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From the UK to Australia and China to Denmark, many countries are reviewing their public
diplomacy strategies in recognition of the increasing importance of engagement with
foreign populations. As NGOs and supranational bodies look to exert influence alongside
national governments, the competition for attention is increasing. This trend will continue
as access to virtual worlds and Web 2.0 provide individuals as well as organisations with
the tools to compete more successfully in the field of public diplomacy. Understanding
and successfully applying these tools is crucial in such a competitive environment.

Options for Influence provides an introduction to the tools required to create an effective
strategy. It forms the basis for training practitioners and provides a foundation for a
common understanding of the many varied approaches to exerting influence. This book
identifies three central questions that facilitate the creation of a structured programme:
�What does your product say about you?
�Where are you located on the spectrum of available approaches?
�Where in the world(s) is your product targeted?

The recent desire to emphasise persuasion rather than coercion compels us to consider
the potential of public diplomacy, and its related fields, as one of the core means of
influencing global events. Public diplomacy, rather than being seen as an adjunct to the
business of policy-making, is a profession in its own right. As such, an awareness of the
options for influence provides organisations and individuals with a noticeable advantage
over their competitors.

Ali Fisher and Aurélie Bröckerhoff
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Executive summary

The concept of public diplomacy was developed in the 1960s. Since then,

governments and practitioners alike have debated definitions of public diplomacy

and its related fields, such as cultural relations, propaganda and cultural diplomacy.

Although definition serves to demarcate territory, technical debates about definition

sometimes hinder the understanding of practical implications. In order to allow

practitioners to conduct public diplomacy more strategically, it is vital to understand

the underlying principles of influence politics. The cultural implications and the

choice of building blocks of any strategy significantly influence the success and

impact of a programme.

What does your product say about you?

� Consideration needs to be given to the production and reception of the

product you are developing. Whether selling or communicating, a product will

always reflect more on its origin than anticipated. Organisations and

practitioners who are aware of the hierarchies latent in their values and can

discriminate between the promotion of a nation and the promotion of values

have a relative advantage over their competitors. 

� While a contextual understanding is important, international actors should also

consider aspects of reception in order to avoid misunderstandings and display

willingness to form mutual relationships. ‘Culture’ can be seen as a framework

made up of mainly unconscious components, and as such, the study of the

target audience’s background becomes important. Building trust through

dialogue and negotiation is the key to success for understanding the people an

international actor wishes to influence.

Where are you located on the spectrum of available approaches?

� In order for strategies to become more efficient and effective, it is useful to be

aware of the different approaches of engaging with foreign publics. These

options for influence range from solely listening to purely messaging. On the

listening end of the spectrum, facilitation, network-building and cultural

exchange feature; moving further down to the telling end, cultural diplomacy

and broadcasting lead to direct messaging. 
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� It is important for practitioners to know where they are located within this

spectrum of options, firstly to realise their own preferred approaches and

identify alternatives, and secondly to find possible partners positioned in their

proximity on the spectrum. Knowing the entire spectrum of approaches also

leads international actors to being more creative in the construction of their

public diplomacy programmes.

Where in the world is your product targeted?

� Another major aspect when deciding on a strategy is targeting. Targeting

offers a convenient way of streamlining public diplomacy engagement without

losing impact and reach. Strategic targeting can be along geographical or

issue-based lines. It will make a difference whether a public diplomacy

programme aims at global engagement or is restricted to the local community.

Similarly, a political public diplomacy programme will differ from a programme

to increase tourism or trade to a specific area. 

� Online engagement opens up new ways of influencing to public diplomacy

practitioners. Online platforms can be used in two ways: either to complement

existing strategies or to form the basis of new sorts of engagement, such as

open source systems. An international actor can also adjust a public diplomacy

programme to the needs of bilateral or multilateral engagement. 

Options for Influence is not the conclusion of a complex but well-elaborated

argument or debate; it represents a practical guide to practitioners in the field 

of public diplomacy. By considering the different building blocks and their potential

presented in this book, practitioners can make more informed decisions about

influencing foreign publics and therefore increase the likelihood of success.

iv

Foreword

In a world where ideas, people and cultures mix and move faster than ever before,

navigating the complexity of global, international, national and local messages

means listening more than ever. Listening, being open to the exchange of ideas and

facilitating that exchange are essential to those wanting to exert influence in a

complex, interconnected world. 

How we manage our relationships with other states, peoples and international

institutions – in an environment where virtually anyone has the potential to

influence communities almost anywhere in the world – has been an issue of

increasing academic and practical importance. A century ago military force and

economic power may have shaped the world but persuasion and influence have

always played an important role in achieving a nation’s goals. 

In the 21st century, there are even greater limits to the effectiveness of force.

The increasing power of people, the media and the internet to cross borders,

change minds and change societies – for better and for worse – mean that

engaging people matters more than ever. The barriers are lower too. It no longer

takes the resources of a state to change the views and lives of millions in other

countries. But the task of engagement is also harder as people can increasingly

choose to tune in to debates of their interest and to tune out of what does not

speak them.

The British Council has been building trust, influence and engagement for the

UK through mutually beneficial relationships with people in other countries for over

70 years. Our work is based on the principle of openness and being prepared to

listen as well as speak. The ideas presented in this book have helped shape the way

the British Council articulates its work in cultural relations and how it relates and

compares to the work of other actors in other countries. The options discussed

within it are not intended to set out a British Council position but to help describe,

discuss and stimulate thinking about the range of options from which international

actors can choose. 

We believe effective cultural relations build long-term influence and trust, as

well as create shared economic, social and cultural value. The key, however, is not

to see cultural relations as simply a more effective way for international actors to



Introduction

Influencing people has a longstanding tradition, although the concept of public

diplomacy was developed only in the 1960s. Since then, many interpretations and

definitions have been offered, along with the popularised use of terms such as soft

power or cultural diplomacy. These and similar labels share a common desire for

influence over the target audience.  

Communication with populations around the world and the exertion of

influence have received increasing attention from academics and governments

alike. National organisations in this field have come under pressure, both within the

international environment and from domestic demands for financial efficiency and

valorisation. This is leading to a shift in the way public diplomacy is seen, namely as

a vital profession in the realisation of interests, rather than peripheral to the core

activities of international diplomacy. At the same time, the field also needs to be

recognised as a whole, rather than merely a sum of scattered attempts at

definitions. 

Many countries, from the UK to Australia and China to Denmark, have

conducted reviews into public diplomacy in recent years as they recognise the

increasing importance of engagement with foreign populations. With both NGOs

and supranational bodies attempting to exert influence alongside national

governments, the competition for attention is increasing. This trend will continue as

access to virtual worlds and Web 2.0 provides individuals as well as organisations

with the tools to compete more successfully in the field of public diplomacy.

Knowing these tools is crucial in such a competitive environment. 

The changing nature of the environment of engagement has caused a

consideration of the impact of public diplomacy (and its related fields) as one of the

core options when trying to influence events overseas. Rather than seeing public

diplomacy as an adjunct to the business of policy-making, the field must now be

considered a profession. As such, being aware of one’s options for influence can

provide an organisation, or individual, with an edge over competitors.

Recognition as a specific profession goes hand in hand with a clear transition

from merely selling foreign policy to considering public diplomacy as an integral

tool for achieving national priorities through changing behaviours within the target

audience. Some may argue that to maintain this position practitioners and

academics need only to deliver what they have previously promised. 

get their own way. It is about influencing others by being open to being influenced

yourself and building trust by sharing skills, education, language, creativity,

innovation, science, arts and culture and sharing the benefits of a more open,

interconnected and engaged world.

John Worne

Director Strategy and External Relations

British Counci

January 2008

vi 1



Options for Influence is an introduction to the field of exerting influence

through overt international communication. It is neither an attempt to define which

methods should be adopted nor an indication that an end to the development of

tools has been reached. This is because each international actor has their own

priorities, strengths, weaknesses and resources. As such, the options relevant to

one actor will not necessarily be appropriate for another. Clarity over one’s own

aims and objectives and an awareness of the available range of tools and options

allow actors to put together the essential building blocks for a successful strategy. 

Options for Influence provides an introduction to answering three key

questions for an international communication strategy. The first chapter introduces

the controversies around definition. The second chapter focuses on the ambiguous

nature of products in the field of public diplomacy. When communicating, an

international actor will need to consider the conscious as well as unconscious

processes involved and look at both the production and reception side needs. 

The third chapter discusses the variety of approaches an actor can take to conduct

a programme, ranging from listening to telling. Chapter 4 looks at the ways in which

targeting, either geographically or by issue, can help increase the efficiency and

effectiveness, that is the success, of a strategy. This chapter also looks at both

bilateral and multilateral programmes as well as online engagement. 

Options for Influence introduces the range of possibilities. Each international

actor will adopt and adapt the ideas in different ways, but the central tenet that

these programmes are about influence remains unchanged. It is merely the way in

which the actor seeks to exert influence that varies. When considering the options

for influence, the ultimate goal of the programme must not be lost – whatever

name you choose, a programme should ultimately attempt to influence the

behaviour of the audience.

2

1 What is public diplomacy?
Whatever you call it, we’re in 
the influence business

Since the concept of public diplomacy was developed in the 1960s, many varying

interpretations and definitions have been offered. But what does public diplomacy

actually mean? And why does this question matter? Rather than focusing on a

technical debate about definition, this chapter forms the basis to explore the

practical implications and options of being in the influence business.

Many scholars and practitioners have offered definitions of public diplomacy. 

And there are likely to be many more. For those who are new to the concept, 

the myriad of definitions can be overwhelming. German labels for public diplomacy

include internationale Öffentlichkeitsarbeit, kulturelle Öffentlichkeitsarbeit and

öffentliche Diplomatie, which has led the Auswärtige Amt (German Foreign Office)

to use the English term in their publications. But in English too, many terms can 

be used to refer to public diplomacy. Cultural relations and public diplomacy have 

been used interchangeably as well as in various divergent meanings. The British

government, for example, has reiterated the way it understands cultural relations

and public diplomacy, and their relationship to each other, in two major reviews

over the last six years. 

The concept and practice of public diplomacy are constantly evolving at a

rapid rate. As a result, both academics and practitioners frequently put forward

their own understanding of public diplomacy, seeking to capture a new perspective

on the discipline. Jan Melissen, Director of the Clingendael Diplomatic Studies

Programme, defines public diplomacy as ‘the relationship between diplomats 

and the foreign publics with which they work’ at the opening of his book The New

Public Diplomacy.1

3



Every practitioner either explicitly or implicitly produces their own

understanding. In December 2005, the Carter Review updated the definition of

public diplomacy for the UK and described it as: 

‘Work aiming to inform and engage individuals and organisations overseas, in

order to improve understanding of and influence for the United Kingdom in a

manner consistent with governmental medium- and long-term goals.’4

This definition reflects the thinking and agenda of the UK government in 2005.

It altered the definition provided by the Wilton Review in 2002, which described

public diplomacy as:

‘Work which aims at influencing in a positive way the perceptions of individuals

and organisations overseas about the UK, and their engagement with the UK’.5

If another debate were to be held within the UK the resulting definition would

probably be different again. Definitions are likely to be altered and rephrased over

time. As such, to debate definitions is to discuss an ever-evolving concept which is

interpreted and reinterpreted by government departments and academics both in

the UK and overseas. The energy lost when attempting definition could well be used

in the realms of strategy development. 

Further complications relating to definition arise when taking into account

related activities, with sometimes overlapping and blurred distinctions. The

American diplomat Richard Holbrooke wrote: ‘Call it public diplomacy, call it 

public affairs, psychological warfare, if you really want to be blunt, propaganda.’6

The complex nature of this type of definition can be demonstrated with the NATO

Military Public Affairs Policy.

