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Welcoming Remarks 
 
Dr. James G. McGann, United States 
Director, Think Tanks and Civil Societies Program  

In his welcoming remarks, Dr. James McGann pointed out that putting such an event together 

is proof of the potential of think tanks. While there were some doubts during the build-up to 

the event, the TTCSP and TRENDS persevered. He said that the most important pillar of any 

think tank is diversity and innovation. As is evident from the audience, there are more 

women present and they have taken on vital roles in think tanks in general. 

Dr. McGann addressed the question of why think tanks need to innovate? His response was 

that it is in the interest of nations as it matters to make institutions better, faster, and more 

agile. He emphasized that one ought to consider a new business model and pay careful 

attention to staffing and retention. He also pointed to the digital transformation of an 

institution, especially in times of Covid and how that will change the global think tank 

community. He said that ideas matter, and they are very important in terms of policy advice. 

Keynote Address 
 
H.E. Dr. Zaki Anwar Nusseibeh, United Arab Emirates 
Cultural Adviser to HH the President and Chancellor of the United Arab Emirates University 

In his opening remark, H.E. Dr. Zaki Anwar Nusseibeh highlighted that we are all concerned 

about empowering youth and strengthening their skills, capabilities and talents, especially 

in scientific research. Given the fierce global competition for excellence and leadership in 

this age of knowledge revolution, different institutions are paying great attention to 

attracting and developing talents in general. 

The more these institutions succeed in attracting and retaining outstanding talent, the more 

they will achieve their goals and excel in their fields. This is more important for research and 

academic institutions, producing knowledge and supporting policymakers by providing 

innovative ideas, recommendations, and initiatives. When these institutions recruit these 

unique skills and talent, they will become more capable of achieving their goals and support 

decisions and policymakers with inspiring ideas that bring about positive change in their 

societies and achieve their advancement and prosperity. 

His Excellency also noted that in the age of globalization, open boundaries and ease of 

people’s movement, it is difficult to retain talent without providing them a conducive and 

attractive environment. The UAE, he said, is among the most attractive countries for talented 

and highly-qualified people in all fields. The UAE has an impressively supportive and 

stimulating environment for creativity and innovation. 



He said that the UAE’s wise leadership has always been keen to provide a positive and 

constructive atmosphere to attract talents in all fields in its quest for sustainable 

development. The UAE has adopted a national strategy to attract and retain talent in strategic 

sectors and created an appropriate environment to position it among the best countries on 

the global talent competitiveness indices through an integrated governance framework, 

which ensures the supply of talent capable of supporting the UAE’s ambition and relentless 

endeavor to enhance its presence in many fields, as part of its preparations for the next 50 

years. 

The UAE is considered one of the leading countries in youth empowerment. The country also 

appointed Her Excellency Shamma Al Mazrouei as the Minister of State for Youth Affairs in 

2016, at the age of 22, making her the youngest minister in the world. This emphasized the 

UAE leadership’s keenness to enhance active participation of the youth in decision-making 

positions. At the policy level, the UAE launched the National Youth Strategy and the National 

Youth Agenda. It developed many policies to involve young people in all sectors to involve 

them in decision-making as key partners and actors to achieve the state’s development plan. 

It is also working to strengthen this trend within its development vision for the next 50 years. 

The process of attracting and retaining talent must go hand-in-hand with the process of 

discovering, developing, and up-skilling national talent. Hence, it is important to empower 

young people and enhance their knowledge and research skills in all fields. Naturally, 

educational and research institutions have the greatest responsibilities, especially 

universities and think tanks with varied classifications. 

Universities discover these young talents and are keen to develop, direct, and enrich them 

with basic and advanced skills that contribute to graduating generations qualified and 

equipped with knowledge and values. Then comes the important role of research centers in 

building on the work of universities by actively and constructively engaging the youth in 

research work and strengthening their connection with researchers who have extensive 

experience to combine both academic and practical experiences. 

The university should consider the youth as the locomotive for a better future in the era of 

knowledge. Therefore, it must be keen to qualify, training and developing young national 

cadres, enabling them to innovate and create and transform their ideas into research that 

contributes to economic and social development and achieving sustainable development. 

His Excellency stressed that this would only be done by providing a fertile environment to 

support the university and its students by following the best international practices and 

supporting partnerships between the public, private, and academic sectors to empower 

young people and prepare them for a successful career. He also talked about enhancing the 

role of research and innovation in the university system, enriching students' educational 

experience, and broadening awareness and entrepreneurship, giving them practical training 

in co-creation and research. 

According to H.E. Dr. Nusseibeh, research and innovation efforts in universities must be 

funded in a way that contributes to stimulating knowledge production and sustainable 



development. These should include public and private sector initiatives to encourage young 

people in various fields, including programs to support start-ups, training programs for 

leadership and management in research, and facilitate and encourage graduate students' 

participation. Initiatives should also be taken to expand the circle of international exchange 

with international universities, developing mechanisms for exchanging experiences with the 

private sector, and expanding partnership programs between universities and the private 

sector. 

Universities should also work hand-in-hand with think tanks and research institutes to 

facilitate internships and take capability development initiatives to develop young students’ 

interest in research. Access to internships and interaction with senior researchers would 

help them understand the nature and the requirements of jobs in think tanks, Dr. Nuseibah 

said. 

This interaction will also allow students and young researchers to develop their qualitative 

and quantitative research capabilities, understand how think tanks contribute to policy-

making and have an opportunity to influence future policy decisions if they chose a career in 

think tanks. In conclusion, His Excellency highlighted the importance of constructive 

cooperation between universities and research centers to enhance young people's 

capabilities and research skills. 

 
Presidents’ Panel: Current HR and Organizational Challenges 
Chair: Dr. James G. McGann, United States 
Director, Think Tanks and Civil Societies Program  

Dr. McGann highlighted that there would be continued institutional challenges, and the 

question is ‘How will these challenges be met, from a CEO perspective?” Second, and looking 

into the future, Dr. Mc Gann posed the question of how the concerns over diversity and 

innovation will be met from the point of view of Human Resources. The only constant, 

according to him, is that change is constant and that it will ultimately be disruptive and lead 

to transformation. 

Dr. McGann then (in response to Samir Saran), stated that think tanks have to become caring 

institutions and meaningful to employees. He said that every think tank ought to have a 

resident skeptic that challenges the conventional wisdom. The resident skeptic should 

provide constructive criticism. He also pointed out that think tanks should engage in a multi-

disciplinary approach and employ analysts with different backgrounds. 

Dr. McGann also touched on the idea of the revolving door that is very common to the US 

political system. Individuals move from government positions to think tanks and back. 

However, think tanks are now employing individuals from a wider set of professions. He 

stated that more and more journalists are making their way into think tanks, and those tech 

companies will ultimately also impact the think tank world. He reiterated the importance of 

a new business model for think tanks which encompasses new ideas, innovation, AI, and the 

process of transforming a think tank into a leaner/meaner entity. He concluded that think 



tanks would require several different skillsets and that future analysis be based on scenario-

modeling and ‘What if?’ type of questions.  

Panelists:  
Tomiko Ichikawa, Japan 
Director-General, Japan Institute of International Affairs 

Tomiko Ichikawa spoke of the challenges that think tanks face in Japan. She mentioned three 

major challenges and characterized them as challenges, perhaps many other think tanks 

worldwide. Ichikawa listed the following three challenges: 

Challenge One:   

A. Most think tanks have a small number of staff and do not offer long-term career paths. 
That means working at think tanks does not guarantee a long-term career.  

