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Introduction 
 

In writing about public diplomacy, most scholars and practitioners approach the topic from an 

organizational perspective, looking at how public diplomacy is viewed and practiced in various 

regions of the world. In contrast to diplomacy involving relations between state leaders (i.e., 

government to government), public diplomacy involves direct relations between nations and the 

people of other countries (i.e., government to people). Tuch’s (1990) definition of traditional 

public diplomacy illustrates: “a government’s process of communicating with foreign publics in 
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an effort to bring about understanding for its nation’s ideas and ideals, its institutions and cultures, 

as well as its national goals and current policies” (p. 3).  

There is growing recognition that non-state actors also conduct and benefit from public 

diplomacy. This expanded view is reflected in Sharp’s (2005) definition of contemporary public 

diplomacy as “the process by which direct relations with people in a country are pursued to 

advance the interests and extend the values of those being represented” (p. 106). Gregory (2011) 

offered a similar perspective in describing public diplomacy as “instruments used by states, 

associations of states, and some sub-state and non-state actors to understand cultures, attitudes, 

and behavior; build and manage relationships; and influence thoughts and mobilize actions to 

advance their interests and values” (p. 276).  

These definitions reflect broad agreement within the diplomatic community that public 

diplomacy serves the interests of those doing it. In fact, the function and value of public diplomacy 

in serving societal interests often is overlooked in discussions emphasizing the strategic soft power 

benefits of public diplomacy to state and non-state diplomatic actors (Nye, 2004). However, there 

is heightened awareness that public diplomacy has an expanded role to play--and interests to serve-

-in global society. Melissen (2011) observed that in the post-9/11 period, the public diplomacy 

literature has “conveyed a growing consensus that governments’ legitimacy and credibility in an 

increasingly transnational environment required a greater role for social actors, and that public 

diplomacy was not just in the national interest but also in the common interest” (p. 10).  

As the concept, purpose, and practice of public diplomacy continue to evolve, the ways in 

which public diplomacy serves societal interests warrant attention. As observed elsewhere, “The 

issue of interests gets at the heart of what public diplomacy is (or should be) all about and reveals 

the conceptual underpinnings that guide public diplomacy policies and practices” (Fitzpatrick, 

2010a, p. 97). This article explores public diplomacy’s expanding role and impact in global 

society, identifying key ways in which public diplomacy serves the public interest. The aim here 

is to generate greater awareness of and appreciation for the function and value of public diplomacy 

in advancing common goals and shared interests. The essential contribution of public diplomacy 

to international relations historically has been undervalued. As a result, public diplomacy’s 

purpose and value within both organizations and society need to be better articulated and 

understood.  

This work recommends future research to help define the conceptual and practical boundaries 

of the field and inform contemporary practices. As public diplomacy becomes more socially-

conscious with increased focus on global issues, problem-solving, and shared goals, public interest 

communications--or strategic efforts to influence outcomes on issues of public interest that 

transcend the particular interests of any single organization (Fessmann, 2016)--will become 

increasingly important. Public diplomacy in the public interest requires both a collaborative 

mindset and innovative communication strategies designed to achieve sustained social change. 
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A more social public diplomacy 
 

As both a discipline and a profession, public diplomacy continues to evolve. Its purpose remains 

in flux and the subject of considerable debate. It is also an under-theorized field (Gilboa, 2008) 

and, as Leguey-Feilleux (2009) pointed out, “The significant changes taking place in contemporary 

diplomatic practice are probably making the development of a general theory more difficult” (p. 

11). Indeed, the impacts of globalization, new technology, and the empowerment of non-state 

actors in global affairs all have contributed to an environment in which the fate of public diplomacy 

is uncertain (Fitzpatrick, 2010a). As Wang (2006) observed, “The field of public diplomacy is 

inevitably driven by changing events, if not exclusively so” (p. 94).  

At the same time, these changes have created opportunities for public diplomacy to play a 

central role in helping nations accommodate the increasing prominence and power of non-state 

actors in global affairs. As Leonard (2002) suggested, the way in which foreign publics interpret a 

country’s values, motivations, and qualities “can create an enabling or disabling environment” (p. 

49). Key to public diplomacy’s effectiveness is a shift toward more collaborative approaches that 

recognize publics as active participants in policy-making processes rather than passive recipients 

of diplomatic messages. 

