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Diplomacy is, perhaps, one element of the U.S. government that should 
not be subject to the demands of ‘open government’; whenever it works, it 
is usually because it is done behind closed doors. But this may be increas-
ingly hard to achieve in the age of Twittering bureaucrats.

—Evgeny Morozov

introduction

September of 1814 was the scene of unprecedented commotion, even 
by the standards of imperial Vienna. The city, adorned by the golden 
leaves of early autumn, was host to more than 200 diplomats who had 
assembled for the Congress of Vienna. These were accompanied by herds 
of assistants, chefs de cabinet, journalists, and intellectuals, resulting in 
a 33% increase in the city’s inhabitants. Yet even this great clamor of 
Europe’s elite was but the backdrop for the month’s main attraction: the 
procession of allied sovereigns who descended upon Vienna with all their 
majesty.

The Imperial Palace, the Hofburg, was soon overrun with prepa-
rations for hosting the sovereigns of Europe. The Russian Tsar, as well 
as the Kings of Prussia, Denmark, and Bavaria, were to be the per-
sonal guests of the Austrian Emperor, and banquets held in their honor 
demanded no fewer than 300 carriages with 1400 horses. Other digni-
taries, including 11 ruling princes, occupied whatever palaces and hotels 
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Vienna had to offer, bringing with them fleets of servants, ministers, and 
delegates (Jarrett, 2013).

The Congress of Vienna is an exemplar of traditional diplomacy. A 
group of like-minded, European, middle-aged male aristocrats convened 
in an imperial capital to decide the fate of some 23 million Europeans. 
Napoleon had already been defeated, peace had been negotiated, and the 
monarchy had been reinstated in France. The purpose of the Congress 
was thus not to negotiate peace, but to ensure its durability by balancing 
the respective power of European empires.

The flurry of social activities that accompanied the Congress offered 
diplomats ample time to coordinate their negotiating tactics. These 
included lavish banquets, a masquerade ball, a traditional joust, and 
a performance of the Seventh Symphony conducted by its composer, 
Ludwig van Beethoven (ibid.). Under the magnificent chandeliers of the 
Hofburg ballroom, or amid its inner sanctums where all noise was muf-
fled by red velvet carpets, French and allied diplomats huddled in small 
groups to prepare for each day’s deliberations. Yet even they were not 
privy to the secret negotiations in which European sovereigns carved 
up a continent, while in the background a string quartet made love to 
Mozart. This was the world of traditional diplomacy, one that ceased to 
exist in World War I, a world that Stefan Zweig referred to as the world 
of yesterday (Zweig, 1953).

Nearly two centuries later, diplomats from six modern powers 
descended upon Vienna to peacefully resolve the crisis surrounding 
Iran’s nuclear weapons program. Vienna had markedly changed by then, 
as did the diplomats who now inhabited it. The negotiations no longer 
took place in the Hofburg (now one the of the world’s most popular 
museums) but in the Coburg hotel. The negotiators were no longer 
like-minded, aristocratic, or even European, as they included the foreign 
ministers of the USA, China, and Iran. Europeans were not represented 
by a monarch anointed by God but by Mrs. Federica Mogherini, who 
was appointed by a European Parliament, and the lavish masquerade 
balls were replaced by the all too familiar salmon dinners.

Yet perhaps the greatest difference between the Iran negotiations 
and the Congress of Vienna lies in the influence of digital technolo-
gies. World leaders did not attend these talks, but were kept abreast on 
their progress in real time via teleconferencing, Skype conversations, and 
text messages. Journalists sitting in hotel lobbies with laptops on their 
knees continuously published news stories describing the mood among 
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key negotiators. These stories reached a global, digital, public brought 
together through a World Wide Web of connections. Even social media 
was employed during the negotiations, both to force one side to make 
concessions and announce major breakthroughs (Duncombe, 2017).

In fact, Twitter had accompanied the Iran negotiations from their 
humble beginnings. The journey to Vienna began two years earlier on 
Lake Geneva. Representatives of the five permanent members of the 
UN Security Council and Germany met opposite Iranian diplomats 
for the first direct talks regarding the Islamic Republic’s nuclear ambi-
tions. These intense negotiations ended with a preliminary agreement in 
which Iran agreed to partially halt advancement in its nuclear program 
in exchange for the lifting of certain economic sanctions. News that an 
interim agreement had been reached first broke when Iran’s foreign min-
ister, Javad Zarif, took to Twitter to publish the tweet in Fig. 1.1.

The Iranian foreign minister’s tweet was meant to reach a diverse 
global audience consisting of diplomats and diplomatic institutions, jour-
nalists, newspaper editors, bloggers, Non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) and connected individuals hoping to learn about events shaping 
their world. As this book will demonstrate, all these audiences now com-
prise the constituency of public diplomacy.

Zarif ’s tweet was thus not a faux pas or an act of mischief, but rather 
a well-timed announcement that enabled the foreign minister to deter-
mine how and when the world learned about the results of the negoti-
ations. Even more importantly, the tweet enabled Zarif to control the 

Fig. 1.1 Iranian foreign minister announces a deal has been struck (Source 
https://twitter.com/JZarif/status/404430013488852993)

https://twitter.com/JZarif/status/404430013488852993


4  I. MANOR

media’s coverage of the agreement as newspapers throughout the world 
announced that Iran’s foreign minister, and not the US Secretary of 
State, confirmed that a deal had been struck. Zarif could therefore be 
depicted as the victor of the negotiations, and to the victor go the spoils.

By turning to Twitter, the Iranian diplomat was also forging a new 
image for his nation. In 2013, social media sites such as Facebook and 
Twitter were still regarded as positive forces in society and the weapon 
de jour of democratic revolutionaries. Facebook, it was argued, facilitated 
the mass protests in Egypt’s Tahrir Square, while Twitter enabled the 
Green Revolution in Iran (Arsenault, 2013). By employing social media, 
Zarif associated Iran with democracy and the hopeful spirit of the Arab 
Spring, as opposed to religious zeal and weapons of mass destruction. 
Even Zarif ’s profile image on Twitter, showcasing the statesman look-
ing hopefully to the future, was part of Iran’s global rebranding attempt 
nicknamed “the Charm Offensive” (The Economist, 2013).

One can only imagine how the Kings of Denmark and Prussia would 
have reacted to a similar tweet published from within the Hofburg 
Palace. Would they have found it a vulgar display of populism? A vain 
attempt by an elder statesman to appear “folksy” by interacting with the 
common man? Or would they have viewed it as an outrageous breach 
of protocol? In 1814, official summaries of international summits were 
carefully drafted documents that had been read, edited, re-read, and 
approved by a series of civil servants and the various parties seated at 
the negotiation table. Zarif ’s tweet might have therefore been seen as 
an insult or a violation of trust. Perhaps the European sovereigns would 
have simply been petrified by this tweet, realizing that diplomacy was no 
longer secret, that diplomats were no longer hidden from the public’s 
eye and that treaties would now have to be ratified in the court of pub-
lic opinion. Not even the string quartet making love to Mozart could 
have eased the angst of an 1814 diplomat forced to practice twenty- 
first-century public diplomacy.

selling the irAn deAl

Once a breakthrough had been reached at the 2015 Vienna nuclear talks, 
the foreign ministers of all seven nations took part in a time-honored 
diplomatic tradition: the photograph opportunity. Posing opposite their 
national flags, the architects of the agreement stood shoulder to shoulder 
on a large stage blinded by the flashing of cameras. This time, however, 
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images of smiling diplomats were not disseminated solely by journalist 
and news agencies. The Ministries of Foreign Affairs (MFAs) of the EU, 
UK, USA, France, Germany, Russia and Iran all took to social media to 
announce that the Iranian crisis had been peacefully resolved. The EU’s 
foreign service even live-tweeted the press conference held by Zarif and 
Federica Mogherini while updating followers in real-time on the terms of 
the agreement, the concessions made by each side and the new relation-
ship envisioned between Iran and the world. By the end of the day, the 
EU’s foreign service published the entire Iran agreement which could 
be read, debated, and shared by digital publics throughout the world  
(Fig. 1.2).

Fig. 1.2 Press conference announcing the Iran nuclear agreement (Source 
https://twitter.com/eu_eeas/status/620905968046604288)

https://twitter.com/eu_eeas/status/620905968046604288
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However, the Vienna photograph opportunity was but a moment’s 
distraction from the arduous task facing these diplomats: ratifying the 
Iranian agreement in their domestic parliaments. For the Obama admin-
istration, the ratification process would prove especially complicated 
given the need to gather support from Republican lawmakers and pac-
ify the concerns of U.S. allies in the Middle East. The Republican-held 
Congress had voiced its opposition to the Iranian negotiations since their 
beginning in 2013. Some Congressmen argued that the “Iran Deal” was 
a betrayal of America’s longstanding friends in the Middle East, namely 
Saudi Arabia and Israel. Other lawmakers likened the deal to Neville 
Chamberlain’s appeasement of Hitler in the 1938 Munich Agreement 
(Bjola & Manor, 2018).

American legislators may have had genuine concerns about the Iran 
Deal and the concessions made to Iran. Others may have seen it as a 
springboard for launching the next phase of their political careers. Future 
presidential hopefuls Ted Cruz, Donald Trump and Marco Rubio were 
among the most ardent opponents of the Iran Deal, both offline and on 
Twitter (Fig. 1.3).

Fig. 1.3 Presidential hopefuls opposing Iran Deal on Twitter (Source https://
twitter.com/tedcruz/status/637244524352278529)

https://twitter.com/tedcruz/status/637244524352278529
https://twitter.com/tedcruz/status/637244524352278529
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Domestic opposition was not the only hurdle facing the Obama 
White House. Throughout the Iran negotiations, Israel’s Prime Minister, 
Benjamin Netanyahu, repeatedly told the media that Iran was an existen-
tial threat to Israel. He argued that Iran had deceived the international 
community in the past and would do so again in the future. Netanyahu 
also stated that no deal should be made with a nation that openly calls 
for the destruction of Israel or the Jewish State, as this would be tanta-
mount to repeating the mistakes of the past.

If President Obama hoped he would have time to charm Prime 
Minister Netanyahu into acquiescence, be it through grand state din-
ners at the White House or new military aid packages, he was mistaken. 
Within hours of the announcement in Vienna, Netanyahu employed 
Twitter to criticize the deal, highlight the many compromises made to 
appease Iran, and lament the fact that Israel’s security had once again 
been forsaken by world powers. The Israeli PM added that Israel 
retained the right to act militarily against any nation that posed a threat 
to its existence (Figs. 1.4 and 1.5).

The immediate response of world leaders to the Iran Deal announce-
ment demonstrates the speed at which diplomacy is currently practiced. 
News of the 1814 Congress of Vienna took a few days to reach Berlin, 
while news of the 2015 Iran Deal took a few seconds to reach Jerusalem. 
Prime Minister Netanyahu’s rebuke of the Iran Deal also demonstrates 
that digital platforms are now contested arenas in which different actors, 

Fig. 1.4 Prime Minister Netanyahu denouncing the Iran Deal (1) (Source 
https://twitter.com/IsraeliPM/status/620975954291064833)

https://twitter.com/IsraeliPM/status/620975954291064833
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nations, and diplomats promote their narration of global events while 
vying over the attention and support of digital publics.

The Iran Deal proved a hard sell for the Obama administration, one 
that would require winning over both domestic and foreign publics. 
The communications strategy decided upon included the launching of 
a dedicated Twitter channel, @theIranDeal, that would explain to the 
American public and skeptical foreign populations the terms of the Iran 
agreement and portray it as a suitable alternative to war (Toosi, 2015). 
The use of Twitter to secure foreign policy achievements both at home 
and abroad is but one example of digital technologies’ impact on pub-
lic diplomacy. Social media sites such as Twitter blur the distinctions 
between the global and the local. This is because the same social media 
profile attracts domestic and foreign audiences and facilitates interactions 
with both domestic and foreign constituencies. This leads to a form of 
“glocalized” public diplomacy in which foreign policy practitioners tar-
get both local and global publics, as was the case with the Obama White 
House when it launched the @theIranDeal Twitter channel (Fig. 1.6).

On Tuesday, the 21st of July, at 2:30 in the afternoon the  
@theIranDeal Twitter channel was inaugurated in a social media blitz. 
In the days and weeks that followed, White House staffers continuously 
tweeted about the restrictions placed on Iran, the methods through 
which the world could verify that Iran had abandoned its nuclear  

Fig. 1.5 Prime Minister Netanyahu denouncing the Iran Deal (2) (Source 
https://twitter.com/IsraeliPM/status/620976500158771200)

https://twitter.com/IsraeliPM/status/620976500158771200
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ambitions, the ability of the USA to “snap” economic sanctions back into 
place if Iran violated the agreement, and even testimonials from Ernest 
Moniz, Secretary of Energy and nuclear physicist, who explained to audi-
ences that hiding uranium from international inspectors was scientifi-
cally impossible (Bjola & Manor, 2018). Special infographics and images 
were designed in advance with the aim of winning public support, which 
would translate into congressional ratification of the agreement.

Moreover, the @theIranDeal account constantly rebuked arguments 
made by Republican lawmakers against the Iran agreement. These 
activities are also demonstrative of digital technologies’ impact on pub-
lic diplomacy, as digital publics now expect to learn about events as 
they occur. The digital age is, after all, the age of instant connectivity. 
As Philip Seib has argued, the need to immediately comment on world 
events and the actions of global actors has given rise to a form of real-
time public diplomacy (Seib, 2012) (Fig. 1.7).

Notably, the Iran Deal was also promoted by the U.S. government in a 
global Twitter campaign that was intended to reach a host of constituen-
cies, ranging from domestic media outlets to global media organizations, 
journalists, parliamentarians, other members of the diplomatic commu-
nity, and digital publics assembled online, eager to make sense of their 
world. Tweets emphasizing the achievements of the Iran Deal and por-
traying it as a validation of President Obama’s policy of engagement were 
published by the White House, Vice President Biden, Secretary of Energy 
Moniz, Secretary of State John Kerry, the State Department, the Under 
Secretary of State for Public Diplomacy, the National Security Advisor, 
the Deputy National Security Advisor, the U.S. Ambassador to the UN, 

Fig. 1.6 The Iran Deal Twitter channel (The Iran Deal Twitter page. Source 
https://twitter.com/TheIranDeal)

https://twitter.com/TheIranDeal
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the U.S. missions to the UN in New York and Geneva, and American 
embassies all over the world (Manor, 2015). These activities enabled the 
American government to promote a single narrative on a planetary scale, 
thus possibly shaping the opinions and attitudes of individuals all over the 
world. The blurring of domestic and foreign constituencies, the emer-
gence of “glocalized” public diplomacy, the need to comment on events 
in near-real time, and the use of Twitter to announce breakthroughs in 
negotiations are all part of the digitalization of public diplomacy.

whAt is the digitAlizAtion of Public diPlomAcy?
James Pamment has argued that for most of the twentieth century, the 
term “public diplomacy” was associated with the term “propaganda”. 
As a communicative act, public diplomacy was the communication of an  

Fig. 1.7 Infographics prepared by @theIranDeal Twitter channel (Source 
https://twitter.com/TheIranDeal/status/624231943362748417)

https://twitter.com/TheIranDeal/status/624231943362748417
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international actor’s policies to the populations of foreign countries 
(Pamment, 2013). The intent of such communication, according to 
Gifford Malone (1988), was to influence the behavior of a foreign gov-
ernment by influencing the attitudes of its citizens (Spry, 2018). In the 
words of William Roberts (2007), public diplomacy included activities 
that aimed to create a positive climate among foreign publics to facilitate 
the acceptance of another nation’s foreign policy.

Twentieth-century public diplomacy conceptualized influence in three 
ways. First, public diplomacy was predicated on the assumption that there 
were certain influential groups within society that should be targeted by pub-
lic diplomacy actors, be they MFAs, embassies, or international broadcasters. 
Second, public diplomacy activities aimed to influence the opinions, beliefs, 
and behaviors of these elites. Third, these elites would, in turn, be expected 
to influence their governments’ policies (Pamment, 2013, pp. 6–8).

Communication technologies such as radio and television were the 
mediums through which public diplomacy messages could be dissem-
inated among foreign elites. As the medium is the message, twenti-
eth-century public diplomacy consisted of one-way flows of information 
that saw limited interaction between messengers and recipients and 
allowed diplomats to tightly control their messages (ibid.). Radio 
broadcasts, posters, and other mass media did not offer foreign elites 
the opportunity to respond to or contest public diplomacy messages. 
Twentieth-century public diplomacy was thus a monologic one, or one 
that relied on monologue. Like Shakespeare’s Hamlet, diplomats would 
pontificate the meaning of life, both asking “to be or not to be” and 
offering an answer to that question. The dawn of the twenty-first cen-
tury, however, saw a conceptual shift among scholars and practitioners of 
public diplomacy referred to as the “new” public diplomacy. The insti-
gators of the “new” public diplomacy were the 9/11 terror attacks, the 
emergence of a global media ecology, and the rise of the digital society.

In the wake of the 9/11 terror attacks, the Bush administration 
declared a War on Terror and a war over the hearts and minds of the 
Muslim world. America’s need to create relationships with Muslim com-
munities led to a global debate on the merits of traditional, monologic 
public diplomacy (Manor, 2016). Importantly, Muslim communities had, 
by now, migrated to digital platforms and were coming under the influ-
ence of Al-Qaeda’s digital narrative of holy Jihad against Western imperi-
alism. Already in 2008, it was estimated that 80% of youths recruited to 
jihadi groups were contacted on the Internet (Hallams, 2010).
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Additionally, globalization created a new media landscape in which 
public diplomacy would be conducted. The planetary proliferation of 
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) and digital tech-
nologies gave rise to a global media ecology characterized by continu-
ous flows of information within and between networks of connected 
individuals. Notably, these flows of information were not restricted by 
space, time, or national borders. This global media ecology posed three 
challenges to the practice of traditional public diplomacy. First, diplo-
mats and MFAs lost their monopoly over diplomatic communication as 
NGOs, civil society organizations, activists, bloggers, and even terrorist 
groups could disseminate public diplomacy messages online (Pamment, 
2013). Second, “new” public diplomacy actors, such as NGOs and blog-
gers, transformed the digital world into a competitive arena in which 
multiple actors vied for the attention of digital audiences while trying to 
influence their understanding of world events (Manor, 2016). Third, the 
globalized media ecology led to the fragmentation of the audiences of 
public diplomacy to “networks of selective exposure,” as Craig Hayden 
has brilliantly argued (Hayden, 2012). While some people learned about 
the world through Facebook, others turned to bloggers or traditional 
news sites. Gone were the days when diplomats could communicate with 
large segments of a foreign population through a small number of news-
papers or news shows.

Lastly, the digital society is predicated on dialogue and not mono-
logue. As this book will demonstrate, members of the digital society 
do not merely absorb information; they comment on it, edit it, redis-
tribute it, and engage with its authors (Spry, 2018). Content creation 
and dissemination lead to the formation of digital collaborations and 
relationships, be it in the form of individual ties, communities, or net-
works. Monologic public diplomacy is thus ill-suited for the task of com-
municating with digital publics. A diplomat tweeting “To be or not to 
be” would nowadays be flooded with responses and GIFs from digital 
publics.

The 9/11 terrorist attacks, the emergence of a global media ecology, 
and the rise of the digital society would all be manifest in the definitions 
of the “new” public diplomacy. Jan Melissen (2005) defined the “new” 
public diplomacy as one that centers on engaging with “connected” pub-
lics while transitioning from monologue toward dialogue, engagement, 
and long-term relationship building. Nicholas Cull (2008) defined the 
“new” public diplomacy as a process through which international actors 
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seek to accomplish their foreign policy goals by engaging with foreign 
publics. James Pamment (2013) stated that two-way communication 
was the very essence of the “new” public diplomacy that was dialogical, 
collaborative, and inclusive as it no longer focused on elites, but rather 
on foreign citizens. Moreover, the “new” public diplomacy represented 
a clear break from twentieth-century broadcast models while taking 
advantage of new digital technologies such as social media sites (ibid.). 
Influence could now be obtained through tweets, posts, and engagement.

Importantly, Melissen (2005) and Seo (2013) argued that the intent 
of public diplomacy also changed at the turn of the century. While the 
“new” public diplomacy still aimed to persuade foreign publics, it hoped 
to do so through dialogue and acknowledging the importance of audi-
ences’ opinions, values, and beliefs. The focus of the “new” public diplo-
macy was thus on creating and leveraging relationships with foreign 
publics to create a receptive environment for another nation’s foreign 
policy. Other scholars maintained that the “new” public diplomacy was 
relational in nature or focused on creating relationships, and as such, the 
goal of online dialogue was dialogue itself, not influence (Brown, 2013; 
Causey & Howard, 2013). Bruce Gregory amply summarized the logic 
of the “new” and relational approaches stating that “public diplomacy 
is now an instrument used by states, associations of states and non-state 
actors to understand cultures, attitudes and behaviors, to build and man-
age relationships and to mobilize actions that advance one’s interests” 
(Gregory, 2011, p. 353).

Daryl Copeland (2013) has asserted that in a world prone to crises, 
reaching out to new partners is key to increasing stability. Thus, he views 
the “new” public diplomacy as one that reaches out to and engages with 
new stakeholders such as NGOs, civil society organizations, and net-
worked individuals. However, Copeland has also argued that in a com-
plex world, MFAs must explain to their citizens what is happening in the 
world and what their state is doing in return. The “new” public diplo-
macy might therefore focus on engaging with both domestic and foreign 
populations.

Public diplomacy scholars and practitioners soon came to regard  
digital platforms as the medium of the “new” public diplomacy as such 
platforms enable organizations to transition from broadcast to commu-
nicative paradigms which are centered on mutual interactions (McNutt, 
2014). Moreover, relationships are the foundations of digital platforms, as 
is the case with social media sites (Waters, Burnett, Lamm, & Lucas, 2009)  
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which also provide ideal conditions for two-way engagement as organiza-
tions, and publics can discuss issues of mutual concern (Bortree & Seltzer, 
2009). The initial adoption of digital technologies by diplomatic insti-
tutions was thus intrinsically linked to the goals and logic of the “new” 
public diplomacy. Through social media sites, diplomats could foster rela-
tionships with connected publics, while virtual embassies could serve as 
platforms for debating issues of shared concern. It was thus in the realm of 
public diplomacy that twenty-first-century digital technologies debuted in 
international relations.

The emergence of the “new” public diplomacy has been accompanied 
by the rapid adoption of digital technologies by MFAs, embassies, and dip-
lomats the world over. To date, scholars have offered a plethora of terms to 
conceptualize the utilization of digital technologies in the conduct of pub-
lic diplomacy. These have included, among others, “public diplomacy 2.0” 
(Hallams, 2010), “virtual diplomacy,” “net diplomacy” (Wehrenfennig, 
2012) and “digital diplomacy” (Bjola & Holmes, 2015). It is the conten-
tion of this book that none of these terms amply captures the impact of 
digital technologies on the conduct of public diplomacy. This is because 
diplomatic institutions do not exist in a binary state of being (either digi-
tal or non-digital), nor can they be separated into those who have digital-
ized their public diplomacy activities and those that have not. Additionally, 
terms such as “public diplomacy 2.0” and “net diplomacy” relate to the 
utilization of specific digital technologies including Wikis, social media, and 
the Internet. Yet diplomatic institutions now employ a host of digital tech-
nologies ranging from smartphone applications such as WhatsApp to senti-
ment analysis tools and algorithms written by diplomats.

The term “digital diplomacy”, which is often used as a synonym for 
“digitalized public diplomacy”, also suggests that the use of digital tools 
is its own subset of diplomacy. Just as there is bilateral diplomacy and 
multilateral diplomacy, so diplomats practice digital diplomacy. However, 
digital tools are employed by MFAs and diplomats to obtain certain 
diplomatic goals, be they in the realm of public or multi-lateral diplo-
macy. Ambassadors to UN forums use WhatsApp groups to coordinate 
their votes on various resolutions while press attachés use Twitter direct 
messages to interact with journalists. Digital technologies are thus used 
to practice diplomacy and are not a form of diplomatic practice. Lastly, 
MFAs do not adopt digital tools in one fell swoop. Rather, digital tech-
nologies are introduced into diplomatic institutions through a slow pro-
cess of trial and error.
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It is therefore the contention of this book that none of the aforemen-
tioned terms amply describe the impact of digital technologies on the 
conduct of public diplomacy, nor do they offer an adequate conceptual 
prism through which this impact may be studied. Thus, this book intro-
duces the term “the digitalization of public diplomacy” and argues that 
digitalization should be conceptualized as a long-term process in which 
digital technologies influence the norms, values, working routines and 
structures of diplomatic institutions, as well as the self-narratives or met-
aphors diplomats employ to conceptualize their craft.

The process of “the digitalization of public diplomacy” can best be 
exemplified through the activities of the State Department’s Digital 
Outreach Team (DOT) in 2009. On June 4, President Obama deliv-
ered a speech at Cairo University calling for a new beginning in the 
relationship between Islam and the USA. Following the speech, DOT  
members visited popular websites in the Arab World to converse with 
Arab and Muslim Internet users and demonstrate America’s newfound 
commitment to diplomatic engagement. Yet the DOT soon found itself 
unable to respond to audiences’ questions and comments. In fact, it took 
DOT members more than two days to respond to questions and com-
ments posted online. The reason was that each DOT response had to be 
researched for accuracy and approved in a meeting by all DOT members 
(Khatib, Dutton, & Thelwall, 2012).

These working routines prevented DOT members from conversing 
with Muslim Internet users in real-time. Moreover, they prevented the 
DOT from meeting the expectations of digital publics who have become 
accustomed to using the Internet as a medium for constant and instant 
communication. Following the DOT’s experience, the State Department 
began to develop new working routines and adapt existing routines to 
the affordance of digital technologies. Interacting with digital publics in  
real-time required that diplomats be allowed to publish online messages 
based on their own judgment. This would necessitate digital training 
so that diplomats venturing online would be able to meet the needs, 
expectations, and demands of digital publics. Yet diplomats would also 
require training in dealing with trolls and the negative backlash that 
often accompanies digital communications. In addition, diplomats were 
in need of a set of best practices that could help them leverage each dig-
ital platform to the maximum; while Twitter can best be used to nar-
rate a nation’s foreign policy, Facebook can help foster relationships with 
digital publics. Diplomats would also need software and tools through 
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which they could analyze their digital activities and augment them when 
necessary. Lastly, diplomats required guidelines stipulating what meas-
ures should be taken to overcome digital faux pas, of which there would 
be many. The DOTs’ experience led the State Department to offer its 
diplomats digital training, while guidebooks and manuals were dissemi-
nated to embassies around the world. In other MFAs, similar experiences 
led to the formation of digital departments, which managed diplomats’ 
training, offered feedback to embassies employing digital technologies, 
and supervised embassies’ use of social media sites. Soon, different MFAs 
adopted different models of digital training and supervision. So, the pro-
cess of digitalization began to influence the working routines, norms, 
and even structure of MFAs.

The DOT’s example demonstrates that digital technologies are not 
adopted overnight, nor is the process of digitalization one of constant, 
tectonic shifts. Rather, digitalization is a slow process in which the adop-
tion of digital technologies challenges well-entrenched working rou-
tines and norms, as well as accepted risks and rewards. As this book will 
demonstrate, throughout the process of digitalization, diplomats and 
their institutions have sought to mitigate the risks that are sown into the 
coattail of digital innovations. While the DOT’s activities constituted a 
form of open communication in which Muslim Internet users set the 
agenda for their online discussions with diplomats, by 2013 MFAs fre-
quently interacted with digital publics through Q&A sessions that were 
limited in scope and duration. Twitter Q&As enabled diplomats to meet 
the demands of digital publics for real-time interactions while at the same 
time ensuring that diplomats could set the agenda for online discussions 
and determine which issues to address and which to avoid, or which 
users to engage with and which to ignore. The somewhat risk-intolerant 
culture of MFAs thus adapted to the use of social media sites and the 
empowerment of digital publics.

Importantly, the digitalization of public diplomacy is not uniform 
across all MFAs. Rather, each MFA is amid its own unique process of 
digitalization. While some MFAs adopted digital technologies a dec-
ade ago, others are only now migrating online. As such, whereas some 
MFAs have become accustomed to communicating with a digital public 
that is erratic, unpredictable and yearning to be heard, others are still in 
the process of adapting their institutional communicative culture to the 
advantages and perils of digital platforms. Moreover, while some MFAs 
dedicate digital resources to cultivating relationships with journalists and 
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diasporas, others focus on using social media to manage the national 
brand. Digital ends also shape an MFA’s process of digitalization. Nation 
branding, for instance, requires that a ministry become proficient in the 
production and dissemination of multimedia content, while relationship 
building with diasporas requires constant two-way interactions on digital 
platforms.

The digitalization of public diplomacy in a certain MFA is also influ-
enced by a myriad of organizational and national factors. These can 
include the number of embassies an MFA operates abroad, as digi-
tal technologies can be employed to extend the reach of one’s pub-
lic diplomacy activities and overcome limited physical representation. 
Additionally, the average age of diplomats may influence the process of 
digitalization as digital natives (those born into the digital society) may 
be more willing to experiment with innovative technologies, even at the 
cost of diplomatic blunders (Prensky, 2001). The digitalization of pub-
lic diplomacy may also be influenced by the professional background of 
those managing digital departments within MFAs. While some depart-
ments are headed by branding and public relations specialists, others are 
led by seasoned diplomats. The former may utilize digital technologies 
toward communicating with elites such as journalists and media outlets, 
while the latter may strive to identify foreign policies that are viewed as 
contentious by digital publics. National factors such as government-wide 
adoption of digital technologies, foreign policy goals, and national nar-
ratives further shape the digitalization of public diplomacy. For instance, 
New Zealand’s MFA first adopted digital technologies given the digitali-
zation of other government ministries, the adoption of digital technolo-
gies by its allies, including the USA and the UK, and the foreign policy 
goal of monitoring digital conversations so as to anticipate shocks to the 
international system, such as popular uprisings. Conversely, the Polish 
MFA has increasingly used YouTube to distance Poland from Nazi atroc-
ities in World War II and promote a national narrative that labels Poland 
as the first victim of Nazi Germany.

Yet as this book will show, the digitalization of public diplomacy is 
also shaped by the affordance of digital technologies and the logic and 
culture of the digital society. The infrastructure or design of digital tech-
nologies often shapes an MFA’s public diplomacy activities. Social media 
sites such as Twitter, for example, transcend national borders and enable 
MFAs to interact with the populations of enemy states laying the founda-
tion for future diplomatic breakthroughs. However, Twitter interactions 
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are limited to 280 characters resulting in short bursts of public diplo-
macy (Sengupta, 2013) that may fail to cultivate relationships with 
intended audiences. Similarly, social media analytics may offer MFAs the 
ability to measure the impact of their digital activities. Yet as these ana-
lytics focus mostly on a user’s digital reach, they lead diplomats to count 
shares and likes rather than assess the scope of interactions between 
embassies and digital publics.

Crucially, the digitalization of public diplomacy is influenced by 
the logic of the digital society and its culture, given that diplomats are  
not islands entirely of themselves. Rather, they are social beings, and 
as such, processes that take shape in society invariably influence diplo-
mats. When societies adopt new norms and values, these are also likely 
to be adopted by diplomats who then introduce these norms and val-
ues into their MFAs. For instance, the digital society is one that cele-
brates the values of openness and authenticity. Openness relates to a 
willingness to lead a transparent life. Indeed, on social media sites, users 
are motivated to share their successes and failures, their triumphs and 
defeats, their weddings and their divorces. This motivation stems from 
the infrastructure of social media sites that include the “Like” and “It’s 
Complicated” buttons. The more open a user is, the more likes he will 
receive and the more attention he will attract. Authenticity relates to a 
user’s need to compete over the attention of digital publics with all other  
Facebook users. Such competitions are won by creating a unique online 
brand, or iBrand, that has its own appearance, tone, and areas of inter-
est. These values, however, are inherently linked to the logic of the dig-
ital society, whose foundation is algorithms. It is the task of algorithms 
to amass data on digital publics and translate that data into knowledge 
that can be sold to the highest bidder. Facebook algorithms analyze 
every like, share, and comment and thus provide the company with a rich 
profile on each user, including his or her artistic taste, political ideology, 
spending habits, and favorite products. This knowledge is then used to 
tailor advertisements to a user’s heart’s delights. Openness and authen-
ticity are celebrated by the digital society because they ensure that digital 
publics constantly supply algorithms with a stream of data that can be 
monetized.

Sociologist Manuel Castells (2006) has stated that the organizing 
structure of the digital society is that of the network. As such, the digital 
society is also the network society in which networks of individuals, states, 
and businesses coordinate action on a planetary scale thanks to digital  
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technologies that transmit information instantaneously around the globe. 
According to Castells, the network structure has resulted in a society that 
constantly strives to annihilate time and space (Castells, 2013). Such is 
the case with digital technologies that enable individuals to converse and 
exchange information in real time, regardless of their physical distance. 
Other scholars, such as Zygmunt Bauman and David Lyon (2013), have 
argued that the digital society is one that operates at a distance. A stu-
dent in Paris can attend a university course in New York, while drones in 
the skies of the Middle East can be operated from the American Midwest. 
What follows is that society becomes accustomed to operating at a dis-
tance or manipulating space.

The diffusion of the values, norms, and logic of the digital society into 
MFAs is already evident. Given that MFAs and embassies are now forced 
to compete over the attention of digital publics, they too must adopt the 
values of openness and authenticity. For if diplomats cannot attract digi-
tal publics, they cannot practice public diplomacy. The Russian embassy 
to the UK has thus adopted a unique tone on digital platforms, one that 
taunts and berates the UK government while spinning conspiracy the-
ories. From the perspective of traditional public diplomacy scholarship, 
this tone may prevent the Russian embassy from creating a receptive 
environment for Russia’s foreign policy. Yet from the perspective of the 
digital society, the Russian embassy has created a unique iBrand, one 
that separates it from other embassies and potentially increases its digital 
reach and ability to attract digital publics.

As is the case with the digital society, diplomatic institutions are also 
relentless in their efforts to render time and space meaningless. Such is 
the case with virtual embassies that enable diplomats to converse with 
distant populations in real-time regardless of the distance between them. 
Embassies in virtual worlds also occur in their own time zone, which is 
independent from the physical world. Similarly, the digitalization of pub-
lic diplomacy has seen the manipulation of space as diplomats author self-
ies for their state on social media sites. When operating a social media 
profile for their nation state, diplomats individualize the nation as it 
acquires the traits of a digital self. On social media sites, the nation state 
can interact with other users, respond to their comments, and even like 
and share content. This reduces the distance between the citizen and his 
nation, which is no longer imagined, but rather favorited into existence. 
Space is thus manipulated, and the nation state becomes a part of the cit-
izen’s everyday life.
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To summarize, this book has three modest goals. The first is to offer a 
new conceptual framework for understanding and researching the influ-
ence of digital technologies on the conduct of public diplomacy. This 
framework is rooted in the term “the digitalization of public diplomacy”, 
which relates to a long-term process in which digital technologies influ-
ence the norms, values, and working routines of diplomatic institutions, 
as well as the metaphors and self-narratives that diplomats employ to 
conceptualize their craft. Metaphors are crucial to the digitalization of 
public diplomacy, for as Manor (2016) has argued, before diplomacy can 
be practiced, it must be imagined. Moreover, this book argues that each 
diplomatic institution is undergoing its own unique process of digitaliza-
tion, which is influenced by organizational, national and global factors.

The book’s second goal is to demonstrate that one cannot under-
stand the digitalization of public diplomacy without first characterizing 
the digital society. This is because public diplomacy is practiced by social 
beings who belong to societies that have been fundamentally reshaped 
by the advent of digital technologies. To understand the digitalization of 
public diplomacy is thus to understand the norms and values celebrated 
by the digital society, as well as its logic.

The book’s third goal, which stems from the previous two, is to sig-
nificantly diversify the public diplomacy research corpus by examining 
the digitalization of public diplomacy in numerous MFAs from numer-
ous world regions. By analyzing MFAs from around the globe, this book 
can demonstrate that digitalization is a unique process that advances at 
different paces and in different directions in various MFAs. This diverse 
sample also demonstrates that while societies differ from one another, 
the norms, values, and logic of the digital society have begun to perme-
ate MFAs irrespective of their geographic location. Lastly, this sample 
offers an important contribution to the study of public diplomacy, which 
tends to separate the “West from the rest” while paying attention mostly 
to the activities of the USA and Western European countries. This book 
therefore examines the digitalization of public diplomacy in the MFAs 
of Botswana, Canada, Denmark, Ethiopia, France, India, Iran, Israel, 
Kenya, Lithuania, Palestine, Poland, Russia, Rwanda, Sweden, Turkey, 
the EU, the Netherlands, the UK, Uganda, and New Zealand.

For the sake of clarity, this book adopts Melissen’s (2005) definition 
of the “new” public diplomacy. Yet rather than emphasize the need to 
interact with connected individuals, this book focuses on attempts to 
foster relationships with members of digital societies, or societies that 
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have been substantially reshaped by digital technologies. Thus, this book 
defines the “new” public diplomacy as one that centers on engaging with 
members of digital societies while transitioning from monologue toward 
dialogue, engagement, and long-term relationship building.

It should be noted that this book limits its analysis to MFAs, embas-
sies, and diplomats. It does not analyze the activities of “new” public 
diplomacy actors such as NGOs and civil society organizations, nor does 
it explore the public diplomacy activities of connected individuals. This 
decision does not suggest that these actors are not relevant to the study 
of the digitalization of public diplomacy. On the contrary, it is the pro-
cess of digitalization which has further empowered these actors and ena-
bles them to exert greater influence over diplomatic processes. Rather, 
this book focuses on the digitalization of diplomats and diplomatic insti-
tutions given the scarce attention that has been paid to them thus far. 
Indeed, few studies to date have investigated how digital technologies 
impact the working procedures, structure, norms, and values of MFAs 
and their embassies. This book aims to fill this important gap.

In line with Pamment’s critique that scholars should map processes 
of change in MFAs rather than analyze their numbers of followers and 
the number of networks they belong to, this book employs traditional 
methodologies. These include in-depth interviews, content analysis, 
framing analysis, and thematic analysis. These methodologies are neces-
sary as this book seeks to answer fundamental questions which have yet 
to be adequately addressed by scholars such as: How do MFAs define 
the term “engagement”? What type of content do ambassadors publish 
on Twitter? How do diplomats maintain contact with national diasporas? 
How do diplomats conceptualize the term listening? And how have new 
norms influenced the communicative culture of MFAs?

the structure of this book

Chapter 2 of this book introduces readers to the digital society. By build-
ing on the works of digital anthropologists, sociologists, and economists, 
it illustrates what it means to live in a digital society, or a society that 
has been fundamentally reshaped by digital technologies. To do so, the 
chapter explores the norms and values that are celebrated by the digi-
tal society and the behaviors that are expected from digital society mem-
bers. The digital society is unraveled through the prisms of the network 
society, the information society, and the sharing society. This chapter also 
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demonstrates how the digital society is manifest in the case studies that 
comprise this book. As such, this chapter serves as the book’s theoretical 
foundation and roadmap. Readers who are interested in a specific chap-
ter of this book are encouraged to first immerse themselves in the digital 
society, for without it, much of the book’s insights may be lost.

Chapter 3 offers a decade-long review of digital interactions between 
MFAs, diplomats, and digital publics. The chapter contends that while 
diplomats sought to leverage digital technologies toward interacting with 
digital publics, they failed to account for the vocal, opinionated, and 
erratic nature of the public they would encounter online. Consequently, 
each act of digital interaction led diplomats to formulate new working 
routines, adopt new practices, and acquire new skills. The case studies 
explored in this chapter include Sweden’s virtual embassy to Second Life, 
online Q&A sessions with Israeli and Hamas officials, EU social media 
campaigns in Israel, and U.S. framing activities on Twitter. The chapter 
is chronological so as to demonstrate that digitalization is a long-term 
process spanning nearly two decades.

Chapter 4 segments the process of public diplomacy’s digitalization 
in two. The chapter argues that the Crimean crisis of 2014 was a water-
shed event that influenced the way MFAs and diplomats employ digital 
technologies to obtain public diplomacy goals. The transition between 
the first and second stages of digitalization also saw a transition from 
linear to algorithmic communications models, digital tactics to digital 
strategies, engagement with networks of influence to engagement with 
networked gatekeepers, argument-based diplomacy to narrative-based 
diplomacy and, most importantly, from targeted to tailored communi-
cation. Case studies reviewed in this chapter include Canada’s consular 
diplomacy, the iBrand of the Russian embassy to London, Israel’s algo-
rithmic attempts to stem the flow of hate speech on social media sites, 
the use of Twitter by Iranian leaders to narrate their nation’s foreign pol-
icy, and the smartphone applications and web-based platforms developed 
by India’s Ministry of External Affairs.

Chapter 5 deals with the threats of filter bubbles, echo chambers, and 
digital influence campaigns that include disinformation or propaganda. 
The chapter begins by arguing that the current disinformation zeitgeist 
may be more myth than reality. Through a review of recent studies and a 
historical perspective, the chapter suggests that the specter of echo cham-
bers is not haunting the skies of public diplomacy. The chapter then eval-
uates the goals and methods of delivery of Russian disinformation and 
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propaganda and reviews the computational propaganda activities of other 
nations. Finally, the chapter analyzes two case studies of public diplo-
macy activities aimed at countering disinformation and propaganda: the 
UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office’s blogosphere and Israel’s new 
model of algorithmic diplomacy.

Chapter 6 asks whether the “new” public diplomacy is fact or fiction. 
To do so, the chapter first introduces a new model for measuring dia-
logic engagement between diplomatic institutions and digital publics. 
Next, the model is used to evaluate the dialogic activities of five African 
MFAs and four Lithuanian embassies. While the chapter finds little evi-
dence of two-way interactions between diplomats and digital publics, its 
results do suggest that diplomats are progressing in their quest to adopt 
more interactive forms of communications with digital publics.

Chapter 7 demonstrates how the desire to overcome the limitations 
of traditional diplomacy has shaped the process of the digitalization of 
public diplomacy. This chapter analyzes four virtual embassies launched 
by Sweden, the USA, Israel, and Palestine all with the goals of overcom-
ing traditional limitations such as lack of bilateral ties, hostile media land-
scapes, and limited diplomatic representation. The chapter also evaluates 
two global public diplomacy campaigns meant to influence the opinions 
and attitudes of digital publics. These include the State Department’s 
promotion of the legalization of same-sex marriage in the USA and 
Turkey’s use of Twitter to narrate the 2016 failed coup attempt.

Chapter 8 introduces the concept of selfie diplomacy, which relates to 
the use of social media to manage a national brand. These activities indi-
vidualize the nation state, which has a profile page, a profile picture, and 
can like and share content. The chapter reviews America’s selfie in the 
age of President Donald Trump, as well as Poland’s attempt to refashion 
its historical selfie by distancing itself from World War II. This chapter 
ends by arguing that digitalization facilitates the presentation of the state 
in everyday life, to borrow Erving Goffman’s terminology.

Chapter 9 analyzes the use of digital technologies by ambassadors. 
The chapter demonstrates that ambassadors now use social media to cel-
ebrate the values of openness and transparency, to curate information for 
their followers, and to create a distinct iBrand that sets them apart from 
their peers. As such, this chapter suggests that the digitalization of public 
diplomacy has impacted the higher ranks of MFAs and is in no way lim-
ited to junior diplomats who came of age in the digital society.
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Chapter 10 summarizes this book’s main findings and elucidates the 
relationship between digital technologies, the digital society, and the 
digitalization of public diplomacy. It serves to demonstrate that while 
all societies and MFAs differ from one another, they all share certain 
commonalities and are all experiencing a prolonged process of digital-
ization that challenges established working routines, procedures and 
structures. The chapter also identifies new avenues for public diplomacy 
research.

In conclusion, this book will demonstrate that MFAs and diplo-
mats are not relics that need to be relegated to the dustbin of history. 
Previous scholars such as Daryl Copeland (2013) have characterized 
MFAs as disconnected, change-resistant organizations that are inade-
quately resourced and without a domestic constituency. In contrast, this 
book finds that MFAs and diplomats are flexible and agile and employ 
digital technologies in innovative ways. While their response to innova-
tion may not be immediate, over time MFAs learn to balance the affor-
dance of digital technologies, the demands of the digital society, and 
their own goals. At times, the adoption of digital technologies is a top-
down process in which the MFA as a whole integrates new platforms 
or working procedures, while at other times, change is a bottom-up 
process in which diplomats’ successful experiments with technologies 
are emulated across desks and departments. Change also comes about 
when diplomats and MFAs engage with their peers. The past decade 
has seen numerous digital conferences, workshops, camps, and retreats 
in which diplomats share case studies, insight, and lessons learned with 
one another, thus advancing their collective ability to leverage digital 
technologies.

Evgeny Morozov’s quote at the beginning of this chapter suggests 
that digitalization is an either/or process. Either diplomats keep diplo-
macy discrete, or they will forfeit their ability to influence global events. 
This book argues that digitalization is a balancing act between diplo-
matic ends and digital affordance, an act that diplomats are increasingly 
mastering. As mentioned earlier, this book seeks to accomplish three 
goals. Whether it has been able to do so will be determined by the read-
ers, who are now invited to turn the page and delve into the rabbit hole 
that is the digital society.
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I grew up in a physical world, and I speak English. The next generation is 
growing up in a digital world, and they speak social.

—Angela Ahrendts, Vice President of Apple Inc.

It began with war, rebellion, and romance. In May, French forces deci-
sively defeated the combined armies of Britain, Hannover, and the 
Netherlands in the Battle of Fontenoy. In August, Bonnie Prince Charlie 
led the Jacobite Uprising in an attempt to seize the British throne. In 
September, Madame de Pompadour was first presented at the court of 
Louis XV in Versailles. In this way, 1745 was not so different from many 
other years in the eighteenth century. Amidst the violence, however, was 
the Enlightenment.

By the time Madame de Pompadour became the mistress of Louis XV, 
Versailles was no longer the shining jewel it once was. The great thinkers 
of the day did not gather in its halls or marvel at its beauty. They had 
returned to Paris, where the culture of the salon had taken root. French 
salons were never as ostentatious as those of Versailles, nor as rigid and 
overburdened with ceremony. The salons were simple parlor gather-
ings hosted by sophisticated women for the advancement of knowl-
edge. Thought could roam freely in the salons. Ideas could be tested 
and new visions could be breathed to life. It is not surprising that the 
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Encyclopédie was first conceived of in the salons of 1745 (Clark, 1987, 
pp. 249–258).

The Encyclopédie was a collaborative endeavor meant to conquer 
ignorance. Its editor, Denis Diderot, intended to author the world’s 
most extensive catalog of human knowledge, covering diverse fields such 
as religion, medicine, government, and the arts. Soon, a community 
of writers, or Encyclopédistes, gathered to undertake the monumental 
task set forth by the editor. While the Encyclopédistes worked to catalog 
human knowledge, their goal was to advance scientific thought, promote 
tolerance, reform government, free knowledge from the tyranny of reli-
gion, and be true to the spirit of Enlightenment (ibid.).

Published in France between 1751 and 1772, the Encyclopédie has 
been credited with instigating an intellectual revolution in Europe and 
stoking the fervor of the French Revolution (ibid.). It was also the very 
manifestation of Kant’s later definition of Enlightenment as “man’s 
emergence from his self-incurred immaturity” (Kant, 2013). Yet for all 
its scientific splendor, the Encyclopédie is now but a time capsule, a still 
portrait of eighteenth-century European society. It is therefore the very 
antithesis of the digital society in which knowledge is continuously cre-
ated, contested, amended, and redistributed.

diPlomAcy And society

When examining how digital technologies influence the conduct of pub-
lic diplomacy, scholars and practitioners often begin their analysis with 
the activities associated with public diplomacy. Their goal is to under-
stand how digital technologies facilitate public diplomacy activities. 
Scholars may therefore focus on social media’s ability to connect diplo-
mats with foreign populations (Bjola & Jiang, 2015), diplomats’ use of 
virtual embassies to overcome the limitations of traditional diplomacy 
(Metzgar, 2012), and Ministries of Foreign Affairs (MFA) use of big data 
to gauge public opinion in a foreign nation. Such conceptualizations 
suggest that the practice of public diplomacy has remained similar in the 
digital age and all that has changed are the tools, methods, and strategies 
employed to obtain public diplomacy goals.

Other studies examine how digital technologies have disrupted public 
diplomacy. Such is the case with the use of web forums by diaspora pop-
ulations to denounce their former governments (Bernal, 2014), citizen 
journalists’ abilities to counter diplomatic narratives online (Causey & 
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Howard, 2013), and the ease with which online publics can reject pub-
lic diplomacy messages (Manor, 2016). Such conceptualizations suggest 
that the digital age has complicated the conduct of public diplomacy. 
Some have even gone as far as asking if public diplomacy can survive 
the Internet, indicating that what has altered is the contentious digi-
tal environment in which public diplomacy is now practiced (Powers & 
Kounalakis, 2017).

Scholarly work has also investigated how digital technologies give rise 
to new diplomatic actors. These studies have explored how NGOs use 
digital networks to stimulate innovative solutions to global challenges 
(Slaughter, 2009, 2017) or to coordinate action on a global scale, aiming 
to influence diplomatic processes (Zaharan, 2013). Other studies focus 
on the emergence of a globally-connected public that is volatile, unpre-
dictable, and yearning to be heard (Haynal, 2011). While these studies 
turn their attention to diplomatic actors rather than practices, they focus 
primarily on the affordances of digital technologies. Such conceptualiza-
tions suggest that public diplomacy has altered due to the transformative 
nature of digital technologies, which redistribute power among state and 
non-state actors.