Although this is a useful place to start, the concept has evolved. It no longer has to

be carried out merely by diplomats. Nicholas Cull, Director of the Master of Public

Diplomacy Program at the University of Southern California, therefore sees public

diplomacy as ‘an international actor’s attempt to manage the international

environment through engagement with a foreign public’.2 In this context

international actors are not just state based. They may be supranational such as

NATO or the EU, a multinational corporation, a non-governmental organisation, a

terrorist organisation (whether or not they are based in one state) or any other

individual or organisation that seeks to exert influence on an international level.   

The Center on Public Diplomacy at the University of South California provides this

description which draws on the origins of government-to-government

communication and contrasts this standard diplomacy to public diplomacy by

expanding out to cover a wider understanding.

‘Unlike standard diplomacy, which might be described as the ways in which

government leaders communicate with each other at the highest levels, public

diplomacy focuses on the ways in which a country (or multi-lateral organization

such as the United Nations), acting deliberately or inadvertently, through both

official and private individuals and institutions, communicates with citizens in other

societies.

But like standard diplomacy, it starts from the premise that dialogue, rather

than a sales pitch, is often central to achieving the goals of foreign policy. To be

effective, public diplomacy must be seen as a two-way street. It involves not only

shaping the message(s) that a country wishes to present abroad, but also analyzing

and understanding the ways that the message is interpreted by diverse societies

and developing the tools of listening and conversation as well as the tools of

persuasion.’3

USC Center on Public Diplomacy

The different definitions already highlight the difficulty of defining public

diplomacy in a way that captures the entirety of contemporary thinking in an easy-

to-understand way for those being exposed to the concept for the first time. In

addition, practitioners regularly use definition to demarcate their territory. Moving

beyond academic thought, these definitions entail practical implications for the use

of public diplomacy.
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2 What does your product say 
about you?

Communication with our audiences and partners can entail more than we expect.

What we say is not necessarily what we communicate. Being aware of the

underlying principles of communication can help increase a strategy’s efficiency,

effectiveness and impact. This chapter provides an insight into the implications of

communicating with audiences, the problems that may arise when engaging in

public diplomacy and how these issues may be avoided or minimised. 

You can’t not communicate. This basic principle of interpersonal communication is

vital to the work of anybody considering their options for influence. Whenever an

actor chooses to act in public (or not), this will say something about the individual,

the organisation and any associated products or programmes. Usually the choices

range from selling to communicating. Selling, whether product, programme or

political position, is a predominantly conscious act. Communicating, conversely, 

can be more or less conscious. But whichever approach practitioners are taking,

their product will usually say much more about them than they anticipated. 

2.1 Of communication and selling

Selling or communicating are not two completely detached options an

international actor can choose, but they are likely to be intertwined in any

programme. This section presents the inferences of emphasising one or the other.

When seeking to exert influence, organisations need to be certain about the action

they are engaging in. Specifically, an actor needs to be clear whether to put

emphasis on selling or communicating.

Selling is a strategic action that is undertaken for one’s own self-advancement.

Consciously communicating aims to reach an understanding that will be beneficial

to both sides. This basic distinction has already been made by the pre-eminent

social scientist of our time, Jürgen Habermas, who sees strategic action 

as being in the way of communicative action, that is interaction through honest

Public diplomacy

The totality of measures and means to inform, communicate and co-operate with a

broad range of target audiences worldwide, with the aim to raise the level of

awareness and understanding about NATO, promoting its policies and activities,

thereby fostering support for the Alliance and developing trust and confidence in it.

Propaganda

Information, ideas, doctrines, or special appeals disseminated to influence the

opinion, emotions, attitudes, or behaviour of any specified group in order to benefit

the sponsor either directly or indirectly.

Psychological operations (Psyops)

Planned psychological activities using methods of communication and other means

directed to approved audiences in order to influence perceptions, attitudes and

behaviour, affecting the achievement of political and military objectives.7

NATO Military Public Affairs Policy 

These definitions demonstrate that the names for public diplomacy, and related

fields, are numerous and have a high degree of overlap. One main aspect in

differentiation may be the perception of each term; some are considered positive,

while others have a negative bias. Some organisations may choose to label their

actions in a certain way depending on how they wish to be understood by their

particular constituency. But although the different labels entail specific assumptions

or even divergent methodology, the area of engagement is essentially the same.

Trying to define the concept of public diplomacy can thus be compared to

trying to nail jelly to a wall. While definitions are useful for bureaucratic

demarcation, many practitioners might prefer to adopt the now famous words of Mr

Justice Stewart – ‘I know it when I see it’.8

Whatever label practitioners wish to put on their work, the aim of their activity

is not just changing people’s perceptions, but rather influencing the way people act.

Changing perceptions may be a means to changing action, but, at the end of the

day it is changed behaviour that matters. So when addressing the question of how

public diplomacy may be defined, the most honest and easily accessible answer

might be: ‘Call it what you like, we are in the influence business.’9

6 7



The Qantas experience

Australian national carrier Qantas, for example, emphasises in its advertising

campaign its links to Australia as well as to the experience of flying. In the past

years, Qantas commercials have used Peter Allen’s song ‘I still call Australia home’

as a backdrop for images of iconic Australian landmarks interspersed with famous

skylines and tourist attractions of potential destinations. A Qantas plane,

representing the actual product, features for only a few seconds in the two- to

three-minute clips. Many national carriers give their airline a similar identity that

communicates particular national characteristics combined with the experience 

of flying.11

Whichever way of engaging an international actor chooses, programmes will 

be located within this span of communicating and selling. When introducing the

spectrum of available approaches in Section 3.4, it will be obvious that approaches

vary in the amount of either selling or communicating involved.

The closer to ‘telling’ on the spectrum, the more the international actor

emphasises selling. Conversely, closer to the ‘listening’ end, the international actor

places greater emphasis on developing influence by understanding the priorities of

other actors. The shift of focus to communicating rather than selling results from

the desire to achieve a genuinely balanced relationship emphasising mutuality and

mutual understanding.

Mutual relationships are those that are equally shared by each member of the

relationship. In public diplomacy, mutuality provides a way of eschewing one-way

communication. In their book Mutuality, trust and cultural relations, Nick Wadham-

Smith and Martin Rose argue that mutuality is an interconnected set of values that

includes respect, trust, openness and a willingness to change one’s own mind

where appropriate and necessary.

To the authors this relies on open and honest communication which rests on

the premise that both sides are aware of their own values.12 In order for a public

diplomacy organisation to be able to communicate and establish mutual

relationships, it needs not only to understand its own set of values, but also to

recognise a hierarchy of values within. 

dialogue aimed at understanding. At the outset for a public diplomacy programme,

whether to choose a selling or a communication approach needs to be carefully

considered. This section will discuss communication from the perspective of the

producer; the latter part will discuss communication from the perspective of the

audience and the importance of reception.  

According to Habermas’ theory of communicative action, different types of action

exist. Strategic actions aim at furthering one’s own self-interest, either by self-

representation, influencing others or promoting one’s own cultural values. These do

not require any form of mutuality and do not involve the other. To Habermas, they

are limited in their scope and therefore impact. Communicative actions on the other

hand aim at reaching a true understanding of the other. While understanding can be

the sole purpose of communicative actions, in public diplomacy they can then be

the basis for further mutually beneficial actions.10

Habermas Theorie des kommunikativen Handelns

In attempts to actively sell, products or ideas are usually inscribed with a

certain image to increase their attractiveness to a potential audience. For example,

budget and luxury airlines both essentially try to sell a product – a journey from one

point to another. The budget airline adopts a selling approach in highlighting the

movement of people at a low price. A luxury airline, on the other hand, will try to

give its product an identity that attracts a different customer base and helps justify

the higher price. 

The aim of these campaigns is to increase sales by persuading potential

customers to buy the advertised product, influencing their behaviour to make them

buy the product. Success is then measured in the number of sales that result from

advertising, as they are an indication of changed behaviours. The same applies to

public diplomacy strategies and programmes. Success can only be effectively

measured according to whether or not the programme succeeded in influencing

the behaviour of the target audience.

8 9



Encouraging a tolerance of difference recognises that there is no single,

predetermined way of thinking. Instead, it promotes the freedom of expression. 

This conceptually not only ensures the existence of difference, but also provides

the scope for cultural innovation through open and fearless interaction protected

by this freedom of expression. 

While an international actor may call for tolerance, this will also require an

ongoing discussion about its limits within that particular society. Clearly there are

acts which even the most broad-minded would not wish to merely tolerate.

Everyone has their limit and it varies from one individual to the next and from one

situation to another. However, in establishing a meaning of tolerance beyond

concepts of shared values, international actors need to recognise that groups and

individuals will construct their own hierarchy of values.  

A hierarchy of values

To demonstrate this, identify three values and then consider a situation which 

could cause them to conflict. In those incidences when the environment could

cause conflict, a choice would be made, creating a hierarchy of values. 

In a famous story from the Bible, God commanded Abraham to sacrifice his

only son, Isaac. Abraham and Isaac embarked on the journey to Mount Moriah, 

the chosen place for the offering. On the trip, Isaac asked his father where the

sacrificial lamb was, and Abraham replied that God would provide one. Just before

killing his son, Abraham was stopped by an angel and God sent a ram which was

brought to sacrifice instead of Isaac.15

The hierarchy of values represented by Abraham’s choice created a situation

whereby he placed greater importance on serving his God than on the life of his son.

Many Western audiences identify values such as human rights, democratic

elections or the right to worship. However, some Western governments would also

argue that an encroachment on human rights is necessary to defend democratic

elections or the security of citizens. This creates the hierarchy which has to be

negotiated within society, rather than stated as a static list of shared values. 

The debate about tolerance dovetails with the need for reciprocity. In effect,

many people view tolerance as a reciprocal behaviour of which they need to be a

recipient before they will tolerate the behaviour of another. Reciprocity may

galvanise the movement toward greater tolerance and create an ongoing feedback

2.2 Demonstrating the importance of recognising a hierarchy of values 

As values are negotiated and renegotiated within different groups of people,

international actors will often encounter values diverging from their own.

Therefore, when engaging with an audience, it is important to be aware of one’s

own values and their hierarchy in order to know with which partners and

audiences one is willing to engage and also to determine a basis of engagement. 

Values are not static, but are negotiated and renegotiated in order to keep validity.

Most values evolve as a result of social interaction and are as a result in perpetual

flux. Nowadays, with an ever-faster pace of life and change in the world, values

need to be renegotiated more regularly. Many areas of the world are facing

increased migration and pressure on resources. Consequently, the focus for a

number of international actors will be to promote relationships that emphasise

often intertwined and overlapping sets of values, such as tolerance, trust, mutuality.

Tolerance, for example, whether bound up in the language of freedom, liberty or

religious observance, provides space for dissent from a particular belief or practice.

It also provides a useful basis for the discussion of the hierarchy of values.

One understanding of tolerance

Tolerance of other perspectives or actions guarantees the freedom to act as one

may wish. As a result, diversity in society is maintained, as numerous ‘others’ are

permitted to exist. Tolerance demonstrates respect for the other and recognises

the mutual right to the freedom to act in a manner consistent with the particular

cultural, political or religious norms and beliefs of the individual. 

