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Introduction

This book is about public diplomacy as it is practiced by American 
diplomats at US embassies around the world. The focus is intention-
ally on field operations, since that is an aspect of public diplomacy that 
has been neglected in the literature. The book shows how American 
diplomats cope with the challenges of criticism—and correct misun-
derstandings—that foreign publics have about US foreign policy and 
American society and culture. It discusses the techniques they use to 
engage in a dialogue with people from different cultures. Some of these 
techniques are new, designed to cope with new technologies, and some 
are older and have been tested over time. The book it takes the reader 
inside American embassies to show how public diplomacy specialists 
work with ambassadors and other American officials as part of a team 
representing the United States.

This book is based on extensive original field research into actual 
cases of public diplomacy operations as conducted abroad in the twenty-
first century. Much of the research has never been published before. 
The book uses empirical evidence to formulate written and unwritten 
rules that have been followed by experts and it highlights their best 
practices. It is also informed by the author’s personal experience of 
thirty-one years in the Foreign Service, including two ambassadorships 
and several tours as public affairs officer (PAO) or assistant PAO. This 
book will therefore be useful for students and scholars of US policy, 
diplomacy, and international relations, as well as foreign service officers 
(FSOs) and prospective FSOs.

A few books and articles have been written about field practices, 
but they have mostly been narrow in scope. Some books focus on 
one geographic area.1 Two recent books have presented case studies 
of field operations but they have necessarily been selective in which 
countries they have analyzed, but they have not tried to present a 
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comprehensive picture.2 The book by Hans Tuch, written in the hey-
day of US Information Agency (USIA) and updated in 1990, remains 
a classic study of field operations and is still unique in the literature, 
but it has become dated because much has happened since it was pub-
lished.3 Nicholas Cull’s books about the USIA are excellent histories 
up to the end of the twentieth century.4 This book’s focus is on cur-
rent practices but it provides some brief historical background that is 
relevant today and shows how some past practices have been adapted 
to fit modern conditions. The book makes appropriate references to 
publications in the existing literature but it is best seen as a comple-
ment to that literature rather than as a recapitulation of what has been 
published.

This book gives special attention to several special concerns that 
have arisen in the twenty-first century confronting public diplomacy 
practitioners trying to do their jobs at field posts around the world.

One is the dramatic growth globally of social networking media. On 
the one hand this development presents a serious problem for American 
officials as they try to deal with the cacophony of international com-
munications that now exists 24/7, much of which is either hostile 
to the United States or misinformed about America and needs to be 
addressed. On the other hand since these new communication channels 
have become widely used in some countries especially by the youth, 
they offer new opportunities to reach out to the public using the means 
the public prefers.

A second concern for public diplomacy professionals today is secu-
rity. The recent growth of terrorism directed at American embassies 
and other official installations has led to new security measures at these 
installations that did not exist in the past, and that hamper access by US 
officials to the public. Traditional public diplomacy depended heav-
ily on personal contact and on free access to our libraries, centers and 
offices, but in some countries these contacts are now much more dif-
ficult. American diplomats are struggling to deal with this problem.

A third new development is the significant expansion since  
9/11/2001 by the Department of Defense (DOD) into efforts to com-
municate directly with foreign publics. Before the 9/11 terrorist attack 
on America, DOD confined its communication programs to Americans 
and the only significant communication with foreign audiences were 
the psychological operations directed at the enemy during wartime. 
Now, starting with the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the Global 
War on Terrorism, the Pentagon has expanded its communications to 
civilian noncombatant populations in many countries. Some of this 
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effort looks like the information work that civilian public diplomacy 
professionals have been doing for decades.

This book devotes special chapters to each of these new challenges to 
show how public diplomacy officers have faced them and come up with 
techniques—some new, some old—to deal with the new situations.

One of the difficulties of writing a comprehensive book about field 
operations—and a reason why such writing is rare—is that every post is 
different. Indeed, one major point of this book is every American dip-
lomat who carries out public diplomacy programs in an embassy abroad 
must start with the premise that his or her working environment is 
unique and must be understood before any activities can be under-
taken. The diplomat must know what issues related to US interests are 
of concern to the local public, and what the public thinks about them. 
He or she must know how best to communicate with them using the 
most suitable local means. Local restrictions on the diplomat’s commu-
nication efforts, caused by the host government or by local social norms 
and cultural practices, must be taken into account before programs can 
be developed and implemented. That process is explored in this book.

The definition of public diplomacy used in this book is that it is a 
function of a government, in this case the US national government. That 
definition has been in use in the United States since 1966 and is the one 
that has always been used by American officials. In recent years, some 
scholars have argued that the proliferation of cross-border communica-
tion has been so significant that non-state actors must be included in 
the definition of public diplomacy. No one is more aware of the huge 
amount of communication across borders by non-state actors than the 
public diplomacy professionals in the US government. They must cope 
with comments and assertions about US policy and American society 
and culture that appear in communications 24/7 and are intentionally 
or unintentionally incorrect. But they do not call communications by 
non-state actors public diplomacy, a term that seems more suited to the 
communications efforts of official government agencies. The rest is 
simply “private communication” that comes in many varieties, serving 
many different purposes.

The first two chapters of the book set the stage by reviewing brief ly 
the fundamental philosophy and legal underpinnings behind public 
diplomacy, and showing how PD professionals fit into the Foreign 
Service. The book then analyzes the role of the public affairs officer 
(PAO) at the embassy, the person who is in charge of the American 
official public diplomacy program in that country, and the important 
role that personal networking and personal contact play in the success 
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of that program. Three chapters then focus on the work of the informa-
tion officer (IO), who is responsible for “fast media”—the traditional 
media outlets like newspapers, radio and television—and for the new 
social networking media. The next three chapters analyze the work of 
the Cultural Affairs Officer (CAO), in developing cultural programs 
in country. Two chapters then deal with an issue that has become very 
important since 9/11, namely the rapidly growing international com-
munication efforts in support of our conventional wars and our uncon-
ventional war on terror. These two chapters are devoted to the efforts 
by the DOD to communicate with foreign publics, that have expanded 
significantly since 9/11, and that to some extent overlap with the work 
of the public diplomacy civilians at the State Department.

Note that these chapters do not deal with international civilian 
broadcasting because the Voice of America and other services that are 
now managed by the Broadcasting Board of Governors have nothing 
directly to do with the field work of the public diplomacy professionals 
who are working at our embassies abroad.

The final chapter brief ly summarizes some main points and indi-
cates where the profession may be headed in the future. It concludes by 
offering thirteen principles that have been derived from best practices 
in PD field operations.



P A R T  I

The Context

  





C H A P T E R  O N E

Legacy: Public Diplomacy’s Philosophy  
and Legal Basis

The Concept of Public Diplomacy

The term “public diplomacy” was coined in 1966, but as far back as 
1776 American leaders were thinking about the concept. America’s 
forefathers believed then that foreign public opinion was important 
and that American views are not always well understood, so it serves 
our interests to make an open explanation to foreign audiences of our 
country’s views. The Declaration of Independence therefore stated in 
its Preamble:

When in the Course of human events it becomes necessary for 
one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected 
them with another . . . a decent respect to the opinions of mankind 
requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to 
the separation.

Then the first paragraph of the Declaration, before presenting a long 
list of grievances, offers this explanation of its purpose:

The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of 
repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the 
establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove 
this, let Facts be submitted to a candid world.
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The idea of explaining ourselves to the world remains in the twenty-
first century as the fundamental rationale for public diplomacy. Before 
World War I the principle was only a declaration, without institutional 
expression. And until then it only applied to foreign policy explica-
tion, but after that the idea expanded to include an understanding 
of American society and culture, and later the promotion of mutual 
understanding.

America’s focus on public diplomacy has always has been sporadic. 
Concern about wars and foreign threats to the United States has been 
the main stimulus attracting attention to the need to employ public 
diplomacy to communicate with foreign publics and inf luence for-
eign public opinion. World Wars I and II, the Cold War and then the 
twenty-first–century Global War on Terrorism (GWOT) all focused 
American interest on public diplomacy, but after these crises seemed to 
subside, that interest declined.1

Institutionalization of public diplomacy began under Woodrow 
Wilson who established a Committee on Public Information (CPI) led 
by George Creel. The CPI was the US government’s first formal gov-
ernment agency for providing information to foreign publics. It initially 
began as a program to inform domestic opinion but, starting in 1917, it 
was given a mandate to address foreign audiences as well. Creel called 
it “the fight for the mind of mankind.” The CPI had a foreign section 
which produced news and picture services, and arranged for foreign 
journalists to visit the United States. It also disseminated Hollywood 
films abroad. Those were clearly public diplomacy projects, anteced-
ents of today’s programs. But the CPI ended in 1919 when the war 
ended; Congress withdrew funding, saying it had been too partisan.2

In 1935, motivated by the growing threat from Germany and a 
desire to counter Nazi propaganda against the United States, the State 
Department began to transmit a daily bulletin of news to overseas posts. 
In July 1938, the State Department created the Division of Cultural 
Relations that worked with American academics to provide cultural 
programs to Latin America. In 1940, President Franklin D. Roosevelt 
appointed Nelson Rockefeller as Coordinator for Commercial and 
of Cultural Relations, renamed in 1941 as the Coordinator of Inter-
American Affairs. His staff opened libraries and bi-national centers and 
established exchange programs, sponsored traveling musical presenta-
tions and art exhibitions, and published a magazine. Roosevelt’s prewar 
public diplomacy was therefore focused on Latin America.3

But in 1941, while the United States was at war with Germany, 
President Roosevelt broadened the concept. He established the Office 
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of the Coordinator of Information (later the Office of Strategic Services, 
OSS), that had a “Foreign Information Service” (FIS). Roosevelt 
appointed Robert Sherwood, his speechwriter and a playwright, to 
head FIS. The new FIS opened ten information offices around the 
world, each called the US Information Service (USIS), a name that 
was used throughout the rest of the century. In February 1942, three 
months after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the State Department 
started a broadcast service called Voices of America, soon renamed The 
Voice of America (VOA). It began with the announcement, “Today 
and every day from now on we shall be speaking to you about America 
and the War. Here in America we receive news from all over the world. 
This news may be favorable or unfavorable. Every day we shall bring 
you the news—The Truth.”4 This concept became a revered VOA prin-
ciple and is fundamental to the practice of public diplomacy today.

In June 1942, Roosevelt created the Office of War Information 
(OWI), and made the FIS its overseas arm. OWI operated VOA and an 
expanding chain of information centers around the world. It also pub-
lished and distributed magazines and books abroad and worked with 
Hollywood to produce and distribute films abroad. It worked with 
the US military to help defeat the enemy by providing leaf let drops 
and broadcasts calling for the Germans to surrender. In 1944, OWI’s 
Division of Cultural Relations moved into the State Department. 
By then State’s International Information Division was distributing 
American media products around the world, including films, news-
reels, and magazines such as Reader’s Digest. During the war, OWI set 
up field posts abroad, first in London, then in liberated cities, so that 
by the end of the war in 1945 they existed in forty countries. Also, by 
1945 OWI was distributing a news service product of 100,000 words 
each day to sixty US diplomatic posts worldwide.5

Postwar Organization

President Truman abolished OWI in 1945 at the end of the war, but 
transferred its overseas information activities including information, 
broadcasting and exchanges to the Department of State. Psychological 
operations continued separately under the Department of Defense. 
That year, Congress authorized spending for educational exchanges, 
when Senator J. William Fulbright, a Rhodes Scholar, proposed that 
proceeds from the sale of surplus property be used to fund educational 
exchange programs. In August 1946, Congress passed an act to amend 
the Surplus Property Act of 1944, authorizing expanded educational 
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exchanges. The first agreement was signed in November 1947 to 
bring Chinese students to the United States, and the first American 
“Fulbrighters” left for Burma in the fall of 1948.6

The Cold War that began in 1946 revived interest in what was 
later called public diplomacy, but Americans wanted to distinguish it 
from the negative connotations of “propaganda” being deceptive, as 
employed by Nazi Germany. In April 1947, Secretary of State George 
C. Marshall expressed the philosophical basis of today’s public diplo-
macy when he urged the use of information to counter the Soviet 
Union. He said: “The use of propaganda as such is contrary to our gen-
erally accepted precepts of democracy and to statements I have made. 
Another consideration is that we could be playing into the hands of the 
Soviets who are masters in the use of such techniques. Our sole aim in 
our overseas information program must be to present nothing but the 
truth, in a completely factual and unbiased manner. Only by this means 
can we justify the procedure and establish a reputation before the world 
of integrity of action.”7

As the Cold War intensified, Congress saw this as reason to pass 
new legislation supporting public diplomacy. In January 1948, Truman 
signed Public Law 402, informally called the Smith-Mundt Act. It has 
been amended since 1948, but it remains today the most important 
legislative foundation for the US government’s entire public diplomacy 
program. Its purpose was “to enable the Government of the United 
States to promote a better understanding of the United States in other 
countries, and to increase mutual understanding between the people of 
the United States and the people of other countries. Among the means 
to be used in achieving these objectives are . . . an information service to 
disseminate abroad information about the United States, its people, and 
policies promulgated by the Congress, the President, the Secretary of 
State and other responsible officials of Government having to do with 
matters affecting foreign affairs.” The Act said that information dis-
semination should be accomplished “through press, publications, radio, 
motion pictures, and other information media, and through informa-
tion centers abroad.”8

In 1972 and 1985, Congress amended Smith-Mundt explicitly to 
ban domestic distribution of materials produced for foreign audi-
ences. This ban became its one controversial provision, challenged 
on the grounds that it was anachronous and unenforceable because 
it is impossible to separate domestic from foreign information, espe-
cially now that new information technology has made international 
communication so easy that almost anything that is done for public 
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diplomacy purposes is accessible to Americans now.9 In practice, no 
one was ever prosecuted for violating the ban, and although over the 
years it was of concern to lawyers in Washington, it has not affected 
the daily operations of public diplomacy practitioners abroad who 
tended to regard it as irrelevant to their daily tasks and not an impor-
tant issue to worry about.

In 2012 Congress passed the Smith-Mundt Modernization Act that 
basically lifted the domestic dissemination ban in Smith-Mundt, and in 
January 2013, President Obama signed it into law. The act now permits 
Americans to view taxpayer funded material intended for audiences 
abroad and allows the dissemination of that material inside the United 
States. However it retains the original provision in Smith-Mundt that 
emphasizes that such dissemination must not compete with existing 
domestic media.10

USIA 1953–1999

Under President Eisenhower, Congress in 1953 created the US 
Information Agency (USIA), a foreign affairs agency that managed 
America’s public diplomacy until 1999.

Eisenhower’s Secretary of State John Foster Dulles disdained con-
sideration of public opinion in foreign policy and he wanted to move 
information, education and culture out of State so he could focus on 
traditional diplomacy.11 Senator Bourke Hickenlooper (R-IA), chair 
of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, also supported the idea 
of a separate agency, but for different reasons. He explained that the 
goals of an effective overseas information program “could hardly be 
met within the outlines of a cautious, tradition-bound, bureaucratic 
foreign office.”12 (Hickenlooper’s comment has found an echo half 
a century later in criticism of the decision to merge USIA back into 
the State Department.) Senator J. William Fulbright of Arkansas, a 
prominent Democrat on that committee (and later chairman, 1959–
74) who had sponsored the exchange program that carried his name, 
agreed to a separate, new agency provided it only dealt with infor-
mation and did not include the educational and cultural functions 
he cared so much about. He wanted them kept instead at State, and 
the new law did that. This anomaly mattered little to USIA’s public 
diplomacy professionals working at embassies, however, because they 
handled education and culture along with information matters. In 
1979, under the Carter administration, these programs were trans-
ferred to USIA headquarters.
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In 1961, Congress passed the Mutual Educational and Cultural 
Exchange Act of 1961, informally called the Fulbright-Hayes Act. This 
act consolidated existing programs, added initiatives in book transla-
tions, exhibitions and American studies, and provided for new cultural 
centers abroad.13 It said its purpose was “to strengthen the ties that unite 
us with other nations by demonstrating the educational, cultural inter-
ests, developments and achievements of the people of the United States 
and other nations, and the contributions being made toward a more 
peaceful and fruitful life for the people throughout the world; to pro-
mote international cooperation for educational and cultural advance-
ment; and thus to assist in the development of friendly, sympathetic and 
peaceful relations between the United States and the other countries of 
the world.” It authorized funding for educational exchanges for study, 
research, instruction, and other educational activities, and it authorized 
cultural exchanges in music, arts, sports, or any other form of cul-
tural expression. It also authorized exchanges of books, periodicals, and 
translations, the establishment of cultural centers, and the promotion of 
research and language training.14

In these early years, various terms were applied to the US govern-
ment’s communication efforts abroad, including international commu-
nication, educational and cultural exchange, or both. Then in 1966, 
Edmund Gullion, a retired foreign service officer (FSO) who was the 
dean of the Fletcher School at Tufts University, proposed the term 
“public diplomacy” and it stuck. Although Gullion’s original formula-
tion did not confine the term to activities by the government, US offi-
cials have consistently used it to mean only the US government’s efforts 
to communicate with foreign audiences.15 Note also that the public 
diplomacy professionals who serve abroad work in the “public affairs 
section” of the embassy, that is headed by a “Public Affairs Officer,” 
although when the term “public affairs” is used in Washington it usu-
ally refers to the function of communicating to an American domestic 
audience.

Professor Joseph Nye added to the discussion by coining the term 
“soft power,” which he defined as “the ability to shape the preferences 
of others” by attraction rather than coercion, which is the use of “hard 
power.” He said that soft power “rests on a country’s culture, values and 
policies.”16 Soft power is not the same as public diplomacy but the two 
are connected. To the extent that America’s culture, values and policies 
are admired and respected abroad, they are beneficial to the United 
States and support American public diplomacy. Public diplomacy can 
benefit by communicating their positive aspects to foreign audiences. 
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But to the extent that these attributes are seen in a negative light, they 
are harmful to the US and American public diplomacy needs to try to 
correct any misunderstandings about them and show them in a more 
positive light.

Programs

Since the middle of the twentieth century, public diplomacy profes-
sionals working at embassies under USIA Washington’s direction had a 
variety of resources and program possibilities. Some of these programs 
have been replaced or modified over the years but their basic public 
diplomacy purposes have remained to this day.

Wireless File

The “Wireless File” was, throughout the twentieth century, the most 
important fast media instrument in the public diplomacy officer’s tool-
kit. Established in 1935 as series of radio-teletype bulletins, and trans-
mitted from Washington by radio, it was received on teleprinters in US 
diplomatic missions around the world. An unclassified daily bulletin, it 
included texts of policy statements by US officials, plus excerpts from 
American newspaper editorials and reports useful to PAOs, notices of 
programs and some cleared commentaries. Ambassadors and PAOs 
consistently rated the Wireless File as the most useful of all tools. PAOs 
selected portions of the File and sent them to local media for possible 
placement, editing some pieces before they were distributed. They used 
official US texts and officially authorized comment to help correct dis-
tortions and provide context, especially for local editors who only had 
wire service reports of US policies that were incomplete and possibly 
misleading. The Wireless File was a main source of information for 
the ambassador and other embassy officers. In the 1950s, the Wireless 
File was split into five geographic versions that allowed for some cus-
tomizing. French and Spanish versions were added later, then Arabic, 
Russian and Chinese. In 1994, USIA added thematic and geographic 
sections written by special teams. Editors in the central newsroom and 
in the regional branches provided feature items to lighten the load of 
serious policy statements. The File also developed the practice of occa-
sional exclusives to local newspapers of op-eds by senior US officials.17 
In the 1990s, it was renamed “Washington File” and although it was 
subsequently discontinued, its basic type of content can be found today 
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on the Internet and on Embassy websites or social media so that users 
can readily access this information in a timely manner.

Although the wireless file no longer exists, the concept behind it 
remains. In the twenty-first century, texts very similar to the types that 
used to be delivered by the Wireless File, now arrive at the embassy 
electronically, and although the local editor and other embassy contacts 
may receive them at the same time, the PAO and other embassy officers 
can make use of them with their contacts as talking points and in other 
ways, including via SMS alerts, because the local media may not have 
published the material.

Printed Materials and Film

During the twentieth century, before the age of the Internet, USIA 
produced a wide variety of printed materials including pamphlets, 
reports, books, posters, and paper shows (small traveling exhibits). 
These included sets of materials with fundamental information on 
various aspects of US society and culture, and practical material such 
as how to study in the United States. Most of these were translated 
into the several foreign languages. Some of the pamphlets were for 
specif ic purposes, such as for students and visitors coming to the 
United States, or for occasions such as the death of President Kennedy. 
Usually these publications were given away free, and attempts to 
sell them usually were not very successful. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
USIA maintained its own printing plants in Beirut, Mexico City, 
and Manila, with a smaller plant in Vienna to serve European posts. 
Beirut shut down in 1976 because of the Lebanese civil war and 
Mexico City shut down in 1985 because of an earthquake, while 
Manila is still operating.18

USIA also created and produced a variety of magazines and jour-
nals and used them as major public diplomacy instruments. They 
contained articles from diverse sources: some were written by USIA 
editorial staff, some by outside experts commissioned to write on a 
specific topic, and others were reprinted from publications. By 1960, 
USIA produced 57 magazines in 20 languages worldwide, with a total 
circulation of 110 million copies. More than two-thirds were produced 
abroad. Some were global publications, edited in Washington, printed 
in special US government printing plants located abroad, and intended 
for worldwide distribution. They were sent to PAOs abroad, who gave 
them to their audiences, usually free of charge. Economic Impact started 
in 1973 when it seemed that economic issues were especially important 
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to the US national interest; it continued into the 1990s. English Teaching 
Forum was a professional publication for English teachers, with arti-
cles from both American and international contributors. Problems of 
Communism was a small-circulation magazine about the Soviet Union, 
China, and other Communist countries, whose scholarly articles were 
written by experts. Published bimonthly in 20,000 copies starting in 
1952, it appeared in English and in select foreign languages. Problems of 
Communism continued to be published until 1992, when it was discon-
tinued because of the fall of the USSR. The quarterly journal Dialogue 
contained reprints from reputable American journals and was published 
for intellectuals in several languages.19

There were several one-country and regional publications. In India, 
American Reporter, a newspaper written for an elite audience, was one of 
the first magazines. Later, the public diplomacy staff at the US embassy 
produced a glossy popular magazine called Span, similar to Life, which 
was very successful. Now, SPAN is available online and also available 
for viewing in Hindi and Urdu. In Serbia, during the Cold War, USIA 
printed a general interest magazine in Serbo-Croatian called Pregled 
(“Overview”).20 Markin Parikama (American Panorama), a magazine in 
Bengali for East Pakistan, had a circulation of 30,000, the largest paid-
circulation in East Pakistan at the time.21 From the 1950s until the 1967 
war, USIA produced al Hayat fi Amrika in Arabic, and then it began 
publishing al Majal, in Arabic.22

Among the most successful one-country publications was Amerika, 
a Russian-language picture magazine that was edited and produced 
by USIA and distributed in the Soviet Union during the Cold War, 
when Moscow strictly controlled all incoming information. Published 
monthly from 1944 until 1994, the magazine did not deal directly with 
foreign policy, but focused instead on describing life in the United 
States. It relied on images as much as words because the Soviet pub-
lic tended to distrust words, so simply showing photographs of well-
stocked super markets sent a message to an audience used to scarcity of 
consumer goods. It responded to Soviet propaganda, albeit indirectly. 
The US embassy sent copies of Amerika to elite Soviet audiences, and it 
was at times distributed under a Washington-Moscow agreement that 
allowed in 50,000 copies that reached an estimated one million read-
ers. The agreement brought Moscow’s Soviet Life to the United States 
where it was largely ignored by the American public because it was not 
interesting.23

In the twenty-first century, embassy public affairs sections still use 
the basic concept of distributing texts of various kinds, but they now 
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receive them electronically and either sends them on in that form or 
they print them locally if a printed format is useful.

USIA for decades supplied field posts overseas with a variety of doc-
umentary films, some screened at posts using 16mm projectors. In its 
heyday, USIA films reached 500,000 people each year and USIA TV 
programs were seen in 47 countries.24 It also produced award-win-
ning films including “Night of the Dragon,” a tough film supporting 
the Vietnam war effort narrated by Charlton Heston, and the Oscar-
winning Nine from Little Rock. Cultural diplomacy programs sent abroad 
included the New York City Ballet, the Philadelphia Orchestra, Louis 
Armstrong, and Duke Ellington. Exhibits sent abroad included the 
moon rock and a “space lab,” and the Moscow exhibit arranged under 
a US-Soviet agreement that featured the famous Nixon-Khruschev 
“kitchen debate.”

In the 1960s, a PD officer might show an American film in a remote 
village using a 16mm projector on a mobile van. This practice has 
disappeared but the same concept applies to a PD officer in the twenty-
first century who uses YouTube to communicate with the local audi-
ence. In both cases, the PD officer has made use of a visual aid, and 
selected its content and means of delivery based on local interests and 
practices at the time. Only the means of delivery changed.

These activities were unclassified and open, not to be confused with 
the clandestine propaganda activities that the Central Intelligence 
Agency has carried out, and that USIA directors took pains to explain 
were completely different from public diplomacy.25

Budgets and Staffing

USIA’s peak years were in the 1960s, during the height of the Cold 
War. In 1967, USIA had 12,500 employees, of whom 7,500 were work-
ing in embassies abroad. After that, the numbers slowly declined. One 
decade later, USIA had 8,700 employees including 4,700 working 
abroad. Another decade later there was some increase in the budget 
and staffing (9,500 employees, 4,000 abroad) largely due to the efforts 
of USIA director Charles Wick, a close friend of President Reagan’s. 
Under Wick’s leadership, the USIA budget increased 1981–84 from 
$201.9 million to $659.7 million and that became the high water mark 
of USIA funding. But in the 1990s, the size of USIA declined rapidly, 
reaching 8,000 employees (3,500 abroad) in 1995 and 6,600 employees 
(2,700 abroad) in 1999, USIA’s last year.26
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The rapid decline during the 1990s was due to several factors. The 
end of the Cold War diminished Congressional and public support 
during the Clinton administration for public diplomacy. The “peace 
dividend” was supposed to mean budget cuts—and they hurt USIA. 
For half a century the confrontation with the Soviet Union had been a 
major motivating factor persuading presidents and members of Congress 
to devote time, energy and funding to public diplomacy. In the absence 
of that perceived major threat from the Soviet Union, it was difficult 
to convince the political leadership in Washington—at either end of 
Pennsylvania Avenue—that public diplomacy was necessary.

The administration and Congress saw the end of the Cold War as 
the end of major challenges facing America, but the practitioners saw 
the period as just the beginning of a new phase in which public diplo-
macy remained a vital tool to protect our national interests. Many of 
the practitioners felt that Washington’s intense focus on countering 
Moscow and the threat of international Communism, while necessary, 
had been a distortion from a more balanced approach to the world in 
which many other issues were important locally and therefore affected 
bilateral relationships with the United States and should be addressed 
more effectively. They hoped that with the end of the Cold War, a 
more nuanced approach to foreign affairs would emerge, that would 
take into account local issues and views as they affected US interests. 
They felt the need for PD programs and people was increasing rather 
than disappearing. So they were dismayed to see the Congress decrease 
funding and personnel levels for public diplomacy, on the assumption 
that it was only vital because of the Cold War.27

Some members of Congress also thought that the new technology 
would eliminate the need to have so many American personnel work-
ing at embassies abroad. They thought that with the Internet in addi-
tion to faxes and better phones, Washington could send information 
out around the world without much help from people on the ground. 
This view ref lected a fundamental misunderstanding of public diplo-
macy and the central importance of personal contact in doing it suc-
cessfully, which practitioners were all well aware of.

In fact, as its practitioners knew, the information revolution that 
accelerated in the 1990s with the spread of satellite television and the 
Internet everywhere actually made US public diplomacy more neces-
sary than ever, since it created a more competitive information environ-
ment in which American officials had to operate. The new technology 
did of course help spread American ideas and views across borders, 
but it also helped spread misinformation and criticism, whether based 
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on ignorance or deliberate hostility. Public opinion in many countries 
around the world was becoming even more of a factor in inf luenc-
ing public policies toward the United States, as the new technologies 
helped more people express themselves and gave them access to infor-
mation they did not have before.

Programming Changes

The decline in budgets and staffing negatively affected programming. 
Because of the post–Cold War cuts, cultural presentations and exhibits 
that had been so important during the Cold War almost disappeared 
altogether by the late 1990s.28 Also, all of the Washington-based US 
government magazines and journals, plus most of the local-focus ones 
(except Span) were discontinued in the 1994 as a result of budget cuts at 
USIA, when the entire magazine division was shut down.29 For exam-
ple, the Arabic language al Majal magazine was eliminated in 1994 
as part of Vice President Al Gore’s “reinventing government” effort. 
America Illustrated produced for the USSR was eliminated because the 
Cold War was over and many Western commercial publications were 
available in the former Soviet Union, and that helped lead to the elim-
ination of other magazines, now thought to be unnecessary. In the 
1990s, Problems of Communism came to an end and was replaced by a new 
publication Problems of Post-Communism, edited at George Washington 
University and distributed by a New York publishing firm, but that 
did not survive. The publications cancelled in the 1990s were replaced 
only to some extent by electronic journals (see chapter six).30 In 2002, 
the George W. Bush administration launched a new Arabic language 
magazine for the Arab world called Hi, but it was not successful. Posts 
in Arab countries tried to sell it at a subsidized price, but few bought it. 
Because it failed to attract a readership, Hi was later cancelled.

Most of those products in those formats are gone today, but the basic 
concept behind them remains in the many electronic products that 
public diplomacy professionals produce in the twenty-first century. 
The concept is essentially that public diplomacy professionals working 
at embassies abroad can make use of US-made communication vehi-
cles, to convey to foreign audiences an accurate picture of US foreign 
policy and of American society, culture, and values. These communi-
cation vehicles can be created by government employees or by private 
American companies, but their selection and use is basically controlled 
by public diplomacy professionals working at US embassies abroad, 
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because those who know the local audience well and who know how 
to design a package of programs to reach them.

The Merger

A major change in the organizational structure of American public 
diplomacy took place in 1999 when Congress passed legislation abolish-
ing USIA and merging most of its functions into the State Department. 
Part of the reasoning behind this decision was the perception in 
Congress that with end of the Cold War, public diplomacy was no lon-
ger necessary. But there were other factors as well. Some members of 
Congress and the administration believed that public diplomacy should 
be brought closer to the policy makers in the State Department, and a 
merger would do that. A leading proponent of a merger was Senator 
Jesse Helms, the powerful chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright was not a strong 
defender of public diplomacy, and she had other issues with Senator 
Helms that she considered more important. She reportedly agreed to 
the merger in a deal with Senator Helms to overcome his objections to 
a Chemical Test Ban Treaty and to achieve funding for the US contri-
bution to the United Nations (UN), both of which he opposed.31

President Clinton signed a law implementing the USIA-State merger, 
and it took effect on October 1, 1999.32

USIA-State negotiations over the details of the merger lasted from 
1997 to 1999, and USIA professionals were not pleased with the result. 
Many were uncomfortable with the fact that USIA’s regional bureaus 
that directly supervised PD field posts were abolished, as was USIA’s 
management bureau. These functions were absorbed into the existing 
State structure. Moreover, as one USIA participant noted, “great dam-
age had been done to USIA confidence that a new State environment 
might bring public diplomacy closer to the heart of foreign policy-
making.”33 USIA Director Joe Duffy believed that Secretary Albright’s 
support for the merger was motivated to support the merger in order 
to augment the State Department budget. But he and others at USIA 
apparently saw that it would not be possible to stop the merger entirely 
so they worked to mitigate some of its worst consequences.34

The most significant accomplishment of the USIA negotiators was 
that a new Bureau for Education and Culture Affairs (ECA) was cre-
ated, headed by an Assistant Secretary, and that funding for these mat-
ters was walled off in the State Department budget so it could not 
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be used for other purposes. Another new bureau, for International 
Information Programs (IIP), was created to manage media matters, 
but it was only headed by a “coordinator,” not an assistant secretary, 
so it had less bureaucratic clout. The personnel from USIA’s regional 
bureaus were scattered around State’s regional bureaus where they 
reported to the regional assistant secretaries, and other USIA person-
nel, such as administrative and public opinion specialists, were assigned 
to the relevant State bureaus. A new position of Undersecretary of State 
for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs was created, that was the most 
senior PD position in the State Department, but this position had none 
of that authority of the former USIA Director. The USIA director had 
had direct supervisory responsibility over the career PD professionals at 
USIA, and ultimately controlled all public diplomacy budgets and per-
sonnel assignments. This new undersecretary did not have any of that 
authority. Moreover, the new undersecretary reported to the Secretary 
of State and had no direct access to the president.

The new law put international broadcasting under an autonomous 
agency, the Broadcasting Board of Governors (BBG), which made it 
functionally independent of the State Department. The VOA had been 
under the supervision of USIA since USIA was created in 1953, but 
now it was under the Broadcasting Board of Governors. This arrange-
ment was worked out in a separate deal between the Congress, the 
White House and the Secretary of State.35 The BBG has a nine-mem-
ber board of governors, appointed by the president with the consent of 
Congress, that includes four Democrats and four Republicans with a 
ninth seat reserved for the representative of the Secretary of State. In 
practice, the BBG acts quite independently of the State Department 
and the new Undersecretary for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs, 
so that the link between PD professionals and broadcasting that existed 
under USIA was broken. They have no real inf luence in practice over 
VOA or the other US government broadcast channels.

The vast majority of public diplomacy practitioners who served with 
USIA regard the merger as a mistake. One of them put it this way: 
“The dismantling of the USIA, the dissolution of its personnel and 
functions with the State Department bureaucracy, and the creation 
of a BBG responsible to no one (not the Secretary of State, not even 
the President) is a compound and nearly fatal blow to the ability of 
the United States to project a global information strategy.”36 A survey 
of over 200 former senior USIA officials, many of whom served at 
State after the merger, found that only 4 percent thought the dissolu-
tion of USIA was a good idea, while 79 percent rated the merger into 
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State as a “disaster.” A majority of 91 percent said the merger did not 
enhance USIA’s advisement role.37 This despite the fact that enhancing 
the advisement role had been major reason used to justify the merger.38 
(The personnel consequences of the merger are discussed in chapter 
two.)

In the first years after the merger, some veterans of USIA, includ-
ing several former directors, argued that the organization should be 
revived in its original form as an independent agency, because “shut-
ting down USIA has been a major mistake.”39 Even Robert Gates, 
when he was secretary of defense, regretted the merger, saying, “the 
U.S. Information Agency was abolished as an independent entity, split 
into pieces, and many of its capabilities folded into a small corner of the 
State Department.”40

However, there was little or no interest in Congress or the admin-
istration to undo the merger legislation. Senator Richard Lugar, a 
powerful voice on Capitol Hill, put it succinctly in one of his reports: 
“Re-creating USIA, or something similar, is neither feasible nor afford-
able in today’s budgetary environment.”41 That has meant the end of 
the discussion.

Conclusion

During the 1970s and 1980s, USIA had abundant budgets and large 
staffs all over the world. In the 1990s, the size of its budgets and staffs 
declined precipitously due to several concurrent factors. The belief 
that there should be a “peace dividend” in substantial financial sav-
ings because the Cold War was over, and the misconception that the 
information revolution would take the place of public diplomacy pro-
fessionals posted at embassies abroad, plus the Clinton administration’s 
agreement to abolish USIA, all undermined the effectiveness of our 
public diplomacy effort.

By the end of the twentieth century, many print media items that had 
been the mainstay of USIA efforts were cancelled and cultural presen-
tations and exhibit programs almost disappeared entirely. Professional 
public diplomacy officers were apprehensive that the changes, includ-
ing the downsizing and the merger, would do harm to United States 
interests because the basic rationale for public diplomacy programs had 
not gone away with the end of the Cold War. During the first decade of 
the twenty-first century, many media items became electronic vehicles 
so in effect they survived in a different form (see chapters that follow), 
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but the cultural and exhibit programs never fully recovered. And the 
culture of the USIA, as a small but cohesive and highly focused group 
of professional specialists in public diplomacy, was diluted in the larger 
and more bureaucratic State Department.

At the same time, a legacy for twenty-first-century public diplomacy 
practitioners remains from the experiences of the twentieth century, 
in the principles and concepts that motivated them then. The follow-
ing chapters will discuss and analyze how the practice of public diplo-
macy has developed in the current century, and will show how basic 
approaches and rationales have remained the same, although the forms 
and many of the means of communication have changed. As we shall 
see, many of the basic operational principles followed by professional 
PD officers working at embassies abroad, that have stood the test of 
time, have been maintained and enhanced.



C H A P T E R  T W O

Public Diplomacy Professionals

This chapter analyzes the role of public diplomacy professionals work-
ing abroad in the context of an American embassy.

The Foreign Service

American Foreign Services Officers (FSOs) at the Department of State 
are divided into five career “tracks” or specialties (formerly called 
“cones”). One specialty is designated for public diplomacy officers, and 
the others are for political, economic, consular, and management offi-
cers. Each new entrant into the Foreign Service is required to choose 
one of these five specialties, and is expected to spend the bulk of his 
or her career, although not all of it, in that specialty. Transfer between 
tracks is rare, although as explained below, cross-assignments have 
become common. In addition, at the beginning of their careers, FSOs 
often are required to do a consular assignment, even if their track is not 
consular.

The number of positions allotted to public diplomacy is quite small, 
less than one-tenth of the Foreign Service. This is to an extent a ref lec-
tion of how the Department regards the role of public diplomacy. In 
2013, there were 1,552 public diplomacy positions at State. These posi-
tions constituted only 8.4 percent of the total number (18,540) of State’s 
American diplomatic and consular positions. The 1,552 PD positions 
were distributed as follows: 780 in the regional bureaus, most of them 
deployed to embassies abroad; 422 to the Educational and Cultural 
Bureau (ECA); 285 in the International Information Programs bureau 
(IIP), and 65 to various functional bureaus.1 This is a significant decline 
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from the past. In 1960, the US Information Agency (USIA) employed 
3,771 American public diplomacy officers and 6,881local hires for a 
total of 10,652 public diplomacy personnel.2

The Foreign Service itself is actually quite a small part of the US 
government. One comparison is with the Department of Defense 
(DOD), which has 1.3 million employees and an enormous budget.3 
As Robert Gates noted when he was Secretary of Defense: “Consider 
that this year’s budget for the Department of Defense—not counting 
operations in Iraq and Afghanistan—is nearly half a trillion dollars. 
The total foreign affairs budget request for the State Department is $36 
billion—less than what the Pentagon spends on health care alone.”4 
Also, DOD normally bases only 21 percent of its personnel abroad, 
while 68 percent of the Foreign Service is deployed abroad, so it has no 
surge capacity. And training is relatively shortchanged. State’s vacancy 
rate recently was 21 percent overseas, 30 percent in Africa. Nearly 
25 percent of Foreign Service vacancies are for one-year assignments 
or “tours” in places so dangerous that they are unaccompanied by 
family. Thirty years ago there were only 2 danger pay posts, while 
today there are 28.5

Public Diplomacy professionals are in many respects like all Foreign 
Service Officers, although they also have some different functions that 
require different skills.

All Foreign Service Officers including public diplomacy officers enter 
the Service through the same process. They must pass a highly com-
petitive written exam, write a series of personal narratives, pass an oral 
assessment, pass medical tests, and undergo a security clearance inves-
tigation process before they are eligible to be hired.6 Approximately 
2 percent of all applicants to the Foreign Service are successful in this 
process. (Between 2001 and 2006, for example, more than 100,000 
applied for FSO positions, but only 2,100 became Foreign Service 
Officers.)7

The entire career of an FSO is highly competitive. Upon entry, a 
new FSO is considered untenured and tenure must occur within five 
years of the initial hire. This requires the officer to, among other 
things, get off language probation by passing foreign language tests 
or serving in a language-essential position. Tenured FSOs then are 
evaluated annually by their supervisors and the evaluations go to 
independent “promotion panels” of other FSOs who rank-order each 
member of each class. Dismissal (“selection out”) can occur as a result 
of repeated low ranking, while high-ranked FSOs ones can be pro-
moted. FSOs can also be selected out for “time in class,” if they are 
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not promoted by a designated time limit or deadline that is tied to the 
number of years since their last promotion. This process specifies the 
number of years an individual can remain in at one rank or pay grade. 
It is therefore an “up or out” system that requires FSOs to continue to 
be promoted or they are out.

All FSOs agree to support and defend US national interests and all 
agree to be available for world-wide placement, meaning the govern-
ment can send them anywhere abroad, depending on the “needs of the 
Service.” There are more than 250 embassies and consulates abroad, 
but some posts are less desirable than others, for example because they 
are dangerous, and spouses, partners, and children are not allowed 
accompany them. Another factor that makes a post less desirable is an 
unhealthy local environment or one that lacks many of the amenities 
of the United States. FSOs all agree to accept these conditions when 
they join. Moreover, married couples who are both FSOs are “tandem 
couples,” who face additional hurdles in finding suitable assignments at 
the same post at the same time.

It is important to note also that the human resources roster at every 
US diplomatic mission includes personnel who are hired locally. They 
are called “Locally Employed Staff” abbreviated to LES or LE Staff, 
who were previously known as Foreign Service Nationals or FSNs 
(The term FSN is still used informally at some embassies, especially 
by long term employees, some of whom dislike the term LES because 
it sounds like “less”). In 2009, for example, the State Department had 
more than 40,000 Locally Employed Staff at US diplomatic missions 
abroad.8 The LE Staff are hired by the US mission and they are essen-
tial to its efficient functioning. In most cases, they must be bilingual in 
English and the local language, and they are usually bicultural, capably 
of explaining local circumstances to the American officers and other-
wise bridging cultural gaps (in some cases, spouses of FSOs who do 
not speak the local language are hired as LES). Typically the Public 
Affairs Section (PAS) of the embassy has more LE Staff than the other 
sections.

Public Diplomacy Officers’ Skills

The skills an FSO should have in a public diplomacy assignment differ 
in several respects from the skills required in non-PD assignments. A 
successful public diplomacy officer must be good at program and per-
sonnel management, interpersonal and communication skills, as well 

  



Front Line Public Diplomacy26

as reporting, and at staying informed on a wide variety of issues and 
topics.

Communicators

Public diplomacy is essentially a communication function. Every FSO 
carrying out a public diplomacy function should be an excellent com-
municator because a major part of his or her job is effectively com-
municating American policy, society and culture to a wide variety of 
people across cultural barriers. The PAO or IO also is often called 
upon to be embassy spokesman, and to organize press conferences for 
the ambassador, embassy officers, and visiting US officials or guest 
speakers. FSOs in other assignments normally do not do those tasks, 
although the State Department has recently put more emphasis on all 
officers “doing public diplomacy” as part of their job.

PD officers must write well. Although other FSOs, especially politi-
cal and economic officers, are sometimes called “reporting officers,” 
public diplomacy professionals must also be able to write clearly because 
they must report to the ambassador and country team, as well as to 
Washington, on local trends in public opinion and the media, as well 
as on program results.

Linguists

Fluency in the local language is more likely to be necessary for those 
FSOs in a public diplomacy function than for others in the embassy 
because they deal regularly with a variety of local contacts who tend 
to lack English proficiency. A PD off icer who has a working level 
oral command of the local language (a ranking of at least 3 on the 
State Department’s Foreign Service Institute [FSI] scale of 1-to-
5) can carry on a professional conversation with contacts, making 
the engagement more productive than one in English and showing 
respect for the local culture and its people. The State Department 
pays for language training to prepare FSOs going into language des-
ignated positions.

Because language barriers to communication exist in post posts 
abroad, Locally Employed Staff are especially important to the Public 
Affairs Section, more than to other sections, because translation and 
cultural interpretation are central to its efficient function. However, 
the incremental advantage for an American officer with f luency in the 
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local language is quite substantial, adding to the benefit the local staff 
has to offer. Local staff members usually do most of the writing in the 
local language because that is the most difficult and sensitive language 
task. But American PD officers who can read and converse in the local 
language are a great asset. It allows them to make direct assessments of 
the local situation by following what is in the local newspapers and on 
local radio and television since the most important media to monitor 
are usually in the local language. Following local media, and speaking 
with local citizens, provides them with a window into the local culture 
that is vital for their work—allowing them to report their insights back 
in the office and to the country team through the PAO. Fluency in the 
language always is helpful in making and maintaining local contacts, 
even if they speak English. If the American does the work of speaking 
a foreign language, the contact is more comfortable and is usually more 
willing to have an ongoing relationship. Moreover, making the effort 
shows respect for the local culture.

It would be impossible for every PD officer at the embassy to be f lu-
ent in the local language, so most public affairs sections make do with 
less than that. Some hard languages such as Arabic and Chinese take 
a long time to develop f luency (the normal Foreign Service Institute 
course for Arabic and Chinese is two years, while for French it is six 
months). Some languages are spoken only in a single country so a dip-
lomat with a single tour of only two or three years there will prefer not 
to spend a year or so studying that language.

The State Department labels some embassy positions as “language 
designated” but many of these go unfilled for lack of candidates or a 
language waiver is granted to allow the employee to go overseas with-
out the requisite, desired Foreign Service Institute proficiency score. 
It is important that public affairs section has at least one FSO with a 
professional level in speaking, to be able to engage with the contacts 
who have no English at all. In my career, I always had better access 
because I spoke the local language (Arabic) well enough to carry on 
a professional conversation, and my interlocutors were pleased that I 
did not bring a local interpreter with me who would be privy to our 
conversation.

In 2006, President Bush announced a $114-million National Security 
Language Initiative to teach more Americans critical languages, with 
several government agencies—State, DOD, and the Department of 
Education—participating. Its focus is on eight critical languages: Arabic, 
Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Russian, Hindi, Persian, and Turkish. By 
2006, the study of Chinese in the United States had already almost 
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doubled since 9/11 and the study of Arabic quadrupled, but the num-
ber of Americans studying Spanish was still almost thirty-five times as 
many as studying Arabic (746,267:21,168), and fifteen times as many as 
studying Chinese.9

One report in 2006 found that in Baghdad during our occupation 
of Iraq, “All of our efforts in Iraq, military and civilian, are handi-
capped by Americans’ lack of language and cultural understanding. 
Our embassy of 1,000 has 33 Arabic speakers, just six of whom are at 
the level of f luency. In a conf lict that demands effective and efficient 
communication with Iraqis, we are often at a disadvantage. There are 
still far too few Arab[ic] language–proficient military and civilian offi-
cers in Iraq, to the detriment of the U.S. mission.”10 State and Defense 
tried to remedy the situation but later interest tapered off, and many 
students dropped out before becoming professionally proficient which 
takes time.11

Management

All public diplomacy professionals must be good program managers 
because they are responsible for developing and carrying out pro-
grams—as well as providing Washington with reporting via short 
“highlights” or “results” reports and through the cable reporting chan-
nel. They must know how to evaluate the program environment accu-
rately and draw on Washington resources as well as local ones. They 
must draw up budget requests based on accurate assessments of needs 
and resources. They must be able to identify opportunities to work 
with host nation institutions that often provide space and other sup-
port for programs, attracting a good audience and enhancing local rela-
tionships. These activities all require a level of strategic planning and 
knowledge of the local community beyond that which other embassy 
officers are required to have.

PAOs assist in setting up partnerships between local institutions and 
American ones. These may lead to collaborative partnerships between 
American and foreign universities, for example, or partnerships between 
NGOs or individuals who have common professional interests. Ideally, 
the relationships that are facilitated become self-sustaining and do not 
require the continued expenditure of resources by the embassy. When 
working in partnership with other organizations, both United States 
and foreign, good practice involves securing cost sharing for any given 
program, as well as considering fund raising, within the confines of 
official regulation on doing so.
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Public diplomacy officers must also be good personnel managers 
because the Public Affairs Section (PAS) normally has many more 
Locally Employed Staff than any other section of the embassy, and 
the supervision of personnel from another culture is often difficult. 
Typically every FSO in the section, even the most junior one, super-
vises some local staff, and if it is the FSO’s first tour abroad, he or she 
may be supervising older local staff who have been with the embassy 
for many years and know more about public diplomacy operations than 
the American does. That presents a challenge that American PD pro-
fessionals are well aware of.

As one experienced PD officer explained:

[One] significant difference among public diplomacy FSOs and 
other State FSOs (especially economic and political officers) is the 
level of managerial responsibilities that the former have. PD offi-
cers are expected from their first assignment to supervise numer-
ous . . . Foreign Service Nationals (or FSNs), in tasks both intricate 
and basic, since they usually head an office of several persons or, 
sometimes, a whole range of operations (such as [an] American 
cultural center director). [The] public diplomat’s contact work is 
often wider ranging than that demanded of typical State officers, 
requiring an ability to communicate convincingly across a broader 
segment of contacts. Beyond usually demanding solid language 
competence, such contact work requires subtle readings of local 
contexts and empathetic understanding of local mores. It demands 
not just pronouncing policy positions, but actively listening to oth-
ers in an ongoing dialogue which enriches both parties through 
what is a cross-cultural conversation. Of course, the best State 
political officers also possess these capabilities, but their ultimate 
output—pertinent analysis and assessments rather than direct pro-
gramming activity—is not fundamentally dependent on it. Some 
of this bent for contact work can be taught; much of it is innate.12

Another FSO put it this way: “A good PD officer combines skills in 
persuasion, empathy, logistics, setting priorities, and tracking details—
among other competencies. Often such an officer is not the medium of 
the exchange that takes place, but the mediator between an American 
presence (e.g., a visiting expert, teacher, performer, or VIP) and a for-
eign contact, i.e., the person who sets up a conversation, but then lets 
it take its course between the new interlocutors—and follows up on it 
later.”13
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Interpersonal Skills

Public diplomacy professionals must have excellent interpersonal skills, 
not only to develop and maintain useful contacts in the local society, 
but also to mobilize other members of the embassy to help the public 
diplomacy effort.

All FSOs at the embassy are expected to develop personal contacts 
as part of their work, but the public affairs section’s contacts are more 
extensive and varied. Political, economic, and consular officers, and 
the ambassador and DCM, tend to devote most of their time to con-
tacts with host government officials, and their encounters are classified 
and reported in classified channels. Commercial officers deal primar-
ily with the business community. FSOs serving in public diplomacy 
positions, on the other hand, must develop a wide and diverse range of 
contacts, including radio, television, and newspaper editors and report-
ers, university students and faculty, USG exchange program alumni, 
NGO leaders, independent writers, artists and some officials such as the 
ministries of information and education.

