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U.S. Senator Elizabeth Warren generated headlines last week when she raised questions about 

whether a Brookings Institution economist’s Wall Street-friendly report was unduly influenced 

by the financial firm that helped fund it. It was not the first time the connection between an 

ostensibly disinterested think tank and its funders had become a political issue. It also wasn’t the 

first time the economist, Robert Litan, published reports sponsored by those with vested interests 

in the subject matter. 

Last year, the Brookings Institution faced questions about its decision to accept funding from 

anti-pension billionaire John Arnold for the think tank’s pension-related work. That same year, 

the New York Times published a report showing that “more than a dozen prominent Washington 

research groups have received tens of millions of dollars from foreign governments in recent 

years while pushing U.S. government officials to adopt policies that often reflect the donors’ 

priorities.” In 2005, Businessweek reported that a Cato Institute official resigned from the 

libertarian think tank “after admitting that he had accepted payments from indicted Washington 

lobbyist Jack Abramoff for writing op-eds favorable to the positions of some of Abramoff's 

clients.” 

In the most recent iteration of the story, Litan, a Brookings economist, co-authored a study 

criticizing a proposed Department of Labor rule -- opposed by the financial industry -- to more 

stringently regulate brokers and compel them to prioritize their clients' financial interests. Litan's 

report specifically said proponents of the rule were "ignoring significant costs to millions of 

small savers that the rule would impose."  

In her letter criticizing Litan, Sen. Warren noted that his study had been funded by a financial 

firm. The Democratic lawmaker also asserted that Litan accepted “feedback on our initial outline 

and some editorial comments” from the firm, the Capital Group.  

Warren charged that the arrangement represented “financial conflicts of interest” and Litan soon 

resigned from the think tank. 

Litan told the International Business Times that "it is natural and standard practice in any 

consulting assignment for the researchers (whether from universities, think tanks or consulting 

firms) to gain feedback on any initial outline before actually conducting the study.  

"The funder did not affect our research findings," he said. 

http://www.ibtimes.com/elizabeth-warren-pushes-brookings-institution-economist-resign-over-conflict-interest-2120632
http://articles.latimes.com/2014/feb/28/business/la-fi-mh-brookings-20140228
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/07/us/politics/foreign-powers-buy-influence-at-think-tanks.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/bw/stories/2005-12-15/op-eds-for-sale
http://www.dol.gov/ebsa/newsroom/fsconflictsofinterest.html
https://www.dol.gov/ebsa/pdf/1210-ZA25-00070.pdf
http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/how-elizabeth-warren-picked-a-fight-with-brookings--and-won/2015/09/29/bfe45276-66c7-11e5-9ef3-fde182507eac_story.html
http://www.warren.senate.gov/?p=press_release&id=975


Litan had been publishing similar industry-backed reports for years. IBT reviewed roughly a 

dozen papers authored or co-authored by him in which the topic addressed was directly related to 

the sponsors’ agenda. 

Six Litan reports on telecommunications issues, for instance, were funded by Cisco, AT&T, the 

Cellular Telephone Industries Association, Verizon and Google. One criticizing net neutrality 

initiatives was funded by AT&T, which has lobbied against such proposals. Another Litan co-

authored study opposing Federal Trade Commission action against Google -- and calling Google 

“one of America’s most innovative companies” -- says it was “funded by Google.” 

Another four reports with Litan’s name on them were about the financial industry -- and were 

done “at the request of” and/or “on behalf of” the industry. One Litan study done “on behalf of 

the American Bankers Association” declared that it “is premature, and indeed unwise” for states 

to adopt tough regulation of subprime mortgages. 

Litan co-authored a study on “rent-to-own transactions” in which the authors said they “are 

grateful for support for this research from the American Association of Progressive Rental 

Organizations.” He also co-authored a report on electronic tax filing that said support “was 

provided by the Computer and Communications Industry Association.” 

Since Warren sent her letter, Litan has said he is disappointed that the source of funding for his 

report on the Department of Labor proposal became the focus. “I think it’s unfortunate that, even 

when I disclosed the funding, people spent their time discussing who funded my work rather than 

discussing the merits of it,” Litan told the Washington Post. He also made his case in a Fortune 

op-ed this week, and five Democratic economists sent a letter to the Washington Post saying that 

Warren’s criticism “threatens ad hominem attack on any author who may be associated with an 

industry or interest whose views are contrary to hers." 

Warren’s broadside against Litan was a skirmish in a battle that began in 2013. That year -- her 

first in the Senate -- she wrote a letter to the CEOs of six major banks requesting that they start 

fully disclosing the money their firms spend to fund think tank research. 

“Policymakers need access to objective, high-quality research, data and analysis,” she wrote. 

“Private think tanks are extremely well-suited to provide this research and analysis, but for it to 

be valuable, such research and analysis must be truly independent. If the information provided by 

think tanks is little more than another form of corporate lobbying, then policymakers and the 

public should be aware of the difference.” 

Warren has said that the response from the banks has been silence. 

 

http://www.itu.int/net/wsis/stocktaking/docs/activities/1288617396/NetImpact_Study_Report_Brookings.pdf
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=942043
http://www.tmtperspectives.com/files/2013/01/SSRN-id983111.pdf
https://www.corp.att.com/healthcare/docs/litan.pdf
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1471960
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2054751
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=942043
http://www.dailydot.com/politics/lobbyists-net-neutrality-fcc/
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2054751
https://www.aba.com/aba/PDF/GR_atmfees.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2001/2/lending-litan/02_lending_litan.pdf
http://blogs.reuters.com/felix-salmon/2012/08/13/annals-of-dubious-research-401k-loan-default-edition/
http://www.namb.org/images/namb/documents/PDF/litan_on_Predatory_Lending.pdf
http://www.namb.org/images/namb/documents/PDF/litan_on_Predatory_Lending.pdf
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2060984
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1159844
http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/how-elizabeth-warren-picked-a-fight-with-brookings--and-won/2015/09/29/bfe45276-66c7-11e5-9ef3-fde182507eac_story.html
http://fortune.com/2015/10/05/elizabeth-warren-robert-litan-u-s-department-of-labor/
http://fortune.com/2015/10/05/elizabeth-warren-robert-litan-u-s-department-of-labor/
http://thehill.com/policy/finance/255726-dem-economists-attack-warren-over-brookings-firing
http://www.warren.senate.gov/files/documents/Letter%20from%20Elizabeth%20Warren%2012-4-2013.pdf
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonkblog/wp/2014/12/12/enough-is-enough-elizabeth-warrens-fiery-attack-comes-after-congress-weakens-wall-street-regulations/

