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Executive Summary

Technological changes have drastically reduced  

the size of the globe. The rapid growth of digital 

connectivity has allowed information to spread at 

a previously unknown pace and has led to  greater 

transparency by governments and greater civic 

engagement by populations across the globe. This 

increased access to information has also made an  

already complex world even more complicated. 

What do these technological changes mean for 

 decision making in foreign policy? How does one 

identify and then reconcile foreign policy interests 

with the growing number of stakeholders in the 

international arena? And how can foreign policy 

leaders drive structural and cultural change in their 

organizations?  

These questions are at the core of the study “Networked Foreign Policy 

for the 21st Century. How leaders can drive change in the digital age.” 

Together with the Future of Diplomacy Project at the Harvard Kennedy 

School of Government, and the School of Public Policy at Central Euro-

pean University, LEAD interviewed 25 decision makers – primarily from 

Germany – from various sectors including ministries, trade associations, 

leading foreign policy politicians, civil society, and the private sector. In 

order to explore the consequences of growing global digitalization, the 

partners also conducted an analysis of social media networks (Twitter, 

Facebook, and internet forums/message boards), using German-Turkish 

relations as a case study.

Chapter 1 highlights six critical challenges for foreign policy leaders 

in the 21st century: Digitalization is accelerating the pace of foreign 

policy. New stakeholders are demanding a greater say in foreign policy 

as actors in their own right. The division between foreign and domestic 

policy is becoming blurred. The emergence of complex challenges that 

require an immediate response makes strategic planning almost impos-

sible. The dramatic changes that often take place during a crisis and 
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the growing plurality and diversity of actors make  central coordination 

unwieldy and, in some cases, impossible. While these changes affect 

most foreign ministries across the globe, Germany is facing additional 

pressure because of demands from its international allies that it play a 

more prominent global role.

Chapter 2 highlights the inadequate response of German ministries 

and foreign policy organizations to these challenges. Current leadership 

practices in the foreign policy arena are inappropriate for the digital 

age. A broader examination shows that in adapting to new realities, Ger-

man foreign policy leaders do not have to reinvent the wheel. Instead, 

they can adopt and modify strategies that have been successfully 

piloted elsewhere.  

Chapter 3 offers five strategies for leaders who want to drive change 

in German foreign policy institutions: Clarify your organization’s purpose 

and mission; Set clearly defined goals and adjust continuously; Adopt 

new (digital) ways of gathering information; Invest in building effective 

networks; and Build learning, adaptable, and resilient institutions to 

shape robust policy. For each strategy, we suggest specific actions and 

provide examples of international best practice. 

An overview of the five strategies and their action points can be found 

on pages 24–25.

The conclusion: Adapting foreign policy organizations to the realities 

of the digital age is first and foremost a leadership question: Only with 

the right personnel in leadership positions within the organization can a 

resilient internal culture based on trust and individual agency flourish. 

Robust institutions are those that internalize change and empower their 

employees and stakeholders while creating space for risk-taking and 

failure – two things that are critical to building a learning organization.

In the annexes, we provide sector-specific recommendations for lead-

ers at the German Federal Foreign Office, in civil society, and in the 

private sector. We offer guidance on how best to begin thinking about 

strategic monitoring of social media, illustrated specifically through an 

analysis of German-Turkish relations in social media. 

This study and its recommendations target leaders of organizations that 

are active in foreign policy. The focus is on contemporary leadership 

within foreign policy organizations, not on the wider dimension of the 

leadership role that Germany should play in the world.
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1.  Six challenges to contemporary 
 foreign policy

The decision makers interviewed for this study agreed on six 
critical challenges to leaders in German foreign policy institu-
tions. They arise simultaneously and are in some cases related and 
connected: Digitalization radically shifts the time frame in which 
foreign policy decisions must be made (1). New actors are reshap-
ing established, international power structures (2). Foreign policy 
and domestic policy impact each other, making it difficult to draw 
a clear distinction between the two (3). Long-term and strate-
gic planning efforts can seem futile given the unpredictability 
of events in a complex world (4). A single, centralized institution 
is unable to coordinate all aspects of foreign policy design and 
 delivery (5). The international community is looking to Germany 
to play a more prominent global role (6). 

Digitalization is creating disruptive momentum for 

foreign policy making

The digital technologies of the 21st century are fundamentally changing 

society and its institutions. Numerous studies illustrate the consequences: 

information is transmitted instantaneously, decision making is catalyzed, 

and the shelf life of knowledge declines. Especially in crisis situations, 

critical information is broadcast in near real time via social media.1

The pace of change often forces leaders to be reactive. Rarely are they 

able to anticipate developments. The events that took place in Gezi Park 

in Istanbul in 2013 are a compelling example of how quickly a small 

demonstration (in this case against a construction project) can esca-

late into wide-scale civic unrest against repression and government 

overreach, fuelled by international and expatriate voices through social 

media. Germany – home to one of Turkey’s largest expatriate commu-

nities – became the stage for large-scale solidarity protests that drew 

thousands to city streets. The convening power of Twitter and Facebook 

played a central role in disseminating information. In cases like this, 

government bodies are often not able to keep up with the speed with 

which information and protest spread. 

“The job of a diplomat has fundamentally changed. Telegrams no longer take 
weeks to arrive.” 
Decision maker in the German Federal Foreign Office

1 For examples, see LEAD (2015), Petrie (2014), Signium (2011), Rosa (2005).
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New actors are challenging established power 

structures 

Because of these technological developments, governments have lost 

much of their power to shape the narrative of current events.2 Digitali-

zation facilitates broader access to information. The Gezi Park protests 

show that new actors can use the web to collect information, promote 

their interests, and build coalitions. With digitalization, it has become 

far easier for civil society actors to participate in the political process. 

Once in the arena, these often disparate actors begin to shape national 

and international debates. Thus, it is not just members of the political 

elite who are foreign policy actors. Power has been decentralized.3

“One can no longer ignore what NGOs have to say, they have become  
very important players.” 
Leading German foreign policy politician

The foreign policy arena has become larger and more inclusive – and in 

some cases more fragmented, with multiple smaller spheres defined by 

specific issues and actors. These smaller spheres are constantly chang-

ing and significantly reduce the influence of government bodies. Leaders 

with foreign policy responsibilities thus have to react to – and interact 

with – an increasingly complex playing field.

“We no longer have the same levers to pull. In other words, effectively implement-
ing bold measures is harder and harder.” 
Decision maker in the German Federal Foreign Office 

Domestic and foreign policies are becoming 

 increasingly blurred

The Gezi Park protests demonstrate that the dividing line between 

domestic and foreign policy has become blurred. Diaspora communi-

ties, international human rights actors, and international journalists 

– all shaped the narrative around the protests and the activities that 

took place in the park itself. As early as 1960, German political sci-

entist Ekkehart Krippendorff asked “Ist Außenpolitik Außenpolitik?” 

(is foreign policy  foreign policy?), pointing to the increasingly unclear 

division between domestic and foreign policies.4 This observation is 

true also of the digital world, as our evaluation of social media in Ger-

many and  Turkey shows: Turkish-language debates, which also include 

the vocal diaspora living in Germany, often center on the (domestic) 

2  German Institute for International and Security Affairs (SWP)/German Marshall Fund of the 
United States (GMF) (2013).

3 See Bagger (2013), Clingendael (2012).

4 Krippendorf (1963).
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 policy  priorities of President Reccep Tayyip Erdoğan. The same is true in 

 Germany where the German-language debates on Turkey often focus on 

questions of domestic policy, such as migration and integration policies. 

The same observation could also be made of the foreign policy arena in 

Germany. It is more and more the case that the Chancellery begins to 

play an ever-larger role in defining foreign policy priorities and framing 

the foreign policy narrative. It is doing so sometimes to the detriment 

of the German Federal Foreign Office and the international priorities 

of other ministries, including development, economy, and environment. 

At the same time, other ministries that have traditionally been more 

concerned with domestic issues are managing foreign portfolios auton-

omously from the German Federal Foreign Office: For example, the 

Ministry for Economic Affairs and Energy is building renewable energy 

partnerships with Turkey, the Ministry of Education and Research sup-

ported the founding of a German-Turkish university in Istanbul, and the 

Ministry of Justice is organizing expert exchanges with Turkey about 

cross-border criminal law. In all of these cases, the Foreign Ministry has 

had only a limited role.5

“Globalization means that probably all government bodies are now active  
in foreign policy.” 
Leading German foreign policy politician

 

In addition to the challenges that the Foreign Office faces domestically, 

the European policy context further limits the field of action and often 

slows processes. As EU law is increasingly reflected in member state 

legislation, there are even fewer areas of domestic policy that are not 

governed by EU policy. At the same time, EU membership means that 

bilateral relations are interwoven in multilateral tapestries. These devel-

opments further contribute to making the foreign policy process less 

linear, more complex, and increasingly more diffuse. 

“We can no longer conduct foreign policy without Brussels. Most bilateral relations 
are now part of European policy objectives.” 
Leading German foreign policy politician

The speed of international developments is making 

long-term planning all but impossible

Global interconnectedness and a growing number of international actors 

are crowding the field in which critical, long-term decisions are made. 

Today, “crisis is the ‘new normal’” according to Thomas Bagger, head 

of the Policy Planning Unit of the German Federal Foreign Office.6 The 

5 See description of “Mitleser” by Weller (2007).

6 Bagger (2015).
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shelf life of strategic planning and forecasting memos on foreign policy 

developments decreases rapidly in times of perceived perpetual crisis. 

