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Abstract 
In the context of the new era, China's new think tanks have developed rapidly and 
achieved remarkable results. As an important type of new think tanks, University think 
tanks have played a unique role in providing high-level intellectual support for the 
scientific decision-making of the party and the government. This paper fully excavates 
the data in the "China think tank index" University think tank pool, makes a qualitative 
analysis based on it, investigates the development status and main characteristics of 
University think tanks in China, and compares the "double first-class" universities with 
non "double first-class" universities. The research shows that there is an obvious gap in 
quantity and quality between the think tanks of ordinary colleges and universities in 
China and the "double first-class" think tanks of colleges and universities. China's 
colleges and universities are facing many difficulties, such as the conceptual obstacles of 
think tank construction, the lack of endogenous and exogenous motivation, cognitive 
bias, difficulty in mobilizing researchers, dislocation of supply and demand and so on. 
Colleges and universities should make targeted corrections to the above problems, 
change development ideas, clarify the governance structure, reform the evaluation 
system, revitalize internal and external resources and attack accurately, so as to improve 
the overall level of the construction of think tanks in Colleges and universities in China. 
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1. Introduction 

The Third Plenary Session of the 18th CPC Central Committee adopted the decision of the CPC 
Central Committee on several major issues of comprehensively deepening reform, which 
clearly proposed to "strengthen the construction of new think tanks with Chinese 
characteristics and establish and improve the decision-making consultation system". This is the 
first time that the "construction of new think tanks" has appeared in the central document. After 
that, the state successively issued the opinions on strengthening the construction of new think 
tanks with Chinese characteristics and the pilot work plan for the construction of national high-
end think tanks. The report of the 19th national congress once again raised the construction of 
new think tanks with Chinese characteristics to a strategic height. The introduction of these 
documents is based on the strategic deployment made by the urgent need to "improve the 
national governance system and enhance the national governance capacity". Since then, the 
development of think tanks in China has entered a fast lane. 
The emergence and evolution of Chinese think tanks are rooted in the growth environment with 
Chinese characteristics. Based on this, Chinese think tanks are mainly divided into think tanks 
of Party and government departments, think tanks of the Academy of Social Sciences, think 
tanks of scientific research institutes, think tanks of the school of administration of the Party 
school, University think tanks and private think tanks. Among them, due to its multidisciplinary 
advantages and Talent Gathering characteristics, University think tanks have played a unique 
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role in providing high-level intellectual support for the scientific decision-making of the party 
and the government. 

2. Functions and Attributes of University Think Tanks 

2.1. Functions of University Think Tanks 
The think tank research center of Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences defines a think tank as 
a professional research institution with public policy as the research object, influencing 
government decision-making as the research goal, public interest as the research orientation 
and social responsibility as the research criterion. University think tanks are organizations 
affiliated to universities engaged in policy research and decision-making consultation. The 
Ministry of Education issued the promotion plan for the construction of new university think 
tanks with Chinese characteristics in 2014, which clearly pointed out that university think tanks 
carry the important functions of strategic research, policy advice, talent training, public opinion 
guidance and public diplomacy. As an academic highland, colleges and universities have the 
traditional advantages of theoretical research. Therefore, they should give further play to their 
advantages, provide theoretical guidance for policy-making, and build a bridge between 
knowledge and policy. In addition, colleges and universities are also endowed with the 
functions of talent training, social service and international cooperation. Therefore, University 
think tanks also bear corresponding responsibilities in cultivating compound think tank talents, 
guiding public opinion and carrying out cultural exchanges between China and foreign 
countries. 

2.2. Multiple Attributes of University Think Tanks 
From the definition and function of University think tanks, it can be seen that university think 
tanks first carry the function of think tanks. They are institutions that provide consulting 
services for governments and enterprises, and service is their essential attribute. Secondly, 
University think tanks have the characteristics of complete disciplines and significant 
professional advantages. They have a complete discipline chain. From basic theoretical 
research to practical operation to policy interpretation, they can give full play to the advantages 
of university knowledge production and ideological production. Therefore, scholarship is its 
inherent attribute. Finally, many university think tanks are institutions integrating scientific 
research, consultation and teaching. They make full use of their academic and resource 
advantages to cultivate compound talents with both theoretical cultivation and practical ability, 
strategic vision and management level for the country and society. Therefore, diversity is their 
occasional attribute. 

3. Difficulties and Misunderstandings in the Construction of Think Tanks 
in Colleges and Universities 

3.1. There is a Cognitive Lag in the Treatment of University Think Tanks 
University researchers are the producers of the achievements of University think tanks, and 
government departments are the main users of the achievements. Their attitudes towards 
university think tanks largely determine the development prospects of think tanks. On the one 
hand, the view that academic research and countermeasure research are opposed is still quite 
common in Colleges and universities, which holds that "the countermeasure research Engaged 
in by think tanks does not belong to academic research, and those who do not do well in 
academic research will do countermeasure research, and the countermeasure research is not 
level, and only academic research is valuable". The research results of think tanks have not been 
generally incorporated into the scientific research evaluation and professional title promotion 
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system, which further restricts outstanding scholars from engaging in think tank research. On 
the other hand, some local government departments have ambiguous attitudes towards think 
tanks. On the one hand, they hope that think tanks can provide advice and suggestions for local 
economic and social development, and on the other hand, they are worried that think tanks will 
become "trouble makers" and bring pressure to the decision-making system and policy process. 
Under the influence of this view, some think tanks have been excluded from the decision-
making process, or the political advice has not been effectively and reasonably adopted. The 
cognitive bias of University researchers and government departments limits the endogenous 
and exogenous driving force for the development of University think tanks. 