In introducing a new public diplomacy, Melissen (2005) established the foundation for a 

relational model of public diplomacy that called for a move away from historical one-way 

messaging practices to more dialogic forms of communication. “Modern public diplomacy,” he 

said, “is a two-way street” (p. 18). Other scholars have built on the idea and importance of 

relational perspectives, emphasizing the need for engagement with rather than communication to 

organizational publics (Fitzpatrick & Vanc, 2016). In tracing the emergence of the relational 

orientation in modern public diplomacy, Zaharna, Arsenault, and Fisher (2013) cited a “chorus of 

scholars, politicians, diplomats, and laypeople arguing for a greater focus on relationship-building 

strategies, including dialogue, networks, and collaboration [that have] helped to bolster shifts in 

public diplomacy practice” (p. 5).  

An increased focus on relationships also is evident in how foreign ministries are transforming 

public diplomacy operations. For example, the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office (2008) 

chose the term engagement to describe the nation’s new approach to public diplomacy:  

We need a public diplomacy which fits our time. The policy issues which confront us are 

increasingly global. Systematic engagement with publics both at home and abroad will be 

required if we are to identify and implement solutions. Policy-makers and diplomats must 

work with a wider range of constituencies beyond government, moving towards a more 

open, inclusive style of policy-making and implementation. Understanding of complexity, 

difference, networks and cultural heritage will be needed, alongside more imaginative use 

of technology. Engagement, conducted with energy, ambition and creativity, must be the 

hallmark of contemporary public diplomacy. (p. 7) 

Of course, a more relational public diplomacy doesn’t necessarily mean that public diplomacy 

activities are motivated by a desire to serve interests beyond the state or private actor. Nor do more 
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open, collaborative approaches necessarily reflect a new worldview that includes a public mission 

for public diplomacy. In fact, there is considerable evidence that relational trends are more a 

response to changing strategic demands than a newfound belief in social responsibility. Those who 

recognize the importance of relational approaches note that public diplomacy is “not an altruistic 

affair” (Melissen, 2005, p. 14).  

As an example, in reviewing the Obama administration’s approach to public diplomacy--as 

defined in its policy and strategy documents--Fitzpatrick (2011) identified a shift away from one-

way messaging strategies used during the prior administration to more relational strategies based 

on principles of dialogue and mutuality. The guiding philosophy was “enlightened self-interest,” 

described by the administration as “the belief that our own interests are bound to the interests of 

those beyond our borders” (p. 23). However, the author (2011, p. 36) also identified inconsistencies 

in how public diplomacy was talked about and practiced. She concluded that the administration 

had adopted a two-way model of asymmetrical global engagement “that seeks to serve and 

preserve self-interest” rather than a two-way symmetrical model (see J. Grunig & Hunt, 1984) in 

which genuine dialogue is used to achieve mutual understanding and benefits for both the nation 

and its foreign publics. Comor and Bean (2012) reached a similar conclusion, contending that U.S. 

public diplomacy efforts aimed “to leverage social media and related technologies to persuade 

skeptical audiences to empathize with American policies” (p. 203). 

As global demand for collaborative solutions to shared problems that cross national 

boundaries has become more acute, however, scholars and practitioners increasingly recognize 

that public diplomacy has relevance and impact beyond its organizational function. It may serve 

societal interests while also serving the interests of those driving public diplomacy initiatives. In 

writing about the future of public diplomacy, Melissen (2011) cited shifts in public diplomacy 

practices that point to the emergence of a more social public diplomacy. “Traditionalist authors do 

not accept that the increasing linkages between diplomatic institutions and domestic and foreign 

societies contribute to diplomacy’s transmutation into a more ‘societized’ form of diplomacy,” he 

said. “Ironically, however, such a change is a palpable development in the day-to-day experience 

of people working inside foreign ministries” (p. 13). According to Melissen, “National 

governments always have their own interests in mind but, in practicing public diplomacy, they 

increasingly emphasize common interests as well as global public goods” (2011, p. 21).  

To some extent, this new societal orientation requires changes in both the attitudes and talents 

of public diplomats on the front lines. For example, citing the need for a connective mindshift in 

public diplomacy, Zaharna, Arsenault, and Fisher (2013) argued that public diplomacy’s success 

in an interconnected world of complex cross-border challenges will be determined by “the ability 

of practitioners to successfully forge positive and productive connections to individuals and groups 

embedded within a network of communication networks…organized around religious, social, 

political or other common interests” (p. 1). The new public diplomats, they said, “will need to be 

well skilled in collaboration to tackle and address problems for the collective, public good” (p. 7). 

