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International Academic 

Engagement in an Era of Geopolitical

Uncertainty and Rapid Change

is Brief draws on the collective, cross-sector experience of STINT’s
Advisory Board1 to offer perspective on how universities, research in-
stitutions, and research funders may navigate the changing intersec-
tions between science, geopolitics, technology, and society, and how
governments and intermediary organisations 2 may support them. It
seeks to advance ongoing discussions on increasing the clarity of pur-
pose and contextual awareness of ongoing geopolitical shifts in uni-
versities’ and research institutions’ international engagement by
building more coherent institutional strategies.3,4

e Brief is addressed primarily to university leaderships, while also
addressing funders, intermediary organisations, and policymakers
who help shape the environment in which higher education institu-

tions operate.

Building from this perspective, three interlinked issues are emphasi-
sed:
– What might an appropriate institutional response to the new geo-

political era look like, and how should such a response be desig-
ned?

– How could the relationship between the state and academia evolve
to respond to the changed context?

– How could such institutional and relational changes be achieved
and facilitated, and what role may be played by intermediary or-
ganisations, including STINT?

1 See “About This Brief” for more on the Advisory

Board’s composition and mandate.

2 Intermediary organisations are positioned between

universities, funders, and govern ment and provide 

relevant perspectives, expertise and platforms for 

dialogue.

3 Although the arguments presented here are 

groun ded in the context of Sweden’s research 

and higher education system, they apply more 

broadly.

4 This Brief is written at a moment when STINT’s 

role has evolved from mainly being a research 

funder toward being a knowledge resource for 

the higher education sector it serves.
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Core Proposition

In the current geopolitical environ-

ment, international scientific en-

gagement is no longer primarily

determined by either cooperation

agreements between countries or

the interests of individual re-

searchers. It increasingly requires

adequate institutional framing, dif-

ferent interactions between the state

and academia (in terms of both con-

tent and form), and conducive, com-

plementary support from funders

and intermediary organisations. This

should be done while safeguarding

the norms and values underlying sci-

entific enterprise, namely open in-

quiry, integrity, and academic

freedom, wherever they are exer-

cised. To act responsibly and effec-

tively, institutions need new

structures and resources, such as

knowledge (e.g. science intelli-

gence), governance capacity, sup-

port functions, and conducive

framework conditions.

Key Changes in the Operating Envi-

ronment for International Science

– Geopolitical uncertainty reshaping

patterns of collaboration, supply

chains that are being reshored

and increasingly aligned along po-

litical and geopolitical lines, tight-

ened research security regimes,

and sharpened strategic rivalries.

– Rapid technological developments

with far-reaching economic, socie-

tal, and national security implica-

tions.

– Rising expectations for science to

address economic, social, environ-

mental and security needs, includ-

ing the consequences of climate

change, armed conflict, resource

competition, and demographic

pressures.

– Fragmentation of multilateral

frameworks that once provided

stable platforms for scientific co-

operation, with national ap-

proaches to research governance

becoming increasingly divergent.

– Eroding public trust in scientific in-

stitutions and expertise in many

countries, reshaping how science

is governed, communicated, and

perceived.

– The speed of technological change

(particularly in and through AI),

which, among other things, signifi-

cantly shortens (even collapses)

the time lags and distance be-

tween scientific discovery and

commercial or other application.

The Challenge: A Transformed
Environment for International
Science

Science now operates in a markedly dif-
ferent national and international environ-
ment. Geopolitical competition has
intensified, driven in part by rapid tech-
nological advances, particularly in artificial
intelligence (AI) and advanced materials.
These technologies have become closely
tied to national security, economic com-
petitiveness, and political power, while re-
search itself has grown more tightly
interwoven with industrial policy and so-
cietal resilience. Issues such as technolog-
ical sovereignty and energy security are
gaining prominence. At the same time,
challenges such as climate change, biodi-
versity loss, and AI governance require
greater international collaboration, even
as competition between nations intensi-
fies.

This new era has been described as the
Polycene,5 a time defined not by a single
dominant force, but by the simultaneous
interaction of geopolitical, technological,
environmental, and demographic pres-
sures at a speed and scale not seen before.
[1] Not only are many changes taking
place simultaneously; they are increasingly
interacting with one another, thereby ne-
cessitating systemic and dynamic institu-
tional responses rather than a reaction to
any single issue in isolation. This framing
captures well the fundamentally changed
environment within which all institutions
engaged in international science and aca-
demic exchange operate.

