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Abstract

Science diplomacy is an increasingly important tool in the foreign 
policy portfolio of the European Union (EU), which has made sig-
nificant investments in this domain. This chapter assesses what sci-
ence diplomacy activities are implemented in the EU and describes 
the current developments in this policy field on the EU level, to 
examine whether and how an EU strategy for science diplomacy 
can be organized and implemented.

1. A brief history of the EU’s science diplomacy

There is both a long and a short history of science diplo-
macy in the European Union (EU), depending on how the 
concept is characterized. If we judge by when the term «sci-
ence diplomacy» was first used, then it is relatively recent. It 
first appears towards the end of the first decade of the 21st 
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century and is generally seen to have congealed around the 
report New frontiers in science diplomacy (Royal Society and 
AAAS, 2010), which was based on a transatlantic conference 
organized in 2009 by the Royal Society and the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS). It was 
first mentioned in the official discourses of the EU in 2012. 
On the other hand, if we judge by when the European Un-
ion and its Member States began to practice the activities 
which have come to be considered science diplomacy, then 
there is a history that traces back to the 1950s. The Royal 
Society report mentioned above constructs the term science 
diplomacy as a composite of three practices which each have 
a distinct meaning and history: diplomacy for science, sci-
ence for diplomacy, and science in diplomacy. Diplomacy 
for science is about the ways in which diplomats help ad-
vance and facilitate international science cooperation – i.e. 
helping scientists link up with other scientists across borders 
and creating joint research programs; science for diplomacy 
is when scientists and scientific relationships affect foreign 
affairs, i.e. improving relations between countries, or push 
diplomatic efforts forward, a quintessential example being 
the Antarctic treaty of 1959. This understanding of science 
diplomacy is more controversial than the first and falls un-
der more recent understandings of networked, rather than 
traditional, diplomacy (Cooper et al., 2013), in which non-
state actors can and do have an active role. Finally, science 
in diplomacy is a way of describing the use of scientific ex-
pertise in diplomatic affairs, that is, the ways that science 
informs foreign policymaking; for example, the Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) or the Iran 
nuclear agreement represent situations in which effective 
diplomacy needs to be rooted in deep scientific expertise. 
This characterization of science diplomacy is relatively new, 
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but it comes out of an older tradition of science advising 
and epistemic communities (Haas, 1992). By looking at 
these three practices separately, we can trace a history of sci-
ence diplomacy within the EU and its Member States going 
back to the 1950s. An example of diplomacy for science can 
be found in 1954 with the establishment of the European 
Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN). Evidence of 
science for diplomacy can be found in the Antarctic treaty, 
a classic example of science for diplomacy (Berkman, 2011), 
signed in 1959 by France and Belgium. And examples of 
science in diplomacy can be found in the establishment of 
Science Advisory Councils in France, Sweden, West Ger-
many and Belgium in the 1950s and early 1960s, as well as 
the European Commission’s Joint Research Center that was 
founded in 1957. The EU’s practice of other forms of sci-
ence diplomacy began in the later 20th century as it extend-
ed its science cooperation policies and support to countries 
outside of what was still called the European Community. 
In 1990, a Commission report stated: «scientific and tech-
nological cooperation with third countries has become a 
matter of increasing importance for and an essential part of 
the external relations of the Community...». The claim that 
science was an «essential part» of foreign relations suggests 
that the EU was at the forefront of what would come to be 
called science diplomacy. This belief in science as an impor-
tant part of international affairs continues to the present 
day. The Marseille Declaration of 2022 states: «internation-
al cooperation in R&I, as well as in higher education, is 
of geopolitical and strategic importance for the European 
Union» (French Presidency of the Council of the European 
Union, 2022). The main difference is that in the more re-
cent text, science diplomacy is depicted as a tool that can be 
used actively and purposefully in foreign affairs. 
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The first use of the term «science diplomacy» in official 
EU policy discourses is found in the 2012 communication 
Enhancing and Focusing EU International Cooperation in Re-
search and Innovation: A Strategic Approach. This document 
came from the science policy discourses and was written 
as preparatory material for the establishment of the Hori-
zon 2020 research funding framework. It states: «“Science 
diplomacy” will use international cooperation in research 
and innovation as an instrument of soft power and a mecha-
nism for improving relations with key countries and regions. 
Good international relations may, in turn, facilitate effective 
cooperation in research and innovation» (European Com-
mission, 2012a). From this, we can see that the emphasis 
is more on diplomacy for science and the improvement of 
science, though it is recognized that there can be a positive 
feedback loop in which the improvement of science relations 
leads to the advancement of political relations. In 2021, the 
Commission’s communication A Global Approach to Research 
and Innovation: Europe’s strategy for international cooperation 
in a changing world argued that «a stronger focus on science 
and technology in the EU’s foreign and security policies in 
terms of “science diplomacy” would help the EU to project 
soft power and pursue our economic interests and values 
more effectively, meeting demand and interest from partner 
countries and playing to the EU’s strengths as a research and 
innovation powerhouse» (European Commission, 2021). 
Here we can see the EU linking science directly to power, 
particularly economic and normative power. 