Also, reflecting on transformative changes in the diplomatic landscape, Kelley (2014) observed 

that “diplomats are increasingly recognized for what they can do beyond simply who they are, and 
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the diplomacy of problem solving matters more in comparison to the diplomacy of serving self-

interests” (p. 1). 

Others have focused on the growing importance of diplomatic networks--and networking--in 

the global environment. For example, Copeland (2009) stressed the importance of network 

connectivity in citing global challenges that public diplomats could play key roles in addressing, 

such as climate change, pandemic disease, and alternative energy. In describing transformational 

public diplomacy as a means for tackling such issues, he suggested that public diplomats contribute 

to global development and security “through a relentless dedication to meaningful dialogue, cross-

cultural understanding and network connectivity” (p. 97). In grappling with the complexity of such 

challenges, he said, “the real issue for diplomats and policy-makers is to find ways to extract 

maximum benefit in service of the public interest” (p. 98). 

Still others have emphasized an increased role for public diplomacy in providing global public 

goods. Zhang and Swartz (2009) proposed a conceptual expansion of public diplomacy to include 

the promotion of “the common goods of humankind” (p. 383). In an era in which global warming 

and the globalization of health, for example, have become realities that require collective action, 

they said, creating and preserving global public goods should be one of the functions of public 

diplomacy. “It is not the ‘national interest’ or ‘national image,’ but the importance of ‘global 

commons,’ or the common heritage of mankind that is invoked” in such efforts, they contended 

(Zhang & Swartz, 2009, p. 383). Public diplomacy “plays an important role by facilitating global 

cooperation, creating and building agendas, promoting mutual understanding, and involving non-

governmental actors and international organizations” (Zhang & Swartz, p. 384).  

Castells (2008) went further in arguing that “public diplomacy is the diplomacy of the public,” 

which is “the domain of…shared interests and values” (p. 91). Public diplomacy, he said, “seeks 

to build a public sphere in which diverse voices can be heard in spite of their various origins, 

distinct values, and often contradictory interests” (p. 91). If public diplomacy is understood as 

“networked communication and shared meaning,” he said, then it “becomes a decisive tool for the 

attainment of a sustainable world order” (p. 91). 

 

 

How public diplomacy serves the public interest 
 

Public diplomacy contributes to global society in many ways, often indirectly, influencing matters 

related to peace and security, human rights, trade, economic development, health, energy, 

organized crime, the environment, pandemic disease, migration, and more. In some instances, 

public diplomats with special expertise concentrate on specific issues, often partnering with NGOs 

or other non-state actors, to address matters that require cross border support and cooperation. In 

other instances, the role and impact of public diplomacy is less visible, but still important. 

This section describes key ways in which public diplomacy serves the public interest. To those 

well acquainted with public diplomacy, they will sound familiar. Each represents a function of 
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public diplomacy that has long been or is increasingly viewed as essential in advancing national 

foreign policy and security interests. The point here is to show that these functions also serve 

broader interests in global society.  

 

Creating mutual understanding 
The U.S. Congress passed legislation in 1948 that led to the creation of the United States 

Information Agency (USIA), which until 1999 served as the public diplomacy arm of the U.S. 

government. At the time, the thinking was that increased mutual understanding between the people 

of the United States and the people of other countries would lead to more peaceful and prosperous 

relations. Although the idea of mutual understanding was marginalized over time as resources were 

directed to helping foreign publics better understand America, U.S. President Jimmy Carter 

revived the original intent in 1977. In a directive to the USIA, he identified dual objectives: “to 

tell the world about our society and policies” and “to tell ourselves about the world.” The goal, he 

said, should be “to reduce the degree to which misrepresentations and misunderstandings 

complicate relations between the United States and other nations” (The White House, 1978).  

Although this charge was again neglected in succeeding administrations, mutual 

understanding re-emerged as a cornerstone of the new public diplomacy in the post-9/11 

environment. Indeed, in writing about the history of the USIA, Cull (2008) concluded that the 

Carter administration had “produced a model of public diplomacy for the era of global 

interdependence” (p. 398). Whether achieved through field work, exchange programs, social 

media or other activities, mutual understanding provides the foundation for public diplomacy’s 

long-term success in helping to build and sustain relationships that advance both national and 

societal interests.  