Increased interconnectedness has the potential to minimize directly 

measurable impact and hamper the ability to gauge outcomes. It is 

often hard to predict which goal will be met, when – and why. 

“Of course we know that we are only one among many actors on the scene. We 
know that outputs are dependent on many different factors and that it is hard to 
track which measure has contributed to what.” 
Leader of a prominent foreign policy think tank/foundation 

Foreign policy planning is exacerbated by an increasingly crowded play-

ing field with players pursuing sometimes contrarian and/or self-serving 

objectives. In the renewable energy sector in Turkey alone, there are a 

number of different German foundations, trade associations, energy 

companies, and ministries involved in what might widely be described as 

international relations. The proliferation of actors in this relatively new 

domain – energy diplomacy – complicates the Foreign Office’s abilities 

to coordinate efforts and gauge the effectiveness of their interventions. 

Many of the foreign service officers we interviewed as part of this study 

expressed a growing sense of insecurity as a result of the number of 

interactions with different groups they are now expected to manage 

and attempt to steer. Representatives of the German Federal Foreign 

Office in particular mentioned a feeling of uncertainty when faced 

with their institution’s changing role, which puts pressure on the whole 

 organization.

“How are we to provide guidance in this diverse network of moving parts in foreign 
policy? Especially when on some issues, many of these parts are working heavily 
against each other.“ 
Decision maker in the German Federal Foreign Office 

Policy making can no longer be controlled centrally

It is all but impossible for a single actor – the role traditionally played 

by foreign ministries – to bundle or represent all interests in times of 

international connectedness and complexity.7

“Bundling is history. The prerogative of coordinating so many different facets is 
passé; it’s just not possible anymore.” 
Decision maker in a federal ministry

Other ministries and civil society actors are unwilling to accept the For-

eign Office as the primary foreign policy interlocutor – the one leading, 

bundling, and prioritizing all of Germany’s international activities.

“There are many actors, including in civil society, that refuse to accept such a 
prerogative (of a foreign ministry). Rather, they say they have their own mandate 
and will not be told what to do.” 
Decision maker in the German Federal Foreign Office

7 Weller (2007).
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According to the American political scientist Anne-Marie Slaughter, the 

diverse networked landscape of international affairs creates opportuni-

ties though for government institutions. Many problems are too complex 

for them to solve in isolation. Slaughter notes that the government’s 

role is increasingly to bring public, private, and civil society actors 

together to collectively address transnational problems. Only by har-

nessing its “convening power”8 and using it to bring the most effective, 

efficient, problem-oriented actors together to tackle complex challenges 

can a foreign ministry remain relevant and demonstrate its value to 

domestic taxpayers and to members of the international community. 

“It would be the end of things if globalization, interconnectedness, and the con-
stant emergence of further actors in international policy negotiations were to lead 
to a situation where we didn’t have one single foreign policy, but rather 46.” 
Decision maker in the German Federal Foreign Office

Slaughter is correct to point out that a proliferation of actors does not 

absolve a ministry of coordination responsibilities. Even as it relates to 

the basic functions of regularized information exchange, however, the 

German bureaucratic landscape has much to learn, as participants in 

this study noted. For instance, a German business representative in Tur-

key observed that different federal and state-level government delega-

tions from Germany did not communicate with one another, giving local 

interlocutors the impression that they had different interests. Given the 

reality of networked individuals and organizations, coordination pro-

cesses cannot (or can no longer) be hierarchically managed, an obser-

vation that was made by many interviewees. Instead, what leaders need 

is a new set of skills that will enable them to lead efforts to cooperate 

across institutions, manage increasingly diverse networks, and navigate 

through turbulence, complexity, and ambiguity.9

Allies and partners are demanding that Germany 

play a larger role globally

Especially considering the above-mentioned trends – changing power 

structures, decreasing utility of planning, etc. – many actors including 

other countries, but also companies, and various civil society organiza-

tions are calling on Germany to play a larger role in the EU and elsewhere 

in the world. 

8 Slaughter (2009).

9 See conclusions, p. 8.
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This observation was confirmed by the international experts who we 

consulted for the Foreign Office Review Process.10 More and more coun-

tries are looking to Germany to help solve international crises.11 

But how can Germany meet growing international expectations when 

foreign and domestic policy are no longer clearly delineated, foreign pol-

icy is more and more complex, and the existing structures corresponding 

to the bundling role of the Foreign Office are increasingly challenged? 

And what do foreign policy leaders have to do to adapt their organiza-

tions to these changes in the world? 

10  In May 2014, the Foreign Office launched the project “Review 2014 – Außenpolitik weiter 
denken” (Review 2014 – Rethinking Foreign Policy for the Future). Lasting through February 
2015, the project was a structured discussion of perspectives on German foreign policy in 
three phases: with international experts, with citizens, and with staff of the Foreign Office. 
The results of this process provided the basis for a restructuring plan for the diplomatic 
services (Auswärtiges Amt 2015). The interviews in this study were carried out during the 
early phase of the Review 2014 process of the Foreign Office and therefore do not reflect 
the changes that were not started until a year later.

11 Also see SWP/GMF (2013).
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2.  Germany cannot afford to miss new 
opportunities

The six critical foreign policy developments listed above demand 
changes to both the structure and practice of 21st century diplo-
macy by all actors in the foreign policy arena. Current approaches 
are sufficient neither to address a changing world nor to ensure 
the effective use of foreign policy tools in the digital age. A broader 
examination shows that German foreign policy leaders do not need 
to reinvent the wheel. Effective approaches already exist, but 
translating these into the German context, and scaling and adapt-
ing them will require leadership from within the Foreign Office and 
from outside foreign policy actors alike.

Slow to change: Institutional response is still 

 insufficient to capitalize on digitalization 

 

The developments described in Chapter 1 challenge decision makers in 

the foreign policy arena to take immediate action. Our study shows that 

diplomats, and those working in related ministries, foundations, and 

foreign policy think tanks as well as the internationally active compa-

nies in the private sector, are acutely aware of the need for fundamental 

change in policy making, policy application, and the tools that are used 

to measure the effectiveness of policy on an international scale. Many 

of those interviewed described the difficulties German ministries were 

facing in adjusting to the changed playing field. While state actors were 

thought to be essential for stable foreign relations in part to lend polit-

ical backing for foreign activities, the German diplomatic service was 

described as “archaic” and “rigid.” Also, many of its activities as they 

are conducted now – piecemeal and without an overall strategy – were 

thought to be ineffective. 

“There was a time when diplomats were important. They had exclusive access to 
certain circles in society, to certain languages, to certain pieces of information. I 
think that diplomats today are in an existential crisis.” 
Academic

The inadequate adaptation to digitalization is a particular point of 

 criticism. 

“In terms of digital media, the German diplomatic service is totally behind the 
times.” 
International expert

 

One obstacle to change is the lack of support from the German public 

for international engagement. This was illustrated by a Pew Research 
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Center poll in May 2015,12 which found that half of the Germans sur-

veyed would prefer political actors to focus on domestic issues. Despite 

a greater awareness of the importance of foreign policy, given the 

geographical proximity of the Ukraine conflict, the refugee crisis in 

the Mediterranean, and the volatile situation in Syria and Iraq, Ger-

mans are skeptical of increased international engagement. A 2014 

 Körber-Stiftung study reached a similar conclusion.13

Those interviewed agreed that the core function of foreign policy lead-

ers is to increase crisis resiliency and transparency of their organiza-

tions – government, business, and civil society alike. The German Foreign 

Minister and his staff have recognized the need to fundamentally alter 

how Germany conducts foreign policy. With the “Review 2014” process 

under the theme “Rethinking Foreign Policy for the Future” (“Außen politik 

weiter denken”)14 Frank-Walter Steinmeier wanted to find out: “What 

is wrong with German foreign policy?” The result: strategic changes are 

necessary in order to appropriately respond to shifting realities. A spe-

cific department was established to augment the Foreign Office’s crisis 

reaction capabilities. The ministry also set a goal for better and more 

transparent communication, and committed itself to greater openness 

and increased networking with other foreign policy actors.15

Whether any foreign policy organization successfully adapts to the new 

realities depends on the extent to which new goals are pursued and 

whether or not employees are fundamentally willing to change, now and 

in the future. Without this willingness there can be no continuous pro-

cess of adaptation. 

“If we don’t start changing the culture of our institution, foreign policy will 
become compartmentalized and disjointed.” 
Decision maker in the German Federal Foreign Office

 

Our study also found that preparing foreign policy organizations for 

the digital age is fundamentally a question of leadership. Leaders need 

to be bold in order to drive the changes required to address current 

challenges. This is particularly true within the German Federal Foreign 

Office, where traditional hierarchical structures and formalized proce-

dures are particularly entrenched. However, other actors in the foreign 

policy arena also need to adapt to new realities and adjust their prac-

tices and structures accordingly. Germany is lagging behind other coun-

tries in the race to adopt contemporary foreign policy practices, accord-

ing to the overwhelming opinion of leaders surveyed for this study.