B. Most think tanks are male-dominated and women do not have much presence in think 
tanks in Japan.  

Challenge Two:  

Most researchers working in think tanks are from academic backgrounds, which does not 

distinguish them from a research center at a university. 

Challenge Three: 

Challenge number two influences challenge number three in which strong academic 

traditions, policy and politics studies remain restricted without wide inter-disciplinary 

engagement. For example, studying politics of China means that there is no engagement with 

other sectors such as high tech and other areas. The specialism remains confined to the mode 

of working in compartments. 

Ichikawa also addressed the efforts needed to address these challenges and to find solutions. 

She suggested the following:  

Challenge One:  

✓ To encourage inter-disciplinary research and increase research collaboration among 
think tanks. 

Challenge two:    

✓ Make sure that staff in think tanks have wider opportunities outside their workplace by 
expanding their relations, which could ensure that they have other opportunities in case 

of a career loss. This is called ‘work social security’ in Japan, which ensures no one is 
jobless. 

Challenge three  

✓ To expand the number of female staff in think tanks.  
✓ To encourage young female researchers. 
✓ To encourage inter-disciplinary research.  



In conclusion, she said that Covid-19 had forced Japanese think tanks to  

✓ Work in more flexible ways.  
✓ Encouraged virtual platforms and virtual infrastructures. 

 

Dr. Samir Saran, India 
President, Observer Research Foundation 

Dr. Samir Saran started his presentation by reflecting on what the pandemic has taught us 

about human resources capital in think thanks. His main message was that think thanks now 

need to have soul; they need to be a great place to work. They have to offer unique 

propositions to be that special place people want to work in. 

In particular, the pandemic tells us that think tanks will have to be institutions that care for 

their resources and need to ensure that they are looked after. They need to give them 

assurances that they stand together. In fact, institutions that care for the workforce during 

the pandemic have done well and were able to navigate these choppy waters.  

It is important that the head of institutions – presidents, CEOs – imagine themselves as HR 

managers. Today, their job is not to manage office buildings and infrastructure, hardware, 

budgets, and expenses of travels and hotels; it is to keep the human resource motivated, to 

keep the human capital nourished and in the best form. Accordingly, the first suggestion to 

retain and attract talent is to imbibe new skills: heads of institutions must learn to work in a 

very different world. They have to relate to people at very different levels to engage with 
teams working at different locations. 

Dr. Saran said that the work from home experience and the digital experience has suddenly 
opened up the market space. Each talent in each of our geographies is available to anyone 
around the world. Moreover, therefore, we are now no longer competing only to hire talent 
from a local pool for a local organization, but from a local pool which global organizations 
have attracted. Therefore, organizations have to think globally. They can no longer be a 
national institution anymore. “Whether we like it or not, we are all global institutions now,” 
Dr Saran said, adding that “we are competing in the global marketplace of ideas.” Human 
capital is a global resource, and therefore think tanks will have to make globally attractive 
offerings. 
 
Dr. Saran pointed out that the talent that the head of think tanks seeks is very different now. 
“If we are all honest, we will admit that we were all incrementalist labor defenders of the 
order, and therefore we have found it very difficult to be part of an exercise that is going to 
demolish some of the old assumptions,” he said. Incrementalism and think tanks were deeply 
interlinked. He said that think tanks have to be far bolder and more progressive in embracing 
disruptions and change; only then will the young, energetic, and talented people be attracted 
to them. Think tanks will have to be disruptive institutions themselves and will have to arm 
themselves with talent and energy that is part of this new age, certainly this new decade, 
which might be quite transformational. Transformations require new energy, and to attract 



that new energy, think tanks need to be willing to shed some of the old shibboleths and 
embrace the new realities. 
 
Dr. Saran’s fourth argument was that think tanks have to defend research. He said that he 
still believes that research is going to continue to be at the core of any think tank. That said, 
while it is important to defend good research that translates into great policies, think tanks 
will also have to communicate it very differently. Think tanks will have to find new 
grammars, new tools, and new mediums to communicate changes in exciting ways and 
galvanize a new genre of influencers who are no longer part of the think tank systems or 
policy systems. 
 
In conclusion, Dr. Saran suggested that exploding domains and requiring urgent attention 
are very different and very new. In fact, “most of those who today manage and preside think 
tanks would never have had to think about lethal autonomous weapon systems, emerging 
technologies, big data, deep fakes, synthetic truth, fake news and everything else in 
between,” Dr. Saran said. Therefore, think tanks need a whole new quarter of experts, which 
may not necessarily reside in universities or may not come out of public policy schools. Think 
tanks will have to hunt for a whole new cadre of programmers, thinkers, or doctors, 
depending on the domains that they today want to engage with.  
 
R. Andreas Kraemer, Germany 
Founder & Chairman, Ecologic Institute 

In his presentation, Mr. Kraemer highlighted that the focus of the Ecologic Institute is on 
environmental change, which is becoming ever more urgent and pressing. As a private, not 
government, sponsored entity, it has to compete with money, which affects its strategic 
options.  

However, Mr. Kramer suggested that the political environment is positive. After 16 years of 
Angela Merkel as German Chancellor, there will be a massive change in the coming election 
in September. There will be a change of generation. The leaders in political parties, the 
government, and the administrations have to be replaced. Mr. Kramer expects organizations 
to recruit from his organization. “I expect we will have to lose between 5 and 15 senior staff, 
senior executives, and program leaders. This is a challenge, and we are preparing for it,” he 
said.  

Mr. Kramer also mentioned the emergence of a new political party that wants to put the fire 

under the Green Party and to push a climate action mission. Political leaders want to know 

more about the Ecologic Institute and how to manage the transition toward sustainability. 

Mr. Kramer highlighted that many young people want to work for the Ecologic Institute. The 

organization has received many applications, but its strategy is to select only those who have 

the potential to progress. He also added that the Ecologic Institute wants people ready to 

meet the demand of the moment and look for answers to society’s needs. He also pointed out 

that recruiting remains an important challenge in some areas, including in IT services.  



Mr. Kramer mentioned that his organization invests in young people, as well as scholars. The 

Ecologic Institute recruits many people for exchange programs and career enhancement 

programs. This has not been interrupted by the current pandemic.  

Mr. Kramer concluded his presentation by focusing on the importance of recruitment. He 

said that he has run the Ecology Institute as President for 20 years, employed about 500 

people, and let 350 of them to go. He added that what his organization does with those who 

want to leave is to help them find a job. This makes us the Ecology Institute an attractive 

employer, and this is a great success, he concluded. 

 

Dr. Hamad Ebrahim Al-Abdulla, Bahrain 
Executive Director, Derasat 

Dr. Hamad Al-Abdulla started his speech by clarifying that think tanks are not a new 

phenomenon, as they have always been related to international relations. Dr. Al-Abdulla 

mentioned RAND Corporation as an example of exceptional support for American decision-

makers and understanding the policies of rivals and opponents.  

Dr. Al-Abdulla said that think tanks are bound by three common attributes: 

1. Providing comprehensive views of issues and challenges, supplemented with 
statistics and evidence that support decision-makers.  

2. Launching and assessing new policies prior to investing. 
3. Independent work as research is conducted without partisan or interest-based 

tendencies, therefore, ensuring high objectivity. 

Dr. Al-Abdulla emphasized the challenges facing think tanks globally, including youth 

empowerment and striving to maximize their potential. He shared Derasat’s experience as 

an example, such as taking initiatives to reach out to bright and promising youth, either by 

means of employment or internships at Derasat. Dr. Al-Abdulla also mentioned that the 

center provides the youth with extensive training. 

