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Technodeterministic and technoromantic understandings of the role of companies such as Face
book and Twitter have ascribed to these platforms powerful transformative roles in processes of 
social change. Recent research, however  has emphasized the need to analyze their influence 
within broader social, economic and political contexts. It is necessary to consider the platforms’
place within broader media ecologies, the actual levels to which users employ the platforms to
bypass established media outlets (disintermediation), and whether mere presence online trans
lates into use and impact. With these issues in mind, we examine the Arctic Council’s (social) 
media use in the service of science communication, its benefits and limitations, and the place of 
social media in the broader science diplomacy media ecology.
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Security issues are interconnected with climate change impacts. In this study, two contradictory percep-
tions of security are set in opposition to one another in the context of European Union (EU)-Africa rela-
tions. The EU conceptualizes security in terms of border security, whereas the key issues for Africa and 
especially for Madagascar have been food, water, and finally human security. These two contradictory 
perspectives on security yield two different perspectives on science diplomacy. Despite the fact that the 
EU has ranked science diplomacy as a priority, the recent history of EU-Africa relations makes clear that 
the EU has not considered scientific evidence as much as it should. In contrast, a different form of science 
diplomacy has emerged from the main actors, Africa’s and especially Madagascar’s most vulnerable 
populations, despite the fact that they are almost invisible. They do not have the western diplomatic 
culture, but defend in terms of survival global solutions to global challenges.
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Communication and Diplomacy: 
The Arctic Council’s Communication of Science on Social Media

Within the broader media ecology of science diplomacy, what role can large-scale social media plat-
forms play? To what extent has technoromanticism masked the reality of the use of these platforms? 
When science diplomacy is communicated via social media, what choices are made?
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Protagonists
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The Arctic Council and the communication of 
science diplomacy on social media

Stakes
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Arctic Council communications: 
Strategy, stakeholders and social media

Forms of content  

The Arctic Council has social media pages on Facebook (created 
2014, 10.8K followers), Twitter (created 2012, 22.5K followers), 
Instagram (created 2020, 2.3K followers), Flickr (created 2011, 
78 followers) and pages on Vimeo (created 2011, 53 followers) 
and Soundcloud (created 2015, 30 followers). We focused our 
study on the use of Facebook and Twitter (the platforms with 
the greatest reach) by the Arctic Council for the posting of mate-
rial that made clear reference to science or research. 
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• Example 2: Promotion and communication of the Arctic 
Council in general as a venue for scientific collaboration. In 
this second general category, the Arctic Council posts regular 
reminders on their accounts of the role of the organization in 
promoting scientific collaboration and cooperation. These 
posts are usually non-specific in the sense that they are not 
linked to a particular scientific event or research project or 
publication, but rather to the work of the Council.

• Example 3: Promoting the expansion of science diplomacy in 
the Arctic beyond traditional Arctic geographic borders. In this 
category, the Arctic Council used its social media platforms to 
communicate the scientific cooperation and collaboration of 
nations whose borders fall outside of the Arctic region.

• Example 4: Linking science (diplomacy) and Indigenous 
issues. A final example of the use of social media for promoting 
science diplomacy was the way in which the Arctic Council 
communicated the organizational links between science and 
Indigenous rights/issues. While a diverse cross-section of 
issues was used by the Arctic Council in relation to science and 
research, the connection to Indigenous populations emerged as 
an important theme.

• Example 1: Promotion and communication of Arctic Council 
(and related sub-divisions) scientific meetings and gather-
ings. This form of communication is the most common across 
the social media accounts. In these Facebook postings and 
tweets, the Arctic Council highlighted the scientific work done 
under its auspices. The posts link to Council-sponsored or 
connected events and make reference to individuals or organi-
zations working on collaborative projects.
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The social media posts from the Arctic Council on Facebook 
and Twitter were marked by a relatively low level of interaction 
– defined on Twitter as Re-tweets, Favorites, or Responses, and 
on Facebook as Shares, Likes, or Comments. Most Facebook 
posts and Tweets received in the region of 0-20 forms of 
sharing/liking engagement, and most had even lower direct 
commentary in the form of responses and comments. Many 
tweets garnered no engagement at all, and the vast majority of 
Facebook posts had under 10 comments (and most less than 
five). The tweets and posts that generated the greatest degree 
of interaction were, for example, those initially announcing the 
signing and/or start of the Agreement in Enhancing Interna-
tional Arctic Scientific Cooperation in 2017 (signing) and 2018 
(implementation).