12 Pew Research Center (2015).

13 Paulsen (2014).

14 See also footnote 10.

15 Federal Foreign Office (2015).
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Seven innovative global examples to inspire change

Many of the developments described above affect German and interna-

tional actors equally. In a world that is changing quickly and in which 

crisis situations are routine, institutions do not adapt through elaborate 

planning processes but rather by experimenting, prototyping, and tri-

al-and-error. Leaders need to enable anticipatory foreign policy mak-

ing – and to do so with a minimal investment of resources. This goal 

requires many small, repetitive steps instead of a one-size-fits-all com-

prehensive solution. It is worth taking a step back and to look beyond 

national borders to see how other countries are adapting to change.

The U.S. Embassy in Brazil, for example, uses an intelligent Twitter strat-

egy to spread its message more broadly on the one hand, and to enhance 

its understanding of local communities and their policy debates in more 

remote regions of the country, on the other hand. The EU has called for 

a public-private partnership to improve the development of new medi-

cal treatments together with pharmaceutical companies, patient rights 

groups, trade associations, and policy makers – all while respecting data 

privacy laws. The U.S. State Department recruits more staff at all levels 

– and not just for entry-level positions – with specific expertise in key 

areas. 

These are only a few of the seven examples that we present in parallel 

to the analysis and recommendations in this study to provide specific 

examples that illustrate the range of measures that foreign policy actors 

can take. 

Anticipatory Recruiting in the U.S. State Department 

Contemporary foreign policy requires having the right people 

with the right skills. In its Quadrennial Diplomacy and Devel-

opment Review (QDDR), the U.S. State Department stresses 

the importance of recruiting staff with expertise in three 

areas: religious studies, because of the prominent role that 

religion plays in motivating actors in conflicts in Russia, 

Syria, Iraq, and other conflict areas; information technology; 

veterans from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. In making 

these areas a priority as well as through targeted training 

efforts, the State Department hopes to develop a diplomatic 

corps that is better prepared to meet the challenges that the 

country faces in the 21st century. 
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3.  Five strategies for leaders to build 
effective organizations

How can foreign policy actors effectively respond to the chal-
lenges we have identified? How can they maintain and enhance 
the effectiveness of their organizations in such a diffuse environ-
ment? In this chapter, we provide five concrete strategies that 
leaders could adopt to prepare their organizations for foreign pol-
icy today and tomorrow: Clarify your organization’s purpose and 
mission; Set clearly defined goals and continuously adjust them; 
Adopt new (digital) ways to gather information; Invest in build-
ing effective networks; and build institutions that can learn and 
adapt. For each strategy, we suggest concrete actions and provide 
examples of international best practice.16

Clarify your organization’s purpose and mission 
 

To be successful in a diffuse and rapidly changing field, organizations 

need to be aware of their core strengths. In an increasingly networked 

foreign policy arena, each player needs to find its niche. A successful 

network is not one in which everyone does everything. Rather, networks 

are most effective when players are aware of their core competencies 

and strengths and share them with other members of the network. Many 

of those interviewed reported that they were concerned that they would 

lose their distinctiveness if they were part of a network. 

“Ministries looking to work together must coordinate very closely with each other. 
But then one has to ask what is the turf left for a foreign minister to do?” 
Leading foreign policy politician 

To clearly define one’s role one must first be aware of the possibilities and 

limits of the organization’s sphere of influence as well as the roles that 

could be better performed by others. Are we first and foremost a catalyst, 

an implementer, a seismographer, a service provider, a watchdog, a con-

vener, an observer, etc.? What do others expect from us as a player? How 

do we see ourselves? How much room for maneuver does our role give us? 

A number of those interviewed gave clear answers to these questions:

“We are a catalyst and can openly speak our mind without having to censor our-
selves because of political sensitivities.” 
Civil society representative

“Our mission is to complete the picture or provide contrast and contradiction so 
that alternatives can be found. Academia cannot define the way to go. Our role is 
to map the area in which decisions are taken. And we try to fill the map with as 
much detail as possible.” 
Academic

16  In the annexes we provide custom-tailored recommendations for the German Federal 
 Foreign Office, for civil society institutions, and for leaders from the business sector.
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  Map stakeholders to identify your niche

It is especially important for smaller organizations to clearly identify 

their niche if they want to have a measurable impact on foreign policy 

delivery in the international arena. They need to define their strengths 

in comparison to others in order to strategically decide where and how 

they should focus their energy. 

  Share – don’t hoard – information 

In an era of connectedness, organizations must share information in order 

to be a respected and valued partner. Therefore actors should share infor-

mation whenever possible with other organizations and interest groups. 

This fosters trust and strengthens the network.17 

  Make your interests and work methods more transparent

The principle of confidentiality is, of course, an essential element of 

diplomatic relations. At the same time, demands for more transparency 

are increasing every day. Considering the critical media landscape today, 

it is all the more important to clearly convey the organization’s mission, 

goals, and procedures. Existing transparency initiatives provide platforms 

for foreign policy players to make their work more visible to the public.18

Open Government Partnership: More Transparent,  

More Responsive 

Recognizing the benefits of a well-informed public in an 

increasingly connected world, the foreign ministries of Bra-

zil, the United States, and a number of northern European 

countries have made a commitment to greater transparency. 

These ministries, working through the Open Government 

Partnership (OGP), support transparency, anti-corruption 

efforts, and greater citizen participation at home and abroad 

further blurring the distinction between the domestic and 

international.19 In addition, the U.S. State Department partic-

ipates in the president’s “Open Data” policy by, for example, 

supporting programs like MapGive. Through MapGive, people 

around the world can use interactive open map data to track 

humanitarian crises and extreme weather events such as 

flooding and landslides.

17  A number of the people we interviewed expressed their disappointment that the German 
Foreign Office in Berlin shared very little of the information it had about various countries 
with other international policy players. Private sector actors in particular complained that 
the Foreign Office treats them as information solicitors when they ask for detailed infor-
mation about a certain country. From the private sector’s point of view, the Foreign Office 
would be perceived as far more important if it acted as a service provider in the foreign 
policy arena

18  For example the Transparent Civil Society Initiative (Initiative Transparente Zivilgesellschaft) 
for NGOs, the Open Government Partnership for Ministries, or sector specific transparency 
initiatives for the private sector such as the Fair Wear Foundation for the clothing industry.

19 See also http://www.opengovpartnership.org.
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Set goals through continuous exchange

The German federal government has generally been reluctant to define 

clear foreign policy goals. When crisis is the new normal, it becomes 

all the more important to ask: What is our role in global conflict man-

agement and prevention? Are our current goals appropriate consider-

ing today’s realities? Leaders of organizations active in foreign policy 

need to define their outside network and identify their partners before 

they can launch a process of regularly reaching out and discussing such 

issues with their staff and stakeholders. 

The lack of clearly defined goals and the flood of available information 

leads to an increasingly uncertain international situation especially 

among staff and (potential) network partners, who are often unclear 

about what their goals are with regard to some aspect of their work. For 

the German Foreign Office, the “Review” process mentioned above was 

an important first step. More must be done, however, to build on the 

changes that have already been made in terms of method and organiza-

tion, to ensure that foreign policy goals are clearly defined and commu-

nicated. It will then be the responsibility of other foreign policy actors 

to critically review the stated goals of the German government, and 

to then define their own goals, make these explicit both internally and 

externally, and finally to engage as government partners where appro-

priate. 

“When we define strategies and goals, we do so primarily from the government 
perspective, but we also have to talk to other players. That is because I have 
to know what the risks are to my strategy. How much support will I get for my 
strategy? Do I otherwise run the risk of not being able to secure the support of 
important actors that I will need to be successful?” 
Decision maker in the German Federal Foreign Office

  Develop goals through participatory processes 

Support for goals is strengthened when more people are involved in 

their development. As part of its “Review” process, the German Fed-

eral Foreign Office used tools such as Fishbowl Discussions and Gallery 

Walks to facilitate input from the institution’s staff.20 These and similar 

tools can also be used with network partners.

 

  Communicate goals and priorities internally

A clearly defined goal can only serve to guide everyone if it is commu-

nicated throughout the organization and understood by people at all 

20  In the fish bowl method (also known as the inner and outer circle method), a small group 
of participants discusses a certain issue (in a “goldfish bowl”), while the rest of the par-
ticipants observe the discussion in a larger circle. After a certain amount of time, some 
participants from the outer circle migrate to the inner circle fostering a lively, participative 
discussion. In a gallery walk, content is hung up on posters or on pin boards forming several 
different stations. Participants discuss the content under the guidance of a moderator who 
leads participants through the various stations, or discuss the results with a moderator 
from each particular station.
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levels. Leaders need to provide guidance for their staff and help them 

reach their full potential.  

  Externally communicate goals more clearly

When situations are difficult to read and still developing, it is essential 

that organizations have room to maneuver so that they can respond rap-

idly. Thus, it is not unusual for goals to shift as a result of a negotiation 

or diplomatic intervention. As such, diplomats often prefer to not be 

pinned down on a specific desired outcome. This lack of clarity, however, 

makes one unattractive as a potential partner. Organizations generally 

– the German Foreign Office in particular – should be bold and clearly 

formulate and communicate their agenda.

   Climate change as a priority across U.S. Government 

 Departments 

Because foreign policy challenges can no longer be addressed 

unilaterally, there are now enhanced opportunities for cross 

sector cooperation. One example of this is the 2012 decision 

by the U.S. Department of Defense to define climate change 

as a “threat multiplier” that might impact resource scarcity 

and conflict, that had the potential to amplify drivers of 

migration and humanitarian crises, and to create additional 

challenges to efforts to fight world poverty in the long term. 