This book offers a different departure point by arguing that one can-
not understand the influence of digital technologies on public diplomacy 
without first characterizing the digital society. This is imperative for sev-
eral reasons. Chief among these is that diplomats are social beings and 
MFAs are social institutions. As Jan Melissen (2005) has argued, while 
diplomats are “extraordinary and plenipotentiary,” they are not islands 
unto themselves; rather, they are members of society. Societal processes 
influence both their private and professional lives. Diplomats are likely 
to adopt the values celebrated by their societies, whether these include 
a firm belief in freedom of speech, a celebration of personal entrepre-
neurship, or a commitment to gender equality. Moreover, diplomats are 
likely to adopt new norms and behaviors as a result of societal change. 
As a society transitions from applauding uniformity to accepting diversity, 
diplomats too may come to view immigration as a strength rather than a 
weakness. As this book will demonstrate, diplomats have already adopted 
many of the norms, values, and behaviors celebrated by the digital society,  
including the constant sharing of personal information on digital plat-
forms and searching for a unique and authentic digital voice. Diplomats 
have also adopted the tools with which they can adhere to the norms of 
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the digital society, including hardware, such as smartphones and tablets, 
and software, such as blogs and messaging applications.

Diplomats’ personal use of digital technologies also influences their 
attitudes toward digital technologies and behaviors. Like other members 
of the digital society, diplomats may use social media sites to maintain 
close ties with physically distant friends and family (Broadbent, 2017). 
Such activities may lead diplomats to view the world as a connected vil-
lage no longer bound by the physical constraints of time and space. In 
turn, diplomats may use social media sites to maintain ties with distant 
diaspora populations who suddenly appear much closer than they physi-
cally are. Similarly, diplomats may use Twitter to receive real-time infor-
mation on breaking news, leading them to regard Twitter as a tool for 
real-time crisis management.

The pervasiveness of digital technologies in the family life of the digi-
tal society also impacts diplomats’ processes of digitalization or  adoption 
of and attitudes toward digital technologies. For instance, diplomats may 
use WhatsApp messaging groups to coordinate family holidays or com-
municate with other parents in their child’s kindergarten class. In time, 
diplomats may create WhatsApp groups to coordinate the provision 
of emergency consular aid or to coordinate collective action in multi- 
lateral forums (Bjola, 2017). Alternatively, diplomats may sit down at the 
dinner table only to discover that each family member is immersed in 
a different digital device, leading them to regard digital technologies as 
invasive and isolating. Such diplomats may then accept the depiction of 
social media sites as creating filter bubbles that increase societal fragmen-
tation and drive political extremism (Lesk, 2013).

Even the depiction of digital technologies in the cultural products of 
the digital society influences diplomats’ adoption of digital tools. When 
social media sites are celebrated by the digital society for facilitating 
democracy, as was the case during the Arab Spring (Arsenault, 2013), 
diplomats may favor using such platforms to communicate with foreign 
populations. When social media sites are depicted by society as the undo-
ing of democracy, as was the case following the 2016 US elections, diplo-
mats may view these platforms as new battlegrounds over public opinion. 
In similar fashion, television shows such as Mr. Robot can promote fear of 
digital fragility or the ease with which the digital world may be brought 
to a halt by malicious hackers. Shows such as Westworld, on the other 
hand, can promote fear of fragile reality, or the loss of the ability to 



2 PUBLIC DIPLOMACY AND THE DIGITAL SOCIETY  33

distinguish between the real and the fictitious, the human and the auto-
mated bot.

Upon adopting digital technologies, diplomats also embrace the 
norms and behaviors of the digital society and introduce these into their 
workplaces. Diplomats’ acceptance of the maxim “sharing is caring” can 
lead to organizational change as MFAs abandon their risk- intolerant 
communication cultures in favor of risk-tolerant ones (Copeland, 2013; 
McNutt, 2014). Diplomats’ search for an authentic digital voice can 
influence the type of content embassies share on social media sites, while 
the assumption that digital influence is determined by the size of one’s 
Twitter following can lead to a focus on counting followers rather than 
interacting with followers. It is thus through diplomats that the digi-
tal culture (culture here defined by Manuel Castells (2000b) as a set of 
values, norms, and behaviors) permeates MFAs and constitutes MFAs 
as social institutions. It is also through diplomats that MFAs come to 
regard digital technologies as facilitating or disrupting public diplomacy.

MFAs also can be regarded as social institutions as they must meet 
the expectations of digital society members. For instance, the digital 
society is “timeless” insofar as its members have become accustomed to 
communicating with one another in real-time and across great distances. 
Members of the digital society therefore expect to learn about local and 
world events as they unfold. This expectation necessitates that MFAs 
narrate and comment on world events while they are still taking shape. 
Meeting this challenge and the expectations of digital society members 
require the establishment of new working routines, the creation of new 
departments and the adoption of new technologies for the rapid dissemi-
nation of information (Seib, 2012, 2016).

Lastly, MFAs are social institutions as they are part of govern-
ments, which govern the social behavior of individuals. Governments’ 
approaches to and adoption of digital technologies also influence how 
MFAs utilize digital technologies in public diplomacy (Miller & Horst, 
2017). Early e-government initiatives, for example, aimed to provide cit-
izens with an array of services ranging from filing taxes online to pur-
chasing public transportation loyalty cards. Following suit, MFAs also 
began to regard themselves as service providers, leading to the digitaliza-
tion of consular services and the provision of digital consular aid (Israel 
MFA, 2017). More recently, governments have come to view big data 
as a potential asset that can inform policies in the fields of health, polic-
ing, and education (Lupton, 2015). Subsequently, some MFAs have 
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begun incorporating big data into their public diplomacy activities, such 
as using sentiment analysis to evaluate how one nation is viewed by the 
population of another (E. Ratson, personal communication, May 15, 
2018).

In summary, as a stepping stone toward understanding the digitali-
zation of public diplomacy, this chapter explores the values, norms, and 
behaviors of the digital society. It is, of course, impossible to assert that 
the whole world is now part of a single digital society that shares one 
culture. Indeed, local norms influence how and which digital technolo-
gies are adopted. In addition, the spread of digital technologies across 
the globe is not uniform, nor is access to digital platforms universal (Van 
Dijk, 2017). This chapter aims to shed light on those norms and values 
that digital technologies promote or that have been directly influenced 
by the emergence of digital technologies.

As Elad Segev of Tel Aviv University teaches, any investigation of 
the relationship between society and technology can adopt one of two 
prisms. The first is the technological prism, whose point of departure is 
technology itself. When adopting the technological prism, one examines 
how technology influences societies and the individuals that comprise 
them. The technological prism, for instance, may be employed to exam-
ine the immense impact factories had on Western societies during the 
Industrial Revolution. Over a period of several centuries, the emergence 
of factories brought about mass migration to cities (Hobsbawm, 2001, 
p. 49). To meet the demand of burgeoning migration, cheap and bleak 
housing projects were rapidly developed without considering residents’ 
basic need for sewage. The unsanitary conditions of such projects soon 
led to health pandemics and, in their wake, to the first planned public 
health interventions and the emergence of urban planning. Rapid urban-
ization also brought about early instances of social welfare programs 
aimed at providing education for factory workers’ children (ibid., pp. 
203–249). Yet factories also created a clear dichotomy between exploited 
workers and prosperous owners, slowly leading to modern notions of 
class distinctions and class struggles. It was on the factory floors that the 
rallying cry Workers of the world unite! first struck a chord (Hobsbawm, 
2001). The rate of factory accidents and the associated costs to own-
ers led to the invention of modern insurance schemes, through which 
one could calculate the statistical prevalence of work-related injuries and 
insure against them (Beck, 1992). Consequently, insurance became one 
of the most lucrative businesses in the world. The design of the factory 
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floor, as well as the unrelenting routine of working on the assembly 
line, also influenced other elements of society. Early twentieth-century 
art depicted the hunger of the factory for the souls of its laborers, while 
decades later Andy Warhol adopted an assembly line approach to the 
production of art in his own “factory.” The technology of the factory 
therefore impacted family life, social life, social structures, art, and the 
financial system.

The second prism for investigating the relationships between soci-
ety and technology is the societal one. In the societal prism, one’s 
point of departure is society itself while focusing on the users of tech-
nology and how they employ it toward specific ends. The societal prism 
ascribes agency to society and suggests that technology is not deter-
ministic in nature, but that technology may be used differently than it 
was first intended. It even suggests that society can reject certain tech-
nological advancements. As Manuel Castells writes, “We know that 
technology does not determine society: it is society. Societies shape 
technology according to the needs, values and interests of people who 
use the technology” (Castells, 2006). One notable example is the use  
of text messaging in the Philippines. According to Daniel Miller and 
Heather Horst (2017), text messages were originally introduced in the 
Philippines as an add-on technology to mobile telephones. Yet since 
their introduction, the Philippines have become the global capital of 
text messaging, with more texts sent per person than any other place 
in the world. This is because the relatively low cost of texts, compared 
to mobile phone calls, offered individuals the opportunity to remain 
in constant contact with friends at an affordable price. Soon, text mes-
sages became central to creating and maintaining relationships in the 
Philippines and have even been credited with ousting a government. 
Thus, the needs of users, in combination with socioeconomic conditions, 
transformed text messages from a bonus feature to a central means of 
communication.

This chapter walks a tightrope between the two aforementioned 
prisms, at times examining the architecture of technology and the behav-
ior it elicits, while at other times exploring how society has shaped the 
use of technology. Employing this dual prism, this chapter illustrates 
what it means to live and to practice public diplomacy in the digital 
society.
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the digitAl society

Digital technologies have become embedded in nearly every realm of 
daily life. Most forms of employment now include the use of computers 
while at home, digital devices such as Alexa help light our living rooms 
or inform us of the weather forecast. Digital devices such as smartphones 
connect us to the Internet constantly so that we can learn about breaking 
news, schedule appointments with our doctors, and develop professional 
relationships with colleagues. Our images of daily life are digitalized on 
Instagram and stored on digital clouds, while Spotify creates playlists 
based on our digitally-identified musical preferences. We digitally stream 
television shows and movies, while we use digital platforms to rank 
books, movies and restaurants. We exercise with wearable digital devices 
that monitor our health and determine our diet while our schedules are 
digitally synced with our emails so that we never miss a meeting or a 
flight. Our medical records and university grades have been digitalized, 
as have our school classrooms, with digital smart boards replacing old 
chalk ones. We digitally pay our taxes and municipal utility bills and dig-
itally launch petitions against government policies. Even those who wish 
to remain hidden from the digital world have been digitalized as they 
are tagged in images shared on social media, while their personal details 
are digitally embedded into their passports (Lupton, 2015). In short, we 
lead digital lives.

While the digitalization of daily life has been a long-term process 
spanning several decades, recent years have seen a process of acceler-
ated digitalization. In 2001, Wikipedia was launched, revolutionizing 
how information is created and accessed by society. Wikipedia, which is 
now the most highly referenced source in the world (ibid.), is also one 
of the most successful collaborative projects in human history. Over the 
course of nearly two decades, a dedicated community of individuals has 
created the most comprehensive encyclopedia to date, accessible for free 
to anyone with an Internet connection. This project has finally achieved 
the lofty goals of the Encyclopédistes while remaining true to the spirit 
of Enlightenment. Yet while Wikipedia is enlightening, it also challenges 
our notions of knowledge and expertise as the information we read may 
be fact or fiction, true or false, edited by an expert in a given field or a 
complete novice. Moreover, Wikipedia is a political battleground, with 
contentious articles such as the ones on Jerusalem or Donald Trump 
being edited and altered by activists. If expert content is now written by 



2 PUBLIC DIPLOMACY AND THE DIGITAL SOCIETY  37

novices, if encyclopedia articles are subject to political rivalry, and if the 
distinction between experts and non-experts has been blurred, is there 
such a thing as authoritative knowledge? Is there such a thing as truth? 
Or is the digital society one in which truth is constantly being contested 
and manufactured?

The period between 2003 and 2007 saw the consecutive launching 
of social media sites including LinkedIn (2003), Facebook (2004), and 
Twitter (2006). YouTube and Flicker were both introduced in 2005 
(Lupton, 2015). These platforms have transformed our ability to seek 
employment opportunities, manage social ties, and create an online, 
visual, persona that exudes confidence and dexterity. On social media, 
all the world’s a stage while all men and women are successful actors. 
But these platforms also have altered our understanding of the term 
“friends,” influenced our concepts of private and public life, and created 
a tailored existence in which we may be exposed to a narrow algorithmic 
environment that filters the world around us. Had the popular sitcom 
Friends been produced today, it may have been titled Followers.

2007 saw the introduction of the smartphone, which ushered in an 
era of constant connectivity. Such connectivity has not only contrib-
uted to our ability to manage daily life, but has also redefined the work-
life balance. The symbolic gesture of the factory gate closing has been 
replaced by the sound of the email notification, reminding us that we 
remain at the assembly line even after we have left the office (Horst, 
2017). Dolly Parton’s classic song “Working 9 to 5” is now but a piece 
of nostalgia, a serenade to a time when disconnectedness was permissible.

The immensely popular messaging application WhatsApp was 
launched in 2009. Taken together, social media sites and smartphone 
applications such as WhatsApp have influenced how space is conceived 
in the digital society. WhatsApp bullying groups, for instance, in which 
classmates create a dedicated group meant to ridicule a fellow student, 
extend the reach of the bullies from the classroom into the victim’s 
house and private realm. The separation between the school and the 
home is thus erased (Broadbent, 2017; Horst, 2017) and both spaces 
collapse into a single, hybrid, space.

Reflecting on the advent of social media sites and digital technologies, 
Zygmunt Bauman and David Lyon (2016) argue that the digital society 
is characterized by distance and remoteness. They define the digital soci-
ety as one in which things are done at a distance. A drone flying in the 
skies of Pakistan is operated from a military base in Nevada; university 
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classes in Germany are attended by students in Paris; and occupational 
therapists complete their training from their living rooms.

Even the relationship between citizens and the state is presently 
negotiated at a distance. As Bernal (2014) argues, digital technologies 
lead to both de-territorialization and re-territorialization. In her exam-
ination of the Eritrean diaspora’s use of web forums, Bernal found that 
such forums create an online public sphere where political issues are 
debated, groups are mobilized into action, and government narratives 
are both promoted and contested. During certain periods, Eritrean dias-
poras used these forums to rally political and financial support for their 
country of origin, then engulfed in a war with Ethiopia. As such, the 
boundaries of the nation state extended into foreign realms and web 
forums had a re-territorializing effect as diasporas became a virtual exten-
sion of Eritrea. When diasporas began to use web forums to condemn 
their country of origin, this had a de-territorializing effect, signaling the 
demarcation lines between diasporas and their former government (ibid., 
p. 32).

The rapid pace of digitalization has influenced how knowledge is cre-
ated in society, how social ties are nurtured, how privacy is conceptu-
alized, how the work-life balance is defined and how social institutions, 
such as the school, invade social spaces, such as the home (Lally, 2002). 
Digital technologies have therefore influenced political, social, and eco-
nomic life (Castells, 2002; Gershon, 2010; Silver & Massanari, 2006). 
This reality has led some to conclude that we can no longer conceive of 
culture or society without recognizing that computer hardware and soft-
ware are now used to constitute the self, social life, social relations, and 
social institutions (Lupton, 2015). Thus, those leading a digital life can 
be said to live in a digital society or a society that has been substantially 
reshaped by digital technologies. This assertion is strengthened by the 
fact that digital technologies are so ubiquitous that we no longer notice 
them (Miller & Horst, 2017, p. 25). We scan our produce at the super-
market and tap our credit card on a screen so reflexively that we forget 
to marvel at how fast we shop or pause to think about where our digital 
information will travel once it leaves the supermarket’s computer servers.

This book asserts that one cannot understand the digitalization of 
public diplomacy without understanding the digital society. For instance, 
the influence of Wikipedia on the production of knowledge and the use 
of this platform to contest reality mirrors a similar process in the realm of 
public diplomacy. As is explored in Chapter 4, the Crimean crisis of 2014 
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saw MFAs use social media sites to offer conflicting accounts of events 
unfolding in Crimea. Russia’s MFA used Twitter to suggest that neo- 
Nazis had staged a coup d’état in Kiev and were threatening the lives 
of Russian minorities in Eastern Ukraine. To protect these minorities, 
Russia agreed to annex Crimea into the Russian Federation. Conversely, 
the U.S. State Department argued that Ukraine had witnessed a demo-
cratic revolution and that Russia was staging a stealth invasion of Eastern 
Ukraine (Bjola, 2016). Both MFAs attempted to utilize social media sites 
to narrate events, sway public opinion, and garner support for their for-
eign policies. Yet as a result of these public diplomacy activities, digital 
publics were faced with two conflicting accounts of events and the very 
fabric of reality was shattered. This example demonstrates that the online 
and offline worlds of diplomacy are not separate but intertwined and 
that digital tools impact the non-digital world, and vice versa (Miller & 
Horst, 2017, p. 16).

Similarly, the emergence of a society “at-a-distance” has also 
impacted public diplomacy. Historically, diplomacy rested on prox-
imity. Ambassadors to foreign countries would reside at court so as to 
assess the monarch’s temperament, gather information on state affairs, 
and foster ties with the court’s noblemen and women. Proximity was 
crucial to a diplomat’s success as it facilitated the formation of relation-
ships, the foundation on which diplomacy rests, and provided access to 
information, the currency of diplomacy (Roberts, 2017). Yet the digi-
talization of public diplomacy has brought about the practice of diplo-
macy at a distance. As is explored in Chapter 7, early experiments with 
digital platforms led MFAs to launch virtual embassies, at first seen as 
innovative tools that could facilitate direct interactions between diplo-
mats and distant populations (Pamment, 2013). Similarly, web forums 
were first employed to facilitate online dialogue between diplomats and 
foreign Internet users (Khatib, Dutton, & Thelwall, 2012). However, 
as the process of digitalization continued, diplomats shifted their atten-
tion from online interactions to online message dissemination, while 
their communication goals altered from relationship building to influenc-
ing foreign elites. This process may have been the result of diplomacy 
at a distance as diplomats and MFAs could never fully see or envision 
the digital public they were interacting with. Lack of proximity may have 
led diplomats to view online publics as amorphic entities without phys-
ical features and which therefore could not be truly engaged with. As  
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Manor (2016) has argued before, diplomacy can only be practiced once 
it has been imagined by diplomats.

Society at a distance has also impacted the conduct of diaspora diplo-
macy, as is argued in Chapter 5. Some MFAs have sought to extend the 
boundaries of the state by interacting digitally with diasporas. Such is 
the case with the “Know India” platform, which seeks to establish ties 
between Indian diplomats and the children of Indian diasporas. Similarly, 
Lithuanian embassies employ Facebook as a platform for managing dias-
pora events. In these instances, digital platforms have a re-territorializing 
effect that can lead to collaborations between diplomats and diasporas 
(Bernal, 2014). Yet other MFAs seem more cautious when communicat-
ing with diasporas, as in the case of African MFAs evaluated in Chapter 6 
In such instances, digital platforms have a de-territorializing effect and 
they distance the diaspora from the state (ibid.).

In addition, digital platforms have had a re-territorializing effect on 
the nation state as a whole. Throughout history, the nation state has 
been an abstract entity. The sheer size of a nation, the lack of individual 
mobility and division between landlords and peasants meant that most 
individuals never saw the borders of their nation state or interacted with 
its many citizens in a meaningful way (Geary, 2003). Benedict Anderson 
(2006) famously argued that the printing press played a major role in 
the formation of the nation state, as languages shared by large and dis-
persed groups of people enabled individuals to conceptualize themselves 
as part of an “imagined community.” The digitalization of public diplo-
macy has possibly enabled the nation state to manifest itself more clearly; 
it can now be posted and tweeted into existence. Chapter 8 evaluates 
selfie diplomacy activities in which MFAs create a social media persona 
for their nation. This persona individualizes the state that suddenly has a 
username, a profile picture, and even a timeline of activities.

The re-territorialized state also has an online tone and animate qual-
ities, as it can now like and share content as well as engage in conver-
sations with other users. Selfie diplomacy is thus a different form of 
diplomacy at a distance, one that reduces the distance between citizens 
and the nation, which is no longer imagined but favorited into exist-
ence. Of course, living in a digital society means more than being influ-
enced by digital technologies. It is a set of metaphors, norms, values, and 
behaviors that guide the individual and society. A popular metaphor of 
the digital society is that of the network.
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the network society

Manuel Castells has famously argued that ours is the network society. 
Castells asserted that over the past three decades, the world has under-
gone a process of structural transformation in which the network has 
become the dominant structure in society. Brought about by the global 
diffusion of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) and 
digital technologies, networking is now the modus operandi in most 
realms of human activity and the means by which wealth, power, and 
knowledge are generated (Castells, 2006).

Networks, which are a system of interconnected nodes, are not a 
new societal structure (Miller, 2017). In fact, family life has always 
been structured as a network. In addition, networks have always been 
a valuable social structure, thanks to their adaptability and flexibility. 
Networks form to achieve a specific goal. To that end, nodes are added 
or removed. Once the goal is obtained, the network disperses with the 
same ease with which it was formed. The size of networks, however, 
was historically limited by barriers to information sharing. Until the late 
nineteenth century, networks could not coordinate activities across great 
distances as information traveled slowly from one location to another. 
Subsequently, networks dominated family and community life, while the 
worlds of production, power, and war were dominated by hierarchical 
structures (Castells, 2000a, 2006). Digital technologies have had a trans-
formative impact on society, as they enabled networks to overcome their 
temporal and spatial limitations. Using digital technologies, networks 
of organizations, individuals, companies, and states coordinate action 
instantaneously and on a planetary scale as information circles the globe 
in seconds (ibid.). Once restrictions on network size were lifted, they 
replaced hierarchies as the dominant structures of production, power, 
and war (Lupton, 2015).

When imagining the network society, Castells adopted both the tech-
nological and societal prisms. On the one hand, he recognized that there 
was no single network society. The network society manifests itself dif-
ferently based on the history, institutions, and culture of each nation 
(Castells, 2006). On the other hand, he asserted that all network soci-
eties share certain features. As networks transcend national borders, the 
network society is global and it is through global networks of goods, 
capital and communication that the logic, values, and behaviors of the 
network society diffuse and transform all nations (ibid.).
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To demonstrate the contemporary dominance of the network struc-
ture, Castells maintained that the economy, the media, and the nation 
state have been networked. The network economy is one in which 
small and medium firms become members in transnational business 
networks, while large corporations network with one another on spe-
cific projects. The media is networked as digital technologies have given 
rise to interactive forms of communication. In turn, societies have tran-
sitioned from unidirectional broadcasting systems, such as those of the 
television and radio, to interactive ones in which masses of individuals 
create and disseminate information that travels through global commu-
nication networks (Castells, 2006). The information shared on these 
networks includes blogs, vlogs, podcasts, selfies, social media updates, 
and diplomats’ accounts of global events. The nation state has been net-
worked as part of its attempt to keep up with the process of globaliza-
tion. Globalization, according to Castells, is characterized by a multitude 
of financial, cultural, political, and technological networks that work as 
a single unit on a global scale, leading to social processes that supersede 
the nation state (Castells, 2000a). To contend with globalization, the 
network state creates ultra-national networks that share sovereignty, such 
as the EU, where member states collectively formulate foreign and eco-
nomic policies. In addition, the network state facilitates the formation 
of sub-national networks in which sovereignty is transferred to networks 
of local governments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and civil 
society organizations (Castells, 2006). State agency is thus migrating 
upwards and downwards (Copeland, 2013).

As is the case with any social restructuring, the network society has 
seen the redefinition of time and space. In the industrial age, society was 
managed through “clock time”, or the constant allocation of time to spe-
cific tasks. In 1950s America, the factory hours of nine to five were allo-
cated to employment, while family time corresponded with primetime 
television (Horst, 2017). By contrast, the network society is one that 
relentlessly uses digital technologies to annihilate time. One form of such 
annihilation is the compression of time until it is rendered meaningless; 
this is the case with financial transactions that circle the globe instantane-
ously or nations’ attempts to wage instant wars. Another form of annihi-
lated time is the de-sequencing of time or the reordering of life and work 
cycles. Such is the case with 20-year-old tech CEOs who manage hun-
dreds of older employees. Similarly, the view of retirement as a second 
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adolescence and a time of experimentation and adventure represents a 
de-sequencing and reordering of life cycles.

Space is also reconfigured as digital technologies enable two events 
to take place simultaneously, regardless of geographic proximity. The 
advent of global networks of media, corporations, and governments that  
can collaborate in real-time and across vast distances suggests that space 
is no longer relevant. Indeed, the digital age has been credited with 
advancing the death of space. Yet many digital technologies, powered by 
GPS systems, Google Maps, or wearable devices, are tasked with tracking 
users’ spatial locations. In this sense, space is awarded greater significance 
in the digital society (DeNicola, 2017).

Castells implies that the network has become the dominant metaphor 
for life in contemporary societies. Individuals seek to network with their 
superiors or potential employers, academics coalesce around research 
networks, and citizens create networks to combat climate change. 
Similarly, diplomats create networks with diasporas while governments 
launch networks of excellence to inform policy making.

As part of the process of digitalization, some MFAs have already 
adopted networked approaches to public diplomacy. As is elaborated in 
Chapter 5, the Israeli MFA uses social network analysis to identify net-
works that spread anti-Semitic content online. As part of these activities, 
the rhetoric of network members is analyzed and “moderate members” 
are identified. These moderate members are then contacted by Israeli 
diplomats with the aim of conversing and reaching mutual understand-
ing. The end goal of such communications is to persuade moderate 
members to stop sharing the network’s content, thereby isolating net-
works of hate and stemming the flow of anti-Semitic content online. 
Similarly, the Lithuanian MFA aims to foster networks with European 
opinion makers and elites through which it may counter the Russian 
online narrative which depicts Lithuania as a failed state.

Other MFAs have sought to create networks with tech companies, 
aimed at developing innovative solutions to shared challenges or pre-
paring for the next wave of digital disruption. The Danish MFA, for 
instance, has appointed a tech ambassador responsible for creating 
goal-oriented networks with companies in the USA, Europe, and China 
(Danish Foreign Ministry, 2017). Considering the risk of rising water 
levels and its potential impact on Norway, the Norwegian MFA is look-
ing to form global networks with climate change organizations. As Jorge 
Heine argued, the digitalization of public diplomacy has thus included 
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the adoption of a new metaphor through which diplomats conceptualize 
their craft and the actors they must interact with: that of the network.

The annihilation of time and reconfiguration of space have also influ-
enced MFAs’ practice of public diplomacy. First, as Chapter 7 illustrates, 
the age of instant communication is also the age of instant revolutions. 
As Philip Seib wrote, the all-powerful Hosni Mubarak was deposed in 
three weeks while the Orange revolution in Ukraine lasted some ten 
weeks (Seib, 2012). The age of instant revolutions has seen diplomats 
adopt a form of real-time diplomacy in which events and public senti-
ment are monitored and analyzed in near-real time using digital technol-
ogies. This may enable diplomats to anticipate possible shockwaves to 
the international system (ibid.). Second, the de-sequencing of time has 
been embraced by MFAs, who routinely summon the past to make sense 
of the present. Such activities, which are evaluated in Chapter 8, rest on 
redefining a nation’s past to manage its present-day image. Third, pub-
lic diplomacy annihilates space through diplomatic activities that facilitate 
real-time interactions between diplomats and distant populations. Such is 
the case with interactive Q&A sessions with diplomats and world leaders. 
As this book will demonstrate, public diplomacy is also currently preoc-
cupied by a relentless drive to condense time and space.

Even the challenge that networks pose to the nation state has influ-
enced the digitalization of public diplomacy. The networked and glo-
balized world is one in which numerous government ministries must 
face the world. Ministries of energy, health, agriculture and the envi-
ronment routinely network with their foreign peers because global chal-
lenges require global solutions (e.g., climate change, terrorism). In turn, 
MFAs have lost their monopoly on managing the nation’s foreign affairs. 
Digital technologies, however, have enabled MFAs to counter-balance 
this loss of territory within government. Chapters 3, 6, and 7 examine 
how digital platforms enable diplomats to directly interact with their 
domestic population, giving rise to domestic public diplomacy activi-
ties in which diplomats seek to develop a domestic constituency, be it 
through consular aid or promoting goals of national importance. Such is 
the case with Poland’s MFA, who is engrossed in the task of distancing 
the nation from the atrocities of World War II.

Lastly, Chapters 4 and 7 demonstrate that MFAs, like the nation 
state, perform a balancing act between the global and the local. While 
some public diplomacy messages target a global audience, others focus 
on specific national audiences and are tailored to the attributes of those 
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national audiences. For instance, the French embassies to China, Kenya, 
and the UK may all share the same public diplomacy messages if those 
are directed at a global constituency. Other messages will target specific 
national audiences, such as French audiences, while taking into account 
each nation’s values and norms. Digitalization has therefore brought 
about “glocalized” public diplomacy in which space and national borders 
are disregarded and respected, simultaneously.

But as Lyon and Bauman (2016) assert, a network is not a commu-
nity. Networks are goal-oriented, temporary social structures charac-
terized by weak ties. Communities, by contrast, are more permanent 
structures characterized by strong ties among members, an emotional 
connection to other members, and continuous engagement with mem-
bers over long durations of time. Communities generally have something 
in common, such as religion, values, or sexual orientation. Over time, 
people develop a “sense of community” in that the community becomes 
an important part of their daily lives and their identity (ibid., p. 39).

The differences between networks and communities, and diplomats 
favoring one structure over the other, have important ramifications for 
the practice of public diplomacy. A network approach to public diplo-
macy may lead diplomats to focus on obtaining short-term policy goals 
by joining and leaving online networks. A communal approach, on the 
other hand, may lead diplomats to focus on building long-term relation-
ships with digital publics. As these publics begin to develop a sense of 
community, they may be willing to advocate in favor of a foreign nation 
and facilitate the acceptance of its foreign policy. As Chapters 5 and 6 
find, MFAs and embassies rarely offer digital publics opportunities for 
meaningful dialogic engagement, as some of these institutions focus their 
attention on networking with elites rather than building communities 
with digital publics. While the dominant structure of the digital society is 
the network, its currency is information.

the informAtion society

One of the defining characteristics of the digital society is that informa-
tion has become the principal vehicle of accumulating wealth (Lupton, 
2015). All tech giants, from Facebook to Google and Amazon, have 
acquired an astonishing ability to gather digital data, create information, 
and generate knowledge. Digital data are encoded objects recorded and 
transmitted using digital media technologies (ibid., p. 7). Digital data 
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are transmitted in symbols such as ones and zeros and include not only 
numerical information such as likes and shares, but also audio and visual 
data such as images, videos, blog posts, and comments on Facebook 
(ibid., pp. 4–7). The ability to transfer digital data from one device to 
another has been central to the emergence of the digital society, as data 
gathered by a smartphone application can be transmitted to the servers 
of a marketing company.

Digital data objects are pooled together to create information, while 
information generates knowledge (Lupton, 2015). For instance, when-
ever we browse Amazon for books, our search queries, the titles we look 
at, and the amount of time we spend looking at each title are recorded 
as data objects. Taken together, these objects create information about 
our browsing history. This information is then turned into knowledge 
pertaining to our interests, occupations, hobbies, and artistic taste. This 
knowledge is used by Amazon to send us emails recommending new 
titles that we may enjoy reading (Clegg, 2017). The basis of Amazon’s 
financial model is its ability to generate knowledge concerning the inter-
ests and tastes of millions of individual users and then offering them 
products that are tailored to their hearts’ desires.

Other tech giants use information to generate knowledge that is sold 
to advertisers. Google, for instance, scans users’ emails, records their 
search queries, and tracks the websites they visit to gather information. 
This information is used to generate a user profile and to tailor online 
advertising to that profile (Lupton, 2015, p. 96). The same is true of 
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and most other free platforms. The finan-
cial model of all these companies is similar: gather as much information 
as possible about their users and sell this information to the highest bid-
der (Beer, 2013; Lash, 2007). In the industrial economy, workers pro-
duced value. In the information society, digital users create value as each 
emoji, image, like, and share is gathered, analyzed, monetized and sold 
(Lupton, 2015). Those who wish to take Wall Street’s bull by the horns 
no longer yell “Show me the money”. They yell Show me the data.

Algorithms are the foundations of the information society. Lupton 
(2015) defines algorithms as a sequence of computer code commands 
that tells a computer how to process through a series of instructions 
to arrive at a specific endpoint. Algorithms have become central to the 
economy of the information society as they collect data about users, sort 
and make sense of the data (information), and generate predictions about 
users’ future behavior (knowledge). Such is the case with the Google Go 
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application, which draws on a user’s Gmail content and Google searches 
to anticipate her next request (ibid., p. 11).

The information society is also tailored; most of our digital experi-
ences are personalized to our unique attributes. When we search Google, 
we are exposed to tailored advertisements based on our browsing history 
and emails. When we log onto Twitter we are exposed to a tailored feed 
that ranks tweets based on our preferences. On Facebook, we are likely 
to see news articles that accord with our political affiliation. Algorithms 
are the main functionaries of tailoring. It is their task to gather our infor-
mation, sort it, and produce relevant knowledge about our likes and 
dislikes. As such, the feeling of unlimited access to knowledge that we 
experience when going online is but a mirage. The world at our finger-
tips is merely a diluted version of the vast cosmos of the Internet.

The 2016 US elections, however, raised concerns that the tailored 
society is also the ignorant society. As algorithms gather more informa-
tion on our activities, they increasingly tailor our online experiences to 
the point where we may exist in individual filter bubbles (Tucker et al., 
2018). Within these bubbles, we supposedly no longer see any content 
that does not match our algorithmically-determined interests, nor can 
we engage with any friends who have not been algorithmically deemed 
suitable. And so, our worldview is diminished to that of an ant while 
our exposure to new ideas and experiences is dramatically limited. One 
becomes blissfully, and algorithmically, ignorant. A poignant example of 
such ignorance dates to 2011 when certain Google users who searched 
the term “Egypt” saw no mention of the Arab Spring protests. Social 
revolutions were simply not part of their algorithmically-determined 
interests (Praiser, 2011).

Viewing algorithms as promoting ignorance, or erecting filter bubbles, 
employs the technological prism and focuses primarily on the technolog-
ical attributes of an algorithm. The societal prism reminds us that data 
gathering and analysis are not neutral. Algorithms are developed by indi-
viduals and they are imbued with the biases and goals of their develop-
ers (Lupton, 2015). Some algorithms, for example, are used to exclude 
certain populations. For instance, certain algorithms offer special dis-
counts to frequent flyers while overcharging regular customers. Other 
algorithms are used to classify populations based on the risk they pose 
to a state (Bauman & Lyon, 2016), while still others are meant to clas-
sify users of a digital platform based on socioeconomic status. It is thus 
important to remember that in every stage of the data gathering process  



48  I. MANOR

there was an individual who determined what should constitute data, 
how the data should be classified, and what questions should be answered 
based on the data at hand (Lupton, 2015).

The advent of algorithms has ushered in the era of big data. “Big 
data” is a term used to refer to the vast accumulation of single data 
points. Using algorithms, big data can be used to generate informa-
tion and knowledge on a large scale, be it a community, a city, or even a 
nation (ibid., p. 94). Some national health institutions now collect a vari-
ety of individual health measurements, including citizens’ weight, blood 
pressure, and cholesterol levels. Pooled together into a national data-
base, these single data objects become big data sets that can be used to 
compare the health of different nations, different social classes within a 
nation, or different age groups. This big data can even be used to predict 
future mortality rates as high cholesterol and obesity are major predic-
tors of heart disease. Similarly, financial corporations rely on big data sets 
of consumer spending habits to anticipate fluctuations in markets while 
Google uses global search queries to predict outbreaks of flu around the 
world.

In this sense, the digital society is a future-oriented one. Its gaze is 
permanently fixed on the next wave of innovation, the next market to 
be disrupted by digital technologies, and the next successful start-up. Its 
investors hope to fund the next Facebook while its entrepreneurs seek 
to launch the next Google. Its stockbrokers buy commodities based on 
future weather patterns while its financial institutions publish future mar-
ket predictions.

The rhetoric of big data often obscures its ethical dimensions. The 
amassing of vast quantities of data on citizens, consumers, and individ-
uals are routinely accompanied by violations of their privacy and their 
right to anonymity. Data brokerage firms that gather data online are 
only partly constrained by regulation. The same is true for social media 
sites and smartphone applications. Some of these have willingly shared 
users’ private data with intelligence services, as was made evident in the 
Snowden revelations (Lupton, 2015). Private companies also violate 
customer privacy. It is estimated that Walmart has amassed big data on 
some 60% of American adults and has shared that data with numerous 
third parties (Lupton, 2015, p. 96). Tellingly, these mass assemblages of  
personal information have been dubbed “big data” as opposed to “big 
personal data” or “big invasive data” or even “big private data.” The rea-
son for this is that “big”, for lack of a better word, is good. The term 
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“big data” suggests that the data in question has simply been supersized; 
like a McDonald’s meal, it is data on a grand and magical scale.

The ethics of algorithms and big data are also obscured; as there is 
no other way to contend with the magnitude of information produced 
online, as the information society is also the Too Much Information 
(TMI) society. The sheer amount of online content created every day is 
staggering. In 2017, every minute of the average day saw the posting 
of 527,760 photographs on Snapchat, the viewing of 4,146,600 vid-
eos on YouTube, the sending of 456,000 tweets, 154,200 Skype calls, 
3,607,080 search entries on Google, 600 new page edits on Wikipedia, 
and the creation of 360 new Facebook profiles. Bauman and Lyon 
(2016) claim that intelligence and security agencies are flooded by more 
information than they can ever hope to fully analyze. The same is true of 
digital publics, who can only hope to read all the articles that their peers 
recommend, or view all the videos that their friends upload, or read all 
the academic articles sent to them by publishers. It is, however, possible 
that we are drowning by design that the overwhelming feeling of TMI 
is meant to elicit adoration for algorithms that help us navigate our way 
across the tidal wave of information that heads our way every minute of 
every day. TMI may even increase our tolerance towards filter bubbles as 
they ensure that, amid the chaos of blogs and vlogs, we are only exposed 
to content that is of interest or relevance to us (Miller & Horst, 2017,  
p. 6).

Algorithms are thus like ideals. We cannot reach them, but oh how we 
profit from their presence! (le Carré, 1986).

The need to contend with TMI has already been recognized by 
some diplomats and MFAs. As Chapter 9 describes, some ambassadors 
have begun to use social media sites and blogs to offer a digital compass 
for all those facing the disorienting daily influx of TMI. These ambas-
sadors curate information for their online followers, identify reliable 
sources of information, suggest interesting analyses of world events, and 
even identify sources of disinformation. Such curation offers an added 
value to followers and may therefore enable an ambassador to foster an 
online community rather than a network. Similarly, the algorithmic logic 
of sorting populations for different treatment has also been adopted 
by MFAs. In Israel’s case, the MFA assumes that 25% of Twitter users 
will reject any Israeli message. Another 25% already support Israel.  
Thus, the MFA uses social media sites to target the 50% of users who 
may be swayed to one side or the other. It is this 50% who are analyzed 
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and who then become the target of online public diplomacy campaigns 
(Y. Morad, personal communication, March 30, 2014).

Some MFAs have even developed their own algorithms and means 
of big data analysis, as described in Chapter 10. When using big data 
analysis, diplomats and MFAs ascribe importance to certain populations, 
countries, and regions because they must decide who to analyze and 
who not to analyze. In this manner, big data may come to determine 
the audiences, activities, and even goals of public diplomacy (Cheney-
Lippold, 2011; Ruppert, 2011). Algorithms’ predictive capacity suggests 
that they are inherently “modern,” characterized by a relentless drive to 
impose structure on a chaotic world (Bauman, 2000). It is possible that 
it is the predictive element of big data and algorithms that has facilitated 
their adoption by MFAs as diplomats seek to impose structure onto an 
increasingly chaotic and accelerated world in which uncertainty is now 
the norm rather than the exception.

The existence of possible filter bubbles has proved a major source of 
concern for public diplomacy practitioners and their institutions, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 4. When first migrating online, diplomats envisioned 
social media sites through linear communication models such as the ones 
that characterized television. An embassy would tweet a message that 
would reach thousands of users. As part of the process of digitalization, 
MFAs and diplomats have come to realize that algorithms filter their 
messages. Embassy tweets only reach those users who follow the embassy 
directly or who have expressed some interest in diplomacy, foreign affairs 
or bi-lateral ties between two nations. Thus, diplomats and MFAs seek 
to shatter algorithmic confines. To this end, some MFAs, such as Canada 
and Russia, have developed algorithmic tactics that include the use of 
trending hashtags in their tweets or asking their followers to help dissem-
inate messages through retweets.

Equally worrisome for diplomats is the assumption that filter bub-
bles may be driving political polarization, hyper-partisanship, and violent 
online discourse. These are all the result of algorithmic filtering, which 
engulfs social media users in filter bubbles that prevent cross-party dis-
course because users can interact only with like-minded individuals. 
Within these filter bubbles, hate and bigotry are fueled by a bonfire of 
profanities and the circulation of disinformation. Crucially, if diplomats 
cannot reach a public engulfed in filter bubbles, they cannot practice 
public diplomacy. As Chapter 5 illustrates, several MFAs have now devel-
oped tools and strategies to “burst” filter bubbles.
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In the digital society, information is the main vehicle for accumulating 
wealth. Yet the ability to generate information requires two things. First, 
members of the digital society must agree to be surveilled by digital 
devices that amass vast quantities of data. Second, members of the digital 
society must constantly generate and share personal information online, 
thus “feeding” the algorithms. Generating data from users’ devices is 
achieved by offering them a new social contract, one in which their use 
of digital devices and applications is conditional upon the surrender of 
all privacy. Users supposedly surrender privacy of their own volition by 
accepting a device’s terms of use. But these are really “terms of misuse”, 
as they are formulated in a legal vernacular that cannot be deciphered 
even by the most diligent user (Manor & Soone, 2018). The constant 
generation and sharing of personal information are achieved by creating 
an insatiable desire to be surveilled at all times. These are explored in the 
following section.

the shAring society

Will Storr (2018) has argued that social media sites have ushered in an era 
of social perfection. By nature, humans evaluate their self-worth by com-
paring themselves to others. Social media sites offer a unique medium for 
such comparisons, as one can evaluate one’s self-worth relative to that 
of friends, classmates and even celebrities (ibid., p. 16). Yet social media 
profiles are not structured around an honest portrayal of one’s life. They 
are used primarily to create an online persona of achievement, popular-
ity, and pleasure. There are no selfies from the unemployment lines, nor 
do people tag one another when they are fired from their jobs. Social 
media promote a narrative of life as a never-ending parade of fine restau-
rants, champagne-infused parties, and professional excellence. Online, 
all users become hyperactive public relations agents-not surprising given 
that the logic of digital platforms is that of the neo-liberal market (ibid.,  
pp. 16–33).

Neo-liberalism has had an immense impact on the digital society. 
Early developers of the personal computer believed that they would 
create a world free of hierarchies in which individuals would be free to 
do as they please without having to surrender to centralized authorities 
(Storr, 2018, p. 252). This vision made its way into the offices of IBM 
and AT&T, who together promoted a rhetoric of unlimited individ-
uality in which every person would be his own “hub of ingenuity and 
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profit making.” Thus, every individual would become a commodity that 
could be sold on the market (ibid.). Social media sites such as Facebook, 
LinkedIn, and Twitter have simply provided the marketplace where these 
individuals are presently traded.

On the social media market, the self becomes a brand that must com-
pete over the attention of digital publics with all other brands or all other 
individuals. Consequently, the age of iPhones and iPads is also the age 
of iBrands. Yet social media sites have also taken the market vision one 
step further by creating an online environment in which “the currency is 
the self and the gold standard is openness and authenticity” (Storr, 2018, 
p. 255). Competing successfully on the marketplace requires that every 
social media user embrace the values of openness and authenticity, while 
rewarding others who follow suit. Authenticity relates to creating an 
iBrand that has a distinct appearance and tone and that deals with specific 
issues, be it Japanese manga, Beyoncé, or post-colonial politics. Openness 
relates to a deeply felt commitment to lead an open and transparent life, 
and to share one’s successes and failures, cherished memories and inner-
most thoughts, romantic conquests, and family drama. Social media facil-
itates such openness through its technological design, such as the “It’s 
Complicated” feature to describe romantic entanglements, situated 
alongside the “Like” button. These buttons reward openness and enable 
a community of iBrands to enforce its norms and values (Locke, 2018).

Indeed, the more personal a Facebook post or a tweet, the more likely 
it is to generate likes and favorites and the greater the author’s sense 
of social validation. Such was the case with a university professor who 
recently published a CV of his failures. This professor became more pop-
ular online than his more successful colleagues because he wholeheart-
edly embraced the norms of the digital society, which was to be open 
about his failures (Guardian, 2016). The question that soon emerges 
is, has the migration of MFAs and diplomats to social media sites sub-
jugated them to the logic of the marketplace? Has digitalization led 
diplomats to adopt the norms of information sharing, openness, and 
authenticity?

As Chapter 9 details, diplomats have in fact embraced more open 
forms of diplomacy. The Geneva Conference of 2014 was live-tweeted 
by diplomats sitting at the negotiating table. The Iran nuclear agreement 
was published in full by the State Department soon after it was signed. 
But diplomacy did not become more transparent in one day. Rather, as 
part of the long-term process of digitalization, diplomats are increasingly 
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lifting the veil of secrecy and granting digital publics a “behind the 
scenes” look at diplomacy.

MFAs and diplomats are also increasingly attempting to find an 
authentic voice. In a recent digital diplomacy conference in London, a 
high-ranking British diplomat stated that his colleagues often wonder 
why they are unable to attract many social media followers. His answer 
was blunt: “because you are boring.” This statement demonstrates 
a current trend in which diplomats and their institutions aim to cre-
ate an authentic digital persona to compete with other iBrands on the 
social media market. Ambassadors in particular have become brands, as 
is explored in Chapter 9, with some of them adopting brazen language 
that hardly seems diplomatic, but which epitomizes their craving for the 
attention of digital publics and their willingness to compete with others 
to obtain it.

The rhetoric of the marketplace is now also common among diplo-
mats practicing public diplomacy. The goal of public diplomacy “cam-
paigns” is to tailor messages to a “target audience” in an engaging way. 
Other campaigns seek to target “influencers” to increase the “reach” of 
an embassy. Of course, diplomats and their institutions not only compete 
with other iBrands, they compete with other diplomats and media out-
lets to gain exposure and influence online publics’ perception of world 
events. Digital platforms are thus transformed into aggressive arenas in 
which multiple diplomatic actors offer their narration of world events 
while competing over the attention of foreign audiences. Social media 
users in Ukraine, for instance, were a highly sought-after commodity 
for the Russian MFA during the 2014 Crimean crisis, while U.S. social 
media users were a rare commodity for Israel’s MFA during the 2015 
ratification of the Iran nuclear agreement. While the digital society has 
been called the “sharing society”, the drive for authenticity and openness 
can only be fully understood through the lens of the surveilled society.

the surveilled society

Some people question why digital publics do not simply abandon social 
media sites or smartphone applications, especially after the Snowden rev-
elations and the increased media attention paid to privacy violations on 
digital platforms (Lupton, 2015, p. 4). From the perspective of the soci-
etal prism, suggesting that one simply opt out of digital platforms fails 
to recognize the pervasiveness of these mediums in the digital society. 
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University professors open Facebook groups where students can ask 
questions before an exam, customers visit corporate Twitter chan-
nels to lodge complaints, and social movements such as #MeToo rely 
on Facebook to raise awareness and support for their causes. Human 
resources managers trail a candidate’s digital footprints while companies 
expect employees to establish an online presence that promotes the cor-
porate brand. This is also true of MFAs in which diplomats are asked 
to migrate to social media and establish a formidable digital presence. 
Lastly, digital platforms are also a mechanism for maintaining ties with 
dispersed social contacts in a globalized world. Those who exit these 
platforms do so at the peril of “social death” (ibid.).

The technological prism would offer a different explanation regard-
ing people’s reluctance to abandon digital platforms. This explanation is 
based on the concept of the panopticon. Designed by the English utili-
tarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham, the panopticon was a prison design 
in which a small number of prison guards could watch a large number 
of prisoners from a hidden location. Given that the prisoners in the pan-
opticon did not know when they were being watched, they engaged 
in a form of self-discipline, internalizing the guards’ “regulatory gaze” 
(Lupton, 2015, p. 33). Unsure if they were being watched or not and 
fearful of being punished for bad behavior, the prisoners came to disci-
pline themselves. Foucault used the panopticon as a metaphor for mod-
ern life and drew on it when he analyzed the self-regulatory power of 
social intuitions such as schools and factories. Students and assembly line 
workers are also subject to an ever-present (yet never present) watchful 
eye of the teacher or floor manager. In such institutions, the watched 
soon assumed the power to watch themselves, thereby oppressing them-
selves into disciplined behavior (Bauman & Lyon, 2016, p. 52).