In sum, we can characterize the EU’s understanding of 
science diplomacy as two-pronged: first, it addresses science 
itself, aiming, through cooperation and openness, to im-
prove scientific results in ways that reflect the discourses of 
diplomacy for science; and second, as part of its foreign poli-
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cy and global strategy, reflecting the ideas behind science for 
diplomacy and science in diplomacy. Its role in these areas 
is in pursuing solutions to global challenges, in supporting 
development and developing countries, often as part of the 
United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
and finally, as a means of exerting geopolitical power. 

2. The fractured dimensions of EU science diplomacy

As might already have become clear, an understanding of 
science diplomacy as it pertains to the EU is fractured in a 
number of ways. There are different levels, actors, tools, and 
types of power at play. In order to make sense of the EU’s 
science diplomacy, it is, therefore, necessary to dig into the 
four dimensions that structure the EU’s practices of science 
diplomacy. Each dimension is multiple in nature.

2.1. Multi-level 

The EU is a system of multi-level governance (Piattoni, 2010), 
and this directly affects the practice of science diplomacy in a 
number of ways (Rüffin, 2020). Understanding science diplo-
macy within a multi-level system raises issues of jurisdiction 
and competencies as well as cooperation and coordination. 
The fundamental question of which level of governance has 
the competence and jurisdiction to practice science diploma-
cy is complicated. In practice, we find science diplomacy on 
all three levels: the supranational, national and subnational. 
In terms of competencies, as an offshoot of the EU’s science, 
research and development policies, the EU can claim a shared 
competence in this area, one which is bolstered by the devel-
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opment and expansion of the European Research Area (ERA) 
beyond the bounds of the EU. However, we cannot hope to 
understand EU science diplomacy without also incorporating 
the science diplomacy of the Member States. These states prac-
tice science diplomacy in different ways. They also may have 
different aims: science diplomacy can be used to obtain access, 
promotion, and/or influence. Research shows that Germany 
and France tend to emphasize more the «access» rationale, 
which sets them apart from the anglophone countries which 
seek influence (Flink and Schreiterer, 2010). In part, this is 
due to the long-established and institutionalized networks of 
scientific cooperation that these states have coordinated. It has 
also been shown that European countries differ in the type 
of science diplomacy that they consider legitimate; for exam-
ple the Czech Republic understands it almost exclusively as a 
practice of diplomacy for science (Young et al., 2020). Further, 
Member States put different levels of emphasis on different 
topics and issues; for example, responding to the Zika virus 
was important in Spain but far less so in the Czech Republic 
(Šlosarčík et al., 2020). 

Finally, the sub-national level needs to be considered. Cit-
ies are increasingly becoming diplomatic actors. Barcelona, 
with its Science and Technology Diplomacy Hub, is an ex-
ample and leader in this area. The Hub has a «mandate to 
elevate the role of science, technology and cities in foreign 
policy and make Barcelona a more influential player on the 
global stage by representing its knowledge and innovation 
ecosystem worldwide» (SciTech DiploHub, n.d.). Also at 
the subnational level, universities and academies of sciences 
are increasingly engaged in diplomatic activities, so much so 
that a fourth element to the Royal Society framework has 
been proposed that would incorporate them: «diplomacy in 
science» (Langenhove and Burgelman, 2021).
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2.2. Multi-actor