Higher education institutions, research in-
stitutions, and funders (public and pri-
vate) can no longer rely on the premises
that previously underpinned their inter-
national engagement, namely that global-
isation would generally be viewed as a net
positive, openness would be reciprocated,
partnerships would be governed by shared
norms, and international collaboration
would remain largely insulated from
geopolitical pressures, technological com-
petition, and national security. What is

new is not simply the nature and number
of pressures, but the speed and intercon-
nectedness of their interactions.

The Institutional Dilemma: 
Sustaining Openness While
Managing Risk

Higher education institutions6 and re-
search funders face a structural dilemma:
they are expected to sustain openness – the
foundational condition of good science –
while simultaneously managing growing
pressures related to national security, pub-
lic accountability, and institutional in-
tegrity. The STINT Advisory Board’s
2024 report, Rationale for international co-
operation in an increasingly polarised world,
described this tension as the need for
higher education to be “as open as possi-
ble, and as secure as necessary.” [2]

This is not merely a compliance challenge
– it is a challenge of governance. Research
in fields such as AI, life sciences, and ad-
vanced materials has shifted from do-
mains of primarily academic interest into
arenas of strategic consequence. Interna-
tional cooperation, once treated as a rou-
tine aspect of academic collaboration, is
now read through the lenses of security,
competitiveness, and foreign policy. Re-
searchers are often impacted by this
change before institutional leaders have
had the opportunity to develop the frame-
works to support them.7

What makes this moment particularly de-
manding is the rapidity of change: higher
education institutions, as organisations,
struggle to respond at the pace that the
new environment demands. The risks of
disengagement are just as real as the risks
of engagement: science that retreats be-
hind national borders loses the collabora-
tive foundations on which discovery
depends. Achieving the right balance is at
present one of the central leadership chal-
lenges.

Most universities developed their interna-
tional engagement strategy and infrastruc-
ture during a period of rapid
globalisation. Now that we are entering a

5 By New Yort Times columnist T. L. Friedman, see reference [1].

6 Higher education institutions here include universities and research institutions from both the public and private sector.
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period of greater international complexity
and geopolitical fragmentation, many of
them lack both the structures and expert-
ise to quickly or strategically respond to
these shifts by effectively balancing secu-
rity responsiveness with expectations of
openness. 

Conceptual Shift: Beyond 
Science Diplomacy

These emergent geopolitical tensions not
only require us to react differently, but
also to develop a novel approach and new
language to discuss the environment uni-
versities now must traverse. The term sci-
ence diplomacy has come to represent a
wide range of international engagements
in research and higher education, but has
become contested. The term has accrued
meaning to the point of ambiguity and is
used to describe activities ranging from re-
search collaboration to geopolitical state-
craft.8

For universities and research organisations
this is not merely a semantic problem. It
has practical consequences for how insti-
tutions position themselves, communicate
their values, and make decisions about in-
ternational engagement. The term science
diplomacy can obscure as much as it illu-
minates, particularly when it conflates the
largely bottom-up, researcher-led activities
of the past with the more deliberately gov-
erned institutional engagement that the
current moment demands. 

What is needed is not a new label, but a
new way of operationalising this ap-
proach. This requires institutional adap-
tation, so that scientific and international
engagement serves both science and soci-
ety. Such adaptation requires resources
and capacity (expertise, structures, leader-
ship), sustained prioritisation, and a sup-
portive external environment, including
relationships with the state, research fun-
ders, and intermediary organisations.

This constitutes a shift in what universi-
ties are being asked to do as well as the
type of institutional capacity, localised
knowledge, and collaborative expertise re-
quired to do it well.

Responding to This Changed
Context: Possible Strategies for
Universities and Relevant Actors 

In this altered geopolitical context, uni-
versities need to treat international en-
gagement as a shared institutional
responsibility rather than a series of iso-
lated individual initiatives occurring
within or imposed upon existing systems
and structures. This requires institutional
capability, leadership commitment, colle-
gial ownership, appropriate governance,
and sustained investment in trust-based
relationships across institutional and na-
tional boundaries.