Because of this determination, specific measures and tar-

gets were included in the president’s Global Climate Change 

Initiative, as part of U.S. international development goals, 

and also in the guiding principles of U.S. foreign policy in the 

Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review (QDDR).21

Leverage new (digital) sources of information 

Our study shows that public sector leaders still depend on traditional 

news sources for information about domestic policy developments in 

other countries. In the digital and social media age, this can hardly be 

the best way to truly understand the origins of conflict or civic unrest. 

This is the case, for example, in failing states and in states where 

censor ship curtails the press freedoms. It also hinders efforts to develop 

an anticipatory foreign policy.

“Today people on the net read much more than just newspapers and magazines. 
They also write things themselves, they blog and leave comments. By doing so they 
try to exert influence.” 
Journalist 

21 U.S. Department of State (2015). 
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Public opinion and discussions in the digital realm are very different 

from those in the mass media. The protests in Istanbul’s Gezi Park 

demonstrated how civil society can use social media to broadcast infor-

mation and mobilize supporters. It is not unusual for such efforts to 

have a “spillover-effect,“ in which debates in the digital realm are picked 

up by the mass media. 

Although it remains important to include non-digital sources of infor-

mation in one’s network, the primary goal has to be to connect to other 

network actors. Our interviewers consistently made one demand of 

German diplomats in the field: “Go out, go out, go out” and even more 

often “listen!” The Foreign Office can no longer afford to be passive, to 

wait to be contacted. Its diplomatic officers must be empowered to take 

initiatives.

“They prefer that we come to them and don’t actively approach others. OK, one 
can play it like that, but then one can no longer expect to know when decisions are 
made.” 
Business representative

U.S. Embassy in Brazil: Twitter as a source of information 

The digital age has made it possible to share information 

more quickly and to influence politics without having to send 

staff members to potentially dangerous areas. With well exe-

cuted digital listening one can be “present,” even in the most 

remote areas of a country. The strategy developed by Ben 

Scott, a former policy advisor to then-U.S. Secretary of State, 

Hillary Rodham Clinton, is a good example. In 2012, work-

ing for the U.S. ambassador in Brazil, Scott identified the 

most influential “Twitterati” in the country. Using a  simple 

software tool, he identified key business representatives, 

bloggers, journalists, teachers, and religious representa-

tives in 12 cities. The ambassador’s digital engagement with 

Brazil’s “Twitterati” yielded high payoffs in terms of direct 

social interaction with Brazilian Twitter-users, extended the 

 embassy’s scope of digital connection, and strengthened its 

access to important information. A better understanding, 

especially of the interests of Brazilians in the most remote 

areas of the country, helped the United States to formulate 

more relevant policy with regard to a South American partner 

of growing importance.

  Make digital “listening” routine

Regularly monitoring social media makes it possible to identify import-

ant (new) players and emerging issues before they are influential. Dif-

ferentiating sources of information in this way can play an important 

role as part of a field analysis in the context of forecasting instruments 
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– especially in a time of an increasingly complicated and diverse land-

scape of players.22, 23

  Incorporate diversity and recruit experienced professionals from 

target sectors in the organization

In order to understand the variety of diverse external actors, it is a good 

idea to reflect that diversity within the organization. Otherwise, orga-

nizations run the risk of not being aware of key actors and/or not being 

able to build relationships with important stakeholders. This means 

recruiting people with different professional and ethnic backgrounds 

and external experts at all levels of the organization, especially in the 

area of social media. Adhering to the “diversity principle” in the staff 

structure helps an organization’s networks grow. 

  Invest in contemporary knowledge management 

In the digital age, knowledge management means much more than hav-

ing a network drive with documents organized by theme. For example, 

internal social platforms such as “Jive” can foster exchange and dialog 

among departments and teams. Hidden knowledge and expertise can be 

uncovered and leveraged. 

  Use innovative formats to involve external experts 

In addition to developing internal expertise, organizations increasingly 

benefit from external experts who they call on to provide targeted 

assessments of a situation. For example, as soon as a crisis arises, 

within a few hours or a few days, experts can be gathered in a “Situa-

tion Room.”24 Under guidance and facilitation, this expert group can then 

work through various future scenarios to quickly develop valuable rec-

ommendations. Another good example of successfully involving external 

experts is the first phase of the “Review 2014” process.

Innovative Medicines Initiative, a platform with 

 informational value 

International pharmaceutical companies invest significant 

resources in the research and development of new thera-

peutic options. Considering the long development lead times 

of 10-13 years, they have no choice but to develop ways to 

identify risks and various ways to respond to those risks. 

They use new technology like the electronic patient card that 

can help identify potential areas of future research. The use 

of such cards, however, has been significantly limited by legal 

boundaries designed to protect privacy rights. Further, data 

22  According to a number of those interviewed, the German Embassies in Tunisia and 
 Afghanistan have gained useful experience using digital media.

23 Also see Clüver (2014). Details on how to initiate such activities can be found in the annex.

24 See Ischinger/Bunde (2015).
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access and data gathering varies from country to country, 

creating a need for regional expertise and advice. It is not 

possible for a single company to improve the terms under 

which patient data can be used on its own. For this rea-

son, large European pharmaceutical companies have joined 

together to launch the Innovative Medicines Initiative (IMI), a 

public-private partnership supported by the EU that improves 

processes and methodologies involved in developing medical 

products. The IMI is a platform that enables these companies 

to initiate dialog with patient rights groups, trade associa-

tions, and policy makers from different EU countries and to 

identify opportunities for collaborative research with univer-

sities at an early stage. 

Build effective networks 

Because the sphere of influence of any one actor becomes less clear 

and the bargaining power of even large organizations is diminished in a 

diffuse environment, cross-sector action networks become increasingly 

important in solving complex problems. This approach is also known as 

“collective impact.”25 At the same time, new actors in the foreign policy 

arena are constantly emerging: civil society and business organizations 

are increasingly involved in foreign policy issues and, not surprisingly, 

are demanding a say in how these issues are shaped.

“Certain issues on our agenda are also adopted by other actors. We then have to 
justify to our clientele why we are still working on the issue, and why we are still 
an important player.” 
Decision maker in a federal ministry

Our study found that historically, however, very few actors have devel-

oped relationships with actors from different sectors or who work on 

other thematic issues. This is also the case for actors in social media, as 

illustrated by cluster depictions of digital actors.26

Research tells us that networks are most effective when actors don’t 

pursue their own claims but instead behave “reflexively.“ This works 

best when from the outset, potential partners have the opportunity to 

develop activities with an appreciation of the collective benefit of doing 

so.27 Here it is crucial that network partners as well as the collective 

itself see the collaboration as effective and develop trust in one another.

In action networks, solutions usually emerge out of the cooperation of 

those involved. The value of each actor’s contribution might not be clear 

25 See also Bagger (2013).

26 See annex.

27 Arens-Fischer/Ruping (2013).
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from the start. The advantage of involving different actors lies in the 

broader acceptance and long-term sustainability of the results. 

Depending on the regional dimensions and policy challenges at hand, 

different networks will need to be established. For example, where 

migration questions are at stake, aside from the German Federal For-

eign Office, institutional partners would include the Federal Ministry for 

Economic Cooperation and Development, but also internationally active 

German NGOs, international public health organizations, the EU, the UN, 

and local actors.

  Invest in building networks

All foreign policy actors – whether the Foreign Office, other ministries, 

companies, or NGOs – benefit from stronger networks. What is import-

ant is that networks have a strong focus and concentrate on either a 

certain issue or particular region. These types of networks work best 

when each part of the network builds on the initiatives of others and 

maintains close contact, ideally both formally and informally. The first 

step in this process is a comprehensive stakeholder map, an initiative 

that the Foreign Office could facilitate by offering a platform where 

they and others could work.

  Develop process skills for network management 

When working as part of a network, it is better to start by establishing 

a common understanding of a problem rather than to jump directly into 

a discussion of solutions.28 Only in this way can partners define targets 

and identify indicators that they are willing to endorse. The solution and 

the necessary resources will emerge through the process. Being open 

with regard to process requires that all actors be willing to tolerate 

ambiguity and be ready to moderate conflict.29

  Establish job rotations and temporary assignments 

Well designed exchange programs for (future) leaders such as job rota-

tions and temporary assignments to other sectors can provide valuable 

experience and foster exposure to other working methods and different 

ways of thinking. Having spent time in other departments or sectors 

facilitates cross-sectoral networks. There may, of course, be certain 

compliance and security clearance reasons for limiting the number and 

scope of these opportunities.

28 Kania/Kramer (2013).

29  The network researchers Duschek und Gärtner (2013) even recommend that power dynam-
ics (“Who has what lever?”) and potential areas of competition be reflected openly in the 
network.
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  Identify opinion leaders using digital analysis 

Analyzing social media not only offers the very latest information, it can 

also be used to identify opinion leaders in a certain issue area and to 

actively integrate them in one’s network (see annex).

