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ABOUT THE SHARP POWER AND DEMOCRATIC RESILIENCE SERIES

As globalization deepens integration between democracies and 
autocracies, the compromising effects of sharp power—which 
impairs free expression, neutralizes independent institutions, 
and distorts the political environment—have grown apparent 
across crucial sectors of open societies. The Sharp Power 
and Democratic Resilience series is an effort to systematically 
analyze the ways in which leading authoritarian regimes seek 
to manipulate the political landscape and censor independent 
expression within democratic settings, and to highlight potential 
civil society responses.

This initiative examines emerging issues in four crucial arenas 
relating to the integrity and vibrancy of democratic systems:

•	 Challenges to free expression and the integrity of the 
media and information space

•	 Threats to intellectual inquiry 

•	 Contestation over the principles that govern technology 

•	 Leverage of state-driven capital for political and often 
corrosive purposes

The present era of authoritarian resurgence is taking place during 
a protracted global democratic downturn that has degraded 
the confidence of democracies. The leading authoritarians are 
challenging democracy at the level of ideas, principles, and 
standards, but only one side seems to be seriously competing in 
the contest. 

Global interdependence has presented complications distinct 
from those of the Cold War era, which did not afford authoritarian 
regimes so many opportunities for action within democracies. 
At home, Beijing, Moscow, and others have used twenty-
first-century tools and tactics to reinvigorate censorship and 
manipulate the media and other independent institutions. Beyond 
their borders, they utilize educational and cultural initiatives, 
media outlets, think tanks, private sector initiatives, and other 
channels of engagement to influence the public sphere for their 
own purposes, refining their techniques along the way. Such 
actions increasingly shape intellectual inquiry and the integrity of 
the media space, as well as affect emerging technologies and the 
development of norms. Meanwhile, autocrats have utilized their 
largely hybrid state-capitalist systems to embed themselves in 
the commerce and economies of democracies in ways that were 
hardly conceivable in the past.

The new situation requires going beyond the necessary but 
insufficient tools of legislation, regulation, or other governmental 
solutions. Democracies possess a critical advantage that 
authoritarian systems do not—the creativity and solidarity of 
vibrant civil societies that can help safeguard institutions and 
reinforce democratic values. Thus, the papers in this series 
aim to contextualize the nature of sharp power, inventory key 
authoritarian efforts and domains, and illuminate ideas for 
non-governmental action that are essential to strengthening 
democratic resilience.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Think tanks first emerged out of a democratic political system that 
favors freedom of conscience and thought. They were designed 
to generate new ideas, provide objective research and analysis, 
and consider relevant policymaking questions without government 
direction. In recent years, however, authoritarians have rapidly grasped 
the potential value of think tanks as conduits for influence abroad.

Seeking to engineer a perception of global support for their political system and to shape 
a landscape that will be more favorable to their policies, talking points, and version of the 
truth, some authoritarian regimes—including those in Russia, China, and the Persian Gulf 
monarchies—have encouraged the creation of their own national think tanks. 

Just like their democratic counterparts, authoritarian think tanks organize public conferences and 
events, publish research in academic journals and on their websites, and share their analyses 
with media outlets. But the antiliberal and antidemocratic political systems to which these entities 
belong repress any form of dissent and claim control over the discursive and ideational space, 
undercutting the pretense of parity with their democratic counterparts. The overall effect is to 
lend authoritarians an artificial legitimacy—reinforcing the regime’s credibility by proxy. Viewed 
from an authoritarian perspective, think tanks are essential tools for propaganda.

This report describes the ways in which authoritarian countries seek to use think tanks as 
instruments of sharp power—focusing specifically on why and how authoritarian powers target 
foreign private organizations dedicated to policy-related research—and outlines steps that 
democratic think tanks and other civil society stakeholders can take to help restore democratic 
resilience and counter authoritarian attempts to undermine intellectual freedom.

•	 Think tanks in open societies should develop a healthy habit of proactive due diligence, 
searching carefully for any potential conflicts of interest. The correlations among sponsor, 
research project, and output are not always straightforward.