Universities therefore need to prioritise,
manage, and sometimes limit their collab-
orations based on scientific quality, socie-
tal relevance, and security considerations,
while actively protecting exploratory re-
search and academic freedom. Crucially,
it also necessitates assigning high priority
to questions of international cooperation
and involving academic leaders rather
than delegating or outsourcing collabora-
tion to administrative units. Universities
should consider establishing an office with
strategic responsibility for international
activities while also integrating interna-
tional engagement across the institution –
in academic governance, departmental
practice as well as the everyday work of re-
searchers and faculty whose involvement
gives institutional commitments their
substance.

A further dimension of supporting and
safeguarding international engagement is
to complement project-based and individ-
ual researcher-driven partnerships with
longer-term collaborative platforms. Indi-

7 One risk worth mentioning is what has been called the ‘security trap’: a dynamic in which security concerns redirect fun-

ding and attention away from research and international cooperation, without necessarily producing greater security,

and in ways that can undermine the very resilience science is meant to support. This is a live and unresolved debate,

closely tied to discussions on the future of research funding frameworks in Europe, and merits attention beyond the

scope of this Brief.

8 The term science diplomacy arose during an era when research operated in parallel with, yet largely distinct from, the

formal statecraft of nations. Today that distinction has become blurred. Some governments actively utilise transnational

education and research collaboration as extensions of their geopolitical activities, from leveraging branch campuses as

backdrops to foreign leader visits to limiting research collaboration to aligned nation-states. 

Common Institutional Dynamics

– Responding to multiple, some-

times competing, expectations

from governments, funders, stu-

dents, industry partners, and the

public.

– Balancing academic freedom and

institutional openness with grow-

ing expectations around responsi-

bility, security, and accountability.

– Managing internal coordination

challenges across academic, ad-

ministrative, risk management,

ethics, and communications func-

tions.

– Aligning research evaluation, pro-

motion criteria, and resource allo-

cation with strategic international

engagement commitments.

Science Intelligence

Science intelligence is a set of

grounded data-gathering, interpre-

tive, and advisory capacities that en-

able institutions to translate

geopolitical awareness into concrete

strategic choices. It is not merely an

analytical function but a form of situ-

ated, contextual knowledge, rooted

in on-the-ground understanding of

how scientific, political, and institu-

tional dynamics evolve across differ-

ent regions.

STINT has developed its operations

to provide precisely this kind of

proactive, evidence-based intelli-

gence: globally distributed fellows

and representatives provide contex-

tual insight that informs institutional

decisions at Swedish higher educa-

tion institutions. Science intelligence

of this kind enables institutions to

act with clarity, proportionality, and

purpose in an increasingly complex

global environment.
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vidual research projects create connec-
tions; sustained institutional networks
build trust, shared capacity, institutional
memory and the kind of mutual under-
standing that allows institutions to tra-
verse difficult moments together. This
kind of trust, across stakeholder groups
and institutional cultures that each oper-
ate on their own logic, is best built
through multiple connected layers of col-
laboration, supported by an administra-
tive backbone. 

In practical terms, successful international
engagement entails universities making
conscious, informed decisions about their
international engagement (or refrainment
from engagement). Decisions on the where,
what, why, and how of international en-
gagement should be both institutionally
embedded and communicated transpar-
ently beyond the institution. Such deci-
sion-making involves ‘throwing your best
people at the problem’ and treating inter-
national engagement as a serious intellec-
tual and governance challenge, not merely
an administrative task. It requires invest-
ment in the support structures and train-
ing that allow faculty to understand,
assess, and respond to the new environ-
ment. It also means being honest about
limitations and asking peer institutions,
governments, funders, and intermediary
organisations for help to manage the new
context.

Enabling Conditions: 
Governance, Culture, and 
Intermediary Organisations

Governance and Culture
Successful international engagement re-
quires governance arrangements that dis-
tribute responsibility appropriately across
the institution. Decisions about interna-
tional engagement, including partnership
choices, risk frameworks, and the naviga-
tion of difficult cases, should be made
through governance bodies that include
academic, research, and administrative
voices.

