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This book is an examination of US public diplomacy towards China. It 
looks at the practice of public diplomacy as policy implementation in order 
to explain whether and how implementation affected the meaning of 
“public diplomacy.” It identifies the gaps between what public diplomacy 
should be as defined by policy goals and what it is when practiced on the 
ground. The gaps between these suggest implementation discretion that 
strays from the original objective, which eventually changes not only pub-
lic diplomacy practice but also its purposes. As a result, public diplomacy 
can become something else during its implementation.

I started this project with a vague idea. Knowing that the field of public 
diplomacy was full of research relying on theoretical traditions of commu-
nication, I wanted to examine public diplomacy from a different angle. 
One area that I really wanted to pursue was the practice of public diplo-
macy. Scholars have focused on public diplomacy’s national strategies and 
prescriptive recommendations of what public diplomacy should be in 
order to achieve its ideal impact. After all, public diplomacy has been con-
sidered a practical field. However, less attention has been paid to the 
meaning of public diplomacy and the impact of its practice.

With the help of my committee members, especially my dissertation 
chair, I explored the implementation theory in public policy. Scholars and 
practitioners of public diplomacy have been calling on the policy approach 
to analyze public diplomacy, but this has not been the subject of much 
focus in the literature. Recognizing this value, I placed public diplomacy 
against the backdrop of foreign policy. Public diplomacy is primarily a tool 
of foreign policy. Its official goal also points to the priorities of foreign 
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policies, though the latter is difficult to depict with an absolute language. 
I chose to focus on Barack Obama’s Pivot to Asia policy and his presidency 
as the timeframe for the research in this book. However, connecting the 
policy with public diplomacy practice was a difficult task. I ended up start-
ing from the endpoint and tracing backward.

Another big challenge was the scope of public diplomacy. In order to 
examine implementation factors, especially organizational culture and 
interests that affected public diplomacy, I needed to include multiple 
actors. Those who are familiar with public diplomacy will know that the 
concept of public diplomacy is fluid. Public diplomacy actors expanded 
from government agencies to non-state actors to individuals. In the US 
government, there is no doubt that the Department of State is a primary 
public diplomacy actor. Other agencies, such as the Department of Defense 
and the Department of Education, also practice public diplomacy, but 
they are seldom recognized as public diplomacy actors. The Department 
of Defense even refuses to admit its active role in public diplomacy. I argue 
in this book that the Department of Defense practices public diplomacy 
because its communicative programs are consonant with the public diplo-
macy definition of the US government. Its refusal to be called a public 
diplomacy actor is something that this book tries to explain.

Activities that can be considered public diplomacy are also fuzzy due to 
the development of new communication tools such as the internet. It 
seems that all information can be accessed cross-border, even those not 
addressed to a foreign audience. The line between traditional diplomacy 
and public diplomacy is blurred, and diplomacy is becoming more open to 
the general public. Bruce Gregory used the term “public aspect of diplo-
macy” in The Paradox of US Public Diplomacy: Its Rise and “Demise” to 
describe this transformation, indicating that diplomacy and public diplo-
macy may merge into one. Acknowledging the new developments in the 
field of public diplomacy, I decided not to engage in this conversation 
directly. Instead, I followed the official definitions of public diplomacy in 
the US government and analyzed programs that fit this definition.

The cases analyzed in this book were mostly US public diplomacy 
towards China. This is for three reasons. First, China is seen as a US com-
petitor, so the analysis of US public diplomacy towards China can shed 
light on the conduct of public diplomacy in adversary relationships. 
Second, the US–China relationship has been regarded as one of the most 
important bilateral relations in global politics. Third, while most public 
diplomacy after 9/11 focused on the Middle East and the problem of 
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terrorism, less attention was given to other parts of the world. China was 
chosen as an example of US routine public diplomacy that was part of the 
US global practice. However, I encountered challenges when examining 
public diplomacy cases in the Department of Defense. The organization 
tends to exclude China from many of its key public diplomacy programs, 
such as International Military Education and Training. My solution was to 
include these important programs despite their exclusion of China and 
explore why they did so. The underlying rationale was that China should 
be included as a participant and the prohibition was implementation dis-
cretion exemplified through American public diplomacy practices.