Others argue that tolerance is not enough, there must be a movement toward

active appreciation and understanding of difference rather than merely putting up

with other perspectives.13

The discussion surrounding tolerance owes much to the Putney Debates and

British philosopher John Locke’s work, both of which highlight the tension between

different values in society.14 Rights and values do not exist in splendid isolation; they

are maintained in tension with other values recognised by both the individual and

society as a whole, and modified through negotiation, in order to reflect the shifting

ideals and demands of the present. It is not enough simply to state a value: it must

also be acknowledged within a hierarchy of values. 
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Values and nations

In the early Cold War, the desire to promote democracy in Europe competed with

the desire to promote a positive image of America. The operations intended to

promote democracy in Europe included the development of free scholarship,

juxtaposed in American eyes to the proscriptive education system in the East. Free

scholarship, however, contained certain elements which created tensions for the

promotion of a positive image of America. For example at the opening of the

Amerika-Institut in Munich, the Director H.F. Peters announced his intention to

demonstrate certain ‘American realities’.17

In the pre-1954 environment, and even after 1954, there were numerous

realities, particularly relating to segregation and flagrant racism, which the US

Government officials felt were inappropriate for discussion in Europe.18

This created tension which placed the promotion of freedom to study into

direct conflict with the attempts to promote a positive image of America. The US

Government sought to promote the positive image of the nation, through exerting

pressure on the Institut, which included for a short time confiscating H.F. Peters’s

passport.19

Contrary to the US Government approach, representatives of the Rockefeller

Foundation, which had provided financial support to the Institut, viewed the

discussion of ‘American realities’ a positive demonstration of the values, particularly

freedom and democracy, that they sought to encourage in Germany. 

In the nearly 60 years since these events, little has changed. The actions of a

country, or individuals seen as representative of that country, will at times

undermine the values which public diplomacy is intended to promote. In light of the

American example, the danger of tension becomes clear. Actions and deeds must

be seen to be coherently aligned, but also values and the nation must be seen to

be working in harmony. This may be difficult in countries with considerable cultural

diversity, whether the result of large minority groups or an influx of immigrants,

which alters the realities within a country.  

For smaller non-state international actors this may be less of a problem given

that they are less exposed to potential target audiences. However, until the nation-

state ceases to be part of public diplomacy, the conflict between promoting values

and nations will persist. While a negative perception of the international actor may

in itself hinder the realisation of other objectives, conducting operations as a model

loop through which commitment to tolerance can be reinforced. Conversely,

tolerance can be undermined in certain situations when there is a perception that 

it is not reciprocal. In considering their options practitioners must recognise that

dialogue about tolerance and values will not just be about what values or ideas

people adhere to, but also the limitations and priorities. 

‘I do not want my doors to be walled and my windows stuffed. I want the cultures of

all lands to blow freely about my house. But I do not want to be blown off my feet

by any.’16

Mahatma Gandhi

2.3 The tension between promoting nations and values 

While many countries and other international actors have protracted internal

debates about their identity, many still attempt to project a single external image.

But how to represent a nation that consists of so many different values and ideas?

This issue is not often acknowledged among practitioners, but a choice between

promoting certain values or promoting the international actor may have to be

made, as these may require incompatible approaches.

The promotion of a nation can be seen as a means to promoting certain values.

However, given the competing hierarchies of values within a society and shifting

priorities identified in different situations, promoting nations and promoting values

should be considered as two options, rather than two sides of the same coin. While

nation promotion and value advocacy may in some instances complement each

other, this should be considered and confirmed rather than assumed. A target

audience may have had a different experience with a nation in the past which

contradicts the ideas and values the nation is now trying to promote. 

In demonstrating this potential division between the actions of the nation, 

or other actors, and the ideas or values which they seek to espouse, the truism 

that actions speak louder than words springs to mind. To put it another way, 

the performance of values, rather than the discussion of them, can be important 

in the transmission of certain ideas. 
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because they cannot necessarily see beyond the water surface.

Numerous studies have been conducted to understand and explain what

happens underneath the surface. The insights of those studies have been used

extensively for marketing purposes. This is why advertisers, in an attempt to

increase sales, link their product to certain psychological associations, as with the

example of Qantas in Section 2.1. 

But while commercial sales are an important area for this type of engagement,

changing political and social circumstances can also lead to the desire to change

the way an item is referred to, due to the thought patterns associated with the

words. Labels for items, as we have already touched upon in Chapter 1, often carry

a heavy load of assumptions. In semiotics, the study of sign processes, this is

referred to as denotation and connotation. Denotation describes what a word

actually refers to, while connotation is the meaning that this word has for a person.

Analysing the difference can help in the understanding of how meaning is

constructed and understood.

The word ‘forest’ denotes an accumulation of trees. To a German, this term

evokes feelings of serenity, privacy, peace, etc. Thus, for a German, the term has a

positive connotation. A French person, on the contrary, usually associates terms like

dark, gloomy, or threatening with this word, and therefore the term has negative

connotations. These are generalised of course, but recognising this nuance in

connotation is an important part of creating strategy. Such connotations can

of the values the actor seeks to promote may provide the best means of

demonstrating commitment to the ideas or values.20 A positive perception, 

on the other hand, may help future public diplomacy activities.

2.4 The importance of reception

Although options for influence are essentially gathered on the producing side, 

it is important to understand the principles of reception. Often, what is said can 

be different from what is understood. Cultural frameworks and unconscious ways

of creating meaning can lead to an initiative being understood in a completely

different way from what was intended. When constructing a programme,

international actors should always keep their audience in mind. 

The way an actor’s actions are received is equally important to the success of a

public diplomacy programme as its creation. It is therefore important to understand

the mechanism involved when perceiving the world around us. Neither individuals

nor the messages they send out exist in a vacuum. They are always part of a wider

sociocultural framework. 

In human interaction, usually, what you see is not what you get. Every time an

individual receives a stimulus from the outside world, their own cultural and

personal background, consisting of a complex set of values, beliefs, ideas, etc.,

helps them make sense of it. The important issues here are the relationship

between the physical and those values, assumptions and other contributing myths,

habits and beliefs which sit beneath the physical; and a shift from what a person

wants to say to how an audience understands what is being said.  

The relationship between physical goods and the values or assumptions of a

specific culture has on numerous occasions been described as an iceberg. The tip

of the iceberg, i.e. the external physical components of culture, represents those

things that have been learned explicitly and that can be applied consciously; the

things that have been physically created and that can be changed more easily. 

They are cultural goods such as music, art or literary works. However, these

make up only a tiny fragment of culture. The major part is submerged and can’t

easily be seen, heard or touched. It consists of values, beliefs, thought patterns and

myths. These are usually implicitly learned and operate at the unconscious level.

Often, an individual cannot fully explain why situations evoke certain reactions,
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An awareness of how messages are encoded with meaning and how these 

are then read, or decoded, by the audience, has implications for whether a

practitioner opts for a communicative or a selling approach. The important part 

of considering whether an international actor develops a programme either to 

sell or to communicate is that the nature of either engagement will be dependent

on the way the intervention interacts with the pre-existing beliefs, assumptions 

and understandings of the target audience.

Encoding/decoding

Stuart Hall’s essay ‘Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse’, although

mainly concerned with broadcasting productions, offers an insight into the way

meaning is produced and received. Hall argues that both production and reception

are part of the process of production of meaning. From a semiotic starting point,

Hall deduces that every signifying element in itself can take on many different

meanings. This leads to the fact that nothing has an absolute meaning, but meaning

is negotiated on the basis of and within our institutional, cultural, political and social

background, which is then arranged in a hierarchical way from dominant to

subordinate. Located on the higher end of the scale are the preferred meanings, 

i.e. the ways in which certain items tend to be understood. 

Awareness and knowledge of those can help a producer of a message in

bringing across a specific point to his intended audience. In order for a message 

to influence, instruct or persuade, the recipient must read the message in the 

same way as the producer has constructed it. No law can ensure that a reader will

understand the way the producer intended, he can just make an understanding

more likely by relying on the preferred meanings. However, receivers will eventually

refer to their own maps of meaning, determined by the codes of personal and

sociocultural frames of reference, to make sense of what they see, hear or read.

To minimise misunderstanding, producers must speak through the codes of the

receiver. This requires a high degree of symmetry between the position of the

producer/encoder and the receiver/decoder.24

Understanding is influenced by context. It is group-specific, usually negotiated

within certain groupings. Encoding/decoding also argues that individuals, rather

than being caught in a static expression of an amalgamated set of beliefs,

understandings, myths and assumptions, find themselves in an ongoing process 

of engagement and negotiation of the world around them.

influence the impact of a particular message or programme if the target audience

interprets it in a different way from what the producer expected. For example, while

to some Uncle Scrooge or Mickey Mouse are merely cartoon characters, to others

they may be the embodiment of capitalism.22

Understanding the messages that the practitioner is sending by

communicating or selling is therefore a precondition for a successful public

diplomacy programme. This applies to an awareness of both the message an actor

is consciously sending and those underlying unconscious assumptions on which

that message is built. Often, changing political, economic or social circumstances

results in a change in the connotations of certain words and may cause a society 

to consider changing the names of the items they refer to.

Changing circumstances, changing names

� French fries became freedom fries in the US at the time of the invasion of Iraq. 

� The Frankfurter became the hot dog during the Great War, itself later referred

to as the First World War.  

� Also during the First World War the British Royal Family changed its name from

Saxe-Coburg to Windsor.   

The changing of these names within a society demonstrates how changing

circumstances causes the connotation of that name to be understood in different

ways. In identifying the options for influence, the likelihood of the target audience

using their own, different, unconscious cultural assumptions and understandings will

influence the way in which they interpret an initiative. 

Particular attention has to be paid to the potentially different interpretations

when considering broadcasting, cultural diplomacy and messaging. While it is

important for all options, those approaches that place greater emphasis on telling

than on listening are more likely to run the danger of being misunderstood by the

target audience. 

Managing alternative interpretations begins with understanding not only what

the international actor is attempting to represent to the target audience, by, for

example, crafting a message or putting on an exhibition, but also the conscious and

unconscious assumptions upon which programmes are based.23 The international

actor will select a particular message or material for that exhibition which is

intended to demonstrate certain issues that will represent certain ideas, such as

characteristics or values.
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be political but may also be cultural. In political negotiation, treaties and

memoranda are negotiated; in cultural negotiation understanding is developed

between individuals and communities representing different perspectives.   

While in the past most strategies were devised behind closed doors,

practitioners are now realising the importance of negotiating strategies openly in

order to make the audience part of a process rather than recipient of a finished

product. As David Miliband recognised in his recent speech at Chatham House, 

‘The old diplomacy was defined by a world of limited information. It was a veritable

secret garden of negotiations. And secret negotiation still matters.’ However, ‘the

new diplomacy is public as well as private, mass as well as elite, real-time as well 

as deliberative’.27

Engaging in negotiation does not necessarily require giving up on firmly held

beliefs, but as Margaret Mead wrote: ‘There is no hierarchy of values by which one

culture has the right to insist on all its own values and deny those of another.’28

This statement opens many possible discussions. Some may consider it akin to

cultural relativism, believing that there is a superior set of values. Others may 

read it to suggest that there is neither a recognised system of authority which 

can demand the total repudiation of all values, nor indeed that there is an agreed

hierarchy of values, as discussed in Section 2.2. Still, another alternative may 

focus on the implication that there is not one ultimate set of shared values, but a

number of different understandings which are in a constant state of development

and reinterpretation. 

Negotiation can be an important part of any public diplomacy work.

Negotiation is an obvious element for public diplomacy programmes that focus 

on listening or facilitation. However, negotiation can inform the full range of options

for influence. This will be discussed in further detail in the following chapter.

Homi K. Bhabha, an eminent writer on culture, wrote 

‘culture is less about expressing a pre-given identity (whether the source is

national culture or ethnic culture) and more about the activity of negotiating,

regulating and authorising competing, often conflicting, demands for collective

self-representation’.25

The demands for collective representation, their articulation and interplay are

subject to change. Migration and globalisation make exposure to people of different

backgrounds increasingly likely. Together with the rising population concentration in

urban areas, this ‘hybrid cosmopolitanism of contemporary metropolitan life’ (Homi

K. Bhabha)26 increases the need of negotiation, regulation and authorisation. With

the fast pace at which the world changes and as new concepts of culture and

identity (e.g. Britishness) are debated, many individuals, and whole societies, feel a

constant need to reposition and rearticulate demands for self-representation. 

Attempts to construct influence programmes designed to project a specific

identity are particularly subject to the rapid changes both of encoding and

decoding. However, they are not limited to direct expressions of national identity.