Dr. Al-Abdulla said Derasat has signed MoUs with several universities. These MoUs ensure 

an exchange of expertise and work in academia to present papers and findings, mainly 

focused on Covid-19 and its impact on Bahrain, thus turning challenges into opportunities.  

Dr. Al-Abdulla also highlighted other challenges that think tanks face, which include:  

1. Funding, especially independent think tanks, which despite allocated budgets, often 
require more funding.  

2. The quickening pace of regional and global events, for example, Covid-19.  
3. The need for think tanks to work in a comprehensive manner, assessing risks under 

a holistic research umbrella and undertaking forward-looking studies.  
4. The lack of social awareness regarding the importance of think tanks as they are 

relatively recent, despite their growing role as complete knowledge sources.  
 

 



Dr. Charles Powell, Spain 
Director, Elcano Royal Institute 
 
What are think tanks meant for? It has been suggested we stop using the term, as it does not 

accurately describe what we really do. An alternative name could be ‘change hub.’ Even 

conservatives want to change because they want things to go back to the way they were 

before. The fact remains that this pandemic will not be the last one. Covid-19 has had a 

significant impact on our personal and professional lives. Therefore, we need to think about 
how our institutions work. It is very important to value staff and motivate them. 

What impact will the pandemic have on human resources? We need to professionalize our 

treatment of professionals. Recruitment needs to be much more systematic and targeted 

through social media. We need to make the most of local and international talent available.  

Funding will remain an important challenge while also permitting attractive salaries. Staff 

should be offered more meaningful careers and made to feel part of their institutions. 

Research coverage should be expanded in terms of the issues that appeal to young scholars. 

New technologies, including AI, should be utilized to benefit institutions. More friendly and 

inclusive work environments and a better work-life balance should be created, he said. 

Our motto should be to ‘renew or die.’ We all face the challenge of change: we need a new 

intergenerational balance that maximizes the potential of younger and older staff. Younger 

staff are more aware in terms of technology and communications, and are better prepared 

to take on the challenges of the post-pandemic future. 

 
Keynote Welcome Address 
H.E. Maqsoud Kruse, United Arab Emirates 
Strategic Communication Advisor, Ministry of Presidential Affairs 

In his welcome keynote address, H.E. Maqsoud Kruse highlighted the concept of think tanks 

and the importance of individuals within institutions. He reflected on the outcomes 

produced by the think tanks and whether they are producing at all. He stressed think tanks’ 

ability to take things to the next level and how far one can go.  

Furthermore, H.E. Kruse emphasized that no matter how large an institution is, it boils down 

to one’s ethos, and ultimately the individual. In three points, he reflected on the concept of 

talent, significance of expression and ideas, and lastly on the assumptions on the role played 

by think tanks. First, H.E. Kruse challenged the notion of talent and proposed questions on 

the means of cultivating talent, where it can be found, and how one can identify it. Moreover, 

His Excellency underscored think tanks’ role as foreshadows of the future. With the 

pandemic, they have become creators of the future – but only through talent can that be 
achieved. 

In his second reflection, H.E. Kruse highlighted the weight of freedom of expression and the 

necessary platform for taking matters to the next level. Third, Kruse asked how people can 



go beyond the assumption that think tanks need to exist in the first place. Most importantly, 

how can think tanks go beyond their conventional objectives of validating information. 
Lastly, he underscored the human potential and its ability to create and move forward.   

In his conclusion, H.E. Kruse reflected on the future and that the exercise of self-reflection 

should not be stopped and limited to this event. He stressed the potential of collective 
wisdom, the importance of critical thinking, and the roles of both in the future. 

 
Wednesday, 28 July 

Welcome Remarks 
General John R. Allen, United States 
President, Brookings Institution 
 
Not Present 
 
Keynote discussion 
Moderator: 
Mohammed Hamdaoui, United Arab Emirates 
Director of Economic Studies, Trends Research & Advisory 
 
No summary available  
 
Keynote speaker:  
Dr. Renata Dwan, United Kingdom 
Deputy Director and Senior Executive Officer, Chatham House 

In the keynote discussion, Dr. Renata Dwan highlighted that think tanks worldwide are 

grappling with the question of how to retain, manage and grow talent. However, some have 

a career-focused approach to think tanks, such as in Europe, where people see a think tank 

career as a lifetime endeavor, and those that approach it more as a phase in a long career. 

Dr. Dwan stressed that people are at the heart of think tanks. In order to build the core of a 

think tank’s capacity, people are the resource and the foundation for that success. However, 

there is a prior question involved regarding whom to recruit and how to retain them. This is 

what we are seeking to do in a think tank today? It’s not just the competition for talent that 

think tanks face today, but the competition for relevance and for primacy and for influence. 

In particular, the number and range of think tanks that are operating today have increased 

enormously, with competition from different actors. 

Dr. Dwan also pointed out that in the policy environment today, in many parts of the world, 
there is a rejection of elements that are often seen as elitist. There is a rejection of thought 
leadership in favor of what is seen as more ‘in touch’ public opinion, with two-thirds of the 
world getting their main sources of news from social media platforms like Facebook. In this 
context, the question of what we think about think tanks and what we’re seeking them to do 
is at the heart of understanding what it is we are trying to prove. 



 
One of the consequences of this growing competitive environment and more challenging 
environment in which think tanks operate is the search for a more authoritative voice. Dr. 
Dwan suggested that we need to put much more focus on think tanks today to be generators 
and incubators of new ideas. In today’s world, we see a fast-changing, shortened, policy 
space, leading to less rather than more emphasis on new ideas. This requires more, not less, 
policy innovation and new ways of thinking.  
 
Dr. Dwan set out five suggestions and ideas that could help define a role and put a priority 
for think tanks today, not just as a center of authority but also as sources of inspiring ideas 
of new policy innovation. The first suggestion is to involve new communities in think tanks, 
including artists, technologists, psychologists, designers, and sociologists. They offer new 
ways to reach out to new communities, which is critical for policy innovation. 
 
The second suggestion is to bring in more youth, not just to support the well-known names 
and the authoritative figures, but also to be part of the substantive design and undertaking 
of policy work. I think there are two components to this.  
 
The third suggestion is to put less emphasis on specialists. This is particularly important for 
smaller think tanks that don’t have the capacity of the large think tanks to recruit expertise 
across every area but need to have that adaptability. 
 
The fourth suggestion is to put more emphasis on vehicles for new ideas. Think tanks need 
not only to build new audiences but also to offer new ways of thinking about older problems 
and telling stories in fresher, newer ways that can help us address the challenges that we 
face. 
 
The fifth and final suggestion is that more policy incubation and more idea creation, or 
ideation, in think tanks requires for more testing. This also requires thinking more about 
simulations scenarios and red teaming capacities in think tanks. In conclusion, Dr. Dwan 
highlighted that now more than ever is the time for bold and innovative ideas.  
 

Session II: Future Leaders 
 
Chair: 
Intissar Fakir, United States 
Director of North Africa and Sahel Program, Middle East Institute 

Fakir chaired the session on future leaders and made various intermittent remarks in 

response to the presenters. She highlighted the importance of a work-life balance and that 

employees in think tanks be given the opportunity to grow within the confines of the 

institution. Think tanks should value employees and give them a sense of ownership for then 

to gain a stake in the institution. In addition, the institution should harness the key strengths 

of the employee.  



