policy 
spaces including conferences, youth forums, or thematic summits, or developing 
communication and research products such as podcast series, policy brief 
collections, multimedia campaigns, flagship reports, or student policy journals. 
OTT will accompany this process. 

 
• Community of practice of student-led think tanks: All participating teams 

will join a collaborative global network, including both new and previous Building 
for the Future participants, designed to support continued development, visibility, 
and sustainability. Activities include: 

o Bi-monthly virtual calls with the OTT team to address any emerging 
challenges and opportunities. 

o An active community platform (e.g. LinkedIn) for real-time exchange, 
collaboration, and sharing of opportunities.  
 

https://onthinktanks.org/initiative/school/school-for-thinktankers/
https://onthinktanks.org/conferences/
https://onthinktanks.org/conferences/
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• Global visibility: In addition, OTT will support each think tank to gain global 
visibility through: 

o Up-to-date data in the OTT Open Think Tank Directory, used by funders 
and think tanks to find partners.  

o Feature articles on the OTT website and OTT Talks episode to raise the 
student-led think tank's profile. 

o Ongoing features in OTT’s Newsletter, read by 8,000+ subscribers and 1.6 
million LinkedIn impressions. 

The opportunity 

OTT is widening the reach of the Building for the Future initiative by opening it to more 
think tanks and think tanks in other regions. 

Student-led think tanks are organisations established and operated by students, often 
within a university, that engage in research, analysis, and advocacy on various public 
policy or social issues.  

These think tanks aim to emulate and innovate on the structures and functions of 
established think tanks while providing students with opportunities to develop research, 
policy analysis, and leadership skills.  

Participants gain hands-on experience producing policy briefs, organising events, and 
engaging in advocacy efforts. These think tanks also create opportunities for networking 
with academics, policymakers, and experts, expanding students' career prospects and 
connections.  

By amplifying student voices on important social and policy issues, they encourage civic 
engagement and contribute to shaping informed public discourse, allowing young leaders 
to make a meaningful impact on their communities and beyond. 

Indicative timeline 

Workstream Dates 
Inception and onboarding, including: 

• Presentation of the programme and the 
Student-led Think Tanks Hub 

• Introduction workshop for members of the 
think tank 

Anytime up to December 2026 

Community of practice activities Ongoing 

School for Thinktankers February 2027 

OTT Conference May- June 2027 

Organisation development activity April – October 2027 

Reporting and lessons learned October – December 2027 

 

https://onthinktanks.org/initiative/building-for-the-future-initiative/
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How to participate? 

To join the next cycle, you will need to: 

If you are a funder or university 
looking to support student-led think 
tank 

If you are a student-led think tank 
leader looking to include your think 
tank in the programme 

Contact us directly to explore partnership 
options and initiate the funding agreement. 

Secure the necessary funding (e.g. from 
your university or an independent funder). 
OTT can help you prepare a proposal. 

We will provide a tailored partnership 
package based on your priorities and level 
of support. 

Engage in discussions with OTT to 
determine your needs and strengths. We 
may offer some additional introductory 
support in advance of the think tank 
joining the initiative. 

 

How much does it cost? 

Directly paid to OTT: 

• Technical assistance fee: EUR10,000 for each team member of the think tank. 
For 2 members participating the fee is EUR15,000.  

• Fees for the School for Thinktankers: EUR1,900 per participant (exclusive of 
VAT if applicable). 

• Fees for the OTT Conference: EUR250 per participant (exclusive of VAT if 
applicable). 

Depending on the funder’s preferences, additional costs will be paid directly to the think 
tank or via OTT (plus an admin cost and VAT if applicable).  

For instance, if supported by their university, the think tank would receive the following 
support directly from it: 

• Organisational development grant. Typically, funders allocate EUR3,500–4,000 
for this activity. This budget is used to design and implement the selected 
development activity (e.g., events, communications products, research outputs, or 
participation in external policy spaces). 

• Travel costs to attend the School for Thinktankers in Barcelona for up to 8 days.  

• Travel costs to attend the OTT Conference for up to 5 days (location to be 
confirmed).  

 

About OTT 

OTT is a global platform for change. For 15 years we have supported and strengthened the 
work of research organisations, foundations, governments, non-governmental 
organisations and international agencies in support of better-informed decision making. 
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Through our consultancy work, we develop tailored solutions to specific challenges. With 
services spanning research, strategy, evaluation, learning facilitation and organisational 
transformation, we partner with organisations to drive evidence informed change. 

Through On Think Tanks we build, nurture and support a global community of people 
working in, with and funding think tanks. We create a space to connect, learn and 
exchange. 

Contact us 

Please get in touch with us to discuss your involvement:  

Enrique Mendizabal: enrique@onthinktanks.org 

Camila Ulloa: culloa@onthinktanks.org 

 

 

https://onthinktanks.org/consulting/
https://onthinktanks.org/
mailto:enrique@onthinktanks.org
mailto:culloa@onthinktanks.org
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