An experienced FSO put it this way: “traditional diplomats usu-
ally deal with foreign officials and government representatives, both to 
assess foreign outlooks and trends and to present US positions. Theirs 
is principally a world of ministries, departments [government offices], 
presidential palaces, political parties, and military commands. . . . , 
and . . . their analytical work and reporting is, at its core, confidential and 
carefully guarded. Public diplomats, on the other hand, interact with 
the host country publics, including—besides officialdom—its media, 
academic institutions, nonprofits, businesses, and arts entities—among 
others. These audiences include journalists, educators, professionals, 
businessmen, environmental and human rights advocates, etc.”14

Cultural Curiosity

Public diplomacy officers must be deeply interested in understanding 
other cultures and how foreigners think. As Thomas Pickering, one of 
America’s most distinguished diplomats, described the ideal press offi-
cer: “Someone who is alert to the changing scene, who knows and can 
spot when troublesome issues come up, who knows what we’ve done 
in the past and how to get the ambassador and DCM to formulate how 
to deal with those issues in the future.”15

A 2008 survey of more than 200 former senior USIA officials asked 
what were the most important personal characteristics for success in a 
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PD career. They agreed that the most important were: cross-cultural 
understanding and curiosity and respect for foreign cultures; tolerance 
and empathy; interpersonal oral communication, foreign language 
skills and writing ability; as well as management, collaborative and 
networking skills.16 What the Pentagon calls “situational awareness” 
for American servicemen is an attitude that PD officers need to acquire 
and maintain in abundance.

The public diplomacy officer should also have a solid knowledge of 
American history, politics, economics, society and culture, and be up 
to date on trends in all these fields back home, although there is no 
formal requirement for this.

Teamwork

Success as a public diplomacy officer at an American embassy depends 
on teamwork as much as on individual accomplishment. There are sev-
eral levels at which teams operate and the officer must be aware of them 
all and adept in working with them. On the basic level, in the public 
affairs section, the PAO must provide leadership for other American 
officers and local staff, and the other American officers must also know 
how to motivate their local staff as well. On the next level, PAOs must 
know how to work well with the ambassador and DCM, who write 
their annual performance evaluation, and also with all the other mem-
bers of the ambassador’s country team. The PAO needs the support of 
all sections of the mission, including for example the management offi-
cer and security officer for internal embassy matters, and the defense 
attaché and political officer who can be helpful in carrying out public 
diplomacy programs.

The PAO needs the support in Washington of the regional bureau 
which the embassy reports to, including not only the PD officers in 
that bureau, but the deputy assistant secretary (DAS), and also the assis-
tant secretary. And the PAO needs the support of State’s bureaus of 
Education and Cultural Affairs (ECA) and International Information 
Programs (IIP), as well as of the Undersecretary for Public Diplomacy 
and Public Affairs. The PAO and the other American PD officers at 
the embassy must master this complex web of interlocking relationships 
within the US government in order to accomplish their tasks. The 
approval for their programs and the money to carry them out, as well 
as evaluation reports and their “corridor reputation” that affects their 
career progress as FSOs, comes from others within this system. Success 

  



Front Line Public Diplomacy32

in this environment requires an ability to work well all the time with a 
variety of different people.

Teamwork is of course a characteristic of the modus operandi of 
Foreign Service Officers in all of the specialty tracks. In solving prob-
lems, developing policy recommendations and carrying out the respon-
sibilities of their assigned tasks, FSOs tend to feel more comfortable 
consulting with others before making decisions. They find that discuss-
ing a problem with others who share the same basic purposes, within an 
embassy or within the Foreign Service generally, often reveals nuances 
and options they had not thought of on their own, and leads to better 
decisions. In addition, FSOs working at an embassy abroad deal with 
non-Americans on a daily basis and must understand local attitudes and 
perceptions if they are to succeed in carrying out their tasks. For this 
reason, they must include Locally Employed Staff as part of their team 
since they have special insights into local thinking. This is especially 
true of public diplomacy officers who must understand the nuances of 
local attitudes by a wide variety of people.

These requirements of FSOs in general and PD officers in particu-
lar contrast starkly with many other professions, where the individual 
operates mostly on a solo basis, or is only dependent on one or two oth-
ers for success. A university professor, for example, basically operates 
mostly alone, and is only obliged to work with students but rarely with 
others. Professors may occasionally work with other academics but on 
a very temporary basis, and faculty meetings are usually not complex 
teamwork exercises. Many people thrive on this solo work, while oth-
ers, such as FSOs, thrive on teamwork.

As one experienced officer puts it,

PD diplomats operate autonomously from, but on an equal foot-
ing with, their traditional colleagues, but the two clearly collabo-
rate on the same basic mission objectives. At any well-run overseas 
mission, the two strands interweave together all the time, attend-
ing meetings together, drafting policy papers together, organiz-
ing events together. A good PD officer, for example, can make 
excellent use of the expertise of an articulate political officer in a 
media interview or at a program venue, while a Political Section 
can garner much from a PD officer’s knowledge of a journal-
ist’s slant or a university’s importance . . . It could be said that, in 
our overseas missions, public diplomats and their work comprise 
a different ‘“culture” than that of traditional diplomats. As “pro-
grammers,” they facilitate the meeting and dialogue of Americans 
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and foreigners, and they do this by organizing a whole range of 
activities, lectures, seminars, institutional visits, entertainments, 
press events, website content, etc., which allow these encounters 
to take place.17

And one ambassador added: “In the modern world where public and 
traditional diplomacy are so intertwined, public affairs and political 
officers should not only work closely together—in many cases their 
jobs should overlap.”18

Impact of the Merger

The 1999 merger of USIA into State had an impact on public diplo-
macy personnel working at embassies.

When USIA existed, PAOs at embassies were heads of an agency, 
who reported not only to their ambassadors, but also to the Director of 
USIA in Washington. A public diplomacy desk officer in a USIA regional 
bureau was the main contact point for all daily communications with 
Washington. The head of that regional bureau wrote PAO performance 
ratings, (the ambassador wrote a separate one) and, at post, the PAO had 
control of the PD budget, motor pool, and other administrative tools. All 
of that disappeared with the 1999 merger, as the PAO became a staff mem-
ber who reported to the ambassador only.19 The PAO could not appeal to 
a PD “home office” for support in any dispute with the ambassador, for 
example, if the ambassador assigned a task that seemed to fall outside the 
scope of public diplomacy. As one PD officer put it: “The advantage of 
being on the outside as a [USIA] person, is that you can barge in and say 
[to the ambassador] ‘look, you need to say this.’ There is a certain amount 
of protection from my agency [USIA] if I need to be aggressive about it. 
Media concerns don’t enter into the mindset of the State Department in 
the same way, so we can understand and complement each other.”20

The Public Diplomacy Advisory Commission in its 2008 report 
criticized the State Department for viewing PAOs overseas “more as 
managers and administrators than as communicators.” It also criticized 
State for “making no special effort to recruit individuals into the public 
diplomacy career track who would bring into the Foreign Service spe-
cial experience or skills relevant to the work of communicating with 
and inf luencing foreign publics.”21

State assignment policies since the USIA-State merger in 1999 have 
blurred distinctions of the PD function. State gave public diplomacy 
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a career track at the time of the merger, and transferred many FSOs 
from USIA to State positions. State’s leadership then stressed that all 
non-PD track FSOs should know more about public diplomacy work 
and vice versa. This sounded logical since in the theoretical premise 
of the merger was to bring public diplomacy closer to “traditional” 
diplomacy. However it had the consequence in practice of diluting the 
public diplomacy specialty. Since 1999, State’s assignment policy in 
practice has led to a situation where many public diplomacy positions 
abroad have been filled by officers who are not in the PD track and 
who have never done PD work before. In late 2008 for example, there 
were approximately 600 American public diplomacy positions at our 
embassies abroad,22 but State’s personnel managers filled many of them 
with non-PD officers (the Undersecretary for Public Diplomacy is not 
involved in those assignments). In a careful analysis of PD personnel, 
veteran public diplomacy professional Mike Canning pointed out that 
as of January 2008, 226 of the PD track officers serving abroad were not 
in PD positions, and 127 non-PD track officers were doing PD assign-
ments.23 State has made some of these cross-track assignments because 
there were not enough PD track officers at the right level to fill all of 
the PAO positions. In 2008, the Undersecretary for Public Diplomacy 
estimated that the shortfall between the number of PD positions and 
the number of PD officers was 13 percent.24 Yet many of them have 
been made for purposes of cross-training, under the general notion that 
even a political track officer needs to have had experience as a PAO if 
he or she wants to do a good job as ambassador some day.

While on the surface this may be an appealing argument, it ignores 
the negative effects of such cross assignments. When officers from non-
PD tracks without PD experience are assigned to PD positions, the 
level of professionalism and effectiveness of that position is diminished, 
causing resentment among PD officers. The “interchangeability” prin-
ciple that has prevailed at State has benefited some individuals in the 
PD track who have received more senior assignments abroad than they 
probably would have at USIA, but it also has serious drawbacks.

If a non-PD track officer who has never done any PD work is 
assigned to a PD section of an embassy as a cultural affairs officer, his or 
her supervisor, the PAO, must devote more time and effort to training 
and mentoring of a person who may not really be interested in public 
diplomacy work and may in fact not be happy with the assignment 
because it seems to be a sidetracking of a career. The PAO would rather 
have as CAO a PD track officer who is happy to have the assignment, 
is interested in the work, and has done similar work at another post as 
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an Assistant CAO. To take another example, if a political track officer 
who has never done PD work is assigned as PAO, his or her subordi-
nates and local staff in the PD section will be in the awkward position 
of having to teach the boss all about PD work because it is unfamiliar.

In the past few years, the State Department added a requirement that 
all entry level FSOs must do a consular tour early in their career, in 
order to qualify for tenure. This new rule applies to PD-track FSOs and 
further reduces the number of assignments that they will have doing 
public diplomacy work.

While State now offers a number of specific PD training courses, 
including in a distance learning format, public diplomacy is a special-
ization that is best learned mostly on the job working abroad under 
more experienced officers. Most non-PD officers, even senior ones, 
usually know very little about PD work. Just as a PD track officer does 
not need to know all the intricacies of visa adjudications or how to 
write a report on the local military or economy, a political or economic 
officer or a defense attaché does not need to know how to process a 
Fulbright or IVLP application. These are all separate functions, and the 
PD officer can seek collegial support from the others without being 
able to do their work.

In addition, as one official report said, the State Department since 
the 1999 merger has not specifically recruited for PD jobs by focus-
ing on PD skills. Its only recruiting guidelines are racial, ethnic and 
socioeconomic diversity. It explains that while political and economic 
track officers need research and writing skills, PD officers need skills 
in “communication sciences/rhetoric, media relations, public opinion 
research, marketing, and area and cultural studies, among others.” It 
recommends that State should focus on the importance of PD officers 
being skilled in “communicating with and inf luencing foreign publics” 
and says they need cross-cultural communication skills, media savvy 
and outreach and persuasive abilities.25

Specialists or Generalists?

What has been lost, then, because of the merger, and because of the 
notion that “every FSO must do PD,” is the professionalism and effi-
ciency that came with specialization of the PD officers. Before 1999, 
when all public diplomacy officers worked for USIA, almost all of 
them spent their entire careers doing only PD work, starting with an 
entry level one-year training assignment under and experienced public 
diplomacy professional. That mentoring system dropped out after the 
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merger as State’s human resources bureau took over. Now PD track 
officers, like all FSOs, are for two tours considered to be in the general 
category of FAST (First and Second Tour) officers. They must do at 
least one assignment as a consular officer and it is quite possible they 
may end up not doing any PD assignments at all during their two FAST 
tours. State does seek to match up experienced PD officers with new 
PD officers to provide the new ones with valuable input and guidance 
from more experienced peers. Though PD mentoring is no longer a 
formal part of assignments, officers are aware of the importance of 
mentoring as specified in the precepts of their annual evaluation report 
or. In addition, officers can sign up to mentor others virtually, using 
online tools to keep in touch remotely when officers move from their 
initial training assignments in Washington to the field. There is a dif-
ferent view, however, that FSOs should be generally aware of the work 
of FSOs in other tracks, but it is not necessary, nor is it practical for 
them to have all the skills required at the embassy. That view says that 
specialization is vitally important in developing competence and effec-
tiveness, and that some of the best PD officers are those who have come 
up through the ranks doing increasingly responsible PD assignments 
under experienced PD professionals.

President George W. Bush’s Undersecretary for Public Diplomacy 
and Public Affairs Karen Hughes recognized during her tenure that 
public diplomacy professionals were still being discriminated against, 
despite the USIA-State merger that was supposed to end that. In a 
message she sent to field posts in March 2006 on employee evaluation 
reports (EERs), that was specifically addressed to all chiefs of mission, 
their deputies and all public affairs officers “from Karen Hughes,” she 
tried to address that problem: She said,

One of the unfortunate consequences of the post-USIA consoli-
dation era is that PD officers have not done well in the overall 
Foreign Service promotion process. When we looked into this, we 
discovered that the promotion process in the former USIA did not 
require a strategic vision of PD’s importance and role, and instead 
focused on how well the officer practiced the PD trade. Many PD 
evaluations still ref lect this philosophy. To help our PD officers 
advance, I need your help in helping us incorporate the “how this 
fits in the big picture” element in to PD officers’ evaluations. My 
goal is that this will help ensure that our Public Diplomacy offi-
cers receive the recognition they deserve for their hard work and 
service. . . . PD professionals, . . . You should be placing everything 
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that you do in the context of what the Mission Program Plan is 
trying to achieve. The bottom line is: Why does what you have 
done over the past year matter to the Department and to the US 
Government?26

Different Cultures

Because PD officers and other FSO have somewhat different functions, 
so they tend to see the Foreign Service through different prisms, and 
they operate within slightly different “cultures.”

It is of course useful for non-PD officers to understand at least some 
aspects of the public diplomacy function, and this is the basic rationale 
behind State’s policy of cross-assignments into and out of the PD posi-
tions at embassies abroad. In the past, when PD and non-PD personnel 
were strictly separated, the two types of FSO tended not to understand 
each other’s functions as well as they do today because each was so 
focused on his or her specialty for the purposes of career advancement. 
They naturally paid less attention to other career tracks.

For example, public diplomacy officers are trained to work closely 
with foreign media, while political officers often regard media engage-
ments as risky and of little benefit to their careers. As one senior State 
Department official said, “By and large, the Foreign Service and the 
foreign relations establishment don’t think in public relations terms. Too 
many people I’ve seen working with the press at the State Department 
are fundamentally afraid of them.”27 He added that some political offi-
cers, for example, always knew that talking with reporters helped them 
make policy because they learn valuable information when they do 
interviews, but most diplomats don’t understand that.28

The merger of USIA into the State Department in 1999 and sub-
sequent cross-assignments were intended to overcome the cultural 
divide, and make public diplomacy officers so much a part of the State 
Department that their work would be appreciated. However, that pur-
pose was not entirely achieved by the merger. Even after the merger, 
many non-PD officers have continued to regard public diplomacy as a 
secondary function, not as important as traditional diplomacy, which 
was the central function of representing the United States officially to 
the host government by making formal presentations to host country 
officials. The non-PD officials regarded that as the “real” work of any 
embassy. Although no one at an American embassy or in Washington 
ever discussed this distinction, everyone sensed it, and that is to some 
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extent still the case.29 From a management perspective, it is considered 
good practice at missions abroad to allow temporary “swaps” of PD 
personnel, though sometimes this may be one-way, as is the case when 
a PD FAST officer works temporarily on detail as a staff assistant in the 
Front Office (a job usually filled by an officer in the political track) and 
then returns to the PD section, or when he or she spends a number of 
weeks doing work in another section (but the FSO from that section 
does not do a “detail” to the public affairs section). This temporary 
movement of an officer to another section may occur due to a short-
term vacancy (e.g., when an FSO is on leave) or a longer term one (e.g., 
when a position is not filled in that section at the time).

Experienced public diplomacy professionals take considerable pride 
in their work. They know that, like all FSOs, they have passed the 
very rigorous written and oral Foreign Service Examination and that 
staying in this highly competitive profession is an achievement. But PD 
professionals are not well known outside the diplomatic corps, and they 
wear no uniforms or medals to show their accomplishments. Political 
appointees who join the government on a senior level are often pleas-
antly surprised to find how competent the career service is. For exam-
ple, when the very successful broadcast journalist Edward R. Murrow 
became Director of USIA, he became closely acquainted with PD pro-
fessionals and he remarked, “I could staff any commercial media outfit 
in the country with people from this agency, and it would be as good 
or better than any of its competitors.”30 Other political appointees have 
also found that to be true.

Training

What kind of training should a public diplomacy professional have?
One study recommended that PD officers should have nine-month 

PD training courses in Washington as economic officers have.31 
Training courses in Washington can be useful if carefully targeted and 
the Foreign Service Institute offers a range of training courses for FSOs 
and local staff, including in an on-line format. These include techni-
cal training such as how to prepare a budget, how to write grants for 
educational exchanges and travel, and how to manage specific pro-
grams (like the Fulbright and IVLP programs). Languages and area 
studies, and courses on American history and culture, can be delivered 
well in Washington, with speakers coming in from the private sector 
(i.e., NGOs, universities, think tanks) and other government agencies. 
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However, many of the other skills mentioned above that are necessary 
to carry out the functions of a public diplomacy officer are developed 
and solidified far more efficiently at post, on the job, doing the actual 
alongside experienced PD officers, rather than solely in a classroom in 
Washington or through online, self-study instruction.

Conclusion

Public diplomacy is one aspect of diplomacy, and the professionals 
who practice it are part of the Foreign Service of the US Department 
of State. They become FSOs through the same rigorous entry pro-
cess, and they face the same stiff professional competition during their 
careers. The 1999 merger of the US Information Agency (USIA) into 
the State Department has led to some blurring of the lines between 
the public diplomacy specialty and the other tracks, because of new 
assignment policies and because all FSOs are now expected to have 
some knowledge of public diplomacy. Yet the practice of public diplo-
macy remains a specialty that requires skills and approaches that are in 
some respects different from those required of other specialties in the 
Foreign Service. Like all FSOs, they need to be sensitive to cultural 
differences but their contacts in the local society tend to be broader 
and more diverse. They all have management responsibilities and tend 
to supervise more local employees. They do reporting on local public 
attitudes, but they are not “reporting officers”; rather, they devote their 
major efforts to communications programs, and using soft power to 
develop mutual understand and win hearts and minds. And the skills 
that they need to be effective seem to be best learned on the job, at an 
embassy, working under an experienced PD officer. These are differ-
ences that are still important, despite State’s emphasis in recent years on 
more generalized skills and more use of cross-assignments into and out 
of public diplomacy positions.
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The Public Affairs Officer

The Public Affairs Officer (PAO) at a US mission abroad is the senior 
public diplomacy official at that mission. He or she is responsible for 
the overall management of the public diplomacy program in the host 
country, including determining the issues and target audience to focus 
on, developing the programs, proposing the programs and budget to 
Washington, and then managing their implementation.

Public Diplomacy Staff

The Public Affairs Section (PAS) of the embassy typically includes at 
least three Americans, a Public Affairs Officer, an Information Officer 
(IO) and Cultural Affairs Officer (CAO), plus Locally Employed Staff 
(LES). American positions are filled from Washington, but the embassy 
is responsible for hiring local employees.

The Public Affairs Section is usually divided into two main sub-
ject areas. The Information Officer normally manages all of the “fast 
media” programs, including the supervision of embassy output via tra-
ditional and social media, plus interactions with local media representa-
tives. His or her contacts are mainly local radio, TV, and print media 
editors and reporters, as well as individuals prominent in social media 
in the host country. The Cultural Affairs Officer normally manages 
longer-term efforts such as the educational exchange programs, centers 
and cultural presentations, so his or her main contacts would be stu-
dents and faculty at the universities, institution directors, and promi-
nent cultural figures, including authors and artists. (Details of both 
functions are spelled out in chapters 5–10.) The PAO supervises both 
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the IO and CAO (who at large embassies may in turn supervise other 
Americans) and is ultimately responsible for overall coordination and 
the implementation of the post’s goals. The PAO handles the higher 
level contacts in both areas, such as media publishers and university 
presidents, and senior officials in government ministries dealing with 
information and culture.

Local employees are crucial to the effective functioning of a Public 
Affairs Section. They are assigned either to information or cultural 
work, depending on their expertise, or to the PAO’s office, and they 
maintain their own contacts as well. American officers always depend 
heavily on local employees for several types of support, since they are 
bilingual in English and the local language so they serve as translators 
and interpreters as needed—and they may have proficiency in addi-
tional languages. They know in detail about local political, economic 
and social conditions so they keep the American officers up to date 
on trends in local policies and thinking. They are bicultural in the 
sense that they know a great deal about the United States as well as 
their own country; some have studied in America and many have been 
sent by their PAOs on orientation and training visits to the United 
States. Finally, local hires provide vital continuity for the post, since 
the American officers are normally assigned to a post for only two or 
three years.

Typical staffing of a public affairs section at a large embassy might 
look as follows:

Public Affairs Section
Public Affairs Officer (PAO)
Executive Secretary (ES)
Information Officer (IO)
Assistant Information Officer (AIO)
Cultural Affairs Officer (CAO)
Assistant Cultural Officer/Exchanges (ACAO)
Assistant Cultural Officer/Centers (ACAO)
Locally Employed Staff (LES)

At a small embassy, the only Americans in the Public Affairs Section 
might be the PAO, IO and CAO, or at a very small embassy just a 
PAO. At the other extreme, in a few large countries where the United 
States has consulates outside the capital city, those consulates might 
have public affairs sections. Every public affairs section has locally 
hired staff.
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Determining Post Size

The size of the public diplomacy staff and budget at a given embassy 
is ultimately decided in Washington with concurrence of the ambas-
sador, but the PAO has input into the decision. The PAO describes 
and explains his or her program to the ambassador and to Washington 
in order to justify budget and staffing requests. The PAO is in com-
petition for resources with other posts. Washington’s decision is usu-
ally based on several factors. These include: the political importance 
of the country to US interests; its inf luence on matters of concern to 
Washington internationally (through the UN or otherwise) or region-
ally; the degree to which public opinion in the country is hostile to or 
misunderstands the US relationship; and the ability of the PD effort to 
reach and inf luence local public opinion—as affected by political or 
technical barriers to communication.

The size of the public diplomacy program therefore varies greatly 
from country to country and this affects its program. Some are rel-
atively large. Indonesia, for example, with a population of nearly 
240 million people, is the world’s fourth largest country, and very 
important to the United States because of its strategic position and role 
in the Muslim world. The US Embassy and the Consulates General in 
Indonesia have 11 Americans and 51 local staff members doing pub-
lic diplomacy work in Jakarta, and at the US Consulate Generals in 
Surabaya, and the American Presence Post (APP) located in Medan. 
The public diplomacy budget in fiscal 2010 was nearly two million 
dollars.1

India, with 1.2 billion people, is the second most populous coun-
try in the world and it is politically important to the United States. 
Local conditions allow US officials relative freedom to do public diplo-
macy programming. It has therefore traditionally had the largest public 
diplomacy staff anywhere, although when budget cuts were imposed 
on all public diplomacy activities in the mid-1990s after the end of 
the Cold War, India was included. At that time, the PAO assigned to 
India was told he would have to reduce by 35 percent the budget and 
staff. In six months, he cut the Public Affairs Section from 35 foreign 
services officers and 700 Foreign Service Nationals, diplomacy section 
in India down to 25 Foreign Service Officers and 400 Foreign Service 
Nationals. In 2011, the public diplomacy section of the India operations 
still had 25 Foreign Service Officers, but the Foreign Service National 
staff had been reduced to about 200 people spread across the Embassy in 
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New Delhi, and the four Consulates in Chennai, Hyderabad, Kolkata, 
and Mumbai.2

China, a major power of great importance to the United States and 
with the largest population in the world at over 1.3 billion people, 
has a fairly large public diplomacy staff but the local staff is not as 
large as India because Chinese government restrictions constrain the 
PD program (see further on). The US maintains an embassy in Beijing, 
plus consulates general in four Chinese cities (Shanghai, Guangzhou, 
Chengdu, and Shenyang) and one consulate general in Hong Kong. 
Public diplomacy staffing for China includes 26 US direct-hires and 
67 local employees. It currently has one of the three largest US public 
diplomacy operations in the world. The mission’s public diplomacy 
budget in 2010 was $3.518 million.3

In contrast, small countries that are less important strategically to 
the United States, have far fewer public diplomacy staff. Bahrain, for 
example, with a population of only 1.2 million people, only half of 
whom are national citizens, has only one American public diplomacy 
officer, plus a Regional English Language Officer.

Exceptions

There are however, special cases where Washington approves extra 
resources. Since 9/11, for example, Iraq and Afghanistan have received 
very large public diplomacy budgets because of the ongoing conf licts 
there and Washington’s priorities in dealing with them (see details in 
chapters 11 and 12).

For a few countries, the rationale may not always be obvious but the 
PAO has made a persuasive case for substantial reasons. One example is 
Germany. Germany has had the largest US public diplomacy program 
in all of Europe, despite the fact that US-German bilateral relations 
have been excellent, the German public has generally been well dis-
posed to the United States, and many American commercial products, 
movies and TV shows are available there. When he was the PAO in 
Germany, Bruce Armstrong successfully argued that public diplomacy 
is still needed there, because many Germans have misperceptions about 
America. He said that was especially important in East Germany where 
the people are critical of America even twenty years after German 
reunification because they had been fed unfavorable views of the US 
during decades of communist propaganda and socialist anti-capitalist 
indoctrination. They remain rather skeptical of America’s role in the 
world, and they also have very little contact with the United States.  

  



The Public Affairs Officer 47

In the East, after reunification, high school teachers of Russian sud-
denly had to teach English, a language which many of them had to 
learn from scratch. Often teachers would be just one lesson ahead of 
their students.4

Brazil is another example of a large PD program where a justifica-
tion is not immediately obvious. One recent study pointed out that 
although US-Brazilian official relations are excellent and Brazilian 
public opinion generally has very positive views of America, our 
embassy there has one of the biggest public diplomacy programs in 
all of the Americas and one of the highest levels of funding. The PAO 
has sustained this high level of activity by making several points to 
Washington. First, the Brazilian government finances a large por-
tion of the PD program and to sustain that beneficial partnership the 
United States must demonstrate its serious interest in the program. 
Moreover, the United States and Brazil represent the two largest pop-
ulations and two biggest economies in the Western Hemisphere and it 
is vital to maintain the existing relationship, that will not necessarily 
thrive without careful tending; Brazil has for example shown that on 
some issues of concern to the United States, such as policy towards 
Iran, it can follow a different line. These arguments have been persua-
sive in Washington.5

Public Diplomacy Strategic Planning

In planning a public diplomacy strategy, the PAO must set reason-
able goals while maintaining f lexibility to alter course as circumstances 
change. The PAO must understand US priorities in that country and 
globally, as well as local concerns relating to US interests. The PAO 
must also ensure that the strategy has the support of the ambassador and 
the country team, and the approval of Washington.6

To develop the PD strategy, the PAO might follow four sequential 
steps:

1. Assess and evaluate local public concerns on issues of importance 
to the United States, to determine the most appropriate programs 
to deal with those issues,

2. Identify the target audience,
3. Take into account any local obstacles to programming, and
4. Gain approval of programs and the budget from the ambassador 

and Washington.
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Assessing Local Concerns

A careful analysis of local attitudes toward the United States and per-
ceptions about issues of importance to the US national interest should 
be the first step in strategic planning. This does not mean that the PAO 
ignores Washington’s policies. On the contrary, the task of the PAO is 
to take into account the US government’s global and regional priori-
ties, as well as its bi-national policies, and seek to match them as much 
as possible against local concerns. A unilateral monologue that ignores 
local views would be ineffective, and a focus exclusively on local pri-
orities that ignores American interests would also fail. But the local 
perspective always differs from the Washington one in at least some 
respects and the PAO must try to bridge that gap. As one experienced 
PD professional noted, “Washington does wholesale, posts do retail.”7 
Massachusetts Congressman Tip O’Neill famously said, “All politics is 
local,” and for the PAO the same general concept applies: effective PD 
programs must take local realities into account. Since each country is 
different, an effective public diplomacy program must start with such 
an assessment and not simply present a standard program as developed 
in Washington for worldwide use.

Assessing local public opinion, as the first step in the PAO’s strategic 
planning process, will naturally lead to a determination of the issues 
the post should give its priority attention to. Those local priorities tend 
to vary a great deal from country to country. Here are three examples. 
In South Korea, for example, the two issues causing most problems for 
public diplomacy have been trade (e.g., the importation of US beef ) and 
the presence of US troops (who sometimes antagonize the local popula-
tion).8 In contrast, a study of US public diplomacy in Turkey found that 
the issues that most concerned the Turkish public when looking at the 
United States were totally different: (1) The Kurdish question as related 
to the US invasion of Iraq; (2) The US position on Armenia’s genocide 
claim, and (3) Feelings of betrayal on Cyprus—issues that were not 
naturally high on Washington’s agenda with Turkey.9 In Egypt the 
public’s priority issues in 2011 were however closer to Washington’s: 
Iraq, the Arab/Israeli conf lict, and American attitudes toward the Arab 
and Muslim worlds.10

In Afghanistan, according to the PAO, his public diplomacy strategy 
in that country in 2011 had “four broad goals of countering extrem-
ist voices, strengthening people-to-people ties, helping build Afghan 
communications capacities, both human and infrastructure, and 
expanding media outreach and getting our message out to a broader 
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audience.” He admitted that “helping the Afghan government develop 
its capacity to better communicate with the Afghan people” such as 
“training spokespersons, training people how to be effective commu-
nicators, training people within the government how to get a message 
out, how to explain themselves to their people” was not a traditional 
public diplomacy function but it was “a key goal of ours . . . (to) help the 
Afghan government at all levels . . . better connect with its own citizens 
and explain their own policies.”11

Washington’s Impact

Public opinion toward the United States is of course everywhere 
affected not only by local issues but also by America’s global policies 
and by the public’s opinion of American policy that may differ from 
their view of the American people. Polls showed that around the world, 
foreign public respect for the United States declined during the admin-
istration of George W. Bush and his policies, even where there was 
high regard for the American people. Poll numbers improved when 
Barack Obama was elected, although in some regions like the Arab 
world, they declined after an initial improvement.

For example, in Germany, a poll in 2003 found 57 percent of 
Germans held the opinion that the “United States is a nation of 
warmongers” and only 6 percent said they believed President Bush 
was concerned with “preserving the peace.”12 The disclosure of the 
human rights problems related to the Bush administration’s “War 
on Terrorism,” in particular the Abu Ghraib scandal in 2004 and 
Guantanamo Bay helped undermine transatlantic trust.13 When asked 
who the Germans would vote for if they were allowed to cast their 
votes in the 2008 American presidential elections, an overwhelming 
69 percent would have chosen Barack Obama over John McCain, and 
only 26 percent of Germans would have voted for the Republican 
candidate.14 Two years after his election, Obama remained generally 
popular with Germans, and 63 percent of Germans had a favorable 
view of the United States.15 One public diplomacy official who served 
in Germany says Germans became much more receptive to outreach 
by American public diplomacy officials once Obama was elected, and 
it has been much easier to engage German media as well as German 
citizens in a dialogue. Obama’s election has moreover attracted more 
people to programs offered by the public diplomacy section of the 
US Embassy in Berlin and has in particular facilitated the outreach 
towards youth.16
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In Lebanon, as in all Arab countries, public opinion has been very 
critical of Washington for its policy on the Arab-Israeli conf lict. When 
President Obama was elected, approval ratings went up to 45 percent 
but they declined again in 2010 because their high hopes for him were 
not met, and only about 20 percent of the population viewed him 
positively. Furthermore, as Obama’s ratings fell, the Lebanese public’s 
approval of Iranian President Ahmadinejad and Venezuelan President 
Chavez, both of whom are staunchly anti-American, improved. Also 
problematic for the US is the belief on the part of large numbers of 
Lebanese that Iran’s nuclear program is peaceful: 92 percent believe 
that Iran has a right to pursue the program, and of those that believe the 
program is aimed at attaining weapons, 31 percent still advocate Iran’s 
right to pursue it.17

Public Opinion versus Official Relations

PAOs know that a good bilateral political relationship does not neces-
sarily translate into positive public opinion toward the US, and vice 
versa. The reality is usually much more complicated. During the pres-
idency of George W. Bush, for example, he had excellent relations 
with British Prime Minister Tony Blair, who supported his American 
foreign policies including the war in Iraq, but the British public was 
very critical of those policies, a fact that required close attention by 
the American public diplomacy staff working in the UK. During that 
period, British favorability ratings toward the United States showed 
a steady decline from 83 percent in early 2002, to a dramatic low of 
48 percent in March 2003. Public opposition to the Iraq War was at 
52 percent before the invasion.18

Conversely, despite the ongoing confrontational bilateral relations 
between Washington and countries like China and Iran, it is striking 
that public opinion in those countries tends to be more favorable toward 
the United States than unfavorable. According to a 2006 Chinese opin-
ion poll developed and conducted by Horizon Research Consultancy 
Group, one of the most prominent Chinese local management consult-
ing and market research companies, 73 percent of the Chinese people 
had a positive view of the United States and 83 percent had a positive 
view of US culture; they also ranked the United States behind Russia 
as the second most important country that China should keep a close 
relationship with.19As for Iran, a World Public Opinion poll of Iranians 
in 2011 found that 60 percent favored the restoration of diplomatic 
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relations between Iran and the United States, and a similar percentage 
favored direct talks between the two states.20

Nor does American economic assistance guarantee local pub-
lic support. For example, since 2001, the United States has provided 
$500 million annually on nonmilitary assistance to Pakistan, and 
President Obama increased that level to $1.5 billion annually for five 
years. In spite of this significant assistance, the approval rating of the 
United States in Pakistan has remained very low. According to an 
August 2009 Pew Global Attitudes Project survey, 64 percent of the 
people of Pakistan consider the United States to be an enemy while 
only 9 percent described it as a partner.21 The numbers have gotten 
worse since President Obama was elected. In June 2012, according 
to a Pew Research poll in Pakistan, 74 percent of the Pakistani public 
regarded the United States as an enemy and only 8 percent as a partner. 
Fully 80 percent regarded the United States unfavorably while only 
12 percent had a favorable view, and only 7 percent had confidence in 
President Obama while 60 percent had no confidence.22

A similar situation prevails in Afghanistan, where the US has spent 
over $38 billion on reconstruction since 2001 and President Obama 
in 2009 agreed to raise American troop levels from 70,000 to 100,000 
to support the government, yet public opinion of the United States is 
quite low.23

How PAOs Evaluate Public Opinion

Years ago, Walter Lippmann described public opinion as “pictures 
inside the heads of these human beings, the pictures of themselves, of 
others, of their needs, purposes and relationship, are public opinions.” 
He added: “The picture inside so often misleads men in their dealings 
with the world outside. . . . [because] the factors which limit their access 
to the facts. . . . are the artificial censorships, the limitations of social 
contact, the comparatively meager time available in each day for pay-
ing attention to public affairs, the distortion arising because events have 
to be compressed into very short messages, the difficulty of making a 
small vocabulary express a complicated world, and finally the fear of 
facing those facts which would seem to threaten the established rou-
tine of men’s lives.”24 It is the task of the public diplomacy professional 
working at an embassy abroad, to try to understand the pictures inside 
the heads of the local public he is dealing with, and to devise ways and 
means of communicating with that public as an American.
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In order to evaluate local public opinion, the PAO asks: what are the 
issues the local public cares about that are of concern to US national 
interests, and what are their positive and negative views of America 
relating to those issues? Some of those issues may not be on Washington’s 
priority list but nevertheless important for the PAO to focus on.

In analyzing local public opinion, opinion polls are usually of 
limited use. A few Western countries allow unrestricted polling of 
political attitudes, but most countries do not. The State Department’s 
Intelligence and Research bureau does an annual survey of polls that 
assess attitudes toward America in a general way, and these are of 
some limited use to f ield posts.25 Polling by reputable f irms such 
as Gallup has only been permitted in a few countries, and in those, 
only for the past decade.26 Many governments simply ban objec-
tive polling. Even if polling is allowed, results may not be reliable 
if the public is fearful of giving honest answers. In any case, PAOs 
need more intensive and more frequent assessment of local opinion 
than polls even in the best circumstances can provide. For that they 
depend on several sources.

First, the Americans consult on a daily basis with their Foreign 
Service Nationals who can interpret opinion trends for them. Second, 
they and their local staff members meet frequently with a wide range of 
citizens, who ref lect opinion on issues of interest. Third, they under-
take a through and systematic reading of the local media, including 
newspapers, radio, and television, with emphasis on commentary and 
the way news stories are presented.

In assessing local opinion by monitoring the media, the PAOs must 
be sure not to follow only the local media that are in English—which 
often are edited for foreigners—but also to monitor the vernacular 
media that are usually a much better mirror of local concerns. For 
example when he was PAO in Pakistan in 2011, Walter Douglas dis-
covered that his staff was not paying much attention to the Pakistani 
media in local languages but relying instead on the Pakistani newspa-
pers in English for local opinion. He assigned several members of his 
local staff to review the Urdu newspapers and evening TV talk shows 
and found that their content was far different from that of the English 
papers (and much more hostile to the United States), so he set up a 
regular monitoring and reporting system for them that he used to base 
his programs on and he also reported on local opinion to the ambas-
sador and to Washington.27

In this monitoring of local opinion, special attention is paid to local 
criticism of the United States whether based on misunderstandings or 
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deliberate distortions. This is an ongoing task, in which the PAO con-
stantly updates and revises the analysis as circumstances change.

A public diplomacy officer who served in Indonesia put it this way 
in 2011: “Each embassy does much of its work on its own because only 
it knows best what the local situation is. It knows the host-country 
people. It knows the culture. Hopefully it speaks the local language. So 
it is not that Washington tells Jakarta in detail what to do with public 
diplomacy. Washington sets broad policies and authorizes budget. But 
they leave day-to-day decisions and programs and implementation to 
the Ambassador and the Public Affairs Section. And decisions are based 
on what is relevant to Indonesians.”28

Taking into account those local concerns as well as Washington’s 
priorities, the PAO, in consultation with his or her American and local 
staff, will select the issues the post should focus its main efforts on dur-
ing the coming year. This list can change, as circumstances change, 
but the exercise of identifying priorities helps the PD team develop its 
programs in a coordinated fashion.

Identifying the Target Audience

The next step in planning after analyzing local opinion and determin-
ing the basic program priorities is to identify the priority and secondary 
target audiences. This is done by analyzing local communication and 
inf luence patterns to identify the people who are opinion leaders or 
“inf luentials” who have a significant impact on the thinking of officials 
and of the public at large. It should include people who are “movers 
and shakers” in society, who are important in shaping the local discus-
sion and setting agendas for discussion. They are people who may be 
multipliers of the message, because they are credible spokespeople who 
are listened to. As a practical matter, no public diplomacy program can 
possibly reach everyone in the country directly, so the focus is on those 
people who are most respected locally for their opinions about matters 
relating to US interests. As one USIA director noted, a PAO’s budget 
would not allow him to send everyone in his country a postcard, even 
if it were entirely devoted to that.29

In the past, the public affairs section of each embassy compiled an 
“institutional profile” analyzing the target audience in the country. 
This formal document largely disappeared with the merger in 1999, 
although many PAOs use this approach informally, since it is very 
helpful in audience identification. The audience selection includes an 
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evaluation of the role of the media in conveying information and opin-
ion. It looks at political parties if they exist, and at the educational 
institutions, including university faculty and student leaders, cultural 
associations, nongovernmental organizations and civic groups, individ-
ual cultural personalities in arts and letters, and others who play inf lu-
ential roles in the local society and who are opinion leaders. It includes 
selected government officials, such as the ministers of information and 
culture, although most government officials are more the concern of 
the ambassador and other embassy sections. The target audience list 
generally does not include Americans—some are contacts of the com-
mercial or consular section or of the ambassador—because they usually 
do not have significant inf luence over local public opinion.

The target audience must include not only people who are basically 
friendly toward the United States, but also those who are highly critical 
or even adamantly opposed to American policies and values, so long as 
they are accessible, and not entirely irreconcilable. It must also include 
the silent majority of people in between, who have no strong opinions 
but who may passively accept and not question the attacks of the critics, 
however misinformed.

Since 9/11, the US government has focused more on two specific 
groups—youth and Muslims—for special attention.

Focus on Youth

The target audience analysis has always identified those younger indi-
viduals who have potential to be future leaders and who are therefore 
important targets for public diplomacy programs. But in the past, the 
focus was primarily on elites, on the assumption that they were the 
people who led public opinion in the country so inf luencing them had 
a multiplier effect. Casting the net more widely was considered to be 
too expensive. Recently, however, focus has shifted more to youth, as 
future leaders whose opinions are not yet firmly set.30 After 9/11, the 
State Department created the Office of Global Youth Issues that seeks 
to support field post attempts to reach youth abroad.31 But each post 
tailors that effort in its own way.

For example, in France, PAOs have shifted to focus on youth after 
shifting away from them earlier. One 2011 study quotes an American 
diplomat in Paris, saying: “Targeting the young population was 
abandoned during the [19]90s because mostly of budget cuts and it 
has undermined US public diplomacy. The diplomats came to the 
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 realization that it was a bad idea and that it was time to rebuild” this 
outreach.32

In Lebanon, the post has “an emphasis on targeting youth.” 
According to the Cultural Affairs Officer Jennifer Williams, the post 
does to because the embassy can therefore “reach people before they 
become entrenched in a political party or mindset.”33 One study of 
Kenya quoted a US official saying remarked that “the younger a person 
is, the easier it is to introduce them to new ideas.” As a target audi-
ence in Kenya, youth are a significant segment of the population, mak-
ing up 65 percent of the population under age twenty-five.34 A State 
Department report on Thailand says about the post targeting opin-
ion leaders: “Among these opinion leaders, much of the Public Affairs 
Section outreach is youth-oriented, intended to engage the successor 
generation.”35

Some posts have specific local reasons to focus on youth. In India, 
according to a former CAO there, “elites were inf luenced for so long 
by their friendship with the Soviet Union and many were in power at 
that time. Elites looked on US with mistrust, and it is tough to change 
those opinions. Post the opening of the economy, US public diplo-
macy officers began trying to develop a counterweight to this with the 
younger crowd who are more open and do not accept the ways of the 
past. While public diplomacy officers continue to invite elites to func-
tions and engage with them on a government-to-government level, 
public diplomacy officers are not counting on them to move the ball 
forward in people-to-people discussion.”36

Some posts, like the one in Egypt, have been engaging with youth 
for some time. But when the Egyptian street uprising ousted President 
Mubarak in 2011 it was led by youth, and the post’s effort to engage 
with youth was redoubled. According to one study, youth and “new 
audiences” are the primary target audiences today for public diplomacy 
efforts in Egypt. “So much of the revolution was led by tech savvy 
young people,” states a US official. While “these are not traditional 
targets of U.S. public diplomacy,” they are central to American rela-
tionships in Egypt. It has been a US priority to engage these popula-
tions in the past, “that is not as well known in Washington. So we 
needed to reemphasize it.” One official said, “We’ve been reaching 
out effectively” to these populations for a decade. “That’s why our 
alumni were in the square. . . . We have, for years, been teaching people 
about how to make peaceful change in government and how to be a 
responsible citizen. All of these messages we have been delivering to 
young people for the last 10 years.” He went on to say, “I partially see 
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the revolution as a manifestation of our message successfully getting to 
people.” However, the US is “ramping up” its efforts to more compre-
hensively and effectively address these populations.37

In Sierra Leone, one study of public diplomacy said:

The median age is seventeen and the host government as well as 
the U.S. Embassy focuses heavily on youth. Many of these young 
people are unemployed, ex-soldiers from the civil war, or are still 
in school. Most of them are very vocal and participate actively in 
politics and public activities. Because of their political activism, 
and because they seem receptive and willing to listen, change, or 
learn, they are interesting for PD purposes. The primary target 
audience for U.S. public diplomacy programs in Sierra Leone is 
therefore teenagers and young adults, people thirteen to thirty-
five years in age. . . . The public diplomacy program targets young 
people also because youth were main players in the civil war in 
Sierra Leone.38

Engaging Muslims

After 9/11, the State Department created a new position of Special 
Representative to Muslim Communities that reported to the secre-
tary of state, which was intended to coordinate outreach to Muslim 
groups.39 Circumstances however varied considerably by country.

Countries with Muslim majorities all made Muslims a special focus. 
For example, the public diplomacy staff in Indonesia, where 86 percent 
of its nearly 240 million people are Muslim—the world’s largest Islamic 
population—undertook several measures to reach them. They intensi-
fied efforts to reach Muslim leaders, opened a dialogue with students 
in Islamic schools around the country and talked to Muslim women’s 
groups, including the subject of terrorism in the discussions. The PAO 
brought Imam Yahya al Hindi, Georgetown University’s Muslim chap-
lain, to Jakarta to give talks and meet with religious leaders. He also 
arranged a town hall meeting between religious leaders in Washington 
DC and Jakarta by digital video conference. The post also selected 
Indonesian Muslim leaders for three-week visits to the United States 
under the International Visitor Leader Program, and students doing 
religious studies to the US on Fulbright grants.40

In Egypt, during the 30 years of the Mubarak presidency, the 
embassy had had very limited contact with members of the Muslim 
Brotherhood in deference to the government that demonized them. 
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That changed when Mubarak was ousted in 2011. In November 2011, 
Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Jacob Walles was the first senior 
US official from Washington to meet with the leaders of the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s newly formed Freedom and Justice Party at its new head-
quarters in Cairo.41 This opened opportunities for public diplomacy 
professionals in Egypt to engage Muslim leaders also, and they have 
done so. It was made easier in 2012 when the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
Freedom and Justice Party won a plurality in the parliamentary elec-
tions and then its candidate Muhammad Mursi won the presidency. 
However, the effort became more complicated in 2013 when wide-
spread criticism of Mursi grew and the United States was blamed for 
supporting him. The coup that overthrew him in July 2013 was then 
blamed on the US—so the embassy had to deal with false accusations 
coming from both sides.

Even outside the Arab and Islamic world, notably in Europe, 
American public diplomacy professionals moved from priority targeting 
of leading elites to focus more on the minority Muslim communities.42 
This focus was continued by the Obama administration for example in 
France whose Muslim communities is the largest in Europe. As several 
reports have confirmed, “American embassies have been instructed to 
court second and third generations of immigrants from North Africa, 
Turkey or Pakistan.” One aim of this change of target is to de-legiti-
mize “the appeal of terrorist recruiters,” but another is to get to know 
as well the “future leaders of Europe. “ As the former Paris Information 
Officer put it, “Until 1989, the priority of our policy was the cold war. 
Since September 11th 2011, it is oriented towards the Muslim world. 
We would like to build links.”43

In countries that have large Muslim populations, posts have always 
tried to engage with them. One study of Sierra Leone says: “Religion 
also plays a role in how Sierra Leoneans view the United States and 
the American people.” Since nearly 60 percent of the population is 
Muslim, this affects their perception. One Sierra Leonean, who knows 
his country well, put it this way: “A lot of the Muslims in the country 
see the U.S. as against their religion and judge it based on that.”44

In Thailand, PAO Kenneth Foster said that the post right after 9/11 
had responded to Washington’s instruction to all US embassies abroad 
to establish and/or strengthen relationship with the Muslims in the host 
countries as well. He said the embassy then sought to engage with the 
Muslim communities in Thailand’s three southern provinces of Yala, 
Pattani, and Narathiwat, explaining that the wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq were not wars against Islam, and presenting a balanced picture of 
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American culture and society where Muslims live in peace with free-
dom of religion. According to Foster, this function of public diplomacy 
is important because some Thai Muslims are not aware of the fact that 
there are a large number of Muslims in the United States. Therefore, 
sharing experiences among Muslim from the two countries are deemed 
indispensable for Muslim outreach programs.45

In Kenya, although the Islamic community constitutes only 10 per-
cent of the population, after 9/11 the PAS developed a communications 
campaign that reached out to moderate Muslims and stressed religious 
tolerance, interfaith cooperation, and the origins of Islam. It uses the 
full range of PD materials—lectures, printed materials, visits—to com-
municate these messages. It also started English lessons for madrassa 
teachers, support for Muslim vocational training schools; speaker pro-
grams featuring a number of American-Muslim scholars; US military 
projects to rehabilitate schools and clinics and to dig wells in Muslim 
communities; and support for Muslim nongovernmental organiza-
tions. But as an official explained, “Many moderate Muslims might not 
appreciate being singled out as moderate by the United States. Some 
may fear that being seen as ‘moderate’ and in solidarity with the U.S[.] 
suggests a lack of commitment to Islam. That’s why we have to take 
extra care in crafting our messages so they are well received by the 
majority of Muslims.”46

Identifying Obstacles

Program planning must of course also take account of any local restric-
tions and obstacles that specific programs and efforts might face, 
whether they exist because of local cultural, social or technical reasons, 
or because of governmental restrictions.