3.2. The Construction of Think Tanks is Equivalent to Scientific Research and 
Research Projects 

Since the state proposed to develop new think tanks with Chinese characteristics, various 
"research institutes" and "centers" in Colleges and universities have sprung up, and the existing 
research centers have also stepped up their construction in the east wind. There seems to be 
no physical brand. It is undeniable that there are some winners in the transformation to think 
tanks or the establishment of new think tanks, but there are also practices that flaunt think 
tanks as "changing soup without changing medicine". Over time, these so-called "think tanks" 
have become zombie institutions and business card institutions to conduct academic research 
in the name of think tanks. In the traditional sense, "Research Institute" or "center" is an 
institution engaged in scientific research in a professional field. Its main content is to carry out 
academic research and serve social needs, and its main form is to undertake topics and publish 
achievements. The think tank is a bridge between knowledge and policy. Its main purpose is 
political consultation services. At the same time, it uses the media to publicize and popularize 
to the public. Of course, the former can provide intellectual support and discipline basis, and 
scientific research methods and subject achievements can also be used in think tank research, 
but the two are different in essence. The concept of stealing and changing restricts the 
connotation and extension of the growth of think tanks. 

3.3. The Construction of Think Tanks is "Icing on the Cake", Not "Delivering 
Charcoal in the Snow" 

The weak development awareness of think tanks in Colleges and universities is due to the 
internal reason that the academic level of disciplines is still not high, on the other hand, it is also 
due to the external "utilitarian factors" of discipline only and scientific research theory. 
University Ranking and discipline ranking are important forms to reflect the academic influence, 
social influence, talent training level and achievements of colleges and universities. The 
improvement of ranking intuitively reflects the improvement of academic level and talent 
training level of colleges and universities. Therefore, pursuing the rise of ranking position has 
become a "political achievement project". Although the index systems of the rankings of major 
universities are different, at present, the popular rankings of Alumni Association universities, 
soft science universities and wushulian universities in China generally focus on talent training 
and scientific research. The consideration of social service function, one of the four functions of 
colleges and universities, is mainly limited to the amount of enterprise funds and the 
transformation of scientific research achievements, and there are almost no political 
consultation service indicators, Or a small proportion. For ordinary colleges and universities, 
the most convenient way to improve the ranking is still to attract talents, engage in scientific 
research and issue papers that can achieve immediate results. Having an influential think tank 
is a plus, but it doesn't hurt. The absence of evaluation indicators in Colleges and universities 
restricts the systematic driving force of think tank construction. 
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3.4. The Policy Transformation Rate of Think Tanks' Achievements is Low, and 
the Supply and Demand are Misplaced 

Think tanks have a wide variety of achievements, including papers, newspaper articles, 
monographs, video materials, patents and other forms. Among them, internal reference is the 
most distinctive and important decision-making consulting achievement of think tanks in China. 
The 2018 ctti source think tank development report pointed out that the source think tanks had 
contributed nearly 7000 individual internal references, but 76% of the internal references 
failed to get a response after reporting. Among the internal references approved, 3% were 
approved at the Department and bureau level, 17% at the provincial and ministerial level, and 
only 2% at the vice national or national level. Although this data contributes to the internal 
participation of all source think tanks of ctti, University think tanks are the absolute main body 
of source think tanks, so it can also explain the problem that the results of University think tanks 
are not adopted by decision-making. University think tanks are different from the party, 
government and military think tanks specially set up for government decision-making and 
private think tanks serving social development. Their main value lies in providing high-quality 
research reports and policy consulting services with both theoretical value and application 
value. Some scholars have conducted an empirical survey on 25 humanities and Social Sciences 
bases above the school level in five key universities in Guangdong Province. The analysis shows 
that the policy conversion rate of their research results is much lower than the academic 
influence. Different narrative methods and rhetorical frameworks lead to a gap between the 
academic achievements of University think tanks and the think tank products required by the 
government. 

4. Reform Path for the Development of University Think Tanks 

Facing the above difficulties, China's colleges and universities should combine the actual 
situation and their own characteristics, fully learn from the development model of mature 
University think tanks at home and abroad, and open up a development path according to local 
conditions. 