 

Building relationships 
The importance of relationship building as a core function of public diplomacy is not a new 

idea. Indeed, those serving on the front lines of U.S. public diplomacy, for example, have long 

believed the interpersonal dimensions of public diplomacy are key to its success (Fitzpatrick, 

2010a). What is new, however, is the complex webs and networks of relationships that public 

diplomats must manage both at home and abroad. As the world and its citizens become more 

connected and interdependent, challenges spill across borders and what once were national 

interests or concerns become global interests and concerns. At the same time, the boundaries 

between government and civil society have become more porous (Gregory, 2015).  

In such an environment, the ability of nations and people to work together in identifying and 

solving problems is critical. Public diplomats play essential roles in building and sustaining 

relationships of trust and goodwill with other governments, NGOs, corporations, and other 

individuals and groups that contribute to the advancement of shared goals. As relationship 

managers who span the boundaries of institutions, they help states and other diplomatic actors 

reconcile their interests with the interests of their publics. In the new global environment, they play 
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a more expansive role in building networks of relationships that include and serve broader 

segments of civil society.  

 

Facilitating collaborations 
Relationship building and collaboration go hand in hand in contemporary public diplomacy. 

Zaharna, Fisher, and Arsenault (2013) pointed out that the increased emphasis on relational models 

in modern times reflects the increasing importance of collaboration in dealing with “the complexity 

and global scope of contemporary problems such as global warming, terrorism, and human 

trafficking” (p. 7). As they explained, “Collaboration focuses on common challenges and 

contributing toward outcomes that are better for the larger community than any one entity alone” 

(p. 7). 

In Collaborative Public Diplomacy, Fisher (2013) observed that public diplomacy must find 

ways “to collaborate within the multi-hub, multidirectional networks that exist between 

communities around the world” (p. ix). Public diplomacy, he said, “is the art of knowing what will 

make the collaborative network successful” (p. ix). Through collaboration and the diversity of 

thought that defines it, “a decision-making process can become more likely to be innovative, 

relevant to a wider community, and less likely to be the result of a narrow political perspective” 

(p. 6). In helping to build and facilitate networks of international actors--and in managing the 

mutual interdependence of these actors--public diplomacy helps to maintain relationships 

necessary for the advancement of global society.  

 

Promoting responsible behavior and informed decision making by policy makers  
Although the policy advisory role of public diplomacy is sometimes undervalued, it is critical 

in helping to ensure that policy decisions are based on a deep understanding of the public 

implications of decisions and actions. Through on-the-ground research, media monitoring, and 

other means, public diplomats evaluate public attitudes and opinions and identify issues and 

challenges that must be addressed. They also provide human intelligence regarding the beliefs, 

values, and interests of publics as well as other actors involved in public diplomacy processes. In 

this way, public diplomats help policy makers address what Gregory (2014) called the “constant 

diplomatic challenge of making hard choices about whom to hear and whom to ignore in online 

and offline worlds” (p. 12).  

This advisory role is essential to a more socially conscious public diplomacy. Public diplomats 

help policy makers interpret and respond to the global environment of attitudes and opinions and 

bring the concerns of people abroad back to policy makers at home. They help to reconcile 

diplomatic goals with the expectations of foreign publics through careful balancing of the interests 

involved and giving foreign publics a voice in public diplomacy outcomes. In this role, public 

diplomats serve as social consciences who help to ensure that policy decisions and actions 

incorporate the views of affected stakeholders as well as the broader interests of society 

(Fitzpatrick, 2013).  
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Advancing truth 
The importance of public diplomats as purveyors of truthful information needed for informed 

decision-making by the world’s citizens cannot be over-stated in a post-truth era characterized by 

disinformation, fake news, a glut of information sources, and declining public trust in traditional 

media. A recent report on U.S. public diplomacy by the Center for Strategic & International Studies 

(CSIS) cited an increase in state actors directing “disinformation and covert influence campaigns 

to shape public opinion around the world” (Brown, Green, & Wang, 2017, p. 10). In such a climate, 

public diplomats play critical roles in advancing the ideals of a global marketplace of ideas based 

on access, truth, and transparency. As the CSIS report suggested, public diplomacy efforts are 

central to efforts aimed at “creating and maintaining relationships with influential leaders and 

opinion-makers in civil society, commerce, media, politics and faith communities worldwide” that 

help facilitate the free flow of truthful information (Brown, Green, & Wang, 2017, p. 1). 