The branding aspect of a think tank is also important since it projects an image of the 

institution to the outside world to potential applicants. Mrs. Fakir reflected on the gender 

gap and reiterated the importance of diversity issues and how that would feed into the 

foreign policy environment. She also asked the panelists how to ensure inclusion or a sense 

of empowerment in a think tank? 

Mrs. Fakir then touched on the notion of flexibility regarding think tank employment and 

how that resonated with her, during the pandemic. She ended the sessions by reminding the 

audience of the gender gap and how that will impact the future of the work environment. She 

also stated that think tanks will remain relevant for governments but that one would have to 

find an effective way of measuring the impact of think tanks on government policies.  

 
Panelists: 
Liliana Allvarado, Mexico 
Executive Director, Ethos Public Policy lab  

In her presentation, Liliana Allvarado emphasized the need for an easier path from the 

professions into the think tank work. It is important for researchers to be able to build on 

their work to reach the wider world through networks and opportunities for engagement 

with international peers.  

She said that universities give more chances for research unencumbered by other duties and 

offer a clearer and more stable career path. In contrast, think tank work requires a closer 

focus on a research agenda that may be defined by an institution’s priorities and the needs 

of clients. Think tanks need to pay more attention to creating clear and attractive career 

paths for younger talent. Employees need to see they are advancing in their careers.  

Ms. Allvaro argued that think tanks should also allow more flexibility in terms of work 

patterns and tailor their requirements according to the needs of individual employees. The 

location of think tanks in major capitals of countries is also a major deterrent due to the 

expensive cost of living. Overall, the think tank world offers exciting, rewarding, and diverse 

careers, but these institutions must think more creatively about how they recruit, nurture, 
and retain young talent. 

 

Dr. Strahinja Subotic, Serbia 
Program Manager and Senior Researcher, European Policy Centre 

In his presentation, Dr. Strahinja Subotic discussed junior and mid-level think tank scholars 

and focused on why young people work at think tanks and what would make for a rewarding 

career path for them in these institutions.  

The core of his argument is that think tanks in Serbia seem to have a clear and compelling 

mission: to be European, join the EU, and help, if not influence, the young generations of 

researchers to follow such a path. He stressed that think tanks in Serbia serve wider social 



values and certain political missions. He mentioned that Serbia has been trying to join the 

EU for the past two decades. 

Dr. Subotic pointed out that think tanks in Serbia attend to the needs of junior researchers 

by specific methods, among which is to encourage them to voice their concerns. In particular, 

this is done in two ways: first, by using unanimous surveys for the junior researchers to 

provide their opinion and concerns about the work environment. Secondly, by assigning a 

supervisor to each junior researcher who helps shape up or support the career path and the 
personal aspirations of the junior researchers. 

He stressed the importance of helping junior researchers differentiate between policy 
objectives and research objectives to set a clear and correct path in their research careers. 
Finally, Dr. Subotic highlighted that think tanks in Serbia help juniors with studies and career 
paths by opening opportunities to study in well-renowned higher education institutions. Yet, 
think tanks encourage these researchers to return to work for those think tanks that 
facilitated their studies in the first place once they have finished their studies. 
 
Amal Breiki, United Arab Emirates 
Deputy Head of TRENDS Council for Young researchers, TRENDS Research & Advisory 

Ms. Amal Al Breiki touched on her experience in the think tank industry as a new graduate 

and a young scholar and ways the think tank industry in the UAE can attract and nurture 

young talent. Ms. Al Breiki talked about the unfamiliarity of joining the think tank world and 

the new challenges she came across. 

Moreover, she accentuated the role of TRENDS in-house experts who guided and mentored 

her throughout the way. Yet, simultaneously, she said she was given the opportunity and the 

trust to venture on her own, explore, ask many questions, and write. Ms. Al Breiki says she 

found this to be the perfect balance for young graduates and scholars. They know that they 

are given the space to learn how to perform their job well and find themselves, sharpen their 

curiosity, and cultivate their interest. She also highlighted the importance of being given the 

space to fail and know that it will not have a detrimental impact on young scholars’ careers 

but is a learning opportunity. 

Ms. Al Breiki also highlighted the continuous learning process that comes with working in 

the think tank world to adapt and act faster to an ever-changing period. She also mentioned 

her experience of working in an interdisciplinary environment and on strategic, economic, 

and political Islam-related projects. Ms. Al Breiki recommended building awareness, 

upskilling and building capacity, and contribution, for think tanks in the UAE to attract and 

nurture young talent. 

She stressed the importance of raising awareness that such a line of job and career exists 

because of how relatively new the term itself is to the county. Moreover, Ms. Al Breiki said 

that this is not to say it is purposefully exclusive, but it is a novel concept in which there is 

an evident lack of social awareness.  



Thus, it needs to be popularized, along with the culture of research among the youth and its 

significance through having more presence in job fairs on university campuses, inviting 

alumni working at think tanks to speak in classes about their experiences. Ms. Al Breiki 

mentioned the TRENDS Young Scholar Program for interns and commended their 

determination and drive. 

Ms. Al Breiki highlighted the need to focus on upskilling and capacity-building through 

academically oriented training and how to write for a think tank audience and appeal to 

policymakers looking for solution-oriented and policy-relevant publications and reports. She 

also talked about learning how to deal with pressure and deadlines and value, utilize, and 

learn from the mentors in think tanks, who teach, encourage, and guide young scholars. 

Lastly, Al Breiki called for allowing the youth to contribute to the ongoing dialogue by 

providing them with a platform to publish their papers, invite them to participate in events 

and roundtables, and target them in polls and surveys. 

She concluded by reminding that the youth care about making this world a better place. They 

also care about carrying out conscious and meaningful careers, and it is for think tanks to 

determine whether they will utilize and cultivate this drive and energy for the next 

generations of thought leaders or it will be an unfortunate missed opportunity. 

 
Dr. La Toya Waha, Germany 
Analysis and Consulting, Migration and Flight, Konrad Adenauer Stiftung 

Dr. La Toya Waha started her discussion with the following question: “How can 
organizations recruit and retain the brightest talents?” She combined her answers with three 
major points and also mentioned why people work in think tanks early in their careers. 

Dr. Waha stated that the major competitor of think tanks is the university and the university 
system. She also said that university has a different performance spectrum in research. 
However, it also offers career opportunities and university employment is prestigious. Dr. 
Waha said interns could offer the full package and help attract and retain talent. She 
highlighted that think tanks have to create conditions that allow talents to grow and shine. 

Dr. La Toya Waha’s emphasized three main points: 

1. Freedom: Think tanks should give the employees the freedom to think, research, and gain 
new expertise. 

2. Creativity/career development: Think tanks should create innovations that benefit them 
and create conditions for development. 

3. Flexibility: Flexibility: Think tanks should allow their employees to balance their careers 
and personal lives. 

 

Micky Aharonson, Israel 
Expert on International Relations/Euro-Asia, Jerusalem Institute for Strategy and Security 



In her presentation, Ms. Micky Aharonson said that the importance of think tanks is on the 
rise. They can and should serve as the intellectual workforce of governments, as is currently 
the case in Israel. If think tanks can have an impact on the decision-makers, that’s the best 
possible outcome. Yet, in Israel, academia has very little impact on the decision-makers. 

Ms. Aharonson pointed out that reality and daily experiences force think tank practitioners 
to be practical. There is often no time for academic references and quotations to be 
considered.  This creates limitations and calls for adaptations to research. Traditional papers 
often give ways to the matter of practicality, such as how best to make an effective impact 
while being relevant to the audience. This also depends on who the intended audience is. 
 