Social and cultural limitations might include, for example, the inad-
visability of sponsoring an American ballet performance in a very con-
servative location such as Saudi Arabia, or putting on a play in English 
in a city where few people speak English. In Afghanistan, for example, 
the literacy rate is very low so post officers could not depend on tra-
ditional means of working with newspapers and they therefore sought 
to reach a broad audience by depending a lot on radio and television.47 
Technical restrictions might include the difficulty of mounting a social 
media campaign in countries where few people have access to this 
medium, as in Sierra Leone, for example (see details in the pages that 
follow).
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Security problems can be more serious obstacles to overcome, 
although they vary from country to country. A study of on public 
diplomacy in Lebanon in 2010, for example, noted: “American diplo-
mats’ movements are restricted to the confines of the Embassy and areas 
deemed safe by the Embassy security officer. Movement in Hezbollah 
controlled territories in the Bekaa valley and in the South are espe-
cially problematic. This causes the most hindrance to public diplomacy 
efforts, since most of the anti-American sentiment, coupled with pov-
erty and lack of education, makes these regions particularly eligible for 
Embassy programs.” According to the CAO in Beirut, “The Embassy’s 
Foreign Service Officers are restricted in their travel throughout the 
country for fear that they may be targeted for their nationality and high 
governmental status. . . . However, through the participation of Foreign 
Service Nationals and Lebanese volunteers, who are generally free to 
travel, the programs do have a chance of success.”48

Afghanistan is a more extreme case, because the country is a war 
zone. When General Stanley McChrystal was the US commander 
there, he described the inherent difficulty of conducting information 
public diplomacy programs in competition with the Taliban as fol-
lows: “Information operations drive many insurgent operations as they 
work to shape the cultural and religious narrative. They have care-
fully analyzed their audience and target populations accordingly. They 
use their Pashtun identity, physical proximity to the population, and 
violent intimidation to deliver immediate and enduring messages.”49 
The PAO in Afghanistan in 2011 said that the security situation pre-
vented diplomats from engaging with the people as they do elsewhere, 
in “receptions, dinners, having coffee or going out to a restaurant with 
people. That was more difficult if not impossible, but the key element 
of getting outside the wire, outside the embassy, in Afghan institutions 
and ministries and universities and schools and NGOs, we could do 
and—with some risk, more risk than, you know, many other places, 
but . . . you can’t do public diplomacy if you are unable to do that.”50

Equally problematic are the constraints on programming that some 
PAOs face due to restrictions imposed by the host government. In Cuba, 
for example, public diplomacy professionals work under very significant 
handicaps. The Cuban authorities prohibit direct access to local gov-
ernment officials, and they limit the scope of US officials to a 25-mile 
radius from the Interests Section. Moreover, the usual PD instruments 
of people-to-people contact, student exchanges, democracy promotion 
via working with local organizations, and working with the media, 
are simply impossible because of official restrictions and surveillance.51 
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The most extreme cases are in Iran and North Korea, and in 2012 in 
Syria, where the US does not have any diplomatic presence so all of 
the public diplomacy activity must be conducted from outside, mostly 
by broadcasting and social media (see following chapters.) China also 
imposes restrictions that hamper the PD program there.

Coordinating with the Ambassador and with Washington

The final step in the strategic planning process for the PAO is to develop 
a specific program and budget and seek approvals from the ambassador 
and Washington. (The different types of program will be discussed in 
subsequent chapters.) The following are the steps the PAO must take 
to gain approvals.

As the chief of one of the embassy sections, the PAO reports directly 
to the ambassador who must approve all public diplomacy projects. 
The PAO is also a member of the ambassador’s country team and must 
work with its members. The country team includes all section chiefs, 
some of whom are State Department officials, and some who rep-
resent different Washington agencies. The number of sections varies 
depending on the size and local circumstances including importance 
of the country. The following is a typical staffing pattern for a large 
embassy, showing the section heads, the bureaucratic abbreviations 
of their positions, and the Washington agencies that they represent, 
although the actual personnel configuration depends largely on the 
details of bilateral relations.52

Large Embassy Country Team

Ambassador or Chief of Mission (COM)—State
Deputy Chief of Mission (DCM)—State
Political Officer (Poloff )—State
Economic Officer (Econoff )—State
Management Officer—State
Regional Security Officer (RSO)—State
Public Affairs Officer (PAO)—State (formerly USIA)
Foreign Commercial Service Officer (FCS)—USDOC
Defense Attaché (Defatt)—DOD
Military Assistance Officer (Milatt)—DOD
USAID Mission Director—USAID
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Homeland Security Officer—HHS
Labor Attaché (Labatt)—Department of Labor
Legal Attaché (Legatt)—Department of Justice
Agricultural Attaché (Agatt)—Department of Agriculture

In a small embassy, the country team might include only an ambas-
sador, DCM, political/econ officer, consular officer, administrative 
officer, and PAO.

The PAO works with the ambassador and the country team in two 
respects. First, the PAO is required to integrate the public diplomacy 
plan into the mission’s strategic plan (MSP) as developed by the country 
team and approved by the ambassador and Washington. It outlines US 
national objectives and analyzes the major obstacles to the achievement 
of those objectives. In the past, when USIA existed (1953–1999), the 
PD plan was an unclassified document developed by the PAO and the 
ambassador was consulted but approval was given by USIA Washington. 
Since the merger with State in 1999, the PD plan is an integral part of 
the classified MSP that covers all sections of the embassy and is approved 
by the ambassador and State’s regional bureau in Washington.

The PAO should also seek the support of other members of the 
country team, as appropriate, to help carry out the public diplomacy 
program. Some can be recruited as speakers, others can open doors for 
contacts, or help arrange local program venues.

The public diplomacy program proposals in the MSP serve as a 
general guideline but efficient PAOs know how to be f lexible to take 
advantage of unanticipated opportunities. As the PAO in Hungary, 
Michael Hurley, put it, despite the MSP,

quite a bit of the work that we do here in Hungary is necessarily 
unplanned. Since we have a fairly small budget, we don’t invite 
big groups or performers over the way we used to. But they show 
up on our doorstep here. We had the New York Philharmonic 
come in, the Pittsburgh Symphony recently . . . these are not proj-
ects that are funded by the embassy, but we work with them to 
bring some publicity to them and also perhaps do a reception, so 
we get them together people they might not meet . . . a big part of 
what we do is facilitating those kinds of meetings. . . . Recently, 
the Harlem Globetrotters were in Hungary.

When they performed, the PAO gave a speech to a crowd of 10,000 
people at halftime, and presented a “Sports Diplomacy Award” to each 



Front Line Public Diplomacy62

of the players, while explaining to the audience how much they had 
contributed to American culture as African Americans.53

Public diplomacy goals tend to evolve slowly and incrementally so 
plans generally do not change radically from year, but occasionally a 
major event may cause new objectives to be added.54 The best example 
of that is the impact of the 9/11 terrorist attack on the United States and 
the Bush government’s decision to make the Global War on Terrorism a 
top priority. For public diplomacy posts around the world, Washington 
signaled this meant a new focus on Muslim audiences and youth. First 
the State department organized a conference on engaging Islam that 
took place in Cairo in October 2002 for US officials working in coun-
tries with significant Muslim populations. This led to the creation of 
a television program, “Muslim Life in America,” that was produced 
and sent to posts to place on local television, but the program was not 
as successful as hoped because it was seen as a transparent attempt to 
present a positive picture of Muslims in America at a time when some 
of them were being harassed.55 But as noted above, individual public 
diplomacy posts did their evaluations based on local conditions and 
many of them focused on Muslim audiences.

In addition to the MSP, the PAO to be effective must work closely 
with the ambassador and other embassy officers to enlist them to sup-
port and participate in public diplomacy programs. The PAO can 
help the ambassador and other officers deal with the press, by briefing 
them on local reporters and editors, and recommending talking points. 
Beyond that, the PAO can enlist the ambassador and other officers to 
participate in public events, where they can add prestige and expertise 
to the occasion. As an American public diplomacy official in Indonesia 
explained:

Public diplomacy is not only done narrowly by the Public Affairs 
Office. The Ambassador does it. USAID does it. Peace Corps does 
it. Public Health does it. Public diplomacy is widely accepted as 
major tool for all operations of the Embassy, and people-to-people 
activities are not only conducted by the Public Affairs Section 
but other parts of the Embassy and the Ambassador. For exam-
ple, USAID funds several university linkage programs between 
the U.S. and Indonesian institutions of higher education as new 
initiative, and the newly returned Peace Corps English teach-
ing program certainly promotes education and people-to-people 
exchanges in a broad sense.56
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In short, it is the task of the Public Affairs Officer to manage the build-
ing of communication bridges between the United States and the local 
public. To do so, he or she must start by understanding the local culture 
and local attitudes towards matters of interest to the United States, then 
identify target audiences and obstacles to communication, and orches-
trate programs that address areas of concern and misunderstanding 
between the two countries. In the following chapters we will examine 
some of the means by which this is done.





C H A P T E R  F O U R

Contacts and Personal Networking Techniques

Public diplomacy practitioners regard direct, face-to-face oral 
 communication as one of the most powerful techniques for communi-
cation across cultural borders. Edward R. Murrow, who was President 
Kennedy’s USIA director, famously said, “It has always seemed to me 
the real art in this business is not so much moving information or guid-
ance or policy five or 10,000 miles. That is an electronic problem. The 
real art is to move it the last three feet in face to face conversation.”1 
He meant that face-to-face engagement with the audience is a very 
effective public diplomacy tool that can facilitate almost everything the 
public affairs section wants to accomplish. Experienced practitioners 
agree, and they often cite Murrow’s “last three feet” rule.2 A veteran 
PD officer and scholar, with tongue in cheek, calls face-to-face com-
munication a “Killer App.” He says: “Far more effectively than Twitter, 
Facebook, or other social media, it brings people together, leading to 
significant exchanges of ideas and in-depth relationships.”3 Although 
Murrow made his career in broadcasting, he knew that the best way to 
conduct public diplomacy was in face-to-face encounters. The reason 
is that in such encounters, the American diplomat can engage in an 
interactive dialogue, during which he or she can develop a nuanced 
understanding of the perceptions and concerns of the target individual, 
and speak directly to those concerns in trying to dispel misconceptions 
and achieve better understanding.

In addition, a major task of the public diplomacy professional is to 
build a picture of local thinking on issues of relevance to the United 
States, and a good way to do that is through a conversation with local 
individuals who are representatives of segments of the population. 
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Especially in countries where the media are not entirely free, talking to 
people one-on-one reveals attitudes that are not publicly expressed but 
are important. This contributes to the embassy’s overall understanding 
of how the bilateral relationship is going. Moreover, such conversa-
tions help the public diplomacy professionals think about programs that 
might be useful in that country.

Direct communication for public diplomacy purposes takes place 
when an American official meets with one or more foreign nationals. 
It also occurs however when American private citizens are sent abroad 
by the State Department to lecture on their specialties, or when foreign 
nationals visit the United States in the educational exchange program. 
Also useful, but less so, are the long-distance interactive discussions by 
videoconference, webcasts, or remote podcasts between American offi-
cials in the United States and individuals abroad. All of these encoun-
ters can serve public diplomacy purposes because they allow listening, 
response and dialogue in direct encounters allowing give and take.

Basic Approaches

Contacts and Networking

Successful face-to-face encounters depend on, and in turn reinforce, 
the careful development of personal contacts. Personal contacts are cre-
ated by repeated office calls, and in social functions. American diplo-
mats usually find that they must not only put a full eight-hour work 
day (which they must do by law) or longer, but they also have many 
social obligations in the evening and on weekends, including recep-
tions, national days and dinners. These are all regarded as working 
functions, whose primary purpose is not frivolous, but is intended, 
rather, to develop and deepen personal contacts in a purposeful way.

An ongoing effort must be made to expand the list of contacts through 
networking. Ideally, American diplomats who are newly arrived at post 
should be introduced by their predecessors to their most important con-
tacts and they should find files with details about past embassy associa-
tions with target audience members, but this does not always happen. 
However, once established at post, they should always be looking for 
opportunities to expand the reach of the embassy to new people who are 
important to US interests, rather than depending on old invitation lists.

One rule of thumb for an effective public diplomacy officer is to get 
out of the office as much as possible every day, relegating paperwork, 
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the inbox and the Internet and the computer screen to a lower priority. 
This is more difficult to do today than in the past, because email mes-
sages requiring attention accumulate now 24/7, unlike the past when 
telegrams exchanged with Washington moved messages more slowly. 
But getting out of the office is also more important today than ever 
before because of the security requirements that have steadily increased 
since the terrorist incidents of the 1990s and especially since 9/11. 
At many embassies, visitors are now discouraged from entering our 
embassies to meet with Americans today because they must now be 
carefully registered, pass through security screening, leave cell phones 
and identification at the gate, and be escorted inside the compound. 
Visits to embassy public affairs sections have declined as a result, mak-
ing it more important than ever for the Americans to leave the embassy 
to seek contact.

Dialogue

Another important rule of thumb is that communication with a for-
eign audience works best when the American begins by listening and 
ensures that the conversation is a genuine dialogue rather than a mono-
logue. Contrary to popular belief that American public diplomacy is a 
monologue, effective practitioners know that they can achieve a great 
deal by listening first. Doing so shows respect for the other person and 
his or her views, and a willingness to listen to complaints or criticisms. 
It also allows American diplomat a chance to tailor a response to the 
other’s views that is relevant. Third, it allows the American also to gain 
a deeper understanding of local opinion, and empathy for the other’s 
views. That provides food for thought for the next encounter—plus 
possible material for a reporting cable to Washington on local opinion. 
The creative part of the American’s participation in the exchange is to 
find ways to present American views in the context of a discussion, and 
a topic, that the other person has raised. Of course there is usually time 
to bring up new subjects as well, but the conversation goes best when 
the American listens first.

Public diplomacy officers know that in order to carry out an effec-
tive dialogue with a non-American who does not share their culture, 
they must be careful to remain as open-minded as possible—or at least 
appear to be—seeking to understand the other’s point of view as best 
they can. They must listen carefully, and not be overly dogmatic in 
asserting their own opinions, allowing for the fact that their views 
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might in some respects be incorrect, without conceding points they 
know to be untrue. Their task is to help others understand American 
foreign policies, society and culture, and they must do that honestly, 
but in discussions with people who may have a very different opinion 
of America, they cannot be too dogmatic but must show a willingness 
to listen. The philosopher John Stewart Mill argued that “truth can 
only emerge best from the clash of contrary opinions” and that “He 
who knows only his own side of the case, knows little of that.”4 The 
public diplomacy officer who appreciates that attitude, and at the same 
time politely defends the ideas and facts he or she is certain are correct, 
usually does well. That officer can usually develop effective communi-
cation skills by engaging in an open-minded discourse.

The Eisenhower administration’s mission statement for USIA said 
that its purpose was “to submit evidence to peoples of other nations by 
means of communication techniques that the objectives and policies of 
the United States are in harmony with and will advance their legitimate 
aspirations for freedom, progress and peace.”5 This modest mission, to 
“submit evidence,” is in tune with the attitude of many public diplo-
macy practitioners, especially in today’s world, where the advances in 
technology have led to a 24/7 f lood of information, misinformation 
and opinion about America and issues that involve the United States, 
and American diplomats know they can only hope to participate in the 
discussion, not to control it.

Followup

Effective management of contacts requires the maintenance of useable 
records. In the past, American public diplomacy officers wrote memo-
randa of their conversations (“memcons”) with local contacts, and some 
still do. The memcons contained quotes from their interlocutors, some 
analysis of the importance of those quotes and any significant bio-
graphical information learned, and some were classified. In any case, 
information obtained by PD officers may end up in reporting messages 
to Washington, either written on single conversations or, more likely, 
collected with others into a report on current thinking about an issue 
of importance to the United States.

Record keeping is very useful for contact management. In the USIA 
era, an unclassified “Distribution Records System” (DRS) was devel-
oped that contained lists of target audience members, divided into pri-
ority and secondary groups, with their complete contact information 
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and relevant biographical data, including their engagements with 
Americans, plus their special interests that might be met by public diplo-
macy programs. Although this formal system fell into disuse, many PD 
officers today keep updated rolodexes or more elaborate contact files.

Other Embassy Officers

In January 2006, Undersecretary for Public Diplomacy and Public 
Affairs Karen Hughes sent out a telegram to all embassies entitled 
“speaking on the record.” She specifically addressed it to ambassadors 
and deputy chiefs of mission as well as public affairs officers, and the 
main point of the message was to encourage all of them to think of 
themselves “as advocates for America’s story each day.” She said she 
wanted to change the State Department culture about the press from 
risk avoidance to advocacy, and said they and their staffs should get out 
“frequently in front of the cameras” and in the columns of the local 
newspapers, and mobilize their staffs to “wake up every morning with 
media in mind.” She listed what she called “Karen’s Rules” for dealing 
with the press (see details in the chapter five).6 Hughes followed this 
telegram ten months later with another one repeating her rules and 
again specifically urging ambassadors to “get out on the media and 
to support their staff who do appear on the media.”7 It was clear that 
Washington wanted ambassadors and other embassy officers outside of 
the public affairs section to participate in public diplomacy.

This was new. Most PD cone officers did not need any such encour-
agement, but they welcomed the Hughes instruction because it made 
easier their efforts to get non-PD officers out speaking in public. With 
the advent of American Centers and later American Spaces, a conve-
nient venue appeared within which officers could conduct people-to-
people diplomacy (see chapter 9).

A Variety of Contacts

Diplomats or Private Americans?

It is important for public diplomacy practitioners to have as broad a 
range of contacts as possible. Are there any important contacts out of 
reach? Private Americans or diplomats?

Some commentators who have written on public diplomacy assume, 
incorrectly, that private Americans have better access to the public in 
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foreign countries than diplomats do. Some think, also, that US diplo-
mats intentionally spend all their time only with foreign government 
officials8 but this is not true of public diplomacy professionals. Others 
claim that American businesses working abroad are more culturally 
sensitive than diplomats, have better marketing skills that make them 
better at public diplomacy, that diplomats live in isolated compounds, 
and are shunned because US policies are disliked.9 Some argue that 
the US government should make extensive use of the expertise of pri-
vate companies who understand foreign audiences better.10 It is true 
that, as several observers have pointed out, in today’s world there are 
many private sector Americans who have contacts abroad, and some of 
them do understand foreign attitudes and how to communicate across 
cultures.11

But much of this criticism underestimates the fact that American 
public diplomacy professionals are in fact engaging, on a daily basis, 
with broad sectors of the foreign society that they are working in, and 
thereby they are serving the national interest. Private American citizens 
living and working abroad can play a helpful role in our discussions in 
foreign countries but they often have a narrow mandate—such as sell-
ing a product or service—and they may not be interested in trying to 
represent America in all its aspects, as US officials are paid to do.

What about access? In fact, American diplomats usually do have 
access to a wide spectrum of the local society and they can meet with 
all, or almost all, sectors of that society. Living there, they learn that 
very few people they want to engage with are out of reach if they 
make the effort to engage. This is so for several reasons. First, because 
the US status as a powerful country whose policies affect lives around 
the world, anyone interested in finding out more about US intentions 
would likely welcome the chance to talk with an American ambassador 
or other embassy official. It is clear that what US diplomats say is a 
much more authoritative version of official government policy, which 
is often what the local public wants to know. Private citizens may have 
comments on America but they are not authoritative because they lack 
the access to official information that diplomats enjoy. Second, diplo-
mats are also much better at explaining US policy since they know the 
nuances of the policy. If they have been in the country for any length 
of time, they have developed a good understanding of local views of the 
United States that they can take into account in their discussions. Thus 
foreign journalists, media commentators, politicians, officials, profes-
sors and students and others interested in international affairs, typically 
welcome a chance to talk to an American diplomat.
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Moreover, even harsh critics of US foreign policy or other aspects of 
Americans society, are also likely to want to engage with an American 
diplomat, not only to hear what he or she has to say but also to convey 
their views to Washington, through the diplomat. Except for the very 
small number of extreme critics of the United States in some countries 
who do not want to be seen with an American official, almost everyone 
of interest to the American official is accessible, if the official makes an 
effort. In fact, the critics are often f lattered when the American official 
pays attention to them and listens to what they have to say.

Experience has shown, therefore, that US diplomats based abroad 
have several advantages over private Americans in communicating with 
the local public. Private citizens on the other hand often speak from the 
perspective of the private interests they represent, whether commercial 
or otherwise and thus do not necessarily represent America as a whole, 
as US diplomats do.

Government Restrictions on Contacts

What if the host government objects to contacts with the opposition? 
In those cases, public diplomacy officers should push against those 
restrictions as much as possible because it is important to stay in touch 
with the views of opposition elements, and to try to ensure that they 
know and understand American views. In pushing against those bar-
riers, the PAO must consult with the ambassador, since violating host 
government rules can risk expulsion (being declared “persona non 
grata”) or otherwise do harm to the official relationship. Yet PAOs 
should not automatically be intimidated by government displeasure, 
but should push the envelope to engage with opposition elements inso-
far as possible.

In some cases the ambassador may comply with the government’s 
concerns and ban contacts with opposition elements. The classic case 
of this occurred when the American ambassador to Iran in 1979, at the 
request of the shah, ordered all embassy staff to avoid contact with dis-
sidents, depriving the US government of vital information about the 
Khomeini revolution.

In other cases, the ambassador has encouraged public diplomacy offi-
cers to extend their circle of acquaintances as far as possible, in order 
to enhance the embassy’s dialogue with all elements of society. They 
may in fact have more opportunities than some other embassy officers, 
because they carry the title “cultural attaché” or “information officer” 
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rather than “political officer” who may be suspected of being CIA. 
Moreover, if the CAO manages a library and the exchange program, 
this may make the function look benign so people are more willing to 
be in touch with them.

For example, in Yemen in the 1980s, the political officer had great 
difficulty making contacts with Yemenis, although he was talented and 
spoke f luent Arabic, because they thought he was CIA. But when he 
ended his tour, he switched jobs and stayed on as public affairs officer. 
He suddenly had access to a wide spectrum of Yemenis who considered 
him to be the cultural attaché and therefore “safe” to meet with. Labels 
are important. It is also important for the PAO to have the support of 
his ambassador in reaching out to new contacts. For example, as PAO 
in Cairo in the 1980s I had extensive contacts with Marxist critics of 
the government, and when the prime minister called my ambassador 
and asked him to order me to stop, the ambassador responded to him 
that I was just doing my job, and told me to continue to reach out. 
PAOs appreciate that kind of support from the ambassador. It should 
be noted that some opposition figures or individuals, on their own 
accord, may avoid or limit contacts with embassy officers when they 
deem contact is detrimental to them for political reasons. Nevertheless 
PD officers should engage with whoever is willing to be contacted and 
is worth engaging.

PAO as Intermediary

It is not always possible of course for every American public diplomacy 
officer or every American at the embassy to follow personally the “last 
three feet” rule of face-to-face engagement. Not only time constraints 
but distance from remote areas limits the amount of personal contact. 
If there are important contacts in rural areas, public diplomacy officers 
may only rarely have time to visit them. The last three feet however 
are often bridged by others including other embassy officers, visiting 
American speakers, English teachers, librarians, Fulbright professors 
and other Americans (see later chapters), and here the PAO can play the 
role of intermediary, bringing people together.

In addition, some members of the local community may not be only 
part of the target audience, but they can also be useful surrogates for 
American officers if they are reasonably well disposed to the United 
States. Local voices tend to be more credible than American voices, and 
to the extent they are willing to explain the United States in reasonable 
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terms, they can be very helpful. It would be a tactical error to make 
them too obviously part of a public diplomacy plan, so this must be 
handled with sensitivity. Recent returnees from visits to the United 
States and alumni with whom embassies retain relationships are often 
good candidates for this role, especially because they are free to travel 
anywhere in America and talk to anyone so they are usually convinced 
that they came home with a true and unbiased picture. This technique 
follows an old principle of communications that was expressed as early 
as 1965, when Paul Lazarsfeld and Elihu Katz proposed the “two-step 
f low” of communication. Their theory stressed the importance of the 
credible human factor in effective communication, meaning that a mes-
sage transmitted by electronic means (radio or television) was far more 
credible and had a much greater impact if it was relayed to the audience 
by human beings, especially “key opinion leaders.”12 Experienced pub-
lic diplomacy officers know that very well.

There are some occasions when public diplomacy is not appropri-
ate or is counter-productive, and quiet, traditional diplomacy is the 
preferred course. This might be the case, for example, when the US 
government believes that an authoritarian government with which it 
has excellent relations, should become more democratic, both for its 
own sake, and for the sake of the bilateral relationship, but the host 
government would strongly object to our public advocacy of democ-
racy locally. Rather than make the case for democracy loudly in public, 
it might be more effective, depending on circumstances, to make the 
case privately to senior officials.

Contact with Officials

Although host government officials are usually not high on the priority 
target audience list for public diplomacy officers, some of them such as 
officials in the ministries of information and culture can be appropriate 
contacts for the PAO, for several reasons. In much of the world, minis-
tries of information have considerable inf luence over most or all of the 
local media. It is common for them to have monopoly control at least 
over radio and television, so they can authorize or deny permission for 
TV or radio reporters to interview Americans. They may also inf lu-
ence what is written in the newspapers. The minister of culture may 
have inf luence over the universities, and might be able to approve or 
deny access to university professors. They may also have control over 
programming venues that the public affairs section wants to use for 
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a performance or lecture. Therefore it is important to cultivate these 
officials to facilitate various public diplomacy programs.

The ambassador and other embassy officers of course have exten-
sive contacts with senior government officials in all other ministries. 
The political officer will cultivate contacts at the foreign ministry, the 
military attaché at the defense ministry and so on. But most of them of 
little direct interest to the PAO, who, if necessary, can work with one 
of these other ministries through other embassy officers.

Contact with Foreign Diplomats

At each post, US diplomats are according to protocol expected to have 
friendly relations with diplomats from other countries, and some of 
these contacts are useful. The American diplomats tend generally to be 
better informed than the other diplomats assigned to the same country 
because they represent the United States and because of US inf luence 
worldwide, they tend to have better access to host country officials. 
American embassies also have the benefit of very good intelligence 
about world events from other US embassies and from Washington. 
Other diplomats therefore seek out the Americans, so the relationship 
can be uneven.

Maintaining regular contact with the entire diplomatic corps would 
not be useful, but some diplomats can be helpful to the public diplomacy 
staff, if they for example have very good access locally. For example, 
for an American embassy in an Arab country, the diplomats from other 
Arab countries tend to have good local contacts and information about 
what is going on, and they stay in touch with each other. So diplomats 
in this group tend to be useful to the American embassy.

Sustaining Contacts

Contact work must be sustained and contacts assiduously maintained 
over time because only in that way can trust be developed. In par-
ticular, when it is necessary to ask a contact for help of some kind, 
the chance of that request being successful usually depends on the 
closeness of the relationship. As one experienced diplomat put it, 
“Whether you have friends when you need them depends to a large 
extent whether you have made friends when you didn’t need them.”13 
Diplomats should therefore make a point of seeing contacts regularly 
to build up the relationship, and not just contacting them when you 
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need something from them (such as to complain to a journalist about 
a hostile editorial).

Developing trust in contacts, so that the discussions and conversa-
tions are candid and therefore more useful, takes time. Tours at an 
embassy are usually only two or three years—and more and more even 
one-year tours in so called “unaccompanied” tours and in dangerous 
locations—which is a short time to develop deep relationships, so lon-
ger tours tend to be more productive in that sense.

For example, as a junior officer at the American embassy in Cairo in 
the 1960s, I developed contacts with several junior university professors 
and newspaper columnists some of whom who were in more important 
and interesting positions when I returned a decade later as PAO at the 
embassy. One of the professors, for example, became deputy foreign 
minister and another became prime minister, and I was able to recon-
nect with them.

Local employees can of course accompany American public diplo-
macy officers to meetings to do the necessary interpreting. They help 
sustain engagement with audience members over the years. Yet, in 
some cases, an interpreter (who is usually either a local person or a third 
country national) can inhibit the conversation when one or both sides 
want it to be kept confidential. For example, when I was ambassador to 
Yemen, a very senior official who spoke no English insisted that I not 
bring an interpreter with me because he wanted to hear directly from 
me and he wanted to keep the discussion strictly confidential.

American Citizens as Partners

Most Americans resident in the country tend to be lower priority con-
tacts for public diplomacy purposes, unless they have unusually good 
insights into the local society and culture. The embassy’s commer-
cial attaché will usually have a wide range of contacts in the resident 
American business community, but few of them can offer much help 
or advice to the PAO because their interests tend to be focused rather 
narrowly on business.

On the other hand, American private sector companies have in cer-
tain circumstances been excellent partners in specific public diplomacy 
programs. For example, when Kenton Keith was Public Affairs Officer 
at the US embassy in Cairo, he worked with Ambassador Frank Wisner 
to bring a major cultural presentation to Egypt at very little cost to the 
US government. Ambassador Wisner persuaded American companies 
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that were doing business in Egypt to sponsor the visit of an American 
opera company, an event that furthered public diplomacy goals and 
gave the sponsoring companies some credit as good corporate citizens. 
This approach has been duplicated in other countries where there is a 
significant American commercial presence.

Other public-private partnerships can result in high-quality cultural 
programs as well. For example, PAO Bridget Gersten and her pub-
lic affairs team partnered with the Long Island Youth Orchestra in 
New York to bring them to Vladivostok, Russia, while local Russian 
partners pitched in on costs to lodge the more than 80 members of 
the musical entourage. Similarly, Gersten brought a group of maria-
chi musicians from California for a project that involved a partnership 
with local Sister Cities in the San Diego area and US community col-
lege. The event thrilled the local population, with standing ovations, 
as many Russians experienced this genre for the first time in their 
lives. The group returned for a second visit in 2012, backed by popular 
demand.14

For information operations of the public affairs section, editors and 
journalists of local media are their main focus of attention. But they 
must also consider whether any American or other foreign journalists 
need attention. American reporters are a special case. In the past, there 
were many American journalists working abroad as foreign correspon-
dents; that number has dwindled down to only a few today, but if a 
crisis occurs abroad, they show up to cover the story. Up until 2013, the 
Smith-Mundt Act had prohibited the use of public diplomacy mate-
rials to inf luence American citizens, yet it did not otherwise inhibit 
American officials from having professional contact with American 
media professionals, in Washington or abroad.

In the United States, the relationship between an American offi-
cials and an American reporter is often an adversarial one. As a vet-
eran reporter says, “Reporters have a right and a duty to suspect the 
motives of officials.”15 The official’s goal on the other hand is to further 
the interests of the government, so he or she is careful in answering 
the reporter’s probing questions, to be truthful but not reveal classi-
fied information. In fact, however, most reporters are not working to 
embarrass the government, and most officials are not working to hide 
mistakes.16

When an American diplomat based at an embassy abroad deals with 
an American journalist, this same adversarial relationship carries over, 
with some modification. American diplomats know that American 
reporters based abroad are often excellent sources of information for the 
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embassy. But diplomats know that they should be cautious with report-
ers who come through on a brief visit, because they might not play by 
the ground rules. The interplay between diplomats and reporters is 
both cooperative and adversarial. Sometimes their agendas coincide, 
and sometimes they collide. Usually they coexist warily. Yet diplomats 
who ignore reporters are shortsighted because they often have excellent 
contacts and useful information. When veteran diplomat Philip Habib 
was ambassador to South Korea, for example, he always asked to see 
visiting reporters as soon as they arrived in country and again before 
they left because he wanted to have them ask questions useful to him, 
and he wanted to know what they found out.17

A diplomat who gives a journalist information that he does not want 
to be attributed to the source will carefully spell out the ground rules 
at the beginning of the interview. If the diplomat trusts the reporter, 
either because the reporter works for a very reputable media outlet, 
or because they know each other well from an extended relationship, 
the diplomat can be relatively certain that the reporter will respect the 
ground rules. But a diplomat working in a foreign country often is 
not so sure the reporter will respect the ground rules unless they have 
worked together and established trust. Trust may also not exist between 
diplomats and American reporters from lesser known media outlets 
who make a short visit to the country where the diplomat is posted and 
visit the embassy for a briefing, in which case the diplomat may tend 
to be more cautious. To build up positive relations and trust within the 
journalist community, embassies have included foreign journalists on 
IVLP programs or worked with Washington to put together special 
programs dedicated to issues in journalism so that reporters and editors 
learn first-hand about ethnics in journalism and related topics, meeting 
US counterparts face to face.

Truth and Loyalty

Contrary to popular belief, American diplomats should never lie. Trust 
is very important in any relationship between an American diplomat 
and local contacts, especially in the media. Edward R. Murrow, as 
Director of USIA, said: “To be persuasive we must be believable; to 
be believable we must be credible; to be credible we must be truth-
ful. It is as simple as that.”18 Public diplomacy professionals follow that 
rule. They know if they lie, their contacts will be undermined and 
perhaps ruined. In practice, the basic rule to be truthful is not difficult 
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to follow. Occasionally tension might arise when the diplomat is asked 
for a personal opinion about an aspect of US policy that he or she as an 
American official should defend but personally disagrees with. In that 
case, the solution is neither to express personal criticism of the policy 
(which would be disloyal) or to lie and endorse it personally, but rather 
to decline to express a personal opinion. Instead, the diplomat should 
try to explain, objectively, the reasons that the US government has 
chosen that policy and why it has support from the American public.

Conclusion

American FSOs understand the importance of personal contacts but 
those who have experience in public diplomacy abroad know that net-
working is an absolutely essential part of their work. They regularly 
try to get out of the office, escaping the inbox and computer messages 
from Washington in order to practice Murrow’s dictum on the “last 
three feet.” They know that face-to-face engagement with a variety of 
members of the local public helps them understand local attitudes and 
respond to criticisms and misperceptions. They may include selected 
officials, diplomats and American journalists among their contacts, but 
they especially seek out opinion leaders in the local society, including 
any of our harshest critics who will talk to them. They may need to 
cope with local government restrictions on contacts but they find ways 
to do that. They know that dialogue rather than monologue works 
best, and that truthfulness is important because the ultimate purpose is 
an honest discussion on topics of mutual interest.
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Traditional Information Channels

American public diplomacy (PD) professionals working at US dip-
lomatic missions abroad use a variety of communication methods to 
accomplish their objectives. Broadly speaking, they can be divided 
into (a) information activities carried out primarily by the informa-
tion officer (IO), and (b) educational and cultural activities carried out 
primarily by the cultural affairs officer (CAO), both under the general 
supervision of the public affairs officer (PAO). These two functions 
are quite different in purpose, means, and effects. Three chapters will 
describe and analyze the information functions; this chapter will focus 
on the traditional information channels and chapters six and seven 
on the electronic social networking media, new in the twenty-first 
century.

The traditional types of PD communication activities supervised by 
the IO can be differentiated into six main types: (1) talking to reporters 
and editors, (2) media placement, (3) local television and radio access, 
(4) printed materials, (5) ambassadorial interviews, and (6) mediating 
other communicators.

Talking to Reporters and Editors

Typically, the IO is the key person at an embassy designated to talk to 
media representatives, although on especially sensitive issues the PAO 
or even the ambassador may want to handle that task. Both the IO 
and the PAO cultivate media contacts and they come to know whom 
to trust among reporters and editors. Any American embassy official 
who speaks to the press must know interview ground rules and make 
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clear at the start of the interview which rules are to be followed. Not 
all officials do that, and some non-PD diplomats are unsure what the 
different rules mean. The basic ones are these:

1. “On the record” means the information is attributed to the source 
by name and title;

2. “On background” means attribution hides the actual identity 
of the source with a euphemism that is agreed to in advance; it 
could for example be attributed to “an American” or “a State 
Department official,” or a “knowledgeable source,” not further 
identified;

3. “On deep background” provides no attribution and no direct 
quotes, implying the information is based on “the wisdom of the 
reporter”;

4. “Off the record” means the information may not be published 
in any form, and technically not even taken down in notes or 
recorded.

Veteran diplomat Chip Bohlen added some of his own guidelines 
for dealing with reporters: Take them seriously; never tell them an 
untruth, but you don’t need to tell them everything; never deal with an 
iffy proposition; never discuss something that is being decided; never 
denigrate a fellow worker; and if you don’t know the answer, say so.1

Bohlen’s admonition about an untruth is a key point. Trust is very 
important in any relationship between an American diplomat and the 
media. A diplomat who gives a journalist information that should not 
be attributed to the source will carefully spell out the ground rules 
at the beginning of the interview. If the diplomat trusts the reporter, 
either because the reporter works for a very reputable media outlet 
or because they have an established relationship, the diplomat can be 
relatively certain that the reporter will respect the ground rules. But a 
diplomat working in a foreign country is often unsure the reporter will 
respect the ground rules if they have not worked together and estab-
lished trust. Trust may also not exist between diplomats and American 
reporters from lesser known media outlets who make a short visit to the 
country where the diplomat is posted and visit the embassy for a brief-
ing. In this case the diplomat may tend to be more cautious.

Occasionally a foreign journalist who is a critic of US policy may 
ask the American official about his or her personal view of the policy. 
If the official agrees with the policy he or she can say so. If the official 
happens to disagree with the policy, the best response is to decline to 



Traditional Information Channels 83

comment, saying his personal view is not important. If the critic insists 
on knowing, the American can repeat his or her refusal to comment. In 
that way the official has not been disloyal or dishonest, but at the same 
time the interlocutor may have taken the hint that the official is not 
entirely behind the policy, which does no real harm. In any case, the 
American official should not confide his or her personal disagreement 
with policy because that might end up as a quote in the local press, 
doing harm to US interests—not to mention to his or her own career. 
If the reporter breaks the attribution rules, or misquotes the diplomat, 
the reporter will be reminded of the agreed rules after the fact and will 
find that he or she is less trusted with information in the future.

For example, during the George W. Bush administration, an Arab 
newspaper editor who engaged in a conversation with an American 
PAO and criticized the US invasion of Iraq might ask the PAO’s per-
sonal opinion about that policy. If the PAO believed the invasion was 
wrong, he should decline to answer the question, but instead explain 
why the president had decided to invade and point out that the Congress 
and most Americans had supported the policy, facts that are important 
in our democratic system. In this way, the American provides useful 
information without being disloyal.

Media Placement

Another information task of the public affairs section at any US dip-
lomatic mission is to persuade local media to print material helpful to 
American interests. The PD staff provides articles and other materials 
to editors of local newspapers and magazines and encourages them to 
print them in whole or in part. The International Information Programs 
bureau (IIP) at the State Department in Washington provides materials 
electronically and the IO selects and adapts them for local dissemi-
nation, although some are acquired directly by local media. When a 
local newspaper or other media outlet uses these materials, this not 
only achieves widespread distribution but also adds credibility to the 
material.

There are two basic rules to follow when placing material. First, 
depending on circumstances, the embassy does not need to require 
attribution of the source of the material because the point is not to 
claim credit for the material but rather to ensure that it reaches a wide 
audience. The IO (or PAO) also does not request that the editor hide 
the source but leaves it up to him or her. Secondly, it is very important 
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that the transaction with the local media editor be based on persuasion 
rather than financial compensation or a quid pro quo arrangement. 
The PD staff should never pay for placement because it degrades the 
quality of the information presented and creates an expectation that all 
placements will be paid. Nor should the transaction be clandestine or 
deliberately hidden if there is a danger that revealing the source of the 
information would damage the relationship. The relationship should 
be based on trust and honest cooperation, and the placement based on 
persuading the editor that the information is accurate and beneficial. 
So placement must be an open arrangement, in which the editor sees 
the value of the material offered. The American officer must carefully 
balance these two requirements. This principle is central but has some-
times been misunderstood.2

Whether or not a local editor will publish material supplied by the 
US embassy depends on several factors, including the nature of the 
local political system, the attitude of the host government and the dis-
position of the individual editor. If the editor or the media outlet tend 
to be hostile to the United States—or if the host government is hostile 
and controls the media—it will be very unlikely that this media outlet 
will be willing or able to publish anything favorable to the United 
States. On the contrary, this media outlet will be likely to print mate-
rial provided by its own government and other sources that is harmful 
to American interests. China is a good example of a media environ-
ment hostile to the United States. On the other hand, if the host gov-
ernment is friendly to the United States or allows press freedom, and if 
the editor personally has a friendly attitude toward the United States, 
chances are much better that the editor would be willing to print mate-
rials supplied by the embassy. Brazil and the United Kingdom are good 
examples of this.

The problem for public diplomacy in hostile media environments is 
not only that the local editors and publishers are under orders not to 
publish anything helpful to the United States, but also the government 
has the ability to control the public narrative through the media outlets 
it controls or owns directly. In China, for example, the government 
inf luences public perceptions through biased reporting and news cov-
erage by the state-controlled Xinhua News Agency, and the Chinese 
Communist Party’s People’s Daily. The constant f lood of news and 
opinion from these official outlets shapes the communication environ-
ment, and it also encourages self-censorship by media personnel who 
usually tend to be especially careful not to cross the line, which may be 
somewhat vague, so they err on the side of caution.3
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A foreign newspaper editor may be suspicious of materials an 
American diplomat supplies and rely more on his or her own sources, 
whether from the wire services or from the host country government. 
Conversely, the editor may not trust his or her own government to 
supply accurate information and might even trust US embassy sources 
more. The IO in any case must make an estimate of the editor’s attitude 
and of how best to approach him or her under the circumstances. That 
estimate is done by reading the newspaper’s editorials, talking to the 
editor himself and asking the advice of the embassy’s local employees.

In countries where the United States provides economic assistance or 
disaster relief, the embassy’s IO has often undertaken a special effort to 
publicize that assistance and relief. For example the IO in Cairo has for 
years worked to help the Egyptian media carry stories about USAID 
projects, even to the extent of providing transportation and special 
background handouts to the journalists to report on project openings. 
However, since 9/11, USAID has increased its own effort to publicize 
what it is doing abroad.4

What if a local newspaper or magazine prints a story or other mate-
rial that is harmful to the interests of the United States? Can the PAO 
get a retraction or correction placed in order to minimize the dam-
age? In many circumstances, a retraction or correction is difficult to 
achieve. If the original harmful story was deliberately and knowingly 
selected to do harm to the United States, there is little chance it can be 
undone. Syria is an example of that kind of environment. On the other 
hand, if the editor is generally well disposed to the United States and 
not restricted by his government, but merely printed the original story 
thinking it was accurate; he or she might be amenable to a follow-up 
correction as a result of a phone call from the PAO or the ambassador. 
This might happen, for example, in the United Kingdom or France. 
That phone call would carry special weight if the American officer had 
cultivated a personal relationship with the editor that resulted in some 
mutual trust. Ambassadors themselves occasionally get involved in such 
cases.

Local Television and Radio Access

For decades, IOs and PAOs around the world have sought to gain 
access to local radio and television programs for American officials 
and others who can explain US policies and aspects of American soci-
ety and culture. Embassy websites sometimes carry Voice of America 
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material, but it is far more effective to have local radio and TV broad-
cast material that PAOs provide. Public diplomacy officers know that 
these local media, especially radio, reach the largest foreign audiences. 
Local television is usually also far-reaching, but the vast majority of 
the world’s population uses radio. By 2010, 75 percent or more of 
households even in developing nations for example had access to a 
radio, while only 20.5 percent of those households had access to the 
Internet.5

Access to foreign radio and television for American officials is usu-
ally not easy. The same challenges apply as to local print media, but in 
many countries, even where there are independent newspapers, radio 
and television might be controlled directly by the government, mak-
ing access rules more difficult. Yet the benefits of gaining access for 
PD purposes are considerable. As a rule, American public diplomacy 
officers seek to arrange for themselves, their ambassadors or other US 
officials to participate in interviews and talk shows, even when the 
interviewer or the talk show host and guests are strongly critical of the 
United States. The idea is that it is better to participate than to leave 
the stage to critics.

The al-Jazeera Boycott

The longstanding belief that PD professionals should make every effort 
to have US officials appear on local radio and television whenever pos-
sible was tested when the George W. Bush administration decided to 
boycott one major Arab satellite TV station, al-Jazeera.

Al-Jazeera was established by Qatar in 1996 and it quickly became 
the leading TV channel in the Arab world because of its new approach. 
It was the first Arab television channel to send reporters into Israel. 
It was the only TV channel to open a bureau in Afghanistan in the 
1990s, which gave it privileged access to the Afghan government and 
al Qaida when the United States invaded that country after the 9/11 
attack. Washington had paid little attention to al-Jazeera, but when 
Afghanistan suddenly became the source of breaking news worldwide, 
and al-Jazeera broadcast exclusive statements by Usama bin Ladin, 
al-Jazeera quickly attracted the Bush administration’s attention. The 
administration decided that al-Jazeera was deliberately being anti-
American. Some even suspected bin Ladin was using it to send secret 
messages to his agents and followers. They said, “By broadcasting the 
words of a terrorist, al-Jazeera is supporting terrorism.”6
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US officials formally complained to the Qatari government. In 
October 2001, when then Secretary of State Colin Powell met in 
Washington with the Ruler of Qatar, Hamad bin Khalifa, Powell 
complained about al-Jazeera, saying it was “helping Usama bin Laden 
by uncritically broadcasting his messages.” The Ruler rejected the 
complaint, saying his government in fact had “no responsibility for al-
Jazeera program content.”7Although the Qatari government funded it, 
the channel was established as an independent company, so technically 
the Ruler was correct. The Bush administration then imposed an unof-
ficial and unspoken ban on contact with al-Jazeera, so no US officials 
appeared on the channel.

But after Karen Hughes took over as Bush’s undersecretary of state 
for public diplomacy and public affairs, she lifted the ban on al-Jazeera 
and encouraged officials proactively to engage with foreign media 
outlets. Moreover, Hughes instructed ambassadors and PAOs to seek 
to appear regularly on al-Jazeera to explain American views. She then 
broadened the policy to encourage proactive involvement with all 
media. A former television reporter in Texas, and a close advisor to 
President Bush, she understood the importance to American public 
diplomacy of engaging with foreign media. In her instruction, she 
said,

When I arrived at the State Department, there was an unoffi-
cial policy that our ambassadors had to get pre-clearance from 
Washington before they could engage with the media . . . I have 
totally changed that policy, and not only encouraged [engage-
ment] but also tried to provide information to help our ambas-
sadors get out and be America’s face and voice and presence in 
the countries where they serve our country. We have now made 
public diplomacy a criteria [sic] in the evaluation of every sin-
gle Foreign Service officer and every ambassador. That’s a major 
change because we went through a period in 2003 and 2004, 
we were involved in very difficult policy decisions and no one 
was out describing them on the airwaves. We have dramatically 
increased our presence in Arabic, on Arabic stations. We have set 
up regional hub operations to recognize the increasingly regional 
nature of the media today. We have two fulltime Arabic speakers 
now in Dubai whose job it is to get on Arab media and explain 
America’s policies and values and communicate our position on 
issues of importance to the Middle East.8
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Between September 2006 and April 2007, the American presence on 
Arab media increased by 30 percent.9

As Professor Marc Lynch correctly wrote in defense of Hughes’s 
decision:

al-Jazeera is still by far the most watched and most politically inf lu-
ential Arab television network. Its programs are the most impor-
tant place where Arab views of the United States and American 
policy are formulated . . . All America’s absence from those debates 
accomplishes is to cede the field to its enemies, to allow hostile 
arguments or allegations to go unchecked, and to give speakers 
on those programs no incentive to take American perspectives 
into account. Over the last year and a half, the American govern-
ment—from Undersecretary Hughes and the State Department to 
the Pentagon—have largely come to understand that reality and 
have begun re-engaging with al-Jazeera for pragmatic reasons.10

Following Guidance

In January 2006, Karen Hughes issued important guidelines for dealing 
with the press that she sent to embassies around the world, addressed 
directly to PAOs, ambassadors, and deputy chiefs of mission. She said 
she did so because there was a climate of risk avoidance at the State 
Department in dealing with the media that she wanted to change, and 
her first point was to “think advocacy,” encouraging diplomats strongly 
to speak out and engage with the media. She said American diplomats 
did not need clearance if they quoted from what senior US officials had 
said on the record and she promised to provide more such statements. 
She included qualifiers, however, warning diplomats not to “get out in 
front of” policymakers on any issue and also not to commit the United 
States to providing resources when commenting on local disasters. She 
also said that if an embassy official gave an interview to a US-based 
journalist, or to an outlet with widespread international distribution, 
State should be notified—showing special sensitivity to what might 
appear in the American media. At the end of 2006, Hughes issued these 
same “Karen’s Rules” again in a telegram to all embassies, this time 
adding a special pitch for ambassadors and other embassy officers to get 
out and do television interviews.11

One example of the delicate balance between candor and policy 
advocacy occurred in 2006 when Alberto Fernandez, the director of 
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the public diplomacy office in the State Department’s Near East bureau 
made a statement to al-Jazeera in Arabic that caught the attention of the 
American press. Fernandez is a very talented Arabic-speaking officer 
and he had been doing several interviews every day with Arab media 
in Arabic. On one occasion while defending US policy in Iraq, he 
argued that there had been mistakes by many countries in that situa-
tion, and added that there had been “arrogance and stupidity” by the 
United States in Iraq. When it became a news story, he was admon-
ished by senior State Department officials that this was an inappropri-
ate comment by an official. He apologized, saying he had misspoken 
and added: “This represents neither my views nor those of the State 
Department.” Undersecretary Karen Hughes defended him as did oth-
ers. Professor Marc Lynch said the sentence was taken out of context in 
which Fernandez was correctly showing laudable self-criticism to estab-
lish “credibility and a reputation for candor.”12 Fernandez did not suffer 
any negative career consequences; he was later appointed as ambassador 
to the Republic of Equatorial Guinea and other senior positions.

Occasionally diplomats make mistakes and issue public statements 
that are not fully authorized. In September 2012, for example, a pub-
lic diplomacy officer at the US embassy in Cairo issued a statement 
on Twitter that tried to prevent criticism of an anti-Muslim American 
private film that was being discussed in the Egyptian media. Although 
he cleared the statement with the charge d’affaires (the ambassador was 
away), Washington instructed him not to use it but he did anyway and 
was reportedly criticized by State Department officials for using it and 
repeating it. The US presidential campaign was going on at the time and 
the issue was picked up by Republicans as a gaffe by appearing to take 
sides with the protesters, but President Obama said, “It came from people 
on the ground who are potentially in danger. And my tendency is to cut 
folks a little bit of slack when they’re in that circumstance, rather than try 
to question their judgment from the comfort of a campaign office.”13

The State Department has an internal dissent channel that is intended 
to be used by American diplomats who want to express their disagree-
ment with specific policies. Ultimately a diplomat who finds Washington 
policies impossible to defend in good conscience can resign, although 
this does not happen often. In February 2003, for example, FSO John 
Brady Kiesling resigned from the Foreign Service in protest against 
President Bush’s decision to go to war against Iraq. Two weeks later, 
FSO John H. Brown resigned from the Foreign Service for the same 
reason. They had each been FSOs for more than twenty years. Kiesling 
had served at US missions in Athens, Tel Aviv, Yerevan, and Casablanca. 
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Brown had served as a PD officer at US missions in London, Prague, 
Krakow, Kiev, Belgrade, and Moscow.14 They could not in good con-
science continue to defend Bush’s policies so they left the Service.