Fair Wear Foundation as an intersectoral influence network

The retail clothing industry and the working conditions of 

their suppliers have repeatedly been the focus of media 

attention. One recent example in 2013 was the shocking 

factory building collapse in Bangladesh that killed more than 

1,000 workers. A critical public now questions the legitimacy 

of some multinational companies. The international NGO Fair 

Wear Foundation (FWF) has set itself the goal of improving 

working conditions in the textile industry and preventing 

future tragic events. Working towards this goal, the foun-

dation ran a pilot project (Corporate Accountability and 

Workers’ Rights) in Turkey from 2005 to 2008. In this col-

laborative initiative of seven multinational clothing compa-

nies (including Adidas, Hess Natur, Nike, and Puma), Turkish 

suppliers, trade unions, and workers’ rights advocates agreed 

to strengthen and monitor the rights of workers in supplier 

companies as well as to develop a common international 

code of conduct with local and international companies. 

In 2015, the focus in Turkey has been to strengthen social 

dialog and improve communication among suppliers and FWF 

member companies. As part of this focus, training sessions 

are being offered to workers and managers of FWF-supplier 

 companies.

Create learning organizations
 

Organizations must react to the changes in the field – new groups of 

actors, new technology, international interconnectedness, etc. To do this 

they need to invest in the development of their employees. Leaders will 

also have to make structural and cultural adjustments to increase their 

organizations’ effectiveness, resilience, and responsiveness.

“We have to invest in our staff. We have to make it explicity clear what the 
 changing world means for our human resource training and development efforts.” 
Decision maker in the German Federal Foreign Office

  Moderate learning processes that transcend hierarchy 

Organizations can only learn if their employees are continuously learn-

ing. Continual staff development is necessary both with regard to the-

matic issues as well as social and organizational expertise and leader-

ship skills. In regular workshops, leaders and their staff can analyze and 
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reevaluate foreign policy situations and build new skill sets. In order to 

take advantage of all of the organization’s resources, leaders should cre-

ate an open learning space that is free of hierarchy.

  Integrate constant change in work processes 

In order to continue to be relevant, organizations have to constantly 

reevaluate their goals and to institutionalize a process of regular review. 

An initiative such as the German Foreign Office’s “Review 2014” needs 

to be conducted at regular intervals and, ideally, to be institutional-

ized as is the case with the QDDR (see page 12). Only in this way can 

the direction and goals of an organization be critically evaluated and 

adjusted, if necessary, to adapt to changing realities in the international 

sphere. 

  Break up silos and foster internal exchange 

A purely hierarchical organization with thematic silos is not the pre-

ferred model for today’s challenges. Instead, horizontal and vertical 

bridge functions between different departments and thematic areas 

are needed in order for companies to be able to constructively approach 

complex challenges from various perspectives. This approach will facil-

itate the communication of findings to departments and teams, and 

foster the development of an ad-hoc expert pool that can be called on 

in a time of crisis. Companies should also conduct a multi-stakeholder 

examinations to expose blind spots early with the goal of preventing 

costly and ineffective policy interventions. 

  Establish a culture of feedback and learning from failure

Failure has long been seen as anathema – an impossibility even – in 

public service: staff would rather avoid making a decision at all than to 

make the wrong one. Making mistakes, however, is an essential part of 

learning – and the key ingredient of entrepreneurship world wide. When 

it comes to establishing a culture that embraces failure as a stop on the 

road to a more innovative solution, leaders can serve as important role 

models: Do they admit to making mistakes? Do they encourage employ-

ees to talk about problems? Do they practice a philosophy in which it is 

OK to make mistakes – or are mistakes punished?30

  Gain knowledge through unconventional partnerships

Skill development and learning happen especially at the points where 

organizations interact. In the private sector, it is widely understood 

that innovation is most successful when it results from partnering with 

start-ups. Organizations in the foreign policy arena should also experi-

ment with such unconventional partnerships.

30  As far back as the 1970s, organizational researchers developed concepts that are still being 
used today. Such concepts include regular feedback loops that support learning in organiza-
tions. See Schüttelkopf (2014) and Argyris/Schön (1978).
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Secretary’s Office of Global Partnerships in the  

U.S. State Department 

Under Secretary Hillary Rodham Clinton, the U.S. State 

Department began to work more closely with external actors 

with particular expertise, and to pursue a broader com-

munication effort. Learning from the U.S. Department of 

Defense’s public-private partnership model, then-Director of 

Policy Planning, Anne-Marie Slaughter, developed a legal basis 

for the types of collaborative efforts that were not previously 

attempted. 

This one-time cooperation model led to the establishment 

of the secretary’s Office of Global Partnerships. The office 

manages and guides the global cooperative efforts of the 

State Department with a range of actors including NGOs that 

promote democracy, veterans associations, and initiatives 

that support development policy goals in Africa. Since 2014, 

the department has published an annual “State of Global 

Partnerships” to ensure transparency with regard to other 

governmental institutions and taxpayers.31

31 See also: http://www.state.gov/s/partnerships.



1 Clarify your organization’s purpose 
and mission

• What is our role in the network?

• Which knowledge and which core  

competencies can we contribute?

•  How can we build trust among  

network partners?

→  Map stakeholders to identify your niche

→  Share – don’t hoard – information

→  Make your interests and work methods 

more transparent
 

See page 13

Networked Foreign Policy

5  Create learning organizations

•  Which structural adjustments do we have  

to undertake to facilitate organizational  

learning?

•  Do we question our strategies and processes  

on a regular basis?

•  Which kind of working culture can we  

establish to foster ad-hoc exchange?

→  Moderate learning processes that transcend 

hierarchy

→  Integrate constant change in work processes

→  Break up silos and foster internal exchange

→  Establish a culture of feedback and learning 

from failure

→  Gain knowledge through unconventional 

 partnerships

 See page 21

LEAD (2015)



2 Set goals through continuous 
exchange

•  What are our most important strategic goals?

•  In how far do we need to continuously adapt 

these goals in a dynamic environment?

•  How can we give our staff guidance?

→  Develop goals through participatory processes

→  Communicate goals and priorities internally

→ Externally communicate goals more clearly

 See page 15

3 Leverage new (digital) 
sources of information

•  How can we broaden our portfolio of informa-

tion sources – both analog and digital?

•  To which actors do we need to connect to get 

relevant information?

•  How can we set up our information infrastruc-

ture to be able to share, receive and analyze 

information effectively?

→  Make digital “listening” common practice

→  Incorporate diversity and recruit experienced 

professionals from target sectors in the 

 organization

→  Invest in contemporary knowledge 

 management

→  Use innovative formats to involve external 

 experts
 
 See page 16

4 Build effective networks

•  How can we intensify our connectivity with 

other sectors?

•  How can we ensure to meet network partners 

on a level playing field?

•  How can we deal with ambiguity and uncer-

tainty?

→  Invest in building networks

→  Develop process skills for network management

→  Establish job rotations and temporary reassign-

ments

→  Identify opinion leaders using digital analysis

 See page 19
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Conclusion: A new leadership practice 
is needed

Germany’s foreign policy arena is fundamentally changing with 
new actors crowding the foreign policy field. Digitalization accel-
erates all foreign policy processes – from planning to implemen-
tation. Power structures and international relations are becoming 
more diffuse. Global partners expect Germany to play a larger 
international role. At the same time, foreign policy organizations 
are undergoing a leadership crisis domestically. Decision makers 
are still searching for the best way to adapt their organizations 
to the new, changing playing field. A new leadership practice is 
needed.

What are our goals? What is the source of our legitimacy when more 

actors crowd the same space? How do we satisfy a demand for greater 

transparency? How do we give our staff guidance in an increasingly 

complex world? How do we steer our organizations through complex pro-

cesses and how do we empower our staff? 

These are only a few of the pressing questions that leaders in the for-

eign policy arena have to answer today. The result of our study shows 

that leaders in Germany have a harder time responding to these ques-

tions than do leaders of other countries. There is too little interest in 

innovation, adaption, and experimentation.  

The world of diplomacy is traditionally hierarchical, even elitist, and 

exclusive according to several respondents. This might explain why 

German diplomats and other ministerial staff are particularly resistant 

to change. This is in stark contrast with the private sector in Germany, 

which has been actively adapting to the digital revolution and related 

changes for more than ten years. This observation about the private sec-

tor is confirmed by a study that LEAD conducted in 2015, for which we 

interviewed 31 senior business leaders.32

Instead of centralizing control, organizations today need bottom-up 

involvement. Hierarchical organizations and hierarchical leadership 

is not appropriate for today’s challenges. This applies to the internal 

management of staff as well as to external collaboration with network 

partners. 

Actions today have an increasingly uncertain impact on the foreign pol-

icy arena. Situations can be controlled and leaders must free themselves 

from that illusion. Attempts to steer a network of actors in a particular 

32 LEAD (2015).



LEAD Research Series  p. 27

direction and to control relationships are doomed to fail. It is no longer 

possible for any single actor to steer the entire system. 

This does not mean, however, that leadership has become obsolete. On 

the contrary. Leaders are needed more than ever to provide guidance 

for their organizations – at every level within the organization. They can 

only succeed, however, if they actively involve their employees and col-

leagues in this endeavor. Participative leadership has to replace central, 

hierarchical, “top-down” management. Leadership can also be practiced 

laterally or bottom-up and involves all employees, not just the top of the 

organization. Collectively identifying the strategic goals enables employ-

ees to shape their own paths and to set priorities. Participative leader-

ship also allows leaders to better leverage the specialized expertise of 

their employees.  

The expectations of decision makers of both external partners and 

stakeholder organizations are also fundamentally changing. Leaders 

today need to identify common interests not by exercising authority and 

pursuing one-sided relationships, but as “boundary spanners” between 

different contexts. To play this role, leaders must be acutely sensitive to 

context and be able to listen. Foreign policy actors should serve as the 

connecting joints among different groups in society. 