The multi-level character of science diplomacy also overlaps 
with a multiplicity of actors on each level that ranges from 
politicians to academics and NGOs, as well as to different 
types of institutions and entities such as cities and universi-
ties. On the EU level, science diplomacy efforts extend across 
the Directorate Generals (DGs). We can categorize these into 
two types (Young and Ravinet, 2022). The first is connected 
to the overall external strategies of the EU which, while cen-
tred in the European External Action Service (EEAS), also 
involves other DGs. The second type is connected directly to 
the science policies of the EU and comes mainly out of the 
DG Research and Innovation. The Global Strategies of the 
EU have, since their inception in 2016, increasingly begun 
to recognize the importance of various aspects of science di-
plomacy. These are not always explicitly called science diplo-
macy, but they refer to the importance of scientific knowl-
edge in solving global challenges: «responsive external action 
must be underpinned by a strong knowledge base» (EEAS 
- European External Action Service, 2016: 48). From 2020, 
the Science in Diplomacy aspect was institutionalized in the 
EEAS with the creation of a Science and Technology Advisor 
position. In 2022, a section of the EEAS website appeared 
which includes science diplomacy in its list of «What We 
Do», stating that «science and technology play an increasing-
ly important role in the geopolitical arena» (EEAS - Europe-
an External Action Service, 2022). Science diplomacy cuts 
across both the geographically delineated and the globally 
oriented parts of the organizational structure of the EEAS. 
Other DGs which are significantly involved in science diplo-
macy include DG Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, DG 
Communications Networks, Content and Technology, DG 
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International Partnerships, DG European Civil Protection 
and Humanitarian Aid Operations, DG Neighbourhood 
and Enlargement Negotiations, DG Agriculture and Rural 
Development (AGRI), DG Climate, and DG Trade.

DG Research and Innovation (RTD) has been practising 
science diplomacy for three decades, as seen in the earlier 
quote from 1990. In 2008 it updated its position with the 
concrete aims of putting the «European Research Area on 
the global map» and arguing that global challenges «high-
light the need for effective S&T cooperation» (European 
Commission, 2008: 2-3). Setting the stage for more explicit 
science diplomacy discussion in the EU was the 2016 report 
Open Innovation Open Science Open to the World, which stat-
ed that: «science diplomacy should become an element of the 
renewed Global Strategy on the EU’s Common Foreign and 
Security Policy» (European Commission, 2016: 75). DG 
RTD promoted the idea of a «global research area» based 
on the European Research Area, in which openness would 
be paramount. This championing of open science contin-
ues, but recently in a more cautious manner. As awareness 
of the geopolitical implications of knowledge have became 
clearer, openness is increasingly becoming a privilege which 
is provided to trustworthy partners rather than an absolute 
principle applicable to all countries. 

The multi-actor aspect of European science diplomacy 
can be seen more clearly by unpacking the example of re-
search funding cooperation in the area of food security be-
tween the EU and the African Union (Ravinet et al., 2020). 
Food security addresses all three dimensions of science di-
plomacy; it relates to «diplomacy for science» by facilitating 
international scientific cooperation, providing joint funds 
for researchers and developing relationships between EU 
and African researchers. It relates to «science for diploma-
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cy» improving international relations, as it was the first topic 
agreed on in the Joint Africa-EU Strategy adopted in 2007. 
The strategy, in addition to supporting research efforts, also 
aimed more broadly at creating conditions of peace, secu-
rity, and socio-economic growth. In fact, the inclusion of 
scientific cooperation into the EU’s external policies began 
with development cooperation with Africa in 1982 (Prange-
Gstöhl, 2018). Thirdly, it relates to «science in diplomacy» 
by concretely providing scientific knowledge that informs 
international policymaking and global governance around a 
specific challenge. Of the major societal challenges that were 
considered for the partnership strategy (that included climate 
change, global health, supporting livelihoods), it was decided 
that the first priority would be «food and nutrition security 
and sustainable agriculture» (European Commission, 2013). 
The Partnership on Food and Nutrition Security and Sus-
tainable Agriculture (FNSSA partnership) was established, 
and implemented in large part through the funding of the 
EU framework programmes. The process of writing the work 
programmes for Horizon 2020, which define the calls for 
projects on food security, illustrates the multi-actor charac-
ter of EU science diplomacy. This development of the work 
programme involved not only DG RTD, but also DG In-
ternational Cooperation and Development (DEVCO) and 
DG AGRI. The JRC is involved in support activities and has 
built a Knowledge Centre (see the section below) on food 
security. Each DG has distinct specializations; for example, 
DG AGRI focuses more on areas of soil and food systems. 
The DGs also differ in their rationale for supporting research. 
While the overarching aim of «excellence» in Horizon 2020 
is emphasized by both DG RTD and AGRI, who seek «sci-
entific impact» through groundbreaking research, DEVCO 
is more interested in «development impact», which can be 
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achieved with more «applied» and «scalable» research. DG 
ENVI is interested in how food security and climate are in-
tertwined, and for EEAS, beyond their interest in solving the 
problem of food security, there is also a more instrumental 
aim. Funding research cooperation can be an incentive for 
obtaining other types of cooperation that the EU needs, for 
example, on migration control, good governance, etc. The 
multiplicity of actors thus shape food security research coop-
eration according to a range of interests: impact, excellence, 
relevance, scalability, economic growth and competitiveness. 