According to her, how to effectively market research is a valid question and a matter of 
concern, and think tanks also have the potential to minimize the gender gap. Ms. Aharonson 
suggested that establishing a United Nations of think tanks would allow for a rich product. 
The stakeholders should give this idea some extra mileage, she said. 
 
In conclusion, she indicated that those working in the think tank industry for many years, 
having gravitas in terms of experience and contribution, should be valued and recognized. In 
her institution, the most valuable researcher is 80 years old. He suggested that perhaps this 
could be a topic in itself to headline another gathering. 
 
Session III: Diversity and Innovation Connection 
 
Chair: Dr. Ebtesam Al-Ketbi, United Arab Emirates 
Founder and President, Emirates Policy Center 

Dr. Ebtesam AlKetbi pointed out that this session was about connections between diversity 

and innovation. She asked the panelists the following questions:  

What are the panelists’ views about diversity? How do you view the connection between 

diversity and innovation in your think tank? Does TRENDS represent the connection 

between diversity and innovation, and in which area? 

What is the link between diversity and innovation? What do we mean by diversity? Do we 

mean diversity in terms of gender (women, men) or race? If we want to achieve gender 

balance, do we recruit more women than men regardless of qualifications? Does leadership 

matter no matter whether you have a diversified institution? 

What about diversity in disciplines, and approaches? What specific strategies have you 

implemented to increase both diversity and innovation in your organization? Can we have 

innovation without diversity or vice versa? Or should both be considered and implemented? 

What are the main challenges facing the processes of connecting diversity and innovation? 

What are your recommendations to combine diversity and innovation? 

 
Panelist: Rose Abdollahzadeh, United Kingdom 
Managing Director for Research Partnerships, Chatham House 



Ms. Abdollazadeh said that diversity had changed the social discourse with the general 

public, not just the think tank audience. As far as she is concerned, diversity means diversity 

of opinions and representatives. She claimed that the diversity of perspectives also 

encourages innovative thinking. At Chatham House, even though the majority of employees 

are female, there is scant visibility.  

Women need to be more actively involved at all levels of an institution and should be 

recruited from universities and from sectors of society that are more traditional in nature. 

Another development that Ms. Abdollazadeh mentioned was online participation in Chatham 

House events. She felt that hosting more such digital events will attract a younger audience.  

Natasha Jacome, United States 
Deputy Chief Operating Officer, Wilson Center 

Answering the chair’s question related to race and how the Wilson Center addresses it, Ms. 
Natasha Jacome stated that race is a big struggle facing the Wilson Center and the world in 
general. She believes that the Wilson Center is meeting quotas, which is a vital point and 
focus of representation. She also emphasized that the Wilson Center’s focus is on showing 
diversity in all forms, including gender, age, generational diversity, diversity within 
educational backgrounds, and diversity-related socioeconomic status.  

Jacome encouraged everyone to look at diversity in all its forms to continue to have these 
conversations and continue to move forward with all types of diversity that will help 
everyone make policy changes. On innovation, Ms. Jacome answered the chair’s question by 
stating that the pandemic has shown everyone that there are so many new ways to work. 
She highlighted that the Wilson Center has been trying to do the work upfront and build 
relationships with community colleges, state universities, and HBCUs. She believes 
networking needs to be prioritized not just for professional growth and professional careers 
but also for the growth of future generations. 

Ms. Jacome also stated that to be more diverse, institutions needed to build relationships and 
invest and maintain them by making sure they are constantly outreaching. Jacome concluded 
by asking what opportunities a think tank can provide to minorities and how we can best 
think of new ideas to make sure they are available to them? 

 

Natasha Hall, United States 
Senior Fellow, Middle East Program, Center for Strategic & International Studies (CSIS) 

Concerning diversity, Ms. Natasha Hall pointed out that she has often been the only person 

of Arab origin and the only woman in the room throughout her career, and it has mattered. 

On several occasions, it helps push back on comments or analyses that she knew were 

inaccurate, harmful, or lacked nuance. In the best-case scenario, she said that she wasn’t just 

able to play the devil’s advocate, but also to bring in new project ideas and resources, 

expanding the horizons of what think tanks typically work on.   

 
Regarding the connection between diversity and innovation, numerous studies show that 
having women on boards or having diversity in the workplace increases monetary dividends 



for businesses, increases innovation, and even increases problem-solving. The objective is to 
create an environment where the diversity of ideas is welcome. She highlighted the need for 
experiences and looking at people who may be abnormal regarding the trajectory. The issue 
of diversity is not going to be solved overnight.  
 
Paul McAllister, United States 
President, Global Leaders in Unity and Involvement 

In his presentation, Mr. Paul McAllister highlighted the advantage of multi-disciplinary 

research. Researchers are more efficient if they can sum their expertise to solve problems. 

Indeed, it would take a longer time for just one researcher to gain the required level of 

expertise in a new field. Multi-disciplinary research helps to set and exploring new ideas or 

investigates neglected areas.  

Many interviewed people said that interacting with people from your discipline could bring 

incremental innovation, whereas collaborating with people from other disciplines can lead 

to new ideas. 

Mr. McAllister pointed out that new technologies, such as AI, will become more important. 

In terms of think tank staff, different perspectives bring out our best strengths. Also, diversity 

drives innovation: new research provides compelling evidence that diversity unlocks 

innovation and drives intellectual growth—a finding that should intensify efforts to ensure 
that think tanks both embody and embrace the power of differences. 

Employee diversity takes multiple forms. There are commonly considered inborn traits of 

age, gender, ethnicity, race, and sexual orientation. Other types of diversity, however, which 

staff acquires through experience, are also important. They can involve areas of study, 

industry background, career path, veteran status, and foreign work experience whereby one 
learns to appreciate cultural differences. 

Think tanks that have a mix of inherent and acquired forms of diversity appear to be most 

productive. Research institutions, therefore, need diversity to establish a culture in which all 

employees feel free to contribute ideas. 

Luke Easley, United States 
Vice President of Human Resources and Operations, Center for Global Development 

Mr. Easley stated that diverse staff in and of itself would not automatically lead to innovation. 

What is more important to him is that institutional barriers be removed for innovation to 

work. Women are important since they provide amplified voices and expand diversity. 

Mr. Easley also mentioned that, from a normative perspective, diversity should also be 

embraced within the communities that think tanks are seeking to impact. He believes that to 

recruit top-notch talent, think tanks need to find the talent.  

He reflected on two major challenges from an HR perspective: Retention of qualified 

employees and the education of in-house staff. He also said that some turnover of personnel 



is healthy and enables others to step in. Like most other think tanks, Easley pointed out, 

unrestricted funding is another pressing challenge. 

Lastly, Mr. Easley said that research activities are costly, and think tanks need to sell their 

investments better. Women, in his mind, make work culture more appealing. It is also 

important that staff and employees be occasionally asked about their input regarding the 
work environment.  

 
Elyazia Al Hosani, United Arab Emirates 
Head of TRENDS Council for Young Researchers, TRENDS Research & Advisory 

Ms. Elyazia AlHosani stated that the connection between innovation and diversity is an 

equation where diversity plus inclusivity equals innovation. It is important to build an 

environment where all “outside the box” ideas are heard. She said that one way think tanks 

could tackle this issue is to hire recent graduates to train them to suit the think tank. 