Disseminating Printed Publications

In the twentieth century, USIA field officers distributed a variety of 
printed publications in hard copy to foreign audiences, as described in 
chapter one. In the twenty-first century, field officers still distribute 
printed material and the types of content are very similar, as are the 
PD purposes. But the delivery technique has changed considerably. 
The IIP at the State Department produces pamphlets, brochures, press 
kits, paper shows (small travelling exhibits), photo galleries, and post-
ers. Each publication is written with a different and specific PD audi-
ence in mind, and IIP consults with posts on content. The materials are 
produced in several languages in addition to English. State’s Foreign 
Affairs Handbook says, “Embassies and missions abroad are encouraged 
to download and disseminate to key audiences complete journals as 
well as individual articles, in print and electronic form . . . Journals are 
also marketed directly to international audiences via the World Wide 
Web, and the daily Washington File carries journal articles.”15

This means of delivery takes advantage of modern electronic tech-
nology, but at embassies, the embassy’s public affairs section has several 
options. It can print the material locally, which is particularly useful 
for translated texts to ensure accuracy. Or, because the publications are 
unclassified and available worldwide, the PAS can retransmit the mate-
rial to local audiences electronically or inform local audiences of its avail-
ability online so they can print it out themselves. Washington also sends 
some publications to its overseas printing facilities where hard copies are 
produced and sent on to posts. Each post receives printing allocations as 
part of its annual budget approval. Some printing is done in the Manila, 
Philippines, printing plant that has been operating for years.16

The publications are available not only in English, but also other 
languages. As of 2014, they were being published in French, Spanish, 
Russian, Arabic, Farsi, Urdu, Chinese, and Portuguese, and in six the-
matic categories:17

1. Democracy, civil society, and education. Examples of titles are: 
overcoming barriers to equal education, the constitutional con-
vention of 1787, Supreme Court, community service, NGOs;
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2. Peace and security. Examples of titles are: the United Nations, 
NATO, Western Hemisphere partnership;

3. Environment, science and technology, and health. Examples of 
titles are: global warming, combating wildlife trafficking, new 
frontiers in science;

4. Economic growth and development. Examples of titles are: cor-
porate social responsibility, social entrepreneurship;

5. All about America. Examples of titles are Thanksgiving, pop cul-
ture, summer jobs, and on major cities; and

6. Events. Examples of titles are: a NASA mission, a visiting 
Congolese delegation.

Ambassadorial Interviews

Local media editors and reporters are more likely to want to interview 
the American ambassador than the PAO or IO, so the public affairs 
section typically works to facilitate such interviews. They sometimes 
may need to persuade the editor or reporter to do it and they sometimes 
also need to persuade the ambassador to do it. A few of them also need 
coaching, but some ambassadors are very good at press engagement and 
even are active in reaching out themselves. This helps the PD program 
considerably.

For example, as the PAO in Kenya John Haynes said about his boss: 
“With a proactive Ambassador, we are in the newspapers, radio and TV 
almost every day and frequently in the headlines. While this does pro-
vide a high profile for our presence and positions, one could argue that 
our other programs—education, cultural and information—affect peo-
ple more directly and allow them to have a personal experience with 
a representative of the USG, which probably inf luences their opinions 
and thoughts more significantly.”18

One ambassador summed up the skill set that PD officers have when 
he said:

Hopefully, the State Department will learn what USIA forgot: 
that its most important asset is its people in the field. Any time 
the United States needed to speak to the Croatian public, my 
PAOs used their contacts and expertise to arrange the most effec-
tive way for me to communicate: an exclusive interview with 
an opposition newspaper, a guest appearance on state-run televi-
sion, a speech at a university, or an extensively covered ride on a 

  



Front Line Public Diplomacy92

refugee tractor. This low-tech, relatively low-cost approach gave 
us far more coverage than all the expensive programs coming out 
of Washington. The State Department must adequately support 
these officers in the field. Their work is the substance of public 
diplomacy. The department would make an excellent start by 
reversing the trend that favors marginal Washington-based pro-
grams to people in overseas posts. The department should also 
ensure that consolidation increases the opportunities for USIA 
personnel. In the modern world where public and traditional 
diplomacy are so intertwined, public affairs and political officers 
should not only work closely together—in many cases their jobs 
should overlap.19

Mediating Other Communicators

One of the most effective ways to communicate with a foreign audi-
ence is through others who are trusted sources of information. If a 
PAO or IO can identify a local personality who is well informed about 
the United States and reasonably open minded in his or her judgments 
of America, this person might be well worth supporting. This sup-
port might include providing factual materials and background on US 
policies, or on American society and culture, or talking points that the 
local personality might not have considered. If the ideas and informa-
tion are used in the local press, the fact that they are presented by a 
trusted compatriot can give them credibility. The added advantage is 
that the presentation would be in the local language, using terms and 
references the audience would clearly understand.

This support must be offered carefully, on a friendly basis, with-
out giving the impression that the local spokesperson is being hired or 
asked to do anything unpatriotic. The information is offered simply 
to help inform rather than to set the person up as an unpaid surrogate. 
Also, the American officer must be reasonably certain that on balance, 
what the person would say would be accurate and generally helpful to 
the United States, even if it includes some criticism.

Among the best candidates for this kind of support are returnees 
from US-sponsored visits to the United States, including Fulbright stu-
dents and professionals, or recipients of International Visitor Leader 
grants (see details of these programs in chapter ten). Returnees from 
these programs often have had positive experiences they are willing to 
share with others, and can be encouraged to do so.
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For example, one PAO in Cairo was asked by an Egyptian television 
station to appear in a program on American politics, but instead of simply 
accepting the invitation, the PAO suggested that the TV station invite 
an Egyptian scholar who had recently returned from the United States 
where he had studied the American political system. The PAO explained 
that the returnee would be a better interview subject since he was f luent 
in Arabic. The TV station agreed, and the interview successfully pre-
sented information and opinions that advanced American interests.

Washington Support

As President Bush’s undersecretary of state for public diplomacy and 
public affairs, Karen Hughes took several steps to improve State’s 
effort with the foreign press, in addition to the ones mentioned above. 
First she set up a “rapid response” team of PD specialists in the State 
Department who had bilingual language skills (first Arabic, then other 
languages) to monitor foreign media for news and commentary about 
the United States, and put out a daily bulletin that summarized these 
foreign media clips and included guidance from US officials on the 
daily topics. The guidance was brief, unclassified and taken from previ-
ous public statements, so they did not need to be cleared and could be 
distributed quickly. These bulletins go to all embassies and consulates, 
as well as to government officials in Washington.20 PAOs and ambassa-
dors found them extremely valuable as up-to-date talking point mate-
rial that could be used right away.

Hughes also established a small unit at State called the Digital 
Outreach Team that monitored Internet traffic in Arabic and other 
languages. The bilingual staff selected key bloggers and others for 
response, engaging these individuals in an ongoing online conversa-
tion. Third, Hughes set up what she called “media hubs” in Dubai, 
London, and Brussels, created to enable a quick response to Arab and 
European media news items and editorials. Placing these hubs in the 
time zones where Arabic media were appearing, and staffing them with 
PD professionals f luent in Arabic, allowed a much faster response and 
quicker engagement with those media than had been possible from 
Washington. By 2014 State had expanded the concept so that there 
were media hubs in London, Brussels, Dubai, Tokyo, and Johannesburg 
for those geographic regions, and in Miami for Latin America.21 The 
stated purpose was to connect foreign publics with US spokespersons 
who could discuss American policy.22
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Conclusion

Although the PD information environment has changed considerably 
in the twenty-first century with the growth and adoption of new elec-
tronic media channels (discussed in the next chapter), the “traditional” 
media of newspapers, magazines, radio, and television still reach many 
more people and have a powerful impact on foreign opinion on matters 
of interest to the United States. Moreover, many of the techniques that 
were used throughout the second half of the twentieth century to con-
nect with those traditional media are still used in 2014, although the 
sources of information and means of delivery have changed.

  



C H A P T E R  S I X

Social Networking Media: Use by Field Posts

This chapter will describe how social networking media are being used 
currently to advance public diplomacy at American missions abroad. 
The following chapter will analyze examine their benefits as well as 
the costs and constraints that such channels present to the practice of 
public diplomacy.

Today these tools are quite widely used by public diplomacy prac-
titioners around the world. Yet PD practitioners at field posts know 
that social media are not a panacea, and not a substitute for other more 
traditional means of communication, but rather as a very important 
supplement. They are most effective in reaching younger audiences, 
and the younger American diplomats tend to be more adept and skill-
ful in their use. But not everyone is reachable by social media, because 
of personal habits, local restrictions or simply inadequate local tech-
nology. Moreover, field officers know that devoting budget and staff 
time to social media usually means doing less of something else, so the 
choice is a tradeoff because State’s resources are limited.

The Adoption of New Media

Electronic and social networking media are relatively new tools in pub-
lic diplomacy. The Internet and the World Wide Web became available 
in the early 1990s, and SMS (short messaging service) started a decade 
before that. Public diplomacy professionals at USIA made some use of 
them before the agency’s demise in 1999 but only in very limited fash-
ion. First, they tried the electronic media that allowed rapid dissemina-
tion of information unilaterally. In the 1990s they created websites and 
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began to use SMS to reach their audiences. It was not until after the 
middle of the first decade of the twenty-first century when the more 
advanced social networking tools were created that American diplo-
mats started using them for public diplomacy purposes.1

Delays in the use by public diplomacy professionals of the Internet 
and the new social networking tools were due in part to the decline 
in funding and staffing of public diplomacy under USIA at the end of 
the twentieth century and under State in the early years of the twenty-
first century, as discussed in chapter one. For almost a decade public 
diplomacy missed opportunities to develop a vigorous global internet 
programming capability to reach millions due to insufficient funding 
and a lack of trained career personnel.2

Even in the early days of Facebook and Twitter (2004–6), some PD 
practitioners—particularly the older generation were skeptical about 
their value and continued to argue that “the last three feet” rule was 
more important. This attitude ref lected an initial skepticism about the 
new tools that existed also outside of the diplomatic corps. For exam-
ple, while some observers argued that the Arab Spring, which began 
in early 2011, could not have happened without social media, others 
such as popular writer Malcolm Gladwell dismissed the idea that social 
media were so powerful.3 One expert says USIA recognized the value 
of the Internet and attributes the slow adoption of social media to risk-
averse State Department bureaucrats after the merger.4 However, in the 
State Department, as in American society generally, social media were 
gradually recognized as important communication tools.

Also, when social media first became available, some diplomats were 
skeptical that they would warrant the significant resources required to 
maintain the accounts.5 This is still a concern. Posts increasingly must 
divert resources to new media and recruit a new, younger staff, and 
they must shift priorities and budgets if they are to take advantage of 
new media.6 It is, moreover, more difficult for governments to control 
social networking media than it is for private citizens to do so, therefore 
diplomats must deal with these newer media in ways that are different 
from the traditional media. Public diplomacy officers did, however, 
gradually make some limited use of new electronic communication 
devices after they became available. By 2013, public diplomacy profes-
sionals were using the major social networking tools.

By then, Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube were the social network-
ing media most commonly used for PD purposes. In addition, PD pro-
fessionals were also using Google Plus, Tumblr, Flikr, Pinterest, and 
Instagram. Social media accounts managed by International Information 
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Programs bureau (IIP) at State in Washington reached more than six 
million people, while US embassies abroad reached another 15 mil-
lion. State’s PA bureau also has separate Facebook and Twitter feeds in 
English that deal with US policy matters but tend to have a short-term 
focus.7

Public diplomacy officers at field posts realized that the new media 
are tools not only for communication but also for planning and evalu-
ation. According to one study of public diplomacy:

The nature of new media allows for improved accounting and 
evaluation of public diplomacy programs. By using new media 
technology, public diplomats can provide more quantitative evi-
dence for evaluation and funding purposes. With online media such 
as Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and mobile phone technology, 
more information about the number of “followers,” “fans,” and 
subscribers to the State Department pages can be recorded. With 
blogging and text postings, the State Department can use mapping 
techniques to follow message penetration to foreign audiences. By 
mapping the key words and phrases mentioned in messages from 
U.S. government officials with the key words and phrases used by 
foreign responders, we can get a better picture about whether U.S. 
policy messages are being internalized abroad.8

This may or may not be true, but face-to-face communication is almost 
certainly more likely than electronic communication to reveal what 
ideas are getting through to the interlocutor. Communicating is not 
necessarily the same as persuading or inf luencing, which is more likely 
to take place face-to-face.

A senior official at State gave this example: “I need to know what a 
college student in Cairo does when he goes on the internet. What sites 
does he visit? Who does he talk to? Does he IM [use instant messag-
ing]? Because I want to get into those conversations, if I know the top 
five places that young people in Cairo go when they’re on the internet 
then I can be there, I can pre-position myself. If I don’t know that I just 
put stuff up on the internet and hope people come.”9

The new tools are different also because they offer instantaneous 
communication. Yet they serve basically the same purposes that the 
traditional media have always served, namely to communicate with 
foreign audiences in the most efficient way. The new media are espe-
cially important tools to reach younger audiences, which are both more 
likely to use them and more proficient in them. The technologies that 
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became available in the twenty-first century simply offered new chan-
nels to supplement the older ones. Telephonic conference calls and 
Electronic Dialogues used in the twentieth century by PD professionals 
in Washington and field posts were therefore antecedents and precur-
sors to the social networking media that were increasingly adopted in 
the twenty-first century in many countries.

At US missions abroad, the public affairs section is responsible for the 
use of these new media, although some ambassadors also manage their 
own sites (see the paragraphs that follow). In Washington, the entities 
at the State Department that manage these media are the IIP and the 
Bureau of Public Affairs (PA), both under the direct supervision of the 
Undersecretary for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs.

When Dawn McCall became the head of IIP in 2010, she reviewed 
its work and decided the bureau was not responding sufficiently to the 
needs of field posts. She restructured the bureau, asking IIP staff to lis-
ten more to field posts and circulating analyses of best practices, which 
acknowledged that posts should be the drivers of PD efforts since they 
know their working environments best. McCall established regional 
groups and thematic packages to correspond to PAO needs. (This con-
cept fit well with the thinking of professional PD field officers who 
know every country is different.) She structured the major themes 
into a formal thematic calendar with a menu of information products 
that posts could choose from, which allowed IIP to show posts what 
they offered so the posts could plan ahead. Before that, posts might 
make requests for support IIP could not comply with because of lack of 
time. Each of the 12 packages was based on previous post requests and 
included print materials, social media, and Power Point materials that 
could be edited locally, plus speakers and videos. They were available in 
several languages. IIP also created a Social Media Hub10 that contained 
user manuals to help field posts manage their Facebook, Twitter and 
blogging sites.11

In 2012, McCall encouraged field posts to expand their reach to new 
audiences through social networking media, asking 20 selected posts to 
double their Facebook and Twitter numbers by a deadline, in what she 
called the “20/100/100 program.” The posts essentially did so and she 
added another twenty posts to that challenge.12 As of summer 2013, the 
program was in its fourth cycle and had proven extremely successful 
for countless posts in every region looking to expand their social media 
audiences.

State’s Public Affairs bureau (PA) traditionally has focused its atten-
tion on the domestic American audience, including the management 
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of the daily briefings by State’s spokesperson who communicates with 
the press corps based in Washington, DC. However, PA also com-
municates to some extent with foreign audiences. According to US 
officials, in 2012 PA became much more active in reaching out to 
audiences abroad, including by using social networking media. PA 
developed Twitter feeds in eight languages and became active on 
Facebook. It uses these tools to conduct question-and-answer ses-
sions with US officials on a regular basis. PA’s effort is in parallel 
with that of the IIP bureau, and officials work together to prevent 
duplication.13

It is useful to think of communication tools for public diplomacy in 
two categories: primarily unilateral or essentially interactive. The first 
type of tools (Washington File, websites, YouTube, Rapid Reaction) 
allows Washington to provide information to public diplomacy officers 
and other embassy officials that they can use with foreign audiences 
unilaterally. The interactive tools (Facebook, Twitter, and others), allow 
audience response and dialogue. Note that many of the PD tools used 
in the twentieth century were unilateral; only some, like educational 
exchanges, speaker programs, and personal contacts, were interactive.

Unilateral Electronic Communication

Early Transitions to Digital

One of the first major efforts to use unilateral electronic means for pub-
lic diplomacy was the “Washington File,” the digital successor to the 
Wireless File that had been a PD mainstay throughout the twentieth 
century. It began to transmit in 1995 on the Internet, to comply with 
the digital age. Then a new digital platform called “America.gov” was 
created in 2008 to disseminate policy information and other matters 
in English and other languages. But in 2011, given the upsurge of such 
social networking tools as Facebook and Twitter, the State Department 
suspended America.gov and only kept it as an archived site for previ-
ous postings. In making the announcement, State said, “We’ve Gone 
Social” and recommended that users follow US government-sponsored 
social networking platforms.14 This shift symbolized public diplomacy’s 
greater emphasis on dialogue and interactive engagement. PD profes-
sionals had always known that dialogue was better than monologue, 
but now this carried into the new media. The Washington File contin-
ues in archived form.
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A senior off icial in State’s IIP bureau, Duncan MacInnes, said the 
decision to move on from America.gov was meant to be a shift to a 
“more proactive” web engagement strategy that would use Facebook, 
Twitter and YouTube more. MacInnes said that a six-month review 
had led to the shift in strategy: “The new paradigm, particularly 
for reaching youth, is you have to go to where people already are 
on the web. People don’t visit you, you have to go to them. The 
material we produced for the America.gov centralized site is now 
pushed out to the embassy sites.” MacInnes added that the role of 
social media in the uprising in Egypt had “validated” the shift. “It 
was a moment of revelation for many people,” he noted. MacInnes 
admitted that the US government is not particularly entrepreneurial 
as an organization, generally, “but we need to be because things 
change every year, every six months. We will continually look for 
new ways to get things out.” He added, “We’re teaching people to 
write shorter. . . . We’ll produce an article, we’ll reduce that to a 200-
word piece that can be used for a Facebook page and three or four 
Tweets that can be used on a Twitter feed and instant messaging.” 
MacInnes also stressed that State was working hard to use these new 
media in foreign languages. He said, “We’ve also discovered . . . that 
the web has gone from 75 percent English three or four years ago to 
70 percent foreign languages now.” The content sent out to embas-
sies is now translated into major languages, including Arabic, French, 
Spanish, Russian, and Chinese.15

Websites

The World Wide Web, created in the 1990s, soon led to the creation 
of websites sponsored by the US government. By the twenty-first cen-
tury, essentially every American embassy and consulate abroad had a 
webpage designed to reach foreign audiences with information in the 
form of text, photographs and sometimes video and audio material. 
Before the advent of two-way interactive social networking media, 
US PD professionals at each diplomatic mission depended on web-
sites to provide information on a variety of subjects to their audiences. 
Washington provides the material but PD professionals at posts selected 
and shaped the material to fit the interests of their host countries. The 
embassy website carries basic policy information relevant to the host 
nation, plus details about the various sections of the embassy and the 
services it provides. The websites also contain a great deal of practical 
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information such as names of responsible officials, data on specific 
countries, travel and visa information and at embassies, information on 
consular matters such as how to obtain a visa and hours of operation. 
The State Department also maintains its own website (http://state.gov) 
that contains policy statements, information about the Secretary of 
State and other Department personnel, and practical information relat-
ing to visas and travel restrictions.

However, these websites are not central tools for public diplomacy.16 
For PD purposes, as one US official says, in the twenty-first century 
“websites are not too useful because they are static.”17 With a variety of 
new media now available, even websites are regarded as insufficiently 
fast to keep up with PD needs. Moreover, they are usually only in 
English, although some embassies do include a version of their website 
in the host country’s language.

The State Department also created CO.NX (http://co-nx.state.gov), 
a public website that integrates video, audio, and print into a f lexible 
platform, that delivers content to facilitate dialogue. State also has its 
own Facebook page. This makes possible the widespread transmission 
of speeches or town hall meetings by senior officials, as well as online 
chats with foreign audiences about US foreign policy by Washington 
and by embassies. It can offer an interactive conversation by video, 
audio or just text, depending on the bandwidth available to the foreign 
participant.

State’s Education and Cultural bureau (ECA) has an interactive web-
site for foreigners who participated in its education exchange programs, 
so that they can keep in touch with each other and with Americans 
they met while in the United States. That bureau also has a website that 
is intended to engage English language learners.18

Some embassies have produced specialized new media products. For 
example the public diplomacy section of the US embassy in Russia also 
distributes an electronic quarterly magazine Otkroy Ameriku (Discover 
America).19 The magazine publishes the ambassador’s speeches, 
announces upcoming cultural events and provides readers with stories 
about life and politics in the United States.20 However, the magazine 
leaves something to be desired in quality and layout and struggles to 
attract a significant audience. The embassy’s website also links to a 
Russian-language page with extensive reference information about the 
United States. However, all the information provided at that website 
can be easily found in other online sources, where it is usually better 
organized.21

http://state.gov
http://co-nx.state.gov
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The Rapid Response Bulletin

In 2004, the Undersecretary of State for Public Diplomacy and Public 
Affairs, Karen Hughes, created the “Rapid Response Unit” (RRU) 
in the State Department. When she established the RRU, it focused 
on the Middle East but eventually its scope was expanded to cover the 
world. The task of this small group is to monitor worldwide public 
opinion as expressed in foreign media around the clock and to identify 
major issues of importance to the United States. The RRU team com-
piles a daily bulletin that summarizes one or two major issues in a brief 
paragraph, followed by a presentation of brief US policy statements that 
related to those issues. The policy statements are already in the public 
domain so the RRU team does not need to clear them. These bulle-
tins are sent to all US diplomatic missions around the world five times 
each week, where they provide PAOs, ambassadors and other US dip-
lomats with a handy reference tool of cleared US policy statements to 
use with local audiences. The RRU bulletin is also distributed around 
Washington, DC, for US officials’ use. PAOs and other US diplomats 
abroad find these RRU bulletins very valuable as supplements to the 
longer policy statements they receive in telegrams, on RSS feeds from 
IIP. Because they are condensed, they save time and for sensitive issues, 
they offer a check on the exact language that Washington wants to be 
used. State’s Inspector General declared it “useful in supporting public 
diplomacy overseas.”22

Videos

Videos, either on YouTube or on other social media, have been useful 
PD tools in many countries. By 2013, State’s YouTube account had 
more than 40,000 subscribers. The most active embassy accounts are in 
Thailand, Brazil, Russia, Israel, and the United Kingdom.23

South Korea, for example, is one of the most “wired” countries 
in the world, with an estimated 37 million Internet users out of a 
population of 48.5 million. But not all channels work well for public 
diplomacy. The Facebook and Twitter pages at the US embassy in 
Seoul, which mainly have content already on the embassy’s web-
site, have very few users, but when Patrick Linehan was the PAO in 
South Korea, he made excellent use of YouTube. He asked a group 
of students to advise him on the best way to reach out and sustain a 
dialogue with young people about issues that matter to them. They 
recommended videos posted on the web. Linehan made arrangements 
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for panels of young people to ask questions of US officials on various 
topics suggested by students such as trade, immigration, and educa-
tional exchanges and posted the videos on the embassy website. This 
“Embassy Youth Forum” expanded when students used f lip cameras 
at different campuses to film their peers who could not attend the 
forum.24

In Thailand, the PAO produced, either locally or with the help of the 
IIP bureau, video clips that support his public diplomacy themes. He 
not only posted them on YouTube and other outlets but he also offered 
them to local television stations. As one study of public diplomacy 
in Thailand concluded, this service “creates reciprocal relationship 
between the Embassy and the local media” because, while the Embassy 
creates programs addressing its own purposes, they posit themselves as 
self-funded producers that offer “free of charge” programs to Thai TV 
stations. Hence, Thai TV stations like Channel 3 and 7 find this term 
of cooperation convincing. This helps the Embassy to reach out to Thai 
audiences that do not have access to new media.25

In France, according to a PAO who recently served there, the US 
embassy in Paris is increasingly working with social media because 
the Internet is widely used. The PAO launched a YouTube channel in 
2009. She said: “Social media are also good for conveying informa-
tion to a large number of youth audiences [and] YouTube provides a 
good medium for conveying messages in a form that people find acces-
sible.”26 In India, the embassy in New Delhi, the American Center 
Kolkata, the US Consulate General Chennai, and American Center 
Mumbai each have their own channels on YouTube with regular video 
updates both especially made for the channel as well as recordings of 
cultural activities.27

In Chile, the American US PD staff manages “santiagopress,” a 
YouTube channel that is updated approximately every two weeks. It 
has carried, for example, Spanish-language videos of interviews with 
then-Ambassador Wolf, American art exhibits, musical performances, 
conferences, and even a video showcasing the experiences of a Chilean 
high school student who attended science camp at the University of 
San Diego. The YouTube channel in 2013 had 269 subscribers and 
slightly more than 4,000 channel views. Total upload views however, 
reach more than 42,000. The embassy also maintains a Flickr page, 
which includes photos of various events, including, for example, a 
Thanksgiving luncheon for Fulbrighters in Chile.28

The IIP bureau has facilitated and promoted the production of intro-
ductory videos of ambassadors when they first arrive at their posts.  
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The short clips feature the ambassador speaking to the local public 
about the bilateral relationship and providing some biographical mate-
rial. The embassy then posts it on its media outlets and sometimes gets 
it placed on local television. For example in India, when Ambassador 
Nancy J. Powell arrived in India in April 2012, the post had her intro-
ductory video subtitled in 14 local languages and arranged to have it 
shown on Indian TV as well as social media.29

Finally, several years ago the IIP created a “contest” under the name 
“Democracy Video Challenge” in which audience members could 
express their views on topics of mutual interest. Although not interac-
tive because it does not involve an ongoing exchange, it did make use 
of the new technology to reach new participants.30

Interactive Electronic Communications

During the first decade of the twenty-first century, the State Department 
dramatically expanded the number of different interactive electronic 
tools for its public diplomacy professionals. By 2013, public affairs sec-
tions at nearly all embassies were using Twitter and Facebook. And by 
that time, many of them were also using several other new tools: SMS, 
Google Plus, and Tumblr, which allows users to post multimedia con-
tent as short blogs; as well as the photo-sharing devices Flikr, Pinterest, 
Vimeo, and Instagram.31

All of these electronic tools allow responses from recipients and 
therefore they can be used for interactive communication. The follow-
ing are the major ones that American diplomats are currently employ-
ing for public diplomacy purposes.

Short Messaging Service

Many PAOs have found short messaging service (SMS) especially use-
ful for public diplomacy. SMS, a system that allows communication 
between fixed line or mobile devices, was first established in the 1980s, 
and it is an excellent PD tool because today it is the world’s most widely 
used data application in the world, with an estimated 3.6 billion active 
users, or three-quarters of all mobile phone subscribers. PAOs in some 
embassies use SMS as a means to alert their contacts to fast-breaking 
news or provide other information directly in a speedy manner. PAOs 
often use SMS simply for outgoing messages carrying simply policy 
alerts, but since it is has two-way capabilities it also has interactive 
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characteristics and can help US officials engage with selective small 
audiences.

For example, a 2011 study of public diplomacy in India reports that 
the country

boasts a massive community of mobile phone users [so] SMS or 
texts are a major source of communication and information, as 
many mobile phones are not Internet-enabled. The current PAO 
stated: “One of benefits of the job being in Delhi is that, with 
Twitter and SMSing—one can actually really be in touch with 
a large number of people. You can follow Indian journalists who 
are good friends and contacts by following their Tweets. You can 
send and receive SMSs all day long. It is a lot easier to have contact 
with people that a lot of people thought we left out after merger 
between USIA and the Department of State. For example, I may 
see a journalist only once every two to three months, but I may be 
in touch two to three times a week with SMSs.32

A study of public diplomacy in Egypt reported that the US embassy 
website there “offers a link for journalists to join the embassy SMS 
service. SMS messages are used quite frequently to alert journalists, 
media, and academic contacts about speeches, and [they] constitute a 
key tool for public diplomacy staff.” It reported that Embassy Cairo’s 
Facebook site, on the other hand, had few fans, and said: “Public diplo-
macy professionals in Egypt know that SMS is the best new technology 
for their purposes in Egypt. The large number of cell phone users and 
the infrastructure make this one of the most effective ways to reach 
people. . . . The public diplomacy staff uses the link on the embassy 
website to notify journalists quickly of news items, and to communi-
cate directly with their contacts.”33

One PD study made the following recommendation: “Utilize SMS 
as much as possible. SMS is a great tool for public diplomacy for the fol-
lowing reasons. First, it can reach the remotest audience who may lack 
Internet infrastructure. Second, because it does not create any perma-
nent cyberspace locations, SMS enables one-time or ad hoc activities. 
As seen in China and Africa, SMS conferencing allows for town-hall 
meetings in which the State Department can preselect the questions 
they would prefer to answer. This effectively taps into local voices 
without committing to an unmanageable scale of communication.”34

It has been found that SMS is especially useful for public diplomacy 
in Africa, where one study pointed out: “According to March 2009 
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statistics gathered through a Gallup poll, only one percent of Africans 
have Internet access in their homes, therefore most people in Africa 
use Internet cafés. . . . Mobile phone use however, is different. By the 
end of 2008, Africa had the highest mobile growth rate in the world. 
There are currently over 246 million mobile phone subscriptions in 
Africa. The cost of having a mobile phone has been decreasing over the 
years, making it a fairly common possession. Because of the decreasing 
costs, mobile phones have done a better job in reaching people that live 
in rural villages and towns in Africa. For these reasons, SMS usually 
far outpaces any other form of new media in Africa.” The study con-
cluded: “For outreach to nontraditional audiences in Africa, SMS and 
podcasts were excellent ways of communicating to the general African 
population, especially those living in rural areas. The accessibility of 
mobile phones places U.S. policy messages at the fingertips of Africans 
from all walks of life and podcasts blend very well with traditional 
radio broadcasts. Online social networks were not as effective as SMS, 
primarily because of obstacles in Internet access and because there was 
not enough two-way communication. By working with private orga-
nizations such as Afrigator, MXit, and Safaricom, U.S. policy messages 
reached a greater audience.”35

In July 2009, when President Obama made speeches in Cairo and 
Ghana, the State Department PD staff, in coordination with the White 
House, conducted a worldwide SMS-based event. People from across 
the African continent and around the world texted more than 17,000 
questions and 50,000 instant messages to the White House in three 
languages. President Obama produced a podcast in which he answered 
some of the questions from Africa, and PD officers in Africa took the 
podcast to radio stations, which broadcast it locally.36

Digital Outreach Team

In November 2006, Karen Hughes established a “Digital Outreach 
Team” (DOT), a small group of public diplomacy professionals who 
engaged foreign bloggers in ongoing discussions about U.S. policy. 
State said: “The Digital Outreach Team contributes to selected Arabic, 
Persian and Urdu-language web forums and blogs in order to provide 
accurate statements of United States policy and values and counter mis-
information.”37 The Digital Outreach Team then expanded to connect 
with online audiences in Chinese. Each of these teams writes blogs 
and contacts existing bloggers in the relevant countries to engage with 
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them on matters of importance to the United States. In this way they 
are “inserting the government’s voice into conversations on prominent 
blogs and forums and engaging an often skeptical audience on their 
own ground.” As a senior State Department official said, “The blog-
ging team’s willingness to address hard issues in an open and transpar-
ent way mitigates rancor and helps get our message heard, copied and 
amplified.”38 The Chinese language team, for example, that writes a 
blog they call “Wild Geese From Foggy Bottom,” which gained syndi-
cation inside China in Chinese media outlets in both digital and tradi-
tional media formats.39 By 2014 the Digital Outreach Team under the 
Center for Strategic Counterterrorism Communications was operating 
in Arabic, Urdu, Punjabi and Somali to counter hostile propaganda and 
misinformation about the United States.40 DOTs were also very active 
on YouTube.41

By 2010, some outside researchers had evaluated DOT’s effective-
ness in countering misinformation. Some studies found it had mixed 
results, not always dispelling misinformation and in some cases being 
unpersuasive. One DOT director, however, argued that the system 
was useful even if it occasionally had shortcomings, saying, “We can’t 
guarantee that by going online and engaging we’re gonna change [or] 
inf luence anybody, but I can guarantee you if we’re not there we won’t 
inf luence a single soul.”42

Facebook, Twitter, and Other Tools

The social networking channels most used by the US government for 
public diplomacy are Facebook and Twitter.

State’s PD Facebook platforms had over 19 million followers as of 
February 2013. The top ten most-followed US government Facebook 
accounts include four global accounts managed by IIP Washington 
that have more than 2.4 million each: “eJournal,” “Democracy 
Challenge,” “Our Planet,” and “Innovation Generation.” Each of 
these accounts is in English. IIP Washington also manages Facebook 
pages in five foreign languages: “Amreekani” in Arabic, “Iniciativa 
Emprende” in Spanish, “Vision of America” in Persian, “American 
Diary in Russian,” and “Generation Innovation” in French. “Vision of 
America” and “Innovation Generation” are among the top 10 of State’s 
most popular Facebook pages. The latter page hosts a “global conver-
sation about innovation and entrepreneurship” that seeks to “spark a 
discussion amongst community members about innovative thinking 
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and practical advice for starting a business, helping each other achieve 
success.”43

At embassies abroad, in 2013 the most followed embassy Facebook 
pages were at the US embassies in Pakistan, Indonesia, Egypt, India, 
Bangladesh, the Dominican Republic, Argentina, Thailand, and Serbia. 
In that year, State’s Twitter accounts had over 1.9 million followers of 
the 500 million worldwide. The embassies in Indonesia, Colombia, 
Egypt, and the consulate in Guangzhou were among State’s top 10 
Twitter accounts.44

The social networking environment varies considerably from coun-
try to country, and the unique circumstances of each country must be 
taken into account when evaluating social media’s potential as a PD 
tool.

In Indonesia, at the embassy a team of four staff in the public affairs 
section, headed by an American officer and including three local 
employees, manages the Facebook site. It promotes cultural events, 
offers tourist promotional videos of US states subtitled in Indonesian 
and pictures of the Embassy’s batik collection. It encourages discus-
sion and redirects questions that are beyond the expertise of the team. 
The posting that announced President Obama’s visit to Indonesia 
boosted interest in the site because it appeared several hours before 
the regular press release was issued by the embassy. That particular 
page quickly gathered more than 1,000 posts, “likes,” and comments, 
including invitations to President Obama to come to dinner in pri-
vate homes.45

The US embassy in Paris also maintained Twitter accounts for 
Ambassador Charles Rivkin and for the embassy.46 The embassy also 
maintains a blog.47

In India, the PD staff in New Delhi and in four other major cities 
work diligently on their Facebook sites that are updated multiple times 
daily.48 The posts on New Delhi’s Facebook page are mostly infor-
mational about upcoming events while Mumbai’s page featured some 
specific posts that were signed by individual Foreign Service Officers 
and Foreign Service Nationals in addition to the generic “American 
Center Mumbai.” The PD staff also uploads photos to its Facebook 
photo space, as well as to its Flickr site. As the PAO at the time [2011] 
stated, “We are really, really pleased with our online presence. Over 
the last two years, we have made a big effort with Facebook pres-
ence. You get real sense of community and community involvement 
with Facebook. I feel like our Facebook identity has a real identity; 
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our Facebook members are really active and engaged in answers. For 
example, we had a hip hop band perform in Delhi, then the group went 
to Chandigarh and we posted the upcoming event online. Someone 
had posted on our Facebook page a question about whether you need 
tickets, and others in [the] Facebook community had said this is free. 
A group from Delhi posted saying they are going up and renting cars 
together. This provides a real sense of cooperation, and we see it as a 
success in using Facebook: we have created an Indo-US community 
online.”

In Thailand, American PD professionals have more opportunities 
to use social media than their counterparts elsewhere in the region 
such as in Myanmar, where the embassy must depend on traditional 
media such as cultural centers and on “old school programs,” which 
are people-to-people interactions49 Embassy Bangkok has an official 
website and a Twitter account, but its primary social media tool is 
a Facebook account with a wide range of news and information on 
US policies and embassy events. In 2013, the embassy in Bangkok 
had more than 150,000 Facebook likes and over 50,000 Twitter 
followers.50

In Chile, because bilateral relations with America are excellent, the 
US PD staff can use multiple social networking channels to reach its 
audiences, as a 2010 study shows. That staff manages a Facebook page, 
posts almost daily updates on embassy news, cultural activities, pro-
gram announcements, and current events related to the United States 
and Chile. The public affairs section maintains a Twitter account 
(EmbajadaEEUUcl) that is by far the most active of its social media 
outreach programs, with nearly hourly tweets in Spanish on everything 
from the English language student of the year, Thanksgiving tradi-
tions, and the US response to North Korean attacks on South Korea, 
to a Voice of America program reviewing the latest mobile tablet. The 
embassy also maintains a Flickr page, which includes photos of various 
events, including a recent Thanksgiving luncheon for Fulbrighters in 
Chile.51

Ambassadorial Involvement

The use of social media is not confined to the public diplomacy staff. 
In fact some of the most effective efforts are made by chiefs of mission 
who use these media and identify themselves in doing so.
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When John Beyrle was ambassador to Russia, he said: “I have a blog 
now that we spend a lot of time putting together. When I travel out 
to the regions, I find that to be a very good way to reach the Russian 
people directly with the sorts of messages that we want to get out to 
them about what really unites the United States and Russia these days. 
What’s interesting about the blog is, in addition to being transmitted, 
it’s also an opportunity for me to be on receive, because I spend a lot of 
time in the evenings reading through the reactions to the blog. When 
I do a blog posting sometimes I’ll get between 15 and 150 responses. 
I can’t respond to them all, obviously, and some of them are kind of 
wacky, but a lot of them just give me a sense of what the average Russian 
thinks and how he or she responds to what the American Ambassador 
has to say. And that really helps me a lot—helps us a lot here—to kind 
of hone the message a little bit better.”52

When Kristie Kenney was appointed as US ambassador in Thailand in 
2010, following her tours as ambassador to Ecuador and the Philippines, 
she made full use of social media. Upon arrival at post, she found the 
local press had been highly critical of her predecessor, Ambassador 
Ralph Boyce, after Wikileaks revealed his 2007 cable criticizing the 
king, because the king is highly respected.53 Ambassador Kenney 
promptly sought to convey a better American image by using YouTube 
messages to give assurances that she would not become involved in 
domestic political disputes, which had been the source of many criti-
cisms of Ambassador Boyce. She then gave TV interviews on Thai PBS 
(free-to-air station) and Viewpoint (a cable TV political program), stat-
ing that “my goal here in Thailand will be to be a good friend but to 
leave issues that are for Thailand to solve to Thailand.”54 These gestures 
made a positive impact on the Thai public.55

Ambassador Kenney also recorded two introductory videos that the 
embassy in Bangkok posted on YouTube, with links to the embassy’s 
Facebook page. They were immediately picked up by local social and 
traditional media outlets. She maintained a Twitter account that by 
2013 had more than 41,000 followers and a blog that have helped her 
connect with the Thai public. As she says: “For me, it’s a connec-
tion and it’s a way to connect people . . . and it allows people to feel 
that they can reach out to the ambassador, who is not just a figure 
hidden in a big building.” They have been especially positive about 
her because Wikileaks published her predecessor’s negative comments 
about the future of the monarchy released a month prior to her arrival 
in Thailand. She has carefully avoided such controversy and always 
explains that everything that she puts on Twitter is “personal and not 



Social Media: Use by Field Posts 111

official.” One report said: “Kenney is popular in Thailand because her 
updates are personal, written by her and she is often responsive, tak-
ing time to respond to messages she receives on the service. This per-
sonal approach feeds into many Thais’ interest in reading snippets from 
famous people’s lives, as well as the chance to reach out and contact 
them.”56

There are many other examples of ambassadors making use of social 
media, although the content varies considerably in accordance with 
local conditions.

When Kathleen Stephens was the US ambassador to South Korea 
(2008–11), she wrote a blog about political and non-political issues 
ranging from the non-proliferation treaty to her experience visiting 
temples and with Korean food.57 And when Daniel Clune arrived in 
Laos as ambassador in 2012 he promptly started his own blog that pro-
vided his personal thoughts about his new assignment.58

In Kenya, when Michael Ranneberger was US ambassador there 
(2006–11), he frequently used social media to publicly speak out against 
corruption by politicians. His own Twitter posts made both general 
comments on the reform agenda and criticized or commended the 
Kenyan government’s efforts on specific aspects of the agenda. The 
Kenyan government and politicians complained loudly that he over-
stepped his diplomatic mandate.59 But he responded: “Despite warnings 
by some, I will still speak out supporting reforms in Kenya. President 
Obama and the Kenyan people demand nothing less!” For example, 
one post that commended the removal of a police chief and in others he 
called for the removal of Aaron Ringera, the head of the Kenya Anti-
Corruption Commission, who was reappointed despite a perceived 
poor performance by his organization in fighting corruption. One 
Tweet said he was “Outraged by Ringera’s reappointment. . . . What to 
do? Suggestions?”60

As the US ambassador to Serbia from 2007 to 2009, Cameron 
Munter made extensive use of YouTube to make positive comments 
about Serbia and bilateral cooperation, as well as to mention such sensi-
tive issues as Kosovo to send a signal to the government and the public. 
On one occasion he posted a YouTube interview in which he said, 
“We think that the trauma of the last 20 years is very difficult and we 
want to make sure that we focus with our Serbian friends on the future. 
Except for the disagreement about Kosovo, I am optimistic we can do 
that.”61 In Japan, when he was Deputy Chief of Mission (DCM), James 
Zumwalt, wrote a regular blog in Japanese and English that attracted 
considerable attention for his views and experiences.62
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In New Zealand, after David Huebner, a lawyer and political appoin-
tee, arrived at his post in December 2010, he attracted the attention of 
State Department officials for significantly building up his embassy’s 
social media capabilities.63 Huebner started his own “Ambassador’s blog” 
and supported the launch of embassy Facebook, Twitter, Google Plus, 
Pintarest, Istagram and Flickr accounts, as well as a Sports Diplomacy 
blog. He regards social media as complementary to traditional media 
rather than a substitute, and sought to combine the two and cross-
promote them rather than view social media as a stand-alone function. 
Like PD professionals, he believes in interacting with audiences rather 
than just disseminating information.64

In yet another example, the former US ambassador to Germany, 
Philip Murphy, used the internet to offer virtual town hall meetings, 
with each session focusing on one topic of relevance for Germans and 
Americans, such as Afghanistan, soccer, or green technology.65 And 
in January 2014, the newly arrived US ambassador to Japan, Caroline 
Kennedy, Tweeted that she was “deeply concerned” by the “inhumane-
ness” of a Japanese commercial dolphin hunt that had taken place. The 
Japanese response was that the hunt was perfectly legal, but the ambas-
sador’s tweet received global media coverage because of her celebrity 
status as the former president’s daughter.66

Conclusion

American diplomats were at first slow to adopt social networking tools 
for public diplomacy, but now they make full use of those new tools. 
PAOs devote time and staff hours to these new media. They use uni-
lateral social media such as websites, videos, the new Rapid Response 
bulletin. They also manage the embassy’s interactive tools such as 
Facebook and Twitter, and many US ambassadors have accounts on 
both. State’s Digital Outreach Teams carries out dialogues in several 
languages with key bloggers in selected countries. In several ways, 
therefore, the public affairs sections of American embassies around the 
world have made use of the latest communication technology to com-
municate with the local public, often with the direct participation of 
the American ambassador.

  



C H A P T E R  S E V E N

Social Networking Media: Factors to  
Consider in Their Use

There is no question that social media can be of great benefit to US 
public diplomacy, as discussed in the previous chapter. This chap-
ter analyzes the various factors that PD professionals who work at 
embassies abroad must consider when they use those media, and the 
choices and the constraints they face in selecting one or the other 
type.

Social networking media do not by any means provide a panacea 
or a complete substitute for other PD instruments. Local conditions, 
including government restrictions or technical limits on their use, may 
constrain their effectiveness. They also require substantial staff time to 
manage them properly. Therefore depending on circumstances, social 
networking media can and should be used to supplement other means 
of communication.

Government Restrictions

US embassy public diplomacy personnel in a number of countries must 
cope with various forms of restrictions on their communication with 
the local public. In China, the government blocks Facebook, Twitter, 
and YouTube.1 In 2013, the state had two million people working as 
online media monitors, which is more the 1.5 million than the country 
had in its active military.2 One extensive survey in 2005 by Harvard 
Law School’s Berkman Center for Internet and Society found nearly 
19,000 of the roughly 204,000 distinct websites it tested from within 
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China were blocked—including all the top ten sites produced by using 
the search keywords “Tibet,” “Taiwan,” and “equality.” China’s state 
censors thus take a very broad view of what poses a threat to the coun-
try’s territorial integrity and unity.3 Another study found that China’s 
censors, operating under the Law Guarding State Secrets, has prevented 
reporting on such topics as corruption and the lifestyles of government 
officials, and that because of the vagueness of the rules, many Chinese 
exercise self-censorship, adding to the problem.4

Nevertheless, PD officers working in China have found ways to get 
around the restrictions. They created an electronic outreach section to 
develop and use new media, including blogs, web chats, and the Chinese 
social networking service Weibo (the Chinese equivalent of Twitter), to 
reach the almost 470 million Chinese with access to the Internet. The 
Beijing Embassy’s Weibo account has over 360,000 Chinese followers. 
Its Weibo postings offer basic knowledge about the US political system 
and bilateral relations as well as the ambassador’s meetings and travels 
in China and have been very popular among Chinese netizens. The 
Weibo postings cover topics from the introduction of basic knowledge 
about the US political system to the latest developments in US-China 
relations, ranging from the activities of important cultural and politi-
cal figures in China to the US Ambassador’s meetings and trips in 
China. These posts, which occasionally have come close to criticiz-
ing the authorities, have been very popular. The embassy established a 
group of 50 Chinese bloggers, chosen from 50,000 inf luential bloggers 
in China’s cyberspace, and assigned them to use the US Embassy’s elec-
tronic media programs.5

According to a US official in China, US diplomats are pleased that 
they “reach millions of ordinary Chinese through our blogs, web-
sites and even Twitter, despite the fact that it is officially blocked in 
China. . . . Programs in China usually need official government approval 
and are subject to Chinese government objections, cancellations and 
misinformation. Nevertheless, we manage to do a lot within this 
restricted environment and are reaching millions of Chinese online. 
Over the last year [2011], our U.S. mission in China has built a sig-
nificant online presence in China’s large, carefully monitored blogo-
sphere. The embassy and five consulates together maintain more than 
50 Chinese language blogs and microblogs with roughly two million 
followers.”6

Cuba is an even more extreme case of government restrictions. 
The authorities control all traditional media and less than 2 per-
cent of the population has access to the Internet. American official 
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representation in Havana is through an American Interests Section of 
the Swiss Embassy since diplomatic relations were broken in 1961, and 
the Cuban government severely limits US diplomats’ abilities to act. 
In the past, the post undertook a very unusual approach, mounting a 
large news ticker on the top of a building in Havana, but the Cuban 
government retaliated by erecting dozens of black f lags to block it 
from view, and the former US Chief of Mission Michael Parmly dis-
continued the project in 2007.7 One PAO found social media to be 
an outlet even though it too is very limited. She reported that she 
carried out “a number of programs despite the constrained environ-
ment. . . . We run on-site information resource centers, which provide 
free Internet access to the Cuban public—uncensored access; . . . [with] 
a variety of distance learning programs; a couple of examples: on 
independent journalism, journalistic practices, on information tech-
nology, on leadership programs. We offer courses on blogging, on 
basic computer technology, English teaching. We work with new 
media to the extent that we can. Again, the connectivity issues in 
Cuba make it diff icult because most Cubans aren’t connected to the 
Internet. But we run a Facebook page, we have websites, we use SMS 
and Twitter to a certain extent.”8

In the few countries where the United States has no embassies or con-
sulates, State has undertaken special measures, using social media tools, 
to do public diplomacy long distance by creating “virtual embassy” 
websites managed from Washington. Such sites were created for Syria 
in 2012 by State’s Near East and North Africa Bureau (NEA) and for 
Iran, two countries where the United States in 2014 has no normal 
diplomatic presence. In Iran, public diplomacy officials have for several 
years used that digital outreach and electronic media as the best way 
to reach Iranian audiences, particularly since the 2009 Iranian elec-
tions.9 Now a more elaborate “Virtual Embassy Tehran” has versions 
in English and Farsi.10 The Syria platform has versions in English and 
Arabic. Both include links to social media sites managed by the IIP and 
PA bureaus and both look like websites managed by normal embassies 
abroad.

Limited Local Capabilities

PAOs have found that not every country has suff icient local technical 
capabilities making it possible to reach audiences via social media. 
As one study noted, “[Traditional media] in Africa are not being 
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replaced by new media tools. It is best to think of new media as a 
complement (not a replacement or even a supplement) to traditional 
media and public diplomacy work; in many cases, the traditional and 
new are blended. When it comes to the widespread culture of com-
munication in Africa, the ‘last three feet’—as Edward R. Murrow 
called face-to-face communication—are irreplaceable.” The same 
study found that the problem was compounded by lack of staff: “In 
the situation where nine PAO positions were vacant, and four oth-
ers were being covered by individuals who were managing another 
cone, PAOs stationed at African posts often have little time to dedi-
cate to new media.”11

As noted above, many PAOs in Africa have found SMS may be 
more useful than Facebook because of very limited local technology. 
According to one American PD official, African countries are tend-
ing to “leapfrog the need for a PC and moving directly into mobile 
media” and by 2012 it was becoming the most “mobile continent on 
the planet,” and developing new apps for mobile phones and smart 
phones as well as “pipeline” cables going into the ground around the 
continent. Many Africans use SMS and increasingly they are accessing 
Facebook and Twitter on their phones.12

Another example comes from Sierra Leone, which missed the social 
media revolution because of its civil war. Most Sierra Leoneans are 
not Internet users and most do not even have electricity at home. One 
PAO started a Facebook page for the Freetown Embassy but it has had 
very few fans. Former PAO Danna Van Brandt commented: “We’ve 
had some success, communicating with journalists via SMS, burning 
podcasts to CD and getting them translated to local languages for radio 
stations around the country, but the tools that work here are certainly 
not the same tools that work in Tokyo, or even in Nairobi.” So in 
2008 and 2009 the post used unusual methods to promote the elec-
tion of President Obama, because of widespread interest in him. They 
erected giant screens around the country for election night in 2008 and 
for the Obama speeches in Cairo and Accra in the summer of 2009. 
The post also partnered with local cinema centers to broadcast the US 
presidential debates, the inauguration, and Obama’s Cairo and Accra 
public speeches. They gave micro-grants to dozens of cinema centers 
throughout Freetown that showed the speech live, free of charge, to all 
comers, reaching thousands. Because of very limited electronic capa-
bilities, the big screens turned out to be the most effective means of 
communication.13
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Security

Another type of constraint that social media have overcome arises from 
security concerns. For example, in south Thailand, because of unrest 
involving daily bombings and shootings between Muslim insurgents 
and the Thai military, embassy personnel can only visit the area with 
the permission of the embassy security officer and the DCM. The PAO 
conducts programs for audiences in that area via digital video confer-
ences. This allows them to include audiences in this high-risk zone for 
programs originating in Bangkok or in the United States.14

In the Arab world, the upheavals that began at the beginning of 2011 
and spread throughout the region made this an area of more intense 
social media activity. Field offices worked harder than ever to keep 
up with local events as security threats to US interests increased and 
stayed at an unusually high level. Some posts closed temporarily, others 
required nonessential personnel to leave or did not allow officers to be 
accompanied by dependents. All of that made it much more important 
for American diplomats to keep track of unfolding developments and a 
major source of their information turned out to be social media.