It is essential to align research evaluation,
promotion criteria, and resource alloca-
tion with strategic engagement commit-
ments as well as long-term societal value

and impact. Responsibility for interna-
tional engagement cannot sit with a small
expert team: it depends on shared literacy
across the institution on due diligence,
partnership ethics, and the geopolitical
context of research, so that thoughtful en-
gagement is recognised in evaluation and
promotion rather than treated as an insti-
tutional extra.

Achieving this balance requires distinguish-
ing between two domains: one of individ-
ual autonomy, in which researchers retain
the freedom that good science depends on,
and one of institutional culture and guid-
ance, in which the institution provides di-
rection and support without dictating
outcomes at the level of the individual re-
searcher. These are tied together in the
practical expression of being ‘as open as
possible, and as secure as necessary.’

The Relationship Between the State
and Academia
The new geopolitical context requires not
only that universities adapt internally, but
that the very relationship between govern-
ment and academia be rethought. Histor-
ically, universities operated internationally
of their own accord, perhaps in line with
their country’s perspectives and policies,
but not directed by them. The current
moment has upended this dynamic: gov-
ernments impose security and other re-
quirements, while universities respond
with compliance. This is insufficient for
both sides. A bureaucratic response must
be avoided, i.e., treating new requirements
as boxes to be ticked, rather than adopting
an institutional approach, in which uni-
versities take ownership of deciding what
to safeguard, and how, as a matter of col-
legial and academic judgement.

More genuine dialogue is needed in which
academia moves beyond general procla-
mations of academic freedom and toward
more nuanced conversations about what
freedoms need to be safeguarded, and
why, in an international context. At the
same time, governments need to recognise
that universities are not simply national
assets to be protected, but active contrib-
utors to the societal capacity to navigate
complexity. What may the state reason-
ably expect from universities, and what

Institutional Ownership of Interna-

tional Engagement– Some Practical

Examples

– Convening an internal working

group under the university presi-

dent or vice-chancellor to develop

a framework for international part-

nerships, including principles for

due diligence, risk assessment,

and communication. Ethics com-

mittees might for instance serve

as useful inspiration for address-

ing international engagements.

– Establishing a support function

that provides faculty with clear

guidance on how to assess poten-

tial international collaborations in

the context of national security

frameworks, as well as ethical and

other considerations.

– Building shared literacy on part-

nership ethics and security consid-

erations in a department, rather

than leaving individual researchers

to make difficult judgements or as-

sessments that require broader

contextual understanding.

– Publicly communicating the princi-

ples that guide a university’s inter-

national engagement, not only

emphasising academic freedom

but also explaining how the institu-

tion navigates the tensions and

shoulders the responsibilities that

arise in practice.

A broader ambition underlies all

these examples: for universities to

step into the role of cross-sector con-

venors, bringing together govern-

ment, industry, civil society, and

academia to face shared challenges

that no single sector can address

alone.
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should universities be able to expect in re-
turn? Answering these questions together
ensures compatible and complementary
responses, which is a precondition of the
strategic internationalisation that this
Brief promotes.

The Role of Intermediary Organisations
Universities, governments, funders, and
researchers operate according to different
logics, incentives, and time horizons. In
managing the tensions between academic
openness and national security, institu-
tional independence and political expec-
tation, these different actors cannot act
effectively alone.

Intermediary organisations are positioned
to translate across these differences. Exam-
ples of such organisations are STINT and
the Royal Swedish Academy of Engineer-
ing Sciences (IVA) in the Swedish context,
and more broadly foundations, acade-
mies, think tanks, international science
labs, professional societies, and dedicated
dialogue platforms. By operating inde-
pendently of direct policy implementa-
tion, and by remaining outside the
national framings that increasingly shape
both state and institutional behaviour, in-
termediary organisations may help insti-
tutions and governments steer through
these challenges without reducing inter-
national engagement to narrow or purely
instrumental objectives.

In this sense, intermediary organisations
are not supplementary to strategic inter-
nationalisation – they are essential. Their
functions include convening diverse stake-
holders across institutional and sectoral
boundaries; translating between scientific,
policy, and public frames; providing ana-
lytical distance on fast-moving develop-
ments; and facilitating exchange of
experience across countries and systems.