The construction of programmes intended to counter terrorism and climate change

also have to consider the impact of encoding/decoding. This is because these

programmes cannot exist in splendid isolation from culture and identity. 

Although each of the options for influence from the spectrum can be important

for an international actor, Homi Bhabha’s conception is more about communication

than selling, or at least selling alone. Recognising the importance of negotiation and

dialogue can be the key to a successful public diplomacy programme.

2.5 Negotiation and dialogue

Dialogue and negotiation are important tools in overcoming the difficulties in

international relations. Both help in understanding the people we engage with.

Through negotiation and dialogue, international actors open up their viewpoint 

to others, but are at the same time receptive to other ways of perception. 

Negotiation through placing the emphasis on communication rather than selling is

an option for persuasion. Negotiation is a vital part of any intercultural work; it can
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3.2 Soft power

The term ‘soft power’ is very popular in current public diplomacy debate. This

section investigates the hidden assumptions and implications behind this concept. 

Soft power, much used, but less understood, and public diplomacy are not

interchangeable terms. Soft power is not an umbrella term for all cultural activities;

it is one of the specific tools that can be used to exert influence. However, although

commonly applied, it is inaccurate and potentially damaging to say if something is

neither military nor economic activity, then it is soft power. Rather, soft power is an

activity that specifically aims at influencing the way people act. Joseph Nye wrote:

‘Soft power is the ability to get what you want by attracting and persuading others

to adopt your goals. It differs from hard power – the ability to use the carrots and

sticks of economic and military might to make others follow your will.’ 29

The assumptions of this approach characterise it as neither mutual nor based

on a reciprocal relationship. It excludes the development of common goals through

dialogue, and does not allow for helping others realise their goals. It is neither

compromise nor negotiation. It is a belief in one’s own perspective over another.

The key to this concept is that people must adopt your position. If enough soft

power is exerted, the audience will follow your will because they are led to believe

they are actually attracted to your goals more than their own. The logic of soft

power lies in using your influence to shape the preferences of others. This facilitates

the realisation of your aims and objectives without being overtly authoritarian. 

‘Soft power rests on the ability to set the political agenda in a way that shapes the

preferences of others. […] If I can get you to want to do what I want, then I do not

have to force you to do what you do not want to do.’30

Soft power as one option for exerting influence comes with this specific set 

of assumptions. While it is tempting to use it interchangeably with other labels or 

as a catch-all term, it is worth remembering Nye’s warning about soft power: it 

‘is an analytical term, not a political slogan’.31

A common pitfall of using the term ‘soft power’ can be seen by looking at

popular culture. While it is true that a specific cultural entity can be used to support 

3 Where are you located on the
spectrum of available approaches? 

This chapter introduces the spectrum of options which are available to those

seeking to exert influence. When viewed as a spectrum that ranges from purely

listening to exclusively telling, it has the advantage of demonstrating how different

approaches relate to each other and where the emphasis is placed. Using the

spectrum, an international actor can assess the range of their options and 

ensure that their assumptions about the way they will conduct the programme 

are aligned with the type of programme they have chosen to undertake. 

While the previous issues need to be considered by all those seeking to exert

influence, each actor will also need to be clear about which specific option from 

the available approaches they choose to apply. The spectrum of options presents

possible ways in which an organisation can influence the way its target audience

acts, by providing an overview of the range of approaches available to practitioners.

This allows making a more reflected and informed decision when choosing a

particular programme, which can, in return, help increase the efficiency of delivery

and the subsequent impact of a programme.

3.1 Alternative approaches

Soft power and listening are two approaches to public diplomacy which are

located at opposite ends of the spectrum. They are introduced in this section to

show the effect of assumptions behind labels. 

Soft power is a well-known option for those seeking to exert influence and has

become a buzzword in the field of public diplomacy.

By contrast, listening receives much less attention. The two options achieve

influence in very different ways and require the international actor to operate along

different sets of assumptions.
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American policy goals and criticises the American Government. Therefore, Green

Day are a part of American culture, but not one which contributes to soft power.

Attraction to American culture in this case may result in imitation which opposes

rather than supports the soft power aspirations of the US.

The power of music

Just as recent foreign policy has drawn criticism from within American culture, the

Vietnam War also provided the context for music which may have attracted people 

to oppose rather than support American goals. Examples include the music of bands

such as Creedence Clearwater Revival (‘Fortunate Son’), Buffalo Springfield (‘For 

What It’s Worth’) or Jefferson Airplane (‘Volunteers’). Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young 

also produced a number of songs including ‘Ohio’, which is about the shooting of 

four students during an anti-Vietnam War protest at Kent State University, Ohio. 

Inflated claims about the phrase ‘soft power’ may overstate its potential. The

consumption of any part of the culture will not automatically contribute to soft

power. All that soft power can accurately claim is that certain cultural entities 

have the potential to help in the realisation of a public diplomacy goal.

3.3 Listening

Listening is diametrically opposed to soft power in terms of activity. Listening

reflects a genuine interest in the other’s perspective and has been increasingly

recognised by practitioners and organisations alike. This section shows the

opportunities that listening could open up when engaging with foreign audiences. 

Consciously and publicly listening to the perspective of others can help in 

changing the way people act. Listening to another country can therefore be a

public diplomacy act in itself. It is more than just polling or using echo chambers,

because it demonstrates that different viewpoints are taken seriously and that 

other perspectives are given consideration. This in itself can already solve an 

issue, or, alternatively, provide a basis for further negotiation. 

Clearly, there is a danger that listening exercises will not be credible if they 

are perceived as a show act, and a pre-ordained action will be taken regardless of

what is said.36 Crucial for public diplomacy organisations engaged in listening is a

and achieve a public diplomacy goal, this cannot be generalised. Attraction to or

consumption of any part of the culture does not necessarily contribute to soft

power. Therefore soft power cannot be used in every public diplomacy context.

This partly stems from the fact that a cultural item can be interpreted in

different ways by the audience. As Nye put it: 

‘popular culture can be repulsive as well as attractive. It is only soft power

where it has a positive effect. The mullahs who run Iran are no doubt horrified

at Hollywood movies in which divorced women wear bikinis and go to work

every day. But, Iranian teenagers want nothing more than a Hollywood video 

to watch in the privacy of their home.’32

This quote shows that not everyone will react to the consumption of culture 

in the same way. Public diplomacy organisations need to keep in mind that it is

almost impossible to accurately predict how a cultural good will be received and

interpreted in other parts of the world.33 For Nye, ‘soft power […] is the ability to

entice and attract. And attraction often leads to acquiescence or imitation.’ Nye falls

into the trap of assuming that attraction to and consumption of any cultural item

contributes to soft power. He believes that because Iranian teenagers are attracted

to Hollywood movies, they are subjected to American soft power. However, this is

inaccurate. Although they are consuming an American cultural good, they will still

apply their own frames of reference when interpreting its meaning and as such 

may not be attracted to the same messages as the soft power advocate believes

represented by that cultural item. 

This can be exemplified when looking at an example from popular music.

American rock band Green Day released the very popular, award-winning single

called ‘American Idiot’, which left little to the imagination. One of the other songs 

on the album, ‘Holiday’, includes the lines ‘Sieg Heil to the President Gasman/Bombs

away is your punishment/Pulverize the Eiffel Towers [sic] that criticized your

government’.34 They later released CD/DVD Bullet in a Bible with a live version 

of their song ‘Holiday’. At the time of release, the song was so controversial that,

before performing it live, Green Day front man Billy Joe Armstrong shouts that the

song ‘is not anti-American, it is anti-war’.35 He draws a distinction between being

anti-American and opposing policy goals. 

If the Iranians from Nye’s example were watching the Green Day DVD, they

might be attracted to consume this part of American culture because it opposes
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While different definitions and priorities are a reality, it is important to go beyond

the arguments about names, to categorise the different forms of activity that may

be undertaken. The spectrum of options can be viewed on a scale which ranges

from ‘listening’ to ‘telling’. The benefit of recognising this spectrum is that it 

allows a programme to make the most efficient use of the resources and range 

of possibilities available. In essence, the spectrum highlights many different

approaches which could prevent international actors from turning to the same

approaches over and over again. 

Nation branding and tourism or trade promotion, which are essentially

government-sponsored international advertising campaigns, appear at the ‘telling’

end of the spectrum and can be generally considered alongside policy advocacy 

or information correction. Public diplomacy largely based on the facilitation of the

aims of the audience, for example programmes associated with development work,

resides closer to the ‘listening’ end of the spectrum.37

A full range of these activities can be represented as:

Listening exercise

As has already been described, consciously and publicly listening to the

perspective of others can be a public diplomacy act in itself. In the international

arena it is often the way you act, rather than what you say, that changes the

behaviour of others.

willingness to put in the appropriate time, effort, and, most importantly, an

openness to the comments they may hear. 

Listening can sometimes achieve more in changing people’s behaviour than

talking to them. This may seem unappealing in a world where getting the message

out has become a dominant mentality; a world in which listening does not appear 

to have a role. However, the message can be transmitted in more ways than the

sound bite. Showing a willingness to listen can open up new territory for mutuality.

Listening to others shows genuine interest and respect in their matters. This allows

relationships to be built on mutual respect and trust. The way an international actor

behaves is just as important as the message he sends out. 

If a government has a reputation for being arrogant, dogmatic and unwilling 

to consider other viewpoints, this can create tension. If such a government then

merely informs the target audience that they have the wrong perception of this

government, the approach is unlikely to be successful. This is because the message

mimics and reinforces the very impression it is trying to counter. However, a

sustained attempt to listen and understand the reasons behind the bad perception

of the government may demonstrate a commitment beyond messaging. A listening

approach can do more than just gather information if there is existing tension

related to an unbalanced power relationship. A more symmetrical understanding 

of relationships is entrenched in the listening programme, and could potentially

cause the audience to act differently in response.

Listening, however, does have the limitation that it can only demonstrate

a commitment to shifting an existing power relationship. It can demonstrate

openness and the willingness to engage. However, if there is a particular position

which requires advocating, for example, action on climate change, the listening

programme can only create a more open platform, but it cannot provide that

message.

3.4 Expressing the way we work: the different approaches on the spectrum

This section introduces the spectrum of available approaches to exerting

influence. Being aware of the range of options, from listening to telling, can

help in the construction of a successful public diplomacy product. 
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Niche diplomacy

The power of niche diplomacy – a common way of engaging in a facilitative

approach – for Canada and Norway comes from being seen by others as acting 

as a good citizen. They are providing the utilities which further the well-being of the

global community. Preventing injuries to civilians through the banning of landmines

or the obvious benefits gained from the reduction in war clearly contribute to 

the positive image of the facilitating countries. While a positive image in itself is

reassuring it does not necessarily translate directly into influence. The positioning 

of Norway in relation to peace negotiations not only provides it with the opportunity

to influence a likely outcome but also the prestige associated with being the host

for such negotiations. This shows that the importance of facilitation is not limited to

being perceived as a good citizen, it provides an opportunity to shape negotiations

from which the actor might otherwise be excluded.38

Building networks or long-term relationships

R.S. Zaharna, from the School of Communication at the American University in

Washington DC, argues that ‘networking has replaced information dominance as the

new model of persuasion in the global communication era’.39 Long-term networks

must engage people on the basis of their priorities, because this creates networks

of advocates working in the same direction as the public diplomacy organisation. 

As such, both traditional physical and virtual networks have become increasingly

recognised as an important part of public diplomacy. Networking is predominantly

based on identifying individuals or groups who will be influential in the future and on

taking a long-term view of the relationship with them. Clearly, one tension of acting

for the long-term is the increasing pressure to show short-term results. Without

clear evidence of what long-term success might look like in the short term, this type

of work may become distorted and increasingly myopic.