The age of social media is also the age of post-panoptic surveillance, 
one in which social media users are both those being watched and those 
doing the watching. As argued above, the logic of social media sites is 
that of the marketplace. The desire of all users is to be seen—to be liked 
and shared and retweeted into stardom. Such desires are a result of the 
technological design of social media sites that include the features of lik-
ing, sharing, and retweeting other users’ content. The logic of the mar-
ketplace is hammered into the minds of users by the designation of some 
as social media celebrities. Those who obtain the greatest digital reach 
are adopted by corporate sponsors and catapulted into a life of leisure 
and exclusivity (Manor & Soone, 2018). They stroll along the beaches 



2 PUBLIC DIPLOMACY AND THE DIGITAL SOCIETY  55

of the Bahamas and glide down the slopes of Davos while selling their 
sponsors’ watches and bathing suits. Their status implies that a person’s 
digital worth rests solely on the reach of his or her last post and that one 
must work all day, every day, to maintain their status through sharing 
personal information. This is what Lupton calls “social labor” (Lupton, 
2015, p. 28).

So, the users of digital platforms conduct acrobatic feats to be seen 
and liked. They no longer fear the panoptic gaze of the watcher; indeed, 
they relentlessly try to summon it. To do so, they share their relation-
ship status, publicize their failures, Instagram their engagements, turn 
their private homes into public domains, and document their lives on an 
hourly basis. To quote Bauman and Lyon (2016), everything private is 
now done in public and for public consumption as part of the promotion 
of the iBrand. Yet the startling realization is that most social media users 
are not watched by their friends or peers, but by the algorithms that lay 
hidden behind the façades of Facebook and Twitter.

To obtain recognition, social media users are also forced to surveille 
their peers. Social media is predicated on the concept of reciprocity: fol-
low me and I will follow you, share me and I will share you, surveille 
me and I will surveille you. This logic of reciprocity is technologically 
enforced, because when we follow someone on social media or share 
their content, they receive a notification prompting them to return the 
favor. Thus, in post-panoptic surveillance, social media users are both 
the watchers and those being watched. Users soon become complicit in 
the act of digital surveillance, and their ability to defy it both online and 
offline diminishes. The logic of social media, coupled with the pervasive-
ness of digital surveillance in daily life, forces us to discipline ourselves 
like the inmates in the original panopticon. The behavior we are asked to 
adopt is complete openness. To paraphrase Margaret Thatcher, surveil-
lance is the method: The object is the soul.

The pervasiveness of digital platforms has also had a substantial impact 
on diplomatic institutions. As Chapter 3 explains, throughout the pro-
cess of digitalization, MFAs have established social media empires. Most 
MFAs now manage hundreds of social media accounts on a variety of 
platforms, including Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, YouTube, Instagram, 
and others. The formation of social media empires may have stemmed 
from the fear of “social death,” of being ignored by digital publics. More 
recently, several MFAs have considered abandoning or limiting their 
social media activities in favor of focusing on other digital tools. Yet such 



56  I. MANOR

initiatives usually fail. Opting out of the online realm risks another form 
of “social death”—that of irrelevance.

Similarly, Chapter 4 finds that MFAs and embassies also perform 
acrobatic feats to be surveilled, watched, and shared online. Such feats 
include using sarcasm, creating humorous memes, attacking diplomatic 
institutions, using sensational language, and trolling foreign diplomats. 
The Russian embassy in London, for instance, has turned trolling and 
promoting conspiracy theories into an art form. Other diplomatic insti-
tutions have taken to tagging one another in images to ensure diplo-
matic reciprocity (Cassidy & Manor, 2016). Importantly, the norms 
and behaviors of the surveilled society may have diffused into MFAs and 
embassies through young diplomats who grew up branding themselves 
on the social media marketplace.

Even online virality has become a much-revered achievement among 
diplomats. Those ambassadors who have become Twitterati, or Twitter 
celebrities, are often labeled public diplomacy gurus, and their acrobatic 
techniques are integrated into digital training courses within their respec-
tive MFAs. Like other social media celebrities, Twitterati ambassadors are 
catapulted into a procession of World Economic Forums in Switzerland, 
global discussions on the future of diplomacy in Geneva, and university 
lectureships. Thus, the logic of post-panoptic surveillance is hammered 
into the minds of all diplomats.

conclusion

This chapter has characterized the digital society by identifying its norms, 
values, and underlying logic. It has done so as a prerequisite to this 
book’s assertion that one cannot understand the digitalization of public 
diplomacy without first studying the digital society. Diplomats are social 
beings and MFAs are social institutions. Events that take place in soci-
ety impact diplomats’ worldviews, values, norms, and behaviors, and it is 
through diplomats that societal changes diffuse into MFAs. The digitali-
zation of nearly every aspect of daily life has given rise to the digital soci-
ety and it is this society that shapes the process of digitalization of public 
diplomacy.

Importantly, this chapter has also demonstrated that the digital soci-
ety cannot be characterized by a single norm or metaphor. Rather, the 
digital society is a mélange of technologies, ideas, behaviors, and meta-
phors. The technological prism would suggest that these are mostly the  
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result of technological infrastructure and design. The network  society  
is born out of ICTs that transmit information globally in seconds, while 
the sharing society is born out of the demand to feed social media algo-
rithms. The societal prism would argue that the digital society is shaped 
by digital publics. It is they who edit Wikipedia articles and contest 
reality and it is they who use the “like” button to ensure that all soci-
ety members share personal information. Of course, neither prism can 
account for the formation of the digital society. It is their combina-
tion that best illustrates what it means to live in a society that has been 
reshaped by digital technologies.

Lastly, this chapter has exemplified the way the norms, logic, and met-
aphors of the digital society come to shape the practice of public diplo-
macy. Table 2.1 summarizes some of these examples. The first example 
illustrates the demand of the digital society that everything once done 
in secret now be done in the open. The logic behind this demand is the 
need to feed algorithms, which are the foundation of the digital society. 
This demand has led digital society members to embrace the norms of 
complete openness and authenticity and to adhere to these norms by 
constantly sharing personal information. The demand that everyone be 
open and authentic has led digital society members to adopt the met-
aphor, or self-narrative, of an iBrand, which competes against all other 
iBrands by sharing the most private and sensitive information.

Similarly, the demand that everything once done in secret now be 
done in the open has led to a normative shift, as diplomats are more will-
ing to relinquish partial control over the communication process and 
to share information on digital platforms where it might be negated, 
contested, or rejected. This new norm has led to structural and proce-
dural changes in MFAs, who have established digital units tasked with 
live-tweeting diplomatic negotiations or publishing international accords. 
From the perspective of diplomats’ self-narratives, or the metaphors they 
employ to conceptualize their craft, some have adopted the metaphor of 
democratized diplomacy, in which information is shared to allow digital 
publics to take part in the policy formulation process. Such is the case 
with the New Zealand MFA evaluated in Chapter 6.

The second example deals with the logic of a society at a distance, 
one that employs digital technologies to manipulate time and space. 
From a normative perspective, society at a distance is one that constantly 
strives to annihilate time and space, rendering these dimensions mean-
ingless. This leads to doing things at a distance, from remote learning 
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to remote and instant wars. Society at a distance manifests itself within 
MFAs through the practice of diplomacy at a distance, which utilizes dig-
ital tools to overcome the limitations of time and space, as explored in 
Chapter 7. This leads to structural and procedural changes, such as the 
creation of the U.S. State Department’s Digital Outreach Team, which is 
based in Washington, but tasked with building relationships with Muslim 
Internet users all over the world or Swedish officials based in Stockholm, 
tasked with launching virtual, global embassies.

The third example deals with the demand that digital users sift their 
way through a daily barrage of TMI. From a normative perspective, 

Table 2.1 Mapping the influence of the digital society on the digitalization of 
public diplomacy

Digital society/
public diplomacy

Logic/demands Normative 
(norms, values)

Procedural 
(working routines, 
structure)

Conceptual 
(metaphors, 
self-narratives)

Digital society Everything done 
in secret must 
be done in the 
open

Openness and 
authenticity

Constant sharing 
of personal 
information

Creation of dis-
tinct iBrand

Public 
diplomacy

Everything done 
in secret must 
be done in the 
open

Relinquishing 
control over the 
communication 
process

Digital units 
that live-tweet 
diplomatic events, 
publish interna-
tional accords

Democratized 
diplomacy

Digital society Society at a 
distance

Annihilation of 
time and space

Remote learning, 
drones

Instant wars

Public 
diplomacy

Diplomacy at a 
distance

Overcoming 
traditional lim-
itations of time 
and space

Digital outreach 
teams that launch 
virtual Embassies, 
manage Q&A

Relationship 
building

Digital society Too much 
information

Drown by 
design

Algorithmic 
filtering

Tailoring

Public 
diplomacy

Too much 
information

Sense making Ambassadors 
curate informa-
tion for followers, 
recommend 
sources of insight

Real-time 
diplomacy
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digital publics may be deluged by design to increase adoration for algo-
rithmic filtering and adopt the metaphor of a tailored society. TMI has 
led diplomats to adopt the norm of sense making or aiding digital pub-
lics make sense of the world around them. To do so, ambassadors now 
curate information for their followers concerning world events as they 
unfold, thus limiting the impact of TMI and adopting the metaphor of 
real-time diplomacy.

Crucially, the impact of the digital society on public diplomacy is 
not uniform across all MFAs, as each ministry is currently undergoing 
its own unique process of digitalization influenced by a myriad of fac-
tors ranging from government-wide adoption of digital technologies to 
local norms, customs and national priorities. Digitalization is also not 
an instantaneous process. Rather, it is a prolonged one which over time 
influences the values, norms, working routines and structures of MFAs 
alongside the self-narrative and metaphors diplomats employ to imagine 
their craft. Now that the digital society has been characterized and its 
logic explained, this book can begin to analyze the digitalization of pub-
lic diplomacy. The following chapter analyzes a decade of interactions 
between diplomats and digital publics.
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Diplomacy is the art of telling someone to go to hell in such a way that he 
actually looks forward to the journey.

—Winston Churchill

After the outbreak of World War II, British Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill attended a military exercise of the British artillery corps. The 
Prime Minister noticed that seconds before the cannons roared, several 
soldiers knelt and raised their right hands in the air. Soon, new shells had 
been loaded into the canonns and, once again, seconds before their roar, 
the soldiers kneeled and raised their right hands in the air. Perplexed, the 
Prime Minister asked the soldiers what they were doing. Their reply was 
that they were holding the restraints of the horses so that they would 
not bolt in fear of the cannons. There were, of course, no horses near 
the cannons in 1940, but the drills and working routines of the artillery 
corps had not been updated since World War I.

The emergence of the digital society found diplomats restraining their 
own imaginary horses. The desire to interact with members of the digital 
society, the demand for sharing information and the need to attract atten-
tion from digital publics all required that diplomats establish new working 
routines, adopt new norms, and acquire new skills and capabilities. The 
procedures established to practice twentieth-century-public diplomacy 
would become mostly obsolete by the turn of the century as public diplo-
macy shifted its gaze from elites and opinion makers to ordinary citizens.

CHAPTER 3

A Vocal and Volatile Online Public
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Yet what diplomats failed to account for was the temperament of dig-
ital publics who would soon prove to be vocal, opinionated, volatile, and 
yearning to be heard. This chapter offers a series of case studies demon-
strating how the characteristics of digital publics challenged diplomats’ 
practices, working routines, and communicative cultures. The chapter is 
chronological so as to demonstrate that the digitalization of public diplo-
macy did not occur in one day, nor was it the result of a single digi-
tal interaction. Rather, the digitalization of public diplomacy has been 
a long-term process in which digital technologies, digital publics and 
digital initiatives have all impacted the conduct of public diplomacy. 
The chapter begins by illustrating the digitalization of American public 
diplomacy before examining the digital initiatives of the governments of 
Hamas, Israel, Sweden, the USA and the EU. Each of these case studies 
demonstrates the manner in which interactions between digital publics 
and diplomats shaped the digitalization of public diplomacy.

the “new” AmericAn evAngelists

As was explained in the introduction, the dawn of the twenty-first  
century saw a conceptual shift among scholars of public diplomacy 
referred to as the “new” public diplomacy. The 9/11 terror attacks, the 
formation of a global media ecology, and the emergence of the digital 
society all necessitated that diplomats transition from monologue- to 
dialogue-based public diplomacy. This “new” form of public diplo-
macy would strive to foster relationships with foreign populations so 
as to create a receptive environment for a nation’s foreign policy. Such 
relationships could be formed through two-way digital interactions 
(Melissen, 2005). Importantly, public diplomacy scholars regarded dig-
ital platforms, such as social media sites, as the medium of the “new” 
public diplomacy as they enable organizations to transition from one-way 
broadcast paradigms to two-way communicative paradigms that center 
on mutual interactions (McNutt, 2014). Moreover, relationships are 
the foundations of social media sites (Waters, Burnett, Lamm, & Lucas, 
2009), which also provide ideal conditions for two-way interactions, as 
organizations and publics can discuss issues of mutual concern (Bortree 
& Seltzer, 2009). During the first decade of the twenty-first century, the 
logic of the “new” public diplomacy began to permeate MFAs around 
the world. One notable example is the U.S. State Department.

Like scholars of public diplomacy, its practitioners also realized that 
monologic public diplomacy could not thrive in the digital realm. 
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According to James Pamment (2013), the process by which the “new” 
public diplomacy diffused into the State Department began when 
Washington-based think tanks lobbied to reform U.S. public diplomacy. 
One such think tank, the Council on Foreign Relations, argued in 2002 
that new technologies necessitated that public diplomacy actors focus on 
foreign citizens and “adopt an engagement approach that involves listen-
ing, dialogue, debate and relationship building and increases the amount 
and effectiveness of public-opinion research” (Pamment, 2013, p. 8).

In 2008, the diffusion of the “new” public diplomacy was made evi-
dent in the Public Diplomacy 2.0 initiative, launched by President Bush’s 
Under Secretary of State for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs, James 
Glassman. When defining the Public Diplomacy 2.0 initiative, Glassman 
stated:

Don’t we want to maintain control of our message? Perhaps. But in this 
new world of communications, any government that resists new Internet 
techniques faces a greater risk: being ignored. Our major target audiences 
- especially the young - don’t want to listen to us lecture them or tell them 
what to think or how wonderful we are… But our broad mandate in pub-
lic diplomacy is to understand, inform, engage, and influence foreign pub-
lics. All of these activities work best by conversation rather than dictation. 
(in Hayden, 2012)

Glassman’s statement echoes Nicholas Cull’s (2008) definition of the 
“new” public diplomacy as accomplishing foreign policy goals through 
engagement with foreign publics. It also mirrors James Pamment’s defi-
nition, as Public Diplomacy 2.0 was framed by Glassman as a clear break 
from twentieth-century public diplomacy. Additionally, Glassman’s state-
ment represents an understanding of the digital society. Digital publics, 
especially the young members of the digital society, would not simply 
absorb State Department messages, but would comment on them and 
even contest them. As Spry (2018) wrote, digital publics are active audi-
ences and they determine what content to respond to, and how, be it 
in reinterpreting public diplomacy messages, resisting them, or ignoring 
them altogether.

In his statement, Glassman warned the State Department that failure 
to relinquish control over public diplomacy messages and engage with 
digital society members would transform American diplomats into whales 
storming the beaches of irrelevance.

While the Bush administration launched Public Diplomacy 2.0, it 
was the Obama administration that would fully embrace the logic of 
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the “new” public diplomacy. This was no accident. As a presidential 
candidate, Barack Obama realized the immense potential of digital 
platforms to shape online discussions, as well as offline opinions and 
beliefs. Once in office, the Obama administration actively encouraged 
federal agencies to embrace digital platforms as a means of commu-
nicating with the American public and providing it with information 
and services. In 2009, the Obama administration published the “Open 
Government Initiative,” which required federal departments to “har-
ness new technologies” and readily publish information about their 
operations online. The directive focused on three core activities of 
the open government: transparency, collaboration, and participation 
(Bertot, Jaeger, & Grimes, 2012; Bertot, Jaeger, & Hansen, 2012; Lee 
& Kwak, 2012; Mergel, 2013; Snead, 2013). These are the very build-
ing blocks of the digital society, as members constantly share informa-
tion, commit themselves to the value of openness, and collaboratively 
create information.

Where the Obama White House led, federal agencies followed, flock-
ing to social media sites while developing their own open government 
initiatives (Bjola & Manor, 2018). Within the State Department, the 
zeitgeist of the Obama administration was propagated by 28-year-old 
Alec Ross, senior adviser for innovation to the Secretary of State, and 
38-year-old Jared Cohen, the youngest member of the Secretary of 
State’s policy planning staff. It was these two digital evangelists who 
sought to leverage the power of digital technologies toward diplomatic 
ends. Both maintained that diplomacy could no longer be limited to 
“white guys with white shirts and red ties talking to other white guys 
with white shirts and red ties.” The strategy they championed, known 
as twenty-first-century statecraft, aimed to amplify traditional diplomatic 
efforts with tech-based solutions. As Cohen and Ross stated, diplomacy 
was no longer just about political beliefs, it was about open diplomacy 
versus closed diplomacy, about working with networks that exist above 
and below the state, and about relinquishing control over online com-
munication as “the twenty-first century is a terrible time to be a control 
freak” (Cull, 2013; Lichtenstein, 2010; Ross, 2011).

Ross and Cohen soon struck an alliance with Silicon Valley magnates 
such as the CEO of Google or the chairman of Twitter and would also 
frequently visit Silicon Valley looking to foster new collaborations. The 
logic of the digital society was becoming embedded into the very DNA 
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of American public diplomacy. Twenty-first-century statecraft grew to 
include sending tech delegations abroad, crowdsourcing tech-based solu-
tions to bilateral challenges such as the narcotics trade, and ensuring that 
U.S. tech companies help spread democracy around the world. In one 
famous instance, the CEO of Twitter was asked to delay maintenance 
work on the network as protesters in Iran’s Green Revolution were rely-
ing on Twitter to disseminate images and videos of the regime’s crack-
down (Lichtenstein, 2010).

As part of their gospel, Cohen and Ross maintained that viral videos 
would alter the nature of politics, that mobile phones would become 
widespread tools for election monitoring and that virtual embassies 
would create new platforms for collaborations between global NGOs. 
Commenting on a video depicting the death of a young woman in Iran’s 
Green protests, Cohen stated that it was “the most significant viral video 
of our lifetimes” (Lichtenstein, 2010).

Equally important to the adoption of the “new” public diplomacy was 
the 2009 appointment of Anne-Marie Slaughter as director of the policy 
planning staff at the State Department. In the same year as her appoint-
ment, Slaughter wrote an article entitled “America’s Edge: Power in a 
Networked Century,” in which she argued that American power would 
rest on its ability to form transnational networks that could stimulate 
innovative solutions to global challenges (Slaughter, 2009). Ross, Cohen, 
and Slaughter seem to have epitomized the values of the digital society, 
and through them, among others, its culture and logic permeated the 
State Department (G. Lampe, personal communication, July 26, 2018). 
They would lobby for a more open, engaging, and networked form of 
public diplomacy that met the demands of digital society members and 
transitioned from monologue- to dialogue-based forms of engagement. 
Even their own use of social media was representative of the digital soci-
ety. Alec Ross would tweet policy updates alongside his anticipation for 
a new season of the TV show Entourage, thereby creating an authentic 
online persona (Lichtenstein, 2010).

Ross and Cohen soon became Twitter celebrities in the U.S. govern-
ment. Through their celebrity status and their authentic online tone, the 
logic of the digital society was being hammered into the minds of U.S. 
diplomats: Open is good. Closed is bad. Authenticity is key. By 2010, 
Ross and Cohen were, after Barack Obama and Senator John McCain, 
among the most followed members of government on Twitter. By 2012, 
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the U.S. State Department was managing an empire of more than 500 
social media accounts (Hayden, 2012).

Another catalyst of the new public diplomacy’s diffusion into the 
State Department was the Arab Spring, which caught American diplo-
mats by surprise as they were not monitoring the digital platforms in  
which these revolutions were beginning to take shape. These were plat-
forms on which Arab citizens openly criticized their despots. On those 
platforms Arab Citizens freed themselves from the binding shackles of 
government censorship. In 2011, President Obama’s Under Secretary of 
State for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs stated:

In a world where power and influence truly belongs to the many, we must 
engage with more people in more places. That is the essential truth of pub-
lic diplomacy in the internet age…. The pyramid of power flipped because 
people all around the world are clamoring to be heard, and demanding 
to shape their own futures. They are having important conversations right 
now - in chatrooms and classrooms and boardrooms - and they aren’t 
waiting for us. (Cited in Hayden, 2012)

The Arab Spring saw the acceleration of the digitalization of public 
diplomacy in the U.S. State Department. Notably, the State Department 
did not become digital in one day, nor did it embrace digital platforms 
at one time. Rather, there was a process of digitalization in which new 
approaches, methods, and definitions of public diplomacy were embraced 
over the course of a decade. This process was facilitated by external 
events (Arab Spring), the musings of academics and think tanks (Council 
on Foreign Relations), government-wide approaches to digital technol-
ogies (Obama’s Open Government Initiative), appointments of certain 
individuals to high-ranking positions (Anne-Marie Slaughter), and the 
zeal of two young policy-makers looking to digitalize diplomacy through 
alliances with Silicon Valley. While this process was unique to the State 
Department, it was also generic as MFAs throughout the world expe-
rienced their own processes of digitalization, influenced by local norms 
and values, government approaches to technology, and external events or 
shocks.

Yet for all the optimism that characterized the early work of Alec 
Ross and Jared Cohen, within a few years they changed their tune. In 
an interview from 2015, Alec Ross echoed Zygmunt Bauman and David 
Lyon (2016), stating that the problem with digital revolutions was that 
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they were networked, and as such, were also leaderless. As there is no 
charismatic leader willing to take the mantle of power once the revolu-
tion ends, chaos ensues. When asked if digital revolutions could lead to 
better outcomes, the more cautious Ross stated:

This is one of the cases when I’m just not a techno-utopian. I’m not ter-
ribly optimistic about it… I just don’t think people will be able to tweet 
their way to a functional democracy… I actually think people should put 
their smartphones down and focus on institution building and leadership 
development. (BNN, 2015)

What brought about this reversal of opinion? Why was the techno- 
euphoria of 2010 replaced by the techno-pessimism of 2015? One 
answer could lie in diplomats’ encounters with digital publics. For while 
diplomats were willing to relinquish some control over their communi-
cations and converse with connected individuals, they were unprepared 
for the vocal and volatile public they would encounter online—a public 
that disputed, rejected, or outright opposed public diplomacy campaigns 
(Spry, 2018). This chapter charts diplomats’ experiences with this vola-
tile public over a decade and demonstrates how these interactions further 
shaped the process of digitalization of public diplomacy.

2007—sweden’s virtuAl sex PArty

On May 30, 2007, Swedish Foreign Minister Carl Bildt entered the vir-
tual world of Second Life, becoming one of the first diplomats to visit 
this mirror world in which a vibrant community of individuals gathered 
daily to lead a virtual life and manage virtual relationships. Bildt entered 
this world to inaugurate one of the world’s first virtual embassies, built 
by the Swedish Institute in Second Life. Sweden’s virtual embassy, called 
Second House of Sweden, represented a novel approach to practicing 
the “new” public diplomacy. The embassy’s stated goal was to culti-
vate direct engagement with Second Life users and serve as a pilot study 
through which Swedish officials could learn how to communicate in dig-
ital settings (Pamment, 2013).

In addition to being one of the world’s first virtual embassies, Second 
House of Sweden was also the world’s first global embassy, meant to fos-
ter relationships between the Swedish government and a global, digital, 
public. Second House of Sweden was thus a truly “digital” initiative, as it 
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sought to render time and space meaningless. Government officials and 
digital publics could meet online and converse in real-time regardless of 
the physical distance between them. Moreover, officials and publics con-
versing on Second Life would exist in the same digital time zone irre-
spective of their physical time zones.

Unlike future virtual embassies, Second House of Sweden was not 
meant to serve as a surrogate for a brick and mortar embassy. It did not 
have a consular department, nor did it deal with bi-lateral issues. The 
embassy was used to promote Swedish art and culture and offer visitors 
a Swedish experience. It therefore included three virtual exhibition areas 
and an outdoor stage. Between 2007 and 2009, the embassy hosted talks 
by Swedish art curators, Swedish language lessons, film screenings and 
film festivals, e-learning conferences, and even national day celebrations.

Importantly, Second House of Sweden was created with offline dip-
lomatic goals in mind. The virtual embassy was a replica of the real 
Second House of Sweden, the nation’s flagship embassy in Washington. 
Moreover, Second House of Sweden was meant to promote a positive 
national image of Sweden, which would bolster the Swedish national 
brand (Pamment, 2013, pp. 119–123). Swedish virtual diplomacy was 
thus intrinsically linked to offline public diplomacy goals.

From its inauguration, however, the embassy encountered resistance 
from Second Life users. Some threatened to oppose the embassy’s grand 
opening by having a sex party on its roof. Danish Second Life users pro-
tested the incursion of reality into their virtual world. In one instance, a 
Second Life user visited Raoul Wallenberg’s recreated office wearing a 
Nazi uniform, while hackers attempted to disrupt film screenings (ibid.).

These protests were instructive for Swedish officials and diplomats. They 
illustrated that not all digital communities would welcome governments 
into their midst. Indeed, the Declaration of Independence of Cyberspace, 
published in 1996 by John Perry Barlow, stated quite clearly that the gov-
ernments of the world would not be welcome in the digital realm.

Sweden’s digital experience demonstrated the ease with which digital 
diplomatic activities and campaigns could be derailed by digital publics. 
The rejection of the Second House of Sweden by some users elucidated 
that digital publics could assert themselves in unpredictable ways, to 
paraphrase George Haynal (2011). Early rejections of digitalized public 
diplomacy activities shook the foundations of diplomatic institutions, as 
MFAs had yet to adapt to the digital age in which diplomatic blunders, 
mistakes, and faux pas are inevitable (Copeland, 2013). Nonetheless, the 
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emergence of the digital society required that diplomats step out from 
behind their embassy walls, interact directly with digital publics, relin-
quish control over their messages, and lift the veil of discretion and 
secrecy from diplomatic processes. One leader who promised to do just 
that was Barack Obama.

2009—obAmA’s cAiro redress

On June 4, 2009, President Obama delivered his “New Beginnings” 
address at Cairo University. In it, the President called for a new relation-
ship between the USA and the Muslim world and an end to animosity 
between the two. Speaking to the Muslim world from a Muslim capital, 
Obama hoped to redress the damage caused to America’s relationships 
in the Middle East and with the Muslim world following the tenure of 
George W. Bush (Colvin, 2009). In the aftermath of the address, the 
State Department’s Digital Outreach Team (DOT) attempted to interact 
directly with Muslim Internet users. This activity was the digital mani-
festation of Obama’s promise to begin a new dialogue with the Muslim 
world and a unique attempt to practice the “new” public diplomacy and 
create relationships with Muslim digital publics. The DOT’s activity also 
demonstrates how digital technologies are used to obtain offline public 
diplomacy goals.

The State Department’s DOT was established in 2006 as a means of 
engaging with online Muslims. It was staffed by ten civil servants who 
were all native Arabic speakers. In the weeks following Obama’s Cairo 
address, DOT members visited popular websites in the Arab world so 
as to converse with Muslim visitors, narrate America’s policies in the 
Middle East, highlight positive aspects of America’s involvement in the 
region, and counter the view of America as a militaristic empire that 
was occupying Muslim countries such as Iraq and Afghanistan (Khatib, 
Dutton, & Thelwall, 2012).

However, the DOT soon encountered barriers to its digital activities. 
First, the DOT often responded to questions by simply posting excerpts 
from Obama’s address. When the DOT did interact with Internet users, 
DOT members took 2.7 days to reply to a user’s comment or ques-
tion. DOT members also posted similar messages across multiple web-
sites, thus failing to tailor their online communication to the interest and 
needs of website users. Similarly, the DOT often replied to emotional 
posts with facts and figures, thus failing to meaningfully interact with 
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Internet users. Equally problematic was the DOT’s attempt to respond 
to graphic images of dead Muslim children by stating that it was Muslim 
terrorists who were killing children in Iraq. These responses stoked 
a tidal wave of profanities from Muslim Internet users. In fact, Khatib 
et al. (2012) found that DOT messages actually led to more negative 
sentiment in online conversations.

The DOT’s outreach activities demonstrate how unprepared 
American diplomats were for dealing with contentious issues oppo-
site critical audiences. The DOT took more than 2 days to respond to 
questions and comments, as each DOT response had to be researched 
for accuracy and approved in a meeting by all DOT members. Yet the 
very promise of digital connectivity is that of instantaneous conversa-
tions that take place regardless of time and distance. By failing to meet 
the expectations of digital publics to converse in real-time, the DOT 
was unable to foster dialogue with digital audiences. DOT members 
also seem to have failed to listen to the comments posted by Internet 
users. They responded to emotions with facts and figures and posted the 
same responses across multiple platforms. Yet the digital society is one 
in which information must be tailored to the views and interests of dig-
ital publics. The team also embraced a reactive form of communication 
rather than an active one in which they could attempt to set the agenda 
for online discussions. This was most evident in their decision to respond 
to graphic and violent images, which are often used by trolls to purpose-
fully derail online conversations.

Following the DOT’s experience, and that of other digital teams 
around the world, MFAs began to develop new working routines and 
adapt existing routines to the digital age. Conversing with digital pub-
lics required that diplomats be allowed to post online messages based on 
their own judgment. This would require digital training so that diplo-
mats venturing online would be able to contend with the  expectations, 
demands, and newfound agency of digital publics. Dealing with online 
criticism and possible trolls would require that MFAs draft guide-
lines articulating when, and how, critics should be engaged and what 
type of content should be disregarded. Tailoring diplomatic messaging 
to the interests and needs of specific publics would require that diplo-
mats become familiar with the logic of each social media site; while 
Facebook is primarily used for relationship building, Twitter is used 
for information gathering and opinion sharing (Hughes, Rowe, Batey, 
& Lee, 2012; Kwak, Lee, Park, & Moon, 2010). Importantly, digital  
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interactions would also necessitate a normative shift within MFAs in 
which public diplomacy would become public-centric and strive to meet 
the informational needs and desire of digital publics rather than those of 
elites. Yet MFAs would also have to be cautious of imposing too many 
restrictions, guidelines, and limitations on diplomats, as these would pre-
vent diplomats from obtaining the authenticity that is required for digital 
interactions.

So, the process of digitalization begun to influence the procedures, 
culture and working routines of MFAs around the world who created 
digital departments tasked with overseeing the training of diplomatic 
corps. As each MFA underwent its own process of digitalization, each 
MFA developed its own unique form of digital training and supervi-
sion. The Polish MFA adopted the model of “Train and Supervise” in  
which the MFA closely supervises and reviews content published by 
Polish embassies on digital platforms. The Finnish MFA adopted the 
model of “Trust, Train and Provide” in which embassies enjoy auton-
omy with regard to content published online and are also provided with 
materials from the MFA. Israel’s MFA adopted the model of “Train, 
Supervise, and Utilize” as embassies are often used by the MFA to pro-
mote certain messages on a global scale (Manor, 2016). These MFAs, 
however, are by no means the only ones to offer diplomats digital train-
ing. From Nairobi to Dublin and London to Moscow, diplomats are 
now trained in the new art of digital engagement. MFAs’ ability to 
develop new working routines, alter their structures, and establish new 
departments negates Copeland’s (2013) argument that as the oldest 
organ of government, MFAs are “ossified and sclerotic, relying heav-
ily on established procedures and command and control style social 
relations.”

The DOT’s activities represented an open form of online interactions 
conducted on Internet websites. By 2013, MFAs adopted a more con-
servative and quarantined form of engagement—the social media Q&A.

2013–2014 Ask #isrAel

Between 2013 and 2014, the Israeli MFA held two important Q&A ses-
sions on Twitter inviting users to interact in real-time with Israeli dip-
lomats. By the summer of 2013, Q&As had become a popular public 
diplomacy tool as they counterbalanced the desires of digital society 
members and the risk-intolerant cultures of MFAs. While these Q&As 
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were advertised as “live,” they consisted of users posting questions and 
diplomats determining which questions to answer. Diplomats could take 
up to several minutes to review the questions posted online, determine 
which were least controversial, and formulate a diplomatic response. 
Moreover, diplomats could decide which questions and users to avoid. 
By providing opportunities for near-real-time interactions, and by shar-
ing information, opinions, and even personal anecdotes from their 
careers, diplomats met the desire of digital publics.

One of the first Israeli Twitter Q&As took place in December 2013. 
Twitter users were asked to pose questions to the MFA’s spokesperson, 
Yigal Palmor. Tellingly, the Twitter advertisements for the Q&A asked 
users to submit questions several days before the event actually took 
place. This enabled the spokesperson to review the type and tone of 
questions he was receiving, and to pre-author a set of possible answers. 
The online advertisements for the event also attempted to set the agenda 
for the Q&A by limiting the topics to be addressed online. One ad 
stated, “What does Israel really think about Hamas? Everything you’ve 
always wanted to know and were afraid to ask.” Another advertisement 
asked, “What does Israel really think about Iran?” As such, this Q&A 
may be regarded as a quarantined form of engagement in which digital 
publics could interact with diplomats for a limited time regarding a lim-
ited number of issues (Kampf, Manor & Segev, 2015).

Half a year later, in July 2014, the Israeli ambassador to the USA, 
Ron Dermer, invited American Twitter users to a special Q&A dealing 
with Israel’s War in Gaza.

As Hamas rockets turned dusk to dawn in Israeli cities, and as Gaza 
was being bombarded by Israeli fighter jets, the ambassador began tak-
ing questions from Twitter users. However, it quickly became apparent 
that many users were not interested in conversing with the ambassador, 
but were hoping to hijack the event and criticize Israel’s government 
and its policies. Dermer was bombarded with a long series of personal 
attacks, graphic images of dead Palestinian children, and cartoons depict-
ing Israeli soldiers as Nazi officers. Twitter users also asked Dermer what 
was his favorite instrument for killing Palestinian children—bombard-
ment, starvation, or disease? Another user asked if the ambassador took  
drugs to convince himself that killing children on the beaches of Gaza 
was an act of “self-defense.” Others asked if he was proud that his nation 
had injured more than a thousand Palestinians and whether it was he 
who fed the White House Zionist propaganda.
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Digital publics did not merely oppose the ambassador’s public diplo-
macy effort. They rejected it completely, telling the ambassador in a very 
non-diplomatic tone to go to hell. Subsequently, the Q&A attracted 
media attention. Al Jazeera published a news article titled “Q&A goes 
terribly wrong,” while Russia Today and Business Insider labeled it an 
“Epic Fail” and “A disaster” respectively. According to Al Jazeera, the 
#AskDermer hashtag was used more than 20,000 times, mostly for post-
ing negative comments (Manor, 2014; The Stream, 2014).

In spite of the negative backlash, the Israeli ambassador neither 
flinched nor sought refuge offline. His replies stated that Israel was 
doing all in its power to protect the lives of civilians, even though Hamas 
uses citizens as human shields. The ambassador also assured follow-
ers that all civilian deaths would be investigated by Israel. He explained 
that Israel had agreed to numerous cease-fire proposals but these had all 
been rejected by the Hamas government. He stressed that Israel with-
drew from the Gaza strip in 2005, only to have it fall into the hands 
of an organization that openly called for the destruction of Israel. The 
ambassador also narrated Israel’s objectives, stating that “quiet would be 
met with quiet”, meaning that once Hamas stopped firing rockets, Israel 
would cease its air and ground operations. The ambassador also equated 
Hamas’ use of human shields with Israeli attempts to shield its citizens. 
Yet amidst the graphic imagery of dead mothers and sons, and the clatter 
of curse words and anger, the ambassador’s answers may have fallen on 
deaf ears.

One could, however, assert that the ambassador’s decision to remain 
online and answer difficult questions demonstrated a true desire to 
converse with digital publics. It may have also demonstrated that Israel 
could justify its policies in the region, even the most contentious ones. 
Moreover, by attempting to interact with critical audiences of Israel, the 
ambassador was attempting to realize the full potential of digital tools, 
for why preach to the choir when you can attempt to convert the flock? 
Lastly, some users who received answers to their questions may have 
been willing to further converse with the ambassador online, thus laying 
the foundation for future relationships.

The ambassador’s Q&A session may have been used to obtain three 
offline, public diplomacy goals. The first was to rally support from 
American Twitter users so as to prevent the Obama administration from 
restraining Israel’s military activities. The second goal may have been 
to create a moral dichotomy between Hamas, which uses citizens as 
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human shields, and Israel which shields its citizens. Such a moral dichot-
omy could have helped manage Israel’s image in the USA even as it was 
bombing Gaza (Manor & Crilley, 2018a). Third, the ambassador may 
have been attempting to draw a parallel between the threat of terror fac-
ing the USA and that facing Israel, thus crafting public diplomacy mes-
sages that would resonate with American social media users. While the 
ambassador may have hoped to converse with American Twitter users, 
his Q&A drew users from all over the world, many of them unrecep-
tive to arguments that could have resonated with Americans. As Sabrina 
Sotiriu (2015) states, digitalization is often accompanied by a loss of 
control over the communication process as messages reach unintended 
audiences. Dermer’s Q&A, therefore, demonstrates the glocalized nature 
of public diplomacy delivered via digital platforms and the annihilation of 
space in the digital society as borders are rendered meaningless.

Dermer’s Q&A illustrates two difficulties that diplomats would have 
to contend with when practicing the “new” public diplomacy. The first 
was the relative ease with which digital publics could hijack a diplomatic 
event and its symbol. The hashtag #AskDermer was not associated with 
Israeli diplomacy but with Israeli brutality. The second was the media’s 
coverage of such occurrences. The headlines following the Q&A all labe-
led it a disaster because the ambassador was rebuked by digital publics. 
None of the news stories included the ambassador’s answers to difficult 
questions or his willingness to remain online. Such negative media cov-
erage of diplomats’ efforts to interact with digital publics would cause 
MFAs to fear digital publics and to view engagement with suspicion. 
The media’s lack of understating of the importance of Dermer’s attempt 
to interact with digital publics shows that the process of digitalization 
of public diplomacy would include other actors orbiting the sphere of 
diplomacy, such as journalists and media institutions.

Just as the Israeli ambassador was preparing to log off Twitter, the 
unpredictable online public stormed Hamas’ headquarters.

2015—Ask hAmAs

In March 2015, the Hamas terror movement held a three-day Q&A 
session on Twitter. The tweet publicizing the event stated “Truth from 
the mouth of the Horse” and employed the hashtag #AskHamas. Unlike 
previous Q&As, Hamas’ event would last for several days and allow 
Twitter users to interact with four different officials: a female member of 
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the Palestinian Legislative Council, a Hamas terrorist who had spent sev-
eral years in an Israeli jail, the Prime Minister of the Hamas government 
in Gaza, and a leader in Hamas’ military wing (Fig. 3.1).

From the beginning of the Q&A, Hamas spokespersons found them-
selves facing harsh criticism from digital publics. A large number of ques-
tions focused on the priorities of the Hamas government with followers 
asking, “Why do you choose to build murder tunnels rather than invest 
in education for your children?” and “Why did you take money given to 
you by wealthy Arab countries and use it to build terror tunnels instead 
of feeding your people?” Other users focused on the government’s cor-
ruption, stating that one of Hamas’ leaders, Khaled Mashal, is worth 
more than $2.6 billion USD while others have secret accounts in Swiss 
banks and live in lavish hotels in the Gulf.

Additionally, users attacked Hamas’ morality and policies toward 
Israel or Jews by asking “Doesn’t firing your missiles from kindergar-
ten and hospitals make you culpable for civilian deaths?” “Using civil-
ians (especially kids) as human shields is inhuman,” and “After you fulfill 
your charter by killing all the Jews, which minority group would you like 

Fig. 3.1 Invitation to Hamas Twitter Q&A (Source https://twitter.com/
HamasInfoEn/status/576136445443891200)

https://twitter.com/HamasInfoEn/status/576136445443891200
https://twitter.com/HamasInfoEn/status/576136445443891200
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to exterminate next?” Another issue to be addressed by digital publics 
was the similarity between Hamas and Daesh, with users focusing on 
the indoctrination of children, summary executions, and the brutality 
through which both organizations maintain civil order in their territo-
ries. The images projected at Hamas spokespersons were either graphic 
images of wounded and dead Israelis, images of Hamas’ summary execu-
tions in Gaza, or images of young Palestinian children holding weapons 
and vowing to wage holy war. One striking image even included a baby 
in a crib surrounded by bullets and rifles.

For their part, Hamas spokespersons were selective in the questions 
they chose to answer. When asked about the prospects of peace with 
Israel, one spokesperson replied that “Hamas supports any just solution 
that grants the Palestinian people all their legitimate rights.” In response 
to questions regarding Hamas’ military activities, spokespersons stated 
that Hamas was defending Palestinians from Jews looking to kill Arabs 
and that Hamas would not disarm “until the occupation ends and jus-
tice prevails. Period.” Other answers focused on rebuking allegations 
that Hamas fired rockets from hospitals or civilian areas. Finally, when 
asked why people would be willing to commit suicide bombings, and 
why Hamas would support such activities, a spokesperson stated that 
these bombings were born out of years of aggression, oppression, and 
occupation.

In summary, Hamas spokespersons addressed questions relating to the 
terror movement’s goals, its military activities and its moral character. 
However, spokespersons did not comment on the government’s prior-
ities in the Gaza strip, the allegations of corruption, the indoctrination 
of children, and its brutality toward the civilian population of Gaza. 
The barrage of cynical questions and criticism that Hamas faced online 
influenced the media’s coverage of the Q&A, with the Washington Post 
running the headline “Hamas #AskHamas Twitter campaign is being 
mocked and it hasn’t even started yet,” while the Israeli Haaretz paper 
used the headline “Ask Hamas Twitter campaign backfires” (Haaretz, 
2015; Taylor, 2015).

An important question is, why would a terror organization hold a 
Twitter Q&A in the first place? One answer might be that Hamas was 
hoping to legitimize its rule over the Gaza strip. By taking to Twitter 
and offering digital publics the opportunity to interact with and criti-
cize its leaders, Hamas was following the example of many other gov-
ernments. Moreover, Hamas may have been attempting to manage its 
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international image. The Q&A, and the involvement of a female spokes-
person, enabled Hamas to distance itself from the likes of Daesh and to 
portray itself as a progressive Muslim government rather than an oppres-
sive radical Islamic group. The very use of social media sites may have 
impacted Hamas’ image, as in 2015 social media sites were still viewed 
as positive forces in society and were closely associated with the hope-
ful spirit of the Arab Spring. Finally, online images influence offline per-
ception. Daesh’s social media empire and tech savviness, for instance, 
enabled it to create an offline image of a state in the making. By author-
ing an online narrative, or iBrand, of legitimacy and good governance, 
Hamas may have been attempting to influence offline perceptions of its 
rule over the Gaza strip.

The Hamas Q&A demonstrates that the digitalization of public diplo-
macy empowered a broad range of actors who could now engage in  
public diplomacy activities, foster relationships with digital publics, 
manage their image, and legitimize their activities. These ranged from 
terror groups such as Daesh to quasi-governments like Hamas and ultra- 
national diplomatic entities such as the EU.

2014–2017 the eu’s obsession with isrAel

The EU’s Delegation to Tel Aviv is one of the most digitally active dip-
lomatic institutions in Israel. Between 2014 and 2017, the Delegation 
repeatedly turned to digital platforms in order to interact with Israeli cit-
izens, narrate the EU’s policies in the Middle East, and exhibit the close 
relationship between Jerusalem and Brussels. These activities, which 
included two Facebook Q&As and a Facebook campaign, offer a longi-
tudinal case study of the digitalization of public diplomacy.

The relationship between Israelis and the EU is a strained one. Many 
in Israel believe that the EU focuses obsessively on the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict, in comparison with other regional and global crises. Some even 
argue that the EU’s interest in Israel stems from anti-Semitism and not 
from a desire to bring about a peaceful solution to the conflict. Others 
maintain that the EU is hypocritical for blaming Israel for human rights 
violations while ignoring the atrocities committed by Arab despots or 
China (Ahren, 2017; Landau, 2018; Pardo, 2016).

The tension between the EU and Israelis may have motivated the 
EU’s ambassador to hold a Facebook Q&A soon after he arrived in 
Israel. Held in May 2014, the Q&A included 86 questions posed to the 
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ambassador by Israeli Facebook users. In an attempt to analyze the 2014 
Q&A, all questions posted by Facebook users were categorized by two 
coders based on their subject matter. This categorization was based on 
an inductive approach in which categories arise from the text itself. The 
questions posted on Facebook were collected in May 2014 and analyzed 
during March 2018. The categories identified and their prevalence may 
be seen in Graph 3.1.

As Graph 3.1 reveals, the two most prevalent categories of queries 
were “Obsession with Israel” and “Criticize Israel.” The “Obsession 
with Israel” category included questions such as: Why is the EU so 
obsessed with Israel? Why does it not focus on other global conflicts? 
Why does the EU condemn Israel’s policies while supporting Arab 

Graph 3.1 Analysis of questions posed to the EU ambassador by category 
prevalence (number of questions)
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dictators? Why does the EU blame Israel for human rights violations 
while allowing the Assad regime to murder its own people? Notably, 
many of these questions included the term “obsession”. Questions in 
the “Criticize Israel” category blamed the EU for being quick to judge 
Israeli military activities even when they are justified, for accepting rac-
ism in other countries (such as Denmark’s attitude toward Muslims), for 
attacking Israel in multilateral forums, and for meddling in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict.

The third most prevalent category included questions pertaining to 
rampant anti-Semitism in Europe and the EU’s lack of response to ris-
ing anti-Semitism. The fourth most prevalent category, “Funding for 
terrorism and anti-Israeli NGOs,” alleged that EU funds were used by 
the Palestinian government to pay families of terrorists and that the EU 
financed Israeli NGOs that strive to subvert the nation state. The fifth 
most prevalent category lamented the EU’s lack of assistance to ref-
ugees and asylum seekers who are persecuted in Israel, while the sixth 
most prevalent category accused the EU of supporting boycotts of Israeli 
products. The category of “Trade and Science” included questions per-
taining to collaborations between the EU and Israel, while the “Human 
Rights in Israel or Arab World” category emphasized the EU’s need to 
deal with human rights violations in the Arab world, not in Israel.

Among the least prevalent categories were those including questions 
about global events such as the Crimean Crisis, independence move-
ments in Europe (such as Catalonia) or the Iran nuclear agreement. 
Israeli Facebook users also asked the ambassador if the EU intended 
to officially recognize the Hamas government in Gaza, whether the 
EU intended to collaborate with Israel in fighting the shared threat of 
Islamic terrorism, if the EU would ever recognize Israel’s borders and 
move its embassy to Jerusalem, and whether Israel could eventually join 
the EU. Finally, a small number of Israelis asked how Europe would con-
tend with its refugee problem, whether the EU would ever place eco-
nomic sanctions on Israel, and how the ambassador became a diplomat.

When assessing the sentiment of the questions posed to the ambas-
sador, one begins to understand the Israeli sentiment toward the EU in 
general. As part of this chapter’s analysis, each question was ranked on a 
sentiment scale ranging from very negative to negative, neutral, positive, 
and very positive. Two coders ranked all questions, while the Spearman 
correlation coefficient was used to ensure a high inter-coder reliability. 
Of the 86 questions posed to the ambassador, 62% had a negative or very 
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negative sentiment, 32% had a neutral sentiment, and only 6% had a pos-
itive or very positive sentiment. Indeed, the majority of Facebook users 
did not simply pose questions to the ambassador; rather they attacked 
him, the polity he represents, and the EU’s policies vis-à-vis Israel. For 
instance, one user asked, “Will you please stay out of Israeli affairs?” 
Another wrote, “Dear Ambassador, could you please explain why you 
think that after more than 2000 years of Europe proving itself incapable 
of humanely treating its Jews, why do you think we buy your act of PC 
[political correctness] civility and think that all of a sudden you have all 
turned on your heads and can now think of Jews as regular people? PS 
Please advise why you are still here wasting our oxygen?” When address-
ing funds allocated to the Palestinian government, one Israeli asked, 
“Good day his Excellency, why is the EU always focused on Israel and 
almost only on Israel? Why doesn’t the EU see to it that all the money 
given to the so-called ‘Palestinians’ is going for the right causes!”

Even when asked about issues that are not related to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, the ambassador was blasted by Israelis. For instance, 
Israeli Facebook users employed harsh words when blaming the EU for 
abandoning asylum seekers in Israel, for not doing enough to advance 
peace, and for not using financial leverage to pressure Israel into making 
concessions to the Palestinians. One user suggested that the ambassador 
pack up his bags and leave as soon as possible. As such, the ambassador 
was damned if he did and damned if he didn’t. Despite the negative sen-
timent of the questions, the EU ambassador answered 64 of the 86 ques-
tions posed to him.

In May 2017, exactly three years after the 2014 Q&A, the EU 
Delegation to Israel launched a shared Facebook campaign with Israel’s 
delegation to the EU in Brussels. The campaign was meant to reflect the 
close nature of the relationship between the EU and Israel and highlight 
areas in which the two have a mutually beneficial partnership. This was 
made evident in the images comprising the campaign, which include two 
doves, or two hands intertwined, one bearing the flag of Israel and the 
other the flag of the EU (Fig. 3.2).

An examination of 30 Facebook posts comprising this campaign 
suggests that it was tailored to many of the views expressed by Israeli 
Facebook users in 2014. The issues addressed in EU campaign posts, 
which were also categorized by two coders, may be seen in Table 3.1. 
Notably, all posts were gathered during January 2018 and analyzed dur-
ing March 2018.
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As seen in Table 3.1, the majority of campaign posts dealt with Israel’s 
participation in EU-funded research and development projects. These 
Facebook posts may have been used to negate the view of the EU as 
being obsessed solely with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and always 
resorting to harshly criticizing Israel. As these posts demonstrate, the EU 
and Israel enjoy numerous forms of collaborations. Campaign posts also 
dealt with the everyday benefits of the close relationship between the EU 
and Israel and trade relations between the two. Everyday benefits included 
cheaper flights for Israeli citizens to Europe and the opportunity to visit 
more destinations in Europe. Posts focusing on trade relations empha-
sized the fact that the EU was, and remains, Israel’s largest trade partner.