Security, Proportionality, and the 
Governance of Risk
Universities are expected to protect sensi-
tive knowledge, infrastructure, and people,
while continuing to collaborate interna-
tionally and contribute to open science.
The OECD framework of protection,
promotion, and projection highlights the
need to balance immediate security re-

quirements with the long-term resilience
of national and global research systems.
[3]

Proportionality is central. Measures
should be neither naive nor excessively re-
strictive. Science intelligence may support
proportional responses by providing insti-
tutions with the contextual understanding
needed to distinguish between different
types of risk, different collaborative set-
tings, and different partners. A key chal-
lenge for leadership is to protect the
exploratory nature of science, especially
bottom-up, curiosity-driven research,
while addressing legitimate security con-
cerns through clear principles, transparent
communication, and governance arrange-
ments that recognise both the risks of en-
gagement and those of disengagement.

Practical Reflection Framework

This final section is not a list of mandates,
but an invitation to universities, funders,
and policymakers to reflect on their ap-
proach to international engagement, the
capacities they need, and this demanding
global landscape may by navigated to-
gether.

For STINT
As the organisation from which this Brief
originates, its own commitments follow
directly from the questions raised above:
– Strengthening science intelligence by

growing the network of globally distrib-
uted fellows that gives Swedish univer-
sities on-the-ground insight into rapid
developments.

– Convening the dialogue proposed in this
Brief by bringing universities, funders,
and government together, potentially
with the Swedish Ministry of Education
and Research.

– Making its role as a bridge between coun-
tries and institutions more visible and tan-
gible, so that universities see STINT as
a resource they can actively draw on to
support their work.

For Universities and Research 
Organisations
– Anchoring internationalisation in gover-

nance and departmental practice, to en-
sure that it moves beyond leadership
strategy or individual initiative.

– Embedding responsibility through inclu-
sive governance and distributed capacity,
by building shared literacy on due dili-
gence and security, and aligning promo-
tion and funding criteria so that this
work is recognised rather than treated as
an added burden.

– Engaging internationally with greater
clarity of purpose and being explicit
about why collaborations are pursued,
adapted, or limited.

– Building capacity to navigate enduring
tensions – openness, security, and aca-
demic freedom are structural features of
contemporary science, not problems to
be solved once and then shelved.

– Engaging more deliberately with interme-
diary organisations by drawing on their
convening power, policy translation,
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and contextual intelligence.
– Communicating what is being done and

why by ensuring transparency about
how trade-offs are negotiated, sustaining
public trust and institutional legitimacy.

For Funders and Intermediary 
Organisations
– Strengthening intermediary functions at

the science – policy interface and conven-
ing diverse actors and translating across
institutional and national contexts.

– Supporting proportionate and context-sen-
sitive approaches to knowledge security by
offering comparative insight and forums
for reflection rather than prescriptive
models.

– Enabling shared learning across systems –
effective approaches evolve differently
across local contexts and governance tra-
ditions.

– Providing complementary intelligence
with contextual expertise – industrial, dis-
ciplinary, or policy-facing knowledge
that intermediary organisations and sec-

tor funders are well placed to make ac-
tionable.

For Governments and Policymakers
– Moving toward a more nuanced dialogue

with academia by engaging in genuine
conversation about what needs safe-
guarding and why, rather than merely
demanding compliance with broad se-
curity requirements.

– Strengthening the institutional capacity of
universities to act strategically– including
the necessary leadership, expertise, and
resources.

– Recognising universities as legitimate cross-
sector convenors – higher education insti-
tutions are well placed to help
government, industry, and civil society
navigate new complexity.

– Affirming, supporting and safeguarding
international academic exchange, research
infrastructures, and collaboration and di-
alogue fora, which are the foundations
on which trust, coordination, and
shared solutions are built.