The effects of networking

The Network Effect, initiated by the British Council in partnership with local

organisations, is a series of discussion forums for young people, with the aim of

nurturing networks between each other in the future. The forums provide a platform

to discuss a diverse range of issues, but every forum tries to answer the question:

‘What sort of Europe do we want to live in?’ Each forum is attended by around 35

young participants coming from 37 countries in Europe and beyond – from Portugal

Intercultural Dialogue in Africa

Intercultural Dialogue in Africa (ICDA) is a major project launched by British Council

Africa in co-ordination with Counterpoint. It is aiming to develop intercultural

dialogue with Muslim communities across sub-Saharan Africa. The project is

expected to run for two to three years in 12 selected countries. Research is

conducted using reference groups that are set up in every country, consisting 

of 30 members representing a broad cross-section of each society. Within these

groups, established by British Council offices in sub-Saharan Africa, political and

social issues relevant to their own communities are discussed. The agenda of these

discussions is developed by each community, in partnership with the British Council.

Moreover, an advisory group established by Counterpoint in London complements

the project with desk research. Counterpoint will then produce three publications

annually that reflect African Muslims’ views and improve understanding in the United

Kingdom. Listening to the views of African Muslims in sub-Saharan Africa in such a

manner will help understanding between societies and cultures, which stems from

the belief that this will lead to mutual benefit both for the societies themselves as

well as for the British Council. 

Facilitation

Providing others with the means of achieving their goals can allow an organisation

to change the way the target audience acts. Effective facilitation cannot be

conducted without genuine listening and entails the provision of projects which 

are tailored to the needs of the recipient audience. These are determined through

negotiation or dialogue. Plans are drawn up in co-operation with the recipient

audience to not only meet their requirements, but also to give them a sense 

of ownership over these plans. This ties the audience to the realisation of goals

because they are viewed as being developed in an endogenous rather than

exogenous manner. Although, at first glance, this may not seem to be influence 

in the sense of changing someone’s mind, it still provides a platform for influence.

Because facilitation can lead to greater mutuality and reciprocity, it makes it more

likely that an audience will act in a desired way in the future. Furthermore, it

provides the opportunity for the international actor to be seen as central to the

process and its resolution, and as such, the actor may also benefit by association.
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cultural diplomacy ‘can also be more of a one-way street than a two-way exchange,

as when one nation concentrates its efforts on promoting the national language,

explaining its policies and point of view, or “telling its story” to the rest of the

world’.44 Whatever the language used, the main difference between exchange 

and diplomacy is their respective power dynamics; reciprocity and a symmetrical

relationship characterise exchange, presentation and one-way communication play

a more significant role in cultural diplomacy. 

Confucius Institute 

Confucius Institutes are non-profit organisations aiming at promoting Chinese

language and culture, supporting local Chinese teaching, and can enhance 

cross-cultural and economic exchange on an international level. The headquarters

is in Beijing and is under the China National Office of Chinese Language Council

International. 

Following the establishment of a pilot institute in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, in 

June 2004, the first Confucius Institute opened in November in 2004 in Seoul and

many more have been established in other countries, including the United States,

and in Europe and Asia. The Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of 

China estimates that, by the year 2010, there will be approximately 100 million

people worldwide learning Chinese as a foreign language, and it plans to set up 

100 Confucius Institutes.45

In an alternative approach the Chinese Gardens of Serenity in Malta create 

an alternative format for the representation of certain aspects of China.

Broadcasting

Distinctions between cultural diplomacy and broadcasting may be small. Media

production, mainly news, for mass consumption is also, like cultural diplomacy,

essentially one-way communication. It presents a particular perspective of a

broadcaster, for example that of Al Jazeera, the Guardian or Fox News. In this, 

it is not limited to cultural phenomena and activities, but can extend to a wider

sphere, including social, political and economic topics.

A broadcaster has to balance perspective and content in order to ensure

credibility with the target audience. This may be done through classic state-based

broadcasting (public service broadcasting), although it may also take a particular

regional, political or religious perspective, such as Channel Four Wales. 

to Russia; Finland to Azerbaijan. The first forum took place in Stockholm in October

2005. Further events include Budapest (March 2008), St Petersburg (June 2008),

Tbilisi (October 2008), Barcelona (March 2009) and the final forum in Belfast (June

2009). In the final Network Effect forum in Belfast in June 2009, young people who

participated in previous forums will submit proposals of projects the British Council

could engage in with the aim of bringing about a positive change to a particular

debated issue. The British Council will award funding to the best project proposal.40

Cultural exchange

Midway between listening and telling, cultural exchange aims to be a genuine

exchange of people, cultural goods or ideas, based on reciprocity and a

symmetrical relationship.

This exchange may be physical, but with the increasing use of virtual worlds,

online communication and collaboration, traditional travel-based programmes 

are no longer the sole preserve of cultural exchange. ‘Success requires listening 

to others, recognising the “value of other cultures,” showing a desire to learn 

from them, and conducting programmes as a “two-way street”.’41 Applying the 

term ‘cultural exchange’ to one’s own operations therefore raises expectations

of reciprocity.42

Leonardo grants

The Leonardo da Vinci Programme is part of the European Commission’s Lifelong

Learning Programme and helps to develop vocational skills and training. Leonardo

sends trainees and students on European work placements and aims at building 

a skilled workforce through European partnerships. Leonardo funds these 

overseas work placements and promotes the development and exchange of

training materials across borders in order to improve training standards.43

Cultural diplomacy

As the emphasis shifts away from listening and increasingly towards the promotion

of a particular perspective, cultural diplomacy is the act of presenting cultural

goods to an audience in an attempt to engage them in the ideas the producer

perceives to be represented by them. Some, such as Milton Cummings, attempt 

to combine cultural diplomacy with the language of cultural exchange by using

phrases such as ‘mutual understanding’. However, as Milton Cummings notes,
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Spain’s brand

Spain is an excellent example of nation branding. Under the anachronistic fascist

rule of Franco, it was an impoverished European backwater. After the death of

Franco in 1975, Spain stirred. Armed with an attractive, modernistic sun symbol

designed by Joan Miro, it mounted an aggressive marketing campaign to reshape

its image, offering ‘Everything Under the Sun’ to visitors. The 1992 Barcelona

Olympics and Seville World’s Fair helped propel it into the international spotlight,

and today Spain is a major modern European player.

Savas Kyriacou and Thomas Cromwell, East West Communications.50

3.5 Why consider the spectrum?

The spectrum of available approaches is an important part of exerting influence

because it helps in the positioning of a particular organisation as well as

identifying potential partners. This section also shows the application of the

spectrum to the area of intercultural dialogue. 

The spectrum highlights a number of important elements in an approach to

exerting influence. It shows the full set of options for influence, from listening 

to telling. This helps a public diplomacy organisation to position itself within that

spectrum and to recognise its preferred approaches. This not only helps the

organisation as such, but also makes it easier to recognise potential partners 

for certain projects. Awareness of the spectrum helps the practitioner opt for 

an approach most suited to the specific needs of a particular programme. This

increases efficiency and effectiveness and leads to high-impact projects. At 

the same time, it helps to locate potential partners’ tendencies in the choice of

public diplomacy programmes and can therefore lead to more productive and

successful partnerships. 

The options on the activity spectrum also relate closely to selling or

communicating. The closer to ‘telling’ on the spectrum, the more the international

actor emphasises selling. Direct messaging, broadcasting, and cultural diplomacy

rely on projecting a particular image rather than engaging in dialogue and

developing a two-way communication. The closer to the ‘listening’ end, the more 

the international actor places emphasis on developing influence by understanding

The movement away from the classic broadcasting techniques has led to an

increased emphasis on web-based content.

While clear divisions between ‘world’ and ‘home’ services used to be possible,

the advent of online ‘listen on demand’ services have opened up domestic content

to audiences overseas. 

BBC World Service 

The BBC World Service, launched in 1932, is funded through the Foreign and

Commonwealth Office by the British Government. It transmits in 33 languages 

to many parts of the world, with the English language service running 24 hours a

day. The World Service average weekly audience reached 183 million in May 2007.

It has been used to broadcast messages and convey ideas to its audience and 

can be a useful tool for influence because of its widespread reach.46

Direct messaging 

Direct messaging is constructed to achieve a particular public diplomacy aim and

represents the ‘telling’ end of the spectrum. Direct messaging is not a negotiation, 

it is not symmetrical. In order to leave as little space as possible for alternative

interpretations, this approach usually emphasises the ‘need to be simple’ as ‘the

people you’re talking to are usually far less interested in you than you are’.47 It is

purely one-way and designed to change the way an audience acts, without a desire

for reciprocity.

Should producers become too fixed on purely telling, they run the danger 

of not bringing across their intended message; either because the audience 

does not understand what is being said, or because the audience interprets 

the received information in a totally different way from the original meaning.48

Approaches associated with soft power focus on a one-way transfer, but they 

are not the only examples of direct messaging. Nation branding, which has 

gained influence in recent years, is as much an exercise focused predominantly on

a direct messaging approach as it is about transmitting a certain country brand.49

Concepts of propaganda and psychological operations also exist within telling,

although most organisations prefer to keep them at a distance from other methods

of engagement, owing to negative connotations which some audiences may attach 

to these labels.
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The window can be used to express the various options for engagement.

Programmes that emphasise telling, for example direct messaging, broadcasting

and, to a lesser extent, cultural diplomacy, attempt to move the perspectives of the

international actor, Room 4, into the consciousness of the audience. In effect there

is an attempt to sell the understanding of the ideas held in Room 4 to the target

audience in the hope that they will become shared in Room 1. International actors

do not attempt to take on the values of the audience, but try to convince them to

take on theirs. 

Listening programmes take the alternative approach. They seek to draw the

perspectives of ‘the others’ from Room 2 into Room 1. This does have benefits for

the international actor in altering the way the audience acts, although the emphasis

is placed on increasing the understanding of the ideas in Room 2.

Cultural exchange, with the symmetrical relationship and emphasis on sharing,

provides two potential options. First, it seeks to extend Room 1 into Rooms 2 and 4.

The goal in this iteration is to achieve a situation where all people ‘see eye to eye

the priorities of other actors. In this second option, mutual understanding through

communication is more important than selling an image to an audience. The shift 

of focus to communicating rather than selling happens around cultural exchange,

which provides a genuinely balanced relationship emphasising mutuality and 

mutual understanding.

Categorical and blinkered approaches to public diplomacy often stand in 

the way of success. Viewing public diplomacy programmes as a spectrum whose

emphasis continually shifts between listening and telling, acknowledges that 

the boundaries between the methods are blurred. Rather than being seen as a

hindrance, these overlaps should be taken as an opportunity to create flexible

programmes that can be adapted and rearranged as required. No international

actors can afford to have a restricted view of the available possibilities. As a

Jordanian diplomat commented recently, public diplomacy is ‘creative diplomacy’;

being aware of all their options helps an organisation to be creative. 

Clarity over the approach provides an organisation with the ability to make 

the appropriate selection from the spectrum of options. However, in selecting 

these options, international actors must not forget about the issues identified 

in Chapter 2; they must not lose sight of how their product will be understood 

by the audience. 

One tool useful in examining how the issues in Chapter 2 relate to the

spectrum of options is the Johari Window created by Luft and Ingham. As a 

starting point, it identifies the different areas of common understanding; those

known to only one side, those shared by both sides and those which are known 

to neither side.

Robert Gibson, intercultural business trainer, explains:

‘Room 1 is where people see eye to eye and share values, attitudes, meanings

and behaviour. Room 2 is what they can see but you can’t. Room 4 is where

you can see and they can’t. Room 3 is a mystery for everyone.’51
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4 Where in the world(s) is your 
product targeted?

A wide array of options can lead to a specific goal. With unlimited resources,

international actors could construct, take up, change and dismiss public

diplomacy programmes as they please. But since this is rarely the case, most

actors could not bear the costs of trial by error and therefore need to make

choices. Targeting, both geographically and strategically, allows a programme 

to be more focused, which in return leads to success. The right targeting can

enhance the effectiveness as well as the reach and impact of any public

diplomacy action. 