Fig. 3.2 EU Delegation joint Facebook campaign with Israeli mission to  
the EU (Source https://www.facebook.com/Europe.in.Israel/photos/ 
a.138558509540849.27528.134470763282957/1547361638660522/?type= 
3&theater)

https://www.facebook.com/Europe.in.Israel/photos/a.138558509540849.27528.134470763282957/1547361638660522/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/Europe.in.Israel/photos/a.138558509540849.27528.134470763282957/1547361638660522/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/Europe.in.Israel/photos/a.138558509540849.27528.134470763282957/1547361638660522/?type=3&theater
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The third most prevalent issue addressed in campaign posts was the 
values shared by the EU and Israel. One such post dealt with Israel’s 
historic Eurovision win in 1998 when it was represented by transsexual 
singer Dana International. This post could have resonated with Israeli 
Facebook users as Israelis take pride in being a bastion of LGBT rights 
in the midst of an intolerant region. Two posts that warrant attention are 
those stating that the EU appointed a coordinator for all efforts to com-
bat anti-Semitism in Europe and a post stating that the EU and Israel 
collaborate in fighting terrorism. These two issues had been raised time 
and again in the 2014 Q&A. The two least prevalent issues were joint 
ventures between the EU and Israel, and the shared roots of the EU and 
Israel.

However, an analysis of engagement rates with campaign posts sug-
gests that these were mostly rejected by Israeli Facebook users. As can be 
seen in Graph 3.2 between January and April 2017 the average Facebook 
post published by the EU Delegation in Israel garnered 6.6 likes, 1.53 
shares and 0.37 comments. During the month of May, Facebook posts, 
including those in the campaign, attracted similar engagement in terms 
of likes and comments but substantially lower levels of shares. As such, 

Table 3.1 Issues addressed in EU Delegation campaign by number of posts

Issue Number of posts Examples

Israeli participation in 
EU R&D projects

7 7% of EU Horizon 2020 included Israeli 
research projects; Israel received 1.7 billion 
euros in EU research program grants

Everyday benefits to 
Israel

6 Open skies agreement means Israeli can fly to 
Berlin for Paris in 100 euros; Thanks to open 
skies number of cities with direct flights from 
Tel Aviv has doubled in less than 5 years

Trade with the EU 6 EU states invested 11 billion euros in Israel; 
EU is Israel’s biggest trade partner

Shared values 5 Israel and EU hold regular anti-terrorism dia-
logues; EU appoints Anti-Semitism coordina-
tor; Israel, Germany, and Finland are all ranked 
as top 5 most innovative countries in the world

Joint ventures 3 Joint development of innovative technologies 
for early detection of cancer

Shared roots 3 Shimon Peres, Israel’s 9th President, was born 
in Poland; Tel Aviv is home to large number of 
German Bauhaus buildings
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Israeli Facebook users were not willing to share campaign messages with 
their online contacts, nor did campaign messages especially resonate with 
Israeli users or elicit higher levels of interactions.

The 2017 campaign ended with another Q&A with the ambassa-
dor. Now nearing the end of his tenure in Israel, the ambassador held a 
video Q&A in which he responded in real-time to Israeli Facebook users’ 
questions. Despite the fact that three years had passed, and despite the 
Delegation’s Facebook campaign, the 2017 questions echoed those of 
2014 as the ambassador was asked why the EU was so anti-Semitic, why 
it was obsessed with Israel, why the EU focused on the Israeli occupa-
tion of Palestine and not on other occupations around the world, and 
why EU funds were allocated to anti-Israeli NGOs, as well as families of 
Palestinian terrorists. The ambassador was even asked, once more, why 
the EU was boycotting Israeli products. As was the case in 2014, only 1 
out of the 19 questions posed to the ambassador had a positive or very 
positive sentiment, while 9 questions had a negative or very negative sen-
timent and 9 had a neutral sentiment.

Graph 3.2 Comparison of average levels of user engagement with EU 
Facebook posts
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The EU in Israel’s case study demonstrates both the benefits and limi-
tations brought about by the digitalization of public diplomacy. By inter-
acting with Israeli Facebook users, the EU’s ambassador in Israel may 
have been able to begin fostering relationships with Israeli so as to facil-
itate the acceptance of the EU’s foreign policy in Israel. Moreover, the 
EU Delegation seems to have realized the potential of tailoring social 
media campaigns to the unique attributes of specific digital publics, be 
in terms of values, culture, language, history, or political views. Indeed, 
the EU’s Facebook campaign was tailored to Israelis’ views of the EU. 
By doing so, the Delegation sought to meet the demands of digital soci-
ety members for tailored digital experiences. However, simply migrating 
to digital platforms does not ensure that a public diplomacy actor will 
achieve his goals as digital publics may choose to reject an actor and his 
narration of policies.

The question that follows is, what could have improved the EU’s pub-
lic diplomacy efforts in Israel? This question has three answers. First, the 
digitalization of public diplomacy demands that public diplomacy actors 
continuously converse with digital publics. Engagement spectacles, such 
as Q&As, can attract new digital followers, but they cannot serve as the 
basis for relationships. These require ongoing conversations on matters of 
shared interests and over long durations of time (Taylor & Kent, 2014). 
Members of the digital society exist in a world of constant connectivity, 
and so must public diplomacy. Second, while the EU’s campaign dealt 
with some of the issues addressed by Israeli Facebook users, it did not 
directly contend with their two most prominent arguments: that the EU 
is quick to criticize Israel while neglecting to condemn Arab dictators, 
and that the EU’s foreign policy is too fixated on Israel. A truly tailored 
campaign might have tried to counter these two arguments by articulat-
ing the EU’s policies toward Arab states and demonstrating the global 
outlook of the EU’s foreign policy which extends far beyond Israel. 
Lastly, the EU Delegation could have incorporated more visuals in its 
campaign and taken a narrative approach to its online communication. In 
the digital society, members are tasked with authoring an authentic per-
sonal narrative or iBrand. This narrative is brought to life through images 
and videos, as “seeing is believing.” Diplomatic actors can adopt a similar 
approach in which they employ visuals to create a narrative that explains 
their policies and actions in the global arena. In the EU’s case, videos 
could have been used to portray the global spread of the EU’s diplomatic 
efforts, to exhibit its policies toward other nations in the Middle East, 
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and to demonstrate how its diplomatic actions hold true to EU values. 
The EU’s visual narrative could have also focused on historic milestones 
in its relationship with Israel, the scientific advancements made thanks to 
EU funds, and the EU’s contribution to Israelis’ quality of life. Previous 
studies have demonstrated that images and videos do increase follower 
engagement with public diplomacy materials (Manor & Crilley, 2018b).

The final case study explored in this chapter relates to America’s deci-
sion to withdraw from the Iran nuclear agreement.

2018—the Art of the irAn deAl

On May 8, 2018, U.S. President Donald Trump addressed the world 
from the White House. In a prolonged statement, the President 
announced that the USA would leave the Iran nuclear agreement, also 
known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), negotiated 
in 2015 between the world powers (USA, EU, France, UK, Germany, 
China and Russia) and Iran. Much to the dismay of his European allies, 
Trump characterized the accord as defective at its core. He promised to 
re-impose all financial sanctions that were lifted off the Iranian economy 
(White House, 2018).

Nearly three weeks after Trump’s announcement, on May 21, U.S. 
Secretary of State Michael Pompeo delivered a major foreign pol-
icy address outlining the terms under which the USA would rejoin the 
Iranian nuclear agreement. Speaking at a conservative think tank, the 
Heritage Foundation, Pompeo’s address was live-tweeted on the State 
Department’s Twitter channel. In a series of 16 tweets, Pompeo pre-
sented four major arguments. First, the Iran accord merely delayed the 
threat of an Iranian nuclear bomb as Iran could begin developing nuclear 
weapons several years after the agreement came into effect. Second, the 
Iran agreement enriched Iran, given the removal of crippling economic 
sanctions. Rather than use these funds to improve the lives of Iranians, 
the regime used it to wage proxy wars all over the region, including in 
Syria, and threaten Israel’s security. Third, the USA was still committed 
to working with its allies on a new agreement that would address Iran’s 
nuclear program as well as its efforts to destabilize the Middle East, its 
attempts to become a regional hegemon, and its investments in ballistic 
missiles programs. Lastly, the Secretary asserted that the USA hoped that 
its actions could bring about true change in the Iranian regime, which 
abuses its citizens, demeans its women, and denies freedom to all.
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In total, Pompeo’s tweets garnered 719 comments from Twitter 
users the world over. Table 3.2 includes the content of each Pompeo 
tweet and the sentiment of the comments it garnered. The sentiment of 
Twitter comments was measured by ranking each comment on a scale 
ranging from very negative to negative, neutral, positive and very posi-
tive. Two coders ranked all comments, while the Spearman correlation 
coefficient was used to ensure a high inter-coder reliability. All tweets 
were gathered during May 2018 and analyzed during July 2018.

As can be seen in Table 3.2, all of Pompeo’s tweets, save two, were 
greeted poorly by Twitter users. On average, 76% of all comments 
posted in response to a Pompeo tweet were either negative or very nega-
tive. The most poorly received tweets were those dealing with the actions 
of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, including its activities in 
Syria and attacks on Israel, and tweets that directly threatened Iran, such 
as “we will track down Iranian operatives and their Hezbollah proxies 
operating around the world and crush them”, and “the sting of the sanc-
tions will only grow more painful if regime does not change course.” 
The tweet stating that Iran will never be allowed to develop nuclear 
weapons was also poorly received, with 89% of the comments being neg-
ative or very negative.

The tweets that were best received were those dealing with the plight 
of the Iranian people, including a tweet asking what the Iranian regime 
has actually done to benefit the people of Iran (41% negative senti-
ment), a tweet stating that the regime uses new funds to finance mili-
tary activities rather than aid its citizens (50% negative sentiment), and a 
tweet promising that the USA would not hand over any more money to 
Iranian kleptocrats (61% negative sentiment).

The results of the sentiment analysis suggest that while Twitter audi-
ences agreed that the Iranian regime does little to benefit the Iranian 
people, they rejected the strong tone used by the USA and its direct 
threats against Iran. Audiences’ comments on tweets threatening Iran 
centered on three main arguments. Several Twitter users stated that 
it was America who was the hegemon in the Middle East, not Iran, as 
the USA maintains several military bases in the region. Others stated 
that it was the USA that was defying international law by abandoning 
the JCPOA, not Iran, which had complied with its provisions. Another 
recurring argument was that the USA was simply looking to secure 
its oil interest in the region by seeking to destabilize Iran. There were 
also many Twitter users who stated that new American sanctions would 
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Table 3.2 Sentiment of comments posted in response to Pompeo tweets 
(based on sample of 719 comments)

Tweet’s content Sentimenta

@POTUS (President of the United States) withdrew from the deal for a 
simple reason: it failed to guarantee the safety of the American people from 
the risks created by the leaders of the Islamic Republic of #Iran

82% negative

#JCPOA (Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action) put world at risk b/c 
(because) of its fatal flaws. The weak sunset provisions of JCPOA merely 
delayed #Iran’s nuclear weapons capability. After countdown clock ran out 
on the deal’s sunset provisions, Iran would be free for a quick sprint to the 
bomb

82% negative

#JCPOA (Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action) permitted the Iranian 
regime to use money from the JCPOA to boost the economic fortunes 
of a struggling people. The regime’s leaders refused to do so. Instead the 
govt. spent its newfound treasure fueling proxy wars across the Middle 
East

50% negative

#IRGC (Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps) has cont. to pump thousands 
of fighters into Syria to prop up the murderous Assad regime…Iran per-
petuates a conflict that has displaced more than 6 million Syrians inside the 
country and over 5 million to seek refuge outside its borders

92% negative

#IRGC (Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps) has flown armed drone into 
Israeli airspace and launched salvos of rockets into Golan Heights from 
#Syria. Our steadfast ally #Israel has asserted its sovereign right of self- 
defense in response, a stance U.S. will cont. to unequivocally support

85% negative

We will cont. to work w/our allies to counter the regime’s destabilizing 
activities in the region, block their financing of terror and address #Iran’s 
proliferation of missiles. We will also ensure Iran has no possible path to a 
nuclear weapon—ever

89% negative

The sting of sanctions will only grow more painful if regime does not 
change course from the unacceptable and unproductive path it has chosen 
for itself and the people of #Iran. These will be the strongest sanctions in 
history by the time we are done

86% negative

We will ensure freedom of navigation on the waters in the region. We 
will track down Iranian operatives and their #Hezbollah proxies operat-
ing around the world and crush them. #Iran will never again have carte 
blanche to dominate the Middle East

89% negative

As seen from the hijab protests, the brutal men of the regime seem to be 
particularly terrified by Iranian women who are demanding their rights. As 
human beings with inherent dignity and inalienable rights, the women of 
#Iran deserve same freedoms the men of Iran have

78% negative

Any new deal must begin with defining what the world should demand 
from #Iran…America did not create this need for changed behavior, Iran 
did

79% negative

(continued)
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Table 3.2 (continued)

Tweet’s content Sentimenta

In the strategy we are announcing today, we want the support of our most 
important allies and partners in region and around globe. We welcome 
any nation which is sick and tired of the nuclear threats and brutality of a 
regime at peace w/inflicting chaos on innocent people

70% negative

Next year marks 40th anniversary of Islamic Revolution in #Iran. At this 
milestone we have to ask: what has Iranian Revolution given the Iranian 
people? The regime reaps a harvest of suffering and death in the Middle 
East at expense of its own people

41% negative

It is America’s hope that our labors toward peace and security will bear 
fruit for the long-suffering people of #Iran. We long to see them prosper 
and flourish as in decades past, and as never before. Today, the #USA is 
proud to take a new course towards that objective

70% negative

No more wealth creation for Iranian kleptocrats. No more acceptance of 
missiles landing in Riyadh and in the Golan Heights. No more cost-free 
expansions of Iranian power. No more

61% negative

We’ll cont. (continue) to work with allies to counter the regime’s destabi-
lizing activities in the region, block their financing of terror and address 
#Iran’s proliferation of missiles. We will ensure Iran has no path to a 
nuclear weapon

90% negative

What has the Iranian Revolution given to the Iranian people? The regime 
reaps a harvest of suffering and death in the Middle East at the expense of 
its own citizens

74% negative

aValue combines negative and very negative comments

simply lead to another war, much like the one in Iraq, which was also 
launched based on false pretense.

Twitter users, therefore, seem to have rejected the Secretary of State’s 
narration of the U.S.’ new policy toward Iran. They rebuked his argu-
ment that Iran was destabilizing the region, as well his statement that 
the USA was merely looking to ensure the safety of its citizens and its 
allies. They did not accept his allegations that Iran was threatening US 
allies in the region or his appraisal that Iran would seek nuclear weapons 
when the JCPOA expired. They were also unimpressed by his promise to 
work with America’s allies toward a new agreement. For too many users, 
Pompeo’s speech felt like a Déjà Bush.

However, regardless of the sentiment expressed in users’ comments, 
the response from the State Department was similar—silence. Twitter 
users’ questions remained unanswered, and their criticism was ignored 
while their requests for additional information were disregarded. The 
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State Department did not reply to a single comment on Twitter, nor did 
it host a Q&A following Pompeo’s speech. And so, this chapter comes 
full circle, ending with another U.S. official delivering a major address 
on the future relations between America and the Muslim world. Yet this 
time there would be no DOT and no promise of new beginnings. The 
“new” public diplomacy goals of relationship building were replaced 
with traditional goals of influencing elites and opinion makers.

The second stage of digitalization had arrived.

conclusions

This chapter examined how interactions between diplomats and digi-
tal publics shaped the process of public diplomacy’s digitalization. At 
its core lies the argument that digitalization is a process and not a fixed 
state. MFAs and embassies are not either digital or non-digital. Rather, 
diplomatic institutions are in the midst of a long-term process of digi-
talization which is influencing their norms, values, working routines and 
the self-narratives or metaphors through which diplomats conceptualize 
their craft. As this chapter has demonstrated, each MFA is undergoing its 
own unique process of digitalization which is shaped by local norms and 
values, institutional cultures, government-wide approaches to technol-
ogy, and external events. In the case of the U.S. State Department, the 
process of the digitalization of public diplomacy was influenced by the 
Obama administration’s Open Government Initiative, the Arab Spring, 
the work of think tanks, and the appointment of certain individuals, such 
as Jared Cohen, to high-ranking positions. Thus, the State Department 
underwent a process of digitalization in which new approaches, methods, 
and definitions of public diplomacy were embraced over a decade.

The example of the State Department also serves to demonstrate 
how digital technologies impact a diplomatic institution’s norms, val-
ues, working routines, and self-narratives. In 2008, Under Secretary of 
State for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs James Glassman launched 
the Public Diplomacy 2.0 initiative, which hoped to engage, inform, and 
influence publics through conversations rather than message dissemina-
tion. In 2011, and following the Arab Spring, President Obama’s Under 
Secretary of State for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs stated that 
people all over the world were having important conversations online 
and that they were not waiting for diplomats to join them or listen to 
them. So, the self-narrative, or metaphor through which U.S. diplomats 
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now conceptualized the craft of public diplomacy was that of the con-
versation. This was an important conceptual shift given that for most 
of the twentieth century, public diplomacy was conceptualized through 
one-way communicative models. The metaphor of the conversation soon 
led to new working routines and practices such as the establishment of 
the State Department’s DOT, tasked with conversing with digital pub-
lics. This change in working routines was accompanied by new norms 
and values namely reaching out to digital publics assembled on websites 
and “listening” to such publics with the goal of fostering relationships. 
The experiences of the DOT led to additional changes in the structure 
and working routines of the State Department, as diplomats would 
require digital training if they were to communicate freely with digital  
publics.

The case studies reviewed in this chapter also demonstrate that dig-
ital initiatives influenced the digitalization of public diplomacy, thus 
adhering to the societal prism that examines how social beings use dig-
ital technologies to obtain their goals. The year 2007 saw the launch of  
Sweden’s virtual embassy and an open approach to online interactions 
with digital publics. By 2013, MFAs had adopted a more quarantined 
form of online interactions, that of the Twitter Q&A. Cyber pessimists 
might argue that this transition demonstrates how outdated MFAs are, 
how constrained they are by well-entrenched working routines and 
how ill-equipped they are when using digital technologies. Yet a coun-
ter view that employs the societal prism would argue that this transition 
demonstrates a true desire by MFAs to leverage digital technologies 
toward interacting with digital publics while balancing the unpredicta-
ble nature of digital publics with the risk-intolerant culture of diplomatic 
institutions. The Twitter Q&A offers digital publics the opportunity to 
interact in real-time with diplomats, to learn about events shaping their 
world and to gain insight into regional and global issues while also allow-
ing diplomats to determine the extent to which they wish to deal with 
potentially divisive issues. The fact that by 2007 MFAs were launching 
virtual embassies, and that by 2013 they were constantly interacting with 
social media users, demonstrates how flexible and agile some MFAs have 
been and how quickly they have adapted to new digital surroundings.

The activities of the EU’s Delegation to Israel, however, demonstrate 
the limitations of digital outreach. While engagement spectacles such 
as Q&As can attract digital publics, they cannot facilitate the forma-
tion of relationships between diplomats and connected individuals. That 
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requires continuous conversations on issues of shared concern over long 
durations of time. Alas, constant interactions require a commitment of 
resources as diplomats must author digital content, respond to publics’ 
questions, provide requested information, and understand the needs and 
desires of digital publics. As Hocking and Melissen (2015) argued, it is 
the lack of resources, among others, that currently limits MFAs’ digital 
outreach.

Throughout this chapter, the influence of the digital society on pub-
lic diplomacy’s digitalization has been evident. Such was the case with 
Jared Cohen and Alec Ross, who hammered the logic of the digital 
society into the minds of American diplomats, proclaiming that open 
is good, closed is bad, and authenticity is everything. Open is good 
relates to the demands of the digital society that everything once done 
in secret must be done in the open. The values of openness and transpar-
ency are celebrated in the digital society, as they ensure that a constant 
flow of information reaches algorithms that can transform information 
into knowledge, the currency of the digital society. Closed is bad relates 
to the view of withholding information as a cardinal sin. Digital society 
members must share all aspects of their lives, good and bad, as this allows 
a society of iBrands to enforce its norms and values. Lastly, authenticity 
relates to the logic of digital platforms, that of the neoliberal market in 
which every individual, company, and embassy is but a brand competing 
over the attention of digital publics with all other brands.

In addition, Sweden’s virtual embassy and digital publics’ response to 
the Israeli ambassador’s Q&A are representative of the annihilation of 
time and space in the digital society. Second House of Sweden enabled 
Swedish officials to interact in real-time with digital users throughout the 
world regardless of their location and regardless of their physical time 
zone. Space and time were thus rendered meaningless. This was no mis-
take or accident. As Manuel Castells argued, the digital society is moti-
vated by a constant desire to annihilate time and space, and as this book 
will demonstrate, public diplomacy is now concerned with attempts to 
condense time and space. The responses to Dermer’s Q&A are repre-
sentative of the glocalized nature of the digital society, one in which a 
tweet directed at Americans is read by international audiences and spurs 
a global reaction. The distinction between domestic and foreign con-
stituencies collapses in the digital society, and both form a single hybrid 
audience. As this book will demonstrate, the emergence of a glocalized 
digital public still challenges public diplomacy practitioners today.
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From the perspective of the technological prism, this chapter illus-
trates that all public diplomacy actors, even terror groups, must now cre-
ate an authentic iBrand if they are to attract digital publics and create 
a digital image for themselves. Hamas’ digital Q&A suggests that the 
terror movement sought to refashion its image as a progressive Islamic 
political movement by inviting digital publics to interact with a female 
legislator, a former prisoner in Israeli jails, and a leading political fig-
ure. Hamas’ iBrand was thus meant to differ substantially from Daesh’s 
iBrand. The importance of iBrands stems not merely from their online 
appeal, but from diplomats’ belief that they can use digital platforms 
to shape people’s offline perceptions of the world. If digital publics 
accepted Hamas’ new iBrand, they may have also come to accept its pol-
icies opposite Israel and its armed struggle. That was not the case. The 
Hamas Q&A, much like the Israeli one, exemplifies the ease with which 
digital publics can derail and even hijack diplomats’ digital activities. The 
digital public can thus assert itself in unpredictable ways.

In conclusion, this chapter echoes Abbasov (2007) and Adesina’s 
(2017) finding that the digitalization of public diplomacy is a grad-
ual process in which new technologies lead to new opportunities, chal-
lenges, and working routines. The digitalization of public diplomacy is 
thus a process of evolution, and not revolution, to use Amanda Clarke’s 
(2015) terminology. It is a process that has seen the “gradual shift from 
telegrams to mobile phones, and more recently to Skype, postal letters 
to e-mails, short messages (SMS) to Twitter posts, hard-copy invitations 
to Facebook events, TV announcements to YouTube channels…and even 
from physical embassies to net-based virtual embassies” (Abbasov, 2007).

Just as diplomats were coming to grips with the nature of the digital 
demos, the Crimean crisis shocked the foundations of the digital town 
square. The crisis, and its impact on the process of public diplomacy’s 
digitalization, is explored in the next chapter.
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The only man I know who behaves sensibly is my tailor; he takes my meas-
urements anew each time he sees me. The rest go on with their old meas-
urements and expect me to fit them.

—George Bernard Shaw

It is fabled that during the 1970s, a British labor secretary attended an 
official reception in Lima, the capital of Peru. Once sufficiently inebri-
ated, the minister dared ask a woman in purple to tango with him. The 
woman refused on three counts. First, it was not a woman, but a man.  
Second, the man was wearing purple because he was the Bishop of Lima. 
Third, the music playing in the background was not a tango but the 
Peruvian national anthem. In its early stages, the process of the digital-
ization of public diplomacy saw diplomats facing a mystical woman in 
purple. Despite their desire to converse with digital publics and leverage 
digital platforms toward “new” public diplomacy ends, diplomats were 
unfamiliar with the logic of digital platforms. The need to compete over 
the attention of digital publics faced with a daily barrage of TMI (Too  
Much Information), the short attention span of digital audiences, the 
requirement to foster networks with digital influencers, and the need to 
comment on events as they unfold all demanded that diplomats adopt 
new practices and develop new skills. Thus began the process of public 
diplomacy’s digitalization.

CHAPTER 4

From Targeting to Tailoring—The Two 
Stages of Public Diplomacy’s Digitalization
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As diplomats migrated to digital platforms and embraced the logic 
of the digital society, the process of digitalization accelerated. Soon, the 
passionate beat of the Peruvian tango was replaced with the swinging 
jolt of big-band jazz music as diplomats dared to experiment with dig-
ital platforms and improvise during digital interactions. It was this spirit 
of free experimentation that led Sweden to launch a virtual embassy in 
2007, and that prompted the UK’s foreign secretary to hold one of the 
world’s first Twitter Q&A session in 2011 (Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office). By 2013, diplomatic institutions had created a digital presence 
that enabled them to communicate with globally-dispersed audiences in 
perfect harmony. Like a capella groups lining the sidewalks of American 
cities filling warm nights with sweet dreams, diplomatic institutions 
could at once communicate public diplomacy messages to a digital public 
fragmented across multiple platforms, channels and networks (Hayden, 
2012). Then, in 2014, the process of digitalization entered its second 
stage, and a capella harmony gave way to the operatic grandeur of the 
Russian “Kalinka.”

The Crimean crisis, which burst onto the scene in December of 2013, 
saw rapid escalation in global tensions as Russia and Western nations 
fought over the fate of Eastern Ukraine. Strongly worded tweets were 
followed by economic sanctions, the expulsion of diplomats and troop 
convoys threatening to once again divide Europe into West versus East. 
This battle also manifested online as nations sought to influence digital 
publics and shape their perception of the reality unfolding in Crimea. 
Among some MFAs, the “new” public diplomacy goal of relation-
ship building was slowly supplanted by the traditional public diplomacy 
goals of information dominance and influence. Russian trolls and bots 
flooded digital platforms with false news articles and doctored images, 
while words such as “echo chambers” and “filter bubbles” overshad-
owed discussions among public diplomacy practitioners. This transition is 
best exemplified by two digital diplomacy conferences held by the Israeli 
MFA. The first (which took place in 2016) focused on MFAs’ role as ser-
vice providers, while the second (held in 2018) focused on algorithmic 
diplomacy or the use of algorithms to obtain influence. As this chapter 
will demonstrate, the Crimean crisis was a watershed event that seg-
mented the digitalization of public diplomacy into two stages. A key rea-
son for this was Russia’s use of its official digital presence to contest the 
reality unfolding on the ground in Crimea, to promote a narrative based  
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on half-truths, and to allege that Western diplomats were lying to their 
digital followers. Reality was the first victim of the Crimean crisis.

Marcus Holmes (2015) has argued that the digitalization of pub-
lic diplomacy can be influenced by two types of “change.” The first is 
gradual, internal, and bottom-up change in which the adoption of digi-
tal technologies by diplomats and embassies ultimately impacts an MFA’s 
utilization of digital technologies. The second is abrupt, external, top-
down change that is caused by an exogenous shock. It is the conten-
tion of this chapter that the Crimean crisis was an exogenous shock that 
had a dramatic impact on certain MFAs’ use of digital technologies. In 
its wake, governments and MFAs implemented top-down changes to  
their digital communications, including re-conceptualizing the use of 
digital technologies in public diplomacy and developing new digital strat-
egies for obtaining public diplomacy goals.

But other factors also shaped the transition from the first to the sec-
ond stage of public diplomacy’s digitalization. The more experience dip-
lomats gained on digital platforms, the more tactics they discovered to 
increase their digital reach. Similarly, consular crises forced diplomats to 
attempt and fracture algorithmic confines to reach citizens in need of aid. 
The goals of diplomats also changed as they sought to leverage digital 
platforms toward long-term objectives rather than short-term press state-
ments. Thus, the digitalization of public diplomacy was also influenced 
by gradual bottom-up change. But most importantly, the second stage 
of digitalization saw a shift from targeted to tailored communication in 
which diplomats crafted content that met the characteristics of specific 
digital publics including their values, norms, history, needs, interests and 
usage of digital platforms. This shift is important as tailoring is represent-
ative of the internal conflict that accompanies the digitalization of public 
diplomacy, a conflict between diplomats’ desire to create online rela-
tionships and diplomats’ well-entrenched norm of obtaining influence. 
Indeed, some MFAs hoped that tailored communications would lead to 
greater influence over digital publics’ worldviews. Yet while the goals of 
public diplomacy may have altered between the two stages of digitaliza-
tion, its focus has remained public-centric.

This chapter first explores the main differences between the first and 
second stages of the digitalization of public diplomacy. By doing so, this 
chapter demonstrates yet again that digitalization is a long-term process 
rather than a binary state. Next, the chapter deals with the effectiveness 
of tailored communication models as opposed to targeted ones before 
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concluding with a series of case studies that demonstrate how diplomats 
now tailor their public diplomacy activities to the unique attributes of the 
audiences they aim to interact with. One of the main differences between 
the first and second stages of public diplomacy’s digitalization is tied to 
algorithms, the main functionaries of the digital society.

from lineAr to Algorithmic communicAtion

In a recent opinion article published on the Chinese website Global 
Times, Corneliu Bjola asserted that the first stage of digital transforma-
tion has been an astonishing success: “Within less than a decade since the 
launch of the first social media networks, 90 percent of all UN member 
states have established a Twitter presence, and 88 percent have opened a 
Facebook account with a combined audience of 325 million and 255 mil-
lion followers respectively” (Bjola, 2017). As Bjola notes, the first stage 
of public diplomacy’s digitalization, which lasted from 2007 to 2014, 
saw the mass migration of MFAs, embassies and diplomats to digital 
platforms such as social media sites. Throughout the world, diplomatic 
institutions created a formidable digital presence while launching numer-
ous social media profiles across dozens of platforms (Manor, 2016a). By 
2012, the U.S. State Department was managing a social media empire 
of more than 1200 profiles (Hanson, 2012). The same was true of the 
governments of Kenya, Qatar, Mexico, Israel, and France. The first 
stage of digitalization also witnessed the training of diplomats in the art 
of digital public engagement as they were tasked with leveraging social 
media empires toward relationship building. Some MFAs, such as Israel 
and Norway, tailored their online training to the needs of specific diplo-
matic functions. Ambassadors learned to use social media sites as a tool 
for analyzing the sentiment of foreign publics and foreign elites, while 
press attachés learned to decipher and influence media narratives (Manor, 
2016a). As part of this process of professionalization, MFAs authored  
guidelines for embassies venturing onto social media sites, protocols for 
diplomats using digital platforms during political crises, and manuals for 
embassies using social media sites during consular crises (Israel MFA, 
2017).

Yet during the first stage of digitalization, diplomats conceptualized 
digital platforms through linear communication models. An embassy 
would log onto Twitter, publish a tweet, and reach millions of Twitter 
users. An early guide to social media platforms published by the Israeli 
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MFA in 2014 demonstrates this conceptualization. The guide reviews 
popular social media platforms while arguing that they vary in content 
and form. While Twitter is used to publish short bursts of diplomatic 
communiques, YouTube is used to disseminate videos. The guide also 
states that each social media platform may be used to interact with differ-
ent audiences as young people are more likely to be found on YouTube 
than on Twitter. Yet not once does the guide mention the word “algo-
rithms” or suggest that an embassy’s digital reach is limited in any way.

Conceptualizing social media sites through linear communication 
models posited that Twitter was no different from twentieth-century 
mass media, such as radio and television. It is possible that diplomats 
originally likened social media to the radio, as public diplomacy was 
practiced via mass media for most of the twentieth century. As the tech-
nological prism would argue the norms, working routines, and concep-
tualization of public diplomacy activities, were shaped by the medium 
diplomats utilized. The logic of broadcast mass media thus became 
ingrained into the fabric of public diplomacy.

By 2014, however, diplomats were becoming increasingly aware of 
the algorithmic confines of social media sites. One instance in which 
these became apparent was the 2015 earthquake in Nepal. Following the 
earthquake, MFAs and embassies attempted to utilize Twitter to com-
municate with citizens in need of aid. Yet diplomats soon discovered 
that they were unable to reach their citizens due to algorithmic filtering. 
The Canadian MFA, which took to Twitter immediately after the quake, 
realized that its messages would only be seen by Twitter users who fol-
low the MFA directly, users who have expressed an interest in Canadian 
diplomacy, or Canadian users who have expressed an interest in inter-
national affairs. The vast majority of Canadians stranded in Nepal were 
beyond the MFA’s reach (ibid.).

Similarly, Russia’s utilization of digital platforms during the Crimean 
crisis of 2014 further elucidated the limits of social media’s reach. A 
NATO Stratcom report from 2015 found that Russia actively used 
digital platforms to spread false information, rumors, and emotion-
ally-arousing propaganda. Trolls, fictitious information agencies, and 
state-sponsored media channels were used to flood social media sites, 
news websites, and discussion boards with false news stories and doc-
tored images in an attempt to control the information environment 
in Ukraine and influence digital publics’ perception of reality. In one 
instance, Russian trolls published a story alleging that pro-Ukrainian 
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extremists prevented a doctor from rescuing people from a burning 
building in Odessa. Another story featured a pregnant woman strangled 
to death by pro-Ukrainian extremists, while other stories dealt with the 
supposed poisoning of water wells (NATO Stratcom, 2015).

In response, Western diplomats turned to their social media accounts 
to promote their own narratives of events and dispel Russian disinfor-
mation. Yet whether they were tweeting from MFA accounts, or those 
of embassies in Kiev, diplomats were faced yet again with the confines of 
algorithms as they could reach only those Ukrainians who followed them 
directly or who had expressed some interest in diplomatic activity. Of 
course, algorithmic confines have increased over time. The organic reach 
of a Facebook page, or the number of users who can find a Facebook 
page for free, has gone down from 15% in 2012 to 2% in 2018. This 
imposes additional limitations on diplomats who must either author viral 
content or pay for Facebook advertisements if they are to reach digital 
publics (Joseph, 2018).

These experiences, among others, led diplomats to re-conceptu-
alize digital platforms through algorithmic communication mod-
els. Subsequently, the second stage of digitalization saw MFAs employ 
digital tactics to overcome or “hack” social media algorithms. The 
Canadian MFA, for one, began to incorporate trending hashtags into its 
tweets. Hashtags are a way of organizing conversations on digital plat-
forms, and during major events such as consular crises, certain hashtags 
rise in prominence and become central to online conversations (Bik & 
Goldstein, 2013). The tweet below, published by the Canadian MFA 
following the Nepal earthquake, employed the hashtag “#NepalQuake,” 
which was already trending on Twitter. By using this hashtag, the MFA 
joined trending conversations and increased the potential reach of its 
message. Moreover, the MFA asked followers to “Please Retweet” its 
message, thereby further increasing its online reach (Fig. 4.1).

Other MFAs sought to fracture the confines of algorithms by con-
ducting shared social media campaigns. Such was the case in February of 
2016 when the UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) and the 
U.S. State Department collaborated on a shared public diplomacy cam-
paign meant to counter Daesh’s online propaganda.

Since its establishment, Daesh had used social media to portray itself 
as an omnipotent Caliphate (Pamment, Nothhaft, Agardh-Twetman, & 
Fjallhed, 2018). In response, the UK FCO launched the “UK Against 
Daesh” Twitter channel, while the State Department managed the 
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“Think Again Turn Away” channel. Both of these were meant to counter 
Daesh’s “selfie” and highlight the achievements of the Global Coalition 
Against Daesh. As such, both accounts aimed to influence how digital 
publics viewed the war against Daesh rather than disrupt Daesh recruit-
ment efforts online. While the British and American Twitter channels 
published their own content, they also shared one another’s messages 
through retweets. Thus, both MFAs could increase their reach and the 
diversity of audiences they engaged with as “UK Against Daesh” fol-
lowers were exposed to the State Department’s content and vice versa. 
In addition, both MFAs used the same hashtags including “Coalition 
Progress” and “Defeating Daesh.” An analysis from 2016 found that 
these hashtags were strongly correlated with the hashtags “Daesh,” 
“ISIS,” “Iraq”, and “Syria.” These correlations imply that by using the 
same hashtags, the two MFAs were able to become central to online 
conversations about Daesh and to reach those digital audiences seeking 
information about Daesh and its activities (Manor, 2016b). This was not 
a coalition of the willing, or even a coalition of the able, but rather a coa-
lition of tweets. The aforementioned examples highlight that each MFA 
adopted its own tactics for hacking algorithms as each MFA is amid its 
own unique process of digitalization. Yet the second stage of digitaliza-
tion also saw diplomats replace digital tactics with digital strategies.

from digitAl tActics to digitAl strAtegies

During the first stage of digitalization, diplomatic institutions employed 
digital tactics (Bjola & Manor, 2016a). The goal of digital tactics was to 
create content that would obtain virality and attract attention to specific 

Fig. 4.1 Canadian foreign ministry asking followers to retweet messages 
(Source https://twitter.com/CanadaFP/status/592345097473302528)

https://twitter.com/CanadaFP/status/592345097473302528
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issues. A classic example is the “Lame Duck Tweet” published by the 
Russian embassy to London following the Obama administration’s deci-
sion to expel 35 Russian diplomats in response to Russia’s alleged inter-
ference in the 2016 U.S. elections (Fig. 4.2).

The Russian duck soon became “the tweet heard around the world” 
as it attracted national and international media attention. British news-
papers reporting on the tweet ran the headlines “Russian embassy in  
UK responds to sanctions with ‘lame duck tweet’” and “Russia’s 
London embassy sets Twitterati abuzz.” The New York Post website read 
“Russia dismisses Obama as lame duck after U.S. sanctions” while the  

Fig. 4.2 “Lame Duck” tweet published by Russian embassy to London 
(Source https://twitter.com/RussianEmbassy/status/814564127230271489/
p h o t o / 1 ? r e f _ s r c = t w s r c % 5 E t f w & r e f _ u r l = h t t p s % 3 A % 2 F %
2Fd-20614579953605498026.ampproject.net%2F1529106593171%2Fframe.
html)

https://twitter.com/RussianEmbassy/status/814564127230271489/photo/1%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fd-20614579953605498026.ampproject.net%252F1529106593171%252Fframe.html
https://twitter.com/RussianEmbassy/status/814564127230271489/photo/1%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fd-20614579953605498026.ampproject.net%252F1529106593171%252Fframe.html
https://twitter.com/RussianEmbassy/status/814564127230271489/photo/1%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fd-20614579953605498026.ampproject.net%252F1529106593171%252Fframe.html
https://twitter.com/RussianEmbassy/status/814564127230271489/photo/1%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fd-20614579953605498026.ampproject.net%252F1529106593171%252Fframe.html
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Indian Express stated, “Russia’s London embassy calls out ‘lame’ U.S. 
sanctions.” The tweet also became a topic of discussion among journal-
ists, diplomats, and branding experts. A reporter from the Wall Street 
Journal tweeted: “The Russian embassy Twitter account seems to be run 
by pre-adolescents”, while an employee of a global NGO chose to berate 
the Russian embassy by tweeting, “In related news, @RussianEmbassy 
tweets picture of a duck in response to sanctions. Modern diplomacy 
everyone.” Other diplomats took a similar tone, writing, “Fine profes-
sional diplomats at work here” and “God bless the noble art of diplo-
macy.” Even branding strategists commented on the embassy’s tweet 
and asked, “who on earth runs the Russian Twitter?” and “Teenagers are 
running the Russian embassy’s Twitter. Wait, actually teenagers would 
have edited a better image.”

The comments listed above seem to express three sentiments. The 
first is that the Russian tweet was undignified. Gone are the days of elo-
quent rebuttals and double entendres as diplomacy is reduced to offen-
sive bickering. The second is that Russia’s response was childish. Instead 
of offering a counter argument to Obama’s policy of expulsion, Russian 
diplomats settled for name calling. The final sentiment is that social 
media and images have, for better or worse, become an indispensable 
part of modern diplomacy. Yet when analyzing the image used in this 
tweet one begins to understand that it was anything but childish.

At first, the viewer is drawn to the word “lame” written in block cap-
itals. This is an unsophisticated message that plainly states that Obama 
or his administration is lame. Yet this simplicity is used to suggest that 
Russian diplomacy is clear-spoken and understandable to the common 
person. Unlike other nations, Russia does not mince words or hide 
behind long and dreary diplomatic statements: It speaks its mind and it 
speaks truth to power. Taken within a wider context, the “lame” phrase 
echoes the anti-intellectual sentiments of Brexit, Trumpism and right-
wing resurgence in Europe. The world has had enough of experts and 
slick politicians; it wants frank and bold nations that are not afraid of 
being abrasive.

Next, the viewer is drawn to the image of the duck. It is at this point 
that the double meaning of the image becomes clear—Obama is not just 
lame, he is a lame duck. This tweet, therefore, suggests that Obama’s 
recent actions are as irrelevant as the president himself. It is this added 
meaning that places Obama in a specific context: that of the world of 
yesteryear. The lame duck tweet, therefore, offers a narrative through 
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which digital publics can interpret both Obama’s actions and Russia’s 
role in the world; Obama belongs to the irrelevant past, while Russia 
belongs to the relevant future.

An additional interpretation may focus on the use of the image of a 
duck. Within popular Western culture, images of ducklings often evoke 
references to the “Ugly Duckling,” a story written by Hans Christian 
Andersen about a dark duckling who morphs into a beautiful white swan. 
Analyzed through this prism, the Russian duckling references the pres-
ident’s race. Indeed, the duck in the tweet has a streak of black hair, 
again referencing the president’s race. But even more importantly, unlike 
Andersen’s duckling, President Obama has failed to develop into a beau-
tiful white swan as is evident from his “lame” swansong: the inept expul-
sion of 35 Russian diplomats.

Finally, the viewer is drawn to the text that accompanies the image. 
Here the embassy uses a short message to ensure that digital publics 
understand both the image and its underlying ideology. Obama’s actions 
are described as reminiscent of the Cold War, of the past. Yet today 
Russians and Americans are closer and see the world in the same way. 
And what is it that Russians and Americans agree about? What is it that 
draws them together? Obama’s lack of aptitude.

By resonating with the anti-intellectual and racist sentiments of  
Brexit and Trumpism, and offering a narrative of the Obama adminis-
tration, the embassy’s tweet emerges as anything but adolescent. It is 
an ideological vehicle comprised of two layers, one that is understanda-
ble to all social media users, and another that is understandable to more 
sophisticated ones. The lame duck tweet exemplifies digital tactics as 
the Russian embassy obtained online virality by raising media attention 
to a single issue: The U.S. response to Russia’s alleged interference in 
the 2016 election. Yet the tweet did not affect the UK’s foreign policy 
toward Russia, nor did it lead the British population to realign them-
selves with Russian foreign policy or denounce American foreign policy. 
As such, digital tactics are limited in their ability to obtain long-term 
public diplomacy goals. Digital tactics may, however, be able to sow the 
seeds of gradual change. Tweet after tweet, argument after argument, 
an embassy may be able to win over certain digital publics. Of course, 
the more the world of diplomacy changes, the more it stays the same, 
and derogatory statements have always accompanied international affairs. 
When asked his opinion of British Prime Minister Lloyd George, the 
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French leader Clemenceau said “Oh! if only I could piss the way he 
speaks!”.

The Russian embassy’s digital activities are in line with Russia’s digi-
tal vision. As Adesina (2017) writes, Russia’s MFA uses the term “inno-
vative diplomacy” with regard to the utilization of digital technologies 
in public diplomacy activities. Innovative diplomacy is defined by the 
MFA as “a tool for Russian foreign policy to exert influence on pub-
lic opinion through the use of ICTs (Information and Communication 
Technologies).” At a meeting of Russian ambassadors in 2012, President 
Vladimir Putin encouraged diplomats to use digital technologies, stat-
ing that these were among the most effective foreign policy tools. As the 
“Lame Duck” tweet demonstrates, the Russian embassy does not focus 
its innovative activities on relationship building, but rather on influencing 
the agenda of the media and possibly increasing the virality of its content.

The second stage of digitalization saw a transition from digital tac-
tics to digital strategies, in which diplomatic institutions create content 
to achieve a pre-defined and measurable public diplomacy goal. The goal 
determines the target audience, while the target audience determines the 
platform to be used (Bjola & Manor, 2016b). The transition from digital 
tactics to strategies was facilitated by diplomats’ realization that each dig-
ital platform attracts different audiences in different regions of the world. 
The demographics of Twitter users in Israel and the UK are quite differ-
ent, as are the demographics of WhatsApp users in the USA and Peru.

Digital strategies require a transition from issue-based to cam-
paign-based public diplomacy. This chapter defines a digital campaign 
as a planned set of activities carried out by diplomatic institutions over 
a period of time to achieve measurable public diplomacy goals. A cam-
paign consists of pre-authored and pre-approved messages as well as 
pre-designed infographics and multimedia which are used to attract target 
audiences and convey messages that will resonate with them. One exam-
ple was the Obama White House’s use of a dedicated Twitter channel 
to “sell” the Iran Deal to the American public through domestic public 
diplomacy. The goal of the digital strategy was to rally American public 
support for the Iran Deal which would translate into political support of 
the Iran agreement. The measurement was the ultimate ratification of the 
agreement in Congress. The @theIranDeal Twitter channel began tweet-
ing as soon as the Iran Deal was announced and ceased its activity when 
the deal was ratified by Congress. Pre-authored content and infographics 
were used to make four arguments that would resonate with the American 
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public. First, the deal demonstrated that American diplomatic engage-
ment can bring about tangible change in the world. Second, the deal 
blocked all routes Iran could pursue toward developing a nuclear bomb. 
Third, the deal avoided another costly war in the Middle East, and fourth, 
the deal enabled constant international monitoring of Iranian nuclear sites 
(Bjola & Manor, 2018). The goal of the White House was thus to influ-
ence the American public’s perception of the Iran Deal which, in turn, 
would influence American legislators. The use of Twitter to rally domestic 
support for foreign policy achievements is emblematic of the glocalized 
nature of the digital society as public diplomacy turns inward in addition 
to outward. Indeed, the White House campaign attracted attention and 
comments from both Americans and foreign Twitter users.

The goals of digital strategies may vary from increasing tourism to 
rallying support for contentious foreign policies, facilitating trade rela-
tions, and fostering scientific collaborations between states. Digital strat-
egies do, however, rest on an MFA’s ability to define a public diplomacy 
goal and measure whether the goal has been obtained. Several years ago, 
NATO’s public diplomacy department grasped that European youngsters 
were no longer aware of NATO’s mandate or its importance to mem-
bers’ national security. These youngsters had come of age following the 
demise of the Cold War and the bipolar system and did not marvel at 
the gadgets of KGB spies in James Bond films. NATO’s public diplo-
macy department sought to launch a social media account dedicated 
to informing and interacting with European millennials. As these were 
primarily gathered on Instagram, NATO too turned to Instagram and 
announced a photo competition in which youngsters were asked to 
upload images of what NATO meant to them with the winner being 
invited to NATO headquarters in Brussels. The measurements employed 
were the ability to attract European youngsters to NATO’s new 
Instagram account and the number of images shared (NATO, 2014).

To date, several MFAs have launched digital campaigns as part of 
their bids to assume roles in multilateral forums. Such was the case with 
the Ethiopian MFA that managed the campaign of Tedros Adhanom 
to the role of Director General of the World Health Organization, or 
the Belgian MFA that managed a successful campaign to be elected a 
non-permanent member of the UN Security Council (L. Soenen, per-
sonal communication, June 26, 2018). Conversely, in 2015, the Finnish 
MFA took a strategic approach to managing digital publics’ percep-
tion of Finland. The MFA decided to launch a smartphone application 
that enabled users to incorporate emojis of Finnish culture and history 
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into their smartphone keyboards. One such emoji featured a couple in 
a sauna, while another displayed a heavy metal rock fan. Through this 
application, the MFA was able to interact with global smartphone users 
and portray Finland as a vibrant, innovative, and humoristic nation 
countering the common perception of Finland as a dark and desolate 
nation (Grossman, 2015). Even more importantly, the MFA encouraged 
Finnish citizens to incorporate the emojis when communicating with 
friends and acquaintances from around the world. Soon, Finnish emo-
jis were disseminated across a myriad of digital platforms and networks. 
The parameter used by the MFA to evaluate the Finnish strategy was the 
number of times the application was downloaded by smartphone users. 
According to the Google Play Store, the application has been down-
loaded more than 10,000 times since its 2015 launch. By contrast, the 
Polish MFA’s consular application has been downloaded more than 
100,000 times. While the Finnish MFA decided to focus its activities on 
both domestic and foreign populations, other MFAs turned their atten-
tion to networked gatekeepers.

from networks of influencers  
to networked gAtekeePers

During the first stage of public diplomacy’s digitalization, diplomats 
attempted to foster and join networks of influencers. The Lithuanian 
MFA, for instance, focused much of its digital activity on helping 
Lithuanian embassies create networks with local opinion makers, journal-
ists, and influential digital users. These networks could aid embassies in 
disseminating public diplomacy messages, interacting with other elites, 
influencing the media’s depiction of events, and demonstrating local sup-
port for Lithuanian foreign policy. Lithuanian embassies also strived to 
identify and collaborate with influencers in the local diaspora commu-
nity (R. Paulauskas, personal communication, July 17, 2018). The Polish 
MFA chose to foster networks with national and international cultural 
institutions to demonstrate Poland’s cultural contribution to the EU, an 
important aspect of Poland’s self-portrayal within the European commu-
nity (Manor, 2016a).

