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 At the beginning of the semester, my definition of public diplomacy was that it is a tool 

of soft power, a way that a country can wield the appreciation and admiration given to it by 

others.  Public diplomacy allows a country to speak directly to the people of another country, and 

the messages will be received more easily and have greater impact if those elements that make 

up soft power – appreciation of culture, of policy and of values – are present.  I now realize that I 

was looking at only half of the relationship.  Yes, soft power attributes are necessary for public 

diplomacy efforts to succeed, but public diplomacy efforts are also necessary for a country to 

accrue soft power.  Public diplomacy is a manner in which a country can publicize its values and 

policies and culture to the citizens of the world.  In many cases, this has an impact on the 

governments of those countries, and can lead to greater amounts of soft power.  However, 

American public diplomacy efforts are not always well targeted, which is one of the biggest 

problems in the field of public diplomacy. 

 The largest variable that should shape a nation’s public diplomacy efforts is the target 

country.  The nation should get to know the target country well before beginning public 

diplomacy efforts.  If a country values the religion that 99% of its citizens practice, then 

spreading messages of religious freedom will not go over well.  A patriarchal country may not 

take well to the idea of women’s rights and suffrage.  A country with a low literacy rate would be 

a waste of printed public diplomacy efforts.  Unfortunately, the United States is often bad at 

remembering there are people in the world who do not think like its citizens and who do not want 

to think in such a way either.  Rhonda Zaharna had this as one of the main points of her book, 

that the American messages to the world were often misplaced, that they failed to account for 

differences in culture and values.  When trying to win hearts and minds, culture and values are 
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two of the three most important aspects of that effort.  If those two pillars fall away, then all that 

is left to judge is foreign policy. 

 This is another weakness of the United States; its foreign policy is not regarded well.  

The international system sees the country as imperialistic, as bullying, as the world police; there 

is backlash against the country for all of these beliefs, and no significant action is taken to 

reverse this trend.  Many skirmishes around the world see American interference, from Syria to 

Ukraine, where there does not need to be any interference.  However, the United States is ready 

to jump in at any time, being the greatest military power in the world.  This can significantly 

change the outcome of events in ways that may not be best for the country in question, but would 

be best for the United States.  While writers such as Simon Anholt would argue that this 

constitutes significant action, that this is a manner that the United States can practice what it 

touts (freedom and a commitment to democracy), these actions merely serve to increase the 

brand of the United States as a nation of hard power obsessed with military might.   

 While ‘might makes right’ may be the view of America in some parts of the world, there 

are a number of programs that the United States run that are highly influential.  I believe that the 

exchange programs run by the United States are the most powerful tool in our public diplomacy 

arsenal (Hayden).  American food diplomacy is hard to handle because there is no quintessential 

food defined as American.  McDonalds has already spread globally, but that is more a product of 

corporate sales strategy than a desire to spread American culture.  The United States has its own 

sports in which it excels, football and baseball, that are not played widely elsewhere in the world.  

The American soccer team is good, but has difficulty competing with countries that focus on it as 

their singular main sport.  However, exchanges are a powerful tool.  As Giles Scott-Smith says, 

these exchanges have a great impact on future foreign government officials and decision makers.   
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 However, it should be noted that exchanges are not the most effective form of public 

diplomacy for every country, nor the most effective form to be used in targeting every country.  

There is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ strategy to public diplomacy; this is, as I have previously stated, 

one of the major problems with American public diplomacy efforts (Zaharna).  While exchange 

programs may be effective in shaping opinions in Norway or France, sending Americans on 

exchange to Venezuela or Afghanistan may cause rather than solve problems.  I believe that 

countries should evaluate which of the three pillars – culture, values and policy – offers them the 

strongest means of influence over other countries, and should put money into that category.  A 

British soccer team may have more impact on South Africa than a campaign about British 

policies toward the continent, whereas British food should never be relied upon to win hearts, 

minds or stomachs. 

 I believe that my key takeaway from the seminar was how expansive the field of public 

diplomacy is.  There are always options available, and there are ways to impact people that one 

would hardly imagine to be of great impact.  For example, people all over the world play video 

games; the United States Department of State created a video game in order to capitalize on this, 

to teach English and American culture to foreigners.  Gastrodiplomacy can have incredible 

impact on foodies the world over.  Even in a crisis, there are options; boycotting world sporting 

events such as the Olympics or the World Cup in order to draw attention to rights abuses or 

events of global importance, or utilizing movies and television and celebrities to support a cause 

that needs focus from the world.  There are many paths to success in the field of public 

diplomacy; more than one at a time must be explored in order for a desired outcome to occur. 
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