The Right Messenger

As noted in the previous chapter, some ambassadors have enthusiasti-
cally adopted social media as an effective means to communicate, and in 
many cases this has been a great benefit to public diplomacy. However, 
not all chiefs of mission are adept at using these tools. In some cases 
the ambassador may not come across well in the local cultural context. 
Moreover, saying the ambassador’s words are “purely personal” is a 
difficult distinction to make, and may lead to misunderstandings. In 
any case, the ambassador’s use of social media usually takes the time of 
the public affairs staff to support the ambassador and this means time 
away from other duties, so PAOs may regard it as a mixed blessing. 
Moreover, it may require a special staff attached to the front office just 
to handle the new chores. For example, when John Roos was ambassa-
dor to Japan, his Twitter was second in popularity only to that of Susan 
Rice with 50,000 followers. But his output of two or three Tweets 
daily required four people to help him: one special assistant to clear 
content, two staffers to prepare the English and Japanese versions, and 
a fourth as webmaster. So the effort is not without a cost.15

 

 

 

 



Front Line Public Diplomacy118

The effective practitioner of public diplomacy is however often the 
mediator rather than the originator of useful ideas, and this mediation 
works when he or she engages in social media exchanges, moving the 
discussion in useful directions.

Meeting Raised Expectations with Limited Staff Time

US PD practitioners seek to expand the number of interlocutors by 
using social networking sites, but any site started by the US govern-
ment raises expectations that anyone who poses questions will receive 
answers and engage in a conversation. If those expectations are not 
met, the person seeking the engagement is likely to become disap-
pointed, frustrated, and critical. As Professor Joseph Nye has pointed 
out, “plenty of information leads to scarcity of attention.”16

One complaint about CO.NX is that users receive no reply from US 
officials to their comments. The best PD tool in these circumstances 
can be SMS, because it is a one-time and ad hoc communication and 
the US official can choose which messages to answer; also it over-
comes infrastructure hurdles.17 This was illustrated by a situation in 
2009 in Pakistan, when an angry dispute arose on the US embassy’s 
CO.NX discussion board. On September 5, 2009, a Pakistani man 
named Mushtaq Sethi asked about the Blackwater company that pro-
vided security to US personnel. When he received no reply, he said: 
“Will the Co.Nx Moderator or someone from the State Deptt [sic] 
kindly oblige by responding.” Another Pakistani man Mohammad 
Mansoor Ali Ansari joined in, saying: “The issue is quite volcanic. I 
believe the State Department has chosen to glue its lips to speak fur-
ther on this topic.” Then Seema Raja commented: “Mr. Ansari if [sic] 
seems you are quite right! In fact it isnt [sic] only this issue but all the 
Topics posted here have never recieved [sic] any officials response from 
them.” Mushtaq Sethi commented on September 19: “It sure is dis-
appointing.” On October 9, Seema Raja wrote again: “Hello, Hello 
anyone here from the Co.Nx or the State Department without hav-
ing ears stuffed with cotton sound proofing? Please respond?” One 
report on this exchange said that after ten days of silence from the State 
Department, “the users seem to have determined that they would never 
receive a response from a U.S. officer, [so they] began conversing with 
each other on the possible involvement of private military companies 
in training terrorists in Pakistan, offering skewed opinions not neces-
sarily based on solid facts. By providing a venue for such discussion 
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and failing to provide facts, new media in this specific case does more 
harm than good to U.S. public diplomacy.”18 This example shows how 
posts can raise expectations that they are unable to meet, a danger with 
all new social media. Unless the post is prepared to devote resources, 
including staff time and money to the exercise, the PAO must consider 
whether it is worth doing.

Another example comes from Kenya, where one study found that 
although Facebook invited the public to post comments and requests 
responses, “these responses do not come fast enough for some eager 
readers, and some readers have expressed frustration at the lack of 
response from the embassy.” It said that by not responding to posts 
in a timely manner, the embassy runs the risk of frustrating users and 
consequently losing this audience’s attention. It seems that the embassy 
is quicker to respond to posts that mention the reform agenda, but then 
do not address comments that are critical of the United States. In one 
post, a reader stated, “Mr. Ambassador. You know these people who 
have ruled Kenya since 1963 don’t take you seriously! You will talk, 
but at the end of the day, they know you and all the western foreign 
missions are mere talkers, and irritants at best. So they will ignore you, 
and business will go on as usual.” This post went unanswered, although 
it was in response to a question the embassy posed to all users in a dis-
cussion forum. According to an embassy official in Nairobi, they have 
removed several messages that were considered offensive but generally 
the give and take has been positive.19 One analyst noted: “Although the 
ambassador asks for suggestions in that post, there is no place on the 
Twitter page where the Kenyan public can answer his posts and suggest 
what should be done. The Twitter page is a one-sided conversation that 
captures the American point of view on the reform agenda but doesn’t 
present any Kenyan voices.”20

In Bahrain, the embassy found itself in a sensitive position when 
in 2011 the opposition mounted serious street demonstrations against 
the local government. As the argument grew heated, both sides used 
all available media to make their case. The embassy issued numer-
ous statements to local media expressing concern for violence about 
the protests and calling for respect for universal human rights. But 
the PAO found that each side selectively reported US statements to 
fit its own agenda, so the embassy began posting full, unedited ver-
sions of its policy statements on its Facebook page. It also created a 
new Twitter account with recorded content for its YouTube channel 
for the first time, to cope with the plethora of misinformation. But, 
according to the PAO, opposing sides used the embassy’s Facebook 



Front Line Public Diplomacy120

page “to conduct a proxy war of words, posting poisonous sectarian 
commentary. And we eventually had to post a strongly worded terms 
of use statement and had to block a handful of users for violating those 
terms. We tried to be a part of the conversation to the largest extent 
possible. But our message was sometimes buried in the avalanche of 
responses that we received.” The PAO concluded: “We need to exam-
ine how and to what degree we participate in those conversations, 
consider our rules of engagement with our online interlocutors, and 
consider what that potential blowback might be. . . . In a small place 
like Bahrain, it might be more effective in certain instances to have 
one-to-one conversations as opposed to trying to broadcast to the 
many.”21

In some cases, participants in an electronic discussion simply use 
the channels to vent their anger. One Egyptian posted an angry com-
ment on Embassy Cairo’s YouTube education page: “I can’t under-
stand you! You are killing our people in Iraq, stealing our treasures in 
Kuwait and Saudi Arabia and the gulf generally, you treat us like ani-
mals here in Cairo, and you arrest our guys at your ‘stupid country.’ If 
you hate us . . . then why do you attract us? What is your problem with 
us? WHEN WILL YOU LEAVE US ALONE?”22

Even where the embassy finds its social media seem to be effective 
generally, sometimes it is overwhelmed by the challenge. The embassy 
in South Korea has great potential for using social media because that 
country has the fifth largest number of Internet subscribers in the world 
despite its small population (approximately 50 million), and almost 
100 percent of those subscribers use broadband, not dial-up, allowing 
for much faster connection speeds. More than 80 percent of households 
have computer access at home.23 The embassy in South Korea partners 
with Daum Communication to offer “Café USA,” an online chat room 
in which Ambassador Kathleen Stephens and other embassy officials 
regularly engage, and which was linked to her blog where she writes 
not only on policy but also about hiking, temple visits, and Korean 
food. One report said that these were “efforts to build trust, to make 
friends, to engage, so that they will be accessible when the Americans 
need friends to listen to them.” However, the repost admitted that even 
the fast social networking media cannot always keep up with events, 
as the embassy learned when large anti-American protest demonstra-
tions broke out in 2008 and misinformation circulated so rapidly in all 
media that there was an emotional popular outburst. The embassy tried 
to respond quickly but because of the plethora of new media this was 
difficult.24
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The difficulty of providing a timely response has caused frustra-
tions among Americans as well. One study quotes an official in the 
IIP bureau in Washington saying: “It’s a matter of engagement and 
dialogue; is it working or is it just giving people a chance to yell? . . . you 
picked up maybe 2000 Facebook users, but now what? Do you have a 
way to stay in touch?”25

The complaints from frustrated people, whose expectations have 
been raised that the embassy will engage with them in give-and-take, 
and respond promptly to their comments, put a great deal of pressure 
on the staff of the public affairs section. The staff time that social net-
working consumes can be considerable, and the PAO must be willing 
to devote resources to it. Public diplomacy officials have found that 
in some posts it is the last add-on responsibility, usually assigned to a 
staff member of the information section, to do after the more tradi-
tional duties are completed. Many posts have been forced to delegate 
responsibility to locally employed staff members to handle the traffic, 
especially if the exchanges are in the local language. That in turn raises 
clearance and authenticity questions. By its nature, social media use 
requires fast responses, and the post must be prepared to handle that. 
One senior official at State encourages posts to assign at least one per-
son full time to keep up with social media “because it requires constant 
monitoring.”26 At some posts, one person is not enough and several are 
required to keep up with the dialogue.

Clearances

PAOs also face clearance questions: should he or she seek clearance from 
the ambassador or DCM for a statement relating to policy when a quick 
response is desired? The PAO can use previously cleared guidance but 
may get questions or comments outside the scope of available instruc-
tions. Clearance policies may in fact vary from embassy to embassy, 
since some ambassadors and DCMs tend to be more risk averse and 
keep their PAOs on a tighter leash. For some topics, especially non-
political factual discussions, embassies can use local employees to man-
age the conversations online. To some extent, they can also handle 
policy questions, provided they have sufficient guidance and stick to it. 
In a few cases, FSOs have sufficient local languages to engage in discus-
sions in local languages. For example, in Cairo, an FSO who is a native 
speaker of Arabic recently was assigned to handle many of the online 
discussions on policy issues.27
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Ambassadors and DCMs usually keep an eye on this issue but some-
times there are glitches caused by the need to react quickly. For exam-
ple, in September 2012, when an Egyptian mob scaled the wall of the 
US embassy in Cairo and burned the US f lag to protest a film critical 
of Islam that had been made by a private American in California, the 
embassy released a statement that appeared to apologize for the film, 
saying: “The Embassy of the United States in Cairo condemns the con-
tinuing efforts by misguided individuals to hurt the religious feelings of 
Muslims—as we condemn efforts to offend believers of all religions.” 
The next day the White House disavowed that statement, saying, “The 
statement by Embassy Cairo was not cleared by Washington and does 
not ref lect the views of the United States government.” The embassy’s 
Twitter feed quickly issued a new statement condemning both the film 
and the violence of the protest.28

Moreover, PD officials have indicated that there are American dip-
lomats who continue to believe that some questions or comments by 
the public should not be “dignified with a response” because they are 
stupid or deliberately provocative. PD practitioners, however, tend to 
believe that ignoring even those comments is a mistake because it risks 
losing credibility and inf luence in the conversation.29

One PD study made this sensible recommendation to PAOs: 
“Limit the channels to the ones you are sure to use for a long time. 
It would leave a bad impression to close a channel that once func-
tioned as a window for communication between a foreign audience 
and U.S. officials. For the same reason, the ‘discussion’ function or its 
equivalent on these platforms should not be provided unless the State 
Department can respond in a timely manner. Alternatively, there 
should be a clear disclaimer that not all feedback or comments will 
receive a response.”30

Deciding Which Language to Use

In most countries, using social networking media in the local lan-
guage is more effective than using only English, although a combi-
nation of English and the vernacular seems to work best.31 The US 
embassy in South Korea, for example, has a website in English and 
Korean that includes links to Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, and 
to two blogs, Café USA and Cafe IRC, which are both in Korean.32 
US Embassy Riyadh shifted to the use of Arabic on its social media 
in 2011 to engage users in their native language, resulting in an 
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upsurge in user numbers and an increase in followers on Twitter and 
Facebook.33

In Cairo, the embassy’s website is in English and Arabic, with a 
link to a full Arabic version. The embassy in Tokyo has a Facebook 
page in Japanese and English. A study by a Japanese researcher says: 
“In Japan Japanese generally do not feel comfortable using English for 
research and communication. It is thus wise that the U.S. Embassy 
employs primarily the Japanese language for conversations on Mixi 
( Japan’s most popular social networking service) and Facebook.”34 
This embassy also issues a U.S. Information Alert, an email service 
that delivers periodic information bulletins in Japanese to subscrib-
ers, customized to each subscriber’s indicated areas of interest, and 
American View, a quarterly online Japanese-language magazine that 
provides readers with articles about the United States and its relation-
ship with Japan.35

According to a report on PD in India, the embassy in New Delhi 
sends messages out on Twitter in both English and Hindi and re-tweets 
in regional languages such as Malayalam, Tamil, and Urdu. It con-
cludes: “As traditional elites and many urban middle class Indians speak 
English, communicating in regional languages supports the effort to 
reach out to Indians in secondary and tertiary cities.”36

Conclusion

In 2013 the State Department’s Inspector General undertook a review 
of social networking media and reported that the International 
Information Policy bureau (IIP) had made “effective use of technology” 
and “has made a significant contribution to the Department of State’s 
digital diplomacy outreach effort, increased the reach of its publica-
tions, and expanded the use of video in public diplomacy (PD) work.” 
But the report added that IIP’s digital outreach should “focus more on 
PD goals rather than raw numbers of social media fans.” The Inspector 
also said the IIP leadership “failed to convey its strategic vision to staff 
members” and said that McCall’s 2011 reorganization of the bureau 
“did not resolve structural problems and caused new organizational 
difficulties.”37

It is true that mere numbers do not tell the whole story of effec-
tiveness. As one PAO has said, “Counting the likes on Facebook or 
the number of tweets doesn’t necessarily mean that people are agree-
ing with us. And we need to know who we’re talking to.”38 The use 
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of social networking tools must be based on deliberate and thought-
ful employment of resources. It is also true that they cannot replace, 
but only supplement, face-to-face communication. But social media 
are likely to remain a fixture of American public diplomacy because 
they are now widely used by our diplomats, including ambassadors, 
and because they have the support of the highest levels of the State 
Department. When she was secretary of state, Hillary Clinton spoke 
out several times in favor of internet freedom, devoting speeches to the 
subject in January 2010 and February 2011. In the latter speech she said 
the Internet had “become the public space of the 21st century—the 
world’s town square, classroom, marketplace, coffeehouse, and night-
club.” She said Internet freedom was a “foreign policy priority” for 
the United States, and that it had “become part of the daily work of 
our diplomats . . . on the ground at our embassies and missions around 
the world.”39 Secretary of State John Kerry also is a supporter of social 
media; as senator he had his own Twitter account (@JohnKerry) and 
when he became Secretary he joined the State Department’s Twitter 
account, signing it simply “—JK.”

American officials experience some frustrations in trying to use 
social media, but they realize they must try to find ways to do so. 
Ambassador John Beyrle, who was the American ambassador to Russia, 
2008–12, puts it this way: “[One] challenge is just how dynamic the 
media environment is here and especially social and new media, which 
we spend a lot of time trying to track, and just trying to keep track of 
what the best inputs and outlets for us are. It’s just a constantly shifting 
scene and I think we need to stay light on our feet to make sure that 
we’re finding the best avenues for getting our message out.” He added: 
“There’s a kind of false perception out there that the young generation 
understands what America is about. Some of the biggest mispercep-
tions we have come from young people, so reaching out through social 
media is really important. We’ve got two or three people on staff here 
who spend their time doing nothing but social media, both in terms of 
monitoring what’s happening out there, and also finding ways for us to 
insert ourselves.”40

Social media are here to stay as a PD tool. It is clear that PD profes-
sionals and other diplomats—not just young ones—are increasingly 
persuaded of the importance of using social networking media in 
their work because these media are being used by millions around 
the world and as one experienced diplomat says, all PD practitioners 
need to find ways get into that discussion.41 The more traditional 
means of communication such as radio and television reach more 
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people, but the social media usually reach the more inf luential people 
in the society and they are faster. The practitioners know that these 
new tools need to be employed wisely, therefore, in conjunction with 
other tools and also face-to-face encounters, and depending on local 
conditions.
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C H A P T E R  E I G H T

American Cultural Programs

The word “culture” has different meanings. It can mean the conceptual 
patterns that a society shares, or the way its members make sense of the 
world around them. It can also mean a society’s knowledge, beliefs, 
attitudes, values, morals, customs, laws, capabilities and the habits that 
they have acquired from being a member of a group. It is very impor-
tant for a public diplomacy professional to have a good understanding 
of his or her own culture, and also of the culture in which he or she 
is working when posted to an American embassy abroad (see chap-
ters three and four). Public diplomacy professionals also use the word 
culture to mean the tangible manifestations of a society, as seen in lit-
erature, art, music, theater, the educational system and political behav-
ior, that in some ways ref lect those underlying beliefs. They use these 
manifestations to communicate to foreigners the essence of American 
culture, in what they call “cultural programs” that are discussed in this 
chapter. Those programs present various aspects of American society 
and culture directly to audiences in foreign countries.

To make these presentations, the US government sends private 
American experts, specialists and artists and artwork abroad, as tangible 
demonstrations of American cultural, social and intellectual manifesta-
tions. Unlike the educational exchange programs (discussed in chapter 
ten on exchanges), these activities all take place in foreign countries.

The purpose of these programs is to help foreign audiences under-
stand fundamental aspects of America in an honest way, by presenting 
examples of American society, culture and thinking that demonstrate 
its complexities and true characteristics. The purpose is usually not 
directly related to foreign policy advocacy, although an understanding 
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of aspects of American society and culture may help indirectly provide 
insight into our foreign policies as well.1

The PAO and CAO, in consultation with their local employees, plan 
the local cultural program and submit requests to Washington for any 
parts of it that require funding and other support. They decide what 
types of program would be most effective in presenting an accurate 
picture of American society and culture, given the local environment. 
They may consult with local institutions, such as universities, nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs), government agencies, and private 
entrepreneurs to determine what kinds of American programs would 
be interesting locally, and they may partner with them to share costs 
and administrative duties. The American side might provide American 
speakers, athletes, or special envoys, musical or theatrical presentations, 
libraries and translated books, English lessons, teacher training, student 
counseling, or exhibits. The host country side might provide program 
space, promotional advertising and logistical support, media promo-
tion, and in some cases the necessary official permission to put on a 
public event.

The embassy must of course be careful not to undertake programs 
that might offend local sensitivities, or present aspects of American cul-
ture that are so unfamiliar locally as to communicate unhelpful mes-
sages. For example, a performance by an American ballet company that 
might be very effective in Paris could well cause negative reactions in 
Riyadh. Moreover, if American speakers or performers of some types 
regularly appear locally under private sponsorship, it may not be neces-
sary to duplicate the private effort but more efficient to organize pro-
grams that would not otherwise be available.

During the second half of the twentieth century, Washington pro-
vided posts with a variety of cultural presentations, performers and 
speakers, and the budgets were generous for this function. During the 
past two or three decades, however, funding for cultural programs 
and presentations has declined. The causes of this decline have been 
that public diplomacy budgets generally have been diminished, and 
meanwhile some private sector commercial funding abroad has become 
available. Moreover, since the USIA merger into State and the recent 
ascendance of the Pentagon in communicating with foreign audiences, 
Washington has tended to focus more on the short term information 
side of public diplomacy rather than on cultural programming that has 
a long term impact.

One of the best arguments for cultural and educational programs 
can be made in countries where there are serious bilateral political 
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differences with the United States and the host government restricts 
what the embassy can do to communicate with the local public. The 
cultural or educational programming can at least appear to be nonpo-
litical and be carried out despite political hostility. In Venezuela, for 
example, the US government has had to rely on these public diplomacy 
instruments because the Venezuelan government refuses to cooperate 
with the US Embassy in many ways, and even refuses to allow regular 
contact with local officials. As a result the public affairs section finds 
ways to communicate directly with the people that appear politically 
innocuous. According to Benjamin Ziff, former PAO (2006–9) the post 
has regularly emphasized person-to-person public diplomacy strate-
gies, even in today’s highly technologically advanced world. American 
officials go into rural cities, to community centers, and work with dif-
ferent private organizations to host non-political events where they can 
speak and interact with Venezuelans. As instruments, the post empha-
sizes focuses American speakers, cultural events, English teaching and 
also educational exchanges.2

Following are analyses of each of the main types of cultural and 
educational program.

American Speakers

Bringing American experts in specific subjects of interest to the local 
audience, to give lectures and hold other forms of discussions, is a very 
important public diplomacy tool. Originally called the “American 
Participant” (Ampart) program, and later called the “US Speakers” pro-
gram, it has been a feature of PD efforts for many decades. Washington 
recruited American private sector experts on various subjects, deter-
mined by PAOs to be of local interest, to travel abroad on lecture tours 
to several countries. In 2003 and 2004, respectively, Washington sent 
out 700 and 872 American speakers worldwide.3 The speakers are not 
told what to say, and they are free to criticize policy if they wish, but in 
they are usually selected for their relative balance and objectivity.

An expansion of this type of program took place starting years 
ago with the inauguration of interactive discussions by long distance 
telephone, involving either private sector experts or American offi-
cials. Often conference calls were arranged so that journalists or oth-
ers in several countries could be connected at the same time with an 
American expert or official in the United States. Then when the tech-
nology allowed it, the technique of videoconferencing (“Digital Video 
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Conferences” or DVCs) was added to the program, with a dedicated 
office in Washington assisting posts with them. The use of DVCs con-
tinues today, with posts often setting up these events with Washington’s 
assistance or independently.4

For example, each year, the embassy in Tokyo invites fifty to sixty 
American speakers to Japan and arranges up to two hundred programs 
for them, to speak on different topics ranging from security and politics 
to economics, to US society and culture, and music. The PAO in Japan 
also mobilizes embassy officers to talk about their fields of expertise. 
Starting in 2004, this embassy has sponsored a series of talks under 
the label “Basic Course on Contemporary America” (Gendai America 
Kiso Koza), which makes use of both visiting experts and embassy offi-
cials. The PAO attempts to present more than one point of view on 
controversial subjects. The embassy in Tokyo also recruits “targets of 
opportunity” speakers who happen to be passing through Japan and 
have worked with the embassy in the past.5

Other posts have also arranged speaker programs ad hoc when a per-
son qualified to give a presentation happens to visit the country. This 
occurs in France, where because of its limited budget, the post relies 
heavily on such targets of opportunity. For example, when Jodie Foster 
was in France to make a movie, the embassy arranged for her come to 
a meeting with French artists to answer their questions. And because of 
his personal relations with show business, Ambassador Charles Rivkin 
was able to invite as well Woody Allen, Samuel L. Jackson, Warner 
Brothers CEO Barry Mayer, and Sylvester Stallone to meet with French 
audiences.6 As the CAO in Paris put it, “Our ambassador has been very 
successful in getting U.S. star power . . . to help us with our outreach 
efforts to the French public in general, and French youth and diversity 
communities in particular. It has been very impactful for French youth 
to get to meet such legends, to get to hear about their careers and the 
hardships that they have had to endure and overcome in order to reach 
the very top of their industries and get life and career advice from such 
international figures.”7 In addition, for programming the US embassy 
works closely with, and provides grants to, networks of associations like 
the Franco-American foundation “who are carrying out work in sup-
port of the public diplomacy’s mission goals.”8

Nonpolitical topics tend to be the focus for American speakers in 
countries where the public is highly critical of United States policy, 
since American speakers in that way can provide a means to keep com-
munication channels open. Such presentations help remind audiences 
that there is more to America than just our foreign policy. In Syria, for 
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example, even before the 2011 uprising the government was so hostile 
to the United States that officials were inaccessible and its security 
apparatus intimidated private citizens from meetings, but the PAO was 
able to arrange for American experts to come to Damascus to give talks 
on their specialties. In 2010, for example, the PAO recognized that the 
Syrian authorities were interested in teaching children with disabilities, 
so she arranged for the State Department to send to Damascus an expert 
in that subject, Professor Jill Williams of Kennesaw State University. 
Professor Williams spent two weeks speaking to teachers and education 
administrators and working with the Syrian NGO Amaal, an organi-
zation that was part of the First Lady’s “Trust for Development.” This 
was the first time in five years that the post had been able to work with 
the education ministry. Professor William’s husband, a journalist, con-
ducted specialized training programs for Syrian journalists, an effort 
that won praise from the Syrian president.9

Embassies can also amplify their outreach to larger audiences by 
arranging media interviews or recording their presentations and post-
ing them on YouTube or via other channels on social media. And the 
Bush administration added a “Strategic Speakers” program that focused 
on State Department priorities. For example in 2007 it sent speakers to 
Muslim countries to talk about Muslim life in America, and by 2007 
they had visited 14 countries.

Sports and Special Envoys

For decades, the US government has sent American professional ath-
letes abroad as part of a public diplomacy program intended primarily 
to reach youth. Basketball coaches for example were sent to countries 
where the sport was popular, to work with young people in sports 
camps and in special sessions with local coaches. These programs were 
effective partly because they were clearly non-political and provided a 
service that was in demand locally. This “Sports Diplomacy” by 2007 
had a budget of five million dollars. In that year the State Department 
sent baseball star Cal Ripken to China, and in 2012 the Obama admin-
istration sent basketball star Kareem Abduljabbar, an American Muslim, 
abroad for a similar task.10

In 2006, State expanded the idea. President George W. Bush selected 
Michelle Kwan, a very successful American figure skater, to go abroad 
not as an athlete to train foreigners in a sport but rather as a Public 
Diplomacy Envoy. This was a new concept. It built on Michelle Kwan’s 
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international fame from her skating successes—she is the most deco-
rated American figure skater ever, having won five world champion-
ships. But her success in a sport was only a door-opener that made 
use of her global name recognition. As a Chinese-American she was 
especially well suited to talk about American social and cultural diver-
sity. She was born in the United States of parents who emigrated from 
Hong Kong and she speaks Cantonese at home. Since 2006 she has 
travelled for the US government to China, Korea, Argentina, Russia, 
Ukraine, and Singapore. She explained her role in this way:

as a public diplomacy envoy, I have a couple of goals. First is to 
have a positive inf luence, to be able to share my story, the things 
that I have learned through sports like hard work, dedication, 
focus—falling, sometimes, on the ice . . . and getting back up. And 
these are universal concepts—and I hope that these students can 
apply into their own lives. And . . . second is, by that interaction, 
by having a dialogue—a conversation, not a monologue—that 
we can learn about each other. Hopefully they can learn about 
America—the U.S.—and sometimes they have misconceptions 
about the United States. Sometimes they think of the U.S. and 
they think of Hollywood or they think of New York . . . and some-
times even bad misconceptions that I might be able to answer 
some of the questions that they might have.11

Cultural Presentations

Organizing “cultural presentations,” that is arranging for performances 
abroad by American musicians, actors, dancers and other such profes-
sionals, is an important public diplomacy instrument. The PAO must 
carefully consider which type of performer would be most effective for 
the local audience. Are there certain types of cultural expression that 
America is good at that are popular locally, so that a live performance 
would attract an audience that would appreciate it? Conversely are there 
some types that are so foreign or unknown that presenting them would 
be counterproductive? Also, does the American private sector already 
supply a sufficient number of performers on a commercial basis so that 
the embassy does not need to duplicate that effort, such as sending an 
American ballet company to London or Paris?

Cultural presentations offer the advantage of being nonpolitical. 
That is, in a situation where there are serious bilateral political tensions 
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between the United States and the host country, these events can pres-
ent a positive and benign face of America to the audience. The local 
population might stay away from a speech by a US official but might 
attend a concert by an American musical group. The event therefore 
provides balance to the view of America and it also provides an oppor-
tunity for American officials to come into contact with local audiences 
who they otherwise would not see.

A prestigious cultural presentation may however involve the US 
ambassador, depending on the circumstances. The ambassador to Russia 
2008–12 John Beyrle put it this way in 2011: “[If ] you ask, what’s the 
role of an Ambassador in terms of public diplomacy, it’s something 
that’s almost very personal for me. Here in Moscow, what we try to 
do—[my wife] Jocelyn and I try to do in particular together—is host 
a lot of events at our residence, Spaso House. We do a lot of cultural 
concerts, both with American artists who are visiting, but also with 
Russian artists as well who have some sort of connection to America—
either they play jazz, or they’ve just recently returned from a tour of the 
United States, and we find that’s a very good way to reach an audience 
that’s right there in the house to show how much we value culture as 
part of public diplomacy outreach.” He added: “We’ve brought blue-
grass to Russia; we had the first ever hip hop concert at Spaso House 
a few months ago with tremendous turnout of people that I’d never 
seen in the American Ambassador’s residence before. We are bringing 
contemporary theater here, doing exchanges between theater students 
in the United States and Russia.” He said the embassy “has been able 
to sponsor a lot of musical, theater, and dance groups here, starting 
with Alvin Ailey just a few months ago, which played to sold out audi-
ences, and culminating with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, which 
is going to do a tour in Russia next year, and that will be the first 
time we’ve had a major American symphony orchestra in about 10 or 
15 years, I think.12

In countries where public opinion toward the United States is highly 
critical because of American policies, PAOs may find that cultural pre-
sentations are ways to communicate with target audiences that would 
otherwise be inaccessible. For example, a 2009 opinion poll found that 
public opinion in Serbia and Pakistan was the most negative toward the 
United States among forty-two nations. PAOs in those two countries 
knew that it was very difficult to present American views on policy 
issues to them. They therefore sought ways to bring non-political cul-
tural presentations to that audience. The PAO in Serbia on one occa-
sion arranged for the US Navy band to perform at the Guca summer 
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music festival. A State Department official concluded: “the people 
who attend this festival are often people who love to hate America 
and the West. The last thing they would expect was for Americans to 
come to Guca.” Despite this, the US Navy band was generally well 
received, and the press was eager to cover the event. The program was 
a big success because it provided a means of reaching an audience that 
might otherwise be written off.13 In Pakistan, the PAO said this in 
2011: “[W]e found that the cultural programming had a tremendous 
impact. Because of the danger it had been deemphasized. But this fall 
we were bringing back all of the musical performances and all those 
other things that go with it. But in a country that’s got such a difficult 
media environment, we felt that it’s really important to put a lot of 
resources behind this. And we think it’s having a very good impact.”14

In Syria, even before the 2011 uprising, the government had shut 
down almost all of the US embassy’s public diplomacy programs and 
prevented the PAO from meeting with any of the usual public diplo-
macy contacts, such as newspaper editors and university professors and 
officials. The PAO therefore focused on cultural presentations as a way 
to keep engaged with the audience. In 2010, the PAO arranged the 
following: four American musicians gave a hip-hop and break dancing 
show, Syrian-American pianist Malek Jandali played before a packed 
audience in the St. Elian’s Cultural Festival in Homs; three documen-
tary film makers including an Egyptian-American Jihane Noujaim 
spent ten days in Syria screening their films in Damascus and provin-
cial cities; the Chris Byers Jazz Quartet played in Damascus and three 
provincial cities.15

In 2006 the State Department started a Global Cultural Initiative 
in partnership with the Kennedy Center, the American Film Institute 
and others. For example it sent the pop music band Ozomatli on a tour 
to Jordan, Egypt, Tunisia, India, and Nepal. They carried out their 
Middle Eastern cultural presentation tour was noteworthy because it 
was undertaken despite the fact that it was known to be highly critical 
of the Bush administration and the war in Iraq and having played at 
political demonstrations.16

English Teaching

Public diplomacy professionals know that English teaching is a valu-
able tool. English, like any language, carries cultural freight with 
it. Learning English from an American teacher helps students learn 
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about the United States and American teaching materials can convey a 
great deal about all aspects of America. Teachers are highly respected 
in most societies, and they tend to be credible sources of information 
to their students, and because foreign students studying English with 
an American usually leads to discussions of issues well beyond gram-
mar and vocabulary. The teachers have many opportunities to convey 
information and nuances about many aspects of American society and 
culture. For English classes to enhance an understanding of America 
in this way, American teachers are best, although non-Americans, who 
know the United States and its society and culture well, can also be 
effective.

An additional benefit is that foreigners who know English have bet-
ter access to American information materials, including print media 
(books, magazines), and electronic media (radio, television, and the 
Internet) as well as films. Moreover, English is also required of for-
eigners who study in the United States, on any level. The Bureau 
of Educational and Cultural Affairs (ECA) that oversees the English 
Language Programs office views English language education support 
as a means of increasing participating in US exchange programs since 
English proficiency is a criterion in the selection process.

Secretary of State John Kerry has expressed strong support for State’s 
English language programs because, as he says, English has become 
“the language of business, the language of exchange, the language of 
diplomacy and of the world in many ways.”17

In the past, many public diplomacy operations abroad included 
direct English teaching programs, for these reasons. But because of 
the shrinking of public diplomacy budgets after the end of the Cold 
War, many of those programs were shut down, or outsourced to private 
companies. Ten USIA posts in the Arab world, for example, conducted 
English teaching programs but by the twenty-first century all were 
closed or outsourced to NGOs.18 For example, the American NGO 
Amideast took over responsibility from the embassy for English lan-
guage teaching programs in Bahrain, Tunisia, Yemen, and Syria. In 
Latin America, however, US embassies still work in partnership with 
the popular bi-national centers that operate independently and gener-
ate revenue through classroom instruction.

In a 2009 report, the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
stressed the important contribution that English teaching programs 
have made to the success of American public diplomacy and encour-
aged that they be strengthened. The Committee expressed regret 
that in many cases the teaching programs had been discontinued or 
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outsourced to private organizations, because it felt that they should 
be done directly by the public diplomacy section of the embassy to be 
most effective.19

In some cases, it could be argued that teaching English is not a pri-
ority. That is not only true in English-speaking countries such as the 
United Kingdom and Australia, but it is also true in France where a 
study of public diplomacy found that there is no significant demand 
for it.20 In China, already more than two hundred million people are 
studying English, so demand is very high, but the embassy has decided 
that teaching English is not a high priority because there are so many 
private language schools. The embassy does provide a list of recom-
mended teachers, and its website maintains a link to a chat room for 
Chinese-English language exchange.21

The State Department has a program of “Regional English Language 
Officers” (RELOs), professional teachers of English as a Foreign 
Language English (TEFL) who are posted abroad to support English 
teaching to foreigners. There are some 30 RELOs abroad, each one 
responsible either for a single country or for a group of countries in a 
specific region, where they organize seminars and workshops on teach-
ing methods, and support the PAO’s efforts to promote the teaching of 
English. State also has a program of English Teaching Fellows who are 
assigned to teach English and provide teacher training in designated 
foreign institutions, usually for one year. For the year 2013–14, there 
were 86 English Teaching Fellows assigned abroad in all regions of the 
world.22 The English Language Specialist program recruits academics 
in the field of teaching English as a Foreign Language (TESOL) for 
short-term assignments abroad advising foreign teachers, ministries of 
education, language program directors, and many other organizations 
that support English language education.23

In Thailand, for example, the RELO, located in the public affairs 
section, promotes effective English language learning, fostering the 
use of the language as a medium of communication in Southeast Asia 
including Cambodia, Laos, Taiwan, Thailand, and Vietnam.24

Access Microscholarships

In 2004, the State Department started a program it called “Access 
Microscholarships” for young, underserved people between the ages 
of 14 and 18 in Muslim countries, providing them with scholarships 
to study English locally. This program was intended to raise the level 
of English of a target audience group that the Bush administration as 
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especially interested in. It was conceptually linked with exchange pro-
grams because it was hoped that some of the graduates would gain 
sufficient English language skills to allow them to go to the United 
States to study, and it was more cost-effective than sending them to the 
United States simply for language instruction. It was especially hoped 
that it would support the YES student exchange program (described in 
chapter ten) by helping teenagers prepare for study in the United States: 
posts had difficulty finding Muslim youth with sufficient English to 
enter American high schools, and the Access Microscholarship pro-
gram was expected to help remedy that.

In its first four years, 44,000 students in 55 countries participated, 
and the numbers grew rapidly. It expanded to a total of 32,000 teenag-
ers from underserved communities in 44 Muslim countries by 2007, 
and by 2014 approximately 95,000 students in more than 85 countries 
have participated in the Access Program.25 The only criticism of the 
Access program has come from one Senate report that expressed con-
cern that the YES program was not large enough to take in all of the 
eligible Access graduates.

Public diplomacy professionals have praised the Access program. 
The former CAO in India said: “We are able to reach a lot of folks 
and get them interested in English as medium to get them interested 
in the U.S., democracy and themes that were important to us. It also 
gave students hope that if they mastered English, they could do better 
in the job market and in their careers. At their schools, English lan-
guage teaching is mediocre if taught at all.”26 An evaluation by State’s 
Education and Culture Bureau gave the program high marks, saying 
that in addition to learning English, students “gain an appreciation 
for American and wider world culture and values” through summer 
camps activities, movie nights, and materials used in the classroom that 
discuss American culture, and concluded that “the overall changes in 
views and knowledge of the United States, sharing new knowledge, 
and growth of leadership skills and professional development were at 
extremely high levels.”27

The English Language Programs office and individual posts are uti-
lizing social media in innovative and creative ways to connect with 
their audiences and to network English teachers from around the 
world. This includes the launch of a new video game, “Trace Effects” 
and Facebook pages, including for the Access program. It also includes 
a new website “American English” that provides teachers and learners 
of English with fresh, relevant content for their classroom use and own 
professional development.28
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American Books and Periodicals

PAOs have found ways to promote American books. One is through 
libraries (see next chapter) and another is by sponsoring translations 
into the local language.

During the heyday of public diplomacy under USIA, the Agency 
started several programs that continue to this day, to translate and pub-
lish American books in foreign languages. Washington, in collabo-
ration with the posts, selects titles for translation, secures the rights, 
and arranges for publication. Posts hire translators, arrange printing, 
and usually distribute a certain number of copies free to target audi-
ence members, allowing the publisher to sell the rest. Classic non-
fiction works such as DeToqueville’s Democracy in America or James 
McPhearson’s Abraham Lincoln and the Second American Revolution, and 
fiction such as The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn have been translated 
for years.29 Often contracts are made with local publishers to obtain 
the rights and buy back a certain number of the books and set a price. 
Translations into Spanish and Portuguese have been especially effec-
tive tools in Latin America, and French translations are effective in 
French-speaking Africa. Translations are less effective in Western 
Europe because commercial publishers are able to make a profit with 
translations there.30

The Arabic translation program, for example, started in Cairo in 
the 1950s and a parallel program began in Amman after that. Despite 
the IT revolution, both programs are still going, but their output is 
limited. For about $50,000 each, Cairo is able to produce only 3,000 
copies each of ten books annually and Amman somewhat fewer. The 
post keeps 1,000–1,500 for free distribution while Amman publishes 
2,500 and keeps 750, while the publishers sell the rest. The process 
of title selection, copyright acquisition, printing and distribution takes 
8–18 months. In 2009 a Senate report praised the program but found 
it much too small.31 In 2003, an independent study group had already 
proposed that the program for book translations into local languages be 
increased.32 As of 2013 that has not happened.

A new way to promote American books has recently been devised 
with the advent of the Kindle and other electronic reading devices. 
In Senegal, the PAO, Sharon Hudson-Dean, hosted a reading club for 
which she provided Kindles and books from a list provided by the 
Chautauqua Institution. The club attracted inf luential Zimbabweans to 
discussions where they met people from other sectors of the society and 
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different political backgrounds. This provided embassy access to inter-
esting contacts and also helped Zimbabweans get to know new people 
in a neutral space.33 The IIP bureau at State also produces “eJournals” 
in a number of languages that help posts with their book efforts.

Exhibitions

Exhibitions mounted by or supported by the embassy can have signifi-
cant public diplomacy impact. Even a primarily commercial exhibi-
tion, in which US commercial companies display their latest material 
goods, can be helpful to the post’s public diplomacy program.

The classic example is the American exhibition in Moscow in 1959, 
during the Cold War, which was visited by 2.7 million Soviet citizens. 
It displayed American consumer goods, many of which were unknown 
to them. Simply the portrayal of a typical American supermarket with 
its abundance and variety of goods, which contrasted with the usual 
Soviet market, carried a message about American economic success. 
American media focused on and made famous the so-called Kitchen 
Debate on capitalism versus socialism between President Nixon and 
Premier Khrushchev. From a public diplomacy standpoint, the 75 
young American Russian-speaking guides, who engaged with the visi-
tors, were especially helpful because they added an element of personal 
engagement with Americans.34

Exhibitions are expensive and not many are undertaken nowadays. 
However in 2010, the United States participated in the Shanghai Expo 
that was a very large undertaking, but it was made possible because it 
was essentially privately funded. The former US Consul General in 
Shanghai said, “[W]e created a successful public-private partnership 
that presented public diplomacy on a massive scale and proved a bright 
spot in an otherwise testy year for U.S.-China relations.” The Expo 
lasted for six months and it attracted 7.3 million visitors, and it also 
reached hundreds of millions more through traditional media and social 
networking. Senior American officials including four cabinet members 
and ten members of congress visited it, plus ten governors and twelve 
American mayors who came to promote tourism and investment in 
their states. But as the Consul General explained, Shanghai Expo also 
served broader public diplomacy goals. “For many millions of Chinese 
citizens, this was their first time to meet an American in person or to 
watch a video of President Obama welcoming them to visit the United 
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States.” She added: “Our 160 Mandarin-speaking U.S. student ambas-
sadors represented 38 states. Pavilion staff organized more than 1,000 
cultural and entertainment programs featuring 150 different American 
groups, including Herbie Hancock, Dee Dee Bridgewater, Harry 
Connick, Jr. and Quincy Jones visited the pavilion. . . . The pavilion 
improved perceptions of the United States and promoted study in the 
U.S.”35

Embassies continue the exhibits tradition in a more modest way 
by bringing photographers and artists face-to-face with counterparts 
and the broader publics abroad. For example, the PAO in Vladivostok, 
Bridget Gersten, organized an exhibit that featured the life and times of 
Eleanor Pray, an American who lived in Vladivostok at the turn of the 
nineteenth century. The exhibit was curated in partnership a leading 
local museum and with a US academic who worked with Ms. Pray’s 
family, bringing the story alive to Russian audiences, replete with mul-
timedia installations and the translation of a book of Eleanor Pray’s 
letters in Russian. In Riyadh, PAO Gersten also set up an exhibit with 
a leading American landscape photographer, Tom Till, who traveled 
to Saudi Arabia to host talks and tours of his “Fifty American States” 
and “Desert Landscapes” collections. This connecting of cultures is 
an important way to promote mutual understanding through shared 
interests.36

Conclusion

Public diplomacy officers at US embassies abroad sponsor programs 
that demonstrate, with specific examples, the quality and character 
of American culture, appropriate to local circumstances. They may 
arrange musical performances, plays, and exhibitions, or they sponsor 
lectures and workshops by visiting American artists and experts. They 
support English teaching, giving foreigners access to American publi-
cations and help preparing for study in America. They offer American 
books—translated into local languages—and periodicals to the pub-
lic. Most of these programs are non-political, emphasizing aspects of 
America other than its foreign policy, so they provide balance to the 
picture of the United States, which is especially useful in countries 
where the bilateral relationship is adversarial.

All of the programs described above require space in the host country 
to put them on. In some countries, the public affairs section has its own 
dedicated space for programming, but in many countries partnerships 
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must be arranged for the embassy’s programs. As with everything else 
in public diplomacy, the arrangements depend on local circumstances. 
The following chapter discusses the different ways in which public 
diplomacy sections at embassies have solved the challenge of finding 
and using program space.





C H A P T E R  N I N E

Centers, Libraries, and Other “American Spaces”

Effective public diplomacy programming in any almost country 
depends on using local venues or platforms that are available and suit-
able for reaching the target audience. Over the years, PAOs have made 
use of several different types of venue, and today there are many dif-
ferent solutions to this problem. The PAO must decide whether or not 
to program an event in a US government facility. The choice depends 
on availability of suitable space owned or leased by the embassy, or in 
a local institution, and also on what kind of audience the post wants to 
reach.1 Selection of a venue is not a trivial issue because it can seriously 
affect the success of a program.

American Centers

For most of the second half of the twentieth century when USIA 
existed, one of the most important public diplomacy tools for embas-
sies around the world was an American Center that was free-stand-
ing and usually separate from the embassy compound. These centers 
typically contained a library of American books and periodicals, and 
space for programming such as lectures, film shows and other public 
diplomacy services. Reference librarians provided materials that met 
the interests and needs of the target audience and the country plan. 
Librarians promoted their materials by sending out announcements 
of recently received materials, bibliographies and other notices. Many 
centers offered free counseling for students wishing to study in the 
United States, and English language lessons. It was not unusual for 
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these centers to house the best library and the best English lessons in 
the city, as well as the best advising services for study in America.

The first such center was the Benjamin Franklin library that opened 
in Mexico City in 1942. Then centers were established in Germany, 
immediately after the end of World War II, when American occupying 
forces opened what they called “America Houses” (Amerikahaeuser) in 
a number of cities, starting in 1951. Soon US public diplomacy person-
nel in other countries imitated this innovation and the idea spread—first 
to occupied Austria and Japan and then gradually worldwide—because 
it had multiple advantages. The American center or library combined 
several services in symbiotic fashion: students who came for English les-
sons discovered a useful library and interesting film showings, and they 
had access to free student counseling. But arguably the most important 
public diplomacy asset of these centers was the presence of trained PD 
staff, both Americans and local hires. Professionals from the host coun-
try who knew the United States well managed the library and other 
services. In many cases, American FSOs from the public diplomacy 
section of the embassy often had full time or part time offices in the 
center that allowed them easy access to important target audiences on a 
daily basis. Cultural centers attracted large numbers of high school and 
university students, faculty members, journalists and other profession-
als who were reluctant or unwilling to visit the embassy so this might 
be their only contact with Americans and American information. It 
was always easier to meet people on “neutral” ground than inside an 
embassy.

Jointly Operated Centers

PAOs in Latin America developed a different version of the institution, 
calling it a “bi-national center” (BNC), based on arrangements with 
local organizations that shared the management and funding of the 
institutions. Some started before World War II, and English language 
teaching has usually been the main source of revenue. In 2013 there 
were 112 BNCs still functioning in nineteen countries.2 The advantage 
of a BNC is that costs are shared and sometimes a broader audience can 
be reached. The disadvantage is that the embassy does not have full 
control of it.

In Germany, when USIA was disbanded, the embassy turned the 
original America Houses over to local German control, although the 
embassy retained a relationship with them providing books and other 
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American materials on an ongoing basis. However, after unification in 
1990, no such facilities were established in the former East Germany.3 
The majority of the funding for America Houses now comes from 
local, regional and national German authorities, as well as from private 
donations. Most of their staff members are now German nationals, but 
they do provide program space for US public diplomacy officers. In 
Munich, for example, the America House receives 60 percent of its 
funding from the State of Bavaria, and of the rest from the US embassy 
and the US consulate in Munich, including in-kind support in the form 
of speakers and information materials.4

Changes in the 1990s

Starting in the 1990s, however, several new conditions forced the 
closure of many of the off-site centers. As one the Senate report put 
it, “American Centers offered a neutral space for foreigners to access 
information without interference or oversight from repressive host 
governments as well as a welcoming environment more conducive 
to engagement with American officials. Yet, despite the significant 
Public Diplomacy value of these Centers to project America’s ideas 
and images, several events occurred that led to the rapid demise of 
all but a handful.”5 First, the end of the Cold War and the demise of 
USIA caused Washington to reduce public diplomacy budgets as part 
of the so-called peace dividend, and some centers were sacrificed to 
these cuts. These stand-alone centers were considered too expensive to 
maintain because of rent and upkeep. Then the advent of the Internet 
encouraged people in Congress to think (incorrectly) that centers, 
libraries and direct personal contact were no longer needed. On top of 
all that, the increase of security concerns in many countries, especially 
after terrorists attacked US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998, 
made stand-alone American centers seem too vulnerable to maintain 
safely. They were regarded as likely targets for terrorist attacks, so the 
embassy either fortified them with new barriers, guards, and walk-
through metal detectors, or simply shut them down.

Congress reacted to that security risk and in 1999 passed the Secure 
Embassy Construction and Counterterrorism Act (SECCA). This 
act imposed considerable restrictions on US public diplomacy efforts 
abroad. Embassies and cultural centers were forced to move out of con-
venient and accessible downtown locations in cities, to locations out-
side town where there was enough space to accommodate the 100-foot 
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setback from the street, but such locations were often difficult for the 
public to visit, and the structure of the building added obstacles to easy 
access. As one Senate report put it: “Sites with sufficient acreage to 
meet these new set-back requirements can only be found miles away 
from the previously convenient downtown locations of our original 
Embassies. Such sites by definition tend to be in remote areas poorly 
served by public transportation. These relocations have resulted in 
decreases in both the ease and frequency of locals visiting American 
officials and vice versa—creating a veritable diplomatic lethargy in 
many locations.”6

Even the physical appearance of the newly secured American facili-
ties was part of the problem. One study of US presence in Berlin con-
cluded that the American embassy building there, that was opened in 
2008, was bad for public diplomacy since it conveyed an unfortunate 
image because its design was dictated by security needs and German 
newspaper commentators called it “bunker style” and “a maximum 
security prison.” They noted its narrow-slit windows and its defense 
tower and said it looked as if it was “planned for another, more unset-
tled part of the world,” conveying the idea that America had become 
a nation which is so protected by armor that it can no longer see the 
world.7

The SECCA law also imposed requirements on embassies that 
severely restricted the ability of public diplomacy professionals to use 
off-site space for their programming. The act applied to “all official 
diplomatic facilities and all U.S. Government personnel abroad that 
are under the authority of the Chief of Mission” including “U.S. citi-
zens and Locally Employed Staff” whether direct hire or under con-
tract. It said any new site must co-locate all USG personnel at that site 
and must be set back at least 100 feet from the perimeter. The only 
exceptions were for personnel under command of an area commander, 
Peace Corps Volunteers and VOA correspondents. The law allowed a 
waiver permitting US government personnel to be posted off site if the 
Secretary of State “determines that security considerations permit and 
it is in the national interest of the United States, and notifies Congress 
of the waiver.8

By 2011 there were only 37 traditional, stand-alone, open access 
American cultural centers, down from hundreds earlier. In those 37 
countries, the PAOs continued to enjoy their programming assets, and 
some of them still work very well.