•	 Think tanks in democratic settings must develop and follow strict codes of conduct when 
it comes to their relationships with authoritarian actors. They should also be expected to 
publicly disclose all of their sponsors with corresponding donation amounts, and to commit 
not to sign any secret agreements.

•	 Private foundations and philanthropists in democratic countries should prioritize funding 
for think tanks that abide by strict codes of conduct governing potential relationships with 
authoritarian-linked entities. 

•	 Think tanks in democratic countries should also proactively engage with rising think tank 
professionals from emerging democracies in Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, and 
South and Southeast Asia to offset the draw of authoritarian alternatives.

•	 The media and activist groups can play a critical role in raising public awareness and 
informing and educating broader constituencies about the nature and tactics of 
authoritarian think tanks—and the risks they pose to independent inquiry.

The stakes for democratic security could not be higher. Authoritarian regimes are engaged in 
purposeful, determined, and relentless efforts to shape and manipulate the ideas space through 
think tanks as platforms for influence. 
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Think tanks first emerged out of a democratic political system that 
favors freedom of conscience and thought. They were designed 
to generate new ideas, provide objective research and analysis, 

and consider relevant policymaking questions without government 
direction. Their ability to voice independent opinions stems from the 
pluralism that is inherent to open societies. 

The notion that authoritarian powers would take an interest in developing think tanks therefore 
sounds like an oxymoron: how could independent ideas thrive and be expressed under the rule of  
a despotic regime that imposes intellectual orthodoxy?

Some authoritarian governments have nonetheless encouraged the creation of their own national 
think tanks in recent years. Leaders who nurture geopolitical ambitions, in particular, have 
recognized the usefulness of expertise-based knowledge in informing their political decision-
making on increasingly complex issues. Authoritarians have also acknowledged the value of 
international exchanges among think tanks that, unlike purely academic exchanges between 
universities, ultimately aim to influence policymaking in their respective countries. As they 
engage more proactively with the outside world in this way, authoritarians do not intend merely to 
participate in abstract debates or share their analyses to enrich collective knowledge. Rather, they 
seek to engineer a perception of global support for their political system and to shape a landscape 
that will be more favorable to their policies, talking points, and version of the truth. In other words, 
viewed from an authoritarian perspective, think tanks are essential propaganda tools.1

The organizations established by authoritarians introduce themselves as “think tanks,” donning 
a cloak of intellectual independence. But this is a case of misleading “faux amis.”2 The antiliberal 
and antidemocratic political systems to which these entities belong repress any form of dissent 
and claim control over the discursive and ideational space, undercutting the pretense of parity 
with their democratic counterparts. An examination of how authoritarian powers use think tanks 
as platforms for influence leads one into Orwellian territory, where think tanks are not independent 
laboratories of ideas, foundations are not philanthropic enterprises, and research centers do 
not contribute to the enrichment of knowledge. Instead, they act as agents in the service of the 
authoritarian state.

This paper describes the ways in which authoritarian countries seek to use think tanks as 
instruments of “sharp power.” It focuses specifically on why and how authoritarian powers 
including Russia, China, and the Persian Gulf monarchies target foreign private organizations 
dedicated to policy-related research.3 After addressing the authoritarians’ strategic objectives, the 
paper explores the mechanisms and preferred tools they use to reach their goals, then delves into 
China’s efforts to build influence through the creation of think tank networks under the umbrella of 
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The paper concludes with an assessment of the impact of such 
sharp power activities, and proposes options to help strengthen democratic resilience and counter 
authoritarian attempts to undermine intellectual freedom and research integrity.

[Authoritarians] seek to engineer a perception of 
global support for their political system and to shape a 
landscape that will be more favorable to their policies, 
talking points, and version of the truth.
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THINKERS IN THE SERVICE OF THE STATE
Many think tanks in liberal democracies today have emulated the model of those founded in the 
United States in the early decades of the twentieth century. The originals were created at the 
initiative of private philanthropists, lawyers, and scholars who sought to nurture informed analysis 
and address important policy issues outside of the government’s purview.4 By contrast, and 
unsurprisingly so, authoritarian powers do not have the same type of civil society–based think tank 
tradition.5 They began to show an interest in establishing their own versions of think tanks only 
around the mid-2000s. 