 

 

A public interest communications research agenda 
 

This review of the ways in which public diplomacy serves global society raises important questions 

for scholars interested in studying public diplomacy from a public interest communications 

perspective. Indeed, the idea of a more socially conscious public diplomacy with a public mission 

gets at the heart of a question central to public diplomacy debates: What is public diplomacy’s 

purpose? Historically, public diplomacy’s impact on global society has been seen mostly as a by-

product of public diplomacy efforts to advance national interests. In other words, in serving 

national interests, public diplomacy also serves the broader public interest.  

As service to society becomes more purposeful, with public diplomats taking on more 

prominent roles in addressing global issues of common concern, the implications for public 

diplomacy theory and practice may be significant. For example, Wiseman (2015) observed that in 

viewing public diplomacy’s mission too broadly, there is the risk that “public diplomacy loses its 

commonsense meaning and becomes something else: transnational dialogue; global networking; 

cross-cultural, humanist interaction; or private, market-driven relations” (p. 298). Gregory (2015) 

also expressed concern that the lack of conceptual clarity regarding where diplomacy ends and 

civil society begins risks “taking diplomacy beyond a bounded concept and instrument to a domain 

where ‘we’re all diplomats’ and all global interaction is diplomacy” (p. 3-4). Future research 

focused on public diplomacy’s social role and function will help to define the conceptual and 

practical boundaries of the field as well as the beliefs and assumptions that drive contemporary 

public diplomacy efforts and the tools that reflect best practices.  

Among those tools will be strategic communication campaigns and programs designed to 

positively influence outcomes on issues of public interest that transcend national borders. Future 

research also can help to build a body of knowledge that explains how public interest 

communications works (or might work) in achieving public diplomacy goals. A key objective 
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should be the development of meaningful frameworks that could guide public diplomats in 

engaging global publics on matters of common interest and bringing state and non-state actors 

together around common goals. This section outlines a research agenda for scholars interested in 

studying public diplomacy from a public interest communications perspective, with a focus on 

topics in four key areas: models, publics, ethics, and measurement. 

 

Models 
A popular phrase in the public diplomacy community is the last three feet which was uttered 

by the USIA’s most famous director, Edward R. Murrow, who said that the real art in public 

diplomacy “is not so much moving information or guidance 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” 

(cited in Tomlin, 2016, p. xv). This philosophy, which guided U.S. public diplomacy during the 

Cold War, is still relevant today. The idea, of course, is that effective communication happens 

through personal interactions. But what types of interactions work best in a high-tech world? How 

do public diplomats cover that last three feet in a digitally-connected society? How does mutual 

understanding happen on a global scale?  

Cowan and Arsenault (2008) observed that the internet and other new communication 

technologies offer unprecedented opportunities for promoting cross-national collaborations, as 

well as dialogue and monologic communication. In The Digital Diplomacy Handbook, Deruda 

(2014) further noted that “the most valuable aspect of social media is not just the opportunity to 

reach new audiences and disseminate targeted messages more effectively, but the ability to 

increase mutual understanding between governments and citizens worldwide” (p. 2). But new 

media will not replace traditional media or face-to-face communication. Thus, research studies 

focused on how best to integrate new technology and new channels of communication into 

traditional public diplomacy strategies will help define best communication and engagement 

practices going forward. New models depicting network communication processes will help to 

explain how information and ideas travel through diplomatic networks and the influences and 

impacts along the way. Such models also would deepen understanding of the communicative 

relationships within global networks of state and non-state actors and how public interest 

communication works within such structures. 

Another area in which new models of communication are needed involves listening. In his 

definitive history of U.S. public diplomacy during the Cold War, Cull (2008) identified the USIA’s 

network of listening posts in the field as key to its success. Others also have cited the importance 

of listening in public diplomacy relational frameworks based on dialogic models of 

communication and engagement. For example, in reviewing commonalities from recent research 

in the field, Trent (2016) reported that “a clear requirement for successful innovation in public 

diplomacy is fostering better listening to global publics. The more we hear and synthesize in 

context, the better we understand and generate shared interest” (p. 22). Yet there has been little 

scholarly attention to the principles and requirements for effective listening in public diplomacy. 