During the second stage of digitalization, MFAs sought to interact 
with networked gatekeepers so as to stem the tide of hate, radicalization, 
and disinformation online. The Israeli MFA, for instance, employs net-
work analysis and sentiment analysis to identify networks that dissemi-
nate anti-Semitic content or content that promotes violence against Jews 
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and Israelis. Once these networks have been mapped, the MFA identi-
fies networked gatekeepers or individuals that connect two networks 
together, such as a network of anti-Semitic content and a network of 
football lovers. Networked gatekeepers sit at the intersection of two net-
works, and it is they who enable content to flow from one network to 
another. Should network gatekeepers stop sharing content, the flow of 
information between two networks would stop. The goal of the Israeli 
MFA is thus not to disseminate information, but to limit the flow of cer-
tain information (E. Ratson, personal communication, June 26, 2018). 
To this end, the MFA uses its digital accounts to engage with networked 
gatekeepers. The networked gatekeepers are contacted online by Israeli 
diplomats (who identify themselves as such) and are informed that 
they sit at the intersection between two networks, one of which is shar-
ing misleading and racist content. Over time, Israeli diplomats seek to 
create relationships with networked gatekeepers so that these may stop 
sharing anti-Semitic content. Once a network gatekeeper has agreed 
to stem the flow of hate, other gatekeepers are approached until, ulti-
mately, the anti-Semitic network is quarantined and its content no longer 
flows to other networks. Finally, Israeli diplomats attempt to interact 
with anti-Semitic network members and offer them information that 
may counter their false assumptions and notions about Jews. By stem-
ming the flow of disinformation and hate speech, the Israeli MFA hopes 
to influence how digital publics’ view Israelis and Jews. Notably, Israel’s 
algorithmic strategies demonstrate a networked mentality in which diplo-
mats seek to engage with a network’s periphery. According to the British 
FCO, this strategy is effective, as engaging with the network core is likely 
to end in rejection (Wilton Park, 2017).

The same logic may be applied to online disinformation or  misleading 
content created by foreign governments. The British FCO, for exam-
ple, uses big data analysis to map and identify Twitter bots or automated 
computer software meant to mimic human behavior (Corcoran, 2018). 
Bots are used to flood digital platforms with false information and 
highly positive or negative sentiments so as to sow online discord and 
warp digital publics’ perceptions of reality. It is estimated that prior to 
the Brexit referendum, Russian bots published thousands of pro-Brexit 
tweets and filled messaging boards and news websites with pro-Brexit 
sentiments (Mostrous, Bridge, & Gibbons, 2017). Once bots have been 
mapped by the FCO, so are their networks of influence, or the various 
individuals who follow and disseminate the bots’ content online. Bots  
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can then be reported to digital platforms so that they can be shut down. 
It is hard to imagine how a fifteenth-century ambassador would have 
reacted to the sight of robots walking about a king’s court. Nonetheless, 
bots are as central to contemporary diplomacy as ambassadors were to 
traditional diplomacy. This is because bots serve as networked gatekeep-
ers. It is they who facilitate the flow of disinformation from the gov-
ernment of one nation to the population of another (see Chapter 5 for 
further discussion on bots).

Importantly, the need to map and stem the flow of misleading infor-
mation became apparent during the Crimean crisis as Russia used bots to 
spread disinformation on digital platforms. The purpose of bots is not to 
influence people’s opinions, but rather to shape their perception of real-
ity. For this reason, bots are often employed to flood comments sections 
on news websites with highly positive or negative comments and senti-
ments. Russian bots, for instance, have been deployed on Latvian news 
sites both during and after the Crimean crisis so as to condemn and neg-
atively portray NATO (NATO Stratcom, 2016). Latvian news site visi-
tors who are exposed to the barrage of negative comments about NATO 
may come to assume that their fellow countrymen and women now 
oppose NATO. In turn, these visitors may also come to oppose NATO 
as humans naturally desire to belong to the majority.

The attempt to influence or disable networked gatekeepers is repre-
sentative of a conceptual shift among diplomats who, as part of the pro-
cess of digitalization, have adopted a networked mentality. As Copeland 
(2013) wrote, twentieth-century diplomacy was characterized by hierar-
chical organizations that employed top-down chains of command as their 
modus operandi. Pamment argued that diplomats even viewed societies 
through a hierarchical lens as some citizens, such as journalists and pol-
iticians, could influence, while ordinary citizens could be influenced 
(Pamment, 2012). The process of digitalization has altered the modus 
operandi of diplomatic institutions as they have learned to map and join 
networks of influence (Slaughter, 2017). The predominance of the net-
work metaphor in public diplomacy is also evident in the logic that now 
governs digital interactions and “listening.” Embassies are now viewed 
as a global network that enables an MFA to promote different goals in 
different countries while gathering relevant feedback from local publics. 
Such feedback may then inform the policy formulation process at the 
MFA level (Israel MFA, 2017). This, according to Emily Metzgar (2012), 
is the very definition of digital engagement. As Jorge Heine (2016) 
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wrote, digitalization has forced diplomats to abandon the mentality of 
the elite club for that of the decentralized network. These networked 
approaches to public diplomacy are emblematic of the manner in which 
the norms, values and self-metaphors of diplomats are shaped over time 
by the logic of the digital society and its underlying structure. In addi-
tion to networks, influence can also be obtained through narratives, which 
offer digital publics a prism for understanding world events. The emer-
gence of narrative-based diplomacy is explored in the following section.

from Argument-bAsed diPlomAcy  
to nArrAtive-bAsed diPlomAcy

As is the case with the digital society, the digitalization of public diplo-
macy has seen diplomats transition from argument to narrative-based 
public diplomacy. During the first stage of digitalization, diplomats and 
their institutions utilized digital platforms to comment on events, actors, 
and policies. Each tweet or Facebook post dealt with a separate issue. For 
instance, on the 25th of June 2015, the German MFA published tweets 
dealing with the death of protestors in Egypt, German support for the 
Ukrainian government in the face of the Crimean crisis, a diplomat’s visit 
to the African Union’s new headquarters, and a condolence message fol-
lowing the death of the former Spanish Prime Minister. Each issue, or 
policy, warranted its own public diplomacy message.

In the second stage of digitalization, diplomatic institutions employ 
narratives to offer digital publics a prism through which world events can 
be understood. The narrative is used to demonstrate how various world 
events relate to one another, how different actors influence each other, 
and how a nation’s numerous diplomatic initiatives all come to form a 
coherent foreign policy. Narratives are crucial to contemporary public 
diplomacy because they bring order and structure to a world that appears 
chaotic, irrational, and accelerating toward a state of perpetual crisis. 
Narrative-based public diplomacy was adopted given MFAs’ increased 
desire to bypass media actors and directly influence the worldview of dig-
ital publics. As Sotiriu (2015) writes, by using digital platforms, MFAs 
could author their own narratives and disseminate these among digital 
publics thus directly and effectively bypassing media gatekeepers alto-
gether. Thus, it is the societal prism that best accounts for the use of 
narratives in public diplomacy as social institutions, MFAs, employ digital 
technologies to obtain their goals.
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The transition from argument to narrative-based public diplomacy 
was also motivated by Russia’s increased use of narratives to shape  digital 
publics’ perceptions of events unfolding in Ukraine, as well as the sta-
bility of Eastern European countries. Throughout the Crimean crisis, 
Russia’s digital narrative asserted that Western powers have sponsored 
a neo-Nazi coup in Kiev, which led to violent attacks against Russian 
minorities in Eastern Ukraine. The attacks included rape, murder, and 
rampant child abuse. Similarly, Russia used digital platforms to spread 
narratives about Eastern European countries. One such narrative 
depicted Lithuania as a failed state that cannot be independent without 
the financial support of the EU and the military support of NATO. For 
Western European countries and NATO, Russia’s use of digital narratives 
necessitated a response in the form of digital counternarratives.

It is important to draw a distinction between narratives and stra-
tegic narratives. Strategic narratives are used by diplomats to make 
sense of world events. To do so, strategic narratives summon the past 
to make sense of the present and predict the future. Strategic narratives 
are usually employed by diplomats over long durations of time and to 
comment on a variety of global issues, events, and actors (Miskimmon, 
O’Loughlin, & Roselle, 2014). Narratives, on the other hand, may be 
employed for short-term goals such as presenting a nation’s vision for 
the near future, unveiling new diplomatic initiatives, or commenting on 
how domestic events may influence international relations. Narratives are 
often employed by diplomats and world leaders during global summits 
such as the World Economic Forum in Davos, G7 meetings, and vari-
ous UN assemblies. This chapter focuses on short-term narratives such as 
the ones employed by three world leaders during the 2016 UN General 
Assembly. The General Assembly represents a unique opportunity for 
leaders and diplomats to employ narratives, as these are likely to be dis-
seminated by the media given the importance ascribed to this annual 
event. The assembly is, after all, a stage on which diplomacy is meant to 
be played out in front of a globally-engaged audience.

The first leader to offer a narrative of her nation’s foreign policy was 
British Prime Minister Theresa May 2016 was the first General Assembly 
to be held since the Brexit referendum took place, and was an oppor-
tune moment for the British leader to lay out her nation’s vision for 
the near future. The narrative employed by May was that of a “Global 
Britain,” a Britain that would exit the EU but not the world at large. 
In the first tweet published on the Prime Minister’s official channel,  
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she was quoted as saying that the “UK will be a confident, credible and 
dependable partner.” These specific words may be seen as an attempt to 
portray the UK as a stable political actor following months of internal 
instability amid numerous resignations and cabinet reshuffles. The second 
tweet stated that “The challenge for us is to ensure that our governments 
and global institutions…remain responsive to the people we serve.” This 
tweet suggests that the PM is committed to honoring the Brexit referen-
dum’s results. But May then proceeded to announce a series of global 
diplomatic initiatives, including a new global approach to tackling migra-
tion issues, new measures to end modern slavery, counterterrorism sup-
port to African countries such as Somalia and continued efforts to ratify 
the Paris climate accords. The PM linked these various diplomatic initi-
atives into one coherent foreign policy or narrative: that of a globally- 
engaged Britain. It is this narrative that helped digital publics both in the 
UK and around the world make sense of Brexit and understand how the 
UK’s various diplomatic initiatives all relate to one another. As this narra-
tive helped both domestic and foreign populations make sense of Brexit, 
it is demonstrative of the glocalized digital nature of public diplomacy in 
which the national and international collide into a hybrid space.

The second leader to offer a narrative of his nation’s foreign policy 
was Iranian President Hasan Rouhani. The 2016 General Assembly was 
held soon after the Iran nuclear agreement and thus also served as a stage 
for Iran to announce its policies in the post-nuclear era. Rouhani used 
the UN Assembly to present Iran as a stabilizing force in an unstable 
region. This began with a tweet in which the president identified terror-
ism as the main threat to the Middle East. Rouhani ended the tweet with 
the hashtag #WAVE, meaning World Against Violence and Extremism. 
This hashtag was used previously on Iranian social media profiles, most 
notably during Iran’s global summit to combat extremism. Additionally, 
Rouhani tweeted that both the 9/11 attacks and the War in Iraq ush-
ered in an age of instability and borderless terrorism. By referring to 
both of these events, the president may have been attempting to appeal 
to Western audiences, as Western narratives identify 9/11 as ushering the 
era of radical Islamic terrorism (Nayak, 2006). The next tweet stated that 
“Terrorists hide their nefarious intents behind religious literature, instru-
mentalizing a compassionate religion by spreading extremism.” With this 
statement, the president made clear that terrorism was inconsistent with 
Islam and Iran’s values. The president’s last tweet stated, “The century 
that began with terror and violence in N.Y. should not continue with 
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hostile competitors and expanding conflicts in the M.E” [Middle East]. 
This tweet may have been a reference to Saudi Arabia’s growing involve-
ment in regional wars, including those in Syria and Yemen. As such, 
while Iran was portrayed by Rouhani as a source of stability and com-
passion, Saudi Arabia was framed as a source of instability and zeal. The 
narrative presented by the Iranian president was thus one of stability. In 
the post-nuclear age, Tehran can serve as a partner for Western countries 
looking to end the various conflicts in the Middle East. Like Western 
countries, Iran too views 9/11 and the Iraq war as the source of tensions 
in the Middle East and like Western countries, Iran also views global ter-
ror as a global threat. Iran’s diplomatic initiatives all formed a coherent 
foreign policy of stabilization. By demonstrating a desire to interact with 
the West and by adopting the West’s narrative of 9/11, the president’s 
narrative may be seen as part of a “charm offensive” meant to depict Iran 
as more open to the world (The Economist, 2013).

The third world leader to offer a foreign policy narrative at the 
General Assembly was Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. 
Like Rouhani, PM Netanyahu identified terrorism as the main source of 
instability in the region. Moreover, like the Iranian president, Netanyahu 
argued that Israel is a source of stability given its resistance to terrorism. 
However, the Israeli PM also suggested that in the face of the mutual 
challenge of terrorism, Israel and Arab countries may find a new basis 
for cooperation. In fact, the PM stated that Arab nations in the region 
are changing their attitude toward Israel. The narrative presented by 
Netanyahu was that of “A New Middle East.” Netanyahu’s first tweet 
stated that “more and more nations see Israel as a potential partner in 
fighting terrorism.” This was followed by the tweet “Governments are 
changing their attitudes toward Israel because they know Israel can help 
in protecting their people.” The PM ended by tweeting that “The future 
belongs to those who innovate and this is why the future belongs to 
countries like Israel…So I call upon you: Cooperate with us, dream of 
the future we can build together, of security, prosperity and peace.” The 
PM’s narrative offered a prism for understanding Israel’s diplomatic ini-
tiatives vis-à-vis the Arab world. Israel was willing to export its innova-
tive technologies and its anti-terror expertise in return for diplomatic ties 
with Arab nations who have yet to recognize Israel.

The aforementioned examples demonstrate how digital technologies 
can complement offline public diplomacy goals. By creating and dis-
seminating narratives on digital platforms, national leaders can project a 
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coherent foreign policy and outline their nation’s vision for the future. 
Moreover, as Sotiriu (2015) argues, digitalization also enables leaders 
and nations to project their values amid a global public sphere.

Like national leaders, MFAs have also adopted a narrative approach to 
public diplomacy. The Kenyan MFA and its embassies around the world 
are promoting the narrative of Kenyan leadership, thus portraying Kenya 
as the prominent leader in Africa. Kenyan diplomats interpret bilateral 
meetings, joint initiatives, and regional collaborations through the prism 
of Kenyan leadership (see Chapter 6 for more). The Saudi MFA is pro-
moting a narrative of humanitarian intervention through which its mili-
tary activities in Yemen can be understood. According to this narrative, 
Saudi Arabia is laboring to free Yemen from the yoke of Houthi rebels 
who recruit child soldiers and harm the civilian population. To this end, 
Saudi Arabia is liberating areas held by Houthi rebels, providing civilians 
with humanitarian aid, organizing humanitarian convoys into besieged 
areas, and reconstructing damaged infrastructure. An example of this 
narrative is shown in Fig. 4.3.

The transition toward narrative-based public diplomacy is emblematic 
of the fact that public diplomacy is influenced by the norms, values and 
behaviors deemed to be desirable in the digital society. The digital soci-
ety is one in which individuals create an attractive personal narrative that 
comes to life through posts, images and Instagram stories. This narrative 
is used by individuals to present themselves to all other society members 
and to increase their digital appeal. Yet true to the nature of the digi-
tal society, this personal narrative is one of success and affluence, and of 
achievements and conquests. There are few personal narratives from the 
unemployment lines. Like individuals, states now also use digital plat-
forms to disseminate a personal narrative of achievements and grandiose 
plans for the future. While the second stage of public diplomacy’s digital-
ization saw a transition toward narrative-based public diplomacy, it also 
saw a transition from targeted to tailored communications.

from tArgeting to tAiloring

Targeting may be defined as the formulation of messages that resonate 
with large and diverse audiences. The message “don’t drink and drive,” 
for example, is relevant to all drivers on the road. Tailoring may be 
defined as the formulation of messages that resonate with specific sub-
sets of audiences. Tailored messages consider the audience’s preferences, 
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behaviors, prior knowledge, and beliefs. Tailoring also considers an 
audience’s culture, values, historic narratives and worldview (Enwald & 
Huotari, 2010; Kreuter, Strecher, & Glassman, 1999; Noar, Benac, & 
Harris, 2007; Yap & Davis, 2008). Tailored messages are disseminated 
through media channels that the audience prefers. A relevant exam-
ple would be a campaign aimed at preventing 18-year-old drivers from 
taking to the road after consuming alcohol. During the initial stages of 
the campaign, questionnaires and focus groups would be used to deter-
mine whether 18-year-olds believe that alcohol can alter one’s response 

Fig. 4.3 Tweet by Saudi Arabia’s foreign ministry narrating mili-
tary operations in Yemen (Source https://twitter.com/KSAmofaEN/
status/1009116564510175234)

https://twitter.com/KSAmofaEN/status/1009116564510175234
https://twitter.com/KSAmofaEN/status/1009116564510175234
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time and sense of danger, to assess their knowledge regarding alcohol’s 
influence on one’s driving abilities and to examine whether they would 
prefer to take a bus or have a designated friend drive them home once 
they have consumed alcohol. Next, a set of campaign messages would 
be formulated (informed by audience research) and the audience’s pre-
ferred medium, be it radio, television, or social media platforms, would 
be employed. Campaign messages would be tested among the audience 
to receive feedback, following which the campaign would officially be 
launched.

During the first stage of digitalization, diplomats primarily relied on 
targeted communication. The Swiss embassy in Paris used Facebook 
to communicate with the French population at large, while the Polish 
embassy in Amsterdam was in charge of engaging with “the Dutch” at 
large. Moreover, public diplomacy content was often duplicated across 
multiple platforms. In 2015, Kampf, Manor, and Segev found that 85% 
of the content published by 11 MFAs on Facebook was also published 
on Twitter. Thus, in addition to targeting large and diverse audiences, 
diplomats also failed to adapt their messages to the unique attributes of 
different digital platforms.

Yet as public diplomacy entered the second stage of digitalization, dip-
lomats increasingly transitioned toward tailored communication. This 
process was prompted by diplomats’ recognition that different digital plat-
forms attract different digital audiences. Many MFAs now regard Twitter 
as a tool for elite-to-elite communication through which diplomats can 
interact with journalists, politicians, and the diplomatic milieu, while 
Facebook is viewed as an elite-to-public medium through which diplo-
mats can converse with regular citizens, diasporas, and interest groups 
(Bjola, 2018). The process of tailoring was also influenced by the Crimean 
crisis, as MFAs needed to disseminate their policy statements among elites 
such as journalists and opinion makers given a global struggle between 
Western and Russian narratives. This necessitated that MFAs be active on 
elites’ platform of choice. As Copeland foresaw in 2013, the “future favors 
clicks over bricks and tailoring rather than generic reproduction.”

For some MFAs, tailoring was also necessary to obtain certain pub-
lic diplomacy goals. For example, in an attempt to overcome the lim-
itations of traditional diplomacy, the Israeli MFA decided to launch a 
social media account through which it could converse with the popu-
lations of Arab states neighboring Israel. As the most popular network 
among these publics was Facebook, the MFA launched a dedicated Arab 
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language profile. The decision to use Arabic stemmed from the assump-
tion that not all Arab Facebook users would be proficient enough in 
English to discuss political issues (G. Rudich, personal communication, 
May 18, 2014). The Israeli MFA thus tailored its communications to the 
language and digital preferences of intended audiences. Presently, MFA 
posts in Arabic reach approximately one million Facebook users.

The transition toward media production within diplomatic institutions 
also facilitated the process of tailored public diplomacy. In the twenty-first 
century, MFAs found themselves operating in a complex media environ-
ment that centered on visual storytelling. This is made most evident by 
the recent surge in popularity of Instagram stories, which are short clips 
through which users can update followers on their most recent roman-
tic conquest or latest purchase of high-end brands. To compete over the 
attention of digital publics with non-state actors, terrorist groups, and 
Instagram celebrities, MFAs also had to begin producing visual con-
tent. Yet different platforms accommodate different media. Instagram  
is image- or- story-based, Facebook is video-based, while Twitter accom-
modates images or short videos. MFAs understood that as each platform 
accommodates different media, each platform could be used toward 
different ends. The UK Mission in Geneva, for instance, currently uses 
Twitter for publishing videos of the ambassadors’ comments at the UN 
Human Rights Council. This is because ambassadors have but a few min-
utes to address the council. Facebook is used by the mission for announc-
ing Geneva-based initiatives, elaborating on UK activities at UN forums 
and hosting Q&A sessions (Garrad, 2017). Diplomats, therefore, began 
to tailor their messages to the unique attributes of each digital platform.

The emergence of tailored communication can be analyzed through 
technological and societal prisms. The technological prism would sug-
gest that the adoption of tailored communication models was a result of 
diplomats’ embrace of digital technologies. For instance, by analyzing 
the number of comments and shares public diplomacy messages elicit, 
MFAs could fine-tune their online content so that it best resonated with 
their audiences. Moreover, by using sentiment analysis, MFAs could 
identify the topics that are of greatest interest to their followers. Thus, 
the affordances of digital technologies influenced the practice of public 
diplomacy.

The societal prism would suggest that the incorporation of digital 
natives into diplomatic institutions was equally important to the emer-
gence of tailoring in public diplomacy. Mark Prensky has argued that 
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those born after 1980 are digital natives. They were born into homes 
and attended schools that were populated with digital devices and, as 
such, they are native speakers of the digital language. These natives eas-
ily master new digital technologies and are experts at adapting to new 
digital surroundings. Digital immigrants are those born before 1980. 
Forever trapped in an analogue mentality, immigrants may come to 
employ digital technologies, yet they will always have a digital accent and 
require time and effort to master new technologies (Prensky, 2001). By 
2014, digital natives were 34 years old and had begun to fill the lower 
ranks of MFAs. Their digital savviness and own constant use of digital 
technologies enabled them to introduce the logic of tailoring into their 
MFAs and embassies. In a recent study, Manor and Kampf (2019) found 
that digital natives managing embassy social media accounts instinctively 
tailor their messages to the feedback they receive from digital audiences, 
be it in the form of likes, shares, or written comments. Moreover, natives 
also value the comments they receive from followers and attempt to use 
these comments to identify issues that are of concern to their audiences. 
Lastly, natives tailor MFA messages to the language, values, norms, and 
even slangs of local audiences. The same cannot be said for digital immi-
grants who tended to discount their followers as unintelligent and unin-
formed and thus disregard their questions and comments.

The transition toward tailored communication demonstrates that 
public diplomacy delivered via digital technologies remained public-cen-
tric and focused on interacting with digital publics. Yet in many cases, 
the goal of such tailoring is influence, not relationship building. Studies 
conducted between 2015 and 2018 have all consistently shown that 
diplomats and their institutions fail to interact with digital audiences 
on a regular basis, do not offer opportunities for online conversations 
and refrain from engaging in digital collaborations with digital net-
works. Digital tools are mostly used for one-way message dissemination. 
Tailoring increases the efficacy of one-way communication as messages 
resonate with publics and reach publics on their preferred mediums.

The following section, however, reviews two case studies that demon-
strate the potential applicability of tailored communications toward 
relationship building as is practiced by the Indian Ministry of External 
Affairs (MEA). These case studies were selected for two reasons. First, 
the Indian MEA has been an avid adopter of digital technologies and 
has long since established a digital department (Natarajan, 2014). 
Despite this fact, few studies to date have investigated how the MEA  
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uses digital platforms to practice public diplomacy. Therefore, by explor-
ing the digital activities of the MEA, this chapter diversifies the public 
diplomacy literature corpus. Second, the MEA has launched a smart-
phone application that hints at the future trajectory of public diplomacy 
which may be personalized to meet the needs, desires and interests of 
individuals rather than subsets of audiences. These case studies thus offer 
a glimpse into the third stage of public diplomacy’s digitalization.

the “know indiA” ProgrAm

As Rana writes, the Indian MEA allocates substantial resources to the 
practice of diaspora diplomacy. One of the MEA’s most interesting pro-
grams, called “Know India,” aims to foster relationships with the chil-
dren of Indian immigrants. As these second-generation diasporas have 
not lived in India, they may not feel an emotional bond with India, 
which is so central to being part of a diaspora (Rana, 2013).

The “Know India” program consists of both offline and online 
activities. Offline, the program offers second-generation diasporas the 
 opportunity to visit India and become acquainted with its culture,  values, 
traditions and politics. During such visits, participants are encouraged 
to share their insights and experiences on social media. Moreover, the 
Indian MEA promotes such visits on its own social media accounts. 
These “Know India” visits can help participants develop an emotional  
bond with India while also increasing the likelihood of participants 
sharing their experiences with their own networks of friends and 
acquaintances.

Online, the “Know India” program also includes a rich and diverse 
web-based platform that offers visitors the opportunity to familiarize 
themselves with Indian history, culture, politics, society, and innova-
tion. This platform is tailored to younger digital diasporas in two ways. 
First, it offers a wealth of information about India’s past, present and 
future. One segment of the website is dedicated to India’s population 
and demographics, as well as its geography, climate, sources of water, 
and land size. Another section is dedicated to Indian national identity 
and deals with the national flag, the state emblem, and the state song. 
A third section focuses on culture and heritage and provides informa-
tion on India’s history, its national monuments, its visual art, and its 
literature.
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Importantly, all information is provided in a concise manner and vis-
itors can choose which section to elaborate on and which to skim. This 
makes for easy navigation and skimming of information: The way young 
digital natives consume information online (Rosenwald, 2014). The web 
platform is also tailored to younger audiences, as it is visually driven. 
Visitors can watch webcasts of President Modi’s addresses to the nation, 
India’s Independence Day celebrations, and conferences held in India. 
The platform includes other multimedia such as links to radio stations, 
television stations and clips from Indian cinema. The website is also 
tailored to the needs of Indian parents as it includes a host of games, 
activities and quizzes that can be downloaded and used to acquaint chil-
dren with Indian history, tradition, and culture. The web platform also 
includes educational resources on India’s national institutions and the 
evolution of its democratic system.

The Indian MEA’s decision to focus its activities on second-generation  
diasporas demonstrates a networked approach to diaspora diplomacy. 
Children of Indian immigrants are members of a myriad of intersect-
ing networks including their family, friends, acquaintances, and interest 
groups. If incorporated into the diaspora network, Indian youngsters 
could serve as boundary spanners disseminating information and 
insight about India among their networks. For example, a French teen-
ager who visited India may share his experiences and views on India’s 
rich history and culture with other French teens, thus serving as a  
boundary spanner.

It should be mentioned that India is not the only nation to dedi-
cate resources toward engaging with second-generation diasporas. The 
Georgian Diaspora Ministry uses Skype to offer free Georgian language 
lessons to children of diasporas around the world. Given that language 
is a fundamental component of imagined and virtual communities, the 
diaspora ministry may be investing in the future cohesiveness of the 
Gregorian diaspora.

indiA’s PersonAlized Public diPlomAcy

Another example of tailoring is the smartphone application launched 
by India’s MEA, which has been downloaded more than 100,000 times 
from the Google Play Store. The MEA is not the first foreign ministry to 
launch its own application. Both the Polish and the Canadian ministries 
have launched applications. However, while the Canadian application 
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focuses on consular aid and the domestic population, the MEA’s applica-
tion seems to target both domestic and foreign populations.

The application has six features. The first is the e-citizen feature, which 
offers e-services to Indian citizens ranging from telephone directories to 
employment opportunities at the MEA. The second feature enables users 
to track state visits by Indian officials abroad as well as state visits by for-
eign dignitaries to India. The scope of available information is substan-
tive, ranging from images to bilateral and multilateral documents signed 
during state visits and public statements. The third feature enables users 
to locate the nearest Indian embassy to them, to read updates from 
embassies, and even to hear podcasts by Indian ambassadors. The fourth 
feature is the media center, which consists of a wide array of documents, 
press releases, speeches, statements and transcripts of media briefings. The 
fifth feature is a consular one. It is in this feature that foreign users can 
apply for visas, track their application, download forms, and even com-
municate with the MEA. The sixth and final feature focuses on public 
diplomacy. It is under this feature that a user can hear lectures on Indian 
diplomacy from former ambassadors, watch documentaries on India’s his-
tory, or read issues of the MEA’s magazine—India Perspectives (Fig. 4.4).

Fig. 4.4 Screenshots of Indian MEA smartphone application
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The review of the MEA’s application thus far suggests that it offers 
a breadth of information. However, the most interesting feature of the 
application is its personalization mechanism. Each user can create his 
own MEA application by selecting the specific issues he wishes to follow 
more closely. Users even have a notepad (see Fig. 4.5) where they can 
write comments on the information they have reviewed. This application, 
therefore, offers users a personalized digital experience that is tailored to 
their unique interests and needs. Journalists can follow press briefings 
and state visits, while prospective tourists can follow embassy updates 
and track their visa applications. Users can even interact with the MEA 
through the various modules. By offering users a personalized experi-
ence, the MEA increases the likelihood of users returning to the appli-
cation, engaging with MEA content, and sharing what they have learned 
with online contacts. From a branding perspective, the application is also 
noteworthy as it contributes to the depiction of India as a rising techno-
logical power.

The Indian smartphone application demonstrates that during the 
second stage of digitalization, diplomats are increasingly tailoring their 
public diplomacy activities and messages to the audiences they wish to 
interact with to the extent of personalized public diplomacy. However, 
tailoring is but a form of communication. The fact that information is 
tailored does not say much about the intent of such communication. 
Tailoring has not led diplomats to abandon the goal of influence in favor 
of those of dialogue and relationship building. On the contrary, tailoring 
is a means for increasing influence as followers are exposed to content 
that is most likely to attract their interest and attention.

conclusions

This chapter sought to chart the transition between the first and second 
stages of the digitalization of public diplomacy. By using a series of case 
studies, the chapter demonstrated that the second stage of digitaliza-
tion, which began in 2014, saw dramatic changes in how diplomats and 
their institutions utilized digital technologies to obtain public diplomacy 
goals. MFAs adopted and developed new technologies, including the use 
of network analysis to map the flow of disinformation online, and the 
development of smartphone applications and web-based platforms.
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Building on Marcus Holmes’ (2015) argument that the digitalization 
of public diplomacy can be influenced by two types of “change,” this 
chapter examined both bottom-up and top-down processes. As the chap-
ter has demonstrated, the digitalization of public diplomacy was substan-
tially influenced by an exogenous shock: the Crimean crisis. Russia’s use 
of digital technologies to manipulate public opinion and influence digital 
publics’ perceptions of reality led to changes in diplomats’ norms, work-
ing routines, and self-narratives.

Fig. 4.5 Personalization mechanism of Indian MEA’s smartphone application
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From the perspective of diplomats’ self-narratives—the metaphors 
they use to conceptualize public diplomacy—the second stage of pub-
lic diplomacy’s digitalization saw diplomats embrace the metaphor of  
the narrative. From a normative perspective, diplomats regarded narra-
tives as prisms through which they could help digital publics make sense 
of the world around them. From a values perspective, however, the goal 
of constructing narratives remained influence as narratives could shape 
how digital publics perceive events and actors. The new working rou-
tines that followed included designing digital campaigns, the creation 
of pre-authored content, and “tweaking” campaign messages based on 
audience feedback. Thus, MFAs embraced the logic of tailoring, which 
governs the digital society.

The affordance of digital technologies also led to changes in MFA 
norms and working routines. Be it during consular crises or the Crimean 
crisis, diplomats realized that algorithms limited their ability to reach 
digital publics. The affordance of algorithms soon led to new norms, 
including experimenting with different tactics to break free of algorith-
mic confines. These experiments, in time, led to new working routines 
such as using trending hashtags in tweets or asking followers to help 
disseminate MFA content on Twitter. The metaphor that followed was 
conceptualizing digital platforms through algorithmic communication 
models and not linear ones.

Yet this chapter has also demonstrated that the transition to the sec-
ond stage of public diplomacy’s digitalization was facilitated by  gradual, 
internal and bottom-up change. Diplomats’ attempts to overcome algo-
rithmic filtering during the Neapl quake led MFAs to experiment with 
different tactics. Similarly, by sharing one another’s content, USA and 
UK diplomats identified strategies for increasing their digital reach. 
Thus, the second stage of digitalization was brought about by both 
forms of change identified by Holmes.

Notably, this chapter has ascribed great importance to the adoption of 
tailored communications. This importance stems from the fact that tai-
loring demonstrates a greater commitment to fostering relationships with 
digital publics as content is authored to meet their interests, needs, and 
desires. Yet within the realm of public diplomacy, tailoring also serves to 
facilitate the goal of influence. Content that adheres to audiences’ histor-
ical narratives, cultures, and languages may have a greater impact on their 
worldview than a generic press statement. Tailoring thus represents the 
internal conflict that accompanies the digitalization of public diplomacy,  
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the conflict between diplomats’ desire to create online relationships and 
diplomats’ well-entrenched goal of obtaining influence. As this chapter 
has demonstrated, MFAs have created a host of new working routines 
to obtain influence, not relationships. Such is the case with the employ-
ment of Twitter campaigns to manage publics’ perceptions of the war on 
Daesh and the use of domestic public diplomacy to obtain the ratification 
of the Iran Deal.

The norms of the digital society have been evident throughout 
this chapter. For instance, Russia’s “Lame Duck” tweet was part of an 
authentic tone adopted by the Russian embassy since 2015, a tone that is 
confrontational, cynical, and abrasive. Thus, the Russian embassy has cre-
ated a distinct iBrand for itself that sets it apart from all other London-
based embassies. Whether this tone facilitates the achievement of Russian 
public diplomacy goals is another matter. Additionally, the undiplomatic 
language used by the Russian embassy was a homage to the norms of 
absolute openness and transparency and the sharing of information that 
in other decades would have been exchanged solely behind closed doors.

The emergence of tailored communications in public diplomacy may 
also be explained through the logic of the digital society. As was argued 
in Chapter 2, the digital society is the tailored society. Digital society 
members have come to expect online experiences that are algorithmically 
tailored to their desires and interests and that are based on their online 
history. They expect this from Amazon and Netflix, as well as from the 
New York Times. To attract digital society members, public diplomacy 
practitioners also had to offer audiences a tailored experience. Tailoring 
has also become crucial to public diplomacy, as the digital society is the 
TMI society. Digital society members are bombarded daily with vast 
quantities of information ranging from news articles to updates on the 
dietary preferences of Kim Kardashian and the undergarments favored by 
Justin Bieber. Coupled with a rapid influx of blogs, vlogs, and political 
scandals, this tidal wave of information causes digital publics to pay scarce 
attention to much of the content they encounter on digital platforms 
(Miller & Horst, 2017). By tailoring content to the needs, desires, and 
interests of digital publics, diplomats attempt to seize their attention long 
enough to disseminate public diplomacy messages. As was argued earlier, 
without attracting digital publics, diplomats cannot practice public diplo-
macy. While this chapter has demonstrated the impact of the Crimean cri-
sis on the digitalization of public diplomacy, the next chapter examines the 
impact of disinformation on both public diplomacy and society at large.
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I say, they don’t have to conspire, because they all think alike. The presi-
dent of General Motors and the president of Chase Manhattan Bank really 
are not going to disagree much on anything, nor would the editor of the 
New York Times disagree with them. They all tend to think quite alike, 
otherwise they would not be in those jobs.

—Gore Vidal

American poet Allen Ginsberg opened his masterpiece, “Howl”, with the 
lines:

I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness, starving 
hysterical naked, dragging themselves through the negro streets at dawn 
looking for an angry fix, angel-headed hipsters burning for the ancient 
heavenly connection to the starry dynamo in the machinery of night.

Presently, there seems to be a consensus that multitudes of social 
media users are being destroyed by madness, starving hysterically naked 
while looking for an angry fix of shares, likes, and re-tweets, burning for 
a heavenly connection to those starry yet insidious dynamos of Facebook 
and Twitter. At the heart of this debate lies the view of social media as a 
corrupting influence on the minds of its users, as the undoing of public 
discourse and the erosion of the very foundations of democracy.

CHAPTER 5

The Specter of Echo Chambers—Public 
Diplomacy in the Age of Disinformation
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For the institutions and practitioners of public diplomacy, social media 
platforms have transformed from a tool for mass engagement to a tool for 
mass deception. It is assumed by diplomats that social media have become 
weaponized platforms through which governments attempt to sway pub-
lic opinion and undermine political processes in foreign countries. This is 
achieved by spreading disinformation, misrepresenting public sentiments, 
and attempting to sow discord through emotionally-arousing propaganda. 
Examples of digital manipulation often focus on Russia’s activities during 
the 2016 US election, the 2016 Brexit referendum, and the 2017 German 
elections. Equally worrying for diplomats is the assumption that social media 
sites are driving political polarization, hyper-partisanship, and violent online 
discourse. These are all the result of algorithmic filtering, which engulfs 
social media users in filter bubbles that prevent cross-party discourse, as 
users can only interact with like-minded individuals. Here again, the debate 
is framed around Russia’s digital activities, be it in promoting conspiracy 
theories that thrive on digital platforms or using bots and trolls to inflame 
debates on web forums. However, as this chapter will demonstrate, disinfor-
mation and public manipulation are not inherently Russian. Other nations 
have also deployed trolls and bots with the aim of promoting foreign policy 
goals. Combating disinformation thus requires that diplomats understand 
the goals that lead nations to deploy these tools in the first place.

The rise of political extremity, as well as the manipulation of pub-
lic opinion, poses several challenges to diplomats. Inflamed and violent 
publics are less likely to converse with diplomats who seek to exchange 
opinions, foster understating, and create mutually beneficial relationships. 
In the age of rage, the center will not hold. Additionally, the spread of 
disinformation creates a media environment in which truth and real-
ity are continuously contested. Competitions over the truth reduce the 
credibility of diplomatic institutions who become but one more voice 
among many while diplomats’ statements are but one more opinion 
heard online. News sites and media outlets that purposefully disseminate 
false news stories also pose a challenge as democratic publics have been 
taught to put their faith in media institutions. This creates a public diplo-
macy “catch 22” as diplomats argue that some news agencies should be 
trusted, while others should be discounted (Pamment, Nothhaft, Agardh-
Twetman, & Fjallhed, 2018). Lastly, the very existence of echo chambers 
digitally limits diplomats’ ability to reach and interact with online publics 
who are encapsulated in a dome of ignorance and homogeneity. If diplo-
mats cannot reach the public, they cannot practice public diplomacy.
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This chapter begins by making five broad arguments that aim to ques-
tion the current public diplomacy zeitgeist. These are meant to broaden 
the current debate and provide a wider context through which the dan-
gers of social media may be understood. To do so, the chapter adopts 
the societal prism, which examines how society engages with technology, 
embraces technology, and regulates technology to meet its needs. The 
first argument states that social media sites did not aspire to be demo-
cratic when first launched. Second, that every technological medium has 
been viewed as corrupting, dangerous and undemocratic. Third, that 
when the pendulum of public discourse swings violently, as it has on the 
issue of social media, one must be on guard and seek to uncover under-
lying interest. Fourth, that social media’s influence on opinion forma-
tion may be more limited than many assume. Subsequently, it is argued 
that social media has become a veil that focuses diplomats’ attention on  
digital spectacles rather than offline societal processes.

Next, this chapter reviews the latest studies pertaining to algorithmic 
filtering on social media sites as one must understand how, and if, fil-
ter bubbles are created before he or she can burst them. The review of 
recent scholarly work is written from the perspective of the technological 
prism, which examines how the architecture and design of technology 
influence society. Next, the chapter explores how some nations attempt 
to weaponize filter bubbles to spread propaganda and disinformation. 
Importantly, the virality of online disinformation is not limited to social 
media. News sites, discussion boards, and web forums are also ripe with 
false information. Thus, this chapter identifies the tools through which 
disinformation and propaganda are spread across multiple digital plat-
forms. The chapter concludes with two case studies that demonstrate 
how diplomatic institutions are attempting to fracture echo chambers, 
burst filter bubbles, and curate reliable information for digital publics.

For the sake of clarity, this chapter defines “filter bubbles” as gated 
digital communities of like-minded individuals that are created through 
algorithmic filtering (Tucker et al., 2018). Filter bubbles are formed by 
algorithms, which tailor online content to users’ political beliefs, partisan-
ship, and opinions on issues being debated in the public sphere. Within 
the filter bubble, one is supposedly only able to interact with those Friends 
and acquaintances that share his or her views and opinions. The term 
“echo chambers” refers here to the possible outcome of filter  bubbles. 
The metaphor of the echo chamber suggests that within filter bubbles, 
one’s opinions, attitudes, and even prejudices are magnified and stoked 
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through skewed information, social validation and a bonfire of profanities 
(Garrett, 2017). As the sound of hate grows deafening, individuals begin 
their journey from the center of the political map to its extremities. The 
term “disinformation” is used to describe the types of information that an 
individual may encounter online that could lead to misconceptions about 
the actual state of the world (Tucker et al., 2018). Lastly, “propaganda” 
is defined as information created with the purpose of influencing public 
perception or public opinion to benefit a public figure, organization, or 
government (Tandoc, Lim, & Ling, 2018).

The fear of filter bubbles, echo chambers and propaganda has led 
many to argue that social media sites are the undoing of democracy. Yet 
the relationship between social media and democracy has always been 
a tenuous one and social media were not necessarily intended to play a 
democratic role as is argued next.

sociAl mediA And democrAcy

We often assume that we are the consumers of social media platforms. 
It is we who seek information online, it is we who follow our Friends’ 
escapades, and it is we who delight in our peers’ status updates and self-
ies. Of course, nothing could be further from the truth. The consum-
ers of social media platforms are advertisers. We are the product being 
sold (Lanchester, 2017). Facebook was never meant to serve solely as a 
tool for networking with Friends and colleagues. It was meant to make a 
profit. Facebook’s profits stem from its ability to provide advertisers with 
an incredibly sophisticated advertising tool—one that tailors advertise-
ments based on swarms of data collected on each user.

To do so, Facebook must gather as much information about its users 
as possible, including their interests, political views, sexual  orientations, 
leisure activities, religious beliefs, and artistic tastes. Therefore, it must 
ensure that users stay on Facebook as long as possible and that they 
share as much information as possible, information that is analyzed and 
monetized. Every like, every comment, and every share is translated into 
dollars and cents. The best way to elicit information from users is to  
allow them to interact with friends, colleagues, and acquaintances. The 
same is true of Twitter, and YouTube which are information aggregates 
of personal data.

Facebook, Twitter, and others were not created with democratic 
aspiration in mind, nor were they originally meant to function as civil 
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society organizations, as was made clear in early interviews with Mark 
Zuckerberg and Jack Dorsey (Williams, 2014; Zuckerberg, 2018). Social 
media companies were bestowed with democratic roles following the 
Arab Spring. It was the limited use of social media during these protests 
that shrouded social media with the aura of civil society organizations 
(Arsenault, 2013). It is this aura that leads people to demand that social 
media companies now verify the information posted on their platforms, 
that they prevent the spreading of rumors and lies, and that they block 
malicious actors from misusing their platforms.

Yet social media are not civil society organizations, they are prof-
it-seeking companies like the Ford Motor Company or Head & 
Shoulders shampoo. Set against this backdrop, the demand that 
Facebook and Twitter serve as democratic organizations seems almost 
ludicrous. It is akin to demanding that the Ford Motor Company dem-
ocratically provide cars to all citizens or that Head & Shoulders not dis-
criminate against the various forms of dandruff it fights. And yet, there 
are resounding calls that Facebook, Twitter, and other social media sites 
all transition from profit-making companies to publishing corporations 
that adhere to ethical guidelines.

The reason for this is the fear that social media have an immense 
impact on how opinion is shaped. It is supposedly through posts and 
tweets that individuals come to know the world and construct a sense 
of reality. This fear is magnified when one takes into account that 
Western youngsters spend nearly half their time connected to digital 
platforms (Anderson & Jiang, 2018). When public opinion is shaped by 
trolls, false news stories, and disinformation, there is a feeling that social 
media is inherently bad. When public opinion is shaped by tweets orig-
inating from journalists, diplomats, and activists, there is a feeling that 
social media is inherently good. Markedly, social media are not the first 
mass medium to be regarded as undemocratic. In fact, nearly every mass 
medium in the twentieth century was labeled as a menace to society.

every technologicAl medium  
hAs been viewed As undemocrAtic

The fear of social media as a corrupting medium is not unique. Every 
mass medium has been greeted by euphoria, fear and regulation. During 
the 1940s, television was seen as a tool for mass education. Journalist 
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Edward R. Murrow imagined it as a tool for enlightenment. Yet by the 
1950s, television procedures and executives were testifying in Congress 
following revelations that their shows were orchestrated drama rather 
than reality. Television was seen as having an immense influence on the 
morals and values of young people. Programs that celebrated promiscuity 
were regarded as “magic bullets” that could at once impact the behav-
ior of youngsters. By 1954 Congress was holding hearings on comic 
books and their influence on juvenile delinquency. This decade also saw  
the House Un-American Activities Committee which wished to weed 
out communists from Hollywood given that films could, again, act like 
magic bullets and at once subvert the entire nation. Hollywood was now 
the undoing of democracy (Pietilä, 1994; Sproule, 1989).

Is the debate about social media any different from the TV scare? Or 
the comic book scare? Or even the Red Scare of the 1950s? After all, the 
debate today is also fixed on a Red Scare, a Russian menace that spreads 
through online virality. Some would argue that the social media scare is 
different because social media sites reduce the diversity of information 
individuals access. Unlike television, movies, or comic books, social 
media algorithms narrow users’ worldviews. Gone are the days in which 
people consumed news from multiple sources, including newspapers, 
radio, and television. On social media, individuals become engulfed by 
filter bubbles that ensure they only see information that adheres to their 
political orientations, interests and habits. Such filter bubbles supposedly 
polarize public opinion, lead to political radicalization, and shake the pil-
lars of the town square.

Yet, here again, there may be nothing new under the sun. For did 
certain classes not always read certain newspapers? Or watch certain  
television shows? Or listen to certain commentators? It was the fictitious 
British Prime Minister Jim Hacker from the television show Yes Prime 
Minister who described British newspapers as echo chambers saying that 
in the UK:

The Daily Mirror is read by people who think they run the country; The 
Guardian is read by people who think they ought to run the country; The 
Times is read by the people who actually do run the country; the Daily 
Mail is read by the wives of the people who run the country; the Financial 
Times is read by people who own the country; The Morning Star is read 
by people who think the country ought to be run by another country; The 
Daily Telegraph is read by people who think it is.
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As Gore Vidal’s quote at the beginning of this chapter elucidates, we 
may have always existed in echo chambers reenforced by class, occupa-
tion, and chosen media channels.

The view of social media as bad, or even dangerous, has been 
strengthened in recent years given the emergence of a new rhetoric, one 
that focuses on the words “fake news,” “foreign meddling”, and “echo 
chambers.” Yet this was not always the case. In 2011, social media sites 
were framed as the tool du jour of democratic revolutionaries. Why has 
the framing of social media grown so negative? Why has the pendulum 
of public opinion swung so violently?

when the Pendulum  
of Public oPinion swings violently

The pendulum of public opinion is always in motion. After a dec-
ade of Conservative leadership, new labor is elected. After a decade of 
Republican presidents, Barack Obama is elected. This is the natural pro-
gression of thesis, antithesis and synthesis. Yet it is when the pendulum 
of public opinion swings violently that individuals must seek to uncover 
possible interests. Between 2011 and 2014, Twitter and Facebook were 
framed by the media as harbingers of the Arab Spring. From Libya to 
Cairo and Damascus, the spirit of democracy and revolution was pro-
pelled through tweets. But in today’s media landscape Twitter and 
Facebook are framed as tools for mass surveillance, mass deception, and 
mass stupidity as “fake” or false news travels as fast as real news (Pamment  
et al., 2018; Vosoughi, Roy, & Aral, 2018). Rumors turn fact to fiction 
and fiction to fact, while tweets and posts may be weaponized as a tool for 
foreign interventions.

Who stands to profit from this framing? Why has the pendulum 
swung so violently?

First are the old media, the traditional gatekeepers who ensured 
that the public only accessed “accurate” information, who were guided 
by objective ethical guidelines, and whose professionalism was above 
reproach. Or was it? The old media includes the journalists who legit-
imized the invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan, the journalists who had 
scores of stories regarding Harvey Weinstein’s sexual misconduct, and 
the journalists who knew of human rights violations in Guantanamo Bay 
long before they were made public. Amid the current climate of echo 
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chambers and disinformation, there is a tendency to romanticize the role 
journalists played in society. Journalists traditionally excelled at scrutiniz-
ing government policies and uncovering government mishaps while at 
the same time eagerly supporting the government, rallying behind the 
flag, and knowing when not to ask difficult questions.

The old media have been stranded on the island of irrelevance for 
some time as social media sites became the new gatekeepers of infor-
mation. Embarrassingly, old media had to migrate to social media. The 
Guardian and the New York Times had to publish stories on Facebook 
in order to reach their readers. But now the tables have turned and old 
media is on the rise again. The past year has seen the largest growth in 
old media subscriptions in more than a decade. Importantly, it is mil-
lennials who are flocking to old media sites and are paying for newspa-
per subscriptions (Newman, Fletcher, Kalogeropoulos, Levy, & Nielsen, 
2017). The old media have much to gain from the demise of public trust 
in social media as they may once again retain the role of dominant infor-
mation gatekeepers.

