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By David J. Firestein

I’m really honored to be here. I used to work as a U.S. diplomat for many years, and many of those years were here in Beijing. Some years ago I have the opportunity to visit your university, and it left very deep and positive impression on me. So I consider the real privilege to be able to come back, have the opportunity to be with you again, and talk about a subject that’s very important to me personally but also both to our countries, that’s the topic of public diplomacy. I was thinking about a title for today’s talk. It occurred to me we can call it “Hearts, Minds and Electrons: Public Diplomacy in the Age of Social Media”. 
I worked on public diplomacy for quite a long time in the United States Department of State, and I had an eighteen-year career in diplomacy. The last job that I had before leaving the Foreign Service of the United States was at the U.S. Advisory Commission on Public Diplomacy, which is a high-level presidential panel with seven commissioners who are pointed by the president of the United States and confirmed by the United States senate. I was one of the two senior staff members. So we did a lot of interesting work on the area of public diplomacy and that work informs some of the thoughts I’ll share today. The East West Institute is a foreign policy think tank based in New York City, but we also have offices in Washington, Brussels and in Moscow. We are a very international organization. On my team we have nine people including me, and of the other eight only two are Americans, six are not from the United States. So we are very international, and we at East West Institute look at the world though an international lens rather than simply through an American lens. By the way, I created this speech just for Beijing Foreign Studies Universities (BFSU) and for the Centre for Public Diplomacy Studies (CPDS). I’ve never given this speech before. So this is new for me. I kind of consider a learning process where I hope that you share your ideas with me just as I’m sharing my ideas with you. So I hope to talk for perhaps 45 or 50 minutes and then leave about 40 or 50 minutes for questions and answers and a good discussion about public diplomacy and how it has an impact on the relationship between our countries and other topics. 
So what I’d like to do is to talk about three things. Number one, I’d like to establish a definition for public diplomacy and ask a few questions that I think are important questions about public diplomacy that all of us should think about, as we engage in study of this topic. Number two, I’d like to talk about the impact of the social media on U.S. public diplomacy. Because the world has really changed a lot in recent years and in particular in the last ten years, and as a result of that, I think we need to revaluate what we mean when we talk about public diplomacy in the social media age. And finally I’ll just end with a few concluding thoughts and then we’ll have questions and answers and a discussion. 
So let me start by talking a little bit about public diplomacy at the general level. I think the first thing that makes sense to do when we talk about diplomacy is to have an agreed-upon definition. So I would offer the following definition for public diplomacy. Public diplomacy is a government’s efforts to influence foreign public opinion in support of its foreign policy objectives. That’s the basic definition of public diplomacy. That’s how we define it at least in the United States and I think that’s a pretty standard definition now in the field. Interestingly the term “public diplomacy” itself is relatively new as a popular term. The term has existed for perhaps 40 or 50 years. But it was not frequently discussed until basically after “9·11”. Then the United States Foreign Policy Community and many others really started to talk about public diplomacy as an important field that we needed to understand and in a sense institutionalize in order to better communicate with foreign publics. But as it accents, public diplomacy still remains a government’s efforts to influence foreign public opinion in support of foreign policy objectives. 
I think there are basically two major aspects to public diplomacy within that definition. There is the “cultural” side, and then there is what we would call the “information” side which we might also call the “media” side. And the “cultural” side also embraces a lot of things like educational exchanges, such as for example, the “Fulbright Program” or other types of exchanges between governments and nations that bring scholars, government officials and people in society from China to the United States, from the United States to China and in all directions around the world. So “cultural” which includes “education” is a big part of public diplomacy. The second big part of public diplomacy is the “information” side which is also essentially the “media” side. And because it is media related, the impact of social media on that aspect of public diplomacy is very significant. I’ll talk about that more in a minute. 
So public diplomacy is basically “cultural” which includes educational exchanges, and also “information”. Now I think the concept of public diplomacy as such is a relatively new idea in China. I know that BFSU is the first university to have a center on public diplomacy studies in the country. And for that I congratulate you dean and all of you for being at the vanguard of the study of public diplomacy. I really respect and admire that. There are relatively few schools of public diplomacy in the United States. Now BFSU is in the ranks of a small number of outstanding universities worldwide that are starting to study this topic. But the fact that it was only created in 2010 suggests how new this field is in China. In light of the newness in this field, I want to pose a few interesting questions that I’m not necessarily trying to answer. But I want just to ask the questions and maybe share a few thoughts, so that all of us can think a little bit about what public diplomacy means, what it can do and what it can’t do. So let me start by asking perhaps five basic questions about public diplomacy. 