Future research, especially studies focused on listening in digital spaces, could help to fill this gap. 
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Here, a recent study that identified criteria for “effective ethical listening” in public relations could 

be instructive in developing a model for global diplomatic contexts (McNamara, 2016, p. 162).  

Development communication also offers potentially useful perspectives for constructing 

models of public interest communications that promote social change in the context of public 

diplomacy. Pamment (2015) observed, for example, that development communication and public 

diplomacy rely on a common conception of process: “namely, that information propagated through 

media channels can alter how foreign citizens know and experience the world around them, and 

that this transformation can lead to positive social change” (p. 188). Additionally, he said, these 

related fields have been pursuing similar “communicative grounds for stimulating positive social 

change across national borders” even though they have done so in “different scholarly and political 

boxes” (p. 189). Future research could help to identify conceptual and practical connections that 

would inform thinking and practices in both fields. 

 

Publics 
The importance of dialogue in relational models of public diplomacy reflects the commonly-

held view that “effective communication in public diplomacy depends on a solid understanding of 

the point of view of the people with whom you are communicating” (Dayton & Kinsey, p. 267). 

The challenges related to knowing your publics and understanding their views and values--as well 

as their potential to influence others--takes on greater complexity in a networked global 

communication environment. Yet as Wang (2006) pointed out, “If public diplomacy is about 

building relationships and negotiating understanding between nations and peoples, it is important 

that we develop a better understanding of the audiences, not only at the rational but also at the 

emotional level” (p. 94).  

Recent scholarly work on the impacts of emotion and identity in the public sphere in which 

diplomats operate” provides a starting point for future research (Zaharna, 2017). Studies focused 

on understanding the changing nature of communication and relationship-building within digital 

and social spaces--and the implications for global communication practitioners--would be most 

welcome. As Zaharna (2017) suggested, contemporary “diplomacy may be actively using digital 

technology but it might be still relying on mass media era thinking that views the social media as 

a tool to communicate with an audience instead of an environment or domain [in which] shared 

emotion and identity are the defining features” (p. 6).  

The highly connected world in which public diplomats work also makes identifying strategic 

publics more complicated. For example, although public diplomacy historically has focused on 

foreign publics, the impact of domestic publics in global communication campaigns also must be 

considered in a world in which cross-border communication is the daily norm. Huijgh (2013) 

observed that “investing in networks and collaborations with domestic civil society actors is not 

only relevant from a government’s perspective. It can also respond to the increasing desire among 

key segments of the population for engagement opportunities with foreign publics on international 

issues of shared concern” (p. 64). In examining the domestic dimensions of public diplomacy, 

future research might focus on diaspora communities, looking at how communication that occurs 
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within these groups influences public diplomacy outcomes. For example, in exploring the 

increasing relevance of diaspora communities to host countries, Bravo (2015) noted that “reverse 

diaspora diplomacy” can help to facilitate better relations between the diaspora home country and 

people in countries of origin (p. 287).  

Other studies might focus on adversarial and/or activist publics. Here, a question for public 

diplomats is often whether to engage at all. For example, in reviewing the impact of isolation as a 

diplomatic policy toward adversarial states, Wiseman (2015) concluded that “cutting ties with an 

adversary leads to a lack of communication and information, which can produce and enhance 

stereotypes and biases that distort a relationship, as well as lead to lost opportunities for closer 

relations…or to counterproductive outcomes” (p. 288). Future research might address issues and 

challenges related to communicating and engaging with adversarial and/or activist publics with an 

eye toward developing predictive models of behavior. As an example, in researching activist 

publics, Hon (2015) proposed a model of digital social advocacy that could be tested in public 

diplomacy contexts.  

There is also a need to better understand the ways in which culture influences both 

relationship-building and collaborative diplomatic processes. Noting a surprising gap in the 

literature on this topic, Zaharna (2012) noted that “culture infuses every aspect of public 

diplomacy, from policy, to practice, to scholarship” (p. 26). She said that “at the heart of 

collaboration is the ability to bring people of diverse backgrounds together and get them to 

combine their efforts to achieve a unified goal. Research reveals that cultural and ethnic diversity 

are the biggest sources of friction--and synergy--in collaborative teams” (p. 26). How then, might 

cultural differences be negotiated to positive effect in public diplomacy generally and in public 

interest communications campaigns specifically?  