2.3. Multi-tool

The EU has engaged a range of tools in its science diploma-
cy efforts that each has a different character: some are strate-
gic, dealing with governmental communications as we have 
seen above, and others are operational or supporting, which 
provide the means to put science diplomacy into practice 
(Langenhove, 2017). Christopher Hood and Helen Margetts 
(Hood and Margetts, 2007) provide a useful model to organ-
ize these operational and supporting tools. They identify four 
main categories of tools based on the type of resource that the 
government mobilizes: treasure, authority, organization, and 
nodality. The European Union’s science diplomacy activities 
use all types. Treasure-based tools mobilize financial resources 
and can be used both by providing and withholding funds (as 
was done with Switzerland in 2014 when it broke free move-
ment treaties with the EU). Research, innovation, and edu-
cational mobility are the third largest funding line in the EU 
budget and are one of the few areas in which the EU can use its 
funding to shape governance. The bulk of this funding comes 
under the framework programs, which as of the eighth, Ho-
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rizon 2020, was open to the world, meaning that Non-Mem-
ber States could join these projects, and if they wished, could 
deepen the relationship by becoming an associated country. 
In Horizon 2020, there were 16 associated countries which 
had over 9000 participations in projects, and another 110 
countries which participated even though they remained un-
associated (European Commission, 2019). That means that 
over half the countries in the world were involved in Horizon 
2020, though in most cases, they funded their own participa-
tion. Most calls have no explicit external outreach aims but 
draw in international participants because of their expertise 
and what they bring to the project in scientific terms; however, 
there are some calls which are organized and designed to bring 
in international participants, such as the food security-relat-
ed projects in conjunction with the African Union discussed 
above. The Article 185 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union instrument is a more specific funding chan-
nel which brings together Member States and third countries 
to address common challenges. These are longer-term actions 
and are identified as partnerships rather than projects. Some of 
them are among the most discussed science diplomacy efforts, 
for example, the European and Developing Countries Clinical 
Trials Partnership (EDCTP) and Partnership for Research and 
Innovation in the Mediterranean Area (PRIMA). The EU has 
also directly funded research on science diplomacy, aiming to 
improve its own practices by funding three projects between 
2015 and 2022: European Leadership in Cultural, Science and 
Innovation Diplomacy (EL-SCID), Inventing a shared Science 
Diplomacy for Europe (InsSciDe), and Using Science for/in Di-
plomacy for Addressing Global Challenges (S4D4C). Out of 
those projects, an EU science diplomacy alliance was formed, 
and its web pages contain a trove of reports and publications 
to support EU science diplomacy and academic research (Sci-
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ence Diplomacy Alliance, <http://www.science-diplomacy.
eu/>). Finally, the Erasmus programs supporting internation-
al mobility have an important role to play in fostering inter-
national cooperation and relationship building. Since 2014 
all countries in the world have some access to this program; 
there were 30,000 scholarships for international students to 
take part in Erasmus Mundus Joint MA programs, and it was 
projected that 180,000 students would use Horizon 2020 for 
mobility outside of the Member States. 

In addition to project-based funding, the EU also funds 
infrastructures. CERN was mentioned earlier, but there 
are many others; of recent importance is the Synchro-
tron-light  for Experimental Science and Applications in 
the Middle East (SESAME) that has become a broadly pro-
claimed success story of Middle-East peace-building through 
scientific cooperation, though the on-the-ground reality is 
more nuanced (Rungius et al., 2022).

Authority-type tools have to do with the government’s 
ability to regulate and exercise legal power. In science diplo-
macy terms, we can place here the EU’s science and technol-
ogy cooperation agreements, which have been signed with 
20 countries. The association agreements to the framework 
projects discussed above are authority-type tools. 

Organization-type tools are ones which the government 
engages its own bureaucracy to act. The EU has established 
Science and Technology attaches in Brazil, China, Egypt, 
India, Japan, Russia and the USA, whose role is to provide 
scientific advising as well as to practice diplomacy for sci-
ence, helping to improve and increase scientific cooperation 
between the country of their placement and the EU. Within 
the EU, science diplomacy has become institutionalized in 
the Science Advisory Mechanism (SAM) which ensures that 
there is high quality scientific input into policymaking pro-
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cesses, and at the EEAS, the already mentioned Science and 
Technology advisor. The Joint Research Center (JRC) is itself 
a unique example of the integration of science and policy-
making; it functions as a science service providing scientific 
advice and support for EU policy making, but organization-
ally it is a Directorate General of the European Commission. 