For example, the Ben Franklin Library in Mexico City has 
been maintained as a traditional, stand-alone center staffed by US 
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government personnel since it opened in 1942. According to one 
Senate report, “The Ben Franklin Library has been in operation in 
downtown Mexico City since 1942 and is a mainstay of our Public 
Diplomacy efforts. In addition to providing an impressive collection 
of 23,000 books on America, U.S. law and economics (primarily in 
English but also Spanish), it boasts 130 periodicals and over 600 vid-
eos on American history and culture. It is one of the better-known 
landmarks in the city and projects an impressive image of the United 
States. . . . The State Department estimates that some 1,200 users visit 
the library every month.”9

The James Baldwin Library in Rangoon, Burma is another positive 
example of a classic American center that is still very successful, and this 
is despite the restrictive nature of the Burmese regime. It has 13,000 
books and 23,000 members. It is, according to one report, “open to any 
Burmese citizen willing to brave the police spies who haunt the area. 
On one a day in 2008 a reporter saw “young Burmese were sitting on 
every available piece of furniture” and it has attracted large numbers of 
dissidents as well as loyalists. The library has 13,000 titles; a book club, 
a dozen internet stations, and over 10,000 visitors a month that makes it 
“easily our most visited public diplomacy facility in the world.”10

However, most posts do not have such open-access facilities, and 
most public diplomacy professionals have suffered from the loss of the 
stand-alone American Centers that were ideal program platforms. 
They therefore have tried to find new ways to create new institu-
tions that would meet at least some of the original needs. The options 
selected by the PAO vary from country to country and depend on local 
conditions.

Information Resource Centers

One remedy that PAOs have tried in order to deal with the new condi-
tions was to open what they usually called an “Information Resource 
Center” (IRC) inside the secure embassy building or compound. The 
facility had American books and periodicals, and because the Internet 
was now available, it usually had computer terminals with free Internet 
access.

For example, In Japan, IRCs or “U.S. Embassy Reference Services,” 
are located in the US embassy in Tokyo and consulates in four Japanese 
cities (Sapporo, Nagoya, Osaka, and Fukuoka). They play a substantial 
role in US public diplomacy in Japan. The US Embassy website states 

  



Front Line Public Diplomacy150

the goal of IRCs as “to provide specialized, accurate, and authoritative 
information about the United States.”11

The major problem for IRCs is their limit on access. Of the 177 IRCs 
functioning in 2009, 122 (69 percent) were located on a secure embassy 
compound, and about two thirds of them made access very difficult: 
about half of them (87) allowed public access only by appointment, 
and another 11 percent (19) allowed no public access at all. One Senate 
report noted, “According to data provided by the State Department, 
those IRCs located off the compound receive significantly more visitors 
than those located on the compound. In the Middle East—perhaps our 
area most in need of outreach—with 12 IRCs on Embassy compounds 
and 4 located off, those off the compound received almost six times as 
many visitors per month (843) as those on the compound (139). IRCs in 
Latin America, East Asia, South Central Asia have even greater dispari-
ties.” The report concluded: “Equally impacted has been the foot-traf-
fic in IRCs that are located on Embassy compounds. At the same time, 
new security architecture has created structures that project a Fortress 
America environment that seems to say anything but ‘Welcome’ which 
has led to a similar inertia in our Public Diplomacy efforts in many of 
these locations.”12

Even for the accessible IRC, visitors were usually required to go 
through embassy security, and that often entailed leaving their personal 
identification and cell phones at the front gate with the Marine Security 
Guard. These new barriers cut down on use by the local population. 
Where access was not permitted at all, anyone wanting information 
about the United States could only obtain it by phone call to the IRC 
staff inside the embassy.

In Egypt, for example, the public affairs section for any years main-
tained American Center located in a beautiful old villa on loan from 
the Egyptian government since 1965 that was two blocks from the 
embassy. It was heavily used by Egyptian students and professionals for 
decades, but when the government reclaimed it the PAO had to open 
an IRC inside a new and strongly fortified embassy compound. The 
American Center in Alexandria (a city of 4 million) has remained open 
and accessible to the public, and it receives 1,600 visitors/month, while 
the IRC at the embassy in the much larger city of Cairo receives fewer 
than 1,000 per month.13 In Jordan, the American Language Center in 
Amman opened in 1989 and teaches 2,400 students per year, but on 
orders of the embassy’s Regional Security Officer (RSO) it f lies no 
American f lag, and by order of the RSO it allows entry only to regis-
tered members not the general public.14
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Some IRCs suffer from competition from BNCs. One report on the 
Dominican Republic said:

The embassy runs a small IRC called the ‘‘Ben Franklin Center,’’ 
which offers limited resources (some 2,400 titles) and is housed 
in a single room in a small, off the beaten path, bungalow that 
serves as the Embassy’s Public Affairs section. To address their 
small size, the staff has aggressively compiled an impressive list 
of on-line databases that members of the IRC . . . use with great 
frequency. . . . However, from a Public Diplomacy perspective, this 
trend is troubling. If true Public Diplomacy work most effectively 
involves interactions between Americans and foreign nationals, 
then relegating “contact” to a mere Internet portal to US gov-
ernment documents, however useful, eliminates the “public” in 
Public Diplomacy. At the same time, the IRC must compete with 
Santo Domingo’s well-established Bi-National Center which 
offers both a private K–12 school as well as separate English classes 
for ages 5 to adult. The BNC’s library offers a collection of 13,000 
titles in English and Spanish, and boasts a gallery and auditorium 
that seats 300. The BNC is located on a major thoroughfare and a 
few blocks from a major university.15

American Corners

Some PAOs realized that an IRC located behind embassy walls and 
security barriers did not provide an adequate response to the need, so 
they came up with another new concept they called “American cor-
ners.” The idea was to establish a small American library inside a local 
institution such as a university, so security would not be a problem. The 
PAO would identify an institution that was willing to provide space and 
a local staff to manage the library on a voluntary basis, and the embassy 
would provide American books and materials for it. American Corners 
are located in municipal buildings, such as a university. This approach 
was first tried in the former Soviet Union where it seemed to be fairly 
successful because the end of the Cold War had left local populations 
eager to have direct access to American libraries or other public build-
ings in regions that often have no other US diplomatic presence. Then 
it spread to other countries to help fill a need. An American Corner 
typically has 800 books, and half dozen computers connected to the 
Internet. In 2009 there were 414: 83 in Africa, 59 in East Asia, 166 in 
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Europe, 22 in Latin America, 39 in the Middle East, and 45 in South 
Central Asia. Public diplomacy staffs in Russia work in the embassy in 
Moscow and consulates in three other cities, but they also support 29 
Corners throughout the country. Books related to the United States 
and computers are supplied to each location.16

However the biggest problem with American Corners is that because 
of SECCA, there could be no US government personnel assigned to 
it, so there were no opportunities for Americans or even FSNs to have 
sustained direct contact with the target audience. Moreover, the part-
ner institution often failed to provide the level of personal attention to 
customer service that the traditional American centers had offered. In 
Cairo, for example, the PAO discovered after the American Corner 
was opened with fanfare at Cairo University, that it was left closed and 
locked for most of the day and was not used by students as it had been 
intended, so the project was dropped.

One 2006 analysis of American corners by a PD professional with 
experience in Russia, where they started, said that they are “cheap 
substitutes for the American Centers shut down after the cold war.” It 
added that “they often disappointed people by their limited, modest 
scale and available resources, including ones pertaining to high art. Not 
always directly expressed, but often made clear by tactful insinuation, 
the reaction of many Russians to the corners was: Is that all America 
has to offer?”17

IRCs versus Corners

Given the access problem with IRCs, some PAOs have found American 
corners better than nothing. In Hungary, where the first one opened in 
2004 and there were four corners spread around the country, they were 
working fairly well, as one study showed.18

The US Embassy in Thailand has five American corners located 
in major libraries nationwide. One official report says that these 
American Corners “aim to foster mutual understanding between 
Thailand and the United States through a variety of means including 
satellite broadcasts, digital video conferences, hi-speed Internet access, 
and book and multimedia collections. The Corners are used to stimu-
late dialogue with individual citizens, organizations, institutions and 
the media by providing information and cultural activities.” In two of 
them, the post specifically engages in direct dialogues with the Thai 
Muslims during PD officers’ visits to the Southern parts of Thailand, 
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and develops contacts for the IVLP and other exchange programs, as 
well as to monitor small grants programs. The post also uses these 
American Corners annually to conduct a special Muslim outreach 
program with an imam from the United States who talks about Islam 
in the United States.19

An analysis of public diplomacy in Serbia said: “when the Cold War 
ended, the libraries were closed and American corners were established 
in their place. American corners do not have American staff and offer 
significantly fewer resources. . . . There is a healthy attendance at events 
held at American corners, but they do not attract nearly as many peo-
ple as the libraries did on a daily basis. Thus, in their current form 
American corners are not as powerful a tool of public diplomacy as the 
American libraries were during the Cold War Era.20

The public diplomacy staff in Sierra Leone maintains a library in 
the embassy that according to one study its location “makes it difficult 
to visit, and it is not very welcoming. The location of the embassy 
also makes access difficult. The embassy, ‘up on a hill’ is not only off-
putting, but the large compound that it sits on doesn’t encourage the 
people of Sierra Leone to want to use it or its facilities.” The post there-
fore also makes use of American corners, located in Sierra Leonean 
institutions, that provide information on the United States by means 
of computers, books and magazines, and venues to talk to Americans 
about America.21

In Russia, the United States maintains an IRC in the embassy in 
Moscow but it is not accessible to the public. In addition, however, it 
maintains five American centers and a network of 26American cor-
ners, so that every significant city in Russia has one or the other.22 In 
Hungary, there is an IRC in the US embassy in Budapest that is acces-
sible to the public, and in addition there are five American corners in 
different parts of the country, the first one established in Budapest in 
2004.23 In Japan, there are American centers in Tokyo and four provin-
cial cities that are all accessible to the public.24

In Chile, there is an IRC located inside the embassy that is physically 
not accessible to the public. It is staffed by professional documentation 
and reference specialists who provide information by phone or email 
in response to questions. In addition, the embassy has established four 
American Corners in four different Chilean universities, three of them 
in provincial cities. Their facilities are uneven, with some having out-
dated or nonfunctional websites. At the same time, there is a BNC in 
Santiago, the Instituto Chileano Nortamericano that was established in 
1938, and today it has 15 branches throughout the country. This ICHN 
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is a private corporation that is administratively and financially indepen-
dent but it works closely with the US embassy.25

The Lugar Report

In 2008, two prominent think tanks published a joint report that said, 
“We believe the time is right to revive the ACC [American Cultural 
Center] concept in those countries where the local security situation 
permits and program environment warrants.”26

This think tank report ref lected a growing concern in Washington 
about the ineffectiveness of our public diplomacy. In December 2008 
Senator Richard Lugar sent a senior staff member, Paul Foldi, to visit a 
number of public diplomacy field offices in the Middle East and Latin 
America to see what could be done to improve performance. Foldi 
came back with concerns that focused on several issues but in particular 
on the demise of American centers problem that security precautions 
were causing our public diplomacy programs. In February 2009, Lugar 
published Foldi’s report as an official US Senate document.

The Lugar report expressed skepticism about the effectiveness of 
American corners, saying:

the operation, maintenance and programming offered by each 
Corner is in the hands of a foreign national who is neither paid 
nor overseen by U.S. Embassy officials and thus amount to noth-
ing less than an outsourcing of U.S. Public Diplomacy. The 
results in terms of U.S. Public Diplomacy are therefore mixed; 
some Corners are vital hubs of information, others dusty relics 
that offered little more than a photo-op for an ambassador at their 
opening. None offers Americans to be employed there, although 
American Fulbright English teachers sometimes give lectures 
there. While appropriate for remote regions where the U.S. has 
no diplomatic presence, Corners are too small to take the place of 
American Centers in a capital city.

It adds:

If viewed not as a substitute for a formal American Center facility 
but rather as a supplement, the Corners do in fact provide Public 
Diplomacy platforms for U.S. programming to have a home— 
particularly in the more remote areas of larger countries where the 
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U.S. lacks any formal diplomatic facility. For example in Russia, 
outside of our Embassy in Moscow, the U.S. has consulates in 
only St. Petersburg, Yekaterinburg, and Vladivostok, but there 
are 33 Corners throughout the country. Belarus has 12 Corners; 
Indonesia has 11 Corners, the Philippines—14, Afghanistan—7. 
However, because the Corners are not staffed with nor overseen 
by U.S. officials, they lack the same Public Diplomacy impact 
of a dedicated, stand-alone brick and mortar facility in a coun-
try’s capital. Some are excellent projections of American Public 
Diplomacy with dedicated and motivated staffs, others, can wither 
on the vine depending on the level of local interest and resources 
in providing staff willing to push the programming boundaries 
that may be at odds with officials in more remote locations.27

The report concluded: “The Department of State should take a care-
ful look at any requests for additional American Corners to ensure the 
need is truly justified.” The report also criticized what had happened 
with the BNCs, saying: “As budgetary constraints took hold and later, 
as USIA was absorbed into the State Department, the U.S. government 
began to disengage from day-to-day operations to the point that, now, 
BNCs are completely independent of U.S. operational and budgetary 
support, oversight, and programmatic direction.” It added: “Rather 
than create competing institutions that offer English language and cul-
tural programming, the State Department should examine cost and 
policy implications of formally re-establishing U.S. government links 
with the network of Bi-National Centers (BNCs) in the region. BNCs 
were originally created by the United States but are now wholly run by 
independent local boards.”28

The Lugar report made several other recommendations. It said: “The 
State Department—working with Congress and host governments—
needs to recreate the American Center system in secure facilities outside 
our Embassy compounds from which we can provide foreign audiences 
with greater access to information about the United States through 
libraries, periodicals and an uncensored Internet.” It said: “Congressional 
support is needed for the Department of State to create more accessible 
Public Diplomacy platforms by pushing Information Resource Centers 
(IRCs) out of remote Embassy compounds and allowing them to be re-
built as stand-alone American Centers in more centrally located areas. 
In order to accomplish this, the so-called ‘co-location requirement’ 
should be re-visited to allow these new Centers to be established as well 
as to permit those few facilities still off-compound to remain as such, as 
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long as appropriate security measures are in place.” The report added: 
“Reinvigorating the American Centers will go far to providing this by 
offering a more neutral location for our diplomats and visiting scholars 
to begin to repair the breach that has been created. . . . Such a program 
would entail re-locating a small number of Embassy officials outside 
our diplomatic compounds in those locations where the security cli-
mate permits and where we are able to provide them with appropriately 
secure facilities.”29

State Department Changes

Several months after the Lugar Report was issued, the Undersecretary 
for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs Judith McHale decided to take 
an initiative to revive the original American center concept somehow, 
calling them “American spaces.” Her staff did a survey and found that 
of the 37 traditional American centers still functioning abroad, 21 of 
them were in cities where the embassy was scheduled to be relocated 
and the new compound would include an IRC that would replace the 
off-site facility. The undersecretary decided to work with PAOs to help 
protect the 21 autonomous centers that were threatened, and also to 
find ways to establish new centers outside compound that would com-
ply with the SECCA rules. She established a small office at State to 
promote the idea.30

In 2013, her successor, Undersecretary Tara Sonenshine, continued 
to promote and support American spaces, saying, “American spaces 
offer each embassy gathering places to connect with young people, fos-
ter new ideas, help foreign students pursue studies in the U.S., and pro-
mote English language learning”31 She called them “extension cords 
for public diplomacy, extending our reach directly to people.” In 2013 
there were 853 American spaces of all kinds, including Corners and 
BNCs, in 169 countries. A few of them are mobile, such as the ones in 
the Philippines and Madagascar.32

The State Department Inspector General praised the IIP Bureau for 
its enhancement of American spaces, saying, “Regularizing support for 
American Spaces overseas has strengthened these platforms for engage-
ment with foreign publics, a cornerstone of the Department’s 21st cen-
tury PD effort.” It added, “The Under Secretary for Public Diplomacy 
and Public Affairs has underscored the importance of American Spaces 
by greatly increasing funding for them,” and “The 2011 reorganiza-
tion created the Regional Coordination and American Spaces group, 
overseen by a deputy coordinator, to create a single point of contact for 
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embassies and Department bureaus and to support the expanded man-
date of 850 American Spaces worldwide.”33

Some PAOs worked to find ways to create new program space out-
side the compound, or preserve what they already had. One idea that 
emerged from the discussions was that in order to get permission of the 
ambassador and regional security officer (RSO) for space that would 
be open and accessible to the general public, it might have to be located 
not in a remote location but in a place close to local commercial offices, 
perhaps on an upper f loor of an office building, that terrorists would be 
more reluctant to attack.

The Jakarta Experiment

The PAO in Indonesia, veteran public diplomacy officer Dr. Michael 
Anderson, proposed to solve the problem when he proposed establish-
ing an American center in a downtown commercial shopping mall, 
something that had never been done before. His purpose was to try to 
replicate as closely as possible, within the rules, the traditional American 
center. Anderson worked to persuade the ambassador and RSO plus 
other members of the country team. The PAO Anderson said that @
america has revived Edward R. Murrow’s idea of the importance of the 
“last three feet” of people-to-people interaction to facilitate effective 
information and cultural efforts abroad.34

The PAO persuaded Washington to provide funding for the experi-
ment. It was expensive—two million dollars for the building, plus one 
million annual operating costs (one-third of his budget). Senior officials 
at State were opposed to the project, but with the help of Ambassador 
Cameron Hume, Undersecretary for Public Affairs Judith McHale was 
persuaded to approve it. She attended the opening in December 2010, 
and it was called “@america.”35

The PAO was careful to satisfy the security requirements of SECCA 
and State Department officials in two ways. First, he showed the 
embassy security officer that such a public location, on an upper f loor 
in an Indonesian mall, was relatively safe from terrorist attack. Second, 
to comply with the SECCA law prohibiting US government employ-
ees from working there, he contracted with an Indonesian private 
firm to have it staffed by young bilingual and bicultural Indonesians. 
He arranged for one of his American staff, an assistant cultural affairs 
 officer, to supervise the project by spending much of his time there but 
to keep his official office at the embassy.36
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The center offers a wide range of services including cultural pro-
grams, English lessons, personalized student counseling and other 
attractions typical of a traditional American center. It has a multi-
media space, and offers information on the US delivered by videos 
and photographs, videoconferencing, interactive games, professional 
education counseling, guest lectures, cultural performances, discus-
sions, debates and other programs. According to the PAO, “During 
its first six months, it attracted almost 44,000 visitors who attended 
one of more than 270 programs or received information from onsite 
educational advisers or learned about U.S. society through various 
technology platforms. By July 2011, daily total visitors reached 368 
people, who physically came into the facility each day. Seventy percent 
were aged 15 to 30, and @america had over 14,000 website members, 
almost 12,000 Twitter followers and about 3,200 Facebook friends.” 
The PAO realized that it was important to use social media to pub-
licize the facility because its location did not make it easily visible.37 
One study of public diplomacy reported that “the post experimented 
with their new cultural center @america to reach out to young people 
where they spend their free time, which is in the malls of Jakarta, and 
given the size and diversity of Indonesia, they were consciously trying 
to reach out beyond Jakarta to communicate with second-tier cities 
and islands other than Java.”38

The state inspectors praised the project, saying that they consid-
ered it to be an outreach tool designed to go to the target audience of 
Indonesians aged 15–30.39 The New York Times also featured @america 
as the latest US public diplomacy effort to win over young people, 
especially in a Muslim country.40

Conclusion

Public diplomacy professionals continue to find ways to replicate, in 
some fashion, the concept of a stand-alone center that provides a plat-
form combining several programs and is easily accessible to the public, 
overcoming security barriers. A study by the American Academy of 
Diplomacy in 2008 said: “Cultural Centers provide PD field personnel 
with excellent opportunities to engage college students and young pro-
fessionals in discussions of American society and policies. The centers 
will have a library facility; computer access; English language instruc-
tion; student counseling and cultural programming. We believe that 
the time is right to revive the ACC concept in those countries where 
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the local security situation permits and program environment warrants. 
For Missions that prefer a smaller program operation, an alternative is 
the Information Resource Center (IRC) model that features a research 
library facility.” The Academy recommended that State “Establish 
40 American Cultural Centers (or a mixture of ACCs and smaller 
Information Resource Centers) in order to broaden U.S. daily cul-
tural presence worldwide” and “Re-engage the autonomous pro-U.S. 
Binational Center (BNC) network in Latin America whose member-
ship is desirous of closer cultural and political ties with the U.S.”41

In many places establishing the classic cultural center/library is not 
possible for security reasons, so other approaches have been tried. As 
of mid-2013, IIP is studying whether the Jakarta experiment can be 
copied elsewhere. The US embassies in Dhaka and Riga are consider-
ing opening a similar model, but the cost may be prohibitive. As of 
late 2013 the Jakarta experiment of @America is still doing very well, 
although because it is expensive it has not been replicated anywhere 
else.42 PD field officers will however undoubtedly keep trying to find a 
way to reach out to the public and still abide by the rules that security 
requires.





C H A P T E R  T E N

Educational Exchanges

This chapter discusses the US public diplomacy programs that sup-
port educational exchanges between the United States and foreign 
countries, involving not only students but also professionals. Most 
Americans have heard of the Fulbright program but few know much 
about it or the other programs by which US public diplomacy supports 
other exchanges. From the perspective of a PAO at a US embassy, the 
two most important exchange programs, and among the oldest, are the 
Fulbright and the International Visitor Leadership Program (IVLP). 
But there are several others.

A Variety of Types of Exchanges

Fulbright and IVLP

The Fulbright program is the one that is known best internationally. The 
name is widely recognized and it carries considerable prestige abroad. It 
offers scholarships for students and grants for established professionals. 
It is unique in that it arranges exchanges both ways, not only bringing 
foreigners to the United States, but also sending Americans abroad. Since 
it was established in 1946, it has arranged tens of thousands of exchanges 
with the United States each way. Participants in the program for foreign-
ers are selected by the embassy or by a bi-national Fulbright Commission 
(see further on). The American Fulbright students and scholars are 
selected by boards in the United States, based on requests from posts.1

Some posts have had Fulbright programs for decades. In Thailand, 
for example, between 1949 when it began and 2009, the Fulbright 
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program has brought 1,698 Thais to America and sent 2,419 Americans 
to Thailand.2 The first Pakistani Fulbright participants traveled to 
the United States in 1951 and since then the program has become the 
largest Fulbright Program, in terms of funding, worldwide. In 2009, 
154 Fulbright grants were issued to Pakistanis for MA and PhD study 
in America. The US Embassy also supports International Visitors 
Leadership Grants.3

The IVLP brings mid-career foreign professionals to the United 
States on short-term visits to meet with their American counterparts 
in several American cities. Originally called the International Visitors 
Program, it is a highly selective program for mid-career professionals 
who visit their counterparts and others in several American cities. Most 
visits last only three weeks—some are shorter—because the participants 
are busy people. Its stated purpose is to bring “current and emerging 
foreign leaders in a variety of fields” to the United States to “experi-
ence this country firsthand and cultivate lasting relationships with their 
American counterparts.”4 Participants are chosen by the country team 
at the embassy, which looks for candidates who seem to be headed for 
leadership roles in their country.

Grantees meet with professional counterparts, visit US public and 
private sector organizations related to the project theme and participate 
in cultural and social activities. They have either individually-tailored 
programs or they travel in small groups from the same region or the 
same profession. They are accompanied by an escort or “facilitator” 
who is language qualified if necessary. The success of the program is 
usually measured years after they return home, anecdotally with exam-
ples, and many countries have seen people rise to in leadership posi-
tions who had participated in the program. Because it is expensive, the 
number of participants each year is relatively small. The US embassy 
in Japan, for example, sends approximately 50 IVLP grantees to the 
United States annually, which is the highest number of any post.5 In 
total, the IVLP brings more than five thousand foreign visitors to the 
United States each year. More than 200,000 International Visitors have 
come here since the program started in 1940, and this includes over 300 
and 30 current or former Chiefs of State or Heads of Government.

In France, for example, in 2011 the president, prime minister, and 
foreign minister were all IVLP returnees. President Nicolas Sarkozy 
and François Fillon, his prime minister, had been IVLP grantees when 
they were in their thirties. Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, president of France 
1974–1981, Lionel Jospin, former prime minister, were also visitors in 
the United States in their thirties. Every year about 30 French people 
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are invited to visit the USA. About one third of them are now selected 
from minorities.6 The CAO in Paris has said: “Needless to say, the 
positive experience they had in the United States on the IVLP while in 
their 20s and 30s is helping us today advance the bilateral relationship 
as these officials have now gotten to such leadership positions in their 
country.” He pointed out: “Here in France, our embassy does not sin-
gle out any one particular group for outreach. Our goal is to be inclu-
sive and to make sure that no group is ignored. . . . Today thirty percent 
of our participants in the International Visitors Leadership Program 
come from our diversity outreach efforts. The Fulbright Commission 
is attracting exceptional talent from non-traditional audiences.”7

There is a similar opportunity that has been available to public affairs 
sections for decades, called the “Voluntary Visitor Program,” by which 
the US embassy can arrange for meetings in the United States for for-
eign professionals who are planning to travel there anyway. These 
short-term “VolVis” grants are less expensive than IVLGs, but they can 
achieve some of the same objectives.

Newer Targeted or Tailored Programs

Global political developments have led to the creation of new exchange 
programs in response to new opportunities.

After the Soviet Union collapsed in 1989, the US Government 
decided to try to reach out to Russian youth, and the Future Leaders 
Exchange (FLEX) program was created to bring approximately three 
hundred Russian high school students to the United States annually 
for one year of study.8 The students are spread out over all 50 states so 
they have individual experiences. As one State Department official said 
about the participants in FLEX, “they return to Russia “transformed” 
after “fabulous formative experiences” speaking “fantastic English,” 
not only with an intimate knowledge of American culture, but also 
networks of friends who last well past their academic year of study.9 By 
2010 more than 17,000 Russian school children had participated in this 
program.10

After the 9/11 terrorist attack on the United States, the Bush admin-
istration created several exchange programs to focus on youth in the 
Near East, where the terrorists had come from, and from other Muslim 
countries. The George W. Bush administration shifted the focus of the 
exchange program in two major ways: giving the Middle Eastern and 
Muslim countries a high priority and a shift to more youth and “youth 

  



Front Line Public Diplomacy164

inf luencers” (teachers, coaches, mentors) instead of only opinion lead-
ers. Both shifts were largely a reaction to the 9/11 terrorist attack on 
the United States. It seemed prudent to focus attention on Arab and 
Muslim audiences, and to target youth because they constituted up 
to 50 percent of the populations under 25, and they were assumed 
to be subject to negative inf luences and were expected to be future 
leaders.11

Shortly after 9/11, State also created the Partnerships for Learning 
Undergraduate Studies (PLUS) program, intended to bring “non-elite 
gifted young men and women” from Muslim countries for their junior 
and senior years at American universities. The program ran from 2003 
until 2008 but was then discontinued because the State Department 
determined that it was not reaching enough of an audience to justify 
its expense.12 At the same time, the Bush administration started the 
Youth Exchange and Study (YES) Program as a direct response to 9/11, 
and it targeted several dozen countries including Arab and non-Arab.13 
It paid for foreign students to spend one year in an American high 
school. Embassies made the selection of candidates, who lived with 
a host family in the United States while they were to school there. 
Placement and monitoring of student progress was outsourced to sev-
eral American NGOs. Then in 2007, State launched the Undergraduate 
Exchange Program (NESA UGRAD) to bring up to 100 students annu-
ally from the Near East and South Asia to spend one or two semesters 
for non-degree study at an accredited university in the United States. 
It was expected that some of the students who attended this program 
would apply for Fulbright grants to continue their study in the United 
States.14 In the United States it is administered by American Councils 
for International Education.

In 2008, State launched a special program for Egyptian students, 
called the Community College Initiative that would being one thousand 
Egyptian students over three years to the United states for one or two 
year terms at community colleges. The program’s objectives are to fos-
ter mutual understanding between young Egyptians and Americans; 
and to develop professional level skills and aid youth in finding employ-
ment in the Egyptian job market, mostly in technical sectors.15

Smaller Programs

PAOs also have some smaller exchange programs to choose from. 
Among the older, established programs that PAOs have taken advantage 
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of is the Hubert H. Humphrey Fellowship and the Salzburg Seminar. The 
Humphrey brings foreign graduate students to the US for a one-year 
non-degree program of academic coursework, independent research, 
professional affiliations, field trips, special seminars, and consultations 
with experts in the field. In addition, Fellows attend a Washington 
DC conference with Humphrey Fellows from across the United States 
in the fall. Each year US embassies select approximately ten Fellows. 
Since the program began, more than 205 Fellows from more than 80 
countries have participated. The Salzburg Global Seminar hosts seminars 
several times each year at Schloss Leopoldskron in Austria. Its seminars 
focused on critical issues confronting the global community, covering 
topics as diverse as health care and education, culture and economics, 
geopolitics and philanthropy. Sessions last up to one week. Since it 
started in 1947, it has hosted more than 500 sessions for over 20,000 
people. US embassies select participants from the host nation.16

Some exchange programs are for very specific types of participants. 
The International Writing Program (IWP) brings to Iowa City a group of 
25 to 35 authors, both rising stars and established creative writers who 
have achieved literary distinction in their own countries, who have 
demonstrated literary talent. They have a ten-week residency to work 
on their own projects, to give readings and lectures, and to interact 
with American audiences and literary communities across the United 
States. It is funded by the US government but in the United States it is 
administered by the University of Iowa.

The American Council of Young Political Leaders (ACYPL) brings mid-
level professionals with experience in governance to the United States for 
8 to 14 days to meet American professionals in their fields. The embassy 
selects the participants but it is administered in the US by ACYPL. The 
FORTUNE/US State Department Global Women’s Mentoring Partnership 
brings emerging foreign women leaders, between the ages of 25 and 43, 
to the US where they meet with members of Fortune’s Most Powerful 
Women Leaders for a month-long one-on-one internship program. It 
is administered in the United States by the Fortune Company. The 
Study of the US Institutes for Student Leaders program is for undergraduate 
student leaders from abroad who spend six weeks at US academic insti-
tutions, participating in academic courses and taking educational tours. 
Candidates have specialties in civic engagement, US government, pub-
lic policy, women’s leadership, journalism, American religious plural-
ism, and social entrepreneurship.

The Study of the United States Institute for scholars (SUSI) program is 
for foreign university faculty, secondary educators and other scholars 
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to the United States who teach about America. It brings them to the 
United States for six weeks to strengthen curricula and improve the 
quality of their teaching. The first four weeks are spent at specific US 
host universities where they participate in lectures, seminars discus-
sions, and site visits related to learn about American educational phi-
losophies and new teaching methods. The remaining two weeks are on 
a study tour in another geographic region of the country. The Stateside 
programs are arranged by several US universities. The International 
Leaders in Education Program (ILEP) brings outstanding secondary school 
teachers of English, math, science, and social studies from the Near 
East, South Asia, Southeast Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, and the Western 
Hemisphere17 to the United States to further develop expertise in their 
subject areas, enhance their teaching skills, and increase their knowl-
edge about the United States. They participate in a five-month aca-
demic program at US university graduate schools of education. ILEP is 
administered by International Research and Exchanges Board.18

Finally, the Teaching Excellence and Achievement Program (TEA) is a 
program for secondary school teachers with five years of experience 
teaching English, social studies, math and science to spend six weeks at 
a university graduate school of education, learning teaching method-
ologies and strategies, lesson planning, teaching strategies, leadership, 
and instructional technologies. The program also includes field experi-
ence at a secondary school. In the United States this is administered by 
International Research and Exchanges Board.19

The Rationale

The public diplomacy rationale concept behind all of the exchange 
programs that bring foreigners to America is that they usually result in 
a much greater understanding by the foreign participants in all aspects 
of America, including not only its foreign policy but also its history, 
society and culture, and that it often leads to interpersonal connec-
tions with Americans. The secondary benefit is that these programs 
help lead to a better understanding by Americans of foreign peoples 
and their societies and cultures, that can help United States inter-
ests. The exchange programs that send Americans abroad also serve a 
dual purpose of helping foreigners learn about America while helping 
Americans learn about a foreign society and culture.

The Advisory Committee on Cultural Diplomacy in its 2005 report 
said that “cultural exchanges counteract the stereotypes that inform the 
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attitudes of people everywhere, revealing the common ground.”20 A 
senior USIA official found that “exchanges have generated tolerance and 
appreciation of foreign values, culture and institutions as well as lasting 
connections between participants and their hosts.”21 And US ambas-
sadors consistently rate the International Visitor Leadership Program as 
one of the most useful public diplomacy tools available to them.22

Senior State Department officials have consistently promoted educa-
tional exchange programs, using different rationales. The Undersecretary 
for Public Diplomacy in the Bush administration, Karen Hughes, who 
was a strong supporter of them, found in 2007 during the Global War 
on Terror, that if she presented her exchange budget to Congress with 
the justification that these programs helped prevent future terrorist 
attacks on the United States, they were more likely to be funded, so 
she did that.23 In 2013, her successor, Tara Sonenshine, was pointing 
out in her speeches that the 765,000 foreign students at US colleges and 
universities contributed $22.7 billion to the US economy.24Secretary 
of State John Kerry, whose daughter was a Fulbright student abroad, 
calls himself a “passionate advocate” of that program which he called 
“one of the great programs that exists anywhere in the world.” He 
said it helps break down barriers, take away ideological extremes and 
“eliminate the simplistic sort of reduction to a stereotype that so many 
people engage in.”25

These are the programs over which American officials have the least 
control, but they are considered valuable assets to our public diplomacy. 
Edward R. Murrow’s famous dictum about the importance of “the 
last three feet” in public diplomacy applies to educational exchanges 
even though the three-feet conversations take place between foreigners 
and private American citizens. They are not responsible for advocating 
policy but they can represent American views and attitudes that are 
part of the PD mission.

The fact that most of the exchange programs are carried out in the 
United States by American private, non-governmental organizations 
(see below), is actually a major reason for their success. Participants 
can directly experience American society, culture, and people, so they 
likely have no suspicion that they are being misled, as can be the case 
when the information they receive is mediated. They realize that their 
program, their contacts and their conversations are not controlled by 
the US government, and this convinces them that they are seeing the 
“real America” and it also makes the point about American freedom. 
According to one study, exchange participants remarked on this aspect 
of the programs.26
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Public diplomacy professionals generally agree that exchange pro-
grams are among the most powerful of all public diplomacy instru-
ments. They are far more effective in enhancing understanding of 
America than reading about the United States or watching a film or 
TV program. The impact on public diplomacy goals is almost always 
positive, because the visitor attains a more nuanced and sophisticated 
appreciation of the United States in all its aspects, so that misunder-
standings as well as false myths and simplistic impressions are dispelled. 
In a very small number of cases, visitors return home with negative 
prejudices reinforced, but on balance the program is almost always 
achieves public diplomacy goals. Visitors usually return home with 
a much more sophisticated knowledge of the United States in many 
respects, and they are often willing to explain America to their compa-
triots in a more sympathetic way.

Opinion poll data in fact indicates that foreigners who have visited 
the United States tend to have a more positive view of America than 
those who have not, corroborating what public diplomacy professionals 
have always known about these exchanges.27 One exception that proves 
the rule is Sayyid Qutb, an Egyptian writer who came to the United 
States in 1948 on an Egyptian government scholarship to study the 
American educational system. He spent two years in the United States 
(he studied at Colorado State College of Education and Stanford) but 
found many aspects of American life repugnant, including its mate-
rialism, racism, and mixing of the sexes, that he wrote about in his 
1951 essay “The America I Have Seen.” When he returned home he 
became a radicalized Muslim extremist who confronted the Egyptian 
regime and continued to criticize the United States. Although Nasser 
had him executed in 1966 he has since been highly revered by violent 
Islamists.28

A detailed study of the IVLP program found that, in interviews with 
participants, almost every one returned home with a more positive 
and much better informed view of the United States. They said they 
were impressed with American open-mindedness and friendliness, and 
they understood much better the practical applications of such ideals as 
freedom and democracy. They were especially pleased with their expe-
riences visiting and staying at American homes that gave them a close 
look at our family life.29

As the PAO in Moscow Michael Hurley explained: “We’re not 
only doing [people-to-people exchanges] because it’s the right thing 
to do,” he said. “We do it because we believe that opening the doors 
to conversations that can be facilitated by . . . exposure to one another’s 
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culture is in our interest to have. . . . It is in the United States’ national 
interest.”30 The PAO in Germany, Bruce Armstrong, addressed the 
problem of East Germans having less knowledge and more negative 
views of America because of decades of Communist rule, by arranging 
educational exchange programs, such as the Eastern German teacher 
exchange program.31

Each Post Is Different

As with all public diplomacy efforts, each country has an exchange 
program that is unique.

The general rule is that Washington provides the public affairs sec-
tion of each embassy with an annual allocation of a specific number of 
scholarships for young people to study in the United States, and grants 
for foreign professionals to travel to America for short visits. The study 
grants can range from one semester to four years, but the professional 
grants are usually for a few weeks or months because they are busy 
people and their grants are intended to allow the visitors to become 
familiar with the people and practices in their particular specializa-
tion. Beyond that, there are variations among posts depending on local 
circumstances.

First, the size of the budget and the importance of the country mat-
ter. In India, for example, the PAO has a much larger budget than 
most PAOs; so he or she has been able to maintain about 15 different 
exchange programs for Indians to explore education and professional 
development in the United States.32 Small posts on the other hand may 
have only a few Fulbright or IVLP grants.

Second, if a bilateral political relationship improves, opportunities 
for the United States to undertake educational exchange programs also 
change. One example can be seen by comparing the Soviet Union 
during the Cold War with the Russia of today. During the Cold War, 
Moscow prevented extensive exchanges of persons with the United 
States. The US government was able to start a Fulbright program with 
the Soviet Union in 1973, during the Cold War, but it was limited. Then 
exchanges expanded considerably after the fall of the Soviet Union 
so that by 2010 more than 55,000 Russian citizens of all types were 
alumni of these programs. However, scholar exchanges with Russia, 
which reached a high of about 80 annually in the late 1990s because of 
the demise of the Soviet Union, then declined to about 40 annually, 
while the focus of exchanges shifted to younger students.33
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Another example is Afghanistan, where exchange programs were 
impossible for many years because of recurring civil wars and difficult 
relations with the United States. The Fulbright program was suspended 
in the 1980, and it only resumed in 2003, when the United States again 
had a major presence in the country. The American Embassy Kabul 
then began a program to send Afghan high school students to America, 
and it reinstated the Fulbright program after a 23-year suspension.34 It 
has grown since then because Afghanistan became a Washington prior-
ity (see chapter eleven).

Third, changes in exchange programs can also go in a negative 
direction because of the bilateral relationship. In Serbia, throughout the 
Cold War, exchanges were an important American instrument because 
of that country’s standoff posture toward the USSR, and by the1970s, 
Yugoslavia had the largest Fulbright program in Eastern Europe. But 
since the end of the Cold War, the bilateral relationship has become 
more contentious, and Serbia has become less important to Washington, 
so the exchange program shrank. By 2008, the United States sent only 
three American Fulbright scholars to Serbia and received five Serbian 
scholars. In the following year, seven scholars participated in Fulbright 
exchanges.35

Another example is Iran. Under the Shah, the US had a robust 
exchange program with Iran when Iranians were among the largest 
groups of students to come to America. Since the 1979 revolution, 
the US-Iranian political confrontation has prevented a fully function-
ing exchange program, although some academic exchanges continued 
until the 2009 Iranian election that was criticized in the US as fraudu-
lent and tensions increased. Since 2009, the State Department has pro-
vided online student counseling to Iranian students, but US-sponsored 
exchanges have been on hold, primarily because of fears that partici-
pants could be arrested by the Iranian regime.36

Fourth, if domestic political conditions in a country make other pub-
lic diplomacy programs difficult, the United States may try to increase 
the exchange of persons to compensate and to keep the dialogue going. 
One example of that is Syria, in the years just before the 2011 upris-
ing. Syrian Government restrictions on local public diplomacy activi-
ties had become pervasive in those years, closing the American Center 
and American Language Center, and prohibiting the PAO from con-
tacts with the media, which were hostile to US interests. In response, 
the PAO decided to expand educational exchanges substantially. In the 
years 2008–2010, when American public diplomacy facilities remained 
closed, the embassy sent more Syrians to America on the International 
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Visitor (IVLP) program than in the several years before that. In 2009 the 
embassy sent 30 Syrians to the US on the IVLP, involved 26 American 
and Syrian students and scholars in the Fulbright program, two others 
on the Humphrey Scholarship program, and one Syrian foreign lan-
guage teaching assistant. For 2010, Washington responded positively 
to the embassy’s request for IVLP slots for Syria, doubling the number 
from 32 to 64. In addition, the embassy brought seven Americans to 
Syria to study Arabic under the critical language program. The embassy 
was however careful not to try to generate media coverage for the indi-
viduals participating in the exchange program for fear it would put 
them in jeopardy with the authorities, and the candidates themselves 
expressed concerns about receiving publicity.37 However, starting in 
2011 when Syria’s civil war broke out, all in-country public diplomacy 
programs ceased including all educational exchanges.

China is an interesting case. Despite the many years of US-China 
political confrontation, and extensive Chinese government restric-
tions on US public diplomacy programs in China, exchanges are now 
f lourishing. Exchanges were suspended between 1949 and 1979 and 
again in 1979–80. Today however there are more than sixty thousand 
Chinese students on US university campuses, most of them here on 
Chinese government scholarships. The number of Chinese scholars in 
the United States has doubled since 2004, and the Chinese Ministry 
of Education contributes almost one million dollars to the Fulbright 
program. There are more than 110 Chinese professionals in the United 
States on IVLP programs funded by the United States, a large number 
considering the high cost of that program.38

Local Partnerships

In some countries, the US embassy has established a bi-national educa-
tional exchange commission, often called a “Fulbright Commission,” 
to facilitate the exchange program. These commissions usually are 
composed half of Americans—including embassy representatives and 
private Americans—and half of local citizens.

Bi-national commissions can provide several advantages to the US 
government. One is that the local members provide intimate knowl-
edge of their society and can help identify good scholarship candidates. 
Another advantage to the United States is that commissions often lead 
to co-financing by the host government and/or private citizens. In 
France, for example, the foreign ministry co-finances the Fulbright 
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program through the “Franco-American Commission,” that sponsors 
between 30 and 50 American and French exchange grantees every year 
for studies, research, or to work as teaching assistants.39 In India, the 
program is managed by the US-India Educational Foundation (USIEF), 
and the Indian government contributes to the cost, which is approxi-
mately nine million dollars annually and allows the exchange of more 
than 300 scholars each year. It is the largest in the world.40 In Japan, the 
Fulbright program began in 1952 but since 1979 and it has been man-
aged by the Japan-US Educational Commission ( JUSEC). The pro-
gram is funded by both governments and it sponsors exchanges of forty 
to fifty students, researchers, educators and journalists annually.41

The risk for the embassy in having a commission, however, is that 
the host country members might insist on choosing candidates that the 
embassy considers unsuitable, or they might veto candidates or study 
programs that the embassy wants.

One example of such a problem arose in India in 2007. A disagreement 
arose in USIEF in 2007 when embassy representatives proposed bring-
ing American scholars to India to undertake research projects in Islamic 
studies—an outgrowth of Washington’s post-9/11 focus on Muslims—
and the Indians on the commission refused because their government 
regarded ethnic conf lict as politically sensitive. The Government of 
India regards any form of ethnic conf lict as issues of particular sensitiv-
ity, and research that probed ethnic conf lict was regularly scrutinized 
very carefully by the Ministry of Higher Education and the Ministry 
of the Interior. India did not want Fulbright scholars to be seen as 
somehow political so it simply did not act upon such research proposals. 
Indian officials stated, “As soon as you start researching the topic you 
have to go door to door. This would unnecessarily raise ethnic ten-
sions.” The publicly stated Indian explanation was that the restrictions 
on American Fulbright researchers were “for their own safety.” The 
stalemate was resolved when then-Ambassador David Mulford made 
the case in public statements for freedom of research. He announced 
to the media that the program would be discontinued unless these 
bureaucratic delays were addressed. The officials backed down and as a 
result the reviews of research proposals were streamlined and accepted 
without further delays.42

Problems have also arisen with commissions elsewhere. In Egypt, the 
United States has conducted a Fulbright program since 1949 and more 
than five thousand Egyptians have participated in it.43 The Fulbright 
Commission there worked well for many years but at one point the 
embassy became concerned that the commission was following the 
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personal wishes of some of the Egyptian commission members so that 
the candidates were not qualified by objective criteria that the embassy 
was trying to adhere to, despite the fact that the commission director 
was an American. The problem was resolved when the commission 
director was replaced.44

One exchange partnership arrangement that has gone well was 
started in 2010 by the PAO in Mexico. As he explained:

The name of the program in Spanish is “Jovenes en Accion” or 
Youth in Action. It was—it’s a program that we initiated in 2010. 
It is somewhat unique because it’s an exchange program that is 
co-sponsored by the Mexican government, the secretary of educa-
tion and private sector partners, along with the embassy in Mexico 
City. The program reaches out to public school high school stu-
dents, ages 14 to about 18 years old, and brings them to the United 
States for a five-week period during which they get instruction in 
leadership, English language skills. They also have a two-week 
stay with a family in the United States, which includes community 
service projects. And, during the same time, they develop a project 
which they take back to Mexico to implement in their communi-
ties. . . . The first round of this program . . . had 50 students from all 
over the—all over Mexico. The second round, which was just this 
summer, has 68 students from 14 different states in Mexico.

He added: “A lot of these kids . . . arrived in the United States with, you 
know, stereotypes of what Americans are like, of what America is all 
about. And it seems that a lot of them went back home very changed, 
especially because they actually spent time in communities with fami-
lies and came to see that we have a lot more in common than they 
thought we did, and that everybody is concerned about, you know, 
what’s happening in Mexico, what’s happening in the border, how it 
affects the United States, how it affects their communities.”45

In short, bi-national commissions are in some cases problematic, but 
in other cases they can enhance the public diplomacy program consid-
erably, depending on local circumstances.

US Private Sector Partnerships

A very important aspect of cultural and educational programming 
by the US government involves partnerships with private American 
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institutions that serve mutual purposes. This is sometimes called “citi-
zen diplomacy.” These partnerships are not widely known by the 
American public but they are vital to the success of the public diplo-
macy efforts. Some writers call for more reliance on the American 
private sector,46 but already a great deal has been done, quietly, over the 
years by private-government cooperation on exchanges. Partnership 
with the private sector has long been established practice of public 
diplomacy professionals.

It has been declared US policy for decades that our public diplo-
macy efforts should be carried out with the help of the US private 
sector. After World War II, President Truman’s the State Department 
opened an Office of Private Enterprise and Cooperation that worked 
with the private sector on overseas information projects. It cooperated 
for example with the Advertising Council to help shape commercial 
advertising overseas in a useful direction.47 The Reagan administra-
tion’s USIA mission statement on public diplomacy acknowledged the 
private sector role.

Congress has also stressed this point. When it passed the Smith-
Mundt Act in 1948 it added provisions in order to satisfy members 
who were concerned to protect American private institutions. One 
provision said: “In carrying out the provisions of this chapter it shall 
be the duty of the Secretary to utilize, to the maximum extent practi-
cable, the services and facilities of private agencies, including existing 
American press, publishing, radio, motion picture, and other agen-
cies, through contractual arrangements or otherwise. It is the intent of 
Congress that the Secretary shall encourage participation in carrying 
out the purposes of this chapter by the maximum number of different 
private agencies in each field consistent with the present or potential 
market for their services in each country.” Another provision said: “In 
authorizing international information activities under this chapter, it 
is the sense of the Congress (1) that the Secretary shall reduce such 
Government information activities whenever corresponding private 
information dissemination is found to be adequate; (2) that nothing in 
this chapter shall be construed to give the Department a monopoly in 
the production or sponsorship on the air of short-wave broadcasting 
programs, or a monopoly in any other medium of information.”48 It has 
therefore been the clear intent of Congress to protect the private sector 
from any harm that might be done by public diplomacy. But the actual 
practice of public diplomacy over the years has developed very strong 
partnerships with private organizations and individuals that have been 
mutually very beneficial.
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In implementing its exchange programs the State Department part-
ners with several different American nongovernmental organizations, 
such as the Institute for International Education (IIE), the National 
Council for International Visitors (NCIV), America-Mideast Education 
and Training Services (AMIDEAST), and others.49 After the embassy 
selects the participants, the American NGO carries out the US-based 
arrangements. The NCIV, for example, that manages all of the stateside 
programs of the International Visitor Program, was established in 1961, 
and is an umbrella organization for seven National Program Agencies 
that work with hundreds of Committees of International Visitors all 
across the United States. The CIVs are responsible for the local pro-
grams of the foreign visitors, greeting them upon arrival, and making 
arrangements for their official meetings with counterparts and their 
home-stays, as well as other contacts. The forty-two thousand people 
who work at the CIVs are almost all unpaid volunteers. Partnership 
with the NCIV not only gives a private face to the NCIV program, it 
also saves the US government money; the volunteer hours were esti-
mated in 2011 to be worth more fifteen million dollars.50

Educational Advising

One important function of the public affairs section of the US embassy 
traditionally has been the provision of educational counseling ser-
vices to students wishing to study in America. Helping foreign stu-
dents understand how to apply for entry into American educational 
institutions is an important public diplomacy tool as an adjunct to the 
exchange program. For those students who can afford to pay their way 
to America, it is still difficult to figure out the American educational 
system, since it is usually much more complicated than the one they are 
used to at home. Counseling services also are less expensive than study 
scholarships, although to be done correctly they must include a profes-
sional counselor who knows the US system very well.