Faced with increasingly complicated governance and foreign policy challenges, authoritarian 
governments have gradually recognized the importance of professional expertise and analysis 
as a potential aid to their decision making. They have carefully encouraged the development of 
policy-relevant domestic expertise to improve their understanding of such topics as the economic 
consequences of the 2008–2009 global financial crisis or the impact of the 2011 Arab Spring 
uprisings on the reconfiguration of regional politics. But contrary to their democratic counterparts, 
authoritarian regimes work to keep intellectual inquiry within strict boundaries and discourage 
any questioning of the official line—an approach at odds with the original vision of what a think 
tank should do. While they understand the benefits of expert analysis for their own domestic 
governance purposes, these regimes are also careful to ensure that the reports and opinions 
generated by think tanks never cast serious doubt on the merits and validity of their policies or 
pose a threat to their rule and legitimacy.

When the vast majority of think tanks are led by men who are personally close to the ruler, 
independence is hard to come by. For example, Turki bin Abdullah Aldakhil, the founder and 
chairman of Al-Mesbar Studies and Research Center in Dubai,6 is a trusted aide to Saudi crown 
prince Mohammed bin Salman and serves as the kingdom’s current ambassador to the United 
Arab Emirates,7 while Vladimir Yakunin, the founder of the Dialogue of Civilizations (DOC) Research 
Institute, is an “associate of Vladimir Putin and former Soviet diplomat rumored to have held a 
high rank in the KGB,” and has been subjected to U.S. sanctions.8 In China, most think tanks are 
either built into or closely affiliated with Chinese Communist Party (CCP) organs and government 
agencies. Their research topics are framed by detailed guidelines and oriented to reflect 
governmental priorities.9

Authoritarians view think tanks not only as helpful to their own decision making, but also as 
useful channels of communication with their domestic public. Experts and scholars from these 
organizations regularly appear on local media programs, relaying positions and messages that 
closely toe the official line and lending regime narratives an air of academic respectability. The 
consultation of supposedly independent experts by local media, which are also tightly controlled 
by the government, in turn helps to project a false impression of diversity in the domestic policy 
debate. The overall effect is to add an artificial legitimacy to government policies, talking points, and 
agendas, essentially reinforcing the regime’s credibility by proxy.

In parallel with the domestic rationale for creating and using think tanks, authoritarians have rapidly 
grasped the potential value of think tanks as conduits for influence abroad.10 Whereas democracies 
may gain a soft power benefit from their independent think tanks, the authoritarian equivalents are 
very much an exercise of sharp power. They take advantage of the open systems of free societies 
by injecting fraudulent or misleading communications in order to shape foreign public perceptions, 
exert surreptitious influence, and serve ulterior objectives in the target countries. 
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Beijing encourages Chinese think tanks, for example, to participate in public diplomacy and help 
engineer a favorable environment on the global stage,11 thus enhancing the country’s “discourse 
power”—the ability to voice perspectives and concepts that will be accepted, internalized, and 
reproduced over time by others.12 In this context, think tanks are seen by propagandists as useful 
tools for the “formation, dissemination, and persuasion of public opinion.”13 Similarly, the Russian 
government’s 2016 Foreign Policy Concept called for Russian academics and experts to contribute 
to the country’s public diplomacy by engaging in “dialogue with foreign specialists on global 
politics and international security.”14 The fundamental purpose of authoritarian think tanks is 
evidently not to generate new knowledge or join in genuine intellectual debate, but rather to shape 
foreign perceptions.15 

This can be done in several ways. The first is simply to deliver the regime’s preferred version of 
the truth. Russia’s 2016 Foreign Policy Concept notes the necessity of providing the outside world 
with “unbiased” and “reliable information” and an “objective image” of Russia. CCP leader Xi 
Jinping regularly exhorts Chinese academics and journalists to “tell China’s story well, and properly 
disseminate China’s voice.”16 Both mean in effect that only the officially authorized version of reality 
is allowed to be spread. 