Second, governments have profited from the new framing of social 
media sites. Western governments have a new/old menace—a Russian 
menace. In light of a menace, governments must take swift action. Social 
media accounts must be monitored, privacy must be curtailed, and 
shadow courts must be allowed to issue secret indictments. Even Russia 
has gained something, going from a bankrupt nation tittering on the 
verge of financial collapse to being viewed as a global information super-
power. Finally, politicians have found a new scapegoat. An assortment of 
government misadventures and ministerial blunders can be blamed on 
social media.

And so the pendulum of public opinion has swung violently against 
social media sites not merely because of their growing use to spread false 
information and malicious content, but because other societal actors may 
profit from the demise of social media. Indeed, the traditional media may 
be overstating the actual impact of filter bubbles and echo chambers on 
opinion formation.

sociAl mediA’s limited imPAct

The societal prim suggests that social media’s impact on opinion for-
mation may be limited as people use digital platforms to communicate 
with diverse contacts. In the digital society, the term “Friends” relates to 
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co-workers and acquaintances; family members and former lovers; high  
school compatriots; and other echoes of one’s past lives. As such, one’s 
online Friends are likely to be much more diverse than his offline friends 
and people may actually be exposed to a broader range of ideas, opin-
ions, and facts online. Equally important, people do not exist solely 
online. After logging onto Twitter and Facebook, individuals drive to 
work and listen to the radio, hold discussions over lunch or near water 
coolers, converse with friends over dinner, and spend holidays with fami-
lies. Each of these exposes people to diverse opinions and each influences 
political orientations.

The technological prism would also suggest that social media’s impact 
on opinion formation is limited as each social media user is exposed to a 
unique online experience. This is because social media feeds are person-
alized by algorithms to meet users’ interests, informational desires, and 
shopping habits. One user may log on to Twitter and view three con-
secutive tweets: one by President Trump calling North Korea a men-
ace, another by Theresa May calling for action against North Korea, and 
another by the New York Times describing North Korean military drills. 
This user would assume that war is imminent. Another user may first see 
a video of a cat playing the piano, then a dog jumping for joy and finally 
a tweet by Trump calling North Korea a menace (Crilley, 2016). This 
user would assume that all is right in the world. Thus, one cannot say 
that all information reaches all social media users in the same way or has 
the same influence on all users. As each feed is personalized, so is access 
to information and so is opinion formation. As such, it is possible that 
the concern over social media’s influence on users’ worldviews has been 
exaggerated. In fact, it is possible that social media has become a pow-
erful veil that focuses people’s attention on digital spectacles rather than 
offline societal processes.

the sociAl mediA veil

Facebook was not the first social media site to be launched online. It was 
preceded by digital platforms such as Friendster and Myspace which also 
enabled users to create a public profile on which they could share infor-
mation and through which they could interact with other users (Boyd 
& Ellison, 2007). However, Facebook was the first platform to demand 
that users verify their identity through a university email and that they 
import their offline identity to the online realm. Facebook thus ended 
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the age of online anonymity. One would have expected that this merger 
of offline and online personas would prevent people from sharing hate-
ful, violent, derogatory, and racist comments on Facebook. One would 
have expected that there would be a barrier of shame and normative 
compliance that would actually limit hate speech on social media sites. 
That is not the case. Social media sites are a breeding ground for hate 
groups. Within gated communities, members of hate groups enter a 
digital vortex of prejudice and ignorance that may translate into offline 
violence. But is this vortex created by social media? Or has it merely 
migrated online?

The answer is both. The sentiments expressed online are forged by 
offline events. As former U.S. President Barack Obama tweeted, peo-
ple are not born to hate. They learn to hate. After they do so offline, 
they can use the online world to find a community of hate, one in which 
their prejudice is validated. Studies suggest that hate and fear travel 
much faster online than compassion, an alarming finding as the violent 
re-emergence of racism, xenophobia, homophobia, and other forms of 
discrimination are a direct threat to the cohesiveness of societies and 
democracies everywhere (Vosoughi et al., 2018).

But social media’s ability to drive political extremity and hate is also 
limited. Financial corporations, brands and politicians have learned that 
altering one’s opinions and behavior through social media content is vex-
ing at best and impossible at worst. Had users really been so susceptible 
to social media messaging, 1 billion Facebook users would presently be 
singing the anthem of the Soviet Union while wearing GAP t-shirts.

What emerges is that social media may have become a powerful veil. 
This is true for society in general, and of diplomats practicing public 
diplomacy in particular. Diplomats may come to focus their attention 
on social media, on echo chambers, and on filter bubbles until they 
neglect offline societies and political structures. Rather than understand 
the motivation to vote for Trump, diplomats might obsess over the use 
of social media to support Trump. Rather than engaging with people’s 
prejudice and their foul rhetoric, diplomats may take to simply analyzing 
big data sets. This “social media mystification” reduces public diplomacy 
to strategic communication while neglecting a decade’s work of “new” 
public diplomacy activities.

In summary, by adopting the societal prism this section has demon-
strated that the fear of social media as a corrupting medium is not a 
novel phenomenon. Calls to regulate social media sites and ensure 
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accuracy of information are akin to the manner in which previous mass 
media have been treated with suspicion. There are also those who stand 
to gain from the demise of social media. What is required is substan-
tive research that examines the existence of filter bubbles, their possible 
impact on opinion formation, and whether they may be weaponized by 
nations to sow societal discord. Such research is presented in the fol-
lowing section.

Echo Chambers—Fact or Fiction?

Tucker et al. (2018, p. 16) have stated that the “prevailing narrative of 
echo chambers is that of online disinformation being amplified within 
communities of like-minded individuals.” Within echo chambers, disin-
formation goes unchallenged due to algorithms that filter out opposing 
voices and contradictory information (Pariser, 2011; del Vicario et al., 
2016). The concern over echo chambers stems, in part, from the finding 
that roughly 50% of adults in the developed world access news through 
social media sites (Newman et al., 2017; Shearer & Gottfried, 2017). If 
these adults are in fact engulfed within echo chambers then nearly half of 
the demos may be formulating its political opinions based on lies, false-
hoods and half-truths.

However, the very existence of filter bubbles and echo chambers has 
recently been called into question (Garrett, 2017). A study from 2016 
examined 50,000 news consumers in the USA. The study found that 
most participants had a healthy, or diverse, online news diet and that the 
most frequently visited news sites were those that catered to both liber-
als and conservatives. News sites that catered solely to political extremes 
attracted little attention (Flaxman, Goel, & Rao, 2016). Another study 
found that people’s offline interactions were more likely to be politically 
filtered than their online news consumption (Tucker et al., 2018). As was 
argued earlier, this finding is not surprising when one takes into account 
the nature of “Friendships” in the digital society, which refers to both 
strong and weak ties, friends and colleagues, fathers and lecturers. Thus, 
individuals’ online public spheres may be more politically diverse than 
their offline spheres as people tend to form close offline friendships with 
those who share their worldviews.

In 2015, a study of 10 million Facebook users found that the social 
media site’s removal of oppositional news stories was also limited. 
Algorithmic filtering removed only 5% of oppositional news stories for 
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conservatives and 8% for liberals (Bakshy, Messing, & Adamic, 2015). 
Similarly, scholars have found that people often seek out information 
online that negates their political affiliation. As algorithms surveil one’s 
digital activities, seeking contradictory information indirectly diversifies 
one’s online information diet (Garrett, 2017, p. 371). Lastly, studies 
have found that social media users are regularly exposed to a “surpris-
ingly” high volume of diverse political views (Barberá, 2014). This was 
also reported by social media users themselves in a recent study by the 
Pew Research Center (Duggan & Smith, 2016). The aforementioned 
studies indicate that algorithmic filtering does not necessarily limit peo-
ple’s access to diverse sources of information and news. Subsequently, fil-
ter bubbles’ impact on the formation of political opinion may be limited.

But the term “filter bubble” is also used in reference to disinforma-
tion. It is assumed that disinformation is magnified online as it is shared 
within digital communities of like-minded individuals where it goes 
unchallenged (Pariser, 2011). This leads to societies that are increas-
ingly misinformed and polarized given that false news stories are often 
sensational reports that deal with contentious issues that are meant to 
elicit negative emotions and sow feelings of discord (Sunstein, 2017). 
Yet studies suggest that social media and Internet use do not correlate 
with political polarization and that disinformation has a marginal impact 
of levels of political knowledge (Allcot & Gentzkow, 2017; Boxell, 
Gentzkow, & Shapiro, 2017). Some studies have even found corre-
lations between social media usage and increased political knowledge 
(Baumgartner & Morris, 2010; Groshek & Dimitorva, 2011; Kenski & 
Stroud, 2006).

Conversely, studies did find that “fake” or false news stories were 
wildly shared during the 2016 US elections and reached large  numbers 
of citizens. Other studies have shown that Facebook engagement was 
higher for “fake” content than for news originating from traditional 
media (Rogers & Bromwhich, 2016; Timberg, 2016). As such, skewed 
and biased information was as salient as accurate news coverage during 
the elections. Additionally, false news sites, deployed during the U.S. 
elections, attracted a staggering 159 million visitors during the last 
month of the campaign. Yet an in-depth analysis found that the average 
American only saw and remembered 1.14 fake stories, a relatively small 
number (Allcot & Gentzkow, 2017).

Lastly, conspiracy theories are known to thrive on digital  platforms 
mainly because skeptical audiences rarely visit sites that promote 
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conspiracies. Thus, these sites may be the most crystallized version 
of echo chambers (Wood, Douglas, & Sutton, 2012). Sunstein and 
Vermeule (2009) argue that conspiracy theories normally include a belief 
that a powerful group is manipulating the public while concealing its 
activities. These theories often make their way to the mass media, which 
seek to profit from them, as was the case with the media attention paid 
to Donald Trump’s theory that President Obama was not born in the 
United States. Surveys suggest that half of the American public believe 
or endorse at least one conspiracy theory at any given time (Oliver & 
Wood, 2014). Yet this study was limited to America, a nation that has a 
historic affinity for such theories.

The majority of the studies reviewed in this section suggest that the 
impact of algorithmic filtering, or filter bubbles, on the formation of 
political opinions, the spread of disinformation, and access to diverse 
news sources is limited. In fact, the aforementioned studies have led 
Garrett (2017) to conclude that the concepts of echo chambers and fil-
ter bubble are but a myth. This chapter does not make such a sweeping 
statement. Yet it does argue that the impact of algorithmic filtering may 
be more limited than originally thought, as digital publics actively seek 
out news, information and viewpoints that negate their political stance 
and interact with “Friends” that hold diverse political affiliations. It is 
equally important to note that even in the age of filter bubbles, much of 
the information about politics shared on social media is authored by tra-
ditional news outlets (Tucker et al., 2018).

However, the aforementioned studies do suggest that digital plat-
forms are now competitive arenas in which truth and reality are con-
tested. The fact that filter bubbles may be less influential than first 
thought has not prevented nations from attempting to strategically uti-
lize filter bubbles to increase the impact of disinformation and propa-
ganda. Such is the case with Russia’s use of propaganda in its Hybrid 
Warfare doctrine, which is introduced in the following section.

From Russia with Love

On February 26, 2013, the chief of the Russian General Staff, General 
Valery Gerasimov, published an article on the future of warfare. Within 
Western circles, the article would come to be known as the “Gerasimov 
Doctrine.” The doctrine supposedly called for a blend of conventional 
and unconventional warfare known as “Hybrid Warfare.” Specifically, 
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Gerasimov called for combining military force with propaganda, subver-
sive NGOs, peacekeeping operations, private military companies, cyber 
warfare, and cyber warriors. The purpose of this hybrid form of warfare 
is to destabilize foreign countries by stirring political dissent, stoking sep-
aratist sentiment, and preventing a legitimate government from conduct-
ing the affairs of state (Bartles, 2016).

According to Western interpretations, the Gerasimov Doctrine recon-
ceptualizes how Russia could obtain regime change in foreign countries. 
In the first stage, social media, the Internet, and NGOs are used to sow 
discord through propaganda and give rise to internal tensions. Violence 
may soon erupt, leading to a crisis of legitimacy for the government. 
As internal security destabilizes, private mercenaries and special forces 
are used to promote chaos until paralysis grips the capital. Next, the 
besieged government is sanctioned, either military or financially, lead-
ing to its collapse and the rise of mob rule. Finally, under the pretense 
of peacekeeping or humanitarian mediation, soldiers can be deployed, 
ultimately instilling a more convenient regime. This was, according to 
NATO, the very strategy used by Russia to invade and ultimately annex 
Crimea in 2014 (Giles, 2016). In light of the Gerasimov Doctrine, digi-
tal propaganda is but one tool in Russia’s military arsenal meant to facili-
tate its foreign policy objectives, be it regime change, destabilizing other 
countries, or acquiring new territory. Propaganda is thus the continua-
tion of Russian diplomacy by other means.

The Gerasimov Doctrine has major implication for diplomats because 
it suggests that during times of crises public diplomacy must coun-
ter Russian propaganda being disseminated on social media and on the 
Internet and by NGOs. This requires digital capabilities that MFAs may 
have yet to acquire such as methods for identifying false stories in near- 
realtime, mapping local networks through which counter information may 
be circulated, quickly forming networks with opinion makers (especially 
those relevant to minority groups or ethnic minorities), exposing fictitious 
accounts, discrediting or diminishing the credibility of certain spokesper-
sons, promoting positive national narratives as a means of boosting social 
and national cohesion, and working with diaspora groups as a means of 
influencing online discussions in countries being targeted by Russia.

Charles Bartles (2016), however, has argued that the so-called 
Gerasimov Doctrine was part of the Russian military’s use of foresight 
to anticipate changes in warfare and adopt new practices. Bartles con-
tended that the aforementioned description of Hybrid Warfare was used 
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by Gerasimov to characterize Western regime changes in Yugoslavia, 
Kosovo, Iraq, and Afghanistan and to identify the defensive measures 
Russia would have to develop to ward off such attacks on its own sover-
eignty. In other words, Gerasimov was describing Western, not Russian, 
Hybrid Warfare. The Russian General even argued that Russia could 
soon find itself under hybrid attacks given intense competition over 
global resources, many of which can be found on Russian soil.

Mark Galeotti (2018b), who apparently coined the phrase “Gerasimov 
Doctrine,” recently published an article that stated that there was no such 
doctrine, nor had Russia implemented a new means of warfare. He asserted 
that people seek refuge in “doctrine” terminology given that perceptions 
of threat drive policy and, at the moment, Western nations feel threatened 
by Russia’s campaigns to “divide, distract and dismay” (Galeotti, 2018a).

The controversy surrounding the Gerasimov Doctrine is reminiscent 
of a John le Caré book situated at the height of the Cold War. Had the 
master spy George Smiley read the doctrine he would have remarked 
“Style appalling, blatantly a fabrication from beginning to end. It just 
could be the real thing” (Alfredson, 2011). Whether the Gerasimov arti-
cle was used to illustrate a threat to Russia or to promote a new Russian 
military doctrine remains debatable. What is certain is that it has had a 
profound impact on European MFAs and members of the NATO alli-
ance. As one British diplomat blogged during the 2014 NATO Summit 
in Wales:

Firstly, Russia’s actions in Ukraine require us to focus again on our tradi-
tional core NATO task of collective defence. But the ‘hybrid’ conflict we 
have witnessed in Ukraine (including use of irregulars, propaganda and 
deniable soldiers/equipment without insignia) also demonstrates the need 
to adapt and innovate. Amongst other investments to modernize our forces,  
we want to develop a brigade-size high readiness response force able to 
react quickly to sudden or ambiguous attacks or crises. (Leach, 2014)

NATO and European MFAs have thus increasingly focused their  digital 
resources on identifying and countering Russian digital activities. As part 
of this process, the goals of public diplomacy have steadily transitioned 
from relationship building and dialogue to strategic communication 
and information warfare. The German MFA has launched a new initi-
ative to restructure its strategic communication apparatus by 2020. This 
will include developing greater information-gathering capabilities and 
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investing greater resources in digital campaigns that target specific online 
populations. The British Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) has 
established two new departments one tasked with collecting open source 
intelligence and the other with mapping digital disinformation while Baltic 
MFAs have increased their collaborations with national defense ministries 
(R. Paulauskas, personal communication, June 25, 2018). Similarly, in 
September of 2018, the Danish government announced a new initiative to 
increase Danish resilience against disinformation. As part of this initiative, 
the Danish MFA will strengthen its abilities to monitor disinformation in 
the media directed at Denmark and will also train communication officers 
from various ministries on how to identify and counter disinformation.

Notably, different MFAs and organizations define strategic commu-
nications in different ways. Yet a recurring feature of such definitions is 
the emphasis on influence and behavior change, as opposed to relation-
ships. For instance, the EU Institute for Security Studies defined stra-
tegic communications as “a systematic series of sustained and coherent 
activities, conducted across strategic, operational and tactical levels, that 
enables understanding of target audiences and identifies effective con-
duits to promote and sustain particular types of behavior” (Issue, 2016). 
Similarly, in 2010, NATO first defined the aim of its strategic commu-
nications as ensuring that “NATO’s audiences, whether in the Nations 
or in a region where a NATO operation is taking place, either friendly 
or adversarial, receive truthful, accurate and timely information that will 
allow them to understand and assess the Alliance’s actions and inten-
tions. This will deter aggression and promote NATO’s alms and objec-
tives” (NATO, 2010). None of these definitions invoke the language 
of the “new” public diplomacy or emphasize the need to interact with 
digital publics so as to foster dialogue and relationships. As such, MFAs’ 
transition toward strategic communications may also be a transition away 
from “new” public diplomacy activities. Yet countering Russia’s digital 
activities, be it through dialogue or influence, requires that one under-
stand the goals Russia aims to obtain when using disinformation and 
propaganda. These are explored in the following section.

The Goals of Russian Disinformation

The goal of Russian disinformation is not to influence one’s  political 
opinions or ideology but, rather, to alter one’s perception of reality 
either by contesting reality or questioning the existence of an objective 
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truth (Pamment et al., 2018). One example of such activities can be 
found in the digital communications of the Russian MFA during the 
Crimean crisis. At the onset of the crisis, the Russian MFA alleged on 
Twitter that neo-Nazis had staged a coup d’état in Kiev and had unlaw-
fully overthrown a democratically elected government. Next, Russian 
diplomats tweeted that pro-Ukrainian extremists, backed by the EU, 
were harming and threatening the lives of Russian ethnic minorities in 
Eastern Ukraine. The MFA also argued that the Ukrainian Parliament 
was trampling on the human rights of Russian minorities and that 
the rule of law was supplanted by extremists and neo-Nazis who had 
seized weapons from the Ukrainian military. The MFA later stated that 
Ukrainian neo-Nazis, aided by the EU and the USA, posed a threat to 
the national interests of Russia as they could seize its bases in Crimea 
and murder Russian minorities in the region. Finally, Russia stipulated 
time and again that it had never invaded Crimea. Rather, Crimea joined 
the Russian Federation of its own accord once local parliaments declared 
their independence from Kiev.

When Russian soldiers were captured in Eastern Ukraine, a Russian 
spokesperson explained that they had simply gotten lost and wandered 
across the border (BBC, 2014). When satellites captured images of 
Russian military units in Ukraine, the Russian embassy to the United 
Arab Emirates tweeted in Fig. 5.1 mocking NATO’s supposed evidence. 
When U.S. diplomats accused their Russian counterparts of violating 
international law by invading Ukraine, Russian diplomats tweeted about 
human rights violations in Guantanamo Bay. In all these cases, Russian 
diplomacy focused on questioning the reality of events unfolding in 
Ukraine.

Russia’s diplomatic messaging during the Crimean crisis is emblem-
atic of its overall disinformation strategy, which focuses on promoting a 
specific metanarrative that depicts the “West as an aggressive and expan-
sionist entity on the one hand, and as weak and verging on collapse 
on the other” (Pamment et al., 2018). Indeed, throughout the crisis, 
Russia argued that Western powers were aligning themselves with fascists 
and that the West was involved in the overthrow of the democratically 
elected Yanukovych government.

Moreover, the Russian narrative of a neo-Nazi coup was in direct 
contrast to that promoted by Western MFAs, stating that a democratic 
revolution had taken place in Ukraine and that the people of Ukraine 
had deposed a pro-Russian leader who refused to accept the people’s will 
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to sign a trade agreement with the EU. As both sides battled over their 
narratives, the reality of what was happening in Crimea became sub-
ject to speculation. This is still true today, sometime after the annexa-
tion of Crimea. According to some MFAs, there is now a place called 
the Republic of Crimea. It has recognized borders and a parliament, and 
its citizens have national passports. According to other digital channels, 
there is no such place. It does not exist.

Of course, the Russian MFA was not the only actor to contest the 
reality of the Crimean crisis. Throughout the crisis, Russian trolls 
flooded digital platforms in Ukraine and the Baltic states with false 
stories of atrocities committed by Ukrainian soldiers and extremists, 
including the murders of women and children and the establishment of 
concentration camps in Eastern Ukraine (Sazonov, Kristiina Müür, & 
Mölder, 2016). State-run news agencies such as Sputnik disseminated 
images of Russian aid convoys making their way to rescue besieged 
Russian minorities alongside images of neo-Nazis supposedly desecrating 
Russian monuments to its victory in World War II. At the same time, 
Russia Today carried the statements of Russian diplomats and Kremlin 
spokesperson across the borders of neighboring nations.

Fig. 5.1 Russian 
embassy rebukes 
NATO evidence (Source 
https://twitter.com/
rusembassyuae/status/5
07226671401824256?l
ang=en)

https://twitter.com/rusembassyuae/status/507226671401824256?lang=en
https://twitter.com/rusembassyuae/status/507226671401824256?lang=en
https://twitter.com/rusembassyuae/status/507226671401824256?lang=en
https://twitter.com/rusembassyuae/status/507226671401824256?lang=en
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The Russian MFA has also used Twitter to contest the nature of 
Russia’s involvement in the Syrian Civil War. Russian diplomats have 
employed Twitter to suggest that Russia is aiding the Assad regime in 
its struggle against Islamic terrorists. Over the past two years, the MFA  
has dedicated digital resources to exhibiting Russian aid to the Syrian 
population in the forms of food, medicine, and humanitarian convoys 
out of bombarded areas. Thus, Russia’s military involvement in Syria was 
framed as a humanitarian intervention. These arguments are routinely 
accompanied by images supposedly depicting the events taking place 
on Syrian soil. For instance, in December of 2016, Russia’s embassy to 
South Africa published the tweet seen in Fig. 5.2 depicting Christmas 
celebrations in the liberated city of Aleppo. At the exact same time, 
Western European MFAs were circulating images of an Aleppo that had 
been reduced rubble, a city populated only by ghosts.

Fig. 5.2 Conflicting depictions of the reality in Aleppo (Source https://
twitter.com/EmbassyofRussia/status/811486637242908672?ref_src=tws-
rc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E811486637242908672&ref_
url=https%3A%2F%2Fdigdipblog.com%2F2017%2F01%2F07%2Fon- 
the-use-of-images-in-the-diplomatic-struggle-over-syria-2%2F; https://twitter.com/
foreignoffice/status/808764943365525504)

https://twitter.com/EmbassyofRussia/status/811486637242908672%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%257Ctwcamp%255Etweetembed%257Ctwterm%255E811486637242908672%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fdigdipblog.com%252F2017%252F01%252F07%252Fon-the-use-of-images-in-the-diplomatic-struggle-over-syria-2%252F
https://twitter.com/EmbassyofRussia/status/811486637242908672%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%257Ctwcamp%255Etweetembed%257Ctwterm%255E811486637242908672%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fdigdipblog.com%252F2017%252F01%252F07%252Fon-the-use-of-images-in-the-diplomatic-struggle-over-syria-2%252F
https://twitter.com/EmbassyofRussia/status/811486637242908672%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%257Ctwcamp%255Etweetembed%257Ctwterm%255E811486637242908672%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fdigdipblog.com%252F2017%252F01%252F07%252Fon-the-use-of-images-in-the-diplomatic-struggle-over-syria-2%252F
https://twitter.com/EmbassyofRussia/status/811486637242908672%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%257Ctwcamp%255Etweetembed%257Ctwterm%255E811486637242908672%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fdigdipblog.com%252F2017%252F01%252F07%252Fon-the-use-of-images-in-the-diplomatic-struggle-over-syria-2%252F
https://twitter.com/EmbassyofRussia/status/811486637242908672%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%257Ctwcamp%255Etweetembed%257Ctwterm%255E811486637242908672%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fdigdipblog.com%252F2017%252F01%252F07%252Fon-the-use-of-images-in-the-diplomatic-struggle-over-syria-2%252F
https://twitter.com/foreignoffice/status/808764943365525504
https://twitter.com/foreignoffice/status/808764943365525504
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The fate of Aleppo and the nature of the Syrian Civil War were 
thus also called into question, suggesting that truth was in the eye of 
the beholder, or the tweeter. In both Crimea and Syria, Russia created 
a skewed information media ecology meant to instill senses of confu-
sion and doubt among digital publics as confusion leads to insecurity 
and insecurity breeds tension and paralysis. In other words, by contest-
ing truth and reality, Russia created a climate of doubt in which it could 
secure its foreign policy goals of annexing Crimea and rescuing the Assad 
regime.

While Russian disinformation focuses on contesting reality, Russian 
propaganda focuses on polarizing societies. These activities were all man-
ifested in Russian paid ads circulated on Facebook during the 2016 US 
elections campaign.

The Goals of Russian Propaganda

While Russia initially focused its digital activities on its neighbors, such 
as Ukraine and Georgia, in 2016 it spread its reach to the USA (NATO). 
Unlike Russian disinformation, Russian digital propaganda seems to 
adhere to the traditional goals of propaganda: identifying discontent 
segments of society, highlighting contentious issues, using past events 
to stoke social tensions, sowing the seeds of discord and driving wedges 
between social groups (Pamment et al., 2018). In a recent project, the 
Oxford Digital Diplomacy Research Group evaluated 800 Facebook 
ads circulated during the 2016 elections that were paid for by Russian 
organizations. Intriguingly, Russian ads usually targeted two, oppos-
ing social groups simultaneously, such as African Americans and white 
conservatives.

The ad shown in Fig. 5.3, which was targeted at African Americans, 
is comprised of two images. The top one depicts members of the Ku 
Klux Klan, while the lower one depicts Trayvon Martin, a young black 
man who was shot to death in 2012 by a white neighborhood watch vol-
unteer in Florida. The ad states that Americans should fear the hoods 
of the Klan rather than the hoods of young African Americans. This ad 
resonates with growing racial tensions in America following the deaths 
of several young black men by police officers and the emergence of the 
Black Lives Matter movement. This Russian ad also summons African 
Americans’ past to make sense of African Americans’ present—that of 
enduring white hate, discrimination, and violence.
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At the same time, another Russian ad targeted white conservatives 
while using the rhetoric of law and order, one which has been embraced 
by the Republican Party since the election of Richard Nixon (Zeitz, 
2016). The ad featured three men—a black man who was choking a 
white police officer and another black man poised to impale the white 
officer with the American flag. The ad included the tagline “Blue Lives 
Matter,” a direct rebuke of the Black Lives Matter movement. This ad 
resonated with historical white fear of African American violence, sug-
gesting that law and order were coming under attack, not young black 
men.

Both of these ads focused on contentious issues and evoked a strong 
emotional response. Their goal, however, was not to alter opinions, but 
to drive social frustration and increase societal polarization. As a recent 
report by the University of Lund argues, polarization is a key Russian 

Fig. 5.3 Russian 
Facebook ad targeting 
African Americans dur-
ing 2016 elections
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digital strategy (Pamment et al., 2018). What is unique about Russian 
digital propaganda is thus not its goal, as propaganda has traditionally 
sought to undermine social cohesion, but its method of delivery. By 
disseminating these ads on Facebook, Russia made use of social media 
algorithms to deliver its messages to a specific subset of audiences with 
whom it might most resonate. This was a form of tailored propaganda, 
as opposed to targeted propaganda, which was used during the ages of 
print, radio, and television and reached entire societies. As Chapter 4  
argues, tailored communication is much more likely to resonate with 
intended audiences than targeted communication.

Russian Facebook ads also demonstrate an attempt to weaponize the 
filter bubble effect, as these ads would likely go uncontested among 
targeted audiences, be they African Americans or white conservatives. 
Moreover, these ads were likely to be shared widely as they resonated 
with the worldviews of target audiences (McClenghan, 2017). The cost 
of publishing and disseminating these ads was remarkably low. According 
to Facebook, Russian ads during the 2016 election may have reached 
216 million users at the cost of $46,000 (Senate hearing, 2016).

Markedly, many of the accounts that disseminated Russian ads all had 
the appearance of American grassroots organizations thus masking their 
true origin. This masking is demonstrative of the fact that contemporary 
disinformation and propaganda campaigns are increasingly hard to detect 
and are “purposively at odds with familiar categories of right and wrong” 
(Pamment et al., 2018, p. 10). Equally disturbing is the fact that these 
ads were only visible to those users who were targeted by Russia. As a 
report from Lund University concludes, digital platforms create a reality 
in which millions of people may be exposed to divisive and false ads with-
out anyone being the wiser. Will Moy, director of the fact-checking web-
site FullFact.org, is quoted in the Lund report and said that “Inaccurate 
information could be spreading with no-one to scrutinize it. Democracy 
needs to be done in public” (ibid.).

It should, however, be mentioned that other countries have also 
used disinformation to obtain policy goals. China, Iran, and Venezuela 
have all been credited with using disinformation to counter the pro-
motion of democracy and to promote authoritarianism (King, Pan, 
& Roberts, 2017; Nocetti, 2015; Vanderhill, 2013; Way, 2015). The 
Computational Propaganda Project at the Oxford Internet Institute sug-
gests that the number of countries deploying some form of social media 
influence operations has grown from 28 in 2016 to 48 in 2017. These 
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include the governments of Australia, Germany, Hungary, Israel, Saudi 
Arabia, Serbia, Turkey, Ukraine, the UK, and the USA (Bradshaw & 
Howard, 2018). Russia was also not the only nation to use digital plat-
forms to contest reality through disinformation and skewed informa-
tion. Elsewhere on social media, one might learn that Turkey has both 
strengthened its democracy and fallen under totalitarian rule, that Daesh 
has both established a Caliphate in Syria and Iraq and has collapsed while 
Iran has both met its nuclear commitments and violated them—depend-
ing on if one follows President Trump or Macron online and if one fol-
lows the Turkish foreign ministry or the Israeli one.

To summarize, the goal of Russian disinformation is to contest real-
ity and to suggest that there is no such thing as an objective truth. The  
goal of Russian propaganda is to sow the seeds of discord by targeting 
disillusioned segments of society and drawing greater attention to con-
tentious issues. One method of disseminating Russian propaganda was 
through paid Facebook ads, as was explored in this section. Yet Russia 
has also deployed additional drivers of disinformation including trolls, 
bots, and news sites that spin fiction rather than fact. These are explored 
in the following section.

Additional Drivers of Russian Disinformation

The Russian MFA and state-owned media are not the only drivers of 
Russian disinformation. These also include trolls, bots, and “fake” or 
false news sites. Trolls are individuals who post inflammatory comments 
on digital platforms to sow discord and evoke emotional responses 
(Phillips, 2015). The term “trolls”, however, may refer to private indi-
viduals who enjoy stoking emotional fever online. Hired trolls, on the 
other hand, are operatives who are contracted by politicians, political 
parties, and governments to flood digital platforms with fake commen-
tary with the goal of preventing users from accurately assessing reality 
(Mihaylov, Georgiev, & Nakov, 2015).

Reports have suggested that Russia operates “troll farms” where 
operatives are tasked with influencing digital discussions on national 
and international issues. These trolls are strategically deployed by Russia 
to spread conspiracy theories, sway public opinion in favor of Russia 
and against NATO, promote authoritarianism in Europe, and coun-
ter the promotion of democracy (Gerber & Zavisca, 2016; Lankina 
& Watanabe, 2017). Russian trolls are active on numerous digital 
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platforms, news sites and discussion boards. A recent report by the 
NATO Stratcom Centre (2017) stated that Russian trolls have been 
active on news sites in Ukraine, Poland, Finland, and the USA. Trolls 
have also been used by the Russian government to edit Wikipedia arti-
cles, a strategy that demonstrates the goal of contesting reality (Tucker 
et al., 2018).

As opposed to trolls, bots are computer software programs that gener-
ate content on social media by performing highly repetitive tasks (Forelle, 
Howard, Monroy-Hernández, & Savage, 2015; Michael, 2017). As the 
Lund report stipulates, bots can be used to perform positive tasks, such as 
chat bots that offer customer support, or aggregate bots that collect news 
stories on certain issues for their users (Boichak, Jackson, Hemsley, & 
Tanupabrungsun, 2018). Yet bots may also be used to spread disinforma-
tion, spam online forums, flood discussion boards with highly emotional 
content, increase the reach of false content at a low cost, and redirect 
web traffic toward websites that specialize in curating inaccurate infor-
mation (Ratkiewicz et al., 2011). The scale of use of bots has become 
astounding. According to Bessi and Ferrara (2016), 400,000 bots were 
used to disseminate 3.8 million tweets during the last month of the 2016 
US election. Saho et al. have argued that humans are especially vulnerable 
to bots and often retweet their messages unknowingly. Beyond the USA, 
studies have uncovered the use of Russian bots during the German elec-
tions (Applebaum, Pomerantsev, Smith, & Colliver, 2017), the Catalonia 
referendum and the French elections. NATO has found the 70% of 
Russian language Twitter accounts commenting on NATO’s presence in 
the Baltics are automated bots (Fredheim, 2017).

Alarmingly, not only is the use of bots increasing, but bots have also 
been found to be the most influential form of propaganda. Recent stud-
ies suggest that human users fail to identify online bots and mistake them 
for actual users. Even when users are aware of the existence of bots, 
they do not have less trust in bots than they do in humans (Edwards, 
Edwards, Spence, & Shelton, 2014). Trust in bots is concerning, given 
that these were strategically employed to flood social media with pro-
Brexit hashtags (Howard & Kollanyi, 2016), anti-Macron content, and 
pro-Trump tweets (Tucker et al., 2018). Bots have also been identified 
in the social media ecosystems of Azerbaijan, Brazil, Canada, China, 
France, Germany, Italy, Mexico, Poland, and Ukraine. These bots have 
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been used to increase leaders’ numbers of followers, influence political 
discourse, attack political oppositions, and influence public discourse 
(Kollanyi, Howard, & Woolley, 2016; Treré, 2016; Woolley & Howards, 
2017).

In summary, the conclusions of this chapter are somewhat contradic-
tory. On the one hand, the impact of filter bubbles appears to be less 
substantial than first assumed and even in the age of rage digital publics 
have healthy news diets and actively seek out diverse sources of informa-
tion. Moreover, although digital publics are exposed to vast quantities of 
digital propaganda, its long-term effect seems to be limited as well. On 
the other hand, some nations are attempting to weaponize the filter bub-
ble effect; hate spreads online faster than hope contributing to greater 
political extremity; bots warp people’s senses of reality while conspiracy 
theories are thriving in gated digital communities. These contradictory 
conclusions demonstrate the continued need to combat nefarious digital 
activities. The question that arises in the context of this chapter is, how 
has the digitalization of propaganda and disinformation influenced the 
conduct of public diplomacy? In other words, how do diplomats use dig-
ital technologies to combat the spread of propaganda, false information, 
and conspiracy theories? The following section presents two case studies 
that offer an answer to this question.

The first case study reviews the British FCO’s use of its own blo-
gosphere to narrate the Syrian Civil War and Russia’s involvement in 
that war. Rather than be pulled onto social media sites and drawn into 
competitions over the truth, the FCO attempts to pull digital pub-
lics onto its own platforms where its content is less susceptible to dig-
ital manipulation. Moreover, the FCO builds on the reputation and 
prestige of high-ranking British diplomats to increase the credibility of 
its arguments, as well as individuals who have experienced the horrors 
of the Syrian Civil War firsthand. The FCO thus contends with digital 
propaganda through credible spokespersons and eyewitness accounts. 
Conversely, the Israeli MFA focuses on developing algorithmic capabil-
ities through which it can decrease the spread and virality of malicious 
content and even “hack” social media algorithms so that these increas-
ingly remove malicious content themselves. Thus, unlike the FCO, 
which builds on traditional diplomatic resources, the Israeli MFA relies 
on innovative technological infrastructure.
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The FCO’s Blogosphere

Brevity has also played an important part in the digitalization of pub-
lic diplomacy. Often, this was a result of the architecture of digital plat-
forms such as Twitter, which limited the number of characters to 280.  
Yet diplomats were also forced to disseminate concise messages given 
digital publics’ short attention spans and their exposure to a daily bar-
rage of TMI. Despite this, the FCO decided to launch its own blo-
gosphere in 2009 with the explicit goal of providing a place for 
“officials and ministers to engage in a direct and informal dialogue 
with public audiences about international affairs and the work of  
the Foreign and Commonwealth Office”. To date, UK ambassadors, 
ministers, and diplomats have published hundreds of posts dealing with 
diverse issues ranging from the protection of human rights to globaliza-
tion, the future of NATO, and the changing nature of diplomacy in the 
digital age.

The FCO’s blogosphere represents a unique approach to public diplo-
macy as it substitutes brevity with insight and reflection. Posts written 
by ambassadors or high-ranking diplomats are not meant to be skimmed 
or immediately shared. On the contrary, officials aim to tackle complex 
issues, to present foreign policy dilemmas, to share their own profes-
sional and personal experiences with readers and offer a context through 
which global events may be understood as well as the UK’s response to 
these events.

Since 2012, the FCO has also used the blogosphere to narrate or 
interpret the Syrian Civil War. By using its blogosphere to frame the 
Syrian Civil War, denounce the Assad regime’s abhorrent violations of 
human rights, and narrate Russia’s involvement in Syria, the FCO is able 
to more effectively contend with Russian propaganda and disinforma-
tion. The reason for this is that competitions over the truth may often 
benefit the digital aggressor. By responding to Russian claims that it is 
defeating terrorists in Syria, or that Aleppo has been liberated, one inad-
vertently admits that reality can be contested and that truth is a mat-
ter of opinion. Everything becomes true, and everything becomes false, 
and all is a matter of perspective. The FCOs’ choice to use its blogo-
sphere to comment on events in Syria avoids this competition altogether. 
Moreover, it enables the FCO to pull audiences away from social media 
platforms or web discussion boards, thus limiting the extent to which 
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Russian trolls and bots can hijack FCO content, flood its accounts with 
false information, or drown out messages through a windfall of emotion 
and rage. Lastly, the use of the blogosphere may increase the credibil-
ity of the information presented to readers as posts are often written by 
ambassadors who enjoy a certain degree of prestige.

Since 2012, UK diplomats have posted 197 blogs relating to the 
civil war in Syria. The issues debated in FCO posts about Syria altered 
substantially between 2012 and 2018. This is not surprising given that 
what began as a popular uprising in 2012 morphed into a horrid civil 
war, which soon translated into a refugee crisis in the Middle East and 
Europe. It was also only in September of 2015 that Russia became 
involved in the war. This chapter analyzed 69 Syria-related posts pub-
lished between 2012 and 2018. FCO blog posts were accessed during 
April of 2018 and analyzed throughout May of 2018. All posts published 
during a certain year were analyzed using word clouds to identify preva-
lent topics. Figure 5.4, for example, represents the word cloud of 2014 
Syria-related posts.

As can be seen in Fig. 5.4 during 2014 FCO posts dealt mostly 
with the refugee crisis, which was depicted as endangering the stabil-
ity of Jordan and Lebanon and posing a foreign policy challenge to 
European nations. Posts also dealt with the Geneva talks, which were 

Fig. 5.4 Word cloud—2014 Syria related FCO blog posts
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meant to facilitate a political solution to the civil war by bringing the 
Assad Regime and the Syrian Rebels to the negotiating table. The UN 
Human Rights Council, headquartered in Geneva, was also frequently 
mentioned in posts describing the UK’s attempts to create an inter-
national coalition against the Assad regime and focus attention on its 
appalling human rights violations. Finally, diplomats emphasized the 
need to offer increased financial support for children and women dis-
placed by the war.

The 2015 word cloud, shown in Fig. 5.5, demonstrates how the 
issues addressed in Syria-related posts altered from one year to the next. 
Indeed, in 2015 UK diplomats focused on Daesh’s activities in Syria and 
the efforts of the Coalition Against Daesh, the plight of Christian minor-
ities in Syria being massacred by Daesh terrorists, the suspected use of 
chemical weapons by the Assad regime against its own civilian popula-
tion, the increased financial support offered by the UK to Syrian refu-
gees in Lebanon, and the UK’s work with the international community 
to ensure that Assad would not be able to use chemical weapons with 
impunity (Fig. 5.5).

Finally, the 2018 word cloud, shown in Fig. 5.6, demonstrates 
Russia’s rise in prominence in FCO blogs. 2018 blog posts often dealt 
with Russia’s emboldening of the Assad regime to use chemical weap-
ons by preventing UN resolution on the matter, Russia’s own use 
of a nerve agent on UK soil during the Salisbury Attack, and Russia’s  

Fig. 5.5 Word cloud—2015 Syria related FCO blog posts
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lack of willingness to accept the findings of the OPCW’s (Organization 
for Prohibition of Chemical Weapons) investigations into the use of 
chemical weapons in Syria (Fig. 5.6).

In terms of content, Syria-related blog posts can be classified into 
three categories. The first category of posts was emotionally driven and 
aimed to shed light on the humanitarian catastrophe that is the Syrian 
Civil War. Such posts tended to describe the scenes British diplomats 
were confronted with when visiting refugee camps in Jordan or when 
hearing the testimony of those who had fled Syria. Emotionally-driven 
posts may have been an effective method of explaining the UK’s  policies 
regarding Syria as they humanized a foreign policy issue, made it  relatable 
to readers and emphasized the urgency for diplomatic action. They also 
offer a dichotomy between a moral UK and an immoral Syria and Russia. 
Values and norms play an important role in public diplomacy messages, 
as they enable actors to legitimize their own actions while delegitimizing 
the actions of other actors (Van Ham, 2013). Emotionally-driven posts 
also offered readers an in-depth, eyewitness account of the reality in Syria 
and may have thus been more effective in countering false Russian narra-
tives than a single tweet or a two-minute video. One example of an emo-
tionally driven post was authored by Peter Millet, the UK ambassador to 
Libya who visited refugee camps in Jordan in 2013. When describing the 
camps, he wrote:

Fig. 5.6 Word cloud—2018 Syria related FCO blog posts
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The flow of Syrian refugees entering Jordan has now reached crisis point. 
What started as a trickle over 18 months ago has now become a flood. 
Even a few weeks ago the UN was reporting 300 – 400 new arrivals each 
night. Now it is 3,000 – 4,000 most nights. These are bald figures. Like 
all statistics they mask the reality of multiple human tragedies and personal 
suffering. On our visit to Za’atari this week we met a woman from Homs 
who had spent two months making her way south with her young family 
until she reached Jordan; she has no news of the rest of her family. We met 
new arrivals who had left their villages near Dera’a just over the border, 
walking through the night and dodging patrols by the Syrian army. In all 
these cases, they told of their towns and villages being attacked by helicop-
ters, shelled by tanks and flattened by artillery…What is the solution? The 
best answer is the removal of Bashar Al-Assad and a transition to a new 
democratic, pluralistic government. That is our political objective.

The second category of FCO posts consisted of calls to action. These 
posts tended to highlight the urgency of ending the destructive war in 
Syria and the need to hold the Assad regime accountable for its human 
rights violations and use of chemical weapons. Such posts may have been 
used by the FCO to rally online support for UK actions in various UN 
forums against the Syrian and Russian governments. One post, published 
in 2018 by the UK ambassador to the Philippines, asked “Does Russia 
support the rule-based international system at all?” This post portrays 
Russia as a consistent violator of international law and a morally ques-
tionable diplomatic actor.

With cavalier disregard not only for the victims but its own international 
reputation, last week Russia deployed its veto for the twelfth time to pro-
tect the Assad regime from accountability. As the horror was unfolding in 
Douma, Syria, the OPCW (Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical 
Weapons) was carefully compiling its report on the toxin used in the attack 
in Salisbury, England. We now have its findings: the international watch-
dog has confirmed that the toxin unleashed in Salisbury was military-grade 
nerve agent of the type known as Novichok, which was developed in the 
Soviet era and produced by Russia. There can be no doubt as to the integ-
rity of the OPCW process yet Russia declared in advance that it would not 
accept the findings of this independent, international body…

Indeed for a decade now, the Russian State has scandalously forfeited its 
responsibility as a permanent member of the Security Council in its narrow 
attempts to avoid answering for its own appalling behaviour. There is a 
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clear pattern of pushing back the boundaries of law and decency including 
in Georgia and Ukraine…Taken together, it is clear that Russia now repre-
sents a direct threat to the Chemical Weapons Convention.

The last category of FCO posts were testimonies of Syrians who had 
experienced firsthand the brutality of the Assad regime and its Russian 
comrades. Testimonies are especially hard to counter by propaganda 
or trolls as one runs the risk of being seen as insensitive, callous, and 
complicit to the misery of others. FCO posts that included testimonies 
tended to focus on the use of chemical weapons or the lives of displaced 
refugees in camps. By incorporating testimonies into its posts the FCO 
was able to demonstrate to its readers that British diplomats dealt with 
facts rather than fiction. One testimony, published in 2015 recounted the 
aftermath of a chemical attack: 

There were around 10,000 injuries. People having spasms are everywhere, 
all convulsing and then falling like leaves. Many of those who were sleep-
ing did not wake up; they died quietly. Some woke up but could not get 
out; they died trying. A mother had to choose two from her five children. 
She carried them and got out, but they were already dead. At the entrances 
to the houses, on sidewalks, asphyxiated bodies were littered all over the 
town. Responders who tried to rescue the victims were themselves injured. 
Some of them survived.

By using its own digital platform to narrate events in Syria and the 
actions of international actors, the FCO was able to achieve three impor-
tant goals. First, pulled digital publics onto its own platform, which is 
less susceptible to digital disinformation, propaganda, and trolling. Bots 
could not flood the comments section of the UK blogosphere with emo-
tionally-charged content or drive audiences away from the blogosphere 
with links to dubious websites that spin conspiracy theories. Second, the 
FCO capitalized on the prestige of senior diplomats such as ambassadors 
to increase the credibility of its arguments and narration of the Syrian 
Civil War. Similarly, the FCO relied on firsthand accounts to describe 
the horrors of the war, again increasing the reliability of its arguments. 
Lastly, by refusing to engage in social media competitions over the truth 
and reality, the FCO prevented Russia from arguing that events in Syria 
were a matter of perspective. Moreover, the FCO offered its visitors a 
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comprehensive narrative through which they could understand events 
unfolding in Syria and their impact on neighboring states, Europe and 
the world. As such, the FCO may have offered digital publics a rare com-
modity—the ability to make sense of a world that appears to be in con-
stant flux.

Unlike the FCO, the Israeli MFA has chosen to fight disinformation 
by developing algorithmic diplomacy, or the ability to create and manip-
ulate algorithms toward diplomatic ends.

Israel’s Algorithmic Diplomacy

In 2017, the Israeli MFA held its first hackathon on algorithmic diplo-
macy. 11 teams of 50 web developers were tasked with exploring algo-
rithmic solutions to combating anti-Israeli and anti-Semitic propaganda 
on social media sites. The hackathon is representative of the MFA’s 
emphasis on developing new digital skillsets. For some time, the Israeli 
MFA has sought to develop algorithmic capabilities, which could enable 
it to anticipate the virality of online content, map networks that share 
specific kinds of content, and identify filter bubbles in which such con-
tent might flourish. To this end, the MFA has appointed a Director 
of Algorithmic Diplomacy who is stationed at the Israeli embassy in 
London. The Director, a former high-tech executive, is charged with 
developing the MFA’s algorithmic capabilities, recruiting diplomats with 
relevant skills, such as software developers, identifying possible partners 
and collaborators from the tech sector, developing algorithmic tactics 
that can be employed by Israeli embassies around the world, fostering 
ties with digital diplomacy departments in other MFAs, and collaborat-
ing with academics researching the fields of computational propaganda, 
digital disinformation, and social media.

The hackathon was also representative of the Israeli MFA’s approach 
to contending with anti-Israeli and anti-Semitic content on social media. 
The MFA’s first priority is to prevent malicious content from spreading 
online in the first place. It has recently been estimated that some form 
of anti-Israeli or anti-Semitic content is shared online every 83 seconds 
(Chan, 2017). By anti-Israeli content, the MFA means propaganda 
shared by terrorist groups such as the Hamas movement, which openly 
calls for acts of violence against Israelis. The MFA does not aim to limit 
the flow of content published by the Palestinian government in the West 
Bank, nor does it attempt to limit online criticism of Israel’s policies in 
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the region and vis-à-vis the Palestinians. By anti-Semitic propaganda, 
the MFA refers to content that calls for violence against Jews, content 
that includes disinformation and conspiracy theories about Jews, or con-
tent that promotes stereotypes of Jews, such as their stranglehold on the 
global economy or their attempts to flood European nations with immi-
grants. Such propaganda is nowadays shared on both social media sites 
and other digital platforms, namely alt-right news sites. The MFA’s sec-
ond priority is to alter the perceptions of digital publics who share, or are 
exposed to, anti-Semitic and anti-Israeli propaganda.

