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The prevailing narrative on great power competition gets only half the story 
right. Research and development funding and technological leadership are 
crucial to sustaining America’s comparative advantages, but the narrow focus 
on bilateral funding and growth rates between the United States and China 
misses an important reality: the rest of the world has doubled down on R&D. 
Failure to appreciate this shift encourages the view that China is winning in a 
bipolar competition, when in fact the United States and its allies comprise a 
majority of global R&D. International alliances are the clearest path to a 
future that not only recognizes the changing global landscape, but embraces 
America’s traditional role in promoting democratic values. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The United States has a unique and diverse R&D ecosystem—one that 
embraces creativity, stimulates an aggressive competition of ideas, and 
believes in a race to dream, build, and sell incredible technical and industrial 
innovations. Other countries have seen the power of the U.S. technical engine 
and invested in their own R&D. Global R&D investment has more than tripled 
in the last 20 years, from between $676 and $722 billion in 2000 to 
between $2.0 and 2.2 trillion by 2018.1 U.S. R&D investment also grew 
significantly, from $269 billion in 2000 to between $540 and $581 billion 
in 2018. While that trend continues (largely driven by sustained industrial  
 

Figure 1: This figure shows U.S. share of total global 
R&D investment in 1960 and 2018. 
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investment), the U.S. global share of R&D has decreased over time. During  
the Cold War, the United States dominated global R&D; as of 2018, it 
accounted for less than 28 percent of the global R&D total (Fig 1).2 Despite 
the popular framework of a bilateral competition between the United States 
and China, the two countries today make up only about half of global R&D 
spending.3  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
America’s future lies in technical alliances. Taken together, the R&D spending 
of the United States and just six like-minded nations with a true commitment to 
R&D funding represents more than 50 percent of global R&D investment (Fig 
2). China, on the other hand, makes up approximately 26 percent of global 
R&D, with other competitors like Russia contributing only two percent.5 
  
Takeaways 
 
Competing in a technologically saturated world will mean recognizing that 
R&D is ubiquitous. No nation will enjoy complete global technological 
dominance. In the United States, values of openness and respect for human 
dignity, as well as the military’s ability to leverage the best R&D, will survive 
only if we embrace alliances. As global R&D shares broaden, international 
alliances are the surest path for excelling in a new global landscape. Such 
alliances cannot be built on the foundation of the post-Cold War order; 
rather, our current environment demands new sets of relationships, fresh 
approaches to securing supply chains and accessing the best talent flows, 

Figure 2: This figure shows the national R&D expenditures for the United States and 
six potential technical partner nations—Japan, Germany, South Korea, India, France, 
and the United Kingdom—that collectively make up more than half of the global R&D 
investment. Data is from OECD 2018 (except for India, which is a 2016 figure from 
the Global R&D Forecast 2018).4 
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and a willingness to harness the strengths of a team rather than operating as 
a lone runner in a marathon against the world. 

The United States must not let its adversaries set the rules or try to compete on 
their terms. 

If we want to write the rules of competition for the next century, we must 
fundamentally rethink our concept of alliances and marshal the full might of 
our democratic systems. Now is the time to shake off the constraints of Cold 
War models and recognize the power of R&D as a cornerstone of the 
modern global landscape and domestic strength. 

Acknowledgments 

For their helpful discussions, comments, and input, the author would like to 
thank Kady Arthur, Andrew Imbrie, Tina Huang, Autumn Toney, Dewey 
Murdick, Igor Mikolic, and Alexandra Vreeman. The author is solely 
responsible for all mistakes. 

© 2020 by the Center for Security and Emerging Technology. This work is licensed under a 
Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial 4.0 International License. 

To view a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/. 

Document Identifier: doi: 10.51593/20200030



Center for Security and Emerging Technology | 5 
 

Endnotes 
 
1  Congressional Research Services, Global Research and Development Expenditures: Fact 
Sheet (Washington, DC: Congressional Research Services, April 29, 2020), 1, 
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R44283.pdf; R&D Magazine, “2018 Global R&D Funding 
Forecast,” R&D Magazine, Winter 2018; Beethika Khan, Carol Robbins, and Abigail 
Okrent, The State of U.S. Science and Engineering 2020 (National Science Foundation and 
National Science Board, January 15, 2020), 
https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsb20201/global-r-d. 
 

2  Beethika Khan, Carol Robbins, and Abigail Okrent, The State of U.S. Science and 
Engineering 2020; CRS, Global Research and Development Expenditures, 1; R&D 
Magazine, “2018 Global R&D Funding Forecast.” 

 

3  CRS, Global Research and Development Expenditures, 2. 
 

4  OECD, Main Science and Technology Indicators (MSTI database), Gross Domestic 
Expenditure on R&D (GERD) at current PPP $, accessed on May 20, 2020, 
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=MSTI_PUB; R&D Magazine, “2018 
Global R&D Funding Forecast.” 
 

5  CRS, Global Research and Development Expenditures, 3. 

 