I think the first basic question relates very directly to the definition of public diplomacy. Public diplomacy is the effort to influence foreign public opinion in support of foreign policy. Another way we could call that is “it’s an effort to win hearts and minds” in support of foreign policy. If the foreign public opinion is the target of public diplomacy, then the first question is: Does foreign policy really matter in foreign policy matters? That’s an interesting question. And I’m not trying to answer the question exhaustively, but all of us can think about that as we talk about public diplomacy. Now I think in China what we’ve seen is that public opinion here has started to become more and more important even with respect to the issue of foreign policy. Many Chinese including perhaps some or many of you have blogs and micro blogs, and express your points on all kinds of interesting issues. I think there are over 200,000,000 bloggers in China which is an enormous number. Most counties of the world don’t have 200,000,000 people. But there are more bloggers in this country than there are people in all but five countries of the world. So that’s pretty impressive. That means people are expressing themselves and for more what we hear in the United States, the expression of those opinions is having more and more of impact on Chinese policy and foreign policy. But I think we have to again pose that question and think about the question of “how and why public opinion matters in the country with respect to foreign policy decision making”.
The second question is: When we talk about public opinion, in a sense, which public opinion are we talking about? Public opinion can have different levels, and I’m talking about in one country, public opinion has different facets. So for example, here in China or in the United States, you have elite public opinion. But you might also have what I would call sub-elite public opinion. And then you might also have and do have mass public opinion. So a question becomes: In public diplomacy, if you are trying to influence public opinion, which of those are you trying to influence? And I think that’s an interesting question. Different countries may have different answers. But it’s important to recognize that in public diplomacy, you may not necessarily be attempting to influence mass opinion. You may be focusing your limited resources on trying to influence elite opinion, because in the end, that opinion may have more of impact on policy making. Again not trying to answer the question but saying, when we talking about influencing public opinion, we need to be rigorous and systematic in our thinking as to which public opinion segment we are really focusing on.
The third question I think is a very profound question that everyone who works on public diplomacy has to think about, and that is: What is the goal of public diplomacy? That may sound like a very basic question and it is. I’ve mentioned that public diplomacy is a kind of communication, a kind of effort to influence in support of foreign policy objectives. But specifically what is the goal? I think there are three basic possibilities. And I’m not saying one is right or wrong. Every government has to make that decision for itself. I think the three possibilities are:
Number one: you could be trying to persuade a foreign public to agree with you on a matter of public policy. And that’s one possible goal of public diplomacy. Number two: you could be making an effort to create deeper understanding even if they don’t agree with you. So you may realize that the foreign public is not going to agree with you, but at the same time you goal may be simply pray them to understand you better, and to understand why your country is doing certain things. And maybe the objective is “you don’t have to agree with me but I at least want you to understand me”. That’s a different goal. That’s perhaps a lower-level goal but it’s also significant. And then there is a third goal that we sometimes we don’t talk about in public diplomacy. That is: you may not agree with me, and you may not understand me, but I want you to like me. And that’s another goal. There are cases around the world where we have friendships with countries and the United States. Well they don’t necessarily agree with us, and they don’t necessarily understand why we are doing what we are doing, but they kind of like us. And that’s pretty good too. So I don’t think there is a right or wrong answer to the question of “what is the goal of public diplomacy”, but what I’m saying is we have to think about what that goal is. So whatever we are doing, we are not doing by accident. We are actually making a focused effort to achieve some specified goal and to actually achieve a particular objective in our communication. It may be number one, number two or number three, or may be two of the three. But it probably should be at least one of the three. So it’s good to have that focus. 
This also raises another way of phasing this question. Quite frankly, I don’t have a very good answer to this question, and that is: What is the desired end state of public diplomacy? To put it another way, what does the world look like if our public diplomacy has worked? So I used to ask when I worked at the U.S. Advisory Commission of Public Diplomacy. I had the opportunity to sometimes ask senior U.S. government officials a question, and I would ask this question. Let’s say the United States had executed its public diplomacy absolutely perfectly. Let’s just say that it’s true. Let’s assume that. Then what would the world look like today? What differences would there be in the world? What differences would there be in public opinion toward America? What differences would there be in foreign policies of other nations? If everything went perfectly for the last five years, what would the world look like today? Interestingly enough, nobody ever had a good answer to that question. And I don’t blame them. I don’t have a very good answer to that question. But I think it raises an important point, and that is: many of us who have been in a world of practicing public diplomacy for some time as I have been and many others really don’t quite know what the end looks like. I think it’s because we haven’t really focused on which of those three objectives is our objective. There are times when, for example, world public opinion is rather favorable towards the United States. There are other times when world public opinion is rather unfavorable towards the United States. It goes up and it goes down. So how do we know when we’ve succeeded in a final sense? That I think is a very fundamental question. 