TRENDS Research & Advisory emphasizes three critical aspects concerning its young 

researchers: experience, benefits, and opportunities. The experience, benefits, and 

opportunities young researchers gain by working at a think tank are strongly influenced by 

two meaningful social relationships: 

• The first one is the relationship between young and senior researchers. 

• The second is the relationship between young researchers and the think tank they 

belong to. 

She argued that for institutes and think tanks to capitalize on modern digital media, there must be 

deep integration of new media and the web into a broader communication strategy with original 

research publications as its foundation. Therefore, research papers must be constructed in a 
way that key findings can be distributed across the full range of multi-media platforms.  
 
The many impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic mean that there will be growing interest in the 

research work of think tanks. She emphasized that the future of think tanks, then, seems 

bright; with trust slowly rising and more capacity to deliver their messages, the focus should 

now be on how they retain quality – an old problem – and how they deliver their messages 

– a new version of an old problem. Which relationship is more important? Is it the 

relationship between young researchers and their boss or with the institution? TRENDS 

believes that both these factors matter a great deal, she said. 

 
According to her, TRENDS creates an environment in which young researchers and their 
superiors can interact to benefit from their shared investigations. Think tanks, in general, 
can offer a broad range of benefits and opportunities that young researchers can take 
advantage of. TRENDS is leading the way in developing a new cadre of young researchers 
based in Abu Dhabi who will be able to conduct incisive research and analyze the many global 
challenges emerging.  
 



Kunihiko Mikaye, Japan 
Research Director, Canon Institute for Global Studies 

Miyake Kunihiko’s core argument was that speaking of diversity is irrelevant. He argued that 

it should present the best research and best policy papers for a think tank to succeed, and 

this has nothing to do with gender or nationality. It is rather a matter of capability and 

potential. He contended that discussion about diversity (including nationality, age, or 

gender), bears no weight.  

Women are still represented in Japan because there are no barriers to stop them from joining 

think tanks. Therefore, their low numbers or even their absence from the think tanks 

workforce does not have much to do with the need for diversity. Responding to question on 

the impact of the pandemic on think tanks, Mr. Miyake stated the following:  

A. Pandemics destroy everything. As a result, relying on old models would not help. 
B. New methods and ways of innovation are needed because of the pandemic.  

C. Pandemics help combine generations (old and young).  

Responding to the question on whether there is a ‘Japanese model’ for think tanks to deal 
with changes such as the pandemic, he stated the following: 

A. Japan is a traditional society that values harmony and unity more than leadership and 
innovation.  

B. However, with the pandemic, Japan ought to learn from other great societies.  

C. Consequent to the above, Japan cannot hold to its traditional way.  

Luncheon Interview 

Moderator: Linda Roth, United States 

Vice President of External Relations, Wilson Center 

Ms. Linda Roth started the discussion by asking how human resources should be used in 
think tanks in order to be people-centric. Ms. Roth also highlighted the changes brought 
about by the pandemic and how it has impacted the career-life balance, shifted the focus on 
wellness, and created an opportunity to implement a hybrid model. She asked about the best 
ways to recruit talent and how one can sell the idea of working at the office, with people now 
wanting something different. 

Roth also touched upon mentoring and its importance to the think tank world and branding 
and the importance of the brand in attracting talent. On future talent, she posed the question 
of how think tanks empower talent to become a well-renowned brand. She concluded by 
asking the panelists to elaborate on their biggest HR challenges and improve using creative 
strategies, often in the absence of funding.  

 

Panelists:  

Deron Lehman, United States 

Managing Director, Human Resources and Talent Development, American Enterprise Institute 

 



In the Luncheon Interview panel, Mr. Deron Lehman highlighted the importance of 

organizations developing a people-centric culture, which essentially focuses on people. It is 

about understanding what the people of an organization ultimately want and need. It is also 

about understanding the gaps that exist in the current cultures and processes and then 
delivering on what the people need so that they can feel engaged, learn and grow.  

Organizations need to create a consistently high-quality experience for the people from the 

time they are a candidate for jobs to the time they become an employee, even to the point 

they become an alumnus. Mr. Lehman said when he joined the think tank industry, his first 

goal was to hold listening sessions around the organization to build trust with people. He 

started with every level of the organization, not just executive leadership but also junior-

level research employees. There is a need to move to a more intentional approach where 
value creation is measured and performance outcomes.  

When recruiting new people, Mr. Lehman underscored the importance of being “mission fit.” 

People have to be exposed to the mission and be well-versed in the mission, depending on 

their role is with the organization. They also need to be strongly aligned with our culture. It 

is possible to teach people skills when they come to the organization and teach them what 

they need to do, but they need to have that strong foundation. 

With regard to the importance of brand to attract talent, Mr. Lehman called it critical. It helps 

attract many individuals. It is therefore incredibly important for organizations to have a good 

employment brand. Missions of think tanks are unlikely to change, but the way to accomplish 

it may change. This comes down also to feedback and understanding what needs to be done 

to accomplish the mission.  

Mr. Lehman said that the biggest HR challenge he has been focusing on is creating an 

engaging experience where people will want to learn and want to grow. 

David O’Brien, United States 

Vice President of Development and External Affairs, Peterson Institute for International 

Economics   

Staff professionalization is an important focus and what we do in terms of talent, 

recruitment, engagement, retention, should be addressed. All those who work in the 

organization commit to doing their tasks very well and in a very disciplined manner. Values 

are very important in our work. The people measure every leader, every manager in the 

organization. Moreover, the expectation is that you are going to live those values. 

The simulation starts at the CEO, President, and Chairman levels. People are engaged with 

the mission, values, expectations, and they back it up with all the things that you have to do. 

Communicating with the team and engaging with it twice a week makes the entire 

organization come together. 

The pandemic offers an opportunity to change the way things are done. We need to develop 

the best win-win relationship with employees. We are going to have a lot of flexibility as to 



how people can adapt to their needs. I don’t think we are going to go back to a straight five 

days a week. We are going to have a hybrid model, which will also open up new 
opportunities, new assignments, but also new challenges. 

The brand marketing communication team in the Americas, which I led for many years, was 

committed to the sponsorship of women. Over the course of 10 years, we helped promote 40 

people to director partner and 90 percent of them were women. We have to engage in the 

ecosystem to find very good candidates and then be open to outsiders that could potentially 
come in and help transform your organization. 

 

Final Session: Being Prepared for an Uncertain Future 

Chair: Antonio VILLAFRANCA, Italy 

Director of Studies and Co-Head of the Center on Europe, Institute for International Political 

Studies  

Antonio Villafranca opened up the discussion by stating that being prepared for an uncertain 

future is getting ready for change. He also added that change is a continuous effort for think 

tanks, especially in a post-Covid-19 world, where everything has changed. 

Questions Mr. Villafranca asked the panelists included: 

How do they translate change into concrete, down-to-earth priorities, objectives, and 
strategies for their own think tanks? What is the situation for a relatively small think tank 
based in Latin America? Mr. Villanfranca also asked questions related to the impact of the 
Covid-19 pandemic on smaller think tanks.  

 

Panelists: Dr. Abla ABDEL-LATIF, Egypt 

Executive Director, Egyptian Center for Economic Studies  

Dr. Abla Abdel-Latif started her presentation by highlighting the important links between 
think tanks and policymakers. However, think tanks need to be more agile and efficient in 
their approach. Although they often find themselves between policymakers and other 
beneficiaries, it is necessary that think tanks go to policymakers and engage them. Think 
tanks are supposed to make recommendations to policymakers, but their work is useless if 
not translated into specific policy actions. Therefore, think thanks need to keep 
strengthening and enhancing their links with policymakers. 