As noted above, some progress has been made within the German for-

eign policy arena, triggered by the Foreign Office’s 2014 “Review” 

process. The structural changes that have already been undertaken in 

the Foreign Office are important steps in the right direction, especially 

when it comes to crisis management skills and inter-departmental work 

processes. Our study finds, however, that more must be done to capital-

ize on the changes and that this should be part of a continual adapta-

tion process, embraced by all players in all organizations. 

According to our study, Germany is not spearheading the move to a 

contemporary practice of foreign policy in the digital age. It is impera-

tive that Germany move quickly to catch up with global realities, even if 

that means changing many established structures and traditions. Only if 

this is done – and done quickly – can Germany effectively face today’s 

challenges. 
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Annexes

Recommendations for leaders in the German  

Federal Foreign Office 

 

Based on the results of this study, there are two possible scenarios for 

the future. In Scenario 1, the Foreign Office serves as the nexus of the 

German foreign policy network, the well-connected “go-to” institution. 

In order to realize this scenario, the Foreign Office needs to undergo a 

fundamental opening and modernization process. Processes like “Review 

2014” need to continue and lead to fundamental change. 33 Scenario 2 

foresees the German Foreign Office losing its role as a significant insti-

tution – a scenario that Clingendael, the Netherlands Institute of Inter-

national Relations, sees as the most likely course for foreign ministries 

around the world.34 In Scenario 2, German embassies abroad would 

continue to be relevant, but the Federal Foreign Office in Berlin would be 

reduced in its importance and locus of influence in foreign policy execu-

tion. According to this scenario, the Foreign Office’s headquarters would 

shrink dramatically in personnel and scope. 

If the German Federal Foreign Office wants to continue to be a princi-

pal player in the foreign policy arena (Scenario 1), it must move forward 

boldly and implement the strategies outlined in Chapter 3. Based on our 

analysis, the following three steps should take priority:

1. Build networks to practice foreign policy

Civil society and the private sector want the Foreign Office to serve as 

a partner and treat them like equals in addressing foreign policy chal-

lenges. Such a relationship cannot be one-sided, but must be based on 

mutual exchanges. We recommend the following measures:

  Build relationships with a variety of stakeholders

Expanding the circle of relevant stakeholders as part of a stakeholder 

mapping exercise – which was started as part of the “Review 2014” 

process – must be continued with a view toward think tanks, NGOs, 

and private companies. As many relevant details as possible should be 

33  On the basis of the results of the 2014 Review Process, the German Federal Foreign Office 
launched an action plan for structural and cultural change. Starting in summer 2015, over 
a period of 18 months, the action plan is being implemented with the goal of fostering a 
foreign policy that is appropriate for the future. This study’s recommendations, which are 
largely based on interviews with external experts, share a number of elements with the 
action plan of the Foreign Office. This suggests that many of the priorities and measures for 
change that the Foreign Office has identified will meet with approval from other actors in 
the foreign policy world.

34 Clingendael (2012).
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included in the “map”, hence every department and section must con-

duct a mapping exercise for the thematic issue area or country for 

which it is responsible. Using digital tools to supplement on-the-ground 

interactions between German foreign service officers and local popula-

tions can have a profound impact on the quality of intelligence gathered 

and be invaluable in efforts to define policy objectives toward another 

country.

  Cultivate non-hierarchical networks

According to many respondents, German Foreign Office staff are very 

hierarchical in their thinking and prefer to be the recipients of informa-

tion. As secrecy becomes less valued, the Foreign Office should leverage 

its in-house knowledge by making it available to certain external actors 

and groups that have, of course, been carefully vetted. Network relation-

ships thrive on mutual exchange in which all partners are treated equally 

and feel valued. Many respondents would welcome an effort by the Ger-

man Foreign Office and embassies to share more information. This could 

be done for example in the form of country briefs distributed to selected 

partner organizations, under the appropriate mutually defined security 

clearance systems.

  Ensure dependability despite rotation

Many of the civil society and private sector interviewees were critical of 

the staff rotation system at the Foreign Office, especially with regard 

to the effect on long-term relationships with the institution. Briefs and 

notes from predecessors are often insufficient to maintain and expand 

trust-based relationships. In order to foster more dependability in its 

relationships, the Foreign Office could assign staff members to act as 

network managers for multiple departments that are active both inter-

nally and externally. 

2. Manage personnel strategically

The pursuit of new goals and targets as part of a modernization pro-

cess in the Foreign Office needs to be closely tied to strategic personnel 

management. To develop foreign policy that is appropriate for today’s 

world, we recommend that the Foreign Office: 

  Build regional expertise

The non-Foreign Office respondents criticized the staff rotation system 

also because it hampered the development of deeper regional expertise. 

Foreign Office staff often need a long time to become familiar with a 

region (language, local expertise) both in embassies and in Berlin. Criti-

cism of this particular point is justified and acknowledged by the For-

eign Office. The current upheaval in the foreign policy arena  however 

highlights the urgency of addressing this issue: the opaque and some-

times contradictory situation in many countries, such as Russia for 

example, demands expertise that has been developed over many years. 
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It would therefore be worth considering a concentration of staff rota-

tions within a single region by, for example, creating a series of postings 

in a single region and/or country section at headquarters. The goal would 

be to enable staff members to recognize, understand, and assess the 

subtleties and nuances of local developments and to build networks in 

the region over a longer period of time. 

  Promote employee diversity 

The Foreign Office has not been successful in recruiting a diverse staff, 

but has identified the issue as a priority and set new goals in the con-

text of the “Review” process. We strongly recommend increasing the 

number of incoming staff from different ethnic backgrounds, perhaps 

through targeted personnel scouting. Beyond numbers, a practice and 

culture of constructively working with diversity – including differences 

in cultural and ethnic origin, sexual orientation/gender and different 

types of disability – and making people of all backgrounds feel welcome 

is needed. The German Foreign Service should mirror Germany itself. 

Greater diversity is a prerequisite for the development of an effective 

long-term strategic perspective as well as for respect and acceptance 

from project partners and the public in general.

  Open the Foreign Office to professionals from other sectors

Increasing opportunities in the Foreign Office, including at the senior 

level, for professionals who have gained experience and expertise in 

other sectors, is important. They could bring specialized expertise to the 

institution. In an increasingly complex world, the Foreign Office needs to 

be able to access this type of expertise more quickly than it can develop 

it internally, as shown by the Ebola crisis. People with excellent qualifi-

cations – in health care, business, climate science, engineering and, of 

course, individuals with strong digital media skills – should be recruited 

by the Foreign Office at different levels and with different levels of 

security clearance. Such positions can be, but need not be, for limited 

periods of time, so that such lateral movers can “rotate out.”

  Expand development opportunities for existing staff

The hierarchical Foreign Office institutional culture currently provides 

staff with only limited opportunities to independently shape their work 

and invest in personal developement in cross-departmental working 

groups. As a prerequisite, the goals of the institution need to be bro-

ken down to the departmental level and be clearly presented to staff. 

In addition, independent work should be encouraged and become a 

core instrument of personal development. This new behavior needs to 

be reflected in the organization’s leadership principles, and should be 

incentivized through the promotion system. The highest decision making 

levels should model this new behavior. 
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3. Build agility

In today’s fast paced world, hierarchical organizations cannot succeed. 

There is simply no time in a crisis for work assignments to be commu-

nicated up and down a chain of command in order to secure the neces-

sary approvals from a long list of people. Flexible working units that can 

react quickly have thus become increasingly important.

  Equip cross-departmental working groups with a broad mandate 

In creating its crisis unit, the Foreign Office made fundamental struc-

tural changes so that it could react quickly in a time of crisis. This unit 

needs to have a broad mandate from the top and the collaboration of 

other departments.

  Introduce ad-hoc working groups

In order to quickly assess a crisis situation, it is helpful to be able to rap-

idly assemble internal and external experts from a preexisting network. 

There should already be suitable networks in place that can be called 

upon when they are needed.35 The Foreign Office has already piloted a 

“Situation Room” structure – it should be made permanent and supple-

mented by similar working groups as necessary.

  Engrain greater flexibility in personnel planning

The agility of the Foreign Office can be enhanced if it adopts a more 

flexible personnel plan. This would allow the organization to assign indi-

vidual staff members to short-term ad-hoc working groups. Before this 

is done, however, the various teams must already have clear priorities 

(and an understanding of what is not a priority) so that no core tasks 

are neglected during reassignments.

Recommendations for civil society leaders

When state actors lack the legitimacy or resources to expand their 

 networks, civil society organizations play a critical role as network hubs. 

Civil society actors can add particular value in three specific areas:

  Build broader networks

Civil society organizations can take advantage of their independent sta-

tus to build local relationships and capitalize on existing ones. Because 

they are not connected to governments, they often operate with fewer 

restrictions and are therefore able to connect with more groups from all 

segments of society. Foundations, for example, can actively participate 

in the building of cross-national networks at the local level by establish-

ing and financing exchange programs.

35 Also see Ischinger/Bunde (2015).
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  Expand your role as an information service provider

Given their direct contacts with local actors, civil society organizations 

have access to valuable sources of information about on-the-ground 

developments. These could be systematically (instead of informally) 

shared with other network partners (in their own sector as well as in 

others), in the form of regular briefings, as part of a trust-based, recip-

rocal exchange.