While levels of engagement with messages about science 
and/or research in the form of Retweets, Favorites, Responses, 
Shares, Likes, and Comments were low compared to other 
posts on the Arctic Council’s Twitter and Facebook accounts, 
another direction of engagement came in the form of the Arctic 
Council itself re-tweeting and re-posting material on the two 
platforms produced by other users. On Twitter, the Arctic Coun-
cil tended to re-tweet material of direct relation to Arctic Coun-

Low levels of engagement

While one of the stated objectives of the Arctic Council in 
relation to its social media posts was to increase information 
and engagement with “journalists,” the Facebook and Twitter 
accounts of the organization showed little evidence of having 
generated such engagement to any significant degree. Twitter 
and Facebook posts were rarely shared by national and/or 
local media outlets, and the Arctic Council did not make use of 
“tagging” media – placing the username in the body of the post 
or tweet in order for the post to be placed in the user’s feed 
where it would likely be seen – in their posts on either platform. 
Similarly, the Council very rarely shared any articles or mate-
rial produced by external media companies, be they local, 
regional or national. There was an apparent policy in the 
posting of material to the Arctic Council accounts that the vast 
majority of links go directly to the Arctic Council website, the 
websites of Arctic Council-related divisions, or to government 
agencies/departments of Arctic Council member or observer 
states/regions. Outside media were not used as relays or as 
sources of material.

Connection/connecting to mainstream media outlets

cil events and/or programs where the Arctic Council was 
named.

It should be noted that the low level of engagement in relation 
to Arctic Council social media content on the subject of 
science/research was not unique. While not a central focus in 
this case study, the overall levels of engagement with the Arctic 
Council’s social media content are (and were) at roughly the 
same levels as the posts on science and research. In other 
words, the science/research posts did not markedly out- or 
under-perform the other content posted by the Arctic Council. 
Of the over 4000 tweets sent by the Council during the four 
years under analysis (on all subjects), only 25% received 10 
re-tweets or more, just 15 received over 50 re-tweets, and not a 
single tweet out of 4000 got more than 91 re-tweets.
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What does the use of social media by the Arctic Council tell us about the relationship between science diplomacy, technology and the 
public sphere? In order to address these issues, we shall use a number of key theoretical concepts as frameworks for discussion.

Media ecology: The concept of media ecology encourages scholars to consider the total communicative make-up of a given media 
environment and the relationship between the different components of that environment, rather than looking at each communicative 
form/act or medium in isolation. While the present case study examined just two social media platforms, their role in the broader 
media ecology within which science diplomacy is communicated is of particular importance. What is apparent from the study is that 
the Arctic Council has not attempted to make its social media accounts important nodes in a much wider communicative network. 
While the accounts certainly link to governments, governmental agencies, NGOs, universities and research groups, the lack of 
engagement/interaction with local, regional and national media outlets (or other non-journalistic media) makes their role in the 
broader media ecology somewhat peripheral. Thus these platforms are nodes in only a specialist/specialized communicative diplo-
matic and scientific communication ecology, which does not itself display great engagement.

Disintermediation: The peripheral place of the Arctic Council in the broader media ecology is linked to the notion of disintermediation: 
the extent to which individuals or organizations bypass mainstream media and utilize platforms such as social media to target the 
general population; or, conversely, the extent to which they use the mainstream media to spread and amplify their messaging. As 
noted, the Arctic Council’s social media use showed little evidence of an attempt to engage mainstream media outlets through its 
posts, or to encourage amplification of its messages on science diplomacy through direct or indirect social media contact. Whether 
this practice is intentional or unintentional is an issue for further research (i.e. semi-structured interviews), but the fact that connect-
ing with journalists is a stated communication goal suggests that the mediation of Arctic Council material on science diplomacy is 
not viewed as undesirable.

Technological determinism and solutionism: In its rationale for use of social media, the Arctic Council identifies “opinion leaders, 
journalists and youth” as key groups with whom contact is desired. Yet the relatively inward-oriented content of the material posted 
to the social media platforms on science and research, as well as the low levels of interaction, suggest the possibility that techno-de-
terminist and/or solutionist perspectives are at play: namely the notion that technology is used because it is there, and not u sing it 
would therefore seem like a failure; that the mere use of the technology will solve problems (i.e. put information out there, and it will 
be found); and, finally, that technology not only offers solutions to every problem that we have (in this case “reaching youth”), but 
that the creators of technology generate false problems that can then only be “solved” by the technology they create. A narrow 
technological determinist or solutionist view, therefore, might serve to hinder more open, progressive, and alternative modes of 
communicating science and science diplomacy. 

The public sphere: As a final point, the case study begs the question: What is the role of the “public” in this digital public sphere? Or 
to put it another way: where is the “social” in social media? International research and science cooperation communicated by the 
Arctic Council in this case study centers around a region facing potentially catastrophic consequences as a result of climate change. 
Thus, the science diplomacy in question, and the science that may spring from or through that diplomacy, has clear material implica-
tions for large numbers of people living in situations marked by extreme precarity. The relative lack of contact and engagement with 
broader publics (beyond scientific and/or diplomatic specialists) via social media platforms is therefore an element also worthy of 
further discussion, and one that links science diplomacy with the ethical responsibilities of citizenship and democracy. 

Discussion and conclusions
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