There is one of the things that I want to raise within this context before moving to the last couple of questions, and that is a very interesting question that I think differentiates public diplomacy from other forms of communication. Public diplomacy is communication. That’s what it is. But there are other forms of communication: political communication, business communication which we usually call “marketing”, and then there is public diplomacy which is a government’s efforts to communicate and persuade. Here is an interesting thing to think about. That is the question: What is the culminating act of public diplomacy? What is it that we, let’s say, in the Unites States, want somebody do as a result of our public diplomacy efforts? Now let me give you two examples, and then you’ll see what I mean. In political communication, as you know we have the last week of U.S. presidential election on following and next week at this time or on Wednesday morning probably here we’ll know who the next president of the United States is going to be. In this kind of communicate with voters, they use political communication. What is the purpose of the political communication? Very simple, it is to get you to vote for me. That’s it. The only way I measure success is if someone votes for me and not for him. That is success, and that is the culminating act in political communication. Billions of dollars are spent so that one person walks across the street to the school and puts a check in the box next to my name. If I have got them to do that, I’ve succeeded. Nothing else matters. In business, what is the culminating act? The culminating act is somebody walking to the store and buying your product. And if somebody does that, you have succeeded. If you are a Chinese telecommunications company, or car company, or computer company, or you sell books, or any product or any service, if a customer purchases your product and not your competitor’s product, you have succeeded. The culminating act of communication in business is a purchase at the store. Now here is the question: What is the culminating act in public diplomacy? And the answer is: I don’t think any of us know. And that’s a conceptual problem that we need the Center for Public Diplomacy Studies to help us finding an answer to it. That is a very difficult issue and it becomes very relevant when you start to say we are doing public diplomacy, we are spending resources and we are doing other things. How do you know if it’s worked? And we’ll come back to that in a second. But it’s because of the absence of the culminating act in public diplomacy communication similar to that in political or in business. Let me ask a different question: Should public diplomacy ever be an end onto itself? Another words, we talk about public diplomacy as supporting foreign policy. So foreign policy is what matters, and public diplomacy is a tool to enhance foreign policy. 
But are there any cases where public diplomacy is legitimate objective in its own right? To put it a different way, when we think as countries, think about foreign policy decisions, to what degree do we take into account public diplomacy considerations? So for example in the United States, when we went to war in Iraq in 2003, did we ask the question: What impact will this have on the United States’ image in the world? I’m not saying that U.S. image in the world is the only thing that matters, but what I’m saying is if public diplomacy is as important as many of us say it is, and then we at least should be asking that question. We at least should have a sense for what the impact of our decision is going to be, so that we can do a very sober-minded cost benefit analysis, and understand what the pros and cons are, and the good and the bad. I’m not sure that we did that, and I’m not sure that we do that on anything. I think we should do it, and I think governments that care about how they are perceived need to at least taking into account what the public diplomacy costs or benefits or going to be if doing something. And I think there is a whole interesting series of questions around that issue.
The fifth and final question that I would raise is also very important. After this, I’m going to talk about how the social media has affected public diplomacy. The fifth question is: How do we measure the impact of our public diplomacy efforts? How do we know if we’ve been successful? That’s an interesting question. We spend tax-payers’ money and we do things. Tax-payers want to know: have you spent my money wisely? So how do we measure whether we’ve succeeded or failed? Now let me give you an example from the U.S. side. I used to be a diplomat of working in Russia. As you do know, the Soviet Union ended at the end of 1991, and the Russian Federation was born. I worked in Russia from 1998 to 2002. From 1991 to 2001 was an interesting ten-year period. Let me tell you something that I noticed. I looked back at the public opinion polling data for how the Soviet Union and then the earliest Russian Federation citizens’ view to America. At the end of 1991 and earlier 1992, 75% of Soviets and Russians liked America. Ten years later in 2001, we held an internal conference in Moscow to discuss public diplomacy. We noticed that in 2001 about 25% of Russians liked America. So we had seen a decrease of 50 percentage points over a ten-year period. That happened to include a period when I was working in Russia so maybe I’m the problem. That could very well be. But it also included a period before I got to Russia. So I asked a serious question of my boss of that time. I was kind of young and I said: We the U.S. government have spent hundreds of millions of dollars maybe a billion or more in ten years and our numbers went from 75% to 25%. What does that say about the effectiveness of our work? Do we have to conclude that we failed? I posed that question and frankly some people didn’t like it. They didn’t appreciate that I posed that question and I think it was the right question to raise. Some said well we don’t use polls to measure our effectiveness. But I’ve also noticed that sometimes when the numbers go north/up and we do use polls to talk about our effectiveness. And I think it is a matter of intellectual fairness. We also have to use poll when they go south. So I asked a difficult and uncomfortable question, and no one had a very good answer to it. And I didn’t have a very good answer to that question but at least I was asking the question. 