Finally, there are nodality-type tools which draw on cen-
trality in networks and information. Becoming more central 
has been an aim of the EU, as can be seen in this statement 
calling for the EU to «act as an agenda-shaper, a connec-
tor, coordinator and facilitator within a networked web of 
players» (EEAS - European External Action Service, 2016: 
43). This neatly encapsulates all the aims of nodality, and the 
EU has established several tools for accomplishing this: the 
Strategic Forum for International S&T Cooperation (SFIC) 
is an advisory group co-led by the European Commission 
and the EEAS that aims to develop the ERA’s international 
dimension. As well, an informal Network of Science Advi-
sors and Science Diplomacy Coordinators in EU Ministries 
of Foreign Affairs was created in 2021 to foster better coop-
eration and coordination between the EU and the Member 
States. The Knowledge for Policy initiative, implemented by 
the JRC, creates open Knowledge Centres which consolidate 
and share knowledge resources on a range of global and so-
cietal challenges.

2.4. Multi-power

Finally, there is the question of what sorts of power are rel-
evant for science diplomacy. What gives the EU the ability 
to act and exert leadership on a global level, and what role 
does science diplomacy play in that? The European Council 
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in 2019 declared that «The EU will use its influence to lead 
the response to global challenges» (European Council, 2019: 
11), and in 2021 the Commission stated, «the EU should 
leverage its role as a global powerhouse in research and inno-
vation to ensure that multilateral action is informed by the 
best possible scientific evidence» (European Commission, 
2021: 11). How those aims will be accomplished requires 
understanding both the type of power that the EU has, and 
more generally, the nature of power in the context of science 
and knowledge. The Europe-as-a-power debates over the past 
two decades have identified many types of EU power, but 
two have stood out: the first arose in the early aughts with 
Ian Manners (Manners, 2002) argument for Europe as a nor-
mative power, that is, one that derives power from its norms 
and the ability to transfer those norms to other states. There 
have been numerous articles, both by Manners and others, 
following in this line of thinking. The second approach ar-
gues that the size and strength of the internal market (and 
the ability to regulate access to it) provides the EU with pow-
er. This approach appeared in the mid-2000s (Meunier and 
Nicolaïdis, 2006) and has been most recently championed 
by Chad Damro (Damro, 2012) with his coining of market 
power Europe. While normative power falls strongly on the 
soft power side of the spectrum, market power is something 
closer to hard power. Both types are relevant for science di-
plomacy, as each assists with different roles of the EU in for-
eign affairs (López de San Román and Schunz, 2018). More 
recently, it has been argued (Young and Ravinet, 2022) that 
the EU is a knowledge power, and that science diplomacy is 
the means by which the EU can mobilize that type of pow-
er. This approach suggests that the EU derives power from 
its knowledge resources (rather than its norms and market) 
and its governing architecture as a knowledge-based society 
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and economy as framed in the Lisbon strategy. As the quote 
above states, the EU is a «global powerhouse» in the produc-
tion, application, and transfer of knowledge, as can be seen 
through its academic publication and citation statistics, pat-
ents filed, and its share of top universities. Knowledge power 
is grounded in the ages-old idea that knowledge is power, 
and it can be useful in overcoming some of the limitations 
of the other types of power as it aligns well with multilateral 
approaches, particularly for dealing with countries that do 
not share its norms, enables leadership around problem-solv-
ing, and it is rooted in the physical world context that frames 
global challenges and the Sustainable Development Goals.

3. Conclusions 

In sum, we can see that the EU has begun to champion 
the ideas and practices of science diplomacy. It has an ex-
tensive range of actors involved at multiple levels and uses 
the full range of tools and power resources at its disposal. 
Science diplomacy provides a way for the EU to pursue its 
international agenda, which is rooted in multilateralism and 
global solidarity in responding to global challenges. Science 
diplomacy is not, however, without its challenges: in to-
day’s world of increasing military and geopolitically driven 
power relations, the EU cannot rely on science alone; nor 
can it ignore the potential consequences of post-truth trends 
that challenge scientifically established facts and undermine 
the shared credibility built on them. Nevertheless, the op-
portunities of science diplomacy mesh well with the EU’s 
positioning in global affairs and the increasing number of 
global challenges. These include also the need to develop 
governance mechanisms for non-jurisdictional spaces such 
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as the internet, oceans and outer space. Science diplomacy, 
despite the historical tradition we have mentioned, is still a 
relatively new entrant in foreign affairs, and there is much 
to be worked out both in terms of its mechanisms and its 
integration across the EU’s institutions and Member States. 
The Council has called for the development of a European 
Science Diplomacy Agenda by 2023, the process of which 
will shape and define further what science diplomacy is and 
how it can be harnessed and mobilized to pursue European 
and global interests and challenges.
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