
The emergence of the modern science policy in Colombia: policy transfer and learning from 
international models Abstract: At the end of the sixties most Latin-American countries 
established similar governmental agencies for coordinating scientific and technological 
activities. These agencies were called National Science and Technology Councils (NSTC). Its 
appearance is commonly attributed to a “plain transfer process” of policy models available in 
the international arena. In contrast to this position, my study takes NSTCs in Colombia as a 
starting point to demonstrate the complexities of "policy transfer" at the levels of both 
conceptualization and implementation and to suggest the significance of this recognition. 

The literature on policy diffusion associates the establishment of NSTCs with policy 
convergence or isomorphism. Some literature about the institutionalization of science and 
technology in Latin America also states that NSTCs adhered to long-standing, tested models 
diffused by international organizations like the OECD and UNESCO. However my work 
shows that different trajectories were followed by the various national NSTCs after their 
creation. 

Moreover, although the NSTCs became the most visible expression of one international 
policy model, so-called science policy, this study demonstrates that the OECD constructed 
this normative model based on input collected from the most industrialized countries. Thus, 
rather than a well-defined, structured program, “science policy” is a set of best practices 
theorized from the experiences of different countries that was disseminated as a single model 
through various international organizations. 

Colombia was one of the Latin-American countries that first implemented the NSTC structure 
in 1968. Although it did not have a robust institutional tradition of promoting research, its 
policy-makers played active roles in implementing the guidelines provided by the “science 
policy” model. The openness to international expert advice, the training of its political elites 
abroad and the high level of funding received from international cooperation agencies also 
contributed to implementation. Nevertheless, there is no clear evidence that Colombia 
demanded this policy. The weakness of its scientific community, the low governmental 
investment in the promotion of science and technology, and the poor national visibility of 
science and technology suggest that the country adopted the NSTC through a process of 
learning through the transfer of international policy models like “science policy”. How 
exactly did this process occur? Was the proffered model simply copied? 

To answer these questions, my study employs a middle-range theory called “policy transfer” 
to facilitate the assessment of empirical evidence on the institutionalization of “science 
policy” in Colombia between 1968-1991 in order to reconstruct and to understand how 
institutionalization took place. The study examines the following topics in particular: 

voluntary vs. coercive transfers; the relative success or failure of transfers; the role of 
international expert networks; the power of international organizations in defining the 
parameters and boundaries of acceptable action in one specific policy field; and how 
Colombian policy-makers used the experience developed in other countries for solving similar 
national problems. 

Three transfer mechanisms explain the influence of international organizations in the design 
of Colombian scientific and technological policy: transnational communication; international 
harmonization; and imposition. These mechanisms operated simultaneously between and 
1991 and informed local policy-makers about policy options that accorded with the interests 
of the international organizations that supported them. Notably, UNESCO and the 



International Development Bank (IDB) emphasized building scientific infrastructure and 
improving the status of scientists, while the Organization of American States (OAS) and the 
Andean Pact pushed for control of technology imports and transfer of industrial knowledge 
oriented towards solving “real problems” in Latin-American countries. 

 


