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Re-integrating #Digital into Diplomacy [1]

I often say that like Woody Allen, I was born into the Hebrew faith but later in life converted to 
pessimism.

And indeed, I often have a pessimistic view of digital diplomacy. Yet I recently attended a 
conference in The Hague that filled me with optimism as more and more diplomats seem to 
understand that we have yet to realize the potential of digital diplomacy. In order to debate the 
future direction of digital diplomacy one must begin with terminology, as terminology 
influences our perceptions and worldview.

The term "digital diplomacy" is misleading as it defines the use of digital tools as a form of 
diplomacy. Just as there is bilateral diplomacy, and public diplomacy so there is digital 
diplomacy.  As such, the term "digital diplomacy" fails to account for the overall influence 
digital tools have had on the conduct of diplomacy.

The term "the digitalization of diplomacy" may be more appropriate as it regards digitalization 
as a long-term process that is influencing the norms, values and working routines of diplomats 
and diplomatic institutions.

An important question is, why did MFAs adopt the term 
"digital diplomacy" in the first place?

An important question is, why did MFAs adopt the term "digital diplomacy" in the first place? 
The answer is that digital tools created new opportunities and challenges that diplomacy had 
to contend with. This meant that diplomatic institutions had to master the use of digital tools. 
Like any large organization, MFAs did so by creating specialized departments where digital 
expertise could be nurtured. Yet the creation of specialized departments ultimately led to the 
insulation of digital diplomacy. Digital tools were not integrated into diplomacy as a whole but 
were used solely by digital departments or digital officers at the embassy level.

In many MFAs, digital departments remain insulated today.

The term "digital diplomacy," alongside the need to develop digital expertise, also led to a 
narrow use of digital tools that focused primarily on social media. This emphasis on social 
media stemmed from the fact that these were the first tools to be mastered by diplomats. It 
was on Facebook and on Twitter that digital diplomacy debuted. However, in many institutions 
the reason for "going digital" has been forgotten. Embassies now post for the sake of posting 
rather than posting with the aim of achieving a specific diplomatic goal.

In other words, the raison d'etre of digital diplomacy has been lost. 

Therefore, the challenge that diplomacy now faces is how to re-integrate digital tools 
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holistically into the conduct of diplomacy. In other words, the challenge facing diplomats is to 
transition from "digital diplomacy" to "the digitalization of diplomacy."

The Answer

The answer to this challenge is a conceptual and organizational one. Conceptually, diplomats 
must come to regard digital tools as a means to an end. Digital platforms should be viewed as 
tools for achieving offline diplomatic goals. In this light, every digital activity must be tied to a 
specific diplomatic end.

Re-integrating digital into diplomacy can be achieved by focusing on the embassy level—as 
opposed to the MFA one—and fostering frequent collaborations between digital officers and 
other embassy departments. Such collaborations necessitate that digital officers be familiar 
with the goals of every embassy department, while every department must be familiar with the 
numerous digital platforms that can be leveraged toward diplomatic ends. But this is unlikely 
to be the case given the insulation of digital officers.

One way to overcome this obstacle is for MFAs to use ambassadors as drivers of change 
given that ambassadors can enact new working routines that facilitate digital collaborations. 
For instance, an ambassador may decree that every embassy department collaborate once 
with its digital officer over a 12-month period. In this way, digital officers will understand the 
goals and needs of other departments while embassy departments will become aware of all 
that digital has to offer. Ambassadors can also enact new procedures such as evaluating 
digital activities using pre-defined criteria.  

Notably, digital collaborations can take many forms and should be tailored to the needs of 
each embassy department.

For instance, the consular department may have the goal of preparing for consular crises 
such as terrorist attacks or natural disasters. The digital officer can use digital platforms to 
simulate a crisis, help the department train and even co-author a guideline on how to best use 
digital tools during a real-life crisis.

Conversely, the diaspora department may have the goal of strengthening ties with second-
generation diasporas who do not have an emotional bond to their parents’ country of origin. 
The digital officer can help the department organize a hackathon where youngsters develop a 
new website or smartphone application for the embassy. Similarly, the political affairs 
department may seek to increase local support for climate change measures. The digital 
officer can use online network analysis to identify the most influential local organizations 
working on climate issues. These organizations can then be approached offline so as to 
create an offline advocacy network that would lobby policymakers.

In all these cases digital platforms can be used to achieve measurable, offline diplomatic 
goals.

From the Embassy Level to the MFA Level



As the previous section suggests, ambassadors can be drivers of change by facilitating 
embassy-wide collaborations on digital activities. Yet MFAs must also take an active role in 
facilitating such collaborations by rewarding digital activities and providing digital officers the 
tools and insight necessary for practicing holistic digital diplomacy.

By focusing on embassy-level collaborations, MFAs may be able to create a diplomatic core 
that is well versed in the use of digital tools to achieve offline diplomatic goals, thus integrating 
“digital” holistically into the conduct of diplomacy.
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