Some could say there are three possible conclusions that you can draw. Let’s say, you spent a billion dollars in ten years and you have a 50% drop. Number one: there is no correlation between public diplomacy spending and public opinion numbers. That is one possible conclusion. You may analyze it as well. Perhaps that’s the case. There is another possible conclusion, and that is: there is an inverse relationship between public diplomacy dollars that you spend and your poll numbers. The more you spend, the lower your numbers go. Because that what seemed to happen in this case. The third possible is the only other real possibility. The third possible is that there is no relationship between public diplomacy dollar spent and public opinion points scored. Some might say there is a one-fourth possibility and that is: it would have been worse if you hadn’t spent the billion dollars. And my answer to that is “let’s test that”. So the 25% maybe would have been 15% if we hadn’t spent the billion. The question is: is spending a billion dollars for 10 points a good public diplomacy decision or not? But the fact is we don’t know the answer to any of those questions. One thing was clear: there did not appear to be a positive correlation between the two. So this brings us back to the basic question, which is: how do you measure the impact of public diplomacy? And the fact is we don’t know. Because I think in many cases we don’t really know what the goal is. And if you don’t know what the goal is, you don’t know whether you’ve come closer to the goal or not. These are difficult questions. Again I don’t profess to have all the answers to these questions. I hope you do and will as you study public diplomacy and foreign languages. Perhaps you interact with the Center for Public Diplomacy Studies. The fact is all of us who care about public diplomacy have to ask and answer these questions. I give myself some credit for at least asking the questions even if I don’t have the answers.
Now let me say a few things about public diplomacy in the age of the social media. The mission of public diplomacy has essentially remained constant, but the environment with which public diplomacy occurs has changed very dramatically in recent years. As a result of that, there has been a very significant impact on public diplomacy. I saw these changes by the way in the period from 1992 to 2010. And that was the period during which I was the U.S. diplomat. So I literarily lived through these changes. Public diplomacy in 1992 was very different than it was in 2009 and 2010. So what do those changes mean, what are those changes, and what implications do they have for the conduct of public diplomacy? 
You have to remember that public diplomacy fundamentally is communication as we mentioned earlier. And the communication’s environment has changed radically and communication’s technology has changed radically. So the communications field itself and public diplomacy has had to change as well. The biggest change has been the rise of internet of course. In the last ten yeas or so, it’s also been the rise of what we call the social media. I consider the internet itself to be a kind of social media, but specifically within that you have blogs, Weibo and all these different kinds of ways of interacting. So we have to talk about the impact of those changes on the landscape of public diplomacy. I think that on the aggregate we can say that the social media have had first of all a very big impact on public diplomacy. But also we can say in some ways they’ve have a positive impact, and in some ways I would argue they’ve had a negative impact. I think it’s also very true to say that generally speaking public diplomacy in some important ways technologically easier is conceptually more complicated today than it has been before, perhaps than it ever has been before, for reasons I’ll explain. So what I’d like to do now is to go through some of what I think are the key changes and impacts that the social media have had on public diplomacy, on the field in the sense on the theory, but also on the practice. I think there are probably basically seven significant changes that have happened. Let me go through those one by one. And after that I’ll conclude and leave perhaps almost an hour or so for questions, answers and discussions. 