In an interview, the Director of Algorithmic Diplomacy stated that 
since 2017, the MFA has been able to dramatically increase its algorith-
mic capabilities on Facebook. Presently, the MFA can predict fairly accu-
rately what types of anti-Semitic content will go viral on Facebook. To 
do so, the MFA has written its own code and developed its own algo-
rithms that interface with Facebook’s platform. Once anti-Israeli or 
anti-Semitic content has been identified as viral in nature, the MFA is 
able to deploy digital assets and cause the Facebook algorithm to remove 
this content. In other words, the MFA does not have the ability to 
remove content by itself. Yet it can cause the Facebook algorithm to take 
note of digital propaganda and remove it because the content in ques-
tion breaches Facebook’s terms of use. The Director estimated that the 
MFA currently prevents the spread of 50% of anti-Israeli and anti-Semitic 
propaganda on Facebook. When asked to describe this mechanism, the 
Director stated: “we have learned that if we tickle the Facebook algo-
rithm in one location, it will remove content in another.”

The Israeli MFA also uses algorithmic diplomacy to counter disin-
formation spread online. In such instances, the MFA uses its own algo-
rithms to map filter bubbles that either promote positive narratives about 
Jews or promote disinformation about Jews. The MFA then identifies 
digital assets or, as the Director explains, “social media users that can 
serve as bridges between positive and negative filter bubbles.” Essentially, 
bridges are digital users that have contacts in negative filter bubbles. 
These contacts can help introduce new information into the negative fil-
ter bubble. Bridges are used by the MFA to counter disinformation with 
positive narratives about Jews and information that can dispel stereo-
types. Subsequently, negative filter bubbles are burst. In these instances, 
it is not diplomats who counter disinformation, but other social media 
users. This may thus be conceptualized as a form of peer-to-peer public 
diplomacy in which individuals help stem the tide of online hate (Attias, 
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2012). Peer-to-peer diplomacy may be a more effective way of fighting 
disinformation and hate as social media users may view messages from 
diplomats as state-sponsored propaganda. Moreover, audiences who have 
a negative view of Jews are unlikely to be receptive to messages originat-
ing from Israeli diplomats. But from the ethical perspective, one has to 
wonder if the Israeli MFA’s reliance on Facebook users to combat disin-
formation does not mask Israel’s digital activities.

conclusions

Algorithms are the main functionaries of the digital society. It is algo-
rithms who tailor digital publics’ online experiences, who help them 
reach relevant and desired information and who facilitate their online 
relationships. Social media algorithms were originally meant to gather as  
much information as possible about users to create knowledge that 
could be used to generate profit. Algorithms were not meant to increase 
the potency of propaganda and disinformation. Yet as this chapter has 
demonstrated, some nations have sought to weaponize social media 
algorithms to question the existence of an objective truth and drive soci-
etal discord. This utilization of algorithms is demonstrative of the fact 
that technology is not wholly deterministic. As the societal prism sug-
gests, social actors can use digital technologies in ways that were not 
originally intended.

Yet the functionality of algorithms has also impacted society in a 
 manner best explained through the technological prism. Technological 
affordance, including algorithmic filtering, has given rise to a host of new 
metaphors through which society conceptualizes digitalization. The most 
common metaphors are those of filter bubbles and echo chambers. While 
the filter bubble metaphor is somewhat benign, the echo chamber met-
aphor is daunting because it suggests that the digital sphere is one that 
inevitably unravels the fabric of society at the seams.

The societal and technological prisms are also evident in the case stud-
ies reviewed in this chapter. The UK FCO’s use of its blogosphere to 
narrate Russia’s involvement in the Syrian Civil War is demonstrative of 
the societal prism, as social actors leverage technologies to obtain their 
goals. Rather than be forced onto social media sites, the FCO pulls dig-
ital publics onto its own platforms, where content is less susceptible to 
digital manipulation. The FCO also utilizes traditional public diplomacy 
assets online, namely the credibility of ambassadors. In the age of rage 
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and “fake” news, the credibility of spokespersons is paramount. The 
more credible a spokesperson, the less his image can be tarnished by 
trolls and the less his statements can be labeled as “alternative facts” or 
mere opinions. Ambassadors enjoy a certain degree of credibility given 
their prestige, which stems from their roles as official emissaries of states, 
their historic image as peacemakers, and their access to the highest eche-
lons of power. The FCO builds on the prestige of ambassadors to argue 
that while others spin fiction, it deals with facts.

The Israeli case study is demonstrative of the technological prism in 
which digital infrastructure determines digital solutions. The Israeli MFA 
has determined that the best way to counter the echo chamber effect is to 
manipulate social media algorithms and burst filter bubbles through digi-
tal assets, or individuals who can transmit positive information about Jews 
into gated communities that hold negative opinions of Jews or Israelis. 
The activities of the Israeli MFA are less dependent on traditional public 
diplomacy assets and are more focused on developing new digital skillsets.

Both case studies, however, demonstrate that the process of digital-
ization has influenced the self-narratives and metaphors that diplo-
mats employ to understand their craft, and by extension, their working 
routines and their norms. The interview with the Director of Israeli 
Algorithmic Diplomacy suggests that the Israeli MFA has adopted the 
metaphor of filter bubbles which encapsulate digital users and expose 
them to hateful information. This metaphor has given way to new work-
ing procedures such as using network analysis to identify digital assets, or 
bridges, and creating algorithms that limit the virality of hateful content. 
From a normative perspective, the MFA is willing to act as a “invisible 
hand.” Its public diplomacy activities are conducted through peer-to-peer  
diplomacy, as it is individual social media users who interact with digital 
publics, not Israeli diplomats. Public diplomacy may thus be moving into 
the shadows, a process which raises ethical questions.

The British FCO may have adopted the metaphor of echo chambers 
given its desire to pull publics away from social media platforms, which 
are considered more susceptible to digital propaganda and disinforma-
tion. This has led to new working routines such as relying on the tes-
timonies of ambassadors, high-ranking diplomats, and eyewitnesses to 
narrate the war in Syria and Britain’s response to the war. From a nor-
mative perspective, the FCO’s approach could indicate that the tools 
of mass democracy, such as Facebook and Twitter, are now viewed by 
British diplomats as the tools of mass deception.
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Both case studies also reflect the influence of the digital society on the 
digitalization of public diplomacy. The topics addressed in FCO blog 
posts altered as the reality on the ground in Syria changed. Thus, the 
FCO engaged in a form of real-time public diplomacy in which the nar-
ration of world events occurs as events unfold. This is required of dip-
lomatic institutions as the digital society is one that constantly strives to 
annihilate time. The Israeli case study demonstrates a form of networked 
diplomacy in which the MFA forms transnational networks of digital 
assets who can help disseminate accurate information about Jews and 
Israelis. Like the digital society, public diplomacy has also become net-
worked as power migrates downwards from the nation state, Israel, to 
individual digital users.

Importantly, both case studies also demonstrate that MFAs do not 
have to engage in competitions over the truth. Rather than reply to 
Russian tweets about the fate of Aleppo, and the humanitarian condi-
tions in Syria, the FCO published testimonials about the brutality of the 
Assad regime. Rather than respond to conspiracy theories about Jewish 
financial power, the Israeli MFA seeks to reduce the virality of disinfor-
mation. This is crucial given the fact that competitions over the truth 
often benefit the aggressor as they suggest that facts are a matter of 
perspective.

That contestation of reality on digital platforms by diplomats has 
far-reaching consequences that exceed the realm of public diplomacy. 
First, diplomacy cannot function in a world without reality. Countries 
cannot recognize a semi-existing republic nor can they diffuse tensions 
if the Syrian crisis both exists and does not exist. Recent debates about 
North Korean aggression demonstrate that bilateral and multilateral 
diplomacy necessitates a minimal shared definition of reality. If diplo-
mats cannot agree that a war is taking place, they cannot even attempt 
to resolve it. Similarly, if a political entity both exists and does not exist, 
the rights of its population cannot be secured through diplomatic delib-
erations. Shared threats and shared challenges are those most likely to be 
addressed by diplomats. Yet a world where there are no shared threats, 
challenges, or realities, is one of diplomatic paralysis, as is presently evi-
dent in the UN Security Council. Additionally, contested realities con-
tribute to the senses of instability and confusion now felt by people 
around the world. It is a world that seems more and more out of balance 
given the proliferation of alternative facts and news. Finally, contestations 
of reality contribute to global tensions by alleging that one side is hiding 
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information or manipulating public opinion or conspiring by hiding its 
true actions. Thus, diplomacy comes to undermine relationships rather 
than facilitate them.

As this chapter has argued, the fear of echo chambers and filter bub-
bles has altered the trajectory of the digitalization of public diplomacy. 
Among some Western MFAs, digital technologies are no longer lever-
aged toward relationship building and conversations; rather they are 
leveraged for strategic communication that prioritizes information dom-
inance and influence over people’s behaviors. Yet the studies reviewed 
in this chapter suggest that the fear of echo chambers and filter bub-
bles may be somewhat exaggerated. Digital publics seek diverse sources 
of information, interact with “Friends” who hold diverse opinions, and 
are exposed to oppositional content on social media sites. Similarly, the 
influence of digital propaganda and disinformation seems to be limited, 
especially over long durations of time. Americans who were exposed to 
“fake” news stories could not recall them at a later time.

Notably, a recent report published by the FCO (Wilton Park, 2017) 
offers a glimpse into the future digitalization of British public diplo-
macy. The report, compiled in 2017, states that the FCO should seek to 
exploit big data analysis, sentiment analysis tools and forecasting models. 
To do so, the FCO is encouraged to develop data skills among its diplo-
mats through training, focus on recruiting data scientists and create pro-
jects that foster collaborations between subject matter experts and data 
scientists. The future trajectory of British public diplomacy thus seems to 
be ingrained in the logic of influence rather than relationship building. 
New recruits will be asked to analyze big data sets rather than converse 
with digital publics while the FCO’s gaze will be fixed on the future and 
not the present, much like the digital society. Yet the abandoning of 
“new” public diplomacy goals in favor of influence may be unwarranted 
given the analysis presented in this chapter. It may even be counterpro-
ductive, as is explored in the following chapter.
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For all those whose cares have been our concern, the work goes on, the 
cause endures, the hope still lives, and the dream shall never die.

—Edward Kennedy, 1980 Democratic National Convention

The rumor took time to cross the Atlantic. The artists of the day were 
quite poor and most could not afford to send telegrams. Those who 
could afford them found that the telegraph stations were occupied with 
transmitting news of the War in Europe. The rumor, therefore, had to 
travel by boat. After three harrowing weeks at sea, the rumor docked 
in Marseilles and then made its way to Paris by train. There, it climbed 
slowly up the cracked and weary sidewalks of the village of Montparnasse 
where the modern artists resided. It was there that the rumor finally 
revealed itself and informed listeners that Marcel Duchamp had placed 
a urinal inside an exhibition hall in New York. The purpose of the urinal 
was to ask a simple, albeit profound question: what is art?

Throughout the process of the digitalization of public diplomacy, 
diplomats have time and again questioned what constitutes a diplomatic 
act. Is the changing of one’s profile picture tantamount to announcing 
a new policy initiative? This question was raised in July of 2018, when 
the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) and its embassies replaced 
their Twitter profile pictures with that of Maria Butina, a Russian citizen 
detained in the USA for her possible role in interfering with the 2016 
presidential elections. At other times, diplomats questioned whether text 
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messages sent between two ambassadors should be regarded as an offi-
cial diplomatic communique which bound two governments to a certain 
course of action, or whether e-mail could be used to submit an official 
protest to a foreign government.

Similarly, throughout the process of digitalization, diplomats have 
often found themselves questioning what constitutes engagement with 
digital publics. In some MFAs, the term “engagement” is a catchall phrase 
that relates to how digital publics interact with MFA content online (R. 
Paulauskas, personal communication, July 25, 2018). Among these insti-
tutions, engagement can be measured by calculating the number of likes 
and shares a Facebook post attracts. Other MFAs use the term “engage-
ment” to reference the type of content they share online. Engaging 
content is that which sparks an interest among digital society members 
and might go viral (Manor, 2016a). Still in other MFAs, engagement 
relates to the extent to which embassies or diplomats respond to que-
ries they receive online, such as requests for consular aid. Lastly, in sev-
eral MFAs, engagement is synonymous with the word “dialogue” and 
the amount of conversations that diplomats have with digital publics (A.  
Lutyens, personal communication, July 10, 2018).

The term “engagement” has accompanied the process of public diplo-
macy’s digitalization since its humble beginnings. This is because the dig-
italization of public diplomacy was intrinsically linked to the emergence of 
the “new” public diplomacy and the desire to foster online relationships 
with foreign publics so as to create a receptive environment for a nation’s 
foreign policy. Engagement was a means of creating such relationships. In 
2002, a USA think tank named the Council on Foreign Relations argued 
that digital technologies necessitated that public diplomacy actors focus on 
foreign citizens and “Adopt an engagement approach that involves listening, 
dialogue, debate and relationship building and increases the amount and 
effectiveness of public-opinion research” (Pamment, 2013).

The Council on Foreign Relations thus tied the term “engagement” 
to the process of relationship building. In 2008, the State Department 
defined four goals of public diplomacy activities delivered via digital tech-
nologies: understanding, informing, engaging, and influencing foreign 
publics. The State Department thus tied the term “engagement” to the 
traditional public diplomacy goal of influence. By 2013, the UK FCO 
was regularly using the term “engagement” to reference a host of digital 
activities. For instance, when describing the FCO’s operations in Iran, 
one diplomat wrote:
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We launched our new website “UK for Iranians” this time last year to 
reach out to Iranians, explaining, discussing and engaging with them on 
UK policy. Since then, we’ve grown from strength to strength including 
our coverage in pictures of the Olympics which attracted our largest ever 
audience, our ‘prezis’ against the death penalty in Iran, Facebook Q&A on 
the nuclear sanctions issue and our Farsi videos addressing a variety of top-
ics from the cultural to the political. (Russo, 2013)

The year 2013 also saw the publication of an internal report in the 
New Zealand MFA outlining a new framework for the ministry’s  digital 
activities. The document, titled “Digital Communication Strategy,” 
invoked the term engagement 39 times. At first, engagement is used to 
reference a private corporation that had attempted to manage a public 
relations crisis on social media. The report states that the corporation’s 
social media presence “had focused on broadcast rather than engage-
ment.” The New Zealand MFA thus defined the term “engagement” as 
an antonym to broadcast or one-way models of communication.

According to Alexandra Lutyens, head of the digital unit at the New 
Zealand MFA and author of the digital framework report, the prom-
ise of conversing with digital publics was central to the MFA’s deci-
sion to adopt digital technologies. Like other MFAs, New Zealand’s 
was first made aware of the importance of digital platforms during the 
Arab Spring of 2011. The uprisings in Egypt and Tunisia suggested that 
digital platforms had become central to an MFA’s ability to anticipate 
events in foreign countries and shape policies accordingly. The MFA 
was also motivated to migrate online given a digital trend that had gath-
ered momentum across New Zealand’s government. It was the digital 
migration of other ministries that eased the MFA’s angst toward digital 
platforms and their possible adverse impact on diplomacy. Lutyens also 
stated that New Zealand felt the need to follow in the footsteps of its 
closest allies—the USA, UK and Canada which had already established a 
formidable digital presence.

Yet above all, New Zealand’s MFA hoped that digital platforms could 
democratize public diplomacy. The MFA’s vision was one of continued 
online conversations through which digital publics could partake in the 
foreign policy formulation process. This was the manifestation of the 
ministry’s definition of engagement as a two-way communicative act that 
is the very opposite of broadcasting. To meet its vision, New Zealand’s 
ministry sought to understand the issues that are of greatest concern to 
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domestic and foreign populations, to crowd-source solutions to shared 
challenges, to offer opportunities for collaborative creation of policies 
and to make the process of policy formulation more open and transpar-
ent (A. Lutyens, personal communication, July 10, 2018).

New Zealand’s MFA has yet to successfully implement its vision. 
While its embassies and diplomats have migrated to digital platforms, 
they do not practice collaborative public diplomacy. Rather, they too 
have taken to publishing vast amounts of information online while 
attempting to shape people’s perception of New Zealand and its policies. 
One impediment to obtaining the vision of democratized public diplo-
macy is the ambiguity surrounding the term engagement. As Lutyens 
stated in an interview:

The question of our time is what do we mean by engagement? The digital 
world said to MFAs we have an engagement tool for you. And that’s why 
we took to it. But simply being on social media is not engagement. We 
often feel that when we tweet we have engaged with publics. That’s not 
true. What people are looking for is conversations, actions and responses.

To date, the New Zealand ministry has refused to abandon its goal 
of democratized public diplomacy. On the contrary, Lutyens argued that 
the first stage of the MFA’s digitalization was to familiarize diplomats 
with the benefits and shortcomings of digital platforms. Now the second 
stage of digitalization may begin, in which the MFA and its embassies 
will ask: “What is the impact of our digital activities and how can we best 
leverage each platform to meet our unique vision. This is not an easy ques-
tion as we may find many faults in our current activities.” Lutyens stated 
that the MFA still prioritizes public-centric digital activities as opposed 
to strategic communications, as it is removed from the digital struggles 
between Western Europe, the USA, and Russia. Thus, the digitalization 
of New Zealand’s public diplomacy has been influenced by its vision and 
values, the adoption of digital technologies by other government minis-
tries, and its geographic location. For New Zealand, the work of democ-
ratizing public diplomacy goes on, the cause endures, the hope still lives, 
and the dream has yet to die.

Like diplomatic institutions, public diplomacy scholars have also rou-
tinely employed the term “engagement” without clearly defining its 
meaning. This is most evident in scholarly definitions of the “new” public 
diplomacy. For instance, Cull defines it as international actors’ attempts  
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to accomplish foreign policy goals “by engaging with foreign publics.” 
Jan Melissen’s definition centers on “engaging with connected publics.” 
Manor and Segev use the term “engagement” to reference online conver-
sations between diplomats and digital publics that may enable a nation to 
refashion its image. Yet these definitions fail to define what amounts to 
an online conversation or an act of engagement.

Emily Metzgar argued that the term engagement refers to two inter-
related activities: Communicating with publics assembled in various dig-
ital networks and “listening” to digital publics to understand foreign 
populations and shape foreign policy accordingly. Metzgar’s definition 
of engagement is similar to scholars’ use of the term “dialogue” when 
referring to the “new” public diplomacy. Such is the case with James 
Pamment’s (2013) assertion that twenty-first century public diplomacy 
is “dialogical, collaborative and inclusive” and Cowan and Arsenault’s 
(2008) view that the “new” public diplomacy transitions from mono-
logue to dialogue and collaborations. Yet these studies also fail to clearly 
define what constitutes dialogue or an act of engagement on digital 
platforms.

Surprisingly, the term “engagement” has never been defined in many 
MFAs, despite its centrality to digital activities and its common usage by 
diplomats. In a recent study, Manor and Kampf asked diplomats from six 
MFAs (Australia, Canada, India, Israel, New Zealand, and Switzerland) 
to define the term “engagement”. Results demonstrate that diplomats 
belonging to the same ministry offered very different definitions of this 
term based on their own experiences, their scope of daily use of digital 
platforms and even their level of digital proficiency. Digital natives were 
more likely to define engagement as a two-way process of communica-
tion, while digital immigrants defined it as a means of one-way informa-
tion dissemination. Embassy resources, local culture, and the identity of 
the person in charge of digital communication also influenced diplomats’ 
definitions of the term “engagement” (Manor & Kampf, 2019).

The ambiguity surrounding the terms “engagement” and “dialogue” 
has serious ramifications, both for the study and practice of public diplo-
macy. From the practitioner’s perspective, ambiguity may prevent an 
MFA from improving its digital activities. If each embassy adopts its own 
local definition of engagement, then MFAs may be unable to compare 
the activities of their embassies as a means of identifying best practices 
that can be emulated by others. Moreover, the definition of engagement 
determines public diplomacy activities. If engagement relates to two-way 
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conversations, then MFAs will invest digital resources in providing 
opportunities for real-time interactions with diplomats. But if engage-
ment relates to appealing content, then MFAs will dedicate resources to 
counting followers and likes. The definition of the term “engagement” is 
thus central to how an MFA utilizes digital technologies to achieve pub-
lic diplomacy goals.

The same is true of scholars who cannot research the “new” pub-
lic diplomacy without first defining its core elements: engagement and 
dialogue. Defining these terms is also necessary if one is to compare 
the digital activities of several embassies or ministries. Lastly, defining 
“engagement” is a necessary stepping-stone toward investigating the 
digitalization of public diplomacy. If engagement refers to online inter-
actions between diplomats and publics, then measuring engagement can 
offer insight into diplomats’ willingness to relinquish control over the 
communication process and adopt new norms and working routines. In 
other words, engagement may suggest that an MFA is undergoing a pro-
cess of digitalization, as diplomats have transitioned from broadcast to 
communicative paradigms (McNutt, 2014).

Damian Spry (2018) suggested that when researching the prac-
tice of public diplomacy, scholars should ask four questions: Who  
are the agents of public diplomacy? Who are its targets? What is the 
relationship between these? And how is public diplomacy done? This 
chapter examines agents that have thus far been neglected by schol-
ars: African and Eastern European MFAs. The analysis presented in 
this chapter explores how these agents interact with foreign popula-
tions and diasporas. The relationship between these, and the manner in 
which public diplomacy is practiced, is analyzed through a new model 
that seeks to measure the scope of dialogic engagement between dip-
lomats and digital publics. This chapter addresses the lack of clarity 
regarding the terms “dialogue” and engagement by building on the 
works of public relations scholars and introducing the term “dialogic 
engagement.” Next, the chapter introduces a new model for measuring 
the scope of dialogic engagement between diplomats and digital pub-
lics, which is based on the works of Bjola and Jiang and that of Manor. 
Finally, the chapter analyzes the dialogic activities of five African MFAs 
and four Lithuanian embassies. The following section examines the 
intersection between public diplomacy and public relations, for it is at 
this intersection that a definition for the term “engagement” may be 
found.
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between Public relAtions And Public diPlomAcy

Diplomats have always been experts in public relations. Ambassadors 
to foreign courts, for instance, would be tasked with representing the 
cultural and intellectual wealth of their countries. They would dress in 
their nation’s latest fashions, display artwork in their residences, and host 
poets and musicians. The French ambassador to the British Court was 
the very embodiment of France in Britain (Sharma, 2015). Even today, 
public diplomacy activities focus on the promotion of a nation’s cultural 
and intellectual achievements, as is evident in World Expos, the architec-
tural design of new embassies, and networks of cultural institutions, such 
as the Institute Français.

The advent of the “new” public diplomacy has also seen a conver-
gence between public diplomacy and public relations scholarship. This 
is because like public relations, the “new” public diplomacy is relational 
in nature and focuses on creating (and possibly leveraging) relationships 
with stakeholders. As Saunders (2013) argued, contemporary public 
diplomacy focuses on building relationships with connected individuals 
as these are an untapped resource that can help governments face global 
challenges. Public relations scholars such as Taylor and Kent (2014) have 
argued that studies examining organizations’ digital interactions with 
stakeholders often include the terms “dialogue”, “engagement” and 
“relationships” without offering clear definitions. At times, studies even 
employ the term “engagement” to reference one-way flows of infor-
mation in which organizations communicate at, not with, stakeholders. 
Thus, in both public diplomacy and public relations scholarship, ambigu-
ity shrouds the aforementioned terms.

To define the meaning of “engagement” and “dialogue,” Taylor and 
Kent (2014) employ the term “dialogic engagement” which is a two-
way relational process between organizations and their publics that aims 
to improve understanding between participants and make decisions 
that benefit both organizations and their stakeholders (ibid., p. 391).  
Dialogic engagement includes five components: previous research to 
identify issues, key publics, and cultural variables; positive regard for 
publics’ input, experiences, and needs; interactions with the aim of rela-
tionship building rather than problem solving; seeking council with pub-
lics on issues of shared concern; and a recognition by organizations and 
publics of their interdependence and collaborative action for the good 
of the community. Dialogue is not, however, a fixed state. Rather, it is a 
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process that requires constant two-way flows of information, alongside 
an ethical communicative environment. One such environment may be 
social media sites, as these mitigate power relations between organiza-
tions and individuals (ibid, p. 388). On Facebook, an individual may be 
as influential as a nation state or a large corporation. Moreover, an indi-
vidual may publicly challenge assertions made on social media by corpo-
rations and nations.

The components of “dialogic engagement” are quite similar to the 
definitions of “new” public diplomacy. For instance, a positive regard for 
public input resonates with Metzgar’s concept of “listening” to online 
publics and shaping foreign policy accordingly. Seeking counsel on issues 
of shared concern is like James Pamment’s definition of the “new” pub-
lic diplomacy as collaborative and inclusive. Previous research to identify 
issues, key publics, and cultural variables is in line with Bruce Gregory’s 
(2011) assertion that public diplomacy is an instrument for understand-
ing foreign cultures, attitudes, and behaviors.

Importantly, Damian Spry and Brian Hocking stipulate that the 
“new” public diplomacy offers an opportunity to redefine the role of 
publics who become active participants in a communicative act, rather 
than passive objects of foreign policy strategies (Hocking, 2005; Spry, 
2018). A review of MFAs’ digital activities suggests that some already 
incorporate elements of dialogic engagement and listening into their 
public diplomacy efforts. For instance, the British FCO (Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office) uses Twitter survey questions (such as the one 
shown in Fig. 6.1) to research the interests of its followers,  especially 
regarding the war against Daesh (Manor, 2016b). The FCO’s digi-
tal campaign to end sexual violence in conflict zones also saw multi-
ple online collaborations with NGOs and civil society organizations, 
thus seeking council on issues of shared concern (Pamment, 2016). 
Conversely, the Indian MEA offers second-generation diasporas oppor-
tunities to visit India. Such visits aim to create relationships with children 
of diasporas rather than solve specific problems. The concept of dialogic 
engagement also echoes New Zealand’s vision of democratized pub-
lic diplomacy, which is mutually beneficial as diplomats understand the 
needs of digital publics while digital publics provide the insight necessary 
for formulating effective foreign policies.

The conceptualization of dialogic engagement can thus serve as part 
of a model for measuring “new” public diplomacy activities on digital 
platforms. This model is introduced in the following section.
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from digitAl AgendA setting to digitAl engAgement

Studies that have explored MFAs’ and embassies’ use of social media 
sites to practice the “new” public diplomacy have rarely offered a model 
through which engagement and dialogue can be measured. Such was the 
case with Emily Metzgar’s 2012 analysis of the State Department’s vir-
tual embassy to Iran. Metzgar found that the virtual embassy was primar-
ily used for one-way message dissemination, and thus failed to realize the 
potential of digital platforms for engagement. Yet Metzgar (2012) did 
not offer the means through which one could measure engagement—is 
it the number of queries that an embassy answers? The number of ques-
tions an embassy poses to followers? Or any form of two-way interac-
tions, including a Facebook user liking an embassy post?

Vanc (2012) found that senior diplomats still believe that relationships 
can only be built through face-to-face engagement and not through dig-
ital means. Her study suggested that diplomats may resist new technol-
ogies due to well-entrenched working routines and that such working 
routines may serve as barriers to the process of digitalization. Yet Vanc 

Fig. 6.1 FCO use of Twitter survey questions (Source https://twitter.com/ 
UKagainstDaesh/status/699249615074430976?ref_src=twsrc%5Etf-
w&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fdigdipblog.com%2F2016%2F02%2F28% 
2Fhow-the-uk-U.S.-are-fighting-isis-online%2F)

https://www.twitter.com/UKagainstDaesh/status/699249615074430976?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fdigdipblog.com%2F2016%2F02%2F28%2Fhow-the-uk-U.S.-are-fighting-isis-online%2F
https://www.twitter.com/UKagainstDaesh/status/699249615074430976?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fdigdipblog.com%2F2016%2F02%2F28%2Fhow-the-uk-U.S.-are-fighting-isis-online%2F
https://www.twitter.com/UKagainstDaesh/status/699249615074430976?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fdigdipblog.com%2F2016%2F02%2F28%2Fhow-the-uk-U.S.-are-fighting-isis-online%2F
https://www.twitter.com/UKagainstDaesh/status/699249615074430976?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fdigdipblog.com%2F2016%2F02%2F28%2Fhow-the-uk-U.S.-are-fighting-isis-online%2F
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does not offer a model for measuring the scope of engagement, be it 
face-to-face or digital. Archetti (2012) found that London-based embas-
sies devoted greater resources to digital engagement given that much of 
their representational capacity has been diminished. In the past, embas-
sies served as middlemen between two capitals passing information from 
one government, or leader, to another. Yet in the digital age, world lead-
ers and MFAs can communicate directly with one another. Moreover, as 
Causey and Howard (2013, p. 144) argued, capitals can monitor events 
in foreign countries at a reduced cost, be it through news sites or Twitter. 
The embassy’s role as a middleman between two capitals has thus been 
reduced. To counterbalance this loss, embassies increasingly engage with 
digital publics. However, Archetti also does not offer a model for measur-
ing engagement between diplomats and their publics.

In 2015, Kampf, Manor, and Segev defined engagement as “all 
instances in which MFAs interact directly with their followers (for exam-
ple, answering questions, responding to criticism and supplying requested 
information).” When comparing the Facebook and Twitter activities 
of 11 MFAs (Ethiopia, India, Israel, Japan, Kenya, Poland, Rwanda, 
Somalia, South Korea, the UK, and the USA) the authors found that 
engagement was a rarity and that most MFAs used social media sites for 
one-way information dissemination. Similarly, Bjola and Jiang (2015) 
evaluated the social media engagement of embassies to China by measur-
ing the number of questions embassies answered, and instances in which 
they responded to images that they were tagged in. While both studies 
offer insight into the possible measurement of dialogic engagement, they 
do not consider the very foundations of the “new” public diplomacy 
including its collaborative nature, its goal of meeting the needs of digi-
tal publics, its shaping of foreign policy by “listening” to publics, and its 
emphasis on relationship building.

This chapter stipulates that by creating a model based on the con-
cept of dialogic engagement, one may be able to measure the scope of 
two-way, dialogic engagement between diplomatic institutions and dig-
ital publics as, well as the extent to which diplomats practice the “new” 
public diplomacy. This model may focus on social media sites given that 
these center on creating relationships, facilitating two-way interactions, 
and mitigating power relations between organizations and their stake-
holders (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009; Waters, Burnett, Lamm, & Lucas, 
2009).
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The model developed in this chapter combines the works of Bjola and 
Jiang (2015) with that of Manor (2017). When examining the digital 
activities of embassies in China, Bjola and Jiang first measured embas-
sies’ abilities to set the agendas of their online discussions with digital 
publics. Agenda-setting is broadly defined as the ability to influence the 
salience of topics on the public’s agenda (Reynolds & McCombs, 2002). 
Traditionally, the media has had the power to set the public agenda by 
dedicating press coverage to a certain issue or place. Similarly, an MFA 
can attempt to set the agenda for its discussions with digital publics by 
repeatedly addressing certain issues, such as trade or culture, and down-
playing other issues, such as political strife or contentious foreign poli-
cies. An MFA’s agenda-setting activities are important given that dialogic 
engagement calls for conversations on issues of shared concern. By high-
lighting or repeatedly addressing certain topics, diplomats can identify 
the issues they are concerned with and, subsequently, seek the publics’ 
council on how to best address these issues. Bjola and Jiang evaluated 
embassies’ agenda-setting abilities by analyzing the issues that they most 
commonly addressed online and measuring whether those issues elicited 
high-levels comments and shares from digital publics.

Yet Bjola and Jiang did not measure the second component of dia-
logic engagement: actual two-way conversations between digital publics 
and diplomats. In 2017, Manor measured the State Department’s dia-
logic engagement by reconceptualizing four of the five components that 
comprised Kent and Taylor’s definition of “dialogic engagement.” This 
conceptualization may be seen in Table 6.1.

The following section integrates Bjola, Jiang, and Manor’s work into 
a single model that measures the dialogic engagement of five African 
MFAs. While the past decade has seen increased academic interest in 
the utilization of digital platforms in public diplomacy, few studies have 
focused on the digitalization of African public diplomacy. Indeed, the 
current scholarship tends to separate the West from the rest. This is sur-
prising for two reasons. First, the utilization of digital technologies in 
public diplomacy has been linked to the search for cost-effective public  
diplomacy. As Adesina wrote (2017), digital technologies might prove 
especially beneficial for countries with limited resources and limited 
numbers of embassies abroad, including African countries. It might 
therefore be assumed that African MFAs would eagerly adopt digi-
tal technologies to augment their public diplomacy activities, reach a 
globally connected public, and create receptive environments for their  
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foreign policies. Second, digital platforms create a more levelled diplo-
matic playing field, as all users are transformed into iBrands that compete 
against each other over the attention of digital audiences. All a brand 
needs to successfully compete on the digital market is a smartphone and 
an Internet connection. By adopting digital technologies, African coun-
tries may be able to better compete opposite their more affluent col-
leagues over the attention of digital publics and digital influencers such as 
journalists, opinion makers, bloggers, tech companies, and other diplo-
matic institutions. This chapter, therefore, addresses an important empir-
ical gap by evaluating the dialogic engagement of five African MFAs.

the digitAlizAtion of AfricAn Public diPlomAcy

While the utilization of digital technologies may allow African MFAs 
to overcome limited representation abroad, it may also enable them to 
meet a unique public diplomacy challenge to Africa—maintaining close 
ties with diasporas and ensuring that they continue to contribute to their 
former countries’ financial prosperity. As Oxford University’s Geraldine 
Adiku argued, in recent years, the image of African diasporas has altered 
from traitors who abandoned their nations to saviors who financially 
 support their countries of origin. Presently, diaspora remittances account 
for 0.6% of Ethiopia’s national GDP, 1.6% of Kenya’s GDP, and 1.9% 
of Rwanda’s GDP (OECD, 2012). Considering their growing reliance 
on diasporas, several African governments have launched new diplomatic 
initiatives aimed at strengthening ties with diaspora communities (Kenya 
MFA, 2014).

Rana (2013) stated that a migrant community becomes a diaspora if 
it retains a memory of, and some emotional connection with, its coun-
try of origin. Using digital platforms and practicing the “new” public 
diplomacy, African diplomats can maintain continuous ties with diaspo-
ras, thus strengthening the emotional bond that characterizes a diaspora 
community. Moreover, MFAs can use digital platforms to update dias-
poras on events shaping their country of origin, thus increasing diaspo-
ras’ emotional investment in their former countries. Lastly, MFAs can use 
digital platforms to offer collaborative opportunities that may lead to the 
formation of communities of diplomats and diasporas.

Studies suggest that African MFAs are just as proficient in utiliz-
ing digital platforms as their Western or Asian peers. By 2015, most 
African MFAs had created some form of digital presence. Thirteen  
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MFAs in the continent chose to establish Facebook profiles, including 
the ministries of Botswana, Egypt, Ethiopia, Kenya, Libya, Namibia, 
Nigeria, Rwanda, Somalia, South Africa, Sudan, Tunisia and Uganda. 
Other MFAs turned to Twitter, including Ghana, Mali and Niger, 
while others still settled for websites, including Benin, Chad, Guinea, 
Mozambique, Sudan, Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. African MFAs 
were also among the first to utilize digital platforms to deliver consu-
lar aid (Manor, 2015a, 2015b). Such was the case in 2013 when the 
Kenyan MFA used Twitter to coordinate the evacuation of its citizens 
from South Sudan once internal fighting broke out (Manor, 2018). Over 
the course of several days, Kenyan diplomats manned the MFA’s Twitter 
account, providing citizens with real-time information on evacuation 
flights and answering consular questions.

In an analysis from 2015, Manor found that some African MFAs, 
such as Kenya, Somalia, and Ethiopia, published more Facebook posts 
and tweets per day than the MFAs of India, Japan, South Korea, and the 
USA. Manor also found that the MFAs of Somalia and Ethiopia were 
less likely to duplicate content across social media sites than the MFAs of 
Japan, South Korea, the UK, and the USA. As such, African MFAs were 
as proficient at tailoring content to medium as their Western and Asian 
peers. For the neoliberal evangelicals of Silicon Valley, this is wonderful 
news, as it suggests that in the digital marketplace, all iBrands compete 
with one another equally. Digital proficiency, the evangelicals would 
argue, has trickled down from the West to the rest.

Given the fact that few studies to date have examined the digital-
ization of African public diplomacy, and considering the assumption 
that African MFAs would use digital platforms to enhance their pub-
lic diplomacy activities, this chapter examined the dialogic engagement 
of five African MFAs on Facebook. The decision to focus on Facebook 
stemmed from the fact that it is a medium for creating and maintain-
ing relationships, while Twitter is used for information gathering and 
opinion sharing (Hughes, Rowe, Batey, & Lee, 2012; Kwak, Lee, Park, 
& Moon, 2010). Some scholars have also suggested that MFAs view 
Twitter as an elite-to-elite medium through which diplomats can inter-
act with opinion makers, journalists, diplomats, and policymakers, while 
Facebook is an elite-to-public medium through which diplomats can 
interact with digital society members and diasporas (Bjola, 2018).

The MFAs evaluated in this chapter were those of Botswana, Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda. These were selected for two reasons. First, 
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all five migrated early to digital platforms and were already operating a 
digital presence in 2015. It was thus assumed that these MFAs would be 
active on digital platforms and would attempt to leverage these platforms 
toward public diplomacy goals. Second, the MFAs of Ethiopia, Kenya, 
and Rwanda had been previously analyzed by Kampf, Manor, and Segev 
in 2015. Thus, by returning to these MFAs three years later, this chapter 
could explore whether the digital divide between African MFAs and their 
Western or Asian peers has continued to narrow.

The analysis of African MFAs’ dialogic engagement consisted of three 
stages. In the first stage, a sample of 100 Facebook posts published by 
each MFA was collected. These posts, published between 2017 and 
2018, were categorized by subject matter to identify the issues high-
lighted by each MFA as part of its agenda-setting activities. Next, the 
chapter measured the extent to which digital publics do in fact comment 
on and share posts that deal with the issues highlighted by each MFA. 
Lastly, the dialogic engagement of all five MFAs was measured. In addi-
tion, the type of visual content (i.e., images, videos) published by African 
MFAs, as well as their average daily scope of activity, was analyzed. These 
were then compared with the activities of Western and Asian ministries 
to measure a possible narrowing of the digital divide.

content AnAlysis

To categorize African MFA posts, this chapter employed the methodol-
ogy of thematic analysis, which may be defined as a method for identi-
fying, analyzing, and reporting on patterns of themes within a given 
research corpus (Clarke & Braun, 2014). In the first phase of analysis, 
100 random posts published by all five MFAs were examined. Next, a set 
of categories were created based on the content of these posts. For exam-
ple, many posts dealt with the stability of the African continent or activi-
ties aimed at increasing the stability of African countries. Thus, a category 
named “stability and prosperity” was created. Likewise, posts dealing 
with the need to invest in public health initiatives were sorted under the 
“Public Health” category. This stage of analysis led to the formulation 
of seven categories. Next, another 100 posts were analyzed to ensure the 
validity of the identified categories. This led to the formulation of four 
more categories. Such was the case with posts dealing with the impact 
tourism has on the prosperity of African countries and posts depicting 
state visits by African leaders. The methodology of thematic analysis has 
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previously been employed to analyze the digital activities of the Israeli 
MFA, the Obama White House, and the U.S. State Department (Bjola 
& Manor, 2018; Manor & Crilley, 2018). In total, all 500 posts pub-
lished by the five African MFAs were classified into 14 categories. These 
are listed in Table 6.2. Notably, all Facebook posts were gathered during 
May of 2018 and analyzed during June of 2018.

Table 6.2 Subject matter categories of posts by published by African MFAs on 
Facebook

Category name Issues addressed in posts Example

Academia/
education

Posts dealing with academic 
achievements of African scholars, 
exchange programs with foreign 
universities, establishment of new 
research centers

Ethiopia’s MFA announces 
new poultry facility will open 
to explore genetic diversity

Bilateral ties Submitting and receiving letters of 
accreditation from new ambassa-
dors, dialogue between parliaments 
and parliamentarians, foreign aid 
to other African countries, signing 
bilateral agreements on security, 
trade, and infrastructure develop-
ment, inaugurating new embassies

Kenya’s MFA announces 
meeting between members 
of the European Parliament 
and members of the Kenyan 
Parliament

Condolences Offering condolences to other 
countries following the deaths of 
present and past leaders, signing 
condolence books at embassies, 
commemorating historical events 
such as the genocide in Rwanda

Botswana Foreign Minister 
signs condolence book 
at South African High 
Commission following passing 
of Winnie Mandela

Cultural Celebrating national culture, 
promoting national culture abroad, 
promoting new cultural achieve-
ments, investing in cultural activ-
ities exemplifying national norms 
and values

Kenyan President tells CNN 
that homosexuality does not 
conform with the norms and 
values of the Kenyan people

Diaspora MFA publications dealing with 
diaspora issues, policymakers and 
leaders meeting with diaspora 
groups, recognizing diasporas’ 
contribution to the nation

Rwandan Foreign Minister 
celebrates national day with 
Rwanda diaspora in Brussels

(continued)
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Table 6.2 (continued)

Category name Issues addressed in posts Example

Economic growth GDP growth rates, national 
conferences to stimulate growth in 
partnership with private compa-
nies, seeking news sources and 
resources for economic growth like 
oceans, harnessing new technology 
for economic growth

Kenya’s GDP growth rebounds 
to 5.5%

Multilateral Meetings and new initiatives of 
the African Union, appointments 
to UN agencies, resolutions to be 
passed at the UN Security Council, 
African leaders attending G7 and 
Commonwealth meetings, visits by 
directors of multilateral organi-
zations such as the UN Human 
Rights Council or World Bank

Ugandan President holds 
meetings with heads of 
Commonwealth nations in 
London

National 
achievements

Sports achievements such as 
winning medals at Commonwealth 
Games, election of African poli-
cymakers to posts at UN organ-
izations, events commemorating 
military victories

Ethiopia Airlines to operate 
direct lines to a host of new 
destinations

Public health Inaugurating new medical facilities, 
foreign aid from other countries in 
the form of public health interven-
tions, attending global summits on 
public health issues

Rwanda Foreign Minister 
delivers speech at Malaria 
summit in London

Stability and 
prosperity

Speeches by national leaders on 
policy initiatives aimed at increas-
ing security and stability across 
Africa, peacekeeping missions to 
Somalia, collaborative negotiations 
to end tensions in South Sudan 
and Sudan, joint infrastructure 
projects between neighboring 
states, celebrating African Union 
Day

Botswana MFA to celebrate 
Africa Day with the theme 
“Wining the Fight Against 
Corruption”

State visits State visits by African leaders to 
foreign countries, welcoming for-
eign leaders to African countries

South African President begins 
State Visit to Botswana

(continued)
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Once all 500 posts had been categorized, the prevalence of each cate-
gory was calculated to identify the main topics addressed by each of the 
five MFAs. The results of this analysis may be seen in Table 6.3.

Table 6.3 offers several insights into the public diplomacy activities  
of the five African MFAs. First, bilateral issues were highly prevalent 
among all five ministries, ranging from 17% in Kenya’s case to nearly 
50% in Rwanda’s case. This result is not surprising given that the pri-
mary task of diplomacy is to manage relations with other countries. Posts 
dealing with bilateral issues were very diverse, and included the inaugura-
tion of new embassies alongside meetings between two foreign ministers. 
However, in all MFAs, a large proportion of bilateral posts dealt with 
the presentation of letters of accreditation of new ambassadors. Posts 
also often dealt with bi-lateral agreements between African countries to 
embark on joint infrastructure projects, such as new border terminals 
that would ease the transfer of goods and individuals.

Another prevalent category addressed by all MFAs was the stability 
and prosperity of Africa. This was especially true of the Ethiopian and 
Rwandan MFAs. Posts comprising this category tended to focus on three 
core issues: demonstrating the stability of the African continent, diplo-
matic measures aimed at increasing African stability and arguing that 
stability was key to Africa’s financial prosperity. As such, many posts in 
this category dealt with the growing resilience of African economies. It 
is possible that the Ethiopian MFA focused on this issue given recent 
domestic instability that challenges political structures. The Rwandan 
MFA referred mostly to the nation’s new role as the leader of the African 

Table 6.2 (continued)

Category name Issues addressed in posts Example

Tourism Bilateral agreements to stimulate 
tourism between two countries, 
showcasing tourist attraction, 
contribution of tourism to national 
growth, seeking partners to 
enhance tourism

A video montage by Ethiopian 
MFA of most attractive tourist 
sites in Ethiopia

Trade/investment Meetings between national leaders 
and trade delegations, foreign 
direct investments by global corpo-
rations, signing of new trade agree-
ments between African countries

Uganda’s Minister of State for 
investment and privatization 
holds trade forum in Cairo
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Union stating that “The forces reshaping the global economic and security 
environment mean Africa’s future depends on the quality of cooperation 
within our continent.” The Kenyan MFA often depicted Kenya’s poli-
cies, including its contribution to peacekeeping operations in Somalia 
and mediating tensions in South Sudan, through the prism of a regional 
leader. As the Kenyan foreign minister stated in a Facebook video, “The 
world looks to Kenya as a thought leader and a regional leader.”

The category of Trade and Investments was also prevalent among the 
MFAs of Ethiopia (12%), Kenya (17%), and Uganda (14%). These posts 
dealt with meetings between national leaders and trade delegations, for-
eign direct investments by global corporations, and the signing of new 
trade agreements. Taken together, economic issues accounted for more 
than a third of all Facebook posts published by the Ethiopian, Kenyan, 
and Ugandan MFAs.

Multilateral issues were also prevalent across all five ministries, ranging 
from 6% in Ethiopia’s case to 14% in Botswana’s. These figures are also 

Table 6.3 Prevalence of topical categories by African MFAa (based on sample 
of 500 Facebook posts)

aSum of percentages may be greater than 100 due to rounding

Topical category African MFAs

Botswana (%) Ethiopia (%) Kenya (%) Rwanda (%) Uganda (%)

Academia/
education

5 2 2 – 1

Bilateral 36 19 17 50 31
Condolences 1 – 2 – 2
Cultural 3 6 3 9 1
Diaspora – 4 5 7 –
Economic growth 1 8 8 1 7
Multilateral 14 6 10 7 10
National 
achievements

– 10 11 1 4

Public health – 1 3 1 1
Stability and 
prosperity

10 18 12 18 14

State visits 26 4 9 3 7
Tourism – 10 1 – 6
Trade/investment 5 12 17 3 14
Other – – – 1 3
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not surprising given the number of multilateral organizations that are 
active in Africa. During the sampling period, there were several visits by 
high-ranking policy makers to African countries, including the President 
of the UN Human Rights Council, members of the World Bank and 
executives from the Intentional Organization for Migration. Another 
reason for the high prevalence of this category was that the sampling 
period included a summit of the Commonwealth of Nations, which was 
attended by the presidents of Botswana, Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda.

Notably, two categories had a surprisingly low prevalence. The first 
was posts dealing with cultural issues, which ranged from 1% in Uganda’s 
case to 8% in Rwanda’s case. This finding is surprising as cultural achieve-
ments, or celebrations of a nation’s culture, history, traditions, and art, 
may hold special significance for diasporas who long to reconnect with 
their countries of origin. Thus, posts dealing with culture or depicting 
cultural celebrations may enable a diaspora community to retain an emo-
tional bond to its country of origin. Moreover, cultural issues tend to be 
very prevalent on the digital profiles of European MFAs. Showcasing a 
nation’s culture is viewed by some European MFAs as a tool for national 
image management (Manor, 2016a).

Second, the prevalence of posts dealing with diaspora issues was 
extremely low among all MFAs. Posts that focused on diasporas tended 
to deal with national day celebrations, as well as ambassadors and for-
eign ministers meeting with diaspora communities abroad. The low prev-
alence of this category is important given that African economies are 
dependent on remittances from diasporas and have formulated national 
policies to strengthen ties with them.

While there were certain similarities in the content published by 
the five African MFAs, each ministry also had its own unique style 
of communication. For instance, many posts published by the MFA 
of Botswana were labeled as a “press release” and were thus primarily 
targeted at journalists and media institutions, rather than digital soci-
ety members. Botswana’s MFA was also the only one to comment on 
non-African issues. While the other four MFAs focused solely on events 
shaping the African continent, Botswana’s ministry commented on a 
host of international issues, including condemning North Korean aggres-
sion, praising the ousting of Zimbabwe’s Robert Mugabe, lamenting the 
UN Security Council’s lack of resolve in ending the Syrian Civil War, 
and denouncing President Trump’s decision to move the U.S. embassy 
to Jerusalem. Botswana’s ministry also focused on a domestic issue: the 
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peaceful transition of power from the president to the vice president. 
This was portrayed as a process that should be emulated by other nations 
in Africa.

Ethiopia’s Ministry, on the other hand, focused on issues relating 
to the prosperity and stability of Ethiopia and the Horn of Africa. The 
MFA commented on the economic sanctions on Eritrea, state visits to 
South Sudan, and meetings of the African Union. The MFA also fre-
quently dealt with the economic growth of Ethiopia achieved by inno-
vative technologies and a bustling tourism industry carried on the wings 
of Ethiopian Airlines. Most diaspora posts included the promotion of the 
MFA’s magazine, A Week in the Horn, which is disseminated online by 
all Ethiopian embassies and offers a review of Ethiopian current affairs, 
cultural achievements, and diplomatic activities.

Kenya’s MFA focused on the topics of foreign investments and eco-
nomic growth. Kenyan posts dealt with the nation’s growing GDP, col-
laborations with the World Bank to ensure continued financial growth, 
and Kenya’s plan to convene a global Blue Economy Summit to study 
ways in which oceans may be used for financial growth. The MFA also 
highlighted economic growth and financial stability when dealing with 
diaspora issues. Such was the case when Kenyan diplomats were inter-
viewed by the media and asked how the diaspora could support Kenya’s 
economy.

