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ABSTRACT

In today’s interconnected world, cities have become key players in shaping the
architecture of the global order, and urban diplomacy, as a new language of global
interaction, has transcended the boundaries between politics, knowledge, and culture. In
this context, sister city relations are no longer merely symbolic mechanisms for cultural
exchange; they have evolved into functional platforms for the reproduction of intellectual
capital, the transfer of innovation, and the enhancement of urban governance capacities on
a global scale. This research, using the analytical approach of knowledge network theory
and bibliometric analysis, reconstructs the conceptual map of urban diplomacy and
provides a strategic framework for understanding the transformation of sister city
relations in the context of network governance. The findings indicate that the conceptual
structure of intercity relations has moved beyond the linear and symbolic model of the
past, evolving into a complex, multi-centric, and learning-based system. In this new
framework, concepts such as sustainability, social innovation, smart cities, and resilience
have become key components of synergistic governance. In this context, sister city
relations function as “nodes of knowledge,” enhancing global problem-solving capacity
through the exchange of information, technology, and experience. The knowledge
network analysis reveals that the main research clusters in this field have emerged along
two primary pathways: first, the “knowledge and technological diplomacy” cluster, which
focuses on the transfer of urban innovations and scientific cooperation; and second, the
“cultural and social diplomacy” cluster, which emphasizes the reproduction of social
capital and the international image of cities. Finally, this study, by integrating network
data and multi-level governance concepts, presents a conceptual model for redefining the
role of sister city relations in achieving sustainable urban development goals. This model
recognizes cities not only as geographical entities but also as living systems of knowledge
production, political agency, and collective learning—systems from which the future of

global cooperation will emerge.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Urban diplomacy, particularly through sister city relations, has undergone a significant transformation over the
past few decades. Once viewed primarily as symbolic cultural exchanges, these relationships have now evolved
into essential instruments for fostering international cooperation and addressing the complex global challenges
cities face today. Sister city relationships, which began as diplomatic tools to promote peace and mutual
understanding following the Second World War, have expanded far beyond their cultural and ceremonial roots.
They have increasingly become dynamic frameworks for addressing urgent issues such as climate change,
migration, social inequalities, and urban sustainability. In the context of today's globalized world, cities are no
longer isolated units of governance but are increasingly recognized as key players in the international political
arena. The concept of urban diplomacy has emerged as a new form of diplomacy that facilitates cross-border
exchanges of knowledge, best practices, and resources, enabling cities to address global challenges
collaboratively. These relationships have evolved from one-way cultural exchanges to multi-faceted, multi-
level partnerships that incorporate technological innovation, knowledge sharing, and policy alignment. The aim
of this study is to explore this evolution by applying knowledge network analysis to better understand the
transformation and growing complexity of sister city relations.

The study specifically focuses on identifying the key concepts that are emerging in the literature around sister
cities, such as sustainability, urban innovation, social resilience, and multi-level governance. By mapping out
these concepts and their interconnections, the study aims to offer a comprehensive understanding of how these
relationships are structured and how they can be optimized to better serve urban development goals. One of the
central objectives of this research is to demonstrate the growing role of technological innovation and cultural
exchange in strengthening these partnerships and facilitating solutions to global challenges like climate change,
social inequality, and urban resilience.

Material and Methods

This study employs knowledge network analysis as the primary methodological approach to examine the
relationships and dynamics among scientific publications, authors, concepts, and keywords related to urban
diplomacy and sister city relations. By using bibliometric techniques, this research aims to map the evolution of
the field and identify key trends, patterns, and influential connections within the academic literature. To collect
the necessary bibliometric data, publications from major academic databases were systematically searched. The
study focused on peer-reviewed articles, books, and conference proceedings related to urban diplomacy, sister
city relations, and urban governance. A range of academic sources, including databases such as Scopus, Web of
Science, and Google Scholar, were queried to capture a comprehensive set of relevant studies. The analysis was
conducted using network analysis tools such as VOSviewer, which are specifically designed to visualize and
analyze co-citation, co-occurrence, and co-authorship networks. These tools helped in identifying trends in the
literature, uncovering key research clusters, and visualizing the relationships between central concepts and
authors over time. A combination of both quantitative and qualitative methods was applied. The quantitative
approach involved analyzing citation networks and identifying the most frequently cited papers, authors, and
institutions. Through co-citation analysis, the study identified which papers were frequently cited together,
revealing relationships between key concepts and their influence on the academic discourse. Keyword co-
occurrence analysis was used to uncover emerging themes and track how the focus of research has shifted over
the years.

Result and Discussion

The network analysis conducted in this study revealed several key themes that are central to the evolving
landscape of urban diplomacy and sister city relations. Prominent themes identified include "urban diplomacy,"
"sustainable urban development,” "smart cities," "cultural diplomacy," and "international cooperation." These
concepts highlight the growing complexity and multifaceted nature of sister city relationships, which have
expanded well beyond their initial role as symbolic exchanges of culture and goodwill. In fact, sister city
relations are increasingly functioning as dynamic platforms for technological, economic, and environmental
collaboration. The study found that the role of innovation and technology, especially in the context of smart
cities and sustainable development, is becoming increasingly important in sister city partnerships. Cities are
leveraging these collaborations to introduce innovative solutions for urban challenges such as resource
management, climate change mitigation, and economic development. This trend underscores the shift towards a
more strategic and policy-driven approach in sister city relations, where technological and environmental
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cooperation is integral to addressing global challenges. Furthermore, the analysis indicated that sister city
relations are evolving from simple partnerships into mechanisms for policy transfer, knowledge exchange, and
governance innovation. The exchange of best practices in urban management, sustainability, and digital
innovation between cities is increasingly viewed as an effective way to address complex, interconnected global
issues. The trend towards policy transfer reflects a growing recognition that cities, as key nodes in global
networks, can learn from each other and adopt policies that have been successfully implemented elsewhere.
Despite these advancements, the study also pointed out that many sister city relationships continue to function
symbolically, with cultural exchanges and diplomatic gestures still forming the foundation of many
partnerships. However, the analysis suggests that there is a clear shift towards more strategic collaborations,
with cities increasingly using their sister city networks to tackle urgent issues such as climate change, urban
resilience, and social inequality. The growing importance of these issues highlights the need for further
research to better understand the impact of sister city relations on urban resilience and climate adaptation, as
well as their role in addressing social inequality and fostering inclusive urban development.

Conclusion

This study highlights the evolving role of sister city relations as strategic tools for international cooperation and
addressing global challenges. The analysis shows that these partnerships are expanding beyond cultural
exchanges to include economic, technological, and environmental cooperation. Urban diplomacy, particularly
through sister city networks, is crucial for advancing sustainable development and tackling global issues. By
leveraging innovation and technology, cities can strengthen their global role, fostering policies that promote
resilience and sustainability. The paper proposes that optimizing sister city relations through innovation,
knowledge exchange, and collaborative governance is key to the future of urban diplomacy. Further research
should focus on strategically utilizing these relationships for long-term, sustainable urban transformation

Key words: Urban diplomacy, sister city relations, knowledge network analysis, multi-level governance, urban
sustainability, social innovation.
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