This chapter deals with the question of targeting. As with the first two chapters

there is a wide variety of options. Organisational priorities will influence how these

options are combined. In addition to geographical targeting in the physical world 

or online, an organisation must also decide whether projects will be conducted

according to certain issues and moreover, whether engagement is bi- or multilateral.

4.1 Global coverage (through physical presence) 

It is highly unlikely that an organisation will seek global coverage in the sense of

being physically present absolutely everywhere. Instead global can be thought of

as presence in a large number of countries, covering all regions of the world.

Merely having a website which could be accessed from anywhere does not qualify

as global coverage.

Genuine global coverage requires active engagement with the population in the

various countries.
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and share values, attitudes, meanings and behaviour’. In effect, the shared

understanding must be negotiated, as neither group can insist on all the values

being imposed on the other. An alternative goal for such negotiation is for each

group to make Rooms 2 and 4 visible to their respective ‘others’. However, rather

than attempting to expand Room 1, the room of shared values and perspectives,

the goal is to understand the reasons behind the alternative perspective. In effect,

each group seeks to see the parts of the iceberg which are below the surface, to

understand the rationale or encoded assumptions behind certain visible products

and actions. This provides the ‘mutual understanding’ for which many argue, without

an emphasis on homogenisation. 

A further option which can be identified through the Johari Window is the

international actor acting as cultural broker between two groups. In this case the

organisation may not only provide the ability to create understanding, as previously

identified, but also help the development of new understandings on the basis 

of the synthesis between different perspectives. This reinforces the importance 

of two-way communication as more than merely a means of sharing information,

values or perspectives.52 It is a way for international actors to engage in an ongoing

development of their own constituency, rather than merely influencing the 

target audience. 

The Johari Window provides one way of demonstrating what is intended to 

be achieved through the options in this chapter. However, along with a choice of

options from the spectrum of activity, there needs to be clarity over how this is 

to be applied when constructing a strategy. An international actor has to be clear

on the difference between an emphasis on selling as a strategic action and being

engaged in conscious communication. Furthermore, the actor has to consider 

the conscious and unconscious parts of the iceberg, along with the impact which

encoding and decoding will have on understanding within the target audience. 

With all these issues in mind, the international actor also has to consider where 

the programme is to be targeted.
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Usually a limitation of resources will lead international actors to place focus within

their own areas. However, to approach the alternative, to focus resources outside

one’s own region, is also logical. An international actor may consider that they do

not have the resources to exert sufficient influence within the region to achieve

particular goals. As a result, they may seek to focus a programme outside the

region to draw attention to a particular issue which is occurring in the region. 

In security terms this may be to ensure that a local dispute will be viewed as

having broader importance, or to guarantee that the nations outside the region are

sympathetic to a particular side in the dispute. It can be demonstrated through the

discussion of military security, though it has many other applications. Singapore, for

example, has constructed a part of its strategy based on the need to balance their

geopolitical location to ensure Singapore has political and economic space between

itself and its neighbours, Malaysia and Indonesia, rather than being perceived as

part of their public diplomacy strategies, considering that ‘the alternatives are too

grim to contemplate’.55 A central part of this strategy is to look beyond the regional

context and ‘involve world powers in its well-being’.56 Singapore runs a relatively

small network of embassies, with strong centralised control through its foreign

ministry and has economised on its scarce resources through extensive use of 

‘non-resident ambassadors’. Early examples or developing links and support outside

the region include hosting, in 1971, the first Commonwealth Summit held outside

London, and extensive engagement with the UN following Vietnam’s incursion into

Cambodia in 1978.

More recently an initiative by Singaporean Prime Minister Goh with French

President Chirac resulted in the ASEAN-EU biennial summit-level dialogue in 

March 1996.57

There is nothing new in this approach. Selling War, written by Nicholas Cull,

demonstrates the lengths to which the UK went to influence the population of the

United States of America to make them more likely to join the Second World War, 

a war that was, at that time, considered largely limited to other areas of the world.58

With this, America moved from isolationism to involvement in other regions of 

the world.
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The United Kingdom engages with foreign publics through the Foreign and

Commonwealth Office (FCO) and the British Council. The FCO operates 260

diplomatic missions, embassies, consulates and high commissions, and employs

6,000 UK civil servants and 10,000 locally appointed staff. The British Council has

7,900 staff in 110 countries and territories.53

FCO and UK Government

The US State Department has 260 diplomatic and consular posts in 163 countries.54

The Department of State and Agency for International Development (USAID)

The global coverage strategy stems from the decision that a country cannot

manage without representation in all regions of the world and that benefits can 

be gained from having a footprint in most countries and organising initiatives or

programmes at the global level. These include economies of scale and an increased

interaction between diffuse populations. Any of the various aspects, from the 

active pursuit of markets, support for foreign policy actions or ideology, can be 

the reasoning behind a global coverage strategy. It may also be defensive, such 

as trying to combat an ideology which is seen to threaten certain national interests,

such as security and health. 

However, despite the possibility to develop projects on a global scale, regional

priorities and local nuance will continue to be an important part of any strategy. 

Also, this approach includes a high financial cost that might not provide an

equally strong return for the practitioner as for the receiving countries. This is why

other international actors (and parts of organisations which have adopted a global

approach) may prefer to focus specifically on a limited number of countries

identified either by geography or other priority. 

4.2 Focus outside the region 

A focus outside the region can help actors with limited resources by allowing

them to carry through programmes with a wider scope in regions where they

think it matters, without carrying the associated costs of global engagement. 
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International actors with limited resources may seek to prioritise within the

geographic region in which they are based. In the case of a country, this may be

part of a strategy to secure borders or resources. Alternatively, there may also be 

a recognition that the actor’s interests are best served by emphasising the regional

importance of an issue to provide the message with greater weight within a highly

competitive information environment. Two examples are issues of local security and

the creation of a regional hub. 

The first possibility particularly focuses on regional security, which may face

risks in terms of resources, crime, health, etc. Limited resources may be deployed

to engage local actors to reduce insecurity. This may be attempted through an

operation designed to create understanding, rather than trying to threaten. These

programmes may take on any of the options described through the Johari Window

in Section 3.5.   

Alternatively, there may be an attempt to undermine the ability of an opposing

force to create a metaphysical tableau of Good vs. Evil. This can be done through

the development of cultural contact between the two populations. Such a move

would limit the ability for opposing actors to stereotype and frame the issue as 

‘with us or against us’.

Security may be considered in military terms but also matters in terms of

resources. The options for influence include attempts to change the way a debate

about resources might be conducted. For example, is increasing the price of certain

resources to a neighbour a reasonable action in a competitive world, shameless

exploitation, or evidence of the willingness to renege on previous agreements? The

success of a strategy could well have an impact on the cost of certain resources in

the future. A successful campaign which reduces the cost of resources can have a

benefit which vastly outweighs the cost of running the operation. This narrative may

not be as easily recognisable as one which averts or reduces a military threat, yet

both options have recognisable security or economic benefits.  

In each case the international actor has to target the section of the regional

population which appears most likely to be willing and able to influence policy

within the target country.
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‘From the eve of the German invasion of Poland to the moment of Japan’s attack 

on Pearl Harbor, the British government mounted a concerted effort to draw the

United States into the War.

On February 15, 1942, Winston Churchill broadcast an address to the world.

Still flushed with the news of Pearl Harbor and fresh from a visit to Washington, he

gloried in the United States’ entry into World War II as an event that he had

“dreamed of, aimed at and worked for”.’

Nicholas J. Cull Selling War59

This approach is common for other international actors seeking to promote 

a specific issue. While regional influence may be useful, being able to engage 

the countries who have the political, economic, military or other markers of power

can be even more beneficial. 

Another type of campaign also demonstrates the importance of the focus

outside the specific region in question. Live Aid, for example, drew attention to 

the drought and famine in Sudan and Ethiopia. A local approach focused on action

within the region started by these two countries would have achieved little on 

a global scale. As such, the campaign had to come from outside the region to

influence the way populations, particularly in the US and UK, acted towards the

region. Equally, the subsequent Live 8 pursued a similar strategy, expanding the

target audiences predominantly to the members of the G8. 

An emphasis outside the region acknowledges the weak position of the actor 

in relation to the influence which is required within the region. As such, actors seek

support from outside to provide them with the ability to exert influence within.

4.3 Local region

For various reasons, international actors may choose to stay restricted to their

geographical region. Prioritising one’s locality can help when prioritising local

security and trade as public diplomacy goals. 
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Other alternatives may include countries, such as Malta, who have the

opportunity to become a hub for dialogue through which current international

tensions can be mediated. All these options target audiences inside the region 

that are likely to be able to take advantage of the particular hub. 

4.4 Engaging online: the potential of a virtual world 

The internet has without doubt heralded a new era of engaging with audiences. 

The geographical reach, participation and empowerment of the audience have

transformed an international actor’s work and opened up new opportunities.  

The growth of access to the internet provides great potential for communication

with audiences around the world. However, the nature of the new technology and

the way in which audiences engage with it presents two fundamental questions. 

The options available to an international actor require a decision about what

the engagement online is for. One option is to allow each part of the organisation

(e.g. each country office) to engage online with its physical world audience. An

alternative would be to identify a specific part of the organisation responsible for

the online engagement. When engaging online, the options for the international

actor include using the internet to showcase what an organisation is doing or to

consider the internet as another platform, equivalent to the physical world, through

which to run programmes. 

Most organisations currently take the first option, but there are moves to

conceive the internet as another, virtual, area of engagement. Given the length 

of time which people spend online and the altered power dynamics within these

environments, it may become more effective to try to engage an online audience

separately from specific physical region programmes.

The argument for the second option rests on the recognition that the markers

of power which are used to identify traditional target audiences do not necessarily

work online. The website Technorati is ‘currently tracking 93.9 million blogs and

over 250 million pieces of tagged social media’.64 It claims to be:

‘… the recognized authority on what’s happening on the World Live Web, right

now. The Live Web is the dynamic and always-updating portion of the Web. 

We search, surface, and organize blogs and the other forms of independent,
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Statistics on resources

Risks for local regions are manifold. The following statistics exemplify the

importance of resources for international relations:

� Singapore, which imports around 50 per cent of its water from Malaysia

through an agreement which will expire in 60 years.60

� European imports of gas from the former Soviet Union, for example Ukraine,

where supplies were suspended in a dispute over price. Other countries which

could be directly affected include Germany, Hungary and Italy. 

� The Japanese steel industry depends entirely on imports of iron ore and coal.

The largest supplier in 2005 was Australia, who supplied 61.4 per cent of iron

ore and 68.8 per cent of coal imports.61

A focus in the region may be for defensive or security purposes, but equally

can be used to increase recognition of an actor as a regional influence hub. In

nation-state terms this may take the form of a focal point for political leadership,

trade, education, technological development or international financial markets. In

non-state terms the focus of international actors may be on developing their

reputation as a centre of authority on a certain issue.

Dynamic Korea: Hub of Asia  

Following the 1997 financial crisis South Korea has used the tag line ‘Dynamic

Korea: Hub of Asia’. The attempt to create a hub draws on infrastructural

development including the opening of Incheon airport, the promotion of 

e-commerce and availability of high speed internet access. These were designed 

to create an environment attractive to inward investment, promoted through the

hosting of the 2002 World Cup.62

An approach to a regional rather than global hub has the potential to balance

return on resource commitment with the provision of international influence. 

The hub approach has commonly been taken to education. The Thai government

created a programme to increase the number of international students in the

country by making Thailand a regional education hub. This attempt was aided by

encouraging universities from China, Egypt and the US to open branch campuses. 