American education is highly respected around the world, and study 
in the United States is a strong magnet that pulls many foreigners to the 
United States, or to the few US-style universities and colleges located 
abroad. As the American scholar John Waterbury says, many foreigners 
see American educational institutions as significantly better than the 
local educational institutions in their own countries, and they are also 
attracted to other aspects of American society, so despite political dif-
ferences with Washington, they want to study in the United States.51
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In the past, student counseling was done almost entirely by US gov-
ernment employees, mostly local employees, who worked in embassy 
facilities. In 2013, the State Department provides support to student 
advising programs in 170 countries,52 but much of that is actually car-
ried out now by others on behalf of the US government. Over the years, 
because of budget and staff cuts, it has been increasingly outsourced 
to non-governmental organizations, some of them American. In the 
Arab world, for example, the State Department has a contract with 
AMIDEAST, an American NGO with headquarters in Washington 
DC that has field offices all over the Middle East and North Africa, to 
do student counseling on behalf of the US government. Washington 
has also tried to use the new information technology to support stu-
dent advising by creating the website Education USA, which provides 
basic educational counseling information to foreign students.53 In addi-
tion, some posts run their own online Q&A “webinars” where locals 
tune in to get questions answered live from, with the Public Affairs 
and Consular Sections teaming up. In some countries, trained local 
employees and language-qualified Americans handle questions in the 
local language.54

In Indonesia, student counseling is a high priority for the post. 
According to the PAO: “[O]ne of the major goals of the comprehensive 
partnership with Indonesia is to double the number of Indonesian stu-
dents coming to America and double the number of Americans com-
ing to Indonesia.” He explained that “@america helps accomplish part 
of that goal” because “@america has EducationUSA counselors avail-
able . . . so if you walk in you can talk to a live human being and get 
advice about studying in the United States.”55 The embassy in Nairobi 
sponsors a student counseling center that advises approximately 4,500 
Kenyans annually on studying in the United States. This service is 
larger than any in sub-Saharan Africa except Nigeria, and as a con-
sequence there are more Kenyans studying in the United States than 
from any sub-Saharan country except Nigeria.56

Returnee Followup

Returnees from exchange programs can be valuable assets because 
they can help explain aspects of America to their compatriots who 
have never been to the United States. They often become unofficial 
surrogates who help the public diplomacy professionals achieve their 
objectives. They may write newspaper articles or speak on television 
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about the United States in ways that are helpful to the public diplomacy 
program. In any case, what they say in public or in private about the 
United States is likely to be regarded as more credible than information 
and comments coming from Americans.

PAOs try to engage with exchange participants when they first 
return home, and encourage them to write of their impressions or give 
interviews. Some posts have developed alumni associations to maintain 
contact with returnees.

In Egypt, for example, the PAO organized what he called “an 
extremely active alumni association,” that turned out to be helpful to 
the embassy when the uprising broke out in January 2011 that toppled 
President Mubarak. “Many of these youths were actual participants in 
the January 25th movement. So when Tahrir Square was going on, 
when the protests were going on—these massive demonstrations that 
were organized—we were able to contact them—be in touch with 
them. We knew these people, many of them quite well. And many of 
them had been on our programs—on exchange programs that looked 
at American civil society.”57

Visitors usually return home with a much more sophisticated knowl-
edge of the United States in many respects, and they are often will-
ing to explain American to their compatriots in a more sympathetic 
way. One problem however is that returnees who are criticized for 
appearing to have been brainwashed or to be sudden converts to a 
pro-American view, may have to defend themselves. As the US PAO 
in Islamabad recently reported: “Everywhere you went when you met 
these Pakistanis who had been off in the United States and you saw 
how it changed them and they would say: ‘Yes, I’m out there advo-
cating for the United States all the time. I love Pakistan. This is my 
country. But people accuse me of being a lackey for the United States. I 
say: No, we’re not. I’m just trying to explain what I saw in the United 
States.’”58

Often the participants from an exchange program stay in touch with 
the Americans they have met during their stay in the United States, and 
some even form business or professional relationships with them. In 
some countries, the returnees form associations with each other. Public 
affairs sections try to keep in contact with the returnees but this effort 
does not always work well, partly because they move around and their 
contact information gets lost.59 Yet because of the value of returnees to 
public diplomacy programs, many PAOs try to find ways to stay con-
nected with them after their programs end. The State Department also 
tries to help returnees stay connected online with a website.60
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Conclusion

American diplomats regard the programs they arrange that bring stu-
dents and professionals to the United States and send Americans abroad 
as among the most effective of all public diplomacy programs. These 
programs allow foreigners to gain a first-hand experience in America 
that helps them understand our society, culture and politics, and even 
the fundamentals of our foreign policies. Fulbright is the best-known 
exchange program but there are many others, both short and long 
term, to choose from. Partnership with private American organiza-
tions reduces the cost to the embassy, and sends an implicit message to 
visitors that we have nothing to hide. Returnees can help tell our story 
credibly back home, and public diplomacy officers make efforts to fol-
low up with them as part of the process.
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Defense Department Communications:  
Changing Role

For decades, the US Department of Defense has undertaken system-
atic communications with selected audiences. Prior to the September 
11, 2001, terrorist attack on the United States, these DOD commu-
nications were very different from the civilian communications car-
ried out by civilian agencies (USIA and State) as public diplomacy. 
After September 11, when the US government declared a Global War 
on Terrorism, the Pentagon expanded its communication efforts in a 
number of ways, some of which seemed to resemble civilian public 
diplomacy. This chapter will first review DOD’s traditional means of 
communication, and then examine how that agency’s communication 
practices have changed during the past decade.

DOD Communications Practices before 9/11

Public Affairs

One form of traditional DOD communications is called “public affairs” 
(PA).

The Pentagon’s public affairs effort includes briefings, interviews, 
and press conferences by DOD officials, as well as radio and TV broad-
casts and the publication of print media. The best-known side of DOD’s 
public affairs effort is the daily briefing that the Pentagon spokesperson 
conducts in Washington for the press corps. Less well known are the 
broadcasts that the Pentagon has been conducting since World War II. 
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Since 1942, the Pentagon has managed radio broadcasts for American 
military personnel stationed abroad, and in 1953 it added television. 
By 1992 the Armed Forces Radio and Television Services (AFRTS) 
operated in 130 countries and was reaching more than one million 
Americans abroad. These programs are narrowly targeted for US mili-
tary personnel and their families, and are not intended for foreign audi-
ences. Sometimes however these broadcasts reach unintended audiences 
in the area, as happened in Saudi Arabia during Desert Shield/Desert 
Storm in 1990–91. In cases where DOD’s broadcasts might reach such 
a “shadow audience,” DOD asks the American embassy to provide a list 
of “Host Country Sensitivities” for AFRTS to avoid.1

All aspects of DOD’s public affairs function are very different from 
public diplomacy, because it is primarily intended for American domes-
tic audiences.2 Public affairs is also unlike public diplomacy because it 
tends to be more of a monologue rather than a dialogue;3 unlike civil-
ian PD officers who regard engagements with journalists and others as 
opportunities for dialogue and learning about local attitudes as well as 
for explaining US policy and society.4

PSYOP

A second form of DOD communication that on the face of it seems 
to resemble public diplomacy because its target is a foreign audience 
is called psychological operations or “Psyop.” The Pentagon classifies 
PSYOP as a form of “Information Operations (IO),” that are intended 
to “inf luence, disrupt, corrupt or disrupt adversarial human and auto-
mated decision making while protecting our own.” The purpose of 
PSYOP specifically is “to induce or reinforce foreign attitudes and 
behavior favorable to the originator’s objectives.”5

The Pentagon used PSYOP during military operations in the Vietnam 
War (1960–75), in Panama (1989) and in the Persian Gulf War of 1991. 
The US Army maintains an active duty army unit called the “Fourth 
Psychological Operations Group (POG),” a subordinate element of the 
US Special Operations Command (USSOCOM) based at Fort Bragg, 
North Carolina, that develops and produces PSYOP materials, and devel-
ops communication programs of various kinds for foreign audiences. For 
example, the Air Force maintains a squadron of six specially configured 
EC-130 aircraft operated by the Pennsylvania Air National Guard, which 
are used for leaf let drops and as platforms for broadcasting.6

Although PSYOP is directed at a foreign audience, it has in the past 
been very different from public diplomacy. PSYOP is targeted only at a 
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specific region or narrow audience for a short term purpose, and has the 
limited goal of seeking to inf luence foreign public opinion to support 
of a specific military mission.7 Moreover its planning and operation are 
classified while PD is unclassified. The Pentagon’s PSYOP function is 
short-term and, unlike public diplomacy, does not support long-term 
programs such as libraries, cultural centers, or cultural presentations. 
As one Pentagon officer said, PSYOP is meant to “inf luence,” whereas 
education and cultural centers are truly the rubric of USAID and the 
State Department.8 A PD official notes that it would be counterpro-
ductive for the military to sponsor such programs, just as if the People’s 
Liberation Army sponsored such centers.9

Truthfulness and Deception

One distinction that DOD makes between these two types of tradi-
tional DOD communication—public affairs and PSYOP—is in the 
question of whether the source of information that they provide is dis-
closed. For public affairs, DOD’s doctrine says that it must be truthful. 
It explains that while America’s adversaries may use lying, deception, 
and creating false causes” the United States must “stick to the truth” to 
preserve legitimacy.”10

PSYOP, on the other hand, is permitted in some circumstances to 
use deception. DOD policy on PSYOP says it may use not only white 
propaganda (in which the source is truthfully identif ied) but also it 
can use black or grey propaganda, when “the intent is to confuse or 
deceive” the target audience. Black propaganda deliberately falsif ies 
the source, while gray propaganda deliberately hides the source of 
the information. DOD says that these “require exceptional coordina-
tion, integration, and oversight. The operations are planned and con-
ducted in such a manner that the responsible agency or government 
is not evident, and if uncovered, the sponsor can plausibly disclaim 
any involvement. Gray and black products are employed in covert 
operations.”11

As one senior military officer put it while explaining the purpose 
of PSYOP, “The military has to be able to misinform on its own, not 
to the media but directly to the enemy. We just try to overload the 
enemy with information coming from you and coming from us. And 
he doesn’t know what’s true.”12 One analyst says that the covert aspect 
of PSYOP has a long history, going back to the Revolutionary War 
when Benjamin Franklin wrote letters under fake names to set other 
nations against the British.13 Another commentator says that senior 
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officers recognize that deception and false information can only be 
effective in the short term.14

DOD says that because it can be covert and deceptive, PSYOP must 
be carefully segregated from public affairs “for fear that PSYOP tac-
tics and techniques would undermine the credibility of public affairs 
efforts.” DOD notes that State’s public affairs practitioners have 
expressed such “reservations” about PSYOP.”15

Not all PSYOP is covert and deceptive, however. DOD points out 
that in the past, it has been used in nonadversarial situations in support of 
PD and information operations, such as anti-drug, demining, and AIDS 
awareness campaigns, justified as “support to military campaigns.”16

PSYOP is restricted by DOD policy and by executive order from 
addressing domestic audiences. However, DOD recognizes that there is 
a danger that PSYOP deceptive messages might reach American audi-
ences so DOD says PSYOP should minimize that by limiting itself to 
“aggressive behavior modification at the operational and tactical level 
of war” and focus on support to military endeavors (exercises, deploy-
ments and operations) . . . when adversaries are part of the equation.”17

Although DOD’s Information Operations including PSYOP are 
basically focused on “creating effects against adversaries for the joint 
war fighting commander,” PSYOP can be used for what DOD calls a 
“broader set of DOD information activities that serve US Government 
interests.” DOD says PSYOP can support public diplomacy, for exam-
ple, to support civilian international broadcasting.18 One example of 
that occurred in 1990 during the confrontation with Iraq, when the 
Pentagon f lew aircraft that relayed Voice of America broadcasts to Iraq 
and the region. A more recent example is DOD funding for a transmit-
ter in Afghanistan for VOA. DOD policy documents foresee expan-
sion of that function by establishing a global website, disseminating 
third party views that support US policy positions and maintain a quick 
response public affairs team with linguistic capabilities. They also have 
advocated the use of covert PSYOP programs to disseminate radio, TV, 
print and Web materials, including foreign language products in adver-
sarial situations to help the local combatant commander.19

IMET

Another DOD program that seems to resemble public diplomacy, but 
is basically different, involves educational exchanges. The Defense 
Department has longstanding exchange programs that bring foreign 
military officers to the United States for training and familiarization 
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with America. Many of the programs are actually funded by the US 
State Department as part of the US security assistance program, and 
the most important of these is the International Military Education 
and Training (IMET) program, created by Congress in 1976. IMET 
goals are to increase military-to-military relations and defense coop-
eration, provide training to support combined combat operations and 
interoperability, and to instill democratic values and internationally 
recognized human rights values. IMET facilitates personal and profes-
sional relationships that provide access to a critical sector of society, 
and “introduces military and civilian participants to elements of US 
democracy such as legislative oversight, free speech, equality issues and 
US commitment to human rights.” In Fiscal Year 2009, for example, 
nearly 7,000 foreign military and police personnel from 136 countries 
participated in the IMET exchange programs, attending courses in 
some 150 US schools and installations.20

The IMET exchange programs in some ways resemble public diplo-
macy exchanges in that they bring foreign visitors to the United States 
to provide them some exposure to American life and culture. But they 
are unlike public diplomacy in three ways. First, they are only for for-
eign military personnel. Second, they are justified as military training 
programs, and the exposure to American culture is only a subordinate 
goal. Third, they are one-way programs, bringing foreigners to the 
United States, and do not involve sending Americans abroad.

CAHA

A final form of traditional DOD communication is nonverbal, namely, 
the conduct of “civil and humanitarian affairs” (CAHA) missions as 
well as “presence” exercises overseas. These are designed to build rela-
tions with the host nation and are carried out in coordination with 
the embassy. For example, they involve port visits by the US Navy, 
or joint exercises with foreign militaries. The humanitarian missions 
include various forms of disaster relief, humanitarian assistance, and 
civic action programs around the world that serve to cultivate general 
goodwill toward the United States and its armed forces. These activi-
ties are made possible by the fact that the US military has a very large 
presence abroad. In 2003, DOD had 255,000 military personnel at 725 
bases in thirty-eight countries, plus personnel stationed in one hundred 
other countries.21 CAHA efforts have been conducted from many of 
those bases over the years. In addition, DOD’s combatant commanders 
have small budgets under the Combatant Commander’s Emergency 
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Response program (CERP) that they have used to help win local pub-
lic support for the presence of US military personnel.

The CAHA missions and CERP are like public diplomacy in that 
they are intended to inf luence foreign public opinion about the United 
States in a positive direction. But the activities themselves are deeds, 
not words, that are usually in response to specific local needs, and 
in that way they are more akin to USAID programs than to public 
diplomacy.

The traditional Pentagon programs as described above therefore have 
differed from the public diplomacy programs conducted by USIA and 
the State Department is several respects. As one DOD document puts 
it, none of the DOD categories is identical with public diplomacy.22

Within an Embassy

In the past, if any US military personnel assigned to an American 
embassy abroad were involved with carrying out any of these com-
munication activities, they would normally do so independently from 
the communication activities of the civilian public diplomacy staff. It is 
true that the civilian PAO might consult with the military officers on 
his or her public diplomacy programs if they involved military issues, 
for example in cases where there was a US military base whose pres-
ence attracted negative attention from the local media, that needed to 
be addressed. But otherwise the PD and military communication func-
tions were quite separate.

There has been only one significant occasion prior to 9/11 where 
there was very close coordination between the Pentagon and civilian 
PD officers at the embassy. In 1965, during the US war in Vietnam, 
USIA and DOD set up a Joint United States Public Affairs Office 
( JUSPAO), which included USIA civilians and uniformed military 
personnel, all under the Ambassador’s supervision. It was headed by a 
senior USIA officer and had 153 Americans and about 400 Vietnamese 
staff, including some 54 USIA officers. This arrangement ended in 
1972 when USIA director Frank Shakespeare dismantled JUSPAO in 
order to remove military personnel from under USIA control.23

DOD Communications after 9/11

After the 9/11/2001 terrorist attack on the United States, the com-
munications role of the Department of Defense expanded considerably. 
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The Pentagon continued the basic communications functions men-
tioned above, but some were enhanced and other functions were added 
that in sum constituted a substantial change in its role abroad. The 
main impetus for this expansion was President Bush’s Global War on 
Terrorism and his designation of the Pentagon as taking the lead role in 
Iraq and Afghanistan since 9/11, along with his administration’s related 
counter-insurgency efforts in those countries.

DOD’s mission since 9/11 has been not only to communicate with 
foreign publics in support of a conventional war, but also in support of 
America’s fight against terrorism and extremism. Beyond that, when 
Pentagon officials have identified the target audience for this new type 
of DOD communication they have not limited it to terrorists and 
extremists who might be a direct security threat to the United States, 
but they also include a much broader public that might be sympa-
thetic to terrorists and extremists and who could be helpful in counter-
ing them. After 9/11, DOD developed a detailed counterinsurgency 
(COIN) doctrine that describes COIN as “a battle of ideas.” It says, 
“Insurgents seek to further their cause by creating misperceptions of 
COIN efforts. Comprehensive information programs are necessary 
to amplify the messages of positive deeds and to counter insurgent 
propaganda.”24

The Pentagon continued psychological operations (PSYOP) but 
changed its name in 2010 to “Military Information Support Operations” 
(MISO) because of the negative connotations the word had taken on, 
and the idea that the term PSYOP was insufficient to cover all current 
PSYOP activities.25 The biggest change however was in DOD’s public 
affairs function. Prior to 9/11 this function was intended essentially 
for the US domestic audience. PA is now defined as communication 
of DOD themes and messages clearly and credibly to domestic or for-
eign audiences, and to counter misinformation and false conceptions 
regarding US policy.26

According to Pentagon doctrine issued in 2005, PSYOP can now be 
used either in peacetime or during hostilities. During hostilities, the 
geographic combatant commander is in charge but he “works closely 
with the Department of State (DOS) to ensure unity of effort and com-
monality of message.” In peacetime, the US ambassador is the com-
mand authority in the host nation.27

The Pentagon’s shift to a broader target audience has led to a situa-
tion where DOD’s communication activities aimed at foreigners have 
overlapped with the traditional civilian public diplomacy efforts con-
ducted by the State Department. Although the State Department is the 
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US government’s agency officially charged with carrying out public 
diplomacy, State was not able to catch up with DOD because Defense 
has far greater financial and personnel resources to draw on. Moreover, 
the DOD leadership under President Bush sought to employ tools 
resembling traditional public diplomacy to do its job in Afghanistan 
and Iraq, and elsewhere. Some at the State Department regard this 
as unwarranted “mission creep” encroaching on State’s turf (see next 
chapter for details on that view).

Iraq

When President Bush launched a war against Iraq in 2003, he gave the 
Pentagon not only the responsibility for conducting the war, but also 
the leading responsibility of managing the postwar situation in that 
country, a decision that had an important and subsequently far-reach-
ing impact on America’s civilian public diplomacy effort abroad.

In March 2003, American forces entered and quickly occupied 
Iraq. They set up an occupation they called the “Coalition Provisional 
Authority” (CPA) that took over the function of the defeated Iraqi gov-
ernment and that was controlled by the Pentagon. From March 2003 
and June 2004, the State Department was essentially excluded from 
responsibility for any activity, such as communicating with the Iraqi 
public, despite the fact that State had experts who knew Iraq well, and 
DOD did not.28

Pentagon officials in Iraq immediately became involved in a variety 
of communication efforts aimed at the Iraqi audience as well as non-
Iraqi audiences concerned with events there, such as the international 
press corps covering the story. DOD set up new Iraqi media systems, 
and sought to inf luence their content. Through private US contractors, 
they quickly established local media in Arabic that they controlled, 
including FM and TV stations, and a daily newspaper.29 Through the 
CPA, they also inf luenced other Iraqi media by issuing decrees requir-
ing all news media to be licensed and provided that license could be 
revoked if the organization incited violence or civil disorder, violence 
against the CPA, advocated the return of the Baath Party, or for false 
reporting.30

DOD personnel established a Strategic Communications Unit 
(Stratcom) to monitor Iraqi and other Arab media and draft guidance 
for CPA briefers to correct perceived errors. They found that the US 
invasion and occupation had evoked criticism of the United States in 
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the Middle East and elsewhere, and they tried to counter it.31 Some of 
the bad press was caused by actions by American soldiers. One Arab 
scholar explained that “the image of an American f lag draped over 
Saddam Hussein’s statue was transmitted to tens of millions of Arab 
viewers and contributed to a sense of the humiliation of their Arab 
brothers and their fears of American imperialism.”32 Pentagon offi-
cials, not State Department officers or Iraqis, gave the daily briefings 
for Iraqi reporters and foreign journalists in Iraq. Arab commentators 
however criticized them for alleged bias and a lack of credibility. One 
said this was a “bad model” for the Americans to adopt because it 
because resembled state-controlled media that was widespread in the 
Arab world but mistrusted.33

In June 2004, the US officially transferred sovereignty to the Iraqi 
people, the Coalition Provision Authority was abolished, and an 
American embassy formally took over the responsibility for conducting 
US official relations with Iraq. Experienced State Department public 
diplomacy officers were assigned to Baghdad, and they tried to carry 
out traditional public diplomacy programs as best they could. They 
undertook a full range of PD activities, including information dissemi-
nation and educational exchange programs such as Fulbright grants. 
They did so despite the security restrictions they faced due to ongoing 
violence in the country. But their efforts were significantly overshad-
owed by tens of thousands of DOD personnel who remained heavily 
involved in communicating with the Iraqi public and other foreign 
publics, until they left in 2011.

DOD personnel used printed media such as leaf lets, posters, hand-
bills, and billboards and they also used radio broadcasts.34 By 2008, they 
had translated over 300 “good news” articles into Arabic and dissemi-
nated them, with “market penetration” over 50 percent, and they were 
working with 11 Iraqi radio stations, 13 TV stations, 27 newspapers, 
and many websites.35 DOD officials continued to hold press confer-
ences, they reached out to Iraqi and other regional journalists, and they 
conducted town hall-style meetings for both Iraqi and international 
media, and they issued press releases. They distributed books, maga-
zines, and pamphlets, intended not only for Iraqi and foreign journal-
ists but also local educators—books and videos to libraries—and to the 
general public.36

DOD officers also carried out other “nation building” tasks for 
civilians. As one study noted, “these tasks came to include reconstruc-
tion projects, agricultural sector development programs, governance 
and rule of law training programs, urban and rural energy distribution 



Front Line Public Diplomacy190

efforts, and anticorruption campaigns among many other critical 
post-conf lict responsibilities. The Pentagon also authorized projects 
under the Commanders’ Emergency Response Program (CERP) to 
enable military commanders to initiate small-scale community-based 
programs.”37

Covert Placement

DOD officials in Iraq hired an American private contractor, the Lincoln 
Group, which secretly paid Iraqi media outlets to carry stories favorable 
to the United States. This company created and distributed radio and 
TV ads, articles and website content “to inform the Iraqi people of the 
coalition’s goals and gain their support.”38 The Pentagon reportedly paid 
the contractors $897,000 in 2005 and more than $697,000 in 2006 for 
that purpose.39 Christian Bailey, one of the Lincoln Group’s founders, 
said, “We have cultivated a unique nationwide network—Iraqi artists, 
businessmen, journalists, scholars, activists and local leaders—to tell the 
story of Iraq. . . . The ‘pay-for-placement’ program provides some mea-
sure of compensation for those Iraqis brave enough . . . to assume the 
risk of running stories that make Americans and our Coalition part-
ners look good. Concealing the ultimate paymaster was a tactical deci-
sion.”40 This activity came to light in November 2005 when the Los 
Angeles Times broke the story and members of Congress criticized the 
practice. The Pentagon investigated and found the Lincoln group had 
broken no rules, but nevertheless ended its contracts by July 2006.41

When the story of Lincoln group’s clandestine placement project 
was revealed, a senior US military officer in Iraq defended it by saying 
that getting information out was necessary in a war environment, and 
it had to be kept secret to protect the Iraqis who were taking American 
money.42 Another US military officer explained: “The information 
environment is very much a contributing factor to how the US forces 
and multinational forces are accepted in this emerging democracy. It is 
a direct threat to the troops if we don’t participate in this information 
environment.” He said that the Pentagon’s “information operations” 
[IO] was a defensive measure against the successful efforts of insurgents 
to spread untrue stories about the coalition and encourage violence 
against US forces and Iraqis. He said, “We are not about to surrender 
the information environment to the enemy. This program is a coun-
terweight to the intimidation and threats Iraqi journalists face.” So the 
military opted for an information campaign to tell its stories while 
quietly supporting its media friends.43
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Afghanistan

In Afghanistan, as in Iraq, the Pentagon’s information effort has aimed 
at civilian audiences, and there too it was primarily focused on media. 
Because of low literacy rates and poverty, the preferred channels were 
radio first, cell phones second, and television third. Data in 2010 
showed that 82 percent of Afghans owned a functioning radio and 
59 percent of households claimed to have a cell phone. The vast major-
ity of urban residents (86 percent) enjoyed access to a cell phone, and 
even 52 percent of rural households did, with access growing rapidly. 
Print media and the Internet were much less useful tools because the 
literacy rate was only 28 percent,44 only 9 percent of households had 
computers45 and less than 1 percent of these computers were connected 
to the Internet.46

DOD information officers created “Radio in a Box” for rural 
Afghans, a 200 pound low power FM transmitter that broadcast to a 
five kilometer radius, and they persuaded large commercial indepen-
dent stations in key markets to buy their programs.47 It retransmit-
ted feeds from headquarters in Dari and Pashto, and sometimes had a 
local call-in show with the governor or other local person. DOD also 
installed mobile cell towers on forward operating bases in many rural 
areas to compete with Taliban communications there. DOD focused 
on television because it was expanding with several large new TV sta-
tions established in Kabul. DOD officers for example created a cartoon 
called Captain Peace, which promoted the Afghan National Security 
Force. And they constructed a series of new terrestrial TV towers in 
rural areas.48

DOD also engaged in nation building in Afghanistan. Between 1991 
and 2012 DOD carried out 16,000 development projects there and dis-
bursed over eighteen billion dollars in development aid. DOD’s coun-
terinsurgency policy drafted by Generals David Petraeus and James 
Amos in 2006 states in the introduction: “Soldiers and Marines are 
expected to be nation-builders as well as warriors”49

State Department civilian public diplomacy officers were assigned 
to Afghanistan shortly after the defeat of the Taliban and the reopen-
ing of the US embassy in Kabul in January 2002, (it had been closed 
in 1989). They tried to carry out as many traditional public diplomacy 
programs as they could, given the circumstances of continuing vio-
lence and unrest. Like the DOD officers, they gave priority to radio 
and television because of the illiteracy problem. They arranged sev-
eral radio programs, and some on television. They broadcast in Dari, 
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Pashto, and Special English, via the a surrogate station called Radio 
Free Afghanistan, managed by the US government’s Broadcasting 
Board of Governors (BBG), and the VOA’s Radio Ashna and Radio 
Deewa. Their combined listenership among Afghans rose to the high-
est of any international broadcaster. PD officers also managed exchange 
programs that DOD did not do, taking Afghan reporters to cover US 
reconstruction efforts, and sending some to the US on familiarization 
tours of America. They reinstated a Fulbright program in 2003 that 
had been suspended 23 years earlier, and they started special programs 
like the “Initiative to Educate Afghan Women” and the Afghanistan 
Undergraduate Fellowship.50

Once the embassy re-opened, Public diplomacy officers in 
Afghanistan also began managing American cultural centers, English 
language training programs, educational exchanges, press interviews 
and even some cultural events sponsored by the US Embassy. While 
security concerns limited the frequency and location of these events, 
the State Department did its best to introduce Afghans to American 
culture through displays and exhibits.51

State’s PD officers also established “Lincoln Learning Centers” or 
“LLCs” (named after Abraham Lincoln). Similar to American Corners 
in other countries, they were intended to facilitate engagement between 
Americans and Afghans and provide a place for Afghans to learn about 
American democracy and culture.52 They have been used as venues for 
community meetings, English and computer classes, film screenings, 
a speaker series, and most of them had a library with Internet access. 
In 2010 they were located in Kabul and in seven provinces: Bamyan, 
Gardez, Herat, Jalalabad, Khost, Kunduz, and Mazar-e-Sharif.53 By 
2013, the number of LLCs had increased in number to fourteen. In 
2008, the centers had 71,000 visitors and in 2009 they had 148,000 vis-
itors despite increased violence across the country. Because they were 
located in an active war zone their operating costs were high—25,000–
30,000 dollars annually—and they had different staffing structures from 
a typical American Corner. The embassy contracted with non-govern-
mental organizations to supervise their day-to-day operations and they 
in turn hired local staffs to run them, and a three-person staff at the 
embassy’s Information Resource Center spent approximately 80 per-
cent of their time supervising the Lincoln Learning Center program. 
State’s inspectors considered them a resounding public diplomacy suc-
cess and encouraged the embassy to expand them to more locations.54

Afghan youth quickly saw English proficiency as a means to 
improve their economic status and engage with the large multinational 
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community, given the size of the International Security Assistance 
Force (ISAF) mission. The US Embassy in Kabul began instituting a 
number of English teaching programs and resources in Afghanistan, 
including direct English teaching under the auspices of the “English 
Access Microscholarship Program” that State had started in 2004 (see 
chapter eight). A public diplomacy professional who was involved in 
it believes that this program gave Afghan youth an appreciation for 
American culture and democratic values, increased their ability to par-
ticipate successfully in the socioeconomic development of their coun-
tries, and allowed them to compete for and participate in future US 
exchange and study programs. The Access program in Afghanistan has 
grown to include over 3,000 students in 16 locations, compared to 
the over 70,000 student program graduates in more than 85 countries 
worldwide.55

A myriad of public diplomacy programs burgeoned as staff size and 
budgets increased. This included integrating the use of social media 
into the Embassy’s public diplomacy outreach strategy, through the 
Embassy’s and USAID’s websites that carry policy messages, media 
resources, short reports on US-Afghan collaboration, and cultural 
information. The US Mission set up a Facebook page, a Twitter account 
(@USEmbassyKabul), a YouTube channel, and other social media sites 
to foster a two-way exchange of ideas, using English and the local 
languages, providing a venue for tweets by the US Ambassador. Thus, 
digital technology became a medium to carry good news or success 
stories that demonstrate good deeds directed at improving the lives of 
Afghan citizens, despite limitations on access.

In 2007, the US Embassy worked with other international orga-
nizations and embassies in Kabul to set up a Government Media & 
Information Center (GMIC). The purpose of this media center, mod-
eled in part on the US PD operations, was to help the Afgan govern-
ment provide a steady stream of official Afghan policy information to 
the Afghan public and media—as well as policy pertaining to other 
national and international stakeholders. Endorsed by an Afghan presi-
dential decree, the purpose of the GMIC was to build trust among 
the Afghan publics and other stakeholders—through the provision of 
timely information, and to facilitate coordination and information shar-
ing among Afghan ministries and other Afghan organization, as well as 
the Afghan independent media. It sought to build the capacity of gov-
ernment spokespersons, including at the provincial and local level. In 
partnership with the Afghan government, the US Embassy and ISAF 
staffed the GMIC with a small team of advisors that worked in tandem 
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with the largely young and talented Afghan staff. The GMIC continues 
to function as a central hub for press conferences where Afghan, United 
States, and other international officials address the cameras side-by-
side. GMIC also uses social media to deliver policy messages to the 
Afghan and international public.56

Embeds

The Pentagon also revived and gave special importance to the practice 
of “embedding”—allowing reporters to deploy with military units. 
DOD had used this practice in Bosnia in the early 1980s,57 and in the 
US-led 1991 attack on Iraq (Desert Storm).58 In Afghanistan and Iraq, 
the Bush administration allowed embedding to become widespread 
mainly because it helped lead to stories in the US press that were favor-
able to DOD.59

Although embedding was primarily intended to help American 
reporters cover the story of the war, it was also offered to some non-
American reporters as well, so it had an impact on foreign publics. In 
the 2003, DOD offered four embed slots to al-Jazeera reporters, for 
example. Also they participated actively in the press briefings that the 
US Central Command officers held in Doha (al-Jazeera coverage how-
ever became somewhat less favorable when a US air strike on Baghdad 
hit its Baghdad office and killed reporter Tariq Ayoub, which many in 
al-Jazeera believed was deliberate.).60

Civilian-Military Coordination after 9/11

After 9/11, in Afghanistan and Iraq, with DOD and State personnel 
working side by side, they learned to cooperate more, and they devel-
oped some coordinated projects. In Iraq after July 2004, PD civil-
ians at the embassy began working closely with DOD personnel on 
communications matters so they would not work at cross-purposes, 
since the dividing line was unclear.61 In Afghanistan, the US ambas-
sador created a single unit for that purpose. He established the position 
of Director of Communication and Public Diplomacy—informally 
called an “UberPAO”—to supervise all civilian and military informa-
tion programs, and he recruited for it the experienced and respected 
American CNN journalist, David Ensor, who later became Director 
of VOA. State’s inspector in 2010 criticized the decision, saying that 
the PD structure “has been modified to accommodate the addition of 
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particular individuals chosen for their specific expertise. This has created 
lots of overlap and specific work requirements need to be defined.”62 
Under him was a career State PD officer who supervised three depu-
ties (including an army officer) and they in turn supervised almost 30 
FSOs and the same number of FSNs. The civilian FSOs engaged in the 
traditional form of public diplomacy, while the DOD staff ’s task was 
to assist the military in accomplishing its mission.63 However, they did 
work together on a few projects, for example to develop some original 
programming for Afghan radio and television.

Two devices, new since 9/11, that facilitated DOD-State coordina-
tion were the Provincial reconstruction Team (PRT) and the Military 
Information Support Team (MIST).

PRTs were first fielded in 2003 in Afghanistan as a US-sponsored 
effort to extend the reach and enhance the legitimacy of the central 
government into the provinces at a time when most assistance was 
limited to the nation’s capital. They were intended “to strengthen the 
capabilities of provincial governments, assist in coordinating US gov-
ernment reconstruction and development assistance efforts, provide 
enhanced reporting on political and economic developments.” The 
PRT was approved by the ambassador and usually included 50 to 300 
troops plus officers from DOD, State and USAID State, DOD and 
USAID collaborated to develop and coordinate the policies, strategies, 
and activities of each agency towards a common goal.64 DOD provided 
logistical support and security for PRTs.

In Iraq there were 31 PRTs in 2008 at the height of the surge of US 
forces there, but all were disbanded when the military left in 2011.65 
In Afghanistan the United States established PRTs at five regional 
commands outside Kabul. Each one had State PD officers plus DOD 
Information Operations representatives, who had had only taken a 
mandatory half-day course in public diplomacy.66 The Helmand PRT 
ran training programs for journalists by contracting with an NGO 
called Media Solutions Partnership Afghanistan (MSPA) to manage a 
month long course in Lashkar Gah covering the basics of professional 
journalism. The PRT found that it helped improve professionalism of 
reporting.67

The Military Information Support Team (MIST) is another vehicle 
for DOD-State coordination. It is a small unit of US military personnel 
assigned to the embassy by the unit’s headquarters in Ft. Bragg, North 
Carolina. It is funded by the Pentagon but it operates under the author-
ity of the ambassador and it is usually collocated with, and coordinated 
with, the embassy Public Affairs Section.68 In Afghanistan the MIST 
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team at the embassy in Kabul focused on radio and TV and comic 
books since so few Afghans can read.69

DOD Expansion beyond Afghanistan and Iraq

Since 9/11, DOD has expanded its information operations for civilians 
beyond Afghanistan and Iraq. The rationale used is that DOD has a role 
not only in combat situations but also in post-conf lict and pre-conf lict 
situations because US national interests could be threatened by terrorists 
or other hostile elements. As one military officer put it, DOD’s outreach 
to foreign audiences outside war zones serve as a “non-kinetic force mul-
tiplier” that could help mitigate or even resolve emerging challenges.70

In May 2004, the Deputy Secretary of Defense explicitly outlined an 
expansion plan for the Pentagon’s information efforts, saying: The US 
“military expeditions to Afghanistan and Iraq are unlikely to be the last 
excursions in the global war on terrorism.” He spelled out an extension 
scenario going considerably beyond conventional war fighting: “We 
may need to support an ally under attack by terrorists determined to 
replace the legitimate government; we may need to effect change in the 
governance of a country that is blatantly sustaining support for terror-
ism; or we may need to assist an ally who is unable to govern areas of 
their own country.” He said the US would need to “shape” the situa-
tion “in the years before the outbreak of hostilities as well as exploiting 
the capabilities not traditional to our armed forces in the period fol-
lowing hostilities.”71

DOD doctrine issued in 2006 confirmed that the military’s informa-
tion effort can now target non-adversarial audiences as well as adversar-
ies. It says: “In peacetime, IO [DOD’s Information Operations] supports 
national objectives primarily by inf luencing adversary perceptions and 
decision-making. In crises short of hostilities, IO can be used as a f lex-
ible deterrent option to demonstrate resolve and communicate national 
interest to affect adversary decision-making. During post conf lict or 
stability operations, IO continues to support national objectives and 
inf luence foreign perceptions.” It gives examples of non-adversarial 
cases like demining, anti-drug and AIDS awareness in friendly coun-
tries where it was “justifiable as support to military operations.”72

DOD by 2009 had deployed MIST teams to eighteen different coun-
tries and by 2013 had them in more than 30. One senior US public 
diplomacy practitioner regards them as the most significant contribu-
tion that DOD has made to the goals of public diplomacy. Each MIST 
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team brings an estimated one million dollars to the embassy along with 
the manpower of the two to six person DOD team. As of 2013 here 
were several teams in Afghanistan but by then most of the MIST teams 
were in Africa and other areas.73

DOD must secure embassy agreement for MIST activities, and the 
rationale has usually been to support counter-terrorism or counter-
insurgency. In one case, the embassy in Mali rejected a DOD request to 
install FM transmitters throughout the country to broadcast US mes-
sages because it did not want to involve the military and feared losing 
control of the transmitters.74 But the embassy there did approve a MIST 
team project that created a series of radio dramas in 270 episodes that 
were produced in four local languages aimed at four Malian ethnic 
groups. The purpose was to promote peaceful conf lict resolution, eth-
nic tolerance, health and education, and the programs were intended 
primarily to counter Tuareg rebel groups suspected of ties with al 
Qaida and other radical Islamic groups. The series was produced by 
three Americans working with 350 Malian social scientists, artists, and 
others, with a secondary goal of training the Malians to do subsequent 
projects. Scripts were first written in French and English for review by 
the embassy’s subject matter experts.75

The normal rotation for one MIST team is 179 days (DOD consid-
ers them on “Temporary Duty” or TDY which by their regulations 
must be less than 180 days or else it is “Permanent Change of Station,” 
or PCS.) The first team can however be followed by others. Because 
of the fast turnaround, and the fact that the members of the MIST 
team usually have no knowledge of the local language or culture, they 
take guidance from the embassy’s PAO on development of their pro-
grams. The PAO usually welcomes that arrangement because MIST 
projects often end up being ones that closely resemble something the 
PAO would do if funding were available, and the DOD budgets are 
generous. To the PAO, this is a useful opportunity to expand the PD 
program.76

For example in Yemen, a MIST team worked in close coordination 
with the PAO, carrying out educational programs for civilians such 
as how to develop democratic activities in Yemeni society, or such as 
funding a women’s political rights forum, governance and volunteer 
organizations. The Pentagon’s rationale in supporting such programs 
was to combat terrorism based in Yemen, which had become a serious 
US problem there. The DOD personnel had no Arabic language skills 
or public diplomacy training, so they tended to take the strategic and 
tactical advice of State’s public diplomacy officers.77
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In the Philippines, DOD in 2005 deployed a MIST team to a remote 
southern province, where Islamist insurgents made it dangerous for 
embassy civilians. With the ambassador’s permission, a MIST team 
coordinated with the Philippine government and set up projects there. 
One was to make a comic book for boys aged 8–14, which was writ-
ten in the local language and drawn by a local artist. It featured a local 
story about a boy whose family members were killed by terrorists, and 
it was effective.78

Another DOD communication expansion since 9/11 was the cre-
ation of six new regional websites for foreign audiences. The first 
was in 2002, for Southeastern Europe called www.setimes.com, and 
today it has content in ten languages. As of 2009 there were six DOD 
regional websites. For Latin American and the Caribbean it is www.
infosurhoy.com. For the Afghan-Pakistan region and former parts of 
the USSR known as “the stans” it is www.centralasiaonline.com, and it 
is in English, Russian, Farsi, and Urdu. For the Persian Gulf it is www.
al-shorfa.com in English and Arabic. For Iraq it is www.mowtani.com. 
For North Africa it is www.magharebia.com. All indicate they are 
sponsored by DOD but they are not always strictly objective sources 
of news, often carrying anti-terrorist or human rights messages. They 
have been criticized, even by US officials. One unidentified VOA offi-
cial called them “insidious” because DOD was claiming to be a legiti-
mate provider of objective news and information which was dangerous 
because that was misleading.79 In 2005, the DOD spokesman Larry 
DiRita said, “We have a lot of skilled people, a lot of energy and a lot of 
money. But I question whether the DOD is the best place to be doing 
these things.”80 In 2006, the Centcom Commander, General Abizaid, 
turned down a proposal to create a website for the Middle East and 
Persian Gulf because he thought it would be ineffective and because of 
the negative media commentary at the time surrounding the Lincoln 
Group’s efforts in Iraq. But later, one was established anyway.81

DOD’s Special Operations Command also now produces a quarterly 
magazine for foreign readers under the “Trans Regional Magazine 
Initiative” that appears in twelve different languages and is distributed 
in 171 countries. The magazine varies in content from one combatant 
command to another. It has from 60 to 80 pages per issue, and a three-
year budget of $29 million. It promotes “themes and objectives relat-
ing to any overseas contingency operations or any Special Operations 
activities in support of U.S. government objectives.” One commenta-
tor said, “This appears to be a Pentagon version of what the old U.S. 
Information Agency once did.”82

www.setimes.com
www.infosurhoy.com
www.infosurhoy.com
www.centralasiaonline.com
www.al-shorfa.com
www.al-shorfa.com
www.mowtani.com
www.magharebia.com
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Finally, DOD developed a monitoring service to track foreign com-
munications around the globe on a 24/7 basis, and produce detailed 
reports for the Secretary of Defense on media materials that might 
in some way give clues to people who had hostile intent toward the 
United States. These “Global issues reports” were initially unclassified 
documents of about 20 pages each day that were initially posted on the 
Pentagon’s website, but they were later classified.

Conclusion

The Department of Defense has a long history, going back well before 
9/11, of communicating in two ways with two very different audiences. 
First, with domestic American audiences and second, using communi-
cations against the enemy in wartime, including psychological opera-
tions where deception is allowed. After 9/11 however, DOD expanded 
into communicating with civilian audiences during President Bush’s 
Global War on Terrorism and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. DOD’s 
counterinsurgency operations included measures to reach civilian pop-
ulations, which it took in parallel with the public diplomacy activities 
being carried out by State Department public diplomacy profession-
als. There was and is some coordination between the two agencies 
but DOD had far more ability to fund and staff these communication 
efforts. Yet the goals and methods of DOD and State to communi-
cation with foreign audiences remain quite different. The following 
chapter will analyze the DOD rationale for its mission’s expansion and 
will compare the approaches of the two agencies.

  





C H A P T E R  T W E L V E

Defense Department Communications Abroad 
Compared with Public Diplomacy

This chapter will analyze the changes in Defense Department com-
munications abroad since 9/11 and discuss why, in some respects, DOD 
activities have come to resemble public diplomacy carried out by the 
State Department so that the two agencies now overlap to a degree. 
Pentagon officials have justified the expansion of their involvement 
in communications to foreign non-combatants. As this expansion has 
taken place, they have modified their policies in dealing with to foreign 
audiences in various ways, based on lessons learned. Yet the Pentagon 
and the State Department continue to have very different approaches 
to foreign audiences in a number of ways.

Rationale for the DOD Mission Creep

The Department of Defense has had several justifications for expanding 
its communication efforts abroad.

GWOT and COIN Are DOD Functions

President George W. Bush assigned primary responsibility for his Global 
War on Terrorism to the Pentagon because he saw it as a military func-
tion. When in Iraq and Afghanistan the Bush administration added 
counterinsurgency (COIN), to support those governments, that too 
was considered a DOD responsibility. As Pentagon officials learned the 
importance of success in dealing in “non-kinetic” ways with civilian 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Front Line Public Diplomacy202

populations, they expanded their efforts beyond simply killing combat-
ants, so that communicating with civilians became part of the over-
all American GWOT and COIN strategy. As one DOD participant 
explained, “Inf luencing Iraqis is central to managing a favorable out-
come in this war.”1 The special US envoy to Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
Ambassador Richard Holbrooke, also put the Afghanistan conf lict in 
military terms, saying the problem was that the US was “losing the 
information war” in that country, and General Stanley McChrystal, 
commander of US forces there, said the conf licts in Afghanistan was a 
“war of ideas and perceptions.”2 General David Petraeus’ 2007 coun-
terinsurgency manual said: “by properly shaping the information envi-
ronment, IO [Information Operations] makes significant contributions 
to setting conditions for success of all other lines of operations.” It said 
that DOD’s information goals were to gain local support for counterin-
surgency operations, publicize insurgent violence and discredit insur-
gent propaganda and provide a compelling alternative to the insurgent 
ideology and narrative.3

One analyst added in 2010:

In the last ten years or so, as irregular warfare became better under-
stood, military commanders realized the need for something they 
began to call “information preparation of the battle space. That 
is, to employ all available tools—political (including diplomatic), 
informational . . . psychological, educational an economic means—
to prepare for military action to win and defeat the insurgency. 
Indeed, some commanders even advocate that if you do the ‘infor-
mation preparation of the battle space’ well enough, you might 
never need to use deadly force, or at least much less of it. . . . the 
military commander . . . is justified in using information and other 
non-kinetic means of achieving his goals. And he is especially 
likely to do so if it reduces the danger to his own troops.4

DOD policy documents from 2006 say PSYOP has been used to sup-
port PD with non-adversarial audiences for issues like demining, anti-
drug and AIDS awareness in friendly countries where it was “justifiable 
as support to military operations.” However they say PSYOP is “the 
most aggressive” form of communication that can use “psychologi-
cal manipulation and personal threats.” They warn that PSYOP must 
not be confused with PA and public diplomacy, to avoid undermining 
the latter’s credibility, and says the State Department has historically 
expressed concern about that problem.5



Comparing DOD with State 203

In Iraq, for example, the Pentagon focused heavily on Iraqi insur-
gents who opposed the United States and on terrorists supported by 
al Qaida. They did so, as one PD official in Baghdad said, because 
the insurgents reportedly had “camera ready” short video clips for the 
satellite TV news channels that can be turned around and put on the 
air with a minimum of editing; longer-form videos including a feature 
on the legendary sniper of Baghdad who reportedly has killed more 
U.S. troops than anyone; poetry and songs for all ages, written texts 
and backgrounders for the printed press; all provided by “groups and 
individuals sympathetic to the insurgency.”6 That threat was regarded 
as requiring a vigorous US response.

It’s Too Dangerous for Civilians

The related argument for DOD involvement was that only the Pentagon 
has a special capability of operating in conf lict zones because such areas 
are too dangerous for others. Military officers argue that in conf lict 
zones that are unsafe for routine civilian activities, DOD can provide 
security and logistics for communications efforts that is appropriate 
to the risk.7 The Army Field Manual written by General Petraeus in 
2006 says: “The degree of violence in the [area of operations] . . . affects 
the ability of civilian agencies to operate. The more violent the envi-
ronment, the more difficult it is for civilians to operate effectively.”8 
Even when Iraq had a functioning US embassy with civilian public 
diplomacy officers, DOD argued that it was uniquely qualified to deal 
with civilian populations because violence was continuing there.9 Most 
PD officers would agree. According to the State Department inspec-
tor’s report on Iraq, “depending on the definition of support staff, it 
takes a minimum of 15 and possibly up to 60 security and life support 
staff to support one substantive direct-hire position.”10 That imposes 
a significant practical burden on public diplomacy. As one PD vet-
eran described his engagement with Iraqis in Baghdad, contacts often 
rejected or delayed his meetings because his visit would require a “full 
military complement including humvees, helicopters, and the like. It 
would make it look like a military operation and that was something 
that Iraqis did not want to be seen cooperating with.”11

New Technology Compels Us to Get Involved

The Petraeus counterinsurgency manual argued that the United States 
should use new communications technology because our adversaries 
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are doing so. He said, “With the free f low of information present in 
all theaters, such as television, phone, and Internet, conf licting mes-
sages can quickly emerge to defeat the intended effects.”12 DOD’s 
Quadrennial Defense Review Report (QDRR) issued during the 
Obama administration in 2010 put it this way: “As technological inno-
vation and global information f lows accelerate, non-state actors will 
continue to gain inf luence and capabilities that, during the previous 
century, remained largely the purview of states.” Therefore, it said: 
“We will need to improve our ability to understand the concerns, 
perceptions, and attitudes of foreign governments and populations, as 
well as the ways in which our words and actions may affect allies and 
partners. Thoughtful engagement, communication, and collaboration 
with allies and partners who share our interest in fostering peace and 
security remain essential.”13

Somebody Has to Do It

Pentagon leaders were concerned that if State Department and other 
civilian agencies could not engage in a sufficiently aggressive manner 
in the War on Terrorism, they should do so. As the Army Field Manual 
put it: “To confine soldiers to purely military functions while urgent 
and vital tasks have to be done, and nobody else is available to under-
take them, would be senseless. The soldier must then be prepared to 
become . . . a social worker, a civil engineer, a schoolteacher, a nurse, a 
boy scout. But only for as long as he cannot be replaced, for it is better 
to entrust civilian tasks to civilians.”14

DOD doctrine in 2005 said: “Durable policy success [in counterin-
surgency] requires balancing the measured use of force with an empha-
sis on nonmilitary programs. Political, social, and economic programs 
are most commonly and appropriately associated with civilian orga-
nizations and expertise; however, effective implementation of these 
programs is more important than who performs the tasks. If adequate 
civilian capacity is not available, military forces fill the gap.”15 DOD 
doctrine concedes that an extensive COIN operation normally requires 
“civilian oversight,” but adds: “However, given the limited resources 
of the Department of State and the other US government agencies, 
military forces often represent the country team in decentralized and 
diffuse operational environments. Operating with a clear understand-
ing of the guiding political aims, members of the military at all levels 
must be prepared to exercise judgment and act without the benefit of 
immediate civilian oversight and control.”16
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Public diplomacy practitioners and others outside DOD do not 
necessarily disagree with this rationale for the Pentagon’s wide-rang-
ing efforts in Afghanistan and Iraq. Ambassador Richard Holbrooke 
famously asked, “How can a man in a cave outcommunicate the world’s 
leading communications society?”17

An obvious criticism of State’s failure to undertake a more vigorous 
public diplomacy information effort to deal with al Qaida. And one 
experienced senior public diplomacy officer argues that State was not 
pushing back effectively against the terrorist threat.18

DOD Has the Resources

Another reason the Pentagon undertook significant information pro-
grams for civilians was simply because it had the manpower and the 
budget to do it. Pentagon doctrine conceded that engagement with 
civilian populations is primarily a State Department function and there-
fore coordination with State is in order. One DOD policy document 
says that State “maintains the lead for public diplomacy”19 Another 
says, “The Department of State maintains the lead for public diplo-
macy with the Department of Defense in a supporting role.”20 Yet as a 
practical matter, there is a striking imbalance in the resources the two 
agencies can bring to bear on communications issues.

