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INTRODUCTION

Southeast Asia is of core strategic importance to both the West and China, in its geographical position at 
the heart of the Indo-Pacific, for its central role in the world’s supply chains, as a source of raw materials 
and components critical to national security, and as a large and growing market. 

The rapid growth of China’s influence in Southeast Asia should be of pressing concern to Western nations; 
a region of core importance to the West is increasingly under the influence of a major strategic competitor. 
China’s influence is a significant contributor to regional geopolitical realignments, with policy implications 
for the West and ASEAN.

The full report quantifies and explains the evolution of China’s influence in Southeast Asia through 
the analysis of all ten ASEAN member states over the period 2011-2020, using the Evenstar Institute’s 
proprietary influence model. Based on tens of thousands of quantitative data points and layered with country-
specific qualitative assessments, this allows us to measure China’s influence in terms of its capacity to 
compromise a country’s autonomy, on a scale from 1 (lowest) to 5 (fully compromised).

1.  Source: Evenstar Institute China Influence Index 

The distribution and degree of China’s Structural Influence in Southeast Asia, 2011 and 2020. Scores are the weighted average of all Strands. 1
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KEY FINDINGS 
1. Southeast Asia is strategically important to the West and its allies, in terms of its commodities, 

political and defence ties, and location at the heart of the Indo-Pacific.

2. However, China’s influence has increased rapidly over the last decade in every Southeast Asian 
country assessed. The greatest increases were in Technology and Telecoms, Defence and Security, 
and Economics and Finance.

3. China has been able to dominate digital infrastructure in many ASEAN states, allowing it to lock 
in long-term influence. This extends China’s influence to other areas reliant on digital platforms, 
such as Defence and Security, and excludes foreign competitors.

4. China has developed economic ties which allow it to rapidly scale up its influence via 
investment, elite capture, and dominance of digital infrastructure and critical national 
infrastructure projects.

5. China’s highly asymmetric economic relationships with many ASEAN nations enables a high 
degree of influence across sectors.

6. China has used the opportunities created by the distancing of the USA following the 2014 coup to 
rapidly increase its influence in Thailand, and attempt to “flip” a US treaty ally. The diplomatic 
isolation of Myanmar similarly means it is now highly dependent on China.

7. Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Vietnam have proven more resilient to 
China’s influence due to their diverse economic relations, allowing them to better balance 
engagement with China and the US.

8. China’s evolving influence is driving the emergence of a new geopolitical order in Southeast 
Asia, with Cambodia and Laos effectively client states; Brunei, Myanmar, and Thailand 
susceptible to realignment; the Philippines and Vietnam remaining resistant to China’s influence; 
and Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore having the potential to act as a regional economic 
counterweight.
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EMERGING GEOPOLITICAL ORDER IN SOUTHEAST ASIA
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
1. Competitive alternative offerings for digital infrastructure provision are critical to preventing the 

establishment of disproportionate long-term Structural Influence. For ASEAN nations themselves, 
using a diverse range of providers and avoiding reliance on Chinese technical standards presents a 
means of maintaining autonomy. 

2. Competitive alternative providers in the green technology, energy, and space sectors should be 
encouraged by Western and allied countries and ASEAN member states. In the absence of such 
alternatives, China’s influence is highly likely to increase in these areas due to its ability to readily 
provide cheap offerings. Countries such as the UK should strengthen existing commitments to 
the region to support mitigation and adaptation to climate change through measures including 
renewables, sustainable clean growth, and clean transportation.   

3. Strengthening intra-regional economic networks and promoting and facilitating the 
diversification of economic partners should be prioritised by ASEAN member states and the US 
and its allies to mitigate disproportionate extra-regional Structural Influence.

4. The US and its allies should prioritise a multilateral, multi-domain engagement strategy with a 
regional and subregional focus beyond bilateral relations, including but not limited to ASEAN 
itself. This should be receptive to the needs of Southeast Asia as a whole in addition to the strategic 
priorities of individual ASEAN member states. 

5. The US and its allies should maintain and strengthen assurances to the region regarding 
international norms such as freedom of navigation in the South China Sea, in a way which is 
sensitive to the desire of ASEAN members to avoid being forced to take sides with the US or China.

6. Countries within and beyond ASEAN should maintain international cultural engagement as an 
effective means of countering disproportionate influence, particularly in democratic countries and 
those with high levels of civic engagement.

2.  Via International Climate Finance (ICF), the ASEAN Catalytic Green Finance Facility (ACGF), and similar schemes. 
3.  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-asean-factsheet/uk-asean-factsheet
4.  China has successfully developed such a strategy; its range of multilateral and sub-regional engagements 
with ASEAN have allowed it to develop Structural Influence across the region, including through provision of 
infrastructural connectivity between member states. In contrast, the USA continues to be perceived as prioritising a 
limited number of bilateral relationships and failing to offer a credible regional engagement strategy.



Powered by Adarga AI 
www.evenstarinst i tute .com 6

ABOUT THE EVENSTAR INSTITUTE

ABOUT ADARGA

The Evenstar Institute is a non-partisan, not-for-profit think tank focused on measuring and understanding 
the evolving nature of national influence in the twenty first century. 

Our current core programmes are the China Influence Index, and Macro Supply Chain: Risks, Challenges, 
and Opportunities. 

For more information on our research, methodology, and proprietary models, please contact  
Sam Olsen, CEO and Co-Founder, at sam.olsen@evenstarglobal.com

Adarga is an AI software company that specialises in information intelligence. Adarga’s AI platform is 
used by the Evenstar Institute’s specialist team to enrich their research and enable better, faster and 
more robust analysis from deeper, wider and broader sources. 

Adarga is helping organisations in defence, national security and the commercial sector to more rapidly 
identify threat and opportunity signals buried within huge volumes of information. By leveraging the power 
of Adarga’s Knowledge Platform users can accelerate and enrich reporting, rapidly understand intricate 
networks and perform complex situational analysis in order to mitigate risk, act at speed and gain a 
competitive edge. 

To find out how your organisation can augment its information analysis capabilities and more effectively 
derive critical insight from in-house and open-source data, please contact 
Mike Hepburn at hello@adarga.ai

https://www.adarga.ai/