In addition to shaping external perceptions by promoting a fabricated version of themselves 
in public debates, authoritarians use their think tanks to create and nurture relationships with 
foreign individuals and institutions that may be connected to policymaking and political circles.17 
For example, the Russian Institute for Strategic Studies (RISI), once part of Russia’s Foreign 
Intelligence Service (SVR) and now under the Russian presidential administration, has played an 
active role in cultivating local pundits in the Balkans and Scandinavia who serve as outspoken 
supporters of Russian actions in Ukraine’s Donbas region.18 In young democracies, where the 
practice of pluralism is relatively new, the public political debate in which think tanks take part is 
more vulnerable to this sort of hijacking and tilting in favor of voices who are quietly backed by 
powerful authoritarian actors.

Regular public engagements provide opportunities to connect directly with and potentially 
influence the views of a select audience, including civil society representatives interested in 
policy-related issues, parliamentary staffers, civil servants, and other government officials. These 
people may then include talking points provided by authoritarian think tankers in their own 
internal memos, reports, and policy recommendations. Partly due to a lack of familiarity with how 
authoritarian think tanks operate, foreign audiences may assume that the analyses shared by such 
entities are genuinely independent and therefore receive them with less skepticism than if the 
same ideas were transmitted by authoritarian government officials. While the messengers may 
differ, however, the messages are the same.

THINK TANKS AND THE MECHANISMS OF SHARP POWER INFLUENCE
There is a deliberate method to influence building. Authoritarians do not wait passively for the 
presentations and publications of their think tank representatives to work their way into foreign 
governments’ policy memos in the hope of eventually influencing their decisions. Instead, they 
use a wide array of tactics, sometimes in combination, to help propagate their narrative, ranging 
from a superficial level of engagement to the deep penetration of open societies. These activities 
can end up confining debates within a predetermined set of boundaries and presenting a 
selective picture of reality that favors the views of antidemocratic powers, while at the same time 
isolating or discrediting alternative ideas. Over time, they have adverse effects on democratic 
activity and pluralism.
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Just like their democratic counterparts, authoritarian think tanks 
organize public conferences and events, publish research in 
academic journals and on their websites, and share their analyses 
with media outlets. When they do so, however, they proactively 
set the agenda. Some topics are not discussed because they are 
deemed too sensitive for the regime, and the bulk of the discussion 
usually revolves around a limited package of preferred themes. 
Critical voices are ignored and not invited to speak at public events, 
while selected experts are given ample opportunities to comment 
on the regime’s policies in the most favorable light. A conference 
organized in Yangon in January 2020 and cosponsored by Myanmar 
and China, for example, was primarily focused on the promotion of 
China as an indispensable political, economic, and strategic partner 
for Myanmar and gave multiple opportunities to CCP officials, rather 
than scholars, to deliver remarks.19

In the long run, this systematically selective engagement 
marginalizes entire segments of opinion and overcrowds debate 
with voices favorable to authoritarian objectives, with a cumulative 
effect that approximates censorship. The saturation of the public 
discussion is most achievable in environments where little or no 
independent expertise is available, the resources to amplify such 
expertise are limited, or the very concept of think tanks and independently formulated research and 
analysis is still relatively new. The activities of the Beijing-backed China-CEE Institute in Budapest 
are a good example of the technique of swamping the local discourse with prodigious output. In 
2019 alone, the think tank hosted four international meetings, three workshops, and seven public 
lectures, and published ten working papers, eight books, and more than six hundred briefing 
papers. Its research products are generally uncritical of Chinese government projects like the BRI 
and emphasize the positive aspects of deepened cooperation with China without offering any 
counterpoint.20

Authoritarian countries sponsor foreign think tanks, although not necessarily with direct infusions 
of government money. A January 2020 report from Think Tank Watch found that of the top fifteen 
foreign governments donating to U.S. think tanks, only two are not democracies: the United Arab 
Emirates and Qatar.21 In 2013, Qatar donated over $14 million to the Brookings Institution to open 
a new center in Doha. Other Persian Gulf monarchies, in competition with Qatar for influence, 
followed suit with their own large donations to Washington think tanks and academic institutions.22