Until 2009, DOD’s total budget had no identifiable amount for com-
munications. These costs were hidden, included in larger functions or 
in specific mission categories and this helped prevent comparison with 
State’s budget. In 2007, the global DOD budget (excluding operations 
in Iraq and Afghanistan) was nearly half a trillion dollars, in contrast to 
State’s foreign affairs budget of $36 billion.21 By 2011 DOD’s budget 
was $708 billion while State and USAID budget was $52.8 billion,22 
and the public diplomacy budget was only $1.3 billion. In 2009 DOD 
submitted its FY 2010 budget in which the request for strategic com-
munications and information operations was specified for the first time. 
It asked for $988 million, more than four times what it had estimated 
for those programs in 2007. But when questioned by Congress they 
reduced the number to $626.2 million and then they cut it by $100 mil-
lion more. The request included $243.8 million for Afghanistan.23

Congress is always very generous to DOD because supporting the 
military is popular, while State and public diplomacy have no domestic 
constituency.

In Iraq even after July 2004, when the embassy opened there, DOD 
simply overwhelmed State in budgets and in sheer numbers of personnel. 
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In 2003 there were 150,000 American troops on the ground, and that 
surged to 172,000 in 2008.24 Also, many DOD personnel were easily 
assigned to information duties. US Embassy Baghdad in 2009 did have 
a budget for PD that was very large by normal standards ($7.65 million 
including $2.5 million for Fulbright grants)25 but these numbers were 
dwarfed by DOD resources. The Pentagon had a multibillion dollar Iraq 
budget, and logistical capabilities that the State Department could not 
begin to match, including security, transportation (ground and air) and 
intelligence assets, which according to one PD officer who served there 
at the time meant that “the military had better means for direct engage-
ment with the Iraqis.”26 State Department inspectors in Iraq found that 
the differences in “resources, structures, and approaches [between the 
military and the State Department] could hardly be more different.”27

In Afghanistan, the State Department’s budget for Public Diplomacy 
grew to be the largest in the history of civilian public diplomacy. What 
began as a $1.2 million program in 2001 grew rapidly over the past nine 
years; finally hitting a high in 2010 of $113 million with an additional 
$95 million budgeted for FY 2011. The embassy increased its public 
diplomacy grant spending by tenfold in 2009, allocating $380,000 for 
680 projects. Each PRT was also given a $50,000 grant for their own 
PD programs.28 This was very impressive in terms of State’s budget. 
But in fact the DOD budget for communication identified for com-
munication in Afghanistan has been just as large. In 2011 it showed 
$100 million for information operations, including $30 million for 
PSYOP, $30 million for reporting on local issues, $10 million for public 
affairs and $10 million for other programs.29

DOD Personnel Learned New Approaches

The Bush administration expected that the US military interventions 
in Iraq and Afghanistan would be brief, but the US presence in both 
countries dragged on for years. During this extended period of military 
involvement, DOD personnel learned some lessons that were familiar 
to civilian public diplomacy practitioners.

Cultural Awareness

The army’s counterinsurgency doctrine of 2006 written by General 
Petraeus recognizes the need for local cultural awareness, saying: 
“Successful communication requires . . . understanding the social setting, 

 

 

 

 



Comparing DOD with State 207

appropriate behaviors towards people of different statuses, and nonver-
bal cues, among other things. An understanding of the social environ-
ment can facilitate effective communication, even if counterinsurgents 
do not speak the local language and must work through translators or 
interpreters.” It adds, “In-depth knowledge and understanding of the 
national, regional, and local cultures, norms, moralities, and taboos are 
needed to understand the operational environment and reactions of the 
insurgents and populace.”30

DOD adopted the term “social network analysis (SNA)” which it 
says is “a tool for understanding the organizational dynamics of an 
insurgency and how best to attack or exploit it. It allows analysts to 
identify and portray the details of a network structure. Its shows how 
an insurgency’s networked organization behaves and how that con-
nectivity affects its behavior. SNA allows analysts to assess the net-
work’s design, how its member may or may not act autonomously, 
where the leadership resides or how it is distributed among members, 
and how hierarchical dynamics may mix or not mix with network 
dynamics.” It adds: “For an insurgency, a social network is not just a 
description of who is in the insurgent organization; it is a picture of 
the population, how it is put together and how members interact with 
one another.”31

DOD doctrine in 2006 stressed the importance of “social network 
analysis,” as a “powerful threat evaluation tool” that it says is “for 
understanding the organizational dynamics of an insurgency and how 
best to attack or exploit it. It allows analysts to identify and portray the 
details of a network structure.”32

Before that, the idea was put forward in a 2004 Defense Science 
Board study that was already arguing that the US should adopt an 
information policy based on “in-depth knowledge of other cultures 
and factors that motivate human behavior,” it should “search out cred-
ible messengers,” and “engage in a respectful dialogue of ideas that 
begins with listening and assumes decades of sustained effort.” It said 
that foreign “opinions must be taken into account when policy options 
are considered and implemented.”33 The DSB’s 2008 follow-up report 
reinforced the idea. It expressed “heightened appreciation that success 
in strategic communication depends on deep comprehension of the 
identities attitudes, cultures, interests and motives of others” and rec-
ommended taking “existing government collaboration with civil soci-
ety to a new level . . . [and] strengthening traditional partnerships with 
nonprofit organizations in exchanges, broadcasting, and other govern-
ment functions.”34
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Secretary of Defense Robert Gates emphasized this change in 2009, 
when he told Congress: “Effective strategic communication requires 
active listening and sustained engagement with relevant stakeholders; 
given this, some in DOD are using the term ‘strategic engagement and 
communication’ instead of the term ‘strategic communication’ as the 
latter term is often misinterpreted to a narrower concern with media, 
messaging and traditional ‘communications’ activities.” He added 
that cultural factors and “perception effects” of non-kinetic actions, 
and “trying to understand selected audiences thoroughly” were now 
important.35

In Afghanistan and Iraq, the Pentagon established what it called a 
“Human Terrain System,” that embedded social scientists with brigades 
to improve the US military’s knowledge of local culture and popula-
tions, because the ethnographic information was thought to improve 
the army’s war fighting capabilities. The program began in 2006, 
primarily in Iraq, and by 2009, 25 teams had been deployed there. 
Some American scholars actively participated in the project while oth-
ers opposed it, objecting on the grounds that that the army was using 
independent academics to “collect intelligence.”36

In Afghanistan DOD personnel called the effort TRADCOM” 
for Traditional Communication, collecting data on “Key Leader 
Engagements” (KLEs) that they used to create a database of Afghan 
leaders that were labeled friendly or unfriendly. This was intended to 
help build trust with Afghan communities through face-to-face inter-
actions, although this was what FSOs have always considered normal 
contact work. They also undertook a mosque mapping project that 
combed through hundreds of PSYOP sermon reports and utilized GIS 
software that mapped 300 mosques in Kandahar City, with informa-
tion about each mullah, but this turned out to have questionable opera-
tional value.37

Surrogates

DOD officers in Iraq and Afghanistan gradually discovered the 
importance of using surrogates. One DOD officer in Iraq explained: 
“Inf luencing Iraqis is central to managing a favorable outcome in 
this war. Putting an Iraqi face on news to help counter anti-GOI 
[Government of Iraq] or anti-coalition propaganda will ultimately 
be necessary to attain the best outcomes. Having Iraqis produce and 
report news stories is the best vehicle for eliminating culture and 
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language barriers in communication. News important to improving a 
public spirit thereby gains a measure of instant credibility that coali-
tion information operations and reporting cannot impart. Using native 
news reporters will increase chances of acceptance by the Iraqi popu-
lation by relaying credible stories of progress that can resonate favor-
ably through communities. Media communication Iraqis to Iraqis thus 
has the potential to sway even the most stubborn of anti-GOI and 
anti-coalition critics, strengthening resolve and commitment to resist 
terrorism.”38

Another participant in the effort put it this way: “Social networks 
will be needed to engage effectively with appropriate audiences. . . . The 
message must be relayed through a messenger that is seen as credible 
and likeable by the recipients.”39

Decentralization

Experience in Iraq has also led to some decentralization of DOD’s 
procedures. As the Field Manuel indicates: “Local commanders have 
the best grasp of their situations. Under mission command, they are 
given access to or control of the assets needed to . . . manage informa-
tion operations and civil military operations.”40 DOD communicators 
now advise: “Make strategic communication approaches more agile, 
decentralized, and local. Clearly . . . the top-down approaches will not 
always work in the present and future information environment.”41 
They also found that a dialogue is more effective than a monologue. 
As one observer put it, “A key element of long term strategic commu-
nication is ‘strategic listening.’ It is not enough just to deliver the mes-
sage.”42 Another commentator made a similar point: “We must begin 
by listening to that audience, because if we do not understand what 
resonates with them we have only a serendipitous chance of succeed-
ing. Much of the current U.S. effort concentrates on delivering ‘the 
message’ and omits the essential first step of listening to our targeted 
audiences.”43

These techniques—cultural awareness, the use of surrogates, and 
decentralization—have all been used by civilian public diplomacy pro-
fessionals for many decades before 9/11. Since 9/11, public diplomacy 
officers working with DOD counterparts in the field came to appre-
ciate their willingness to learn and to adapt their approaches in these 
ways, as well as their can-do spirit. Nevertheless, fundamental differ-
ences remained between the two approaches.
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Fundamental DOD/State Differences Remain

Despite the fact that DOD personnel in conf lict zones have learned 
lessons similar to those familiar to public diplomacy professionals, and 
that working side by side with PD officers the two agencies have coop-
erated in some respects, their fundamental approaches still remain quite 
different. Following are the main characteristics of the DOD outlook 
that distinguishes it from public diplomacy practice.

Narrow DOD Focus

The focus of the DOD information effort continues to be much nar-
rower than that of State’s. DOD tends to concentrate only on areas 
of conf lict or serious threat (although under GWOT the latter has 
expanded geographically). In contrast, State’s civilian public diplomacy 
officials deal with virtually every country in the world and their task 
relates to any issue affecting US national interests, including politi-
cal, economic, and cultural.44 They use educational exchanges, English 
teaching, libraries and cultural presentations that DOD does not. 
One senior PD professional says: “Public diplomacy efforts ultimately 
are intended to promote greater understanding of the U.S. and the 
American people on the part of those in the foreign country where 
the efforts are undertaken. The underlying assumption—which has 
proven correct in my experience over the past 30 years—is that better 
understanding of our country and its people improves the views and 
attitudes of foreigners towards the U.S. and Americans. This goal, and 
the efforts that need to be undertaken to pursue this goal, do not have a 
military dimension, and thus should be in the hands of civilians.”45

Short Time Frames

DOD personnel assume that a communication task is limited in dura-
tion, with specific start and finish dates. Their tours are short, some-
times only four to six months, not enough time to know any country 
well.46 One PD officer said: “for the military, the goal is to succeed in 
the current military operation, which will last only for a finite time. 
Thus, the information activities are developed and implemented with 
that in mind.”47 An Army Public Affairs Officer who served three 
tours in Iraq, agreed, saying: “The military’s mindset was ‘what do we 
need to do to get out of here?’”48 PD personnel on the other hand have 
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mostly long-term goals, with no predictable end-points. They regard 
communication as a process of ongoing engagement that requires lis-
tening to local opinion and give-and-take. They focus on coming to 
mutual understanding rather than simply conveying facts. In addition 
to short-term tools like press releases or speeches, they use long term 
ones such as educational exchanges and English teaching, but they 
assume that their work is part of a long term ongoing task that will be 
handed off to the next FSO after two or three years in one country.

Unilateral Information Dissemination

DOD personnel focus almost exclusively on the media, and their ten-
dency is to use unilateral communication. As one study points out, the 
Pentagon’s Information Operations (IO) are intended to be a short-
term and a “one-way blast of information,”49 that differentiates it from 
public diplomacy, which is both long and short term, and not only one 
way but communication through dialogue. They make this analogy: 
“If they confront an enemy tank they fire at it until it is destroyed. 
Then if they confront a person who attacks the US with words, they 
fire information at him until he changes his mind.”50 Military person-
nel also tend to regard communication as information determined and 
coordinated from higher levels. One says: “When the brigade com-
mander says this is the message, it is conveyed down the chain of com-
mand and it is done.”51

Counterproductive Techniques

Experienced PD officers concede, as one says, that “in a war situation 
there is an important role for certain elements of ‘public diplomacy’ to 
support the war effort, and these are and should be undertaken by the 
military.”52 But they tend to believe that these are exceptional cases, 
and DOD has gone too far, using techniques they regard as counter-
productive. The most common example cited is the decision of US 
military personnel in Iraq (described in the previous chapter) to hire a 
contractor to pay Iraqi media secretly for placement of favorable stories 
in the press.53 One veteran PD officer called that “the most damag-
ing thing DOD did in Iraq.”54 Another noted that he had never paid 
for foreign media placement because that would jeopardize his cred-
ibility with local media contacts.55 PD officers want editors to accept 
the information on its merits, not for money. Also, when payments 
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become known, the price goes up; one Iraqi editor reportedly com-
mented that, had he known the stories were being paid for by the US 
government, he would have charged “much, much more” to publish 
them.56 The practice also undermined US efforts to engender good 
journalistic practices. Another PD veteran said DOD’s anti-terrorism 
placements on Iraqi TV “were frightening and counterproductive; 
they were strange productions that the Iraqis knew were coming from 
the outside.”57 State’s PD officials insist on truthfulness because they 
believe it enhances credibility, and they reject deception as counter-
productive. DOD information operations however allow for deceptive 
sourcing practices. In Afghanistan, some DOD information products 
disseminated by DOD hid the US origin of the material.58

Presenting the Wrong Image

Another criticism is that security measures sometimes undermined PD 
efforts, as one official report noted when it said that private contractors’ 
“use of deadly force, the killing of allegedly innocent Iraqi civilians by 
[their] . . . employees, and the State Department’s alleged lack of con-
cern about accountability . . . have undermined U.S. foreign policy and 
specifically U.S. standing in Iraq.”59 Aaron Snipe, deputy spokesman 
for US Embassy in Baghdad 2008–09, argued that “the [military] uni-
form is a barrier, it communicates a message that is a barrier to genuine 
dialogue. The military has a rank structure that can be very intimidat-
ing. A civilian face is important because it can communicate things 
that a military face can’t.” A civilian face conveys a normal and endur-
ing relationship rather than a temporary military relationship between 
the US and foreign audiences, while “the military face comes with a 
lot of baggage,”60

Detailed Planning and “Metrics”

The two agencies differ in planning and measurement. DOD has 
special planners and planning divisions (“J-5”) who focus on specific 
countries for which they try to anticipate all possible contingencies and 
measure results that they like to call “metrics.” DOD doctrine now 
says Information Operations should “Identify all the audiences (local, 
regional, and international), the various news cycles, and how to reach 
them with the HN [host nation] government’s message.”61 For Iraq and 
Afghanistan DOD established categories for audiences, such as Female 
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Engagement, Religious Engagement, or Key Leaders Engagement.62 In 
2010 DOD created “female engagement teams” of females dedicated to 
engaging local women.63 Civilian PD officers, on the other hand, seek 
to retain operational f lexibility. They do participate in the embassy’s 
Mission Strategic Plan but they are more likely to revise operations 
on the spot due to changing circumstances. They regard performance 
measurement as very difficult or nearly impossible, and they usually 
offer anecdotal evidence instead of hard metrics. They know it is dif-
ficult to prove effectiveness since usually multiple factors are at work, 
so they resort to anecdotes.

For example, Matt Lussenhop, who was PAO in Kabul 2010–2011, 
says that PD officers generally admire the can-do attitude of their mili-
tary colleagues, but they approach their tasks in different ways. He says 
they like to do a lot of planning, setting specific dates, times and pre-
cise goals, defining expectations, bring their own resources and doing 
evaluations afterwards, in a formal way. He said when he was PAO and 
wanted call on a university president he simply got in a car with a driver 
and went. If a DOD officer wanted to visit the same person, he would 
plan carefully in advance and then go in an armed convoy, in uniform 
with f lak jackets, and carrying weapons, causing a big commotion on 
campus. That often created a negative impression of America, but the 
officer would nevertheless write up a formal report about his successful 
“Key Leader Engagement.”64

Differences in Training

Some DOD officers have pointed out that military personnel are not 
prepared to do public diplomacy. One said: “[No] template or struc-
ture existed for incorporating the routine or special engagements that 
military leaders conducted with members of the host nation who had 
the ability to impact their area of responsibility. . . . [So most of the 
American military personnel who conducted these operations] “had 
little or no preparation for conducting strategic engagements and/or 
brokering dialogue.”65 Even Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld criticized 
DOD’s inadequacies, saying that a DOD public affairs assignment is 
not career enhancing.66

In Afghanistan, at one point State’s cultural affairs and press offices 
at the embassy each had at least six experienced and fully trained FSO’s 
and approximately eighteen FSNs, while the DOD personnel respon-
sible for communication with the public had only temporary direct 
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hire contractors who had received no prior training in public diplo-
macy and were only in Afghanistan for between three and six months 
at a time.67

In 2008, however, DOD installed two military Public Affairs offi-
cers at the Government Media and Information Center (GMIC) in 
Kabul, in an attempt to coordinate crisis communications messaging 
with Afghan media counterparts. The impetus behind this move was 
to streamline and verify security incident reporting from the field and 
place Afghans, not the US military, at the center of the reporting pro-
cess. The thought was that communications about joint Afghan-ISAF 
operations should come from the Afghans themselves directly to the 
Afghan people, rather than having the international coalition forces 
messaging to Afghans, to build capacity as well as credibility between 
the Afghan government and the Afghan people. To this end, the GMIC 
built up a robust Public Awareness Campaign unit, so that the Afghan 
government builds up credibility in communicating on security issues, 
while they transitioned to taking the lead as foreign forces were scaled 
down.68

The Pentagon’s use of American anthropologists to help the military 
understand the local culture expanded greatly in 2007 with the explicit 
encouragement of General Petraeus.69 Despite the Pentagon’s effort to 
provide “cultural awareness” to its personnel and send Human Terrain 
Teams to help them, they have not been able to match the skills of 
FSOs in this regard, who depend heavily on a nuanced understanding 
of the local culture they are working in.

According to a senior FSO who served in Iraq 2004–2005, a success-
ful public diplomacy section in the embassy there must have American 
career officers who are f luent in the local language.70 DOD has few 
foreign area specialists, and DOD personnel assigned to information 
tasks tend to receive little or no prior communications training. The 
Joint Forces Staff College has a Joint IO Orientation course but it lasts 
only one week (38 hours).71 Ft. Bragg has a scenario-based course for 
Information Officers that has included State officers as well. Also, the 
number of mid-level officers receiving foreign language training has 
reportedly increased in recent years, an indication of the Pentagon’s 
recognition that language skills for its own personnel are important.72

Secretaries of Defense Gates and Rumsfeld recognized that some 
DOD personnel were doing tasks civilians should be doing. Gates said: 
“The Department of Defense has taken on many of these burdens that 
might have been assumed by civilian agencies in the past, . . . forced by 
circumstances, our brave men and women in uniform have stepped 
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up to the task, with field artillerymen and tankers building schools 
and mentoring city councils—usually in a language they don’t speak. 
They have done an admirable job. But it is no replacement for the real 
thing—civilian involvement and expertise.”73 And Rumsfeld said, 
“In some cases, military public affairs off icials have had little com-
munications training and little, if any, grounding in the importance 
of timing and rapid response, and the realities of digital and broadcast 
media.”74

Retired FSO Thomas E. McNamara quoted Joint Chiefs of Staff 
Chairman Admiral Mike Mullen admitting that “U.S. foreign policy 
is still too dominated by the military.” And he quoted former Secretary 
of Defense Robert Gates as saying that military operations “should 
be subordinated to measures aimed at promoting better governance, 
economic programs that spur development, and efforts to address the 
grievances among the discontented.” McNamara added: “That sounds 
like what diplomats do every day.”75

No Long-Term Local Staff

Americans doing public diplomacy tasks at US embassies abroad always 
have locally-hired professional local staffs who are long term employees 
that support the Americans very significantly because they are bilin-
gual and have a deep knowledge of the local culture and can provide 
continuity. In contrast, US military personnel deployed abroad rarely 
have such local employees to support them and they depend on hiring 
short-term ad hoc interpreters. They often end up hiring Americans 
for the task for security reasons.76

Mission Creep

As a consequence of the war on terrorism and the funding imbalance, 
DOD has expanded its communication effort beyond the war zones 
in Afghanistan and Iraq. Public diplomacy career veterans question 
whether expansion to that extent is necessary. As one of them said, “I 
think that no one questions the validity of the DOD going into war 
zones and interacting in ways that are necessary to winning wars. [But] 
In places that people aren’t shooting at us, the DOD probably has very 
little business going . . . ”77

One study in 2008 concluded: “The ‘militarization of diplomacy’ 
is noticeably expanding as DOD personnel assume public diplomacy 
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and assistance responsibilities that the civilian agencies do not have 
the trained staff to fill. In the area of security assistance—traditionally 
the authority of the Secretary of State but implemented largely by the 
Defense Department—a number of new DOD authorities have been 
created, reducing the role of the Secretary of State even more in this 
vital area of US foreign policy.78

Continuing DOD-State Funding Imbalance

One PD professional said: “We are (personal opinion) shooting our-
selves in the feet by overfunding DOD and underfunding DOS in this 
area. It boils down to credibility and also touches on very basic issues of 
the American identity. Are we, like ancient Rome, a militarized super-
power that engages with the world through our military? Or are we a 
different kind of country than that? . . . In this day and age where too 
many people in the world think of helicopters and people in fatigues 
killing Muslims, are military channels really the most effective and 
credible ways to inf luence people?”79

One retired ambassador expressed the frustrations that many career 
diplomats have felt, when he said, “During the Bush administration’s 
eight years in power, the military has come to dominate U.S. foreign 
policy, while other arms of the U.S. government operating abroad—
such as the State Department and the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID)—have been ignored, underfunded and gravely 
weakened.” He said DOD received 26 percent of the US foreign assis-
tance budget in 2008, “But the Pentagon has no comparative advantage 
or particular expertise in post conf lict stabilization and reconstruction, 
and its nation-building attempts often fail.”80

Defense Secretary Robert Gates expressed concern about the global 
funding and staff imbalance with State.81 Joint Chiefs Chairman 
Admiral Mike Mullen in 2010 expressed concern about DOD mission 
creep: “U.S. foreign policy is still too dominated by the military, too 
dependent upon the generals and admirals who lead our major over-
seas commands. It’s one thing to be able and willing to serve as emer-
gency responders; quite another to always have to be the fire chief.”82 
The Obama administration’s Defense Department went further and 
said that, as a matter of policy, “ the ’soft power’ options and capabili-
ties are given equal priority and considered in coordination with hard 
power alternatives”83 but this did not change the budget and staffing 
imbalance.
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The Obama Administration

Under the Obama administration, the situation has changed very little. 
In 2010, the Pentagon conceded that its view of “strategic communica-
tions” had evolved, and “emphasis on strictly ‘informational’ activities 
has decreased. It told Congress that “DOD is shifting to viewing stra-
tegic communication as an adaptive, decentralized process of trying to 
understand selected audiences thoroughly, [and] hypothesizing physi-
cal or informational signals that will have the desired effect on those 
audiences.” It noted that “all DOD activities have a communication 
and informational impact,” so it was important for DOD personnel 
to understand “the perceptions, attitudes and beliefs of potential audi-
ences,” know “complex social communication systems” and be able to 
“formulate timely and culturally attuned messages.”84

Obama’s DOD also retained the Bush-era concept that the role of 
the military extended well beyond wars: “DOD’s responsibilities and 
operational missions give DOD a unique role to play, ensuring the 
Department’s strategic communication processes support major military 
operations, shape the environment to prevent conf lict, and if conf lict 
occurs, ensure it occurs on terms favorable to the realization of U.S. 
national security interests.” Nevertheless, DOD asserted that it did “not 
engage directly in public diplomacy, which is the purview of the State 
Department, but numerous DOD activities are designed specifically to 
support the State Department’s public diplomacy efforts and activities.” 
As examples, it cited the MIST teams and “key leader engagements” 
that “closely resemble State Department public diplomacy efforts.” But 
it added the caveat that “during combat operations or in other non-
permissive environments, DOD often takes the lead out of necessity, as 
civilian actors may be unable to perform their usual activities.”85

DOD’s Quadrennial Review of 2010 also recognized the new situa-
tion, saying: “As technological innovation and global information f lows 
accelerate, non-state actors will continue to gain inf luence and capa-
bilities that, during the previous century, remained largely the purview 
of states.” Therefore: “We will need to improve our ability to under-
stand the concerns, perceptions, and attitudes of foreign governments 
and populations, as well as the ways in which our words and actions 
may affect allies and partners. Thoughtful engagement, communica-
tion, and collaboration with allies and partners who share our interest 
in fostering peace and security remain essential.”86

By 2014, President Obama had ended the major US military involve-
ment in Iraq and he was winding it down in Afghanistan. He has altered 
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the US approach to terrorism and to counter-insurgency that Bush 
espoused and he has indicated that he is not planning to support nation 
building by DOD of the kind his predecessor undertook. In June 2011 
for example he said “The tide of war is receding” and “it is time to 
focus on nation building here at home.”87

These are signs that the greatly increased involvement by the 
Department of Defense in communication and engaging with foreign 
civilian audiences will be scaled back. But the momentum that shifted 
during the Bush decade in favor of such Pentagon involvement with 
civilians abroad may be difficult to turn around quickly and DOD is 
likely to continue to devote resources and personnel to this new task 
for some time. Meanwhile, in the judgment of some experienced senior 
diplomats, the public diplomacy professionals at State may have lost their 
edge, due to the fact that DOD has been in the driver’s seat in key areas 
of importance to American national interests for more than a decade.

During the USIA years, a cadre of public diplomacy professionals in 
the senior and middle ranks of the profession were highly focused on 
their tasks, and they spent a career consistently and exclusively dealing 
with PD issues and honing their skills as they went from one assign-
ment to the next; they learned from mentors and then mentored others 
in PD, developed best practices that they shared with their USIA col-
leagues. Since the merger into State and the post-9/11 growth of the 
Pentagon’s direct involvement in communication with foreign audi-
ences, this specialized skill has become somewhat diminished.

Conclusion

DOD justified its expansion into communicating with foreign civilians 
by arguing war zones are too dangerous for civilians, “somebody has 
to do it,” and DOD has the capability. In the process, DOD personnel 
learned lessons long known to PD professionals such as the importance 
of cultural awareness. Yet fundamental differences remained between 
the DOD and State approaches. DOD tends to have a shorter time 
frame, a narrower focus and prefers unilateral information dissemina-
tion, and it seeks metrics, while State PD officers also undertake long 
term and short term projects and can be satisfied with anecdotal evi-
dence of effectiveness. DOD is likely to remain engaged in communi-
cation with foreign civilian audiences, however, as long as the United 
States remains concerned about terrorist threats.
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Changes and Enduring Principles

For nearly 80 years, the US government has systematically under-
taken programs abroad that serve the national interest by communicat-
ing with foreign publics. We call that public diplomacy. During these 
eight decades public diplomacy has in some ways undergone significant 
changes. At the same time, certain basic principles have evolved and 
endured among practitioners who have learned best practices in the 
field. This chapter brief ly reviews the fundamental changes and then 
lists some of the enduring principles of public diplomacy

Changes

Some of the changes have come in the way the US government has 
structured public diplomacy. Others have been external forces that 
have required adaptation.

One structural development is that the responsible Washington 
agency for public diplomacy has changed several times. The State 
Department had the responsibility, and then in quick succession the 
Office of Strategic Services, the Office of War Information and State 
again, followed by the US Information Agency (USIA) for most of 
the second half of the twentieth century. In 1999, USIA was abol-
ished and the main responsibility for public diplomacy returned to the 
State Department, although broadcasting was separated and given to 
the Broadcasting Board of Governors. For a while, some advocated the 
return of the function to an independent agency such as USIA, while 
others suggested privatization of public diplomacy.1 But after 14 years 
neither has happened.
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At this point it seems the function will stay with State for the fore-
seeable future. Some old career hands still miss USIA because they 
regarded it as an efficient and f lexible agency not constricted by the 
larger bureaucracy at State. For example, in 2005, four former USIA 
directors declared that shutting down the agency was a “major mistake” 
and urged that something like it be recreated.2 But as time passes and 
new generations rise in the ranks of PD professionals to take on lead-
ership roles, the sentiment for the old agency has died out. An effort 
during the George Bush administration by some retired USIA officers 
to modify the role of public diplomacy at the State Department, by 
consolidating it into a more cohesive bureau, failed to gain support 
because non-PD personnel at State saw no reason to alter the situation.3 
More importantly, there is no interest at all in Congress or the White 
House to reopen the issue of organization and inertia is carrying the 
status quo with no change in sight.

The Voice of America (VOA) and other civilian broadcasting chan-
nels such as Radio and TV Marti were for most of the twentieth cen-
tury under USIA which was therefore able to coordinate broadcasting 
with the other types of public diplomacy. When USIA was abolished 
in 1999 this link was severed and broadcasting was put under an inde-
pendent Broadcasting Board of Governors. The Secretary of State has 
a seat on the broadcasting board of governors (BBG) but in practice 
State has exercised almost no inf luence over broadcasting. Criticism 
of the BBG’s management has continued from several quarters, but 
there is no sign that broadcasting will be reconnected with the rest of 
public diplomacy any time soon. Thus for PD field officers at embas-
sies, broadcasting is not anything they are remotely responsible for, and 
that is likely to remain the case for the foreseeable future. However, 
the VOA Special English division and the Office of English Language 
Programs at State continue to reinforce the mission of using English 
as a means to build mutual understanding and open opportunities to 
different facets of society through quality English language sites such as 
VOA’s “Learn America English”4

Another major structural change is that since 9/11, as outlined in 
this book, the Department of Defense has significantly expanded its 
involvement in communicating with foreign civilian publics. In several 
ways this involvement resembles civilian public diplomacy, but it is not 
certain to what extent that will continue. Much of this DOD expan-
sion was the result of the way the George W. Bush administration pros-
ecuted the Global War on Terrorism and wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. 
President Obama ended the US military involvement in Iraq, wound 
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it down in Afghanistan, and narrowed the scope of the American fight 
against terrorism. He has indicated that he does not intend to give 
high priority to nation building abroad. In his 2014 State of the Union 
address he said, “America cannot remain on a permanent war footing,” 
and he promised to focus instead on diplomacy. By 2013, most of the 
American public had also become wary of military intervention abroad. 
For example, polls showed that a significant majority of Americans 
(68:24) opposed any US military intervention in Syria, despite civilian 
suffering there, and a large majority preferred diplomacy over military 
action in Iran, although they had an 87:13 unfavorable view of that 
country.5

The priority that the Pentagon has given to communicating with 
foreign civilian populations is therefore likely to be much less in the 
future than it has been in recent years. It will however probably remain 
for some time as a DOD function, particularly since terrorism is 
unlikely to disappear completely, and DOD has accepted a key role in 
combating it. In any case, DOD will continue to have more resources 
to devote to the task, and the two agencies will continue to coordinate 
some of their outreach.

Meanwhile two major external issues have arisen since about the 
turn of the century that have affected the conduct of American public 
diplomacy at our embassies abroad.

One is the increase in security concerns for our embassies and 
American diplomatic personnel. Throughout most of the second half of 
the twentieth century, American embassies and cultural centers around 
the globe were for the most part fully open to the public and this was of 
considerable advantage to our PD programs because it facilitated easy 
contact between embassy personnel and local audiences. The security 
concerns that began in the 1990s at some embassies and increased on 
9/11 and afterward, led to the erection in many countries of barriers 
between embassies and the local public that severely hampered local 
contact. PD personnel in many places were compelled to find ways to 
work around these new obstacles, but it was not easy.

Another external issue that affects PD conduct is the dramatic 
growth in electronic communication technology including social 
networking media. During the twentieth century, PD personnel at 
American embassies abroad had access to information about various 
aspects of the United States, including American policy, society, and 
culture, that was otherwise unavailable abroad, and they could use this 
information to good advantage in communicating with local audi-
ences. Today, however, because of the new technology, in so many 
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countries the people have access to a great deal more information 
about America than they had in the past, and therefore what can be 
provided by the embassy is less unique than it once was. In addition, 
the public debate has expanded exponentially as more actors take the 
stage to make their viewpoints about US foreign policy a part of the 
larger public debate. The problem for PD professionals however is 
that they must still deal with a considerable amount of misinforma-
tion about America, whether deliberate or from ignorance. In fact, the 
many news reports and commentaries about America that f lood the 
airways nowadays on a 24/7 basis have increased the number of distor-
tions that PD officials must deal with. This has made public diplomacy 
more important, not less.

Enduring Principles

Public diplomacy officers working at US missions abroad often share 
best practices with each other and with Washington, but they have not 
been codified into a formal theory of PD field operations. Nevertheless, 
from the empirical studies of field posts operations that are now avail-
able, and from comments made by veteran PD practitioners, it is pos-
sible to identify a set of approaches that seem to have worked well over 
time. These have been discussed in the previous chapters, but they are 
enumerated here as thirteen enduring PD principles.

1. Understand Local Concerns

Communication with the public in a foreign country must start with 
an understanding of their attitudes and perceptions on issues of impor-
tance to the United States. American PD professionals in that country 
must know their audience in order to advocate US policies, explain 
American society and culture, and engage in productive discussions 
about issues of mutual concern.

The basic principle is akin to Congressman Tip O’Neill’s famous say-
ing, “All politics is local.” PD officers taking up an assignment at a US 
embassy abroad quickly seek to gain an understanding of local attitudes 
toward issues of concern to the United States, by consulting with local 
staff and other embassy colleagues as well as local contacts, and fol-
lowing the local press. FSOs assigned to the Middle East, for example, 
hear about local attitudes toward Palestine and Israel and American-
Muslim relations, while FSOs assigned to Turkey hear about Kurds, 
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Armenians, and Cyprus. The FSOs assigned elsewhere hear about still 
different specialized local concerns.

Public diplomacy professionals try to determine what kinds of pub-
lic diplomacy programming and activities would be most appropriate 
to the local culture and society, and most effective in communicating 
American ideas. If they are posted to Riyadh, for example, they learn 
that bringing an American ballet would be inappropriate, but a col-
lege choir might work. If they are in London they might learn that 
bringing a symphony orchestra might be redundant while a Supreme 
Court judge would attract an audience. They assess the level of English, 
or the sophistication of the local information technology might affect 
programming. And they carefully evaluate any restrictions the host 
government may impose on programs or activities by the US embassy 
and its personnel, in order to avoid violating the local rules. In highly 
restrictive environments they try to work out ways to engage with the 
public despite the barriers.

The effort by the PAO and the public diplomacy staff to create a 
sophisticated understanding of the local culture is akin to the approach 
that Pentagon personnel have developed that they call situational or 
cultural awareness, but they generally see it as a short-term problem. 
State Department public diplomacy professionals however consider this 
a long-term effort, building on the work of their predecessors and oth-
ers in the embassy to comprehend local perceptions that are important 
for effectively functioning in a foreign environment.

2. The Last Three Feet Rule

The most effective way for the United States to communicate, persuade, 
and reach mutual understanding across cultures, is by direct personal 
conversation between an American and a foreign individual or group.

Edward R. Murrow remarked that “the real art” in information dis-
semination was not to move it five or 10,000 miles but “to move it the 
last three feet in face-to-face communication.” He made that comment 
in 1963, but it has been quoted often by public diplomacy professionals 
ever since then, because they know from experience how true it is.

Experienced PD professionals also know that they can learn a great 
deal about local attitudes by talking face to face with local people who 
represent different shades of opinion. The public diplomacy section 
monitors the local press, especially the vernacular media, and the local 
staff helps keep abreast of local attitudes that are not in the media. 
They also know that it is essential for them to engage in sustained 
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conversations with key local opinion leaders and to probe them for 
what they really think in order to develop an accurate picture. In some 
countries there may be opinion polls that help provide an understand-
ing of local views, but in many countries such polls are inaccurate 
or misleading and in any case they tend to be few and far between 
so they serve only as supplemental data. Personal engagements with 
key interlocutors remain the essential means to understand local views 
accurately.

If these engagements are sustained and developed over time they 
usually become more productive and the conversations become more 
candid. Moreover, if a situation arises in which the American diplomat 
wants to lodge a complaint, for example to an editor who has published 
damaging misinformation, the complaint tends to be more effective if 
the two have already established an ongoing personal relationship and 
the American can simply engage the reporter on a one-to-one personal 
basis to try to solve the problem.

3. Use Dialogue

Public diplomacy field officers have long known that mutual under-
standing and persuasion can best be achieved through dialogue, rather 
than monologue. That means listening carefully and responding to the 
other’s views. Honest and open exchanges can foster an intellectual 
effort to build bridges between differing perceptions.

Experienced PD officers know that in a foreign country when they 
are in discussion with a local citizen they can best respond to criticisms 
and misunderstandings of America by dealing with them directly, 
responding to the local views rather than simply parroting official US 
statements. It is important for the American officer to listen very care-
fully to what their local interlocutor has to say, what arguments he or 
she brings to bear, and try to understand what fundamental mispercep-
tions may lie behind those arguments. It is much more effective to deal 
directly with those arguments and assertions of fact, in order to help 
correct the ones that need correcting, rather than simply stating what 
the policy is that has been enunciated in Washington, or what the stan-
dard American view is. Moreover, listening first conveys respect for the 
other’s opinions, and sets the discussion in a positive direction. It is also 
important to choose the proper moment to make a point.

Perhaps instinctively, experienced PD officers know that the nine-
teenth-century philosopher John Stewart Mill was right when he said 
that he “who knows only his own side of the case, knows little of that,” 
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because it is in open-minded engagements with local citizens rather 
than monologues, that the public diplomacy officer best develops his 
or her skill at making a convincing case for understanding aspects of 
America.

4. Be Truthful

Always be truthful. Edward R. Murrow explained why: “To be per-
suasive we must be believable; to be believable we must be credible; to 
be credible we must be truthful.”

Public diplomacy officers know that deception undermines the trust 
and credibility that are essential in sustained communication and per-
suasion. Discussions in this book (chapters eleven and twelve) about 
the Pentagon’s covert payments to editors in Iraq, and DOD’s view of 
PSYOP (psychological operations) that allows for some deception in 
communication, have highlighted the fact that civilian PD practitio-
ners regard these practices as unacceptable. They believe that they must 
always stick to the truth.

For them, this rule can theoretically create a conf lict with another 
obligation that they have, which is to be loyal to their employer, the US 
government. This may arise when they speak publicly about American 
foreign policy, if they happen to have disagreements with some aspects 
of that policy. In cases where they are unable to resolve the conf lict, 
they may feel compelled to resign, as John Brady Kiesling and John 
Brown did in 2003 (see chapter five). But usually the American diplo-
mat can find creative ways to deal with this dilemma if it presents itself. 
He or she is not compelled to tell the “whole truth,” only not to lie 
or mislead, and in a discussion it is possible to do that and not express 
direct criticism of current policy. It is acceptable to decline public com-
ment on a sensitive issue. And there are established means of internal 
communication that allow for dissent from policy, but transmitted in 
classified channels to US policy makers.

In cases where the American diplomat wishes to help a reporter with 
a story by providing some information that is not strictly classified but 
would nevertheless be unhelpful if it appeared in print as coming from 
an official US government source, the diplomat can use the standard 
devices of making the statements on background, deep background or 
off the record. In this way the official would still be maintaining loy-
alty while adhering to the truth. But the diplomat must be confident 
that the reporter will respect those rules.
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5. Reach Out

Public diplomacy officers should make efforts to expand their contacts 
as much as possible among opinion leaders.

It is important to engage with people who represent a broad spec-
trum of opinion, not just those who are well disposed to the United 
States, but also to those who criticize America. PD officers in particu-
lar should reach out, beyond the official channels that exist between the 
United States and the host government, to interact with a wide variety 
of people. In this way, they can build a more comprehensive picture 
of local public opinion, and they can open opportunities to help more 
people understand America better.

American diplomats are in an excellent position to be able to gain 
access to all, or nearly all, segments of the local society. Unlike private 
Americans, US diplomats are sought after as an authoritative source of 
US policy. Moreover, for any local person who has complaints about 
that policy, US diplomats are a conduit back to Washington for those 
complaints. Even the harshest critics of the United States are usually 
accessible for these reasons, if the Americans make an effort to be in 
touch with them. Only in very few instances, might a dedicated critic of 
the United States avoid contact with US officials for fear of losing his or 
her local reputation, but this is rare. Moreover, because American dip-
lomats must represent all of America, they are unlike private American 
citizens, who usually have a narrow commercial or other purpose.

Restrictions on local contacts by the American side are usually a mis-
take, unless the contact risks expulsion by the host government. Karen 
Hughes cancelled the boycott on talking with al-Jazeera Television 
because it hampered the ability of American officials to present their 
side of the story to a wide-reaching media outlet. She also urged PD 
officers and other officials at our embassies abroad to “think advocacy” 
and engage with local media to the extent possible. These were sensible 
instructions.

6. Promote First-Hand Knowledge

Educational exchange programs are among the most valuable of all 
public diplomacy tools.

American embassies sponsor students and professionals to travel to 
the United States because the visitors learn directly about many aspects 
of America that they otherwise cannot learn from books, maga-
zines, films, or videos. These exchanges almost always enhance their 
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understanding of America because first-hand knowledge is powerful. 
Unfettered access to a variety of private Americans sends a message 
about American openness. US embassies also support student advising 
for privately-sponsored students for the same reason.

A similar purpose is served by State Department programs that send 
American experts abroad as Fulbrighters, or on speaking tours, or to 
teach English, because they help bring the Americans into contact 
with foreign audiences in ways that facilitate better mutual under-
standing through personal engagement. The private American experts 
Washington sends abroad are chosen for their expertise and fairness, 
not their politics, and even if they may have some criticisms of the 
United States, this can add to their credibility and send a valuable mes-
sage about American society.

7. Collaborate with Others

The US government collaborates with private institutions in the United 
States to manage and implement exchange programs. The work of the 
staffs of National Council on International Visitors and other private 
American nongovernmental organizations, many of them volunteers, 
has been invaluable to the US government’s exchange programs. They 
save the State Department money, and they enable foreign visitors to 
have experiences in America, including home-stays, that almost always 
make a positive impression on them.

Another example of effective collaboration occurs when American 
PD officers serving abroad partner with local institutions to under-
take cultural presentations or other programs. The embassy may not 
have appropriate program space that it owns or controls, and if a local 
governmental or private institution is willing to offer space and other 
support to the embassy for a program, that can be a mutually beneficial 
arrangement. This kind of partnership can even work well if bilateral 
relations are strained, if the host government is willing to cooperate 
because the program is non-political.

8. Find Surrogates

Individual local citizens can be helpful to a public diplomacy program.
The public diplomacy staff may be able to identify individual mem-

bers of the local society who are reasonably balanced and fair-minded 
about the United States, and willing to express their views to their 

 

 

 

 



Front Line Public Diplomacy230

compatriots. If these individuals can be encouraged to participate in 
radio or television programs, or write in local newspapers, their credi-
bility as local nationals can substantially enhance their message. Logical 
candidates for this role are returnees from visits to the United States, 
whether they have been sponsored by the US government or privately. 
If they are willing to talk about their personal experiences in America, 
this is valuable because they are likely to be trusted, and they have first-
hand knowledge that they can recount from a local perspective, and in 
the local language. This is one of the reasons that PD officers try to stay 
in touch with returnees from visits to the United States.

9. Employ Social Media Thoughtfully

Social networking media can be a great asset in public diplomacy, espe-
cially for reaching younger audience members, but local conditions 
should help determine which ones to use.

American diplomats are now using a variety of social networking media 
for public diplomacy purposes. The State department in Washington 
supports their use in several ways. The International Information 
Programs bureau distributes large amounts of material that in some cases 
go directly to audiences and in other cases are adapted by PD officers 
locally. Washington also makes daily use of the rapid response bulletins 
to get policy guidance out quickly, Digital Outreach Teams to engage 
key audiences where they are talking, and several regional media hubs 
positioned abroad to allow fast responses to breaking stories.

At embassies abroad, PD personnel evaluate the local availability and 
level of use of these media to determine which ones reach their tar-
get audiences best. In the most wired countries like Japan they may 
use the most sophisticated types, while in many African countries the 
embassy may focus on SMS or other means because of the low degree of 
Internet connectivity. Where the host government blocks many social 
media channels, as in China, they work around that barrier as best they 
can. However, PD professionals have realized that, valuable as they are, 
there are some practical limitations to the continued expansion of the 
use of these new media. They take time and attention from the PD staff 
that would otherwise be doing other things, and they sometimes raise 
expectations when they engage in discussions that they are unable to 
keep up with, causing disappointments. But if properly managed, and 
costs and benefits are weighed, social networking media can be a great 
asset to the PD program.
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10. Use Teamwork

Collaboration within an embassy with other American diplomats is 
always essential.

Public diplomacy is a special skill, but interagency collaboration 
maximizes the effectiveness of a PD program. Ambassadors of course 
have unique access and attract more audiences when they speak, so 
it is important for the public affairs section to be involved, as appro-
priate, in ambassadorial public performances and social media efforts. 
Other embassy officers can extend the reach of the PD effort through 
speaking and interviews on subjects related to their expertise, such as 
the economy or trade. The PD staff can help publicize the economic 
assistance program if there is one, and can help the consular officer 
get the word out, for example on special visa matters. Representatives 
of the Defense Department may have resources that can enhance PD 
programs if properly coordinated, and the PD staff can help if there 
are public relations aspects of the military relationship. But the public 
diplomacy professionals should be involved in all decisions on public 
affairs activities of others in the embassy.

11. Use Local Staff

The public affairs section at every embassy depends heavily on local 
staff.

They are indispensable sources of information about local attitudes 
and behavior, and they play essential roles in outreach, contacts, and 
translation. They are language interpreters and cultural interpreters. 
They are often effective at helping to explain American society and 
its policies. They also provide an institutional memory and program 
continuity, a great asset to transitioning officers newly arriving at the 
embassy.

12. Remember Cultural Programs

American cultural presentations can be a very valuable asset to a public 
diplomacy program.

Although the US government has not sent nearly as many cultural 
presentations abroad as it did in the past, they should not be forgot-
ten because they can be very useful depending on local circumstances. 
In countries where bilateral political relations are tense and the host 
government prevents programming that has any political content, or 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Front Line Public Diplomacy232

restricts contacts, arranging a musical or theatrical event or an art or 
photography exhibit, or a sports envoy, can circumvent these barriers 
and enable the embassy to reach a significant segment of the public. 
English teaching is in great demand in many countries and can serve 
this purpose also, and it carries cultural freight. Such “Americana” pro-
grams can provide balance to the political relationship, and soften the 
American image. The cultural programs must however be carefully 
selected to fit local cultural and social norms, and reinforce positive 
aspects of America.

13. Balance Long- and Short-Term Goals

Public diplomacy programs should carefully balance long- and short-
term goals.

The USIA-State merger, the anti-terrorism campaign and the post-
9/11 expansion of Pentagon involvement in communication abroad, 
have tilted the emphasis of public diplomacy activities to favor short-
term information and media efforts, at the expense of educational and 
cultural programs. American public diplomacy must retain a short-
term quick response capability to be able to knock down false accu-
sations that are gaining traction, so media hubs and rapid-response 
bulletins are useful. But the Public Affairs Officer at the embassy 
remains responsible for the overall orchestration of all types of program 
according to local circumstances, and he or she should keep the long 
term tools in mind.

Conclusion

Public diplomacy is likely to remain an important feature of American 
diplomatic practice for as far as we can see into the future. Its funding 
and staffing may continue to be increased or decreased as in the past, 
depending on how the Congress and the administration see threats to 
the United States from abroad. But professional diplomats know that 
the perceptions of foreign publics on issues of importance to America’s 
national interests are always important because they affect the atti-
tudes and behavior of foreign governments toward the United States. 
Therefore US officials should take those perceptions into account in 
our foreign policy, and to do what we can to achieve understanding of 
our policies, society and culture.
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The American public tends to have very limited knowledge of what 
its country’s PD professionals actually do when they work at embassies 
abroad. Some of the thirteen principles listed above, such as truthful-
ness and dialogue, may not conform to their concept of what public 
diplomacy is, and they may not appreciate the fact that American diplo-
mats usually have excellent access. The skills of a successful practitioner 
of public diplomacy are to a large extent learned on the job, at a US 
mission abroad, under the tutelage of experienced mentors.

The young officers who enter the Foreign Service today will face 
many challenges in their careers. There is no question that they are a 
special group, having been selected in a highly competitive examina-
tion process, and they undoubtedly will be conversant with the new 
social media communications methods. But the FSOs who are assigned 
to public diplomacy duties will also need a variety of other communi-
cation skills and techniques as well, many of which have been devel-
oped over the years as enduring principles. It will be important for 
them to learn effective communication principles from the mentors 
they work for, although they will also develop their own PD methods 
to cope with local circumstances.
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