First of all, let’s talk about what I think is the biggest change that the social media have had on public diplomacy. That is what I would call the “democratization” of public opinion. Historically and basically news media in all countries kind of control the narrative. You’d read something in the newspaper, either things were in the newspaper or they weren’t in the newspaper. So newspaper editors and television editors in all countries excises the very substantial amount of influence on what people read or saw, and therefore what they learned and what they thought about the world. So what’s happened with the social media with the rise of the internet, the rise of micro blogs and the rise of social sites like the “Facebook” in the United States? With the rise of those kinds of tools, a lot more opinions now can come to the surface and get readers and attention. So as I mention today in China, there are some well-over 200,000,000 bloggers. They are probably something like 600,000,000 internet users in this country, which is more than twice of the entire population in the United States. So you have an enormous number of people on line, and you have an enormous number and hundreds and millions taking part in these different types of social media forum. And it’s expressing all kinds of different view points on a lot of different topics. We’ve seen the control of traditional media organizations in China, in the United States and around the world decrease. I call that the kind of “democratization” of the media world, which means that basically, if you think about public diplomacy as a government undertaking, and you think that to 1992 or 1982 or anytime certainly before that, in many cases the government was the main conveyer of culture and information. It was the main transmitter if you are aware of public diplomacy. And if the government didn’t do it, it didn’t get done because of national boundaries and restrictions and so forth. But nowadays the government whether the U.S. government or the other is not the only player. There are hundreds of millions of other plays in the world. So the ability of the government to influence the message in one country has diminished as a result of that. So the notion of “gate-keepers” has really diminished whether in government or in media themselves, editors and so on.
Let me give you one example of that from the U.S. stand point. There is a famous paper in the United States called “The Washington Post”. Perhaps some of you read articles from it from time to time. It’s a great newspaper. Like all papers they put their content on line. What I’ve noticed in recent years is that in every case there is an opportunity to comment on the article. So some article about U.S. – Russia relations or about the presidential election or about Iran or China or any other topic comes up, and the article finishes, and then there is a whole series of comments that people put because they have something to say. So John or Jane or Sally or Steve writes a comment and that person maybe from China, maybe from the United States, and maybe from anywhere. And when someone reads the article, their eyes are moved towards that and they’ll see it, and that may have an impact on how they understand the article. So I’ve noticed that I myself look at these articles and I usually will just take a look at a few comments afterwards, just to get a sense for what people are saying. It’s kind of interesting because it’s a case where you start to see crystal assertion of certain points of view. Maybe twenty people in a roll said the same thing, or maybe there is a very heated debate back and forth. On political topics in America, Romney supporters say this and Obama supporters say that and sometimes it gets very ugly and nasty. But it’s interesting to watch that. So this is an example of how average voices are starting to sip in and shape perceptions of what the major media are writing and reporting about. So what I would call the “democratization” of the media thanks to the social media is a very significant change in the public diplomacy environment. 
The second major change is pretty obvious, and that is: the speed of communications has increased to the point of instantaneousness, on other words, half second of every single minute of every single day of every single week and so on there is new information coming on to the internet. So if something happens right now, somewhere in the world, in Libya, in Syria, in Mexico or in the United States, people know about it now, right the second. Because you can get it on your phones, or on your computers and it means that the reaction time for governments is down to zero. It used to be that you could take a day or two, certainly quite a few hours, sort of figure out what you want to do and have a meeting. The next day when the newspaper comes out, maybe you’ll have a response, a press conference and so on. But now you have to respond to world events within seconds when they happen. That is so different from the public diplomacy that I practiced when I came to China in 1993. It’s just an absolute world apart, an absolute difference. So we are down to basically diplomacy at the speed of twitter, diplomacy at the speed of Weibo, diplomacy at the speed of how fast you can type, not diplomacy at the speed of “let’s have a long meeting and then discuss this and next week you’ll have an idea”. That’s a radical change in the public diplomacy environment. 
Let me give you one rather poignant example of what has happened. With respect to showcasing or highlighting, why speed is becoming a problem? This is a very real resent public diplomacy case of America. You know what happen in Benghazi, Libya a few weeks ago? Tragically, the U.S. ambassador and other three diplomats were killed by terrorists. It was a tragedy all over us in America. Let me talk about the public diplomacy aspect of this case for the moment. As you may know, around the time that the attack in Libya was taking place, there was also unrest in Egypt near our embassy there. The unrest was presumably because of a disrespectful video on Youtube that disrespected or offended Muslim sensibilities and the profit of Muhammad. As a result of that ugly video, there were protests and there were a lot of people in Egypt surrounding the embassy, marching, demonstrating and so on. Meanwhile, there were terrorists in Libya attacking the U.S. embassy in Benghazi. Things were happening very fast. What happened was people inside the embassy were using twitter (micro blog) to what was happening in Egypt. They were twitting saying “the video was terrible, the video was bad” and etc. Because all of this was happening instantaneously, they didn’t know that the U.S. ambassador in the neighboring country of Libya had been killed. So even after he was killed, and even after the world knew that in many places, they were still twitting and putting out public diplomacy messages about the video but not bout the ambassador. This gives rise to a very serious problem in the United States. There were many in America who looked at that and said “that’s terrible”. A U.S. ambassador was killed but the Cairo Embassy doesn’t talk about that. The U.S. Embassy in Cairo isn’t talking about the tragedy of the death of the ambassador Stevens. They are talking about how bad the video was but they are saying nothing of that our loss of life. That’s awful. And many Americans reacted negatively to that. So here is my point: when you are engaging in public diplomacy on twitter, responding every second to something and you are not realizing what’s happening somewhere else in the world, you can make a serious mistake inadvertently by focusing on something that already is old news compare to the next thing that’s happened. And the price of that was very serious criticism of president Obama by many people in America. Many in the United States sharply criticized Obama because he is the president and therefore he is the boss of all the embassies even though it was not his decision. But ultimately he is the president and they criticize him because he is the ministration, and the U.S. government was responding to one thing but not the other. So when you have to react fast, problems can be created. That’s why I say this complicates public diplomacy. It complicates public diplomacy because in the old day you can take five hours or four days to think about it; today you have five seconds to think about it. That’s a different environment. 