A similar strategy has been pursued by regions of India, including Punjab, benefiting

from the comparatively less expensive education to American, Australian or

European competitors.63
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Using open source engagement focuses the mind on the power of a

community united around an idea. However, rather than an international actor

seeking to own the idea and then make the audience join with it, the ideas are

thrown out to see who has similar ideas. This allows people to join, or modify and

improve the concepts and the ways of communicating them. This has the power 

of engaging potential target audiences and partners right at the beginning of and

throughout the developmental process. It allows the audience to feel ownership

over the ideas and programmes with which they are being confronted, in ways

which even the best listening exercises and most advanced echo chambers 

cannot achieve.

The open source engagement recognises that each community, particularly

online, has its own cultural and social expectations. To be able to engage

successfully, the international actor has to navigate not just the practical barriers,

for example learning how to upload videos, but also these cultural and social

barriers. Online communities form around certain ideas and perspectives. Some

form around sports, some around celebrity, and others around political issues.

Particularly important to understanding open source engagement are those that

form around the rejection of corporate messages and emphasising that ‘markets

are conversations’ instead.66 These communities such as the authors of The

cluetrain manifesto draw on similar influences to the open source software

development.67

On the cluetrain

‘Most corporations, …only know how to talk in the soothing, humorless monotone 

of the mission statement, marketing brochure, and your-call-is-important-to-us busy

signal. Same old tone, same old lies. No wonder networked markets have no

respect for companies unable or unwilling to speak as they do.’

Christopher Locke et al. The cluetrain manifesto

‘The cluetrain is to marketing and communications what the open-source movement

is to software development — anarchic, messy, rude, and vastly more powerful than

the doomed bullshit that conventionally passes for wisdom.’

Eric S. Raymond The Cathedral and the Bazaar68

43

user-generated content (photos, videos, voting, etc.) increasingly referred to 

as “citizen media”.’65

To think of the influence of the most popular of these bloggers in relation to

who they are in the physical world would be to miss the point. The blogger might,

for example, work in the local supermarket of a country town. But seeing the

blogger just as a part-time shop assistant in a rural community would completely

underestimate their potential influence as a writer with a possible online readership

of thousands. 

The question of how an organisation will decide to use the internet will most

likely depend on whether the online environment is viewed as a means to showcase

projects, communicate messages and provide information, or whether it is a key

area for engaging with a target audience. In the near future, it is likely that most

organisations will adopt a mixed approach of physical world engagement for

information and showcasing activity, while at the same time developing an online

engagement programme as an alternative or supplementary means of delivery. 

The decision to engage with the target audience online requires the

international actor to understand the cultural and social barriers to entry. Most

organisations recognise the technological barriers to entry, but in order to be

successful at exerting influence online, an international actor must understand 

how the cultural and social expectations of their audiences online differ from 

those they engage with in the physical world.  

Another aspect of online engagement is the recent spread of open source

systems in other areas, such as social networking. Open source engagement

is seen as a vital consideration for the future of influence. Its development has

enjoyed an increasing influence in the online environment. The original open 

source system was the Linux core code. Open source means that the creator of 

a programme releases their source code so that any user can contribute to the

development of this programme. Examples include Mozilla Firefox and websites

such as Facebook. 

Public diplomacy organisations must not simply view the web as a mere 

tool for dissemination; public diplomacy is also about learning from the online

environment. The potential of the open source concept comes from understanding

how a community works and how to harness that power to develop different

functions, just like the software developers who worked with the Linux core code. 
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organisations find each platform to have its own social barriers and expectations.

Employing people who can navigate these expectations will be the key to

successful engagement through online platforms

Some organisations may debate banning YouTube, Facebook, Friendster,

Netvibes, Operator11 or Studiverzeichnis from being accessed at work, considering

them a waste of work time. However, the employees using these sites as part of

their social life understand the cultural and social expectations of these platforms.

As such, they are best placed to engage with these communities in their work life.

While these sites should not be used to avoid work, the knowledge of their terms 

of use can be applied to the development of programmes, allowing an international

actor to engage with a human voice and be recognised as a peer. Without this

understanding the programme will be seen as intruding on space ‘owned’ by 

the community.

4.5 Prioritising countries by issue

Prioritising by issue can be a way of increasing effectiveness and reach while at

the same time reducing input of resources and costs. Usually prioritising by issue

will still present a certain focus on geographical regions. 

Identifying the national interests by issue provides a particular interpretation of

priority countries. While each international actor will inevitably identify a different

hierarchy of priorities, in many instances these can be broken down into economic,

political, environmental, and ideological factors. 

Issue targeting may not initially appear to be part of geographic targeting.

However, the structure of most organisations will tend toward the identification of

‘priority countries’ which give issues a geographic representation. This process is

likely to continue, as the world is largely still conceived within national units. Even if

international actors move beyond the notion of nation into engaging transnational

communities, such as Europe or Oceania, these populations will still be

geographically concentrated.  

The purpose for which a particular strategy is being adopted will dictate 

the priority countries. This is a truism of any strategy but one which occasionally

escapes some public diplomacy planning. The issue-based approach can be

illustrated through various factors, particularly economic ones. These include

tourism, trade, aid, politics and peace.
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Whether the international actor agrees to these perspectives or not, they are 

a reality, and the communities which follow them have certain cultural and social

expectations about the groups they engage with. Perhaps two of the most

instructive suggestions from The cluetrain manifesto are:

‘34. To speak with a human voice, companies must share the concerns 

of their communities.

35. But first, they must belong to a community.’69

This sets out the expectations and to an extent the terms of engagement. The

emphasis on human voices highlights the cultural expectations of the community

and being part of such a community highlights social expectations. When combined,

these perspectives emphasise the need for the international actor to be seen as a

peer within the community rather than an ‘authority’ figure communicating with a

subservient network.

To take software development as a metaphor, programmes are either written

by companies in a clear hierarchy of managers, employees and customers, or

produced by an open source community where each individual is a peer, able 

to use the code and develop a product as they see fit. To act in this manner,

international actors must be able to identify clearly what goal they are pursuing, 

so that others can also easily recognise whether they can either share or use these

goals to achieve their desired outcomes.    

Public diplomacy organisations should identify participants on a symmetrical

basis, rather than creating a project and then inviting others to become a part of 

it. Also, they should make the goal of the project an achievable goal for all rather

than just aiming for self-promotion. If an organisation acknowledges the fact that a

project won’t totally conform to pre-determined ideas and that different elements

may be run by disparate (and even normally competing groups), this can contribute

to achieving the goal.  

In an open source approach, practitioners use the platforms already

frequented by the target audience, rather than building new ones and trying to

persuade people to use them.  

This means that the international actor needs to understand the sociocultural

expectations of the users. This may appear to be a daunting task, and is one not to

be taken lightly. When seeking to engage with online environments and platforms,
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specific regional image by branding themselves through the choice of activities 

and the location of their ‘Fan-Fest’. This was designed to ensure a long-term impact

on tourists.70

The branding of particular experiences, which can be received from resorts, 

or clearly identified areas (‘place branding’) must be considered different from

nation branding. The ‘Fanpark’ was successful at channelling fans into certain 

areas to have certain experiences which allowed each region to present a different

emphasis within the confines of the event. However, the reality of an entire nation is

a diversity of opportunity and experience, which is problematic when reduced to a

slogan or a few key messages.  

Trade

Trade features as another important option for targeting. The issue of trade can 

be approached in various different ways, such as projecting a certain image to

attract investment, identifying common trade objectives or the creation of a hub 

of trade activity.

A projection of a certain image, similar to tourism, can help the pursuit 

of economic benefit through trade and inward investment. The product image 

may be efficiency, infrastructure, or skilled labour among others. The narrative 

of a competitive global environment and the need for a certain country to be

recognised has some merit but must be considered within the context of the actual

reality within the country, specifically the identification of any unique or specialist

traits. The image must reflect this reality, so a specific niche skill may provide a

competitive advantage. However, a generic model of good service and welcoming

people may struggle to differentiate, for example, Sweden from Malta.

A well-planned, executed and differentiated branding exercise (which

accurately reflects the offer) may provide some competitive advantage, but, unlike

with tourism, it is significantly harder to control the experience of the potential

investor who will usually conduct their own rigorous analysis business. It may

therefore merely provide the opportunity to open negotiation.

An alternative approach is to identify common trade objectives and encourage

the conceptualisation of shared objectives. The pursuit of a common goal may

provide for the creation of a closer identification between the interests of the

countries. In this view common endeavour would both transcend and serve 

national interests.
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Tourism

Tourism is integral in targeting by issue. The attempt to attract the economic 

benefit which can accrue from tourism is one example of an issue-based strategy. 

In many instances, this entails a branding approach. Although a programme may

also be based on the provision of information, it still, in most cases, falls into a direct

messaging approach. Necessarily, this approach will target audiences with sufficient

financial resources which are potentially attracted to a specific area. The aim of the

programme is the creation of an image of a holiday experience. 

Such branding exercises have been carried out in numerous countries seeking

to support tourism. However, one should not confuse branding a tourist destination

with branding a country. They should be considered distinctly separate activities.

Branding a holiday destination, or resort, can hold up a brand which is

characterised by its potential to convey the feeling of an experience, especially

linked to this particular place. This is because in a resort and many well-organised

tourist destinations, the visitors’ experience can be influenced or guided through

the provision of information and services. Tourist information usually directs visitors

along certain routes, landmarks or other points of interest and activities which

showcase the country’s potential. Information and services can allow tourists to

leave the resort to explore without straying away from areas conforming to the

image. Consequently, routes to the ‘must dos’ and ‘must sees’ are clearly identified,

and constructed in a way that tourists do not wander off into areas where the

constructed image may be challenged.  

If tourists are promised white sand and blue sea, and the services allow them

to get from airport to resort without that image being significantly challenged, and

the resort is as it was pictured in the catalogues, the branding will be successful.

However, if image and reality differ significantly or services are unable to guide

tourists away from experiences which challenge that image, branding will fail.

Tourism and World Cup 2006

The 2006 World Cup held in Germany provides a prime example of this approach.

With the use of public viewing areas (‘Fanparks’) and ‘The World Cup on the market

place’ (a programme that was aimed at providing local identification with the 

World Cup), not only the host cities could realise two areas of interest: firstly, 

these activities could partly contribute to financing their activities through revenue 

raised by sponsorship and catering. Furthermore, the cities could transmit a
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designed to attract aid will be undermined if potential donors perceive that 

the recipient has used its limited resources to mount the campaign.   

Targeting is therefore vital to success as resources committed must be 

low, but impact must be high. While one option would be a direct, well-executed

approach to the donor organisation, it is also possible to make an indirect 

appeal targeted at influential individuals within the constituency of large donor

organisations. This focuses attention and pressure on the decision-making 

process. While not mounted by a country, the Live 8 movement is an example 

of a programme designed to apply public pressure on politicians in relation to 

their aid and debt commitments. 

‘Live 8 was and remains a brilliant moment but what is more important is the

brilliant movement of which it was a part. This gives the poorest of the poor real

political muscle for the first time. […] It is this movement of church people and trade

unionists, soccer moms and student activists, that will carry the spirit of Live 8 on. 

It is this movement, not rock stars, that will make it untenable in the future to break

promises to the most vulnerable people on this planet.’71

Bono

When providing aid, evaluation often asks for valorisation of a project. Just 

as potential donors are susceptible to political pressure to provide or control aid 

to certain programmes or in certain ways, they must also demonstrate the 

impact of their work. This means mounting programmes to highlight the success 

of operations. The target will be either within the recipient community, if aid is

designed to foster an ongoing relationship with the donor, or within the donor’s

constituency if the programme is purely for valorisation.

The Foreign Policy Centre’s European Infopolitik is a publication dedicated to the

development of a European public diplomacy strategy. It outlines various

recommendations, among others one that asks for more aid visibility: ‘Be more

aggressive in promoting EU aid visibility in third world countries: 

… the EU has much to gain from more effective projection and promotion of its

activities. This should include the enforcement of visibility clauses of contracts with

aid recipients.’72

Philip Fiske de Gouveia European Infopolitik
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Such an approach requires a high level of engagement and negotiation to

ensure the goals are shared beyond rhetoric. In either sense, the programme will

target those countries that have the resources required for trade. This may be the

financial resources for inward investment or securing markets, whether major world,

regional or local markets for goods.