Most authoritarian funding to foreign research organizations is offered indirectly by wealthy 
business figures or nominally private conglomerates and foundations with close but not always 
obvious links to their home governments. For example, the think tank China Energy Fund 
Committee, headed by former Hong Kong home secretary Patrick Ho Chi-ping, was registered 
as a nonprofit organization in the United States. The organization was funded by CEFC China 
Energy, a conglomerate whose chairman, Ye Jianming, was detained in Shanghai in March 2018 
on corruption charges. Through his think tank, Patrick Ho managed to forge deep ties to the United 
Nations and the international strategic affairs community. He sponsored and helped organize 
regular events with the Maryland-based Institute for the Analysis of Global Security (IAGS), which 
attracted former high-ranking American defense and intelligence officials. Ho’s activities included 
outright corruption of foreign officials, for which he was arrested and sentenced by a New York 
court in 2019.23

In the long run, 
this systematically 
selective engagement 
marginalizes entire 
segments of opinion 
and overcrowds debate 
with voices favorable to 
authoritarian objectives, 
with a cumulative effect 
that approximates 
censorship.
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The Hong Kong–based China–United States Exchange Foundation (CUSEF), which presents itself 
as an “independent, non-profit and non governmental foundation,”24 has similar characteristics. 
It is headed by Tung Chee-hwa, a former Hong Kong chief executive who is also vice-chairman of 
the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), an official advisory body linked 
to the CCP’s United Front apparatus. CUSEF has cooperated on projects with various U.S. think 
tanks,25 and it funds an internet platform that publishes articles in English promoting a “positive 
and peaceful relationship” between China and the United States.26

The financial transactions between think tanks and entities acting as proxies for authoritarian 
powers can be totally opaque. Polish investigative journalists in 2017 revealed, for example, that a 
2013 payment of almost €21,000 to the European Center for Geopolitical Analysis had originated in 
Russia and was laundered through a British company.27 The center’s president, Mateusz Piskorski, 
had long-standing ties to the Russian writer Alexander Dugin and was the leader of a short-lived 
pro-Russian political party in Poland, Zmiana.28

Authoritarian proxies can also coopt foreign experts and 
former officials working in think tanks by inviting them 
to deliver keynote speeches in international forums 
or conferences. They may offer speaking fees, along 
with a red-carpet, all-expenses-paid trip to an attractive 
destination. The annual Rhodes Forum, an offshoot of 
Vladimir Yakunin’s DOC Research Institute, attracts a 
number of statesmen and academics from democratic 
countries who, by their sheer reputation and presence, 
bolster the DOC’s international stature.29

Of course, not all foreign scholars and former officials 
who attend these events are necessarily compromised 
by material incentives. They may simply be willing to 
engage with authoritarian think tanks in order to maintain 
dialogue and contribute to better understanding 
between countries. Authoritarians can leverage 
these attitudes, especially when their relations with 
democratic governments are deteriorating. Under certain 
circumstances, such interactions can indeed provide a 
useful diplomatic back channel.30 

Commissioned papers are helpful in funneling local 
insights and information on particular questions of 

interest to the authoritarian sponsor, sometimes verging on intelligence collection. The call for 
papers for the December 2017 16+1 Think Tank Network Symposium, a Chinese think tank–
backed initiative in Central and Eastern Europe, specifically requested studies of the potential risks 
and legal obstacles for Chinese infrastructure investments in the region, as well as “attitudes of the 
EU and of main countries of the EU (i.e. Germany) towards the 16+1 cooperation.”31

In some cases, authoritarian governments have established their own institutes in foreign 
countries. Most of these do not publicly disclose the identity of their patrons or the amount of 
contributions they receive. Although they often fail to make their political sympathies explicit, their 
governmental and national links are usually unambiguous. One of the earliest examples of such 
think tanks is the Institute for Democracy and Cooperation, established in Paris and New York in 
2008 under the auspices of the Russian government.32 Another Russian entity, Yakunin’s DOC 
Research Institute, was established in Berlin in 2016.33 Beijing-backed think tanks inaugurated 