The Swedish Context and 

International Role

Sweden’s research and higher edu-

cation system, characterised by

strong public trust, a tradition of ac-

ademic freedom, close collaboration

between industry and academia, and

a collective understanding of the im-

portance of national security, is well

positioned to contribute to interna-

tional conversations on these ques-

tions. As a small open economy with

a long history of constructive multi-

lateral engagement, Sweden and its

institutions are well placed to move

from ambition to action, playing a

meaningful role as trusted con-

venors and thought leaders, for ex-

ample by establishing a dedicated

platform for dialogue across coun-

tries where universities, funders,

and governments may exchange ex-

perience on navigating this new

landscape. This is not only an oppor-

tunity for Swedish institutions, but a

contribution made possible by Swe-

den’s particular combination of

trust, historic neutrality, and institu-

tional strength. Within this broader

role, STINT’s own function is also

adapting to the new context, as it in-

creasingly positions itself as a bridge

between countries and institutions,

contributing to trust-building and to

bringing science intelligence and

contextual knowledge back to univer-

sities, for them to draw on as they

see fit.
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About This Brief
This Brief is issued by STINT’s Interna-
tional Advisory Board, whose mandate ex-
tends beyond advising STINT itself: the
Board also serves as a cross-sectoral sound-
ing board for the Swedish higher education
system, drawing on international perspec-
tives to help situate STINT’s – and Swe-
den’s –work in a wider context. Its members
combine diverse competences, including
university leadership, diplomatic and policy
experience, and industry perspectives.

The Brief draws on previous STINT
reports Science Diplomacy– in and for Swe-
den (2022) [4] and Rationale for interna-
tional cooperation in an increasingly
polarised world (2024) [2], as well as sub-
sequent Advisory Board deliberations.
Short biographies of Advisory Board
members follow below.

Chair of the Advisory Board: Prof. Sylvia
Schwaag Serger is Professor at Lund Uni-
versity and has since October 2024 served
as President of the Royal Swedish Acad-
emy of Engineering Sciences (IVA). She
has spent over 20 years shaping innova-
tion policy across Europe and China, ad-
vising the European Commission,
OECD, and the World Bank. Her career
includes senior roles at Lund University,
the Swedish Embassy in Beijing, and Vin-
nova (the Swedish Government Agency
for Innovation). She holds a PhD in Eco-
nomic History from the London School
of Economics and a master’s degree from
Johns Hopkins SAIS.

Prof. Jason E. Lane is Director of the AGB
Institute for Leadership & Governance and
special advisor to the President of the Uni-
versity of Illinois System, with expertise in
higher education leadership and global
strategy. He previously led the National As-
sociation of System Heads, served as Dean
at Miami University and the University at
Albany, and held senior roles at SUNY. He
is internationally recognised for his re-
search on transnational education and in-
ternational branch campuses.

Dr Karin Markides holds a doctorate in
analytical chemistry from Stockholm Uni-
versity. She has led major research institu-
tions as President and CEO of Chalmers
University of Technology, the American

University of Armenia, and the Okinawa
Institute of Science and Technology. She
holds a lifetime Chair Professorship at
Uppsala University and is an elected
member of the Royal Swedish Academy
of Sciences. She is a prolific researcher,
with numerous patents and nearly 300
peer-reviewed publications.

Mr Stefan Noréen is a former Swedish ca-
reer diplomat who joined the Swedish For-
eign Service in 1977. He served as Sweden’s
Ambassador to Japan, including during
Sweden’s 2009 EU presidency, and held am-
bassadorial rank in the Swedish Prime Min-
ister’s Office. Subsequent to his diplomatic
career, he has advised the University of
Tokyo and RIKEN, Japan’s national science
institute, where he moderates the Global
Summit of Research Institute Leaders.

Mr Magnus Schöldtz, a graduate of Lund
University, is Director and Senior Advisor
at the Wallenberg Office and a former
Swedish ambassador, with postings related
to the EU, NATO, the Middle East, and
the UAE. His career also includes roles
with the UN and the Swedish Armed
Forces Headquarters. He sits on the Board
of Business Sweden and the Board of
Governors of the Middle East Institute.

Dr Nelson Torto has been STINT Senior
Science Fellow in Africa since August
2025. He holds a PhD from Lund Univer-
sity and has built a career spanning acade-
mia, government, and international science
leadership across Botswana, Kenya and
South Africa, including senior ministerial
posts and a term as Executive Director of
the African Academy of Sciences. He is an
International Fellow of the Royal Swedish
Academy of Engineering Sciences (IVA).

Dr Laura Barbieri, STINT Science Fellow
in Japan and South Korea, has served as
the Advisory Board’s secretary. 

The analysis, conclusions, and recommen-
dations are those of the Advisory Board
and STINT does not take a position on
these. It is our hope that this report may
serve as a point of departure for discus-
sions among the scientific community,
university leaderships, and policy makers
in Sweden and abroad.
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