The third change that I would mention in terms of the impact of the social media is that: younger people are having more influence than ever before. The social media are disproportionally used by young people. You don’t see as many 60 and 70 year olds using Weibo as you do see 20, 23, 24, 30, 33 year olds. So interestingly enough, discourse is becoming younger not just in China but in America and around the world. The social media basically is a youth phenomenon. To be very blank and honest with you, I’m a little bit older than most of you here in the room, as you may be able to tell I’ve got a few more grey hair than some of you do, and I don’t fully get or understand the social media myself. I’m a good example of that generation that started with email and I understand that. For social media, I don’t quite see the utility the same way as you see the utility. So inherently the social media is a young media. It is a young persons’ media. And that means the discourse on social media is disproportionally young people’s thinking. That is a change in the traditional public diplomacy environment. We are traditionally the key editors, journalist and television commentators. We are probably people in their 40 and 50s or 60s. And now the very key actors are in their 20s, sometimes even in their teens. So in a sense the world communication’s environment has gotten younger. That’s an important change. 
That change by the way has a couple of impacts that are also interesting. In this day and age, communication has to be shorter, and it has to be a little bit clever to cut through all of the other clutter. And also sometimes it has to be more humorous. So if you just write boring economic statistics on your micro blog, nobody is going to read your micro blog. You got to write something fun, you got to put some pictures, you got to do this or that, and actually do something that will appeal to the readers, and particularly the young readers, because again it’s a young media. So humor has become more and more important, and we see that even with very senior U.S. political leaders. I give you one example that was kind of an interesting case. During the era of spring over a last couple of years, John McCain, an influential U.S. senator from Arizonan, who ran for president against Barack Obama four years ago and lost. But it is a very respected and serious figure in America politics. He wrote a twit a little sentence, and he wrote it to Vladimir Putin. This is senator McCain, not the U.S. government. He said: “Vladimir, you are next.” Now he was kind of just joking with Vladimir that was to say with president Putin. But this is an example of how politicians use these pissy, humorous sarcastic kinds of things. He would never have issued traditional press release that way, but he issued a twit that was very, some would say controversial, some would say bored, some would laugh at it, some would not. But it was something that got people’s attention, and it got a lot of Russian’s attention. The Russians quite frankly didn’t like it understandably. My point is: this is an example of the impact of even how serious political figures use twitter and use the social media to send messages, humorous at one level also complicates the public diplomacy environment, because then President Putin or another are responding to that, and even though it was not the U.S. government that said it, it starts to complicate and create turbulence in public diplomacy atmosphere. 
The other thing that happened I think it’s partly generational, but it’s also partly the nature of the media. People’s attention spent has decreased. I think all of us have noticed that. All of us are doing three-word texts instead of five-paragraph emails. I still come from the old generation where we would send ten-paragraph’s email to an old friend. And then that person would write back. In the old days before that people actually wrote letters to each other but then it was email. Now it’s three or four characters on a text. People don’t have the attention spent to produce messages, and they don’t have the attention spent to read them. Everything is fast. So attention spent has come down in the age of the social media. YouTube videos in the United States average about three or four minutes, because most people don’t want to spend eight minutes, let alone an hour, listening to anything. That’s how it’d impact on what you can do in terms of public diplomacy messaging. So in public diplomacy we used to rely on the fact that you could take a complex message or long message and present it and then we’ll read it. Today I don’t think that’s true. So messages have to get shorter and sharper to be able to cut through the clutter, so that people can really get a message through.