Most authoritarian 
funding to 
foreign research 
organizations is 
offered indirectly 
by wealthy business 
figures or nominally 
private conglomerates 
and foundations with 
close but not always 
obvious links to their 
home governments.
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abroad include the Institute for China-America Studies, which has kept a very low profile since its 
opening in Washington, D.C. in 2015.34 The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences established the China-CEE Institute, China’s first think tank in Europe, 
in Budapest in April 2017.35 Also that year, several Persian Gulf monarchies established think tanks 
in Washington: the Qatar-America Institute, the Gulf International Forum (also linked to Qatar), and 
the Arabia Foundation (close to the Saudi government), which shut down in July 2019 in the wake 
of journalist Jamal Khashoggi’s murder by Saudi agents the previous fall.36 Some of these entities 
included American university professors and former ambassadors on their advisory boards,37 
expanding into the international realm the earlier domestic pattern of using prominent intellectuals 
to lend credibility and legitimacy to the authoritarian regime. 

Of all the authoritarian states that have used think tanks as instruments of sharp power, China’s 
government stands out as the one engaged in the broadest spectrum of activities across the largest 
geographic area, targeting not just leading democracies or its own neighbors, but the entire world. 

CHINA’S NETWORK OF NEW THINK TANKS
The Chinese government’s activities in the think tank space must be understood in the broader 
context of its unique Leninist political system and its increasingly expansive foreign policy agenda, 
of which external propaganda and political influence (or “United Front”) work are crucial elements. 
Both efforts are supported by an extensive array of organizations and tactics.

The development of think tanks in China has largely adhered to an academic tradition of 
subordination to or dependence on the state. As in Soviet Russia, China’s research centers were 
from the 1950s onward directly controlled by and attached to the Communist Party or the state 
bureaucracy, including specific committees, ministries, and security agencies. But neither Mao 
Zedong nor Deng Xiaoping ever relied on them to inform their decision making. In the 1990s, 
Beijing allowed a small degree of openness, which led to the formation of a limited amount of 
civil society organizations and nongovernmental academic centers, mostly dedicated to research 
on economic issues. In the mid-2000s, CCP leader Hu Jintao, who had been president of the 
Central Party School, started to encourage input from Chinese intellectuals and experts to support 
policymaking, and regularly invited them to give lectures at Politburo Study Sessions.38 Several new 
and allegedly nongovernmental research centers, such as the Center for China and Globalization 
and the Charhar Institute, emerged during the 2008–2009 global financial crisis. Rather than 
offering genuinely independent perspectives on issues ranging from economics to international 
relations, the entities were established to create a false impression of opinion pluralism under 
increasingly tight ideological control from the party-state. 

Xi Jinping’s rise to power in 2012–2013 marked in many domains an acceleration and clarification 
of previously observable trends. Think tanks are no exception. At a December 2012 CCP economic 
work conference, Xi proposed establishing high-quality think tanks to serve policymaking. A year 
later, the third plenum of the Eighteenth CCP Congress passed a resolution to create “new types 
of think tanks with Chinese characteristics.”39 Rather than inaugurating a flourishing new phase 
for independent Chinese think tanks, Xi’s policies were intended to further tighten government 
controls. Beijing passed laws restricting foreign funding for domestic nongovernmental 
institutions,40 and required that each think tank be placed under the strict purview of party-state 
entities.41 Fu Ying, a distinguished Chinese foreign policy practitioner, explained that Chinese 
think tanks should “adhere to the Party leadership and serve the country” while at the same 
time being “independent and objective.”42 In this case, “independence” does not mean free 
from government control, but rather free from the influence of Western concepts and ideas that 
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the CCP considers threatening and subversive.43 More autonomous organizations, including the 
widely respected Unirule Institute of Economics, have since been forced to close down.44 The 
Unirule Institute of Economics—which had actively promoted China’s economic liberalization 
since its founding in 1993 and had tried to carve out a genuinely autonomous space for itself in an 
increasingly constricting environment—was locked out of its office in 2017 and eventually forced to 
close in 2019.45