Dr. Abdel-Latif also stressed the importance of building trust between think tanks and 
policymakers. This is absolutely essential to complete the policymaking circle. Due to 
numerous constraints, policymakers are often forced to make decisions away from research 
studies. Sometimes, this is due to the lack of timely information, while often, the details 
involved in the process are too complicated for them to understand. Think tanks thus must 
constantly strive to improve the existing relations between think tanks and policymakers.  
Think tanks should also engage policymakers in the research process itself. This would 
enable them not only to understand the challenges but also to understand solutions. 
 



Since the Covid-19 pandemic outbreak and onwards, think tanks should be focusing on 
several important areas. They need to revisit strategies for development of their countries 
and governments. Policymakers have no time to do this by themselves. Think tanks need to 
assess the impact of the ongoing pandemic on different sectors. They should produce studies 
that serve as drivers of change for public policies. 
 
Think tanks should also have a role in training policymakers. They should present cost-
benefit analysis for public policies before governments implement them. Think tanks should 
also teach policymakers about all aspects of the critical issues at hand regarding policy-
making. 
 
Think Tanks and Civil Societies Program (TTCSP) is the United Nations for think tanks.  It is 
uniquely placed to bring all think tanks on board globally. Under this umbrella, think tanks 
should strive to engage in multi-faceted and multi-disciplinary issues but also focus on 
particular topics.  They should group themselves together around specific topics. Think tanks 
should embrace a joint platform for interaction and funding quests. They are stronger when 
they act together. 
 
In conclusion, Dr. Abdel-Latif underscored that the role of think tanks is to think. They should 
be on top of any given situation even as it is beginning to unfold. And think tanks should 
communicate their research to policymakers in a timely and easy manner.   
 
Elaine FORD, Peru  

Founding Director, Democracia Digital  

In her presentation, Ms. Elaine Ford focused on the various crises facing several Latin 

American countries. These crises have different causes, but they all, with their own 

characteristics, generate instability, uncertainty, and social turbulences. This has had a 

severe impact on the work of think tanks, especially small and medium-size think tanks, 

leading to a reduction of staff and financial resources. It has also had a disruptive impact on 

many projects and initiatives.  

Ms. Ford made three recommendations that could help promote the work of think tanks in 

Peru and Latin America. First, international networks are very important. It is important to 

maintain and strengthen international networks for joint and collaborative work in times of 

weakening democratic institutions and political instability. Think tanks must reinforce their 

work with international allies, which can help develop projects and open your doors for 

funding and cooperation. 

Secondly, betting on technology, it is necessary to encourage greater use of technology, 

especially for national and international communication and crowdfunding for programs 

and initiatives. This would help make more sustainable access to financial resources through 

non-traditional channels. 

Thirdly, empowerment of women. It is important to ensure greater participation of women 

in think tanks, empower them with new responsibilities, and train them with diverse skills, 



especially in the use of technology. In conclusion, Ford highlighted that these three main 

aspects could be very useful and help strengthen the future work of think tanks. 

 

Osama El-Gohary, Egypt 

CEO, Information and Decision Support Center for the Egyptian Cabinet  

Mr. El-Gohary highlighted that due to the sophistication of issues faced by countries and 

governments and the interdependence of the characteristics of these issues in multiple ways, 

the decision-making process has become very complex. It is also creating a new world bound 

with what we thought as uncertain times. 

Yet, with the onset of Covid-19 pandemic our collective perception of uncertainty has been 

changing – or has already changed – the state of complexity and uncertainty that the world 

is experiencing today has prompted decision-makers in various countries to try to anticipate 

global events in a continual attempt to be proactive. 

Accordingly, research institutions, think tanks, and decision-making support agencies 

rushed to predict future trajectories of events nonetheless. Analysts’ projections have 

exhibited a wild divergence in all aspects of policymaking, on top of which economic 

uncertainty. 

Causing the most ambiguous economic picture in recent history, uncertainty about 

numerous economic indicators have left the global economy in a vulnerable state of 

speculation, inflationary pressures, supply chain bottlenecks oil markets, and the services 

economy are witnessing for the first time in decades broad forecast discrepancies. Through 

such dialectical times, policymakers rely heavily on think tanks and research institutions to 

determine the best intervention and course of action, and to build resilience through such 

uncertain times. 

Yet, while performing their roles, the Covid-19 crisis has been testing think tanks like never 

before. Think tanks all over the world have been facing a toll of challenges amid the crisis. 

However, those developing nations have been enduring pressuring hardships that require 

adopting responsive and agile strategies to perform their function better. 

Mr. El-Gohary said that as the chairman of the Egyptian Cabinet’s Information & Decision 

Support Center, one of the leading think tanks within developing nations, he has been 

personally exposed to different kinds of challenges that we have been facing daily due to 

the increasing complexity of the decision-making process in the Covid era. 

Yet, their proximity with the Egyptian cabinet requires providing rapid responses to various 

policy questions, ad-hoc analyses, review of possible decision options, besides other 

challenges that are repeatedly amplified in times of crisis. 

To overcome such challenges, the IDSC, with its diversified unique structure, the high level 

of the human capital of (600) researchers, distinctive technical (especially IT) infrastructure, 

and high level of administrative and managerial culture (involving the modern IT managerial 



tools), has been developing different kinds of strategies that can better cope with the 

complexity and uncertainty of the crisis. 

Challenges: 

Nowadays, the biggest enemy of good decision-making in times of crisis is relying on 

incomplete or biased data, a threat that leaders and decision-makers of developing nations 

have to face throughout, especially in such uncertain times repeatedly, and having to meet 

such a challenge. IDSC had to act swiftly and appropriately to bridge the gap in data on the 

most pressing issues policymakers face during the crisis. Enhancing the level of social 

protection for low-income families and informal workers was on top of such issues, 

providing decision-makers with a comprehensive and detailed database on these segments. 

1.   As an initial step, IDSC launched “Ahalina” platform. This portal that serves as a swift 

primary data source on families and segments in most need of financial assistance during 

the crisis. 

2.   Deploying widespread field surveys across the governorates in cooperation with the 

ministry of social solidarity to fortify data gathered through the portal and locate the 

deserved families to allocate cash support better. 

Nevertheless, supporting the research community with an adequate information 

infrastructure through these uncertain times came on top of IDSC priorities, and they were 

able to provide researchers with accurate, relevant cross geographical data on different 

topics: 

1. By utilizing our unique data gathering system of over 1,500 information centers 

functioning on all administrative levels, in addition to providing more than (900) 

information report to the public. 

2. To ensure easy access to this data, we have integrated our high technical capabilities and 

innovative information systems to set up several smart electronic databases. This database 

allows researchers and policymakers to browse more interactively, leading to Egypt’s 

largest electronic cross geographical database. This database allows researchers and 

policymakers to browse in a more interactive manner, leading to the establishment 

of Egypt’s largest electronic cross geographical database. The IDSC Geo-portal 

displays periodic publication “Egypt’s Description by Information,” which enables the 

user to track the development of more than 500 indicators and data items over the 

past 27 years, making it a reference in planning and policy-making, to establish the 

principles of good governance. 

People were overwhelmed by information, some of it true, much of it not, that made it harder 

for anyone to know what to believe. In line with the efforts to ensure the circulation of 

credible information and alleviating people’s anxiety, we provided comprehensive 

knowledge that spans professional fields. 