The fifth basic change is that: the boundary between domestic and international communication has been erased. In the old days, the U.S. political figures, for example, could give a speech in Colorado or in California, and people in Washington State or Texas or other states would not really know what they said, because it was reported in the local paper. It wasn’t any way of knowing easily what someone said in Origen if you were living in Florida. And if a president went overseas, the president could speak to the foreign audience as a foreign audience, because the likely that the United States audience would never really know the details what the president said overseas. Before the age of the internet, how would you know? How would you ever really get the transcript? You’d have to go to maybe right to the White House and get the transcript. You’d have to go to the library to do a lot of research. Nobody would do that. So when the old days, even before the internet, let’s say up into the early 1990s, president would go overseas and gave a big speech in Beijing or Moscow or Mexico City or Paris and no one in America would know what he said or care. But today, there is no dividing wall between foreign communication and domestic. So when the president comes and speaks to a group of Chinese students, it’s been seen as it happens in the United States. What does that mean? And by the way when a Chinese leader goes to the United States, like vice-president Xi Jinping, and gives a big speech, not only are they speaking for the American audience, they are also speaking for you, because you will read what they say. What does that mean? It means that now in stead of speaking for just one audience, we have to consider multiple audiences at the same time. So if I’m the U.S. president and I’m in Moscow, I have to give a speech in Moscow, thinking that the students or the government officials or the others or business leaders are listening to me while at the same time recognizing that voters in America are also listening to me, which means what I say has to change a little bit, because I have to mind for my domestic politics. That’s true for Chinese leaders as well. So it complicates public diplomacy. A presidential public speech overseas has great public diplomacy. Mr. Xi Jinping did a great job at public diplomacy in the United States and had a very successful visit there. But he also had to be mind for of your opinions, because you are reading everything that he says as well. So this is a complication now for all leaders, all countries and the world. 
Another interesting thing, this is the sixth change, is public diplomacy because of the social media and the internet has become cheaper than it ever was before. When you think about what the cost would have been 15 years ago to reach 1,000,000 people with a message, even the message of “congratulations on your national day” or something like that, it would have cost 1000 envelopes, 1000 stamps, and 1000 pieces of paper, and a lot of people doing a lot of typing at staff time. Now one person can go, take a few minutes to type something, put it in electronically, use an enormous database, and instantaneously sent for free that message to 1,000,000 people or to 100,000,000. If you have enough stories joining your system, if you have a database that can handle that number of people, you can send almost to an infinite people for free. So it’s a lot less costly. But on the other hand, because it’s cheaper, more people are doing it, and that means the market has gotten crowded; that means your inbox has gotten crowded; that means there is a lot more junk and stuff in your email inbox just like there is in mine. So it’s cheaper, it’s easier and more people are doing it. Trillions of messages are being sent every day, so the challenge becomes: how do you get them to pay attention to your message? How do you cut through the clutter? How do you actually break through, since you’ve got hundreds of things on your screen? I want you to read mine, and how do I get you to do that? That’s a tough question. So it’s a more competitive information market, it’s a richer and more saturated information market, and it’s more challenging for anyone trying to conduct public diplomacy and get a message through. And that’s true for other types. I use email as an example, but it’s true for other types of truly social media. There are a lot of things competing for people’s attention, and the attention spent are already pretty short. So how do you get those three minutes? How do you get ten seconds? That’s a challenge now. 
I think the last thing I would say as far as a really significant change that the social media has brought into the world of public diplomacy is that it’s a lot easier now to organize and to bring people together and create virtual communities online than it has ever been in human history. So it would be very easy to say whoever is interested in U.S. economic policy let us know, send us email address or come to this Facebook site or twitter or embassy web page or whatever, and we can get you information, all you have to do is signing on. It’s automatic and it’s a computer program. Nobody even has to spend time doing it. We can get it on a mailing list and get information specifically keyed to your interest. What social media has done is instead of the traditional bilateral communication. You now have a multilateral interactive group where you can talk with her and she can talk with him and so forth. That kind of group mindset that organization of groups of light minded people has become a very significant feature of the social media and it’s a significant part of the public diplomacy environment as well. It comes in handy. For example, let’s say the United States government would like to send a message to all of the alumni of U.S. government exchange program such as the Fulbright program or others. It would like to have a big reception at the ambassadors’ and have a celebration for Chinese National Day or U.S. Independence Day etc. And you can bring that group together virtually online and create an alumni group and organize and have people interacting with each other in a way that was not really possible, feasible or cost-effective just some years ago. That’s a positive thing and I think governments that are smart will start leveraging that to enhance their public diplomacy work. So with that I think I’ll conclude with a few sentences to try to bring together different pieces that I’ve talked about. Then hopefully you’ll have questions for me and we can have a really good discussion. 