Yet another alternative is to emphasise the creation of a hub or gateway

through which trade in its various forms can flow. In this sense the operation is

focused on the population most likely or able to engage in that particular activity.

This approach can be exemplified by London as a hub for finance, Malta as an entry

point for physical goods into the EU and Ireland or India as providers of outsourced

services. These approaches have the following practical implications. London is

targeting areas which contain high concentrations of financial institutions, for

example the US or countries with large amounts of wealth generated by oil. Malta

can target those countries seeking to import a vast amount of European goods,

such as China. India or Ireland on the other hand aim to attract those service

societies with a high production costs and elevated living expenses. Given the

various options the need for clarity is paramount. The programme must have a

specific objective. This will determine the target audience. 

Aid

A third area of targeting by issues revolves around aid. Influence operations around

aid can be divided into two perspectives, namely those by countries seeking to

attract aid and those where the donors desire more visibility for their work.

International actors seeking to attract aid or development support can run

programmes designed to influence where donors will allocate funds. Aid or

development organisations have finite budgets. As a result, an increase in support

for one recipient requires cuts elsewhere. However, those same organisations are

also subject to political pressures, which create the opportunity to run an influence

operation. A successful programme mounted by a prospective aid recipient may be

able to leverage political pressure within the constituency of the donor organisation

that results in a more favourable settlement for the recipient. 

This type of approach will suffer some of the same limitations as tourism 

and trade; additionally, there will be a twofold limitation of resources. First, an

international actor seeking aid or development support is likely to have limited

resources to allocate to an influence programme. Second, an expensive campaign
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Similarly, in Iraq in 1991, the encouragement of communities inside Iraq to 

rise against Saddam Hussein provides an example of a programme which was

successful at influencing people. However, it was not part of a fully committed 

and co-ordinated campaign. The American programmes exposed the communities

to the repercussions of challenging Saddam Hussein, but they were lacking 

military support.

Both Hungary 1956 and Iraq 1991 demonstrate the potential for political

programmes and the massive dangers which they pose should an international

actor not be willing to fully support the actions they seek to encourage.

Another major aspect of political targeting can be aimed at influencing 

certain policies or the policy decision-making process. The Stern Review 2006,

conducted by Sir Nicholas Stern, Head of the UK Government Economic Service,

outlines the economics of climate change. Its aim is to outline the economic

challenges caused by changing environmental conditions. The Stern Review also

provides the means to promote certain actions in response to climate change.74

More precisely, these range from environmental taxes to emissions trading 

or regulation in order for people to face the full social costs of their actions. 

It also argues for a technology policy that drives the development and deployment

of a range of low-carbon and high-efficiency products. Overall, Stern tries to

influence the readership, i.e. policy makers, into action to remove barriers to 

energy efficiency.

‘There is still time to avoid the worst impacts of climate change, if we act now 

and act internationally. Governments, businesses and individuals all need to 

work together to respond to the challenge. Strong, deliberate policy choices 

by governments are essential to motivate change. But the task is urgent.

Delaying action, even by a decade or two, will take us into dangerous territory.

We must not let this window of opportunity close.’

Sir Nicholas Stern, at the publication of the Stern Review

The launches of the report, briefings and the subsequent media interest

provided a vehicle for the UK Government to influence the debates on the 

response to climate change. While prioritising the large polluters of the present 

and future, the report advocated a common global carbon price, thereby 

expanding the attempt to expand influence to all nations.  
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Programmes that seek to exert political or ideological influence have a 

long history which stretches back long before the field of public diplomacy was

conceptualised in its current form. However, at the heart of this type of issue-based

operation is the exertion of power; success must be measured by action not

thought – it is the difference between an opinion poll and an election. Targeting 

of such campaigns focuses on countries or populations central to the realisation 

of a particular objective, such as:

� a country about to hold an election, directly attempting to influence the result

� to gain support for policy within priority countries (for example defined by

seats on the UN Security Council)

� coalition-building prior to military action 

� signing of a particular treaty, e.g. Kyoto.

Clear audience segmentation would be required for these operations so that

they have resonance with the group most influential in any given situation. The

examples above show that, in effect, the options come down to either trying to

change a policy, or trying to change a government.

In the past, there have been many attempts at using influence to change a

government. In Hungary in 1956, for example, the National Committee for a Free

Europe encouraged Hungarians, through programmes including Radio Free Europe,

to rise against Soviet control. These efforts were initially successful in influencing

the Hungarian people. The first phases of the revolution were successful, and the

Hungarians appealed to the UN for help. The population were hoping for US help

when Soviet tanks were deployed in Hungary. But Western societies failed to

respond and the Soviet Union invaded Hungary and stopped the revolution. 

The programme could be considered a success purely in terms of short-term

influence but not as part of a co-ordinated strategy, since it led to expectations 

it could not keep. 

When Soviet tanks re-entered Hungary, the influence campaign backfired. One

desperate appeal for help read: 

‘In the name of all that is dear to you … we ask you to help … Those who have

died for liberty … accuse you who are able to help and have not helped.’73

Quoted in Wise and Ross The Invisible Government

50



potential to be more powerful, due to having numerous nations aligned to a 

single message.75

While NATO is a specific entity made up of many nations, EUNIC (European

Union National Institutes for Culture) attempts to provide a framework for

multilateral co-ordination of the activities of its member organisations. 

EUNIC

The purpose of EUNIC is to create effective partnerships and networks between 

the participating organisations, to improve and promote cultural diversity and

understanding between European societies, and to strengthen international

dialogue and co-operation with countries outside Europe.

EUNIC operates at two complementary levels:

� Heads or Directors General of the national institutions. 

� clusters of national institutions for culture, based in cities across Europe, 

co-operating together in common projects. EUNIC Brussels represents 

both the Heads level and the clusters at the EU institutions.76

EUNIC is a partnership of national institutions for culture that engage beyond

national borders and usually operate with autonomy from their governments. EUNIC

currently counts members from 19 EU countries and its total operating budget is at

2.2 billion euros per annum.77

The loose basis of EUNIC membership provides this type of multilateral

organisation with both strength and weakness. Unlike NATO it is much easier 

for EUNIC members to conduct bilateral operations without undermining the

multilateral approach. However, this can create a weakness for EUNIC as some

organisations will think of themselves as bilateral first and multilateral second. 

As such, while the EUNIC membership may have a large operational budget, 

some member organisations may be using much of their share in bilateral rather

than multilateral EUNIC operations.

The Hague Project seeks to promote the development of a European strategy

for culture. This is multilateral both in its European focus but also through the 

co-ordination of good practice. 

The Hague Recommendations were formulated at the conference ‘Diversity

Makes the Difference – European Foreign Policy and Culture’, which took place at

The Hague on 9 March 2007.
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As seen, prioritising countries according to certain issues can be an efficient

way to exert influence. Programmes developed around a certain issue are more

than just representation. They are actively trying to influence the target audience.

Thought is followed by action. The success of an issue-based strategy is measured

in the way it influenced the behaviour of its recipients. 

4.6 Bilateral vs. multilateral

Engaging on either a bilateral or multilateral basis can effectively enhance the

objectives of an international actor’s strategy. Depending on the stipulated goals,

one or the other may present themselves as more useful. 

Part of the consideration of how a programme will be targeted is whether it is

intended to be bilateral or multilateral. Traditionally, most programmes have been

bilateral with the benefit intended to accrue to the instigating international actor.

However, multilateral operations will be increasingly common owing to the growth

of supranational organisations and the demands on international actors to realise

greater impact with fewer resources.  

The multilateral operation is clearly ill-suited to a nation brand approach but

can conceivably work for other forms of direct messaging from a supranational

organisation. Alternatively, if a number of international actors identify a common

goal, working in a multilateral manner can create a more efficient use of resources

and a higher impact programme.  

As an organisation made up of 26 independent member countries, any NATO

public diplomacy or information operations must be considered multilateral. 

NATO and organisations like it must align the multilateral approach of the

organisation with the messages of the individual national governments. The

priorities of the individual nations may vary depending on whether messages 

are intended for international, regional, local or internal audiences. The attempt 

to align many national concerns, some of which may be contradictory with the

priorities of other nations, can lead to slow and labour-intensive communication.

The impact of these multilateral messages can also be undermined by

messages from national spokespeople who demur from the NATO line because 

of their focus on specific bilateral relationships. However, while the multilateral

approach has the potential to be hugely difficult to organise, it also has the
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5 Conclusion 

Public diplomacy, the politics of influence, has played an important role 

throughout human history. Yet, new markers of modernity have increasingly

affected, changed and transformed this field of work. Shifting power-dynamics,

economic advancement and institutional or political changes all strongly 

influence the nature of public diplomacy. 

Trying to find a single approach to sum up the essence of public diplomacy

can be a challenge considering the constantly evolving nature of the field. Thus, 

the three questions from the previous chapters – What does your product say 

about you? Where are you located on the spectrum of available approaches? Where

in the world(s) is your product targeted? – can serve as guidelines with which to

navigate the task of creating strategies in these new worlds of public diplomacy.

The questions do not guarantee the creation of a successful programme, as

this will also depend on execution, but they offer support along the way. Knowledge

is power. Therefore, if international actors have knowledge of the field they work 

in and are aware of their tools, they can more effectively construct their public

diplomacy strategy. 

Not every actor will engage in all activities and approaches that were

presented in the previous chapters. They will instead use the ones appropriate 

to their specific purpose. Through understanding the various approaches, the

assumptions behind them and the different types of success which they seek 

to achieve, an actor will be able to construct impact measurement frameworks. 

These frameworks will conform to the expectations of their constituency. However,

whichever combination of options the actor selects from the three chapters, using

them as building blocks for their strategy, they will all be about influencing the way

the audience acts.  

Public diplomacy, the politics of influence, is essential in international 

relations. It always has been, but, after 9/11, the Madrid and London bombings, the

identification of a war on terror and other facets of modern life, it will increasingly

play a role in securing a peaceful influence through the international arena. The

developments in technology have led to new hierarchies in the dissemination of

information. Knowledge and power are not just in the hands of political elites, but

rather shared by societies as a whole, or groups within, and distributed via new
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‘Recent research […] has shown and gatherings of European and national politicians,

representatives of cultural institutes (EUNIC), the foundation sector, artists and

media representatives have concluded that there is a need to introduce a more

coherent cultural component into the emerging EU external relations., [sic]

complementing and not substituting the foreign cultural efforts of all the actors

concerned. Such an enhanced cultural component would benefit the internal

integration of the EU on one side and strengthen its role in the world on the other.’78

Kathinka Dittrich van Weringh 

The Hague Recommendations have practical consequences. On 10 May 2007,

the European Commission’s Communication on a European agenda for culture in a

globalising world outlines the first-ever European strategy for culture. With Sean

Doyle as contact partner, it provides for the collection of best practice throughout

the EU, which is, at present, still hindered by the inertia of the cultural institutes.

In 2008, EUNIC will organise several events, among others a ‘summer camp’

and a conference in Slovenia to mark the Year of Intercultural Dialogue. The ability

to share good practice, along with co-ordinated resources, provides The Hague

Project with potential not only to produce a strong multilateral approach for the EU,

but also more effective bilateral operations for the individual members. 

These are the available options for targeting. Organisational priorities will

influence how these options are combined. However, each international actor will

have to make a clear decision about how the programme is to be carried out. In

terms of targeting this will require a decision to be made about where the emphasis

of the project will be placed: geographically; in the physical world or online; by

issue; or bi- or multilateral.
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knowledge of the field in which they work and sensitivity to the environment can
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to identify the full range of their options for influence.
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