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The Talk about Science Diplomacy
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Popularisation of Science 

Diplomacy

 Diplomacy for Science: „facilitating international 
science cooperation“

 Science in Diplomacy:  „informing foreign policy 

objectives with scientific advice”

 Science for Diplomacy: „using science cooperation 

and values to improve international relations 
between countries”
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Framing of Science Diplomacy

“It is time for the scientific community to increase its role in diplomacy -

and maybe even take the lead. Nongovernmental scientific 
organizations are more credible, more nimble, and - as honest brokers -

in many cases more respected than the U.S. government overseas.” 

(Lord and Turekian 2007, 770).

“When traditional forms of diplomacy have been exhausted and 

conflicting sides have not reached a common understanding, science 

diplomacy may offer a breakthrough, bonding them through a shared 
goal.” (European Commission 2019, 75)
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Framing of Science Diplomacy

„If we understand public diplomacy in these terms, the role of 

S&T is pivotal. Scientific education creates citizens with the 

critical thinking skills necessary for successful participatory 

governance and competition in the global economy.“ 

(Lord and Turekian 2007)

“[A]s a geneticist and molecular biologist […], I was invited to 

serve as the Science and Technology Adviser to the US 

Secretary of State. My position is not a political one.” 

(Fedoroff 2008)
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The Mainstream Actions of Science 

Diplomacy
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First wave of governmental

discourse and programs
 2000 – GB: Launch of the Science and Innovation Network (SIN) under the Millennium 

Agenda for Global Change, (2006) foundation of the inter-ministerial Global Science 

and Innovation Forum. Strategic planning with bi- & multilateral funds for science, 

technology and innovation

 2006 – 2009 – DE: Federal Hightech Strategy (2006), German Science and Innovation 

Houses (2007), Internationalisation Stratgegy (2008), Initiative on Foreign Science 

Policy (2009), founding of bilateral universities and DAAD Excellence Centers etc.

 2007 – CH: Swiss Strategy on Education, Research and Innovation 2008-2011; Defining

international science and technology agreements with partners outside Europe & US 

for the first Swiss time ever;  since 2000 SWISSNEX houses

 2008 – JP: Council for Science and Technology Policy; dissemination of the Denkschrift 
Toward the Reinforcement of Science and Technology Diplomacy; similar activities as 

the European reference countries

 2008 – 2009 – USA: NSB International Science and Engineering Partnerships: A Priority

for U.S. Foreign Policy; strengthening the Presidential Office of Science and 

Technology Policy; founding of AAAS Center for Science Diplomacy (2008), 

new priorities and positiongs created in the Department of State
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Instruments of Science Diplomacy

 Attaché- and Counselor-Networks in embassies and liaison offices

 Bi- and multilateral ISTA (International Science & Technology Agreements), 
mostly MoUs on collaboration, logistics, funding conditions)

 Bi- and multilateral programs to support science, technology, innovation

and higher education (projects, people, institutions)

 Events (all sorts of topics intersecting science, technology and foreign

affairs, e.g. on international standards of good scientific practices, 

research ethics, actual topics of cross-border concern etc.)

 Track-2 diplomacy (secret/unofficial support of international science 
collaborations, science envoys, risk-containment and espionage)

 Science Advice Mechanisms (from ad-hoc/permanent; personalized/ 
institutionalised forms)
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3 Logics of Action

Access: to researchers, findings, resources and 

markets related to science, technology and 

innovation

Promotion: of a country’s achievements in 

R&D to attract foreign partners for collaborations, 

to gain, regain and retain talent and to hedge 

foreign investments for R&D

Influence: on other countries’ public opinion, 

decision-making and leadership (‘soft power’)
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Overall objectives and preferences
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Example: Britain 14
GSIF: headed by GCSA, 
Integrating all CSA and FCO, BEIS, 
other departments, BC, UKRI

Flink/Schreiterer 2009; 2010; Flink/Rüffin 2019

Tasks:

• Coordination of SIN, 

and reflexive feedback

• Quarterly exchange with all

governmental and science 

organisation to provide strategic 

planning for SIN

• Theme-country-matrix („business

plans“) of priorities for actions, 

annual assessment and adjustment



Instrument‘s example: the British 

Network
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Coordination in the British case

„[S]o the Chief Scientific Advisors, but also the Research Councils, 
Innovate UK, the Department for International Trade, and you know 

[…] all of them have a chance to say what they think SIN should and 
shouldn’t be focusing on.  Therefore, we established a quarterly 

meeting in London, in fact, quite difficult convening this large group of 
senior people. But at least, you know […] in terms of a very clear means 
of commenting or agreeing or objecting to what’s in the SIN’s strategy, 

that’s, you know, one route through that structure.” (BEIS Interview)
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„And we say to SIN teams, ‘you can choose to work on a few of those 

[strategic themes].’ So they generally work on between three and six of 

those. And we will on the whole agree with whatever themes they 

choose. But for some countries we may ask that they either do or don’t 

do a particular theme, because we feel it’s important for the UK, you 

know, the UK’s international priorities.” (FCO Interview)  



Intermediary conclusion

 SD has a European standard model, featuring diplomacy for 

science (international S&T funding) and science in diplomacy 
(advice)

 Standard model geared toward promotion and access for the sake

of policy/scientific collaboration and market competition

 Increasing discourse making solutionistic promises in the name of 

SD, especially from North-American, Anglosaxon and EU context

 SD a catch-phrase to address any problem related to international 

relations and science/higher education

 Increasing discursive focus on values and science for diplomacy
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The Limits of Talk and Action 

pertaining to science diplomacy
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When talk about collaboration is 

to justify technological competition
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When science falls prey

to politicization
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„Yeah good question - what is science diplomacy, right? 

You know, it‘s really hard to say. If you‘re asking me…erm…

I don‘t see myself as a science diplomat. Sometimes it‘s not 

bad having this kind of talk. It can open doors and…I think it 

creates some sort of common ground. But mostly during my

post here [country], I organise bilateral funding between our

government and our partner country here. And this is clearly

about hedging the nuggets abroad vis-à-vis our German or

French colleagues. In some countries, it‘s more about security

issues, in some it‘s more about energy, climate, or nano-

medicine. We sometimes join forces with our European 

colleagues, but mostly it‘s about bilateral funding in 

technologically promising fields“ (FCO interview, UK) 

21When science diplomacy is utilitarian



Tasks of

„science 

diplomats“
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Degelsegger, Flink & Rungius (2019)



Is science diplomacy overbooking

expectations about science and 

politics?
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Conclusion: what is not science 

diplomacy?

 Science diplomacy as an action and an increasing talk at the intersection of 
international science and foreign policy

 Unclarified on how to distinguish competitive and collaborative actions

 A formula of maximum inclusion and call for engagement: 
everyone can be a science diplomat!

 Strongly affirmative discourse about the political functions of scientific 
collaborations across borders

 Little empirical evidence and weak levels of critical self-assessment
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More information needed?
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https://www.science-diplomacy.eu/



Thank you

for your attention

Contact

tim.flink@hu-berlin.de

https://hu-berlin.academia.edu/TimFlink
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