So first of all, I think the social media impact on public diplomacy has been very significant. But it’s also been a mixed bag. In some ways it makes public diplomacy easier, and in some ways it makes public diplomacy harder. We’ve seen examples of both of these. For example it makes public diplomacy cheaper, but it also makes the information field much more crowded and makes it in some ways harder to get though to people. So it’s a double-edge sword and it has both positive and negative impacts. I think that one thing is very clear and that is the environment has become much faster, instantaneous. It can ever get any faster because it already is as fast as it can be. Everything is immediate right now. So there is no further lack time, and that means we have a faster environment but we also have a more crowded and more complicated public diplomacy environment than we have before. For many reasons, but as mentioned partly, because the barriers between domestic and international communication are now gone. The social media, however, is clearly very important in the world and particularly important to young people. So to engage in public diplomacy today, the fact is: you have to be in a social media game to be relevant to the lives of many people. That’s why there were U.S. diplomats in Cairo using twitter to communicate presumably with Egyptians and others, even if they didn’t realize what was going on in Libya at that moment and again these points of the perils and the dangers of public diplomacy at the speed of typing. But that being said the fact to the matter is clearly the social media is the place to be. And to be relevant you’ve got to be operating in that context. Now I think the media is very important, but ultimately what is more important is the message. So when we talk about the social media, we have to remember social media is exactly that, it is a media, it’s not the substance, and it’s not the actual message. So ultimately, it’s a tool but good public diplomacy is not going to succeed unless you have a good story and a good message. In the United States we talk about public diplomacy ad telling America’s story. I think China could call public diplomacy telling China’s story, and winning hearts and minds by simply letting people know what’s happening in the country. So ultimately you have to have a good message. You can have good tools. But if have the best tools in a surgical room in a hospital but the doctor doesn’t know how to perform surgery, you are not going to get very far saving the patient, and so too with public diplomacy. Social media is a powerful tool, but we can’t loose sight of really which’s important and which are the actual message, and the content of our public diplomacy. 
In the end, I think that there is one element that we still have to go focus on. It sometimes gets lost when we talk about the social media, the internet and so forth, and that is the human element of public diplomacy. In the end I still believe that what really matters most is human being. People to people interaction, literally touching people in the arm and being a real human presents in their life in front of them. Looking into a person’s eyes and connecting with that person for that time. That’s how you ultimately getting through to someone. And I think that all of the social media towards all the other technology of the world doesn’t help you necessarily cross what we called the “last three feet”. That’s a famous phase in America’s public diplomacy, which is: you can bring a message to this point here and I’m standing here, but how do you take that message and put it into my mind? You have to go that last meter, the “last three feet”. And usually the best way to do that is the old- fashion way. And that was the human being shaking your hand, patting you on your shoulder, looking in your eyes and telling you that something is true. That really is the heart and soul of public diplomacy and we can’t get that lost as we talk about the social media and technology. 
I think that the best public diplomacy has three attributes: it’s personal, it touches people in an emotional way, and it’s organic to the cultural and national context in which you are engaging in public diplomacy. So it’s personal, emotional and organic. That’s my theory. And that means you got to be open and you got to be honest. By the way, perhaps the most important attribute of public diplomacy is it’s got to be the truth. You have to tell the truth to people. That’s why in the United States we talk about telling America’s story as we say “words end all”, a word is a little blemish on your skin, and it may take a pretty face and make it a little bit blemished with a dot here and a dot there. But we believe the reality is what’s important, because we actually think in the United States the more people get to know the real of America, “words end all”, the more people would probably come to believe that the United States is a pretty nice place with pretty good people, we try to work hard and do good things in the world. But you can’t achieve that by being dishonest. So we in the United States place a premium on showing both the good of America and the bad, the great achievements and great challenges and disappointments. I think that’s critical also to public diplomacy. The last thing I would say is that I think it’s terrific that one of China’s best universities, BFSU, has created the first center on public diplomacy: CPDS, and I really commend you dean and professor for the work you are doing and all of your colleges are doing. Your visionaries and your leadership are really to be respected and commended. I hope that BFSU and CPDS will continue to make great contributions to the field of public diplomacy and to the field of diplomacy more broadly of which public diplomacy is a part. With that let me just say again that it has been a real honor for me to be here with all of you. I’m very thankful for your time and I look forward to getting your questions and having a great discussion. Thank you very much.