Xi remains committed to transforming Chinese think tanks into instruments serving the policies 
of the party-state, and he specifically demands that they help expand the regime’s international 
influence and contribute to the realization of its main strategic objectives.46 For the Chinese 
leadership, effectively disseminating the party’s concepts and enhancing the appeal of its model to 
the rest of the world are as crucial to China’s rise as its economic and military power.47 Think tanks, 
like media, are seen as playing a major role in changing the way others, including democracies,48 
speak and think about China, its regime, and its policies.49

China stands alone among authoritarian powers with respect to the global scope of its international 
efforts. Beijing’s influence campaigns are also characteristically methodical, as illustrated by the 
development of international think tank “alliances” in support of the BRI, the sprawling program 
that has driven much of the country’s foreign policy activity since 2013. For the past five years, 
Chinese universities and think tanks have not only created new research centers dedicated to the 
development of expertise on Belt and Road countries, but have also proactively expanded their 
international outreach. Several BRI think tank cooperation platforms have been created under party-
state auspices to serve as “thought producers, policy promoters, public opinion guides, information 
disseminators and consensus aggregators” around the BRI.50 The most prominent platforms—the 
Belt and Road International Think Tank Cooperation Alliance, the Silk Road Think Tank Network 
(SiLKS), and the Belt and Road Studies Network—all acknowledge as their main purpose the need to 
“serve the development of the BRI.” 51 Other structures pre-dating the BRI, such as the China-Africa 
Think Tank Forum (CATTF, created in 2011), the China–Latin America and Caribbean Think Tanks 
Forum (2010), the China–South and Southeast Asia Think Tank Forum (2012), and the China-CEEC 
(or “17+1”) Think Tank Network (2015) also encourage joint policy research and training among 
think tanks, with the BRI high on their exchanges agenda.

These think tank alliances pursue two main goals. First, they 
seek to shape foreign perceptions and behaviors in a manner 
favorable to the Chinese leadership’s objectives, specifically 
the BRI, while at the same time inhibiting potential attempts to 
criticize or counter it. Joint events, exchanges, and publications 
provide countless channels of communication through which 
Beijing expects to enhance the “accurate understanding of the 
BRI” and “positive feelings” toward the initiative among foreign 
public intellectuals and the broader populations in their respective 
countries.52 Second, the alliances aim to nurture present 
and future generations of China-friendly local elites. Regular 
engagements provide ample opportunities to identify and target 
key local public opinion leaders and future talents. Some of them 
can then “buttress the efforts” dedicated to the success of the BRI 
in their countries.53 Rising elites working in local think tanks can be 
cultivated and eventually coopted through a mix of inducements 
including prestige, resources, and perceived access.

Xi remains committed 
to transforming 
Chinese think tanks into 
instruments serving the 
policies of the party-
state. He specifically 
demands that they help 
expand the regime’s 
international influence 
and contribute to the 
realization of its main 
strategic objectives.



Commanding Ideas  |   Rolland

	 December 2020     |     8

For young think tank professionals around the world, perhaps particularly in the developing world, 
Beijing’s invitations to join all-expenses-paid study visits to China can be extremely appealing, 
especially when viewed against the limited exchange and cooperation opportunities afforded 
by major democracies. Throughout their stay in China and their interactions with Chinese 
representatives, the visitors will repeatedly be presented with an image of modernity, efficacy, and 
benevolence, setting the “China model” in contrast with an arrogant, aggressive, and chaotic West. 
This proactive approach may be quite effective in generating interest in, if not sympathy for, certain 
CCP narratives among young generations of future think tankers, whose role will be to advise their 
respective governments on policy related to China.54

ASSESSMENT OF IMPACT AND WAYS FORWARD
The stakes for democratic security could not be higher. The purposeful, determined, and relentless 
efforts of authoritarian regimes to shape and manipulate the ideas space directly undermine the 
resilience of a core democratic principle—pluralism.