  Take risks

Maneuvering in a diffuse environment, where the effect of one’s actions 

cannot be predicted, is always going to be risky. Innovation can only 

occur in an experimental environment. Foundations that fund and sup-

port civil society actors should leverage their “social venture capital,” 

learning as much from projects that can scale and grow in scope as 

from potentially “failed” investments. 

Recommendations for private sector leaders

Those interviewed for this study repeatedly underlined that corpora-

tions operate in parallel networks to other actors, fairly independent 

from government and civil society networks. There are, however, three 

 specific reasons why private sector actors should expand their net- 

works beyond their sector: To maintain legitimacy in the eyes of the 

global public (1); to ensure the long-term economic success of their 

business by considering the common good (2); and to better access 

 market information in the target country (3).

  Build networks directly with local partners

The clothing industry example36 highlights that networking with local 

labor unions and civil society organizations is an important way to main-

tain legitimacy and a “license to play” in a world where the media and 

the public are increasingly critical and vigilant. However, buying credi-

bility through “green washing” is not enough: businesses need to inter-

act with government and civil society actors as equals and be willing to 

question the ethical dimension of their business practices. Corporations 

are increasingly being forced into more reflective business practices 

through a better-informed customer base, one that exercises its respon-

sibility globally – based, in part, on resources from social media.

  Make strategic investments in social and political objectives

A number of examples show that it pays to invest in the common good – 

particularly in new markets. Business needs accountability, functioning 

legal systems, and secure, stable environments. Combatting corruption 

and organized crime, for instance, is as much a priority for companies 

36 See p. 21.
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looking to do business abroad, as it is in the interest of the Foreign 

Office. Thus, with respect to the development of energy markets in 

Africa, for instance, business representatives should see the Foreign 

Office and development agencies as allies who can inform and guide 

investment decisions. Another example: by actively investing in partner 

countries and working to reduce youth unemployment, companies can 

have a measurable impact in mitigating migration pressures and pre-

venting isolation and radicalization in localized contexts, improving the 

security situation in the long term.

  Share important information with other actors

In the countries where they are active, German companies are often part 

of tightly woven networks with local businesses, civil society, and labor 

unions that do not include the local embassy. It is in companies’ interest 

to quickly share insights with their partners in order to invest in local 

influence networks.

Using digital followership and data in a  

foreign policy context 

 

Accessing policy-relevant information from social media is especially 

easy to do. Foreign policy organizations, particularly the Foreign Office, 

should consider gathering relevant information by thematic area within 

each country section/unit. Trained experts may be needed for more 

nuanced analysis. 

1. Establish a digital media profile 

A prerequisite for digital “listening” is a private or institutional social 

media login/profile. Thematic or country sections do not necessarily have 

to be active users, i.e. they don’t actually have to “post” or “tweet” any-

thing themselves. But having a login (or “Twitter handle”) is required to 

follow (listen to) relevant actors. 

•  Choose the relevant digital media platform on the basis of the num-

ber of users in the target country, for example Weibo, Ibibo, Twitter, 

or Facebook. 

•  Decide if the profile name/login should be a pseudonym. 

2. Identify objectives and methods 

Depending on the objective, there are different tools available: 

•  Use simple and usually free software like Google Alert, Topsy, Social 

Mention, or TweetDeck as simple, cost-effective ways to launch a 

systematic digital listening initiative and to keep up with previously 

identified actors. In order to be useful for policy purposes, the infor-

mation gleaned from these exercises might have to be transcribed, 

codified or shared in the form of secure memos. 
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•  Use specialized software and training for a wider, more analytical, 

and data-driven “listening” effort. This offers a further opportunity 

for the Foreign Office or others to collaborate with one of the coun-

try’s leading technology firms to develop (through a competitive pro-

cess) the best possible means of tracking information within social 

networks for policy definition purposes. 

3. Create an overview

The identification of relevant digital debates and their participants is an 

essential first step: 

•  Identify blogs and key players using search terms – for example on 

Facebook (in our analysis, we used the search term “türk*”). 

4. Sort and define digital actors and content 

Once you have created a general overview of the digital landscape, nar-

row the scope of information needed. The objective is to identify agenda 

setters, opinion leaders, and influencers in a specific field. 

•  Identify relevant and influential actors based on their reach (for 

example number of Twitter followers, number of Facebook likes, 

etc.). 

•  Define exclusion criteria to sort out irrelevant content (in our anal-

ysis, for example, we excluded a large number of travel agencies in 

Turkey). 

•  Follow relevant profiles over an extended period of time by “follow-

ing” them on Facebook or Twitter.37

5. Install listening tools (if necessary)

To quickly recognize emerging themes/trends and track what specific 

actors post over time, deploy additional software.38

•  Use software analysis to follow discussions on topics that are 

important to specific actors or selected communities over an 

extended period of time. For example, the debates of German-Turkish 

actors can be categorized according to their communities. 

•  Learn about relevant code words used in some countries or on some 

platforms in order to follow discussions on sensitive topics that may 

be subject to government censorship. 

6. Interpret filtered content

The next step is to decide what information is relevant for your policy 

making process – and what to do with this information. 

37 This may not be possible on some platforms such as Weibo due to government control.

38  Fee-based software such as BIG, Galaxy by Complexium, or Matrixinternet, allow monitoring 
and differentiated findings about the significance of various postings as well as about the 
development of emerging discussions over time. For general observations, previously iden-
tified actors can also be followed on Twitter or using Google Alert (free software). However, 
these services might not meet the necessary security standards for in-house use by the 
German Federal Foreign Office.
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•  Decide wheter or not to make direct personal contact with the iden-

tified actors.

•  Identify the issues discussed over social media that should be 

included in country briefings or thematic reports.

•  Clarify to what extent your strategy needs to be adapted based on 

the new information.

7. Monitor developments and discussions regularly 

As topics in digital debates shift quickly and new influencers can emerge 

suddenly, it is important to update the overall analysis regularly. 

•  Repeat the previous steps regularly (starting with “Step 3: Create an 

overview”).  

Communicating through social media channels

 

For many actors who see themselves as catalysts, it may be advisable to 

go beyond listening and monitoring to actively engaging with potentially 

overlooked communities through social media sources to increase one’s 

visibility. Foreign policy actors should develop a detailed plan on how 

they play to engage in a discussion. 

1. Define objectives

The choice of social media platform will depend on the desired objective.

Different platforms are more suitable for particular agendas, increasing 

visibility, building a reputation, or expanding one’s online  community. 

These objectives should be clearly identified as part of an overall 

 strategy: 

•  What is the target group? 

•  Which issues do you want to engage with? 

•  Which social media platforms are appropriate for these goals? 

2. Select appropriate platforms

Each social media platform has a specific demographic target group 

with its own characteristics that one should consider: 

•  Use Twitter in particular to broadcast and find the latest news and 

updates. Many journalists use Twitter to find the latest information 

about an issue or quotes for press releases. Tweets and reactions to 

tweets are often almost immediate. 

•  Choose Facebook especially to build an online community and to serve 

as a multi-media platform (including videos and photos). The lan-

guage used on Facebook is usually more emotional than on  Twitter. 

•  Use blogs as a more versatile platform for social media. They also 

require more time and are more costly to set up. Pertinent issues can 

be explored in depth and expanded depending on one’s objectives. 
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3. Build a community

In order to build an audience for your content and to share it with a 

wider audience, it is important to develop your community. Content, 

 format, and the platform need to be appropriate and integrated. 

•  “Like” or “Follow” the actors you have selected to share your content 

(posts, tweets). 

•  In order to build a community that serves your goals, clearly define 

the issue areas you are interested in. Providing high quality informa-

tional content is also important. 

•  When bloggers want to expand their audience, they have to link their 

blogs to other sites with more readers. It is important that a blog is 

optimized for search engines so that it can easily be found online. 

4. Manage the established community 

Having your own social media channel requires that you moderate var-

ious posts. This is known as community management. For more elabo-

rate blogs and heavily used platforms for sharing information, it may be 

advisable to develop an editorial plan. This outlines: 

•  Which issues should be published or edited, when, and on which 

social media channel? 

•  To what extent will you respond to users’ questions and interests? 

Who moderates expert content?

•  What other social media campaigns and communication formats 

should be used? 

5. Intensify contact with opinion leaders 

It may be useful to develop so-called blogger-relations or influencer-re-

lations to expand your digital activities. This means maintaining and cul-

tivating relationships with digital actors who have developed expertise in 

a specific issue area over several years. 

•  Next, identify the opinion leaders for relevant issue areas (for exam-

ple through digital listening). 

•  Then, develop digital relationships. Connect with the digital media 

channels, then “like” or “retweet” content. The relationship can also 

be intensified through commenting on third party posts. 

•  As a last step it may also be useful to make “real world,” personal 

contact to further build a digital relationship. 

Example: German-Turkish relations in social media 
 

Social media can serve as a seismograph for social discourse – if 

 listened to attentively. It can offer important clues about the most 

influential opinion leaders in the digital world, and as such inform 

 foreign policy making. To prove this thesis, we conducted a social 

media analysis to identify the most important voices and the most 

 pressing issues in German-Turkish digital relations. Over a two-week 
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period (September 9–21, 2014) German and Turkish posts with the key 

word “türk*” on Twitter, Facebook, blogs, discussion boards, and news 

 channels were aggregated and analyzed.