 

Ethics 
Although public diplomacy (like other forms of strategic communication) can be used to 

achieve negative as well as positive outcomes, this essay presents a view of public diplomacy as a 

positive influence in global society. In future analyses of public diplomacy’s role and function in 

both organizations and society, it will be important to examine public diplomacy from functional 

and instrumental, as well as critical (Melissen, 2011), perspectives with emphasis on how public 

diplomacy is actually practiced in various parts of the world.  

Issues related to power should be considered here. For example, how should power 

imbalances among publics, actors, and partners be addressed in developing and implementing 

public interest communications campaigns in diplomatic contexts? The focus on positive 

behavioral change in public interest communications assumes an outcome that serves the common 

good (Fessmann, 2016). Future research might challenge this assumption. Key questions are: Who 

decides whose or what interests are served in public interest communications campaigns and 

programs? How is public interest defined? Who determines what positive behavioral change looks 

like?  
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In fact, the concept of power has been the focus of considerable debate in public diplomacy. 

The rise of public diplomacy in the period following 9/11 was in large part due to the widespread 

adoption of the view that soft power--or the ability of a nation “to shape the preferences of others” 

in ways that advance national interests (Nye, 2004, p. 5)--is critical to national security and that 

“public diplomacy is one of soft power’s key instruments” (Melissen, 2005, p. 4). As public 

diplomacy takes on a more social role, links between public diplomacy and power warrant greater 

scrutiny. As Riordan (2005) suggested, in situations requiring “the collaboration of other 

governments and their broader civil societies, a successful public diplomacy must be based not on 

assertions of values, but on engaging in a genuine dialogue” (p. 189). Future research can help to 

map the interplay and influences of multiple actors in public diplomacy processes.  

 

Measurement 
Demonstrating significant and sustained positive behavioral change (Fessmann, 2016) 

resulting from strategic communication efforts is not easy. But it is important. Although there is a 

growing emphasis on research and evaluation to document the outcomes of public diplomacy 

(United States Advisory Commission on Public Diplomacy, 2014), much more needs to be done. 

Future research could help to refine traditional methods for program evaluations and develop new 

relational measures for evaluating the long-term impact of public diplomacy in various cultures 

and contexts. As Paine (2011) suggested, if you can measure your relationships, you can improve 

them. Field research and comparative studies involving targeted publics would be particularly 

useful in better understanding relationship dynamics and the requirements of effective 

relationship-building. 

As public diplomacy becomes an increasingly collaborative enterprise, there is also a need for 

research that defines the motivations and criteria for successful collaborations and provides 

templates for assessing collaborative outcomes. Additionally, the development of new media 

impact measures could be helpful in evaluating the influence of public diplomacy in advancing 

social goals. As Seib (2016) suggested, “Any nation that fails to take seriously the transformative 

power of new media will be limiting its diplomatic effectiveness” (p. 9). Future research geared 

toward unraveling the complexities of social media in diplomatic contexts will be essential in 

defining best practices for engaging and influencing publics--and partners--in ways that serve 

national and public interests.  

 

 

Conclusion 
 

This work assumes that more relational--and more collaborative--forms of public diplomacy will 

define the field in the 21st century. Public diplomats increasingly will be called on to use their 

talents and skills to bring people together in addressing shared challenges and common interests 

in global society. In this process, ethical and effective communication will be essential in creating 
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mutual understanding, building relationships, facilitating collaborations, promoting responsible 

decision making, and advancing truth as a universal value. Public interest communications 

designed to go beyond increasing awareness of particular issues or concerns and to achieve 

sustained behavioral changes that serve the public interest will be part of those efforts (Christiano 

& Neimand, 2017, Spring).  

Public diplomacy’s future success may well turn on the willingness and ability of those 

involved in defining public diplomacy policies and practices to balance self-interests with the 

broader interests of publics and society. Such an approach will not diminish the critical importance 

of public diplomacy in advancing the foreign policy and security goals of a nation or the diplomatic 

objectives of non-state actors. Rather, it will expand public diplomacy’s reach and influence in 

ways that help to build and sustain a more peaceful and prosperous world for all citizens. As Barder 

(2010) pointed out in calling for a more socially responsible diplomacy, the pursuit of self-interest 

“is not a zero-sum game” (p. 294).  
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