1. IDSC has launched “Care” website, an awareness platform about the Coronavirus, 

which includes credible information about the virus (methods of transmission – 

ways to prevent it – people most vulnerable to infection). 

2. IDSC has launched a mobile application (IDSC App), Egypt’s gateway for credible 

information. The app is an important platform for communication with the public, 

providing 2000 local and global indicators, 1000 versions of the center’s 

publications, in addition to 400 articles and news available weekly. 

Rapidity and agility are key requirements for any government-affiliated think tank. To 

provide rapid responses to various policy questions, IDSC developed multiple innovative 

ways to support the decision-making process. 

▪ Developing a diversified range of AI-based platforms were deemed as an important 

crutch for our decision-makers while combating the crisis: 

1.   IDSC launched a diversified range of (AI)-intelligent dashboards with the 

cooperation of numerous leading expertise including “Hieve” organization that allows 

formulating and selecting alternative scenarios and evaluating their repercussions. 

This project focuses on the economic indicators and data provided since 1990. 

2.   AI-based Egyptian Legislation Portal (ELP), the new and improved version of 

Egypt’s legislation base, is the first Egyptian, Arab, and African government legislation 

base in which artificial intelligence technology is localized. 

3.   Social Media Analytics platform allows for measuring citizens’ reactions to various 

government efforts and interacting with local and international issues. 

▪ IDSC also developed an early warning system to develop flexible and innovative 

mechanisms to better support the Egyptian cabinet’s contingency planning process. 

1.   Egypt Heat Map, an AI-based platform considered an important tool in identifying 

development gaps at the governorate level to measure the pulse of the street and the 

needs of citizens, thus allowing for development planning on an interactive basis. 

2.   Initiating the 2nd phase of the National Emergency System NEMS, a comprehensive 

framework for monitoring and analyzing disasters, and determining the method of 

dealing with it. Phase 2 entails enhancing the system’s database through building and 

updating potential maps to confront crises and disasters, besides developing a Mobile 

App for easy recording of accidents with the ability to attach photos and videos from 

the accident site directly. 

The emergence of new work patterns posed new challenges for employers, within 

developing nations, as we are faced with a higher mismatch between the needed skills and 

pool of candidates, not to mention the scarcity of funding schemes, especially throughout 

Covid. These complicate the institutions’ need to think carefully about the best model, how 

to support remote workers, and provide its employees with adequate training. 



Mr. El-Gohary also emphasized that to function viably through crises, they had to nourish 

their most valuable asset, which is their “human capital.” They realized that leading with a 

human capital focus is the key to building institutional resilience in times of uncertainty. 

1. In this context, IDSC launched “the electronic enterprise management system” with 

the “pulse secure” feature. This system is considered one of the leading and 

specialized programs in enterprise management electronically. It provides measures 

to follow up the administrative performance and its development within the 

enterprise Electronic Services (personal agenda, discussions, voting, working groups, 

external links, internal meetings, media corner, internal notices), which help in 

planning, follow-up, decision-making, policy-making, and course correction. 

▪ The electronic enterprise management system helped determine the set of skills needed 

for each employee and provide the required training and reskilling procedures. To 

ensure the delivery of such programs IDSC developed: 

2. E-learning platforms, the most prominent of which is (IDSC video library). This is 

a pioneering attempt to offer more free content and curating personalized 

collections so that employees can continue to read and learn without disruption. 

 

Sarah DONAHUE, United States 

Associate Director of Operations, Harvard Kennedy School Belfer Center  

In her remarks, Ms. Sarah J. Donahue mentioned that the Covid-19 induced transition to 

work from home was painful. It has highlighted three important factors:  

First, flexibility surfaced very early on in the process. There was a need to adapt to rapid 

changes with all constituents, and policy-relevant research certainly also required flexibility. 

Technology was quickly brought on in full force for team-building and community outreach. 

Zoom technology platform enabled a virtual conference bringing together cross-functional 

teams. This shifted the norms as it never happened before. Connections and innovations 

started to happen. The ability of cross-functional teams to be flexible and take on new 

challenges was spotlighted. It became possible to unite different working groups across 

disciplines and across sectors, which also involved the public. It even broadened the variety 

and size of the audience. Therefore, it was essential to be and remain flexible as a cohesive 

group during the Covid-19 pandemic in the face of adversity. 

Second, the status of organizational hierarchies and inequities was suddenly brought into 

question. Internal hierarchies were quickly brought upside down and faded due to the 

ongoing pandemic. Consequently, everyone had a seat at the table in Zoom meetings even if 

they hadn’t prior to the pandemic.  Hybrid work environments became a new norm.  Unlikely 

collaborations came together. It has even been possible to tackle the issues of race and 

diversity by addressing the existing inequities via open communication on all levels. Actions 

for the future were discussed and formulated. And it has been learnt that the work model is 

not always a top-down approach, as it seemed to be the case before the pandemic. 



Third, inclusion, accountability, and data for good have gained in prominence. We have 

witnessed a significant cultural shift. “We have also addressed blind spots.  We have 

cultivated and achieved innovation due to the pandemic. Examining the demographic data, 

we have also lost talent in the workplace. The challenge now is how to bring it back under 

the newly established norms,” Ms. Donahue said. 

 

Dr. Khuloud Odeh, United States 

Vice President, Technology and Data Science Chief Information Officer, Urban Institute 

The Covid-19 pandemic led to unprecedented challenges in terms of maintaining the security 

of research institutions and ensuring that they could maintain the efficiency of their 

operations and normal research outputs. There is a wide range of technical aids for planning 

and administration within a think tank context, and maintaining the confidentiality of these 

processes and the information that underpins them is a crucial objective. 

Organizations must be vigilant in protecting data. To this end, it is important to have a high 

level of ‘digital fitness’ in maintaining and upgrading core IT functions. These issues also 

apply to digital security. The incidence of cybersecurity risks, particularly ‘phishing attacks,’ 

increased exponentially during the pandemic.  

It is, therefore, necessary to secure the integrity of institutional data while ensuring that 

stored information can be retrieved for use for analytical tools. In terms of risk, technologists 

and social scientists can work together to ensure data integrity and resilience, said Dr. Odeh. 

 
Closing Remarks  
Dr. James G. MCGANN, United States 
Director, Think Tanks and Civil Societies Program 

In his closing remarks, Dr. James G. McGann made two main points. The first is that many 
discussions held during the two-day forum were about the new business model and its 
meaning. All the professional positions represented in a think tank have been transformed. 
The need to hire professional people with experience and not learn on the job has come to 
the forefront. Professionalization of the staff is now absolutely required. 
 
The second point is that a variation on the change that comes from the pandemic has to do 
with the increased velocity of information and policy flows. The only normal will be 
abnormal. Ongoing abnormal events will be normal, and there is a need for resilient and 
adaptive thinking. 
 
Dr. McGann concluded by stressing that the forum proceedings have been valuable and will 
have a long shelf-life. Although Dr. Mohammed Abdullah Al-Ali had stated earlier that “we 
are not perfect,” Dr. McGann insisted that this event was as close to perfection as we can get. 
He said that what was pulled off with respect to organizing this forum under the 
circumstances was incredible. Furthermore, six people who participated in it had Covid-19 



and survived. Finally, we must continue to be on the frontlines of the change that we all 
desire. 
 
Dr. Mohammed Abdullah AL-ALI, United Arab Emirates 
Chief Executive Officer and Founder, TRENDS Research & Advisory 


