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RELATED LETTER

Science diplomacy is a tool, not a currency
BY KIMBERLY MONTGOMERY, IAN WIGGINS « SCIENCE - 9 OCT 2025

RELATED EDITORIAL

Rewiring science diplomacy
BY VAUGHAN C. TUREKIAN, PETER GLUCKMAN -« SCIENCE < 21 AUG 2025

In their Editorial “Rewiring science diplomacy” (21 August, 10.1126/science.aeb4815), V. C. Turekian and P. Gluckman offer a
timely framework for rethinking science diplomacy in an era of renewed geopolitical competition. However, describing earlier ef-
forts as merely “aspirational” risks underestimating their strategic value, and overemphasizing transactionalism could undermine
the foundations of international cooperation.

The science diplomacy that took place after World War II and during the Cold War was not simply aspirational but highly strate-
gic. It established notable and durable institutions, including the Antarctic Treaty System (1), the International Institute for
Applied Systems Analysis (2), and the Montreal Protocol, that enabled science to effectively bridge political divides (3). These
were important strategic achievements, grounded in efforts to build trust, institutions, and peace. Pragmatically, those efforts
have focused on shared problem-solving and have reinforced institutions that translate scientific collaboration into informed de-
cisions, which operate in the short to long term (4)—from climate action to biodiversity protection—even when political relations
are strained.

A shift to a transactional approach is understandable in today’s geopolitical environment, but it carries substantial risks. If sci-
ence is reduced to a bargaining chip, cooperation becomes fragile, and countries with less leverage—particularly those in the
Global South—will be marginalized. To be effective, transactional agreements must be anchored in frameworks that preserve
open science (5) and sustain science as a global public good (6). Ultimately, science diplomacy must be grounded in the principles
of transparency, inclusivity, and equity to sustain cooperation and adapt agreements, even in periods of geopolitical rivalry.
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Small states provide vital lessons about building common interests. In the negotiations for a plastics treaty, Rwanda, Peru, and
small island states advanced ambitious, equity-driven proposals. Their leadership helped build a coalition of more than 100 coun-
tries, demonstrating that principled, inclusive coalitions can counterbalance narrow, economic transactionalism and drive both
national and global innovation (7).

Science diplomacy must remain a bridge, not only between rival powers but also across regions, disciplines, and generations.
Effective transdisciplinary frameworks that incorporate science, including natural sciences, social sciences, humanities, and
Indigenous knowledge, will balance near-term national interests with shared, long-term responsibilities (4). Transactional ap-
proaches have a place, but only when they reinforce, rather than replace, the trust on which science diplomacy depends.

The future of science diplomacy will depend on practitioners who can not only solve problems as they arise but also think strate-
gically and build frameworks that endure. Science diplomats who are trained to move comfortably across these dimensions and
who act with a strong sense of ethics will help facilitate the multilateral cooperation on which a globally interconnected civiliza-
tion depends. With capacities to build common interests (8—10), science diplomacy as a “language of hope” [(4), p. viii] will con-
tinue to steady relations in difficult times and to inspire new forms of collective action.
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