4.1. Change Ideas and Formulate Plans 
Colleges and universities should fully understand the important role of think tank construction 
in promoting school discipline development, talent training, social services and international 
exchanges, establish a clear awareness of think tank construction, and regard think tank 
construction as a major work of the University. Fully investigate and demonstrate the 
professional fields studied by think tanks and highlight the characteristics of schools. Especially 
for comprehensive universities, it is forbidden to "grasp the eyebrows and beard" in a rush of 
disciplines. As Li Weihong, Vice Minister of education, pointed out: the phenomenon of small, 
scattered and weak University think tanks in China is prominent, with scattered forces and 
inaccurate positioning. 
Among the 91 non "double first-class" colleges and universities with ctti source think tanks, 
63.7% of colleges and universities have only one ctti source think tank, and 92.3% of colleges 
and universities have three or less ctti source think tanks. It can be seen that there are not many 
think tanks in Colleges and universities, but excellence. When formulating the development 
strategy of think tanks, colleges and universities need to clarify the key specialties and 
characteristic fields, and concentrate their efforts and resources to create high-quality products, 
so as to build brands and influence, which also meets the requirements of China's new think 
tanks in the new era of national construction. 
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4.2. Establish a Clear Management Structure 
The construction of think tanks is different from that of ordinary scientific research, that is, 
think tanks have relatively stable and standardized substantive research institutions, and have 
a sound governance structure, such as having articles of association, establishing councils, 
academic committees and other organizations. When screening source think tanks, ctti takes 
the organizational form of think tanks as a necessary shortlist standard. At present, the 
construction of think tanks in Colleges and universities is still based on the research institutes 
and research centers of colleges and departments. There are disciplinary and administrative 
barriers in resource allocation, personnel arrangement, operation management and 
achievement attribution. The key and difficulty of the construction of new think tanks with 
Chinese characteristics lies in the innovation of systems and mechanisms. Therefore, after 
establishing the awareness of think tank construction and formulating development strategies, 
we should implement the organizational form of think tanks. Having an independent 
organizational structure can not only open up an independent space for the construction of 
think tanks and make long-term plans for their growth, but also ensure that the work of full-
time researchers is not disturbed. 

4.3. Set up a Scientific and Reasonable Performance Evaluation System 
Social service has become an important function of colleges and universities. University think 
tanks are the main carriers of this function. Therefore, the achievements of University think 
tanks should be recognized together with scientific research achievements. Teaching quality is 
the lifeline of undergraduate teaching. In order to return to teaching and fully mobilize 
teachers' enthusiasm in teaching work, more and more colleges and universities set up teaching 
professor posts, and the evaluation of teachers' professional titles has also broken the shackles 
of the previous theory of scientific research articles. Facing the new requirements of think tank 
construction, colleges and universities can learn from the reform practice of Teaching Professor 
posts, incorporate the research results of think tanks into the recognition scope of professional 
title evaluation and employment, open up the channel of professional title promotion, and solve 
the worries of researchers. 

4.4. Revitalize Existing Resources and Develop External Resources 
Colleges and universities should fully integrate the existing resources, take the decision-making 
consulting research field with certain academic foundation and distinctive characteristics as 
the main research object, mobilize the enthusiasm of teachers, especially the introduction of 
talents, and use the scientific research academic exchange platform to carry out exchanges and 
cooperation at home and abroad. Think tanks mainly face users such as enterprises and 
governments, and products often need team cooperation to complete. Therefore, we should 
change the way of individual combat and single discipline combat and build an interdisciplinary 
think tank team. 
While revitalizing the existing resources in the school, we should also innovate the 
development and utilization of external resources. Ctti data platform records the information 
of affiliated units of all think tanks, including competent units, directly affiliated units, affiliated 
units, collaborative units, etc. Affiliated units will give more benefits to think tanks in terms of 
research needs, resource allocation, coordination and cooperation, policy preference, etc. 
Statistics show that among the 179 colleges and universities with ctti source think tanks, 156 
colleges and universities have related think tanks with affiliated units, including government 
departments, industry associations, enterprises and institutions, etc. Among them, the 
proportion of think tank affiliated units in 88 "double first-class" universities is 81.8%, and the 
proportion of think tank affiliated units in 91 non "double first-class" universities is as high as 
92.3%. It can be seen that a mature and successful university think tank is inseparable from 
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external resources, especially the support of user departments. For non "double first-class" 
universities with relatively weak comprehensive strength, cooperation with affiliated units is 
the key variable for them to build high-quality think tanks. Therefore, think tanks in Colleges 
and universities should boldly go out, actively connect with political, property and media, and 
accurately understand their needs; At the same time, strengthen the publicity of the 
achievements of think tanks, improve the visibility and influence of think tank activities, and 
the external resources naturally "smell the fragrance" and keep flowing. 
University think tanks have academic research and talent training advantages that other types 
of think tanks do not have. They carry the mission of connecting the ivory tower, the 
government and the society. The role of University think tanks is very important. However, in 
the case of the current fault in the construction of think tanks in Colleges and universities in 
China, while vigorously promoting the construction of high-end think tanks, we should pay 
more attention to the construction of think tanks in ordinary colleges and universities. Face up 
to the difficulties and misunderstandings in the construction of University think tanks, innovate 
the reform path, and improve the overall level of University think tank construction, so as to 
effectively promote the construction of new think tanks in China and provide intellectual 
support for the modernization of national governance system and governance capacity. 
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