It took me almost four years to finish this research project. During my 
prospectus defense, my committee members warned me that data collec-
tion could be challenging as it might be difficult to make contact with 
public diplomacy practitioners in these organizations. While I carried out 
a few interviews with those who worked at the Department of State, it was 
almost impossible to talk to anyone in the military. Obtaining the general 
information was easy, but the details of on-the-ground implementation 
required much more clearance. In the end, I used secondary data for my 
analysis, such as official reports, press articles, and public speeches. With 
the information from these sources, I was able to sketch a general picture 
of how public diplomacy was practiced in the Department of Defense, 
although more work is still needed. I plan to develop my data analysis by 
including more first-hand data for future works.

In this book, the reader will see an effort to employ implementation 
theory to explain public diplomacy. It will not be a traditional public 
diplomacy study that focuses on communicative effects such as persuasion 
or relationship building. It is about what public diplomacy was practiced 
on the ground and why it was conducted this way. The book emphasizes 
the goal of public diplomacy, which has been overlooked by current public 
diplomacy literature. It also pays considerable attention to the agency of 
practitioners, including managers and frontline operators, as well as other 
factors such as organizational culture, the measurability of goals, and 
resources. There are many dynamics in the practice of public diplomacy, 
and this book aims to unveil its implementation process, which ultimately 
gives meaning to public diplomacy.

� Di Wu
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CHAPTER 1

Implementation Discretion in Public 
Diplomacy: An Introduction

The US government has been outsourcing foreign policy to the private 
sector at least since the Cold War. Contractors not only implement 
government-sponsored programs and activities on the ground, but they 
also become “a permanent feature of what used to be called governance, 
both at home and abroad.”1 This is also true of public diplomacy. For 
instance, the US Department of State (DoS) partners with the Institute of 
International Education (IIE) at the global level in more than 180 coun-
tries for its educational exchange programs, including EducationUSA, 
which aims to promote US higher education to foreign markets.2 The 
majority of these programs are sponsored by the DoS and administered by 
IIE. There is a special case in this respect: China. American educational 
exchange programs in China started a long time ago and have been the 
emphasis of US public diplomacy in China. In the beginning, 
EducationUSA’s activities in China were managed by IIE.  In around 
2009, the DoS stopped its partnership with IIE in China and took over 
the program. EducationUSA has been operated by the US embassies and 

1 [30].
2 IIE, “Fulbright U.S.  Student Program,” IIE, https://www.iie.org/Programs/

Fulbright-US-Student-Program; EducationUSA, “The EducationUSA Network,” US 
Department of State, https://educationusa.state.gov/us-higher-education-professionals/
educationusa-network.

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG 2022
D. Wu, U.S. Public Diplomacy Towards China, Palgrave Macmillan 
Series in Global Public Diplomacy, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-95644-8_1

https://www.iie.org/Programs/Fulbright-US-Student-Program
https://www.iie.org/Programs/Fulbright-US-Student-Program
https://educationusa.state.gov/us-higher-education-professionals/educationusa-network
https://educationusa.state.gov/us-higher-education-professionals/educationusa-network
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-95644-8_1
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consulates since then. The reason for this adjustment was because IIE 
delegated the EducationUSA brand as well as the endorsement of the US 
government to 40–50 study abroad agencies in China. This was consid-
ered to be unacceptable, as endorsing any corporations in China damages 
the government’s reputation and image.

This change of management seems a minor incident in American public 
diplomacy practice in China, but it reveals one important yet widely 
neglected impact of outsourcing foreign policy, which is the discretion 
bias induced by implementation. Contractors have organizational interests 
and cultures that are different from those of the DoS, so they adopt differ-
ent strategies and prioritize different tasks. In the case of EducationUSA 
China, IIE was more interested in increasing the number of Chinese stu-
dents studying in the US, while representing the US as a country was not 
its duty. In addition, IIE’s education network relies on the participation of 
study abroad agencies, so maintaining a good relationship with these orga-
nizations forms part of IIE’s priorities. It is not only contractors but also 
government agencies that implement programs by themselves which tend 
to be affected by various forces that induce biases. Therefore, public diplo-
macy is at risk of creating biases by implementation that lead the program 
in a different direction. As a result, public diplomacy may stray from its 
original objectives and become something else.

The issue of public diplomacy implementation has not been the subject 
of much investigation by the current literature. Public diplomacy is gener-
ally defined as an instrument used by states to communicate with foreign 
publics, build and manage relationships with them, and influence their 
perspectives to advance national interests and values, and especially to 
achieve foreign policy objectives.3 Public diplomacy scholarship has tradi-
tionally focused on two broad areas: national public diplomacy strategies 
and public diplomacy programs. The former area includes discussions on 
how public diplomacy goals are decided, while the latter contains analyses 
of the target audience and the impact of public diplomacy. However, few 
efforts have been made to examine the process of translating a public 
diplomacy policy goal—the specific order given to a governmental institu-
tion so as to achieve the general foreign policy goal—into public diplo-
macy practice and results, impacts, and organizational practice change.4 
This middle stage of implementation is important for two reasons. First, it 
puts public diplomacy back into the political realm. After all, it is primarily 

3 [14, 34].
4 The specifications of each concept will be discussed in the following sections.

  D. WU
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a tool of foreign policy. Second, it challenges the assumption that public 
diplomacy is carried out the same as it is in foreign policy orders. In reality, 
the implementation of public diplomacy induces discretion that changes 
its meaning.

This book aims to find out whether, in what ways, and to what extent 
implementation affected the meaning of public diplomacy as it is prac-
ticed. In other words, it discovers the meanings applied to public diplo-
macy through implementation. According to theories of implementation, 
discretion between the policy goal and practice exists in all forms of policy 
implementation. This is also true of public diplomacy. The gap between 
public diplomacy’s policy objectives and the programs implemented on 
the ground indicates that implementation can influence and apply mean-
ing to public diplomacy. As a result, public diplomacy results in different 
practices following the discretion exercised in its implementation.

This book presents the result of my research that utilizes US public 
diplomacy towards China as a case study to understand public diplomacy 
implementation, and I focus on two US government agencies: the DoS 
and the Department of Defense (DoD). Few studies have focused on US 
public diplomacy towards China. Needless to say, the US–China relation-
ship is perhaps the most important bilateral relationship between great 
powers. American policy-makers have been viewing China as a strategic 
competitor. Although the term strategic competitor was officially used by 
former US President Donald Trump, this rivalrous relationship was 
formed during China’s rise to the status of a world power. The bilateral 
relationship is neither a new Cold War nor purely cooperative; it is com-
plex yet unique. Therefore, there is value in understanding how the US 
has been engaging with China—its competitor—through public diplo-
macy. Interestingly, while the US–China relationship is unique, US public 
diplomacy towards China is a part of its global network. Many US public 
diplomacy programs in China are similar to those in place in other coun-
tries. Therefore, US public diplomacy towards China is both regular and 
unique: it not only reveals the interactions between world powers, but also 
applies to other countries and regions.

In this book, I argue that implementation largely explains the existence 
of discretion exercised in public diplomacy by the DoS and the DoD, 
though there are a few exceptions. Factors such as organizational culture, 
measurable goals, and resource constraints have largely shaped public 
diplomacy as practiced by the DoS and the DoD. Ultimately, the meaning 
of public diplomacy was changed by these implementation biases. Public 
diplomacy became something that signified the status of the US–China 

1  IMPLEMENTATION DISCRETION IN PUBLIC DIPLOMACY… 
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relationship rather than a means to amend or improve it. Public diplomacy 
also tends to focus on short-term and measurable returns, as opposed to 
long-term impacts, which may be difficult to assess. It was also hijacked by 
conflicting interests, such as the agendas of private organizations, domes-
tic considerations, and legislative restrictions to exclude certain countries 
and certain public diplomacy activities. The absence of proper evaluation 
mechanisms also indicates that public diplomacy became an unimportant 
and underused tool by the DoS and the DoD.  In general, I find that 
efforts to leverage cooperation in order to foster more positive views of 
the US are more likely to be found in the DoD—an agency that goes to 
great lengths to claim it does not perform public diplomacy.

A Focus on US-China Relations

This book chooses to focus on US public diplomacy towards China and is 
based on two major considerations: the competitive relationship between 
the US and China, and the routine nature of US public diplomacy pro-
grams that aim to influence the Chinese. China’s rapid economic growth 
has raised concerns in the US, as it is seen as a challenger to US hegemony 
and the American liberal order.5 Some even say that no relationship will be 
as important in the twenty-first century as the one between the US, the 
world’s pre-eminent power, and China, the world’s fastest-rising power.6 
In addition, the different cultures and political systems of the US and 
China have also generated a lack of trust between the two nations.7 Due 
to the strategic importance of China in US foreign relations and the dis-
trust between the two countries, effective ways to build trust and under-
standing between the two nations seem imperative. US public diplomacy 
towards China not only recognizes China’s strategic position in American 
foreign policy, but is also considered one of the official approaches to 
improve and sustain long-term confidence in this bilateral relationship. 
This study addresses something specific about China: the role of public 
diplomacy in adversarial relationships.

This volume also chooses to focus on the US–China relationship 
because of the routine nature of US public diplomacy towards China. It 
makes US public diplomacy towards China a good source to gain a better 

5 [1].
6 [17].
7 [21].

  D. WU
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understanding of American public diplomacy on a global scale. In the lit-
erature on public diplomacy, much attention has been paid to US practices 
in the Middle East or towards Arab populations, especially the efforts to 
combat terrorism. This assumed a new urgency after 9/11, which identi-
fied the new priorities of US foreign policy.8 Those public diplomacy pro-
grams presently operating in many other countries have been the subject 
of fewer studies. These programs and activities constitute the routine and 
standard practice of American public diplomacy globally. While it is valu-
able to understand public diplomacy in the Middle East to address the 
strategic concern of terrorism, depicting a general picture of US public 
diplomacy requires a broader vision. The cases of US public diplomacy in 
China are part of a network of American global engagement, which oper-
ates not only in China but also in many other countries. Therefore, study-
ing such cases in China can shed light on US public diplomacy in other 
regions.

It is worth noting that the relationship between the US and China has 
been unstable, and its competitive nature has resulted in restrictions on 
public diplomacy programs, especially in the DoD. While theoretically the 
lack of trust between the two countries makes public diplomacy a vital 
means of reducing misunderstanding and improving the relationship, in 
practice US public diplomacy towards China is usually restricted or forbid-
den in order to avoid undermining US national security, as claimed by 
members of US Congress. As a result, many public diplomacy programs in 
the DoD excluded China as a participant. For instance, the International 
Military Education and Training (IMET) program has omitted China due 
to the restriction contained in the 1961 Foreign Assistance Act, which 
prohibits US foreign aid from promoting or assisting the projects or activi-
ties of any communist country.9 In order to provide a better understand-
ing of the impact of implementation on public diplomacy, this book also 
includes major public diplomacy programs that exclude China, especially 
in the DoD, and examines exclusion as an example of implementation 
discretion.

8 [13].
9 [18].

1  IMPLEMENTATION DISCRETION IN PUBLIC DIPLOMACY… 