Sharp power is as much about silencing criticism as it is about flooding the information landscape 
with authoritarian talking points. Due to the deliberately opaque nature of the relationships between 
authoritarians and the foreign think tanks they seek to coopt, one can rarely point to proof of a 
financial input resulting in outcomes that are favorable to the authoritarian sponsor. When the 
information about project funding is publicly available, it may be possible to reach a judgment 
after the fact about whether certain think tank outputs have been influenced by their authoritarian 
donors.55 But it is far more difficult to determine what sorts of analyses might have been produced in 
the absence of authoritarian influence.56 

The correlations among sponsor, research project, and output are not always straightforward. 
Some institutions may receive sizeable contributions from authoritarian powers, but this does 
not necessarily prevent individual scholars from criticizing their sponsors.57 Friendly positioning 
or outputs favorable to authoritarian regimes may not even be linked to authoritarian sources of 
funding. China Matters, an Australian think tank funded by a combination of Australian government 
grants and donations from Australian business groups with interests in China, recently had its public 
funding cut amid foreign influence concerns.58 As mentioned above, authoritarian governments do 
not always sponsor foreign think tanks directly, working instead through various proxies, such as 
individuals or foundations with no apparent official ties to the governments in question. Democratic 
think tanks should develop a healthy habit of proactive due diligence before they engage with such 
actors, searching carefully for any potential conflicts of interest.

Transparency remains a must. Think tanks in democratic countries should be expected to publicly 
disclose all of their sponsors with corresponding donation amounts, and to commit not to sign 
any secret agreements. If their sponsors are truly unproblematic, think tanks should not be 
uncomfortable about revealing the relationships. The obligation to publicly identify such links could 
encourage more scrupulous screening of potential partners, and perhaps also prompt internal 
discussions, reflection, and recalibration. Institutions that operate on the basis of independence 
from their own governments should certainly be willing to apply the same principle when it comes 
to their interactions with authoritarian states and their cutouts. They should naturally be amenable 
to the idea of independent research and critical thinking that are not compromised by foreign states’ 
agendas. In particular, think tanks should develop and follow strict codes of conduct when it comes 
to their relationships with authoritarian actors. Think tanks in democratic countries could jointly sign 
an international pledge committing them to a common set of rules.
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Democratic think tanks could also be more proactive in engaging with rising think tank 
professionals in regions like Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, and South and Southeast 
Asia. They should more systematically consider giving these experts speaking and publishing 
opportunities to offset the draw of authoritarian alternatives. Many democratic think tanks’ 
existing “young professionals” or “next generation” programs could be expanded to include more 
participants from countries other than their own.

Transparency and accountability among think tanks should be reinforced by the work of other 
civil society stakeholders, especially the media and nongovernmental organizations. Scrutiny 
from these actors can reveal instances of think tank impropriety that involve cooperation with 
authoritarian regimes, while at the same time helping to promote exemplary institutions that 
successfully avoid cooptation. In addition, the media and activist groups can play a critical role in 
raising public awareness by informing and educating broader constituencies about the nature and 
tactics of authoritarian think tanks.

Most democratic think tanks that engage with authoritarian counterparts do not do so with corrupt 
or malicious intent, but rather as part of an effort to improve mutual understanding. Such activities 
are perfectly legitimate and can be fruitful, so long as they are conducted with both caution and a 
full awareness of the identity and goals of the authoritarian-linked participants. Outright rejection 
of all such interactions is not required if the democratic parties have a proper understanding 
of how authoritarian think tanks operate. At a minimum, they should start by questioning these 
actors’ links to the state. It is no longer tenable for democratic think tanks, academic centers, and 
individual researchers to ignore the reality of sharp power.

Unfortunately, some democratic think tanks may be tempted to engage with authoritarian partners 
because running research institutions is expensive, and funding sources for certain forms of 
expertise are scarce. It can be especially difficult to resist the lure of lucrative contracts with 
ostensibly private businessmen or foundations from authoritarian countries, when domestic 
donations, both public and private, are drying up. Private foundations and philanthropists in 
democratic countries should therefore be encouraged to prioritize funding for think tanks that 
abide by strict codes of conduct governing potential relationships with authoritarian-linked entities. 

Authoritarian think tanks’ success as sharp power instruments relies on deception. While they may 
present themselves as independent laboratories of ideas, their own governments view them as 
extensions of themselves—as subsidiaries with a duty to serve the regime’s interests. The first step 
toward restoring democratic resilience in this sector is to understand such institutions for what 
they are.
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