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Since the end of the Cold War, a growing number of researchers have paid attention 

to diplomacy.
2
 However, in comparison with related fields, the concept of diplomacy 

has not been studied profoundly. As Paul Sharp points out, “the study of diplomacy 

remains marginal to and almost disconnected from the rest of the field”.
3
 Barry H. 

Steiner makes an even harsher statement, arguing that, “no area of world politics has 

reflected a greater gap between experience and theory than diplomatic statecraft”.
4
 

Although scholars continue to break a lance on diplomacy and the diplomat‟s role in 

the future, few authors can afford to dispute the fact that diplomacy nowadays has 

become amorphous. Above all, there are more questions than answers. That is why 

the aim of this paper is to understand the essence of modern diplomacy and the 

features of its modifications in the 21st century.  
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The collapse of the USSR was the end of the bipolar division of the world that 

characterized the Cold War years. Changes of international agendas were determined 

by growing hopes for benefits of diplomacy. 
5
 Thus, for example, the end of the Gulf 

War in 1991 not only illustrated successful cooperation mechanisms among the US-

led coalition forces of regaining Kuwait from Iraq, but it also symbolized the hope of 

using this model in the future. But during ethnic conflict in the former Yugoslavia 

most hopes died. The international community was not able to effectively prevent the 

humanitarian crisis and restore peace. Preventive diplomacy failed due to the 

international organizations dependence “on external constraints, including interests of 

their leading members”. Moreover, as Raimo Väyrynen admits, “their division of 

labour was too primitive to permit an early and effective action”.
6
  

By the end of the Cold War, international agendas changed considerably -

changing with them the character of diplomacy. As Brian White says, diplomacy has 
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become more global, complicated and fragmentary.
7
 Thus, changes in diplomacy are 

especially visible by the involvement of many new actors in the area of international 

cooperation. A fast developing international system opened doors to many new actors, 

including international organizations, transnational corporations, and important 

interest groups. Diplomacy that, from the middle of the 15th century, was known as 

an important tool of foreign policy became wider in the post-Cold War era. In fact, 

the transformation of diplomacy has not been completed yet. Nowadays, for instance, 

governmental diplomacy must deal with various non-state actors that shape its 

agenda. As Giandomenico Picco points out, “diplomacy, one of the last monopolies of 

a government, is now accessible to and performed by NGOs as well as individuals 

who have one main characteristic: credibility‟.
8
 At the same time it would be a big 

mistake to consider that the role of governmental diplomacy has declined. “Although 

the entry of these new players has ended the effective monopoly diplomats once 

enjoyed over international relations, governmental diplomacy continues to have an 

important role”.
9
 

The role of the State has changed in response to the rapidly changing 

international environment and the involvement of new actors. The result, of course, is 

that diplomacy has changed with it. Multilateral processes connected to security, 

economic, social, technological and other changes influence the essence of modern 

diplomacy.  One of the authors who has been able to elegantly express the subject of 

change is Richard Langhorne. According to him, “the current sense of flux in 

diplomacy which is evident both on the ground and in studies of the subject is 

primarily due to the conjunction of major growth in the diplomacy of states at a time 

when the role of states is changing and this change is leaving space for the emergence 

of new and untrained users of diplomacy, users who sometimes do not acknowledge 

that either need or in practice actually employ diplomacy at all”.
10

 Thus, it is true that 

modern diplomacy has become a transnational process of social relationship realized 

by an enlarged diplomatic community. 

Diplomacy is facing new challenges, including an expanded foreign policy 

agenda, changing social demands, and the rapid growth of domestic agencies 
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operating abroad. One feature of the 21st century that is changing the character of 

diplomacy is the use of advanced information technologies in modern 

communication. Nowadays, operativeness of information‟s circulation and its 

accessibility changes the dynamics of diplomatic work requiring faster reactions and 

other principles of information selection. Moreover, the 21st century agenda requires 

experts in various fields: energy issues, environment, finance, economics, human 

rights, health issues, information and communication technology, organized crime, 

security issues and terrorism. Diplomacy‟s transformation in the 21st century has been 

characterized by fast growing cooperation and coordination between institutions in 

solving different questions. In the context of the EU, for instance, it is the question of 

the development of the European External Action Service (EEAS) which would be 

capable to ensure effective and efficient delivery of policies. 

Many of the above mentioned features of diplomacy correspond with the 

typologies of Graham Evans and Jeffrey Newnham. Describing the changes of 

diplomacy in the 21st century, these authors pay attention to transformation in the 

mechanism of diplomacy and diplomats. The authors, for instance, point out the 

following changes: expanded diplomatic dialogue; changes in emphasizes – more 

attention for multilateral diplomacy; a large number of involved experts and 

specialists; the growing importance of mass media, international community and non-

governmental actors.
11

 In fact, diplomacy, similar to security, does not exist in a 

vacuum. It is influenced by a continual process of change. As the world changes so 

too does diplomacy. Therefore, as Brian Hocking writes, “diplomacy is responding, as 

it has in the past, to change in the character of both state and society”.
12

 

Nowadays, diplomatic services, in the way of state administration offices and 

branches, are subject to change. Considering the rapid development of events in the 

circumstances of globalization, as well as the fact that international relations include 

many new important actors, traditional diplomacy can not handle a vast array of new 

issues. For example, the environment, population, terrorism, transnational crime, 

drugs, and sustainable development would overrun the old order. Thus, effective 

foreign affairs institutions are essential, not only for improvement of economical and 
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social welfare, but also for providing security.
13

 Foreign affairs institutions that were 

serving as the core of diplomacy during many centuries have to make a decision. If 

they will stay with previous methods and structure of work their actions probably will 

become not only sluggish but also unclear. 

Despite the growing importance of non-state actors, countries still can change 

and make international agendas as global actors – thus directly or obliquely 

influencing the stability of security. That is why it would be wrong to say that the role 

of the country has lessened due to growing importance of non-state actors or that the 

role of governmental diplomacy has declined. 

It is important to mention governmental diplomacy‟s capacity to react 

adequately to non-traditional threats, risks and vulnerabilities. For example, foreign 

affairs institutions, considering actual regional and international questions, must 

urgently develop a proactive role, re-modelling traditional methods and adjusting 

them to new conditions. Foreign ministries and diplomats need to reinvent themselves 

– and to strengthen security in all levels of analysis. These global issues have not 

traditionally been in their purview. They should be. 

In the future, we expect the discussion of whether diplomats need to be on top 

of the substance, not simply relying on the experts, and applying their creative genius 

and negotiating skills to responding to security issues, to continue. The environment is 

changing in other ways, however, beyond the impact of technology and the new 

agenda. Of course, the most important question is how to keep pace with this reality. 

One method for all countries does not exist. However, the main idea is to promote a 

faster transition to the new, or modern, form of diplomacy.  First of all, foreign affairs 

institutions must try to adjust to new trans-institutional cooperation and nets of 

coordination (on the national/super-national level). This especially concerns the 

adoption of advanced information technologies. Secondly, foreign affairs institutions 

should delegate a part of their functions to other stakeholders which are able to 

contribute constructively to the formulation and implementation of security policy 

(e.g. branch ministries). Anyway, this does not mean that the importance of foreign 

affairs institutions will lessen. Thirdly, we should provide (a part of countries provide 

already) new specialists in foreign affairs institutions, changing the balance between 

specialists and generalists. For example, diplomats are more often taking part in anti-
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terrorist policies. Diplomats-generalists of foreign affairs offices are usually 

unprepared for such assignments. Maybe this is the reason for points of view such as 

„foreign ministries and diplomatic services are not as useful as once they were.‟
14

 

Although the diplomatic mission, which is a participation in the country's 

foreign policy formulation and implementation, remains unchanged, diplomatic 

functions have become more diverse. In addition to the usual features (for example, 

compiling and evaluating available information, communication, negotiations and 

dispute resolutions, participation in multilateral institutions, economic development), 

a diplomat must also be a kind of entrepreneur, manager and coordinator. In short, 

there is clear orientation and adaptation to diplomacy which could be described as 

“the model of coordinated synergy”. One could highlight the following components of 

this model: 

 The delegation of functions of share representation to other actors; 

 Movement to redefinition of the balance between generalists and specialists; 

 Active cooperation between businesspeople and diplomats; 

 The growing role of specialists in fields such as business, power industry and 

IT; 

 The global information environment is defining the work of the foreign office; 

 The ways of communication have been diversified; 

 Development of innovative information technologies; 

 Fast exchange of information minimizes the importance of previously planned 

policy; 

 The focus on immediate solutions, growing importance of multilateral 

cooperation formats. 

 

This term should be understood from the point of view of a narrower 

definition of diplomacy to a wider one. Talking about requirement and changes in the 

actions of foreign affairs machineries, it is important to mention Shaun Riordan‟s 

statement: „The economic and social, as well as physical, security and welfare of a 

country and its citizens depends on its ability to navigate the interconnected and 

interdependent geostrategic challenges of the new millennium. This requires, as a 
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minimum, a modern and effective foreign service within equally effective foreign 

policy machinery”.  

Summarizing, we can say that the transformation of diplomacy happens at 

high-speed. If we take three basic features of diplomacy as the starting point 

(representation, negotiations and exchange of information) we see major changes. 

Twenty years ago, the essence of diplomacy was described with the following 

components: state-centric environment; dominant formats of mutual cooperation 

between countries; ministry of foreign affairs as the exclusive institution for foreign 

policy implementation; exclusiveness of diplomatic institution in representing 

important governmental issues; controlling of local-international events; 

communication by traditional ways of information exchange and presence of 

generalists during dialogs. However, we now see the following changes: ministry of 

foreign affairs has delegated some functions to other actors; the role of non-

governmental actors has increased; multilateral cooperation formats become more 

important; the structure and functions of diplomatic institutions are redefined; the 

balance between generalists and specialists is redefined; the influence of information 

on agendas of foreign affairs is growing; global information environment is defining 

the work of foreign office; the ways of communication are diversified; innovative 

information technologies are introduced; fast exchange of information minimizes the 

importance of previously planned policy, fast decisions are emphasized; experts‟ role 

in negotiations becomes more important. Considering the aforementioned discussion, 

I want to even argue that the role of diplomacy will be even more important in the 

future than it has been during the last twenty years. As Paul Sharp has recently written 

on the role of diplomacy and diplomats, „the demand for both is currently on the 

rise‟.
15

  

 

 
 

This work has been supported by the European Social Fund within the project 

«Support for Doctoral Studies at University of Latvia». 

 

                                                 
15

 Sharp, P. Diplomatic theory of international relations. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2009, Pp. 1-2. 