The past was very present in Rwandan posts, as the MFA repeatedly 
referenced the Rwandan genocide. Such was the case with cultural posts 
depicting ceremonies at monuments for the Rwandan genocide, prizes 
for organizations that combat the dangers of genocide, or cultural events 
meant to ensure that the lessons of the genocide not be forgotten. The 
prism of genocide was also evident in posts dealing with the stability and 
prosperity of the continent. When agreeing to accept Libyan refugees, 
the MFA stated, “Given Rwanda’s political philosophy and our history, we 
cannot remain silent when human beings are being mistreated or auctioned 
off like cattle.”

As was the case with Botswana, the majority of posts published by 
Uganda’s MFA were prolonged press statements. These, however, 
tended to adopt financial prisms. For instance, when congratulating 
Korea on its Independence Day, the Ugandan Foreign Ministers were 
quoted as saying, “Fifty years ago, the economies of many newly independ-
ent African Countries including Uganda were at the same level of develop-
ment with that of Korea. However, since the 1960s, the Republic of Korea 
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has strategically used industrialization and exports as the engine of growth, 
propelling it to the 11th largest economy in the world, joining the ranks of 
countries in OECD and G-20.”

In summary, the content analysis suggests that the five African MFAs 
offered digital publics a breadth of information pertaining to events and 
issues shaping the continent. While economic posts were quite prevalent 
across all five MFAs, and while diaspora posts were surprisingly rare, each 
MFA adopted its own narrative. The following section evaluates whether 
these MFAs were successful in setting the agenda for discussions with 
digital publics.

AgendA-setting AnAlysis

Analyzing MFAs’ abilities to set the agenda for their discussion with 
digital publics first necessitated the identification of the issues that each 
MFA chose to highlight. Following in Bjola and Jiang’s footsteps, it was 
decided that topics that amounted to 10% of all posts published by an 
MFA would be regarded as highlighted issues. For instance, 36% of all 
posts published by Botswana’s MFA dealt with bilateral issues, 25.8% 
with state visits, 13% with multilateral issues, and 10% with the stabil-
ity and prosperity of Africa (see Table 6.3). Thus, these four topics were 
regarded as the issues highlighted by Botswana’s MFA.

Next, it was necessary to identify posts that elicited higher than aver-
age reactions from MFA followers on Facebook. Posts that attract higher 
than average shares and comments are those that are most successful at 
eliciting a reaction from followers, and thus can lay the foundations for 
dialogic engagement. This is because shares and comments are more 
demanding forms of interaction with MFA content. Lastly, it was nec-
essary to calculate what percentage of posts that elicit higher than aver-
age shares and comments also deal with the issues highlighted by each 
MFA. If an MFA can elicit shares and comments on the issues that it is 
most concerned with, then it may be able to instigate a process of shared 
deliberation on issues of mutual concern. Table 6.4 includes the aver-
age number of shares and comments MFA posts garnered, the number 
of posts to elicit higher than average shares and comments, and the per-
centage of such posts that dealt with issues highlighted by each MFA.

As is evident in Table 6.4, in the case of all five African MFAs, most 
posts that elicited higher than average shares and comments dealt with 
issues highlighted by MFAs. Thus, this chapter finds that African MFAs 
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can set the agenda for discussions with their Facebook followers. These 
findings echo those of Bjola and Jiang. Yet the question that remains is 
whether these MFAs also offer opportunities for dialogic engagement. 
This question is answered in the following section.

diAlogic engAgement AnAlysis

Table 6.5 includes an analysis of the dialogic engagement of the five 
African MFAs based on the sample of 500 posts. As can be seen, MFA 
posts attracted an average of 0.1–3 comments. While this may be per-
ceived as a relatively low figure, it does suggest that digital publics rou-
tinely comment on MFA posts. Yet results also demonstrate that all five 
MFAs failed to practice dialogic engagement. The MFAs did not respond 
to followers’ comments or questions, did not supply requested informa-
tion, failed to query followers to identify their needs and interests, and 
refrained from offering opportunities for collaborations and shared crea-
tion of value.

The most dialogic MFA was Uganda’s, yet here, too, instances of 
two-way interactions were rare. In one case, the Ugandan MFA asked 
followers if they were interested in the activities of Ugandan embassies 
abroad. Yet the MFA did not respond to followers’ answers or com-
ments. In another instance, the MFA asked followers how a new train 
between Kampala and Mombasa would impact their business without 
bothering to further converse with followers who answered the ques-
tion. There was also only one instance in which the MFA answered a 
follower’s question by inviting him to the MFA after the theft of his 

Table 6.4 Analysis of African MFAs’ agenda-setting on Facebook (based  
on sample of 500 Facebook posts)

MFA Average 
number of 
shares

Average 
number of 
comments

Number of posts 
to attract higher 
than average com-
ments or shares

Percentage of posts to attract 
higher than average comments 
or shares that dealt with MFA 
priorities 

Botswana 14 2 24 91
Ethiopia 17 2 50 64
Kenya 17 3 8 63
Rwanda 3 0 32 78
Uganda 2 1 47 64
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travel documents. In Kenya’s case, the MFA published a single post 
inviting digital publics to follow the foreign minister on Twitter. These 
results demonstrate that the five African MFAs evaluated in this chap-
ter use Facebook as a one-way medium for information dissemination. 
They thus fail to leverage digital platforms to practice the “new” pub-
lic diplomacy and foster relationships with foreign populations or create 
digital communities with their diasporas. It should be mentioned that 
African MFAs are by no means the only ones who fail to practice dia-
logic engagement. Studies have shown that Western MFAs, including 
those of Finland, Israel, Norway, Poland, and the USA, also use digital 
platforms for one-way message dissemination (Clarke, 2015; Comor & 
Bean, 2012; Hocking & Melissen, 2015).

Public diplomacy scholars have argued that digital activity breeds fol-
lowers (Hocking & Melissen, 2015). This is also the logic of the digi-
tal society in which constant sharing of personal information is a means 
of attracting interest. MFAs who are not digitally active may thus fail to 

Table 6.5 Analysis of African MFAs’ dialogic engagement with Facebook users 
(based on sample of 500 Facebook posts)

Components of dialogic engagement 
(Manor, 2017)

MFA

Botswana Ethiopia Kenya Rwanda Uganda

Average number of comments per post 2.0 2.0 3.1 0.2 1.5
MFA replies to follower comments/
reactions

– – – – –

Number of responses to follower 
queries

– – – – –

Instances of supplying requested 
information

– – – – 1.0

Number of publications of user- gener-
ated content

– – – – –

Number of overall response to follow-
ers’ comments

– – – – 1.0

Number of invitations to engage in 
conversations

– – 1.0 – 1.0

Number of responses to followers’ 
stated concerns

– – – – –

Instances of querying Facebook – – – – 2.0
Number of collaborative opportunities 
for creation of shared values

– – – – –
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attract digital publics and consequently may have no one to engage with. 
This chapter therefore compared African MFAs’ rates of daily activity on 
Facebook with those of Western and Asian MFAs. The sample included 
the MFAs evaluated by Kampf, Manor, and Segev in their 2015 study. 
Moreover, the use of media (e.g., images, videos) was also compared  
as visuals increase the appeal of digital content as they succinctly con-
vey large volumes of information, an important function in the age of 
Too Much Infromation (TMI) (Miller & Horst, 2017). Lastly, the anal-
ysis compared the average change in MFA Facebook fans per day and  
the average number of likes MFAs receive per day, as can be seen in 
Table 6.6. This analysis was conducted during July of 2018 using the 
Social Bakers application.

As seen in Table 6.6, the Ethiopian MFA published more posts per 
day than the British FCO and the MFAs of Israel, Poland, Japan, and 
South Korea, while the Kenyan MFA was more active than the Japanese 
ministry and as active as South Korea’s MFA. Conversely, the Rwandan 
and Ugandan MFAs were the least active of all 12 MFAs. The Ethiopian 
MFA also garnered more likes per day than the FCO, the Japanese, the 
Polish, and the South Korean MFAs, while Kenya’s MFA outperformed 
the ministries of Japan and South Korea. However, the MFAs with the 
lowest average number of likes were Botswana, Rwanda, and Uganda.

Regarding the use of visual media, there was no discernible dif-
ference between African and Western or Asian MFAs. In fact, Kenya’s  
use of videos was greater than that of the Polish, South Korean, Israeli, 
and Indian MFAs. This is an important finding as creating videos is the 
most resource-intensive form of visual production. Similarly, Uganda’s 
use of videos was greater than that of the Polish, South Korean, and 
Japanese MFAs. Lastly, the Ethiopian MFA had one of the highest 
average changes in fans per day while Kenya had a higher average than 
that of Japan and India. Finally, in terms of average likes per day, the 
Ethiopian MFA attracts more likes per day than the ministries of the UK, 
Japan, and South Korea. However, all other African MFAs are outper-
formed by their Western peers.

In summary, these results suggest that African MFAs are as active on 
digital platforms as many of their Western and Asian peers, that they are 
as proficient at creating visual content, and can attract similar numbers 
of new fans per day. The digital divide in public diplomacy seems to be 
narrowing even further as the digitalization of African MFAs continues.
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Table 6.6 Facebook activities of African and selected Western and Asian 
countries

aThe sum of percentages may be greater than 100 due to rounding
bMissing value due to insufficient data

MFA Facebook activities and user engagement rates

Average posts 
published per day

Average Likes 
per day

Types of media 
employeda

Average change 
in fans per day

Botswana 0.6 13 76% photos
24% links

–b

Ethiopia 3.0 397 85% photos
9% links

7% videos

+144

FCO 1.6 228 83% videos
11% photos

4% links
2% notes

+25

India 4.3 1200 75% photos
18% videos
5% notes
2% links

−120

Israel 1.3 1600 75% videos
20% photos
3% status
3% links

+75

Japan 0.7 29 81% photos
13% videos

6% links

+4

Kenya 0.9 29.3 71% photos
15% videos

7% links
7% status

+13

South Korea 0.9 16 68% photos
18% links

14% videos

–b

Poland 1.7 142 63% links
38% photos

+22

Rwanda 0.4 7 90% photos
10% links

–b

Uganda 0.2 4 71% photos
15% videos
15% links

+4

U.S. 4.2 2000 45% videos
32% photos
23% links

+108
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While the analysis of African MFAs suggests that they do not prac-
tice dialogic engagement, it is possible that embassies are more dialogic 
than ministries. Past studies suggest that embassies interact more with 
digital publics as they attempt to counterbalance their loss of agency as 
middlemen between two capitals (Archetti, 2012). The practice of dia-
logic engagement by embassies is analyzed through the case study of 
Lithuanian public diplomacy.

the digitAlizAtion of lithuAniA’s mfA
The digitalization of Lithuania’s public diplomacy started in 2013. 
According to Rytis Paulauskas, Director of the Communications and 
Cultural Diplomacy Department, the MFA first adopted digital tech-
nologies to promote the nation’s presidency of the EU. Since then, the 
MFA has sought to utilize digital tools to work toward achieving four 
goals. First, publicizing Lithuanian policies among local and global elites 
including journalists, think tanks, neighboring countries to the East and 
the West, and other members of the diplomatic community. Paulauskas 
stated that other MFAs are an especially sought-after constituency for 
Lithuania. Through digital tools, the Lithuanian MFA can announce 
policy initiatives to the global diplomatic community, comment on the 
policies of other countries, and even contest certain policies, thus bring-
ing attention to issues that are of importance to Lithuania. Second, the 
MFA utilizes digital technologies to express Lithuanian support for the 
policies of its allies, such as the EU and NATO. Third, digital platforms 
are used to increase the reach of the MFA’s public diplomacy activities 
given its limited physical representation abroad. According to Paulauskas, 
digital technologies enable the MFA to communicate with a global pub-
lic, thus offsetting the disadvantage of a small number of embassies. The 
fourth goal is to foster and maintain ties with Lithuania’s diaspora (R. 
Paulauskas, personal communication, July 25, 2018).

Much like African countries, Lithuania’s diaspora is an important dig-
ital constituency given its size and global dispersal. It is estimated that 
there are 1.3 million Lithuanians living abroad, while the population of 
Lithuania is estimated at 2.8 million citizens (Ferguson, Salominaite & 
Boersma, 2016). This diaspora is a source of both political and finan-
cial support for Lithuania, and as such, the MFA and Lithuanian embas-
sies dedicate digital resources to communicating with the diaspora. 
This includes attempts to reverse the “brain drain,” in which talented 
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Lithuanians left the nation seeking employment and academic opportu-
nities in Western Europe and North America.

Another important digital goal, which is linked to diaspora diplomacy, 
is promoting a positive narrative of Lithuania as a prosperous Northern 
Baltic state that offers many opportunities for young people. While 
this narrative can help stem the tide of the “brain drain,” it also coun-
ters Russia’s digital activity. Paulauskas stated that in recent years, Russia 
has been promoting the narrative of Lithuania as a failed state on the 
verge of financial collapse that cannot be independent without the aid 
of the EU and NATO. Other major themes disseminated on digital plat-
forms include the importance of the truth pertaining to the events that 
unfolded in Crimea, the economic achievement of Lithuania (including 
joining the OECD) and promoting Lithuanian culture (R. Paulauskas, 
personal communication, July 25, 2018).

As of 2018, the MFA’s digital activities are limited to social media 
sites, and the MFA is active on multiple platforms including Facebook, 
Twitter, YouTube, and Flickr. To date, the MFA has yet to implement 
organization-wide training in using social media sites, and has not yet 
published guidelines for embassies and diplomats migrating online. The 
MFA does publish examples of best practices in its quarterly report, 
which is disseminated among all embassies. Moreover, ambassadors 
slated to serve at important embassies meet with the communications 
department before their departure to discuss ways in which digital tech-
nologies could be used to leverage embassy activities.

Thus far, the MFA has evaluated its digital activities through four 
parameters: the overall number of followers it attracts, the reach of its 
digital content, the amount of reactions this content elicits, and the sen-
timents of comments. Engagement is currently defined by the MFA as 
the numbers of likes, shares, and comments that digital content garners. 
The Lithuanian ministry has, however, recently begun an internal process 
that will see the establishment of new “digital teams” and the creation 
of internal training courses. This process rests on a collaborative effort 
between the Lithuanian MFA, the strategic communications department 
at the UK Prime Minister’s Office, and the Oxford Digital Diplomacy 
Research Group. The process of digitalization of Lithuanian public diplo-
macy is thus about to change both the structure of the ministry and its 
values and working routines. In terms of structural change, the MFA will 
soon create horizontal digital teams whose members will originate from 
three departments: strategic communications, public information, and  
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the monitoring division. These horizontal teams will create digital cam-
paigns aimed at promoting Lithuanian policy goals and countering the 
narratives of other countries. Moreover, the teams will “listen” to online 
networks in other countries and supply MFA desks with relevant infor-
mation. Teams will also create digital content based on big data analy-
sis, thus tailoring content to the needs and interests of digital publics. 
As such, the MFA’s working routines will include both digital broadcast-
ing and digital listening, while diplomats will be asked to regard content 
shared by digital publics as a source of information that should inform 
the policy formulation process (R. Paulauskas, personal communication, 
July 25, 2018).

Paulauskas mentioned in an interview that two-way interactions and 
dialogic engagement rarely take place on MFA social media channels. 
This is due in part to a lack of resources, yet is also tied to the conserv-
ative communications culture in the MFA. Some in the ministry still 
believe that the foundations of diplomacy rest on face-to-face interac-
tions in which close working relations can be established and leveraged. 
As is the case with other MFAs, well-entrenched working routines are 
a barrier to enhanced digital activity. Paulauskas noted, however, that 
Lithuanian embassies are more dialogic with their followers as they con-
tinuously use Facebook to communicate with diasporas.

Given the importance of diaspora outreach to the Lithuanian MFA, 
and as no studies to date have examined the digitalization of Lithuanian 
public diplomacy, this chapter evaluated the Facebook activities of four 
Lithuanian embassies (Canada, Ireland, the UK, and the USA). These 
embassies were selected because they are in countries with large diaspora 
communities. Moreover, all four embassies include relatively large staffs 
and may thus be better positioned to invest digital resources in diaspora 
outreach. Once again, thematic analysis was used to analyze the con-
tent shared by the embassies on Facebook. However, only content that 
directly targeted diasporas was analyzed. Facebook posts that were desig-
nated as targeting diasporas were those written in Lithuanian, as opposed 
to English, or posts that dealt with events and activities organized by the 
diaspora community. Finally, the embassies’ dialogic engagement activi-
ties were also analyzed. Notably, the analysis of Lithuanian embassies did 
not include an evaluation of their agenda-setting activities as the focus 
was solely on diaspora-related posts. Table 6.7 includes the topical cat-
egories identified in the thematic analysis of 280 posts published on 
Facebook by the four Lithuanian embassies between 2017 and 2018. All 
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Table 6.7 Subject matter categories of diaspora related posts published by 
Lithuanian embassies

Category name Issues addressed in posts Example

Celebrating 
centenary

Celebrating 2018, which marked 
100 years since the independence of 
Lithuania

Publishing advertise-
ments in London subway 
stations celebrating the 
centenary

Bi-lateral Information for Lithuanian citizens 
living in other countries, scope of 
ties between two countries, ceremo-
nies celebrating relations between 
two countries, military ties between 
countries

Information pertaining to 
the rights of Lithuanian’s 
in the UK following 
Brexit

Diaspora 
engagement

Instances in which the embassy staff 
interacts with diaspora

Ambassador to Ireland 
meets local diaspora com-
munity when traveling to 
local councils

Brain drain Supplying information on business 
opportunities in Lithuania, publicizing 
academic opportunities in Lithuania, 
information on Lithuanian economic 
property, ambassadors meeting with 
students to discuss re-immigration

New program offers 
internship in Lithuanian 
export firms

Culture/education Events celebrating Lithuanian culture, 
publicizing Lithuanian cultural 
achievements, diaspora members 
who obtain cultural achievements, 
exchange programs, schools that offer 
Lithuanian language lessons

Screening of Lithuanian 
film at the embassy

Community events Diaspora events including folk singing, 
dance contests, sports day for parents 
and children

Diaspora gathering to 
song national anthem and 
folk songs

Commemorating 
Lithuanian history

Honoring fighters who fought for 
Lithuanian independence, honoring 
those who died during Soviet occu-
pation, commemorating those who 
perished during German occupation

Lithuanian partisans visit 
Ireland to meet with 
diaspora community

Consular services Consular missions to other cities, pro-
moting new consular services, opening 
and closing times of embassies

Lithuanian embassy in 
Canada to go on consular 
mission and offer services 
to diaspora in Toronto
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posts were gathered during May of 2018 and analyzed during June of 
2018.

Table 6.8 includes the analysis of each embassy’s diaspora-targeted 
posts. For each embassy, the analysis included 70 Facebook posts pub-
lished between 2017 and August of 2018. All posts in Lithuanian were 
translated using two separate tools: Facebook translations and Google 
Translate.

As can be seen in Table 6.8, the clear majority of posts published by all 
four embassies were in Lithuanian, suggesting that the embassies do tar-
get diasporas. Moreover, the centenary celebrations of independence were 
highly prevalent among all four embassies. This was because the cente-
nary celebrations saw a host of diaspora events including piano concerts, 
folklore festivals, art exhibitions, celebrations in local churches, and adver-
tising campaigns in foreign capitals. Cultural or educational events for 
diasporas were also prevalent across all embassies. These included youth 
talent competitions, a book fair in London, Irish schools offering courses 
in the Lithuanian language, and meetings with Lithuanian authors.

Notably, during the sampling period, all embassies published several 
posts inviting diasporas to join Lithuanians all over the world in singing 
the national anthem. This is a Lithuanian custom where all Lithuanians 
come together globally, regardless of their location, to honor their 
nation’s independence and history. These events were meant to com-
memorate the struggle for Lithuanian independence. The “Celebrating 

Table 6.8 Prevalence of topical categories by Lithuanian embassiesa (based on 
sample of 280 Facebook posts)

aSum of percentages may be greater than 100 due to rounding

Subject matter categories Embassies

Canada (%) Ireland (%) UK (%) U.S. (%)

Celebrating centenary 19 8 34 26
Bilateral 4 13 11 6
Diaspora engagement 7 2 11 8
Brain drain 4 2 9 4
Culture/education 20 49 30 32
Community events 15 17 – 9
Commemorating Lithuanian history 15 4 4 15
Consular services 17 2 2 –
% of posts in Lithuanian 78 73 81 80
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Centenary” and “Commemorating Lithuanian History” categories 
demonstrate that Lithuanian public diplomacy is truly digital. It anni-
hilates time and space by globally singing a national anthem and sum-
moning the past to make sense of Lithuania’s present, a present in which 
Lithuania is a successful and prosperous Northern Baltic nation. This 
prosperity was made evident in posts focused on reversing the “brain 
drain” and highlighting opportunities that await young Lithuanians who 
are willing to re-immigrate to their country of origin.

Unlike African MFAs, Lithuanian embassies seldom dealt with bilat-
eral issues. The exception was the embassy in London, which pub-
lished videos dealing with the rights of expats following Brexit, and the 
embassy in Dublin, which published images from the Irish President’s 
visit to Lithuania. The “Diaspora Engagement” category mostly 
included images and videos from meetings between embassy staff and 
diaspora communities. Consular issues were addressed almost exclusively 
by the embassy to Canada, which had organized consular missions to 
Toronto and other cities.

In summary, the diaspora posts published by the four embassies seem 
to focus on creating a sense of community with diasporas and allowing 
them to maintain an emotional bond with their country of origin, which 
is central to the diaspora experience. Celebrating Lithuanian’s inde-
pendence, commemorating its past struggles, honoring its scholarship 
and literature, and celebrating its culture all facilitate the formation of 
communal ties. Yet for a digital community to take shape, such activities 
must be accompanied by dialogic engagement. Table 6.9 offers an over-
view of the dialogic activities of all four embassies.

As Table 6.9 demonstrates, dialogic engagement is also rare among 
Lithuanian embassies. Over a two to three month period, most embassies 
failed to engage with followers, be it by querying them to understand 
their needs or desires, providing opportunities for cocreation of con-
tent, or supplying requested information. Follower concerns were also  
routinely ignored.

The embassy with the highest dialogic engagement rates was 
Lithuania’s embassy to the UK, yet even in this case, the overall reply 
to follower comments was six, a low figure. When the UK embassy did 
reply to comments, it was usually to provide information on the time and 
place of diaspora events or to supply the e-mail address of the embassy. 
Instances of dialogic engagement with the embassy to the USA included 
a photograph competition among embassy followers and a post querying 
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followers about the final resting place of a famous Lithuanian activist. 
Similarly, the sole opportunity for dialogic engagement with the Irish 
embassy was a drawing competition among children of diasporas, while 
the sole answer supplied by the Canadian embassy dealt with consular 
issues. It should be noted that the average Lithuanian post attracted few 
comments from followers. Yet it is possible that embassies receive few 
comments, as they usually fail to respond to followers.

conclusions

Standing on the floor of the 1980 Democratic National Convention, 
Edward Kennedy was forced to acknowledge the demise of the Kennedy 
dynasty. Having failed to win the Democratic nomination, “the hand-
somest of the handsome Kennedys” took to the stage to address his cam-
paign followers for the last time. True to the norms of American political 
oratory, Kennedy exited the Presidential stage with a burst of optimism. 
As is quoted at the beginning of this chapter, his swan song proclaimed 
that “The work goes on, the cause endures, the hope still lives, and the dream 
shall never die.”

In its early stages, the process of the digitalization of public diplomacy 
was accompanied by similar optimism. MFAs, embassies, and diplomats 
regarded digital technologies as boundary spanners, which would enable 

Table 6.9 Analysis of Lithuanian embassies’ dialogic engagement with 
Facebook users (based on sample of 280 Facebook posts)

Components of dialogic engagement (Manor, 2017) Embassies

Canada Ireland UK U.S.

Average number of comments per post 0 2 3 2
Embassy replies to follower comments/reactions 2 1 5 –
Number of responses to follower queries 1 – 4 –
Instances of supplying requested information 1 – 3 –
Number of publications of user-generated content – – 1 –
Number of overall response to followers’ comments 1 – 6 –
Number of invitations to engage in conversations – – – –
Number of responses to followers’ stated concerns – – 2 –
Instances of querying Facebook followers 1 1 1
Number of collaborative opportunities for creation of 
shared values

– 2 – 2
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them to overcome many of the limitations of traditional  diplomacy.  
Using digital platforms, diplomats could converse with foreign popu-
lations, embassies could establish ties with diasporas, and MFAs could 
reach citizens of enemy nations, thus laying the foundations for peace. 
Yet by 2014, much of this optimism had disappeared. As the words 
“trolls,” “bots” and “disinformation” came to dominate diplomats’ 
world, digital platforms were increasingly regarded as the undoing of 
diplomacy, as tools used to systematically erode trust, faith, and relation-
ships. Moreover, it soon became evident that diplomats were unwilling 
(or unable) to use digital platforms for conversations and relationship 
building. Monologue still ruled supreme over public diplomacy activities.

The results of this chapter should supposedly add to the current 
pessimistic public diplomacy outlook. The in-depth review of the digi-
tal activities of African MFA and Lithuanian embassies demonstrate yet 
again that diplomatic institutions fail to leverage digital platforms toward 
relationship building and dialogic engagement with digital publics, be 
they foreign populations or diaspora communities. While public diplo-
macy is public-centric, it is also egocentric in that MFAs speak at—not 
with—digital publics. Moreover, the case studies analyzed in this chap-
ter demonstrate that relatively small MFAs fail to utilize digital technol-
ogies to offset physical limitations, such as a small number of embassies 
abroad. These results are in line with a host of studies published between 
2011 and 2018.

And yet, this chapter ends on an optimistic note. While dialogic 
engagement may not take place, diplomatic institutions do use digital 
platforms to offer online publics a prism, or narrative, through which 
events shaping the nation and the world may be understood. Ethiopia’s 
narrative focuses on the stability and prosperity of the Horn of Africa, 
while Rwanda’s narrative uses the past to illuminate the present. In 
both cases, MFAs help digital publics make sense of a chaotic world. 
Additionally, followers of the Kenyan MFA may learn about national 
endeavors to increase financial growth while those who follow Botswana 
may learn about global events ranging from the Syrian Civil War to 
North Korea’s nuclear weapons program.

Narratives serve an important function for both foreign and domes-
tic publics. As Daryl Copeland (2013) argued, diplomats are experts 
at creating a national prism, or narrative through which citizens can 
make sense of global events. Citizens and foreign populations following 
African MFAs online now have unprecedented insight into these nations’ 
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diplomatic goals, visions, and policy priorities. The process of democra-
tizing diplomacy is thus progressing, albeit at a slow pace.

Equally important, this chapter finds that the digital divide between 
African MFAs and Western or Asian ministries continues to narrow. 
While the MFAs of Israel, Norway, Poland, and the USA may not excel 
at dialogic engagement, they do offer digital publics opportunities to 
engage with diplomats in the forms of Q&A sessions, interactions on 
MFA blogospheres, smartphone applications, and even Twitter survey 
questions. As the digital divide continues to narrow, African MFAs may 
adopt similar practices. This chapter, therefore, argues yet again that dig-
italization is a long-term process that gradually impacts the norms, val-
ues, and self-narratives of diplomats and their institutions.

Lastly, the analysis of the Facebook activities of the four Lithuanian 
embassies does demonstrate an attempt to nurture an emotional bond 
between diasporas and their country of origin. While Lithuanian embas-
sies do not practice dialogic engagement with diasporas, they do offer a 
breadth of information pertaining to community events and issues that 
are of concern to community members such as cultural fairs, scholarship 
opportunities, language lessons, and national day celebrations. Embassy 
Facebook profiles thus become an indispensable bulletin board for the 
diaspora community, thereby further strengthening the bond between 
the embassy, the nation, and the diaspora.

Bean and Comor (2017) have argued that the digitalization of pub-
lic diplomacy was accompanied by the promise of measuring the impact 
of public diplomacy activities. Quantitative parameters such as an MFA’s 
digital reach, its number of followers, and its average rates of likes and 
shares could “prove” the efficacy of public diplomacy activities. Yet 
measurement criteria invariably determine one’s digital activities. MFAs 
that focus on measuring their digital reach will soon become consumed 
by “vanity metrics” such as numbers of likes and shares and will fail to 
pay attention to their dialogic activities. Subsequently, they may fail to 
foster relationships with digital publics and facilitate the acceptance of 
their nation’s foreign policy. This chapter’s quantitative model measured 
the scope of dialogue and engagement between MFAs, embassies, and 
digital publics given this book’s focus on the practice of the “new” pub-
lic diplomacy. MFAs who adopt this model for self-assessment may soon 
also adopt dialogic working routines, norms, and metaphors.

Of all the MFAs examined in this book, it is the Lithuanian one that 
best demonstrates how the process of digitalization impacts diplomatic 
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institutions. The migration of the MFA to digital platforms and its utili-
zation of digital technologies have begun to impact its norms, values and 
working routines. Recently, the MFA adopted the metaphor or self-nar-
rative of “listening.” By monitoring digital conversations, the MFA may 
gain insight into other countries’ policy priorities, the way in which 
Lithuania is viewed by foreign populations, and new policy initiatives of 
Lithuanian allies. The metaphor of listening will soon lead to the forma-
tion of new working routines in the shape of “digital teams” tasked with 
monitoring and analyzing digital conversations and supplying relevant 
desks with insight. From a normative perspective, Lithuanian diplomats 
will be asked to regard social media content as another form of diplo-
matic reporting that should inform the policy formulation process.

The footprints of the digital society have also been visible throughout 
this chapter. The analysis of African MFAs suggests that they too create 
a self-narrative through which they present themselves to digital publics. 
This is yet another form of digital branding. The Kenyan iBrand is one 
of regional leadership, while the Botswana iBrand is one of good govern-
ance. Additionally, New Zealand’s vision of collaborative policymaking 
suggests that the MFA has adopted the norms and values celebrated by 
the digital society. First, the MFA practices a more open form of diplo-
macy in which information once kept behind closed doors is shared with 
digital publics, thus adhering to the norms of transparency and openness. 
Second, the MFA has embraced a networked logic in which it hopes to 
establish links with connected individuals to collaboratively provide solu-
tions to shared challenges. Finally, the MFA seeks to challenge, or blur, 
the rigid distinction between the domestic and the foreign as both pub-
lics will be invited to partake in the policy formulation process. Space and 
borders will thus be annihilated and diplomacy will become glocalized.

Finally, both the technological and societal prisms may be employed 
to further elucidate the results of this chapter. From the perspective of 
the technological prism, African MFAs’ use of digital platforms to inter-
act with diasporas could have a re-territorializing effect as the borders of 
African nations extend and come to include Africans living abroad. As 
Victoria Bernal (2014) argued, through digitalization the concepts of 
nationhood and citizenship undergo fundamental change. For instance, 
digital interactions between diplomats and diasporas may lead expats to 
become more involved in the politics of their countries of origin. The 
concept of citizenship would thus no longer be tied to one’s physical 
location. As diasporas are dispersed globally, the concept of the nation 
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would also become detached from physical borders, while the local and 
the global would collide into one hybrid space as diasporas and citizens 
collaborate in real time to promote national interests. In the process, the 
emotional bond that ties a diaspora to its country of origin may grow 
ever stronger.

Yet this chapter finds that African MFAs do not place an emphasis 
on diaspora outreach. One reason for this may be that digital platforms 
empower diasporas who can openly criticize their former govern-
ment and share such criticism online. Moreover, diasporas can digitally 
organize to condemn the policies of their former governments, counter 
government narratives, and even thwart a government’s diplomatic ini-
tiatives. Such was the case with the Eritrean diaspora which used digi-
tal platforms to openly condemn and rally opposition against its former 
government. For this reason, some MFAs may be more conservative 
when using digital technologies for diaspora outreach. And so, technol-
ogy does not determine diplomatic practice. As the societal prism would 
suggest, social beings and social institutions determine how technology 
will be used. By not interacting with diasporas, some MFAs may cause 
a de-territorializing effect that clearly illuminates the demarcation line 
between the nation and its diasporas.

The optimistic note on which this chapter ends is carried to the next, 
which examines how digitalization may be used to overcome the limita-
tion of traditional diplomacy.
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We few, we happy few, we band of brothers; For he to-day that sheds his 
blood with me Shall be my brother; be he ne’er so vile, This day shall gen-
tle his condition; And gentlemen in England now a-bed Shall think them-
selves accurs’d they were not here, And hold their manhoods cheap whiles 
any speaks That fought with us upon Saint Crispin’s day.

—Henry V, William Shakespeare

On May 21, 1420, a treaty was signed in the cathedral of the French 
city of Troyes. At first glance, this treaty was no different from most 
diplomatic treaties as it too sought to form an alliance between two 
nations through the marriage of their monarchs, Henry V of England 
and the French Princess Catherine of Valois. Marriages between royal 
houses were a common means of creating military alliances, pursu-
ing peace, ending costly wars, and increasing a nation’s treasure. Yet 
the Treaty of Troyes was also historic as it joined together the crowns 
of England and France to create a new united kingdom. For the first 
time, a British king would also be “heir and regent of the Kingdom of 
France” (Jones, 2014, p. 10).

Alas, Henry V would not reign over France for long. Within two years 
of the Treaty of Troyes, he was dead. His successor to the thrones of 
England and France was the infant Henry VI. England now found itself 
in a precarious position. The French people had known, respected, and 
felt the wrath of Henry V, who had waged a war on their nation. Yet 
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they knew nothing of his infant son, who was locked away in a remote 
British castle, nor did they feel any allegiance to him. The English feared 
that under such conditions the French nobility might attempt to restore 
a Frenchman to the throne.

To contend with this crisis of legitimacy, England launched a pub-
lic diplomacy campaign. The goal of the campaign was to persuade the 
French population that the infant Henry VI was the legitimate king of 
France not because of his father’s military victories, but because it had 
been ordained by God. To this end, the English hung fine tapestries in 
churches throughout France illustrating the lines of succession of the 
English and French thrones, both of which ended with Henry VI, the 
son of an English king and a French queen. Henry’s claim to the French 
throne was thus sealed by the very blood that coursed through his veins. 
The tapestry also depicted the infant standing next to St. Louis, suggest-
ing that Henry VI was a source of unity, a king who could bring peace to 
a France ravaged by a brutal civil war (Jones, 2014, p. 40). In addition 
to tapestries, the English hired poets to write songs narrating Henry’s 
majestic ascent to the throne.

Between the tapestries hung in churches and poems recited in local 
markets, the French population could scarcely avoid English public 
diplomacy. Nonetheless, the English decided to stage a splendid visual 
spectacle that would cement Henry’s authority: a grand coronation in 
the French city of Paris. On the morning of December 2, 1431, Henry 
VI rode into Paris on a white horse, accompanied by a procession of 
British and French nobles, administrators, and bureaucrats all adorned 
in the finest cloth and bearing emblems of opulence. The coronation 
ceremony itself was meant to symbolize the joining of the crowns of 
France and England. Actors thus depicted the young king symbol-
ically wearing two crowns while conferring with both English and 
French advisors under a golden canopy bearing the arms of France and 
England (Styles & Allmand, 1982).

Yet the British campaign was more propaganda than public diplo-
macy. In creating their tapestries depicting Henry’s lineage, the English 
had rewritten history, ignored French law, disregarded facts, and lied 
(and the French knew it). In their spectacle coronation in Paris, the 
English ignored the customs and ceremonies of the French nobility and 
orchestrated a British ceremony (and the French felt it). Henry VI’s 
claim over the French throne remained weak and would ultimately come 
to an end in 1453.
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While the English public diplomacy campaign in France might seem 
somewhat outdated by employing tapestries rather than tweets, it is rep-
resentative of a recurring feature in the practice of public diplomacy—
using technology to overcome the limitations of traditional diplomacy. 
During the time of Henry VI, diplomacy was mostly conducted by 
ambassadors posted to royal courts. Yet if the English were to win over 
the hearts and minds of the French population, they needed to step out-
side the palace walls and engage with their new citizens. France, how-
ever, was a vast nation and its English rulers could not visit every city, 
attend prayers at every church, and address nobles in every town hall. 
The distances were too large, the cost would be too great, and the man-
power was too limited. They thus turned to the technology of the day—
tapestries—which would visualize and narrate historical events in a way 
that could be understood by all French citizens, nobles, and peasants 
alike. Moreover, they strategically hung the tapestries in churches where 
they would be seen by most of the population. In the fifteenth century, 
religion was not so much a California lifestyle choice but a guarantee 
against purgatory. Technology was thus employed to enable English 
public diplomacy to overcome spatial and financial limitations.

Nearly six centuries later, technology plays a similar role. As this 
chapter will demonstrate, present-day diplomats have sought to employ 
digital technologies to annihilate time and space, transcend national bor-
ders, address global constituencies, overcome hostile media landscapes, 
and interact with the populations of enemy nations. As such, the need 
to overcome the limitations of traditional diplomacy has contributed to 
the process of the digitalization of public diplomacy. Importantly, digital 
technologies have also consistently increased the distances that diplomats 
can traverse. While tapestries enabled the English to reach out to across 
France, digital technologies enable diplomats to circle the globe. Thus, 
the use of digital technologies to overcome the limitation of traditional 
diplomacy may be understood through the prism of diplomacy at a dis-
tance, which is elaborated on in the following section.

diPlomAcy At A distAnce

Zygmunt Bauman and David Lyon (2016) have asserted that the digital 
society is one that operates at a distance. This is because digital tech-
nologies enable digital society members to act in ever greater remote-
ness. An American drone flying in the skies of Pakistan can be operated 
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from a trailer outside Las Vegas, while a nurse sitting in her living room 
in Paris can attend a course taught in Berlin. Importantly, Bauman and 
Lyon argued that remoteness, coupled with automation, creates a moral 
distance between an action and the person responsible for that action 
(Bauman & Lyon, 2016, pp. 85–87). When a drone flying at high alti-
tudes selects a target and fires on that target automatically, the drone’s 
operator becomes a mere spectator. He or she has no immediate sense 
of responsibility for the action of the automated drone, as the reach of 
an individual’s ethical principles is limited to that which is in their sight. 
Things that happen at a distance are beyond human sight and therefore 
beyond the reach of individual ethics. Given that digital technologies 
enable people to act at greater and greater distances, they systemati-
cally reduce the reach of human ethics. Bauman and Lyon’s analysis of 
remoteness and automation is emblematic of the technological prism as 
they stipulate that technologies shape societal norms as well as the moral 
compass of society members.

Of course, remoteness and automation are not limited to military 
technologies. Bauman and Lyon suggested that the function of many 
digital technologies is to sort digital society members into categories of 
differential treatment (ibid., pp. 92–93). Such is the case with algorithms 
that determine who may be awarded a frequent flyer credit card, a loyalty 
card to certain shops, or a discount on Amazon’s website. Even more 
importantly, algorithms now determine who is eligible for a mortgage or 
a college loan. These decisions are no longer made by the local banker 
or branch manager (or even onsite) but by an automated algorithm that 
sifts through databases located in faraway locations. And so, the decision 
of who will receive a mortgage or a loan is once again done at a distance 
and is decoupled from ethical qualms.

Automation and remoteness are now also used to determine who 
may enter a nation and who may not. Algorithms sifting through mass 
databases separate wanted visitors from unwanted immigrants. Bauman 
and Lyon (2016) suggested that such sorting is no longer done locally 
at a given border, but globally. Unwanted immigrants are stopped at 
their points of departure rather than when they arrive at their destina-
tion. In this way, space is manipulated by digital technologies. The dis-
tance between an immigrant’s point of departure and his destination 
is exponentially increased, as he or she may not even board a plane. 
Conversely, the decision as to who may or may not board planes is made 
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by a remote algorithm and communicated in real-time across vast dis-
tances to border police officers. Space is thus extended for the immi-
grant and diminished for the immigration officer.

The technological functionality of automation and remoteness, there-
fore, transforms the digital society into a society that operates at a dis-
tance. As algorithms are increasingly used to determine the fates of 
digital society members, and as new technologies increase remoteness, 
more and more aspects of daily life can be done at a distance, ranging 
from remote wars and remote banking to remote health. If analyzed 
through the technological prism, the ability to act at a distance imposes 
the logic of doing things at a distance on numerous social realms. If 
banking and war can be done at a distance, why not diplomacy?

Manuel Castells (2013) also believed that the manipulation of time 
and space is a fundamental characteristic of the digital society. Employing 
the societal prism Castells suggested that in the industrial age, time was 
allocated to specific tasks. Workers would labor in the factory from 9 to 
5, eat dinner at 6, and listen to the radio with their families at 8. By con-
trast, the digital and networked society is one that systematically employs 
digital technologies to annihilate time. This is achieved by compressing 
time and rendering it meaningless, as is the case with global financial 
transactions that are completed within seconds. Space is annihilated as 
two events can take place at the same time across great distances, as is the 
case with international Skype calls. In other words, Castells believed that 
the desire to overcome spatial and temporal limitations is inherently digi-
tal and thus often pursued by members of the digital society.

This chapter examines how the digitalization of public diplomacy 
has been impacted by the logic of doing things at a distance and the 
quest to annihilate time and space. Its main argument is that the desire 
to overcome the limitations of traditional diplomacy was central to the 
process of public diplomacy’s digitalization. Indeed, as diplomats began 
to experiment with digital technologies, they soon sought to implement 
these to overcome lack of bilateral ties, bypass critical media landscapes, 
and interact with foreign populations that were otherwise inaccessible. 
These attempts are representative of the logic of the digital society, as 
they all constitute a form of diplomacy at a distance, or diplomacy that 
is done remotely using digital technologies. Moreover, this chapter 
demonstrates that public diplomacy is now preoccupied with attempts to 
condense time and space.



222  I. MANOR

Yet this chapter also proposes that diplomacy at a distance, like war 
at a distance, is accompanied by the limitation of sight. As is explored 
throughout the chapter, the use of digital technologies to overcome the 
limitations of traditional diplomacy was often hampered by diplomats’ 
inabilities to interact meaningfully or converse with digital publics. This 
may have been a result of diplomats’ inabilities to see who they were 
interacting with. When a diplomat addresses a university class, his audi-
ence is within sight. The same cannot be said of digital audiences who 
have an amorphic quality and who cannot be seen. Thus, just as sight 
limits the ethical reach of a drone operator, so it may limit the relational 
reach of a diplomat.

Of all the technologies employed by diplomats to overcome the lim-
itations of traditional diplomacy, none centered on annihilating time 
and space as did virtual embassies. Through virtual embassies, diplomats 
sought to transcend borders and condense time. Therefore, this chapter 
begins by reviewing and analyzing the activities of four virtual embas-
sies launched between 2007 and 2015. This review is chronological to 
demonstrate that digitalization is a long-term process that is influenc-
ing the norms and working routines of diplomatic institutions. Next, 
the chapter reviews a new case study: the activities of Palestine’s virtual  
embassy launched in late 2015. Lastly, the chapter explores two case 
studies of public diplomacy campaigns aimed at reaching global audi-
ences, thus, again, attempting to render time and space meaningless. 
The following section analyzes one of the world’s first virtual embassies, 
launched by the Swedish Institute in 2007.

on virtuAl embAssies

Virtual embassies have accompanied the digitalization of public diplo-
macy since the early 2000s. One of the first virtual embassies was 
launched by the Swedish Institute in 2007 in the virtual world of Second 
Life. Named the Second House of Sweden, the embassy was the vir-
tual extension of Sweden’s new flagship embassy built in Washington, 
DC. The purpose of Second House of Sweden, however, was not to 
strengthen bilateral ties with other countries or offer visitors consular 
services. Second House of Sweden was meant to serve as a cultural insti-
tute that would strengthen Sweden’s national brand by showcasing its 
culture and art (Pamment, 2013).
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The Swedish government was no stranger to digital experiments, and 
its foreign minister, Carl Bildt, was an avid digital evangelist who had 
championed the integration of digital technologies into the conduct of 
diplomacy. In 1994, Bildt sent one of the first diplomatic emails to U.S.  
President Bill Clinton (Sotiriu, 2015). By 2005, Bildt was one of the 
first foreign ministers to manage his own blog site, posting articles on 
Swedish foreign policy and Sweden’s perspective on global affairs. 
Ambassadors serving in Sweden at the time became enthusiastic readers 
of the blog, as it offered unique insight into the policy priorities of the 
Swedish government (E. Manor, personal communication, January 18, 
2018). In 2007, Bildt also became one of the first foreign ministers to 
enter the virtual world of Second Life and inaugurate an embassy.

While Second House of Sweden was supposed to obtain a tradi-
tional public diplomacy goal using culture to promote a national brand, 
it was also meant to overcome the spatial and temporal limitations of 
traditional diplomacy. By launching the embassy on the virtual world 
of Second Life, the Swedish Institute created the world’s first global 
embassy, which could be visited by any individual around the world 
with an Internet connection. Moreover, visitors could interact with one 
another and with Swedish officials and artists, regardless of the physical 
distance between them. Time was also rendered meaningless as there are 
no time zones in Second Life. This entire virtual world is tuned to the 
time in California.

Second House of Sweden was thus a global cultural institute ded-
icated to interacting with a global constituency. Between 2007 and 
2012, the embassy held numerous events including film festivals, art 
 exhibits, Swedish language lessons, virtual meetings with Swedish artists, 
and book launches. Yet as Chapter 3 details, not all Second Life users 
were pleased with the Swedish government’s intrusion into their vir-
tual world. Some protested the embassy either by threatening to have a 
sex party on its roof, hacking and disrupting embassy events, or visiting 
the embassy while wearing Nazi uniforms. Moreover, while the virtual 
embassy offered visitors a unique digital experience, most events were 
poorly attended and the embassy failed to create a virtual community 
with which it could interact on a regular basis (Pamment, 2013).

In 2012, the Swedish Institute decided to close Second House of 
Sweden. Within two years, Bildt would leave the post of foreign min-
ister. His departure seems to have marked a transition in the process of 
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Swedish digitalization. The Swedish MFA, in particular, adopted a more 
conservative approach to digital communications that focused less on 
digital extermination. Practitioners of public diplomacy would come to 
refer to a transition in communicative cultures following a foreign min-
ister’s departure as the “Carl Bildt Effect.” Parting from ministers thus 
proved such sweet sorrow.

The relationship between virtual embassies, time, and space begins 
to become apparent when one evaluates Second House of Sweden. 
Traditionally, the reach of diplomatic institutions was quite limited. 
Embassies and their staffs operated mainly in nations’ capitals and could 
only interact with a finite amount of people. While embassy staffers 
could give talks at universities, diaspora events, schools and chambers of 
commerce, or give interviews to the press, they could not interact with 
an entire nation (let alone an entire globe). Yet that was exactly what 
Sweden sought to do. The Swedish Institute’s desire was to use digital 
technologies to render time and space meaningless by operating a global 
embassy in a realm without time zones. Manuel Castells would argue 
that Sweden’s vision was the diplomatic manifestation of the logic of the 
digital society.

The relationship between Second of House of Sweden and doing 
things at a distance is more complex. On the one hand, Swedish officials 
operating the virtual embassy from Stockholm could interact in real-time 
with Second Life users from Spain, Israel, or Argentina. Much like drone 
operators in Las Vegas, Swedish diplomats could thus conduct their tasks 
at a distance. On the other hand, Swedish officials’ sight was not limited 
by this distance. While on Second Life, Swedish officials engaged with 
the avatars of other users. Thus, there was some semblance of physical 
interaction with embassy visitors, which may have mitigated the impact 
of distance on sight and digital interactions. This was not the case with 
America’s virtual embassy to Iran, which is evaluated next.

virtuAl embAssy irAn

In December 2011, the U.S. State Department launched Virtual Embassy 
Iran, a web-based platform that aimed to facilitate interactions between 
American diplomats and Iranian citizens. Unsurprisingly, the embassy was 
conceived during the tenure of Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and her 
two digital advisors, Alec Ross and Jared Cohen. Together these three 
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had created a digital zeitgeist within the State Department that advocated 
for the use of digital technologies to openly interact with foreign citizens 
(for elaboration on the activities of this dynamic trio, see Chapter 3).

Unlike Second House of Sweden, the State Department’s virtual 
embassy was meant to replace a brick and mortar embassy, as the USA 
has had no diplomatic presence in Iran since both countries severed 
ties in 1979. Virtual Embassy Iran would thus offer Iranians informa-
tion about travelling to the USA, applying for U.S. visas and opportu-
nities for studying at U.S. universities. Equally important, the embassy 
would seek to foster two-way conversations between American diplo-
mats and Iranians, narrate American policies in the region, demonstrate 
how American values inform its diplomatic initiatives, outline America’s 
vision for its future relationship with Iran, and demonstrate a commit-
ment to engagement with Iran (engagement being the cornerstone of 
Barack Obama’s foreign policy—see Chapter 3). As one senior policy 
maker stated during the launch of the virtual embassy, “Despite our dif-
ferences with the Iranian regime, we still have a deep desire for engage-
ment and dialogue with the Iranian people. So for us this is a mission to 
the Iranian people” (Metzgar, 2012).

The goals of Virtual Embassy Iran were made apparent in a video of 
Secretary Clinton welcoming visitors and stating:

This is a platform for us to communicate with each other, openly and without 
fear, about the United States, about our policies, our culture and the American 
people. You can also find information here about opportunities to study in the 
United States, or to obtain a visa to come visit us (Clinton, 2011).

Clinton also said that the embassy was designed to meet the needs 
and desires of Iranians and that it was “shaped by what you wanted” and 
provided an opportunity for “you to tell us more about what you think 
and why.” While the Iranian regime blocked the website soon after its 
launch, it still attracted some 300,000 visitors who used proxy servers to 
bypass Iranian censorship (