The illustration below depicts the network of digital actors and their 

followers. The pink dots indicate prominent “influencers” who primarily 

post in German. The blue dots indicate “influencers” who primarily post 

in Turkish. Both groups were identified with the search term “türk*.”  

The black dots around the actors represent their respective followers. 

The lines represent connections among the various participants.

Frank Nordhausen

Memet Kilic

Hasnain Kazim

Topcu Elmas

Almanya Bülteni

Avrupa Turk

Zama Almanya

Aydan Özoguz

Boris Kálnoky

Ayca Tolun
Cem Özdemir

Sevim Dagdelen
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The results show that actors in the digital world are not the same as 

those in the “real” world. Ministers or civil society leaders are not the 

ones influencing the debate in the digital world. Rather, the most prom-

inent actors posting in German and Turkish are primarily politicians and 

journalists. 

These actors have between several hundred to several thousand followers 

on Twitter – in other words a large audience. However, 88% of German 

speaking followers only follow one of the central actors. Thus, clusters 

form around specific actors. The network has more than one core, and 

specific opinion leaders dominate different issue areas. As the qualita-

tive results of this study show, cluster formation is similar to what we 

observe in the real world in that very few network actors are successful 

in building relationships beyond their sectors. 

The small number of followers that follow more than one of the actors 

serve a bridge function in the network. The analysis shows that these 

bridge builders – high-ranking German party politicians such as Volker 

Beck, Heiko Maas, and Sahra Wagenknecht, for example – hold promi-

nent positions in society. At the same time, domestic and international 

mass media such as CNN, or German language news outlets like   

Der Spiegel and Tagesspiegel, use the Twitter accounts of prominent 

actors as sources of information. Both types use social media to gain a 

more detailed and nuanced understanding of opinions, something which 

cannot be found in mass media. Journalists in particular use social 

media to gather information directly from the source.

A closer examination of the opinion leaders identified through our study 

shows that you can reach a central position in the network without 

being particularly active. Cem Özdemir, chairman of the German Green 

Party, for example, is a central actor in the network with only 557 

tweets. Further, the popularity of Hasnain Kazim, Turkey correspondent 

for Spiegel-Online and Der Spiegel, clearly shows that one’s standing 

in the network can be established in only a few months. Kazim started 

commenting on Turkey-related issues as recently as August 2013 and 

yet by August 2014, he had become one of the central digital opinion 

leaders in German-Turkish affairs. 

The analysis also shows that a clear overlap exists between German 

and Turkish language spheres. The bilingualism of most actors in this 

arena fosters exchange. There are, however, differences in the issues 

that  people discuss: Turkish online debates focus on President Erdoğan’s 

policies, while German language debates concentrate more on German 

domestic policy questions related to integration, migration, and religion. 

This shows that in the German language sphere, Turkish issues overlap 

with domestic German debates about integration and migration.
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Implications for foreign policy actors

What can foreign policy actors learn from this example? 

•  Foreign policy actors can engage with and use social media to gain a 

more detailed and nuanced picture of public opinion than they could 

from traditional sources. They can follow the information that is 

shared by various groups of actors – sometimes in real time – and 

use it as necessary. As proven, journalists and party politicians are 

already successfully using social media to stay on top or ahead of 

political and social developments.

•  Social media should be used more actively to strengthen public 

awareness and interest in foreign policy issues and to gain support 

for foreign policy positions. During the period of our analysis, Aydan 

 Özuguz was one of the few politicians and the only German govern-

ment representative who participated in German-Turkish online 

debates. Representatives from civil society organizations and other 

interest groups were not involved at all. Foreign Minister Frank-Wal-

ter Steinmeier has shown, however, that active participation is pos-

sible. For the past year he (and his social media team) has tweeted 

regularly via the Foreign Office handle (@AuswaertigesAmt), and has 

attracted a large audience of over 200,000 people. 

•  By listening carefully to what is being said on social media, foreign 

policy actors can identify important potential partners who are well 

connected in particular communities. By strengthening contacts in 

the real world, foreign policy actors can increase their capacity for 

information gathering, alongside their active participation in debates 

driving public opinion and possible political change. 

•  Foreign policy actors can become opinion leaders in a short time span, 

as Hasnan Kazim’s example shows. Individuals or organizational rep-

resentatives can influence and steer foreign policy debates in social 

media in a certain direction. Good connections and relevant content 

can create a “spillover effect,” in which digital debates are picked up 

by traditional media and begin to impact social debates. 

The following tables provide detailed information about the various 

actors in the example. 
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(Primarily) German language online-influencers 

(pink dots) 

Name/ 
institution

Position Twitter  
Followers*

Facebook 
Likes*

Özdemir, Cem Chairman and Member  

of the Bundestag,  

Green Party

11,900 36,227

Özoguz, Aydan Deputy Chairman of the 

SPD, Federal Government 

Special Representative 

for Migration, Refugees 

and Integration

9,424 n.d.

Kazim, Hasnain Turkey correspondent  

for Spiegel Online,  

Der Spiegel

4,719 n.d.

Dagdelen, Sevim Member of the Bundes-

tag, Die LINKE

4,157 3,850 

Kàlnoky, Boris Author and Turkey 

 correspondent for  

Die Welt

2,811 n.d.

Nordhausen, Frank Journalist and Author 

for Berliner Zeitung and 

Frankfurter Rundschau

1,646 n.d.
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(Primarily) Turkish language online-influencers 

(blue dots)

Name/ 
institution

Position Twitter  
Followers*

Facebook 
Likes*

Topcu, Elmas Moderator, Journalist, 

Editor with WDR39

17,000 n.d.

Avrupa Türk Haber Turkish news website  

on European issues

5,642 n.d.

Zaman Almanya Turkish news website  

on German issues

4,266 18,100

Kilic, Memet Lawyer and former  

Member of the Bundes-

tag (Green Party)

3,552 7,563

Almanya Bülteni Turkish news website 

on German and Turkish 

issues

1,315 7,880

Tolun, Ayca Head of the Turkish  

 Language Desk at 

Funkhaus Europa  

(WDR)

1,198 n.d.

* As of: October 2014

Note: Social media analysis was conducted during a two-week period in 

 September 2014 (September 8–21). If this analysis were carried out 

during other time periods, it might yield different results.

Methodology
 

This study examines the main challenges leaders in German  foreign 

 policy organizations are facing in an increasingly connected and 

 networked arena. The following questions are at the heart of the study:

•  Which (new) actors have gained prominence in the foreign policy 

arena? 

•  How can foreign policy interests be identified among a growing 

 number of stakeholders? 

•  What structural and cultural changes do leaders have to make 

to maintain (and expand) the relevance of their foreign policy 

 organizations? 

39 Westdeutscher Rundfunk Köln (West German Broadcasting Cologne)
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To make results more tangible, the study uses German-Turkish relations 

as an example, focusing on the perspectives of Germans in Germany and 

Turkey. The results can be extrapolated and used to inform an under-

standing of other issues.  

Data collection was conducted using a number of methods. Empirical 

data was largely gathered through qualitative interviews. The data was 

then complemented and contrasted by digital media analysis. 

Qualitative data collection methodology

Data was collected as part of a case study on German-Turkish relations. 

We chose Turkey, a country that although it faced both domestic and 

foreign policy challenges was not in the midst of a crisis at the time of 

our interviews. Its strong connection to Germany through its diverse 

diaspora population allowed us to obtain meaningful results from social 

media analysis. Turkey also proved an analytically beneficial choice due 

to the rapid growth in the use of social media.

Twenty-five 60–90 minute semi-structured interviews were conducted 

from July to October 2014 – coinciding with the first phase of the Ger-

man Federal Foreign Office’s “Review 2014.” Interviewed leaders came 

from different sectors and included ambassadors, section heads in min-

istries, industry representatives, leading foreign policy politicians, CEOs 

and managers of think tanks, aid-granting foundations, and companies. 

Ninety percent of the interviews were recorded and transcribed. 

Portions of the interviews were coded using the software analysis 

 system Atlas.ti and qualitatively interpreted.40

Some recommendations came from the interviews; some were drawn 

from the analysis.

Policy Makers and Government 

Civil Society 

Academics/Other Experts 

Private Sector

Journalism

Figure 1: Representatives interviewed for study, grouped by sector

40  The qualitative analysis of the interviews drew on the qualitative content approach of 
 Mayring (2010) as well as the system analysis of Froschauer/Lueger (2003). 

Journalismu

Zivilgesellschaft

Wissenschaft

wirtschaft

politik

44 %

12 %

16 %

20 %

8 %
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Social media analysis methodology

To identify principal actors in German-Turkish relations in the  digital 

world, “complexium” and “TLGG” were hired to carry out an analysis 

of social media platforms. Over a two-week period (September 9–21, 

2014) German and Turkish posts with the key word “türk*” on Twitter, 

Facebook, blogs, discussion boards, and news channels were collected 

and analyzed. 

28,948 relevant posts were identified. Relevant actors and their sub-

ject content were then qualitatively analyzed and reviewed for type of 

content. To identify influencers, we used relevant variables including the 

number of tweets, blog entries, Facebook posts, the number of follow-

ers, and the extent to which they interacted with their audience or are 

mentioned by others. 

For data contextualization, the actors were then reviewed using  further 

social network analysis. The results provided a detailed picture of their 

interactions, followers, and their connections. We analyzed 25,000 

 Twitter users (influencers and followers) and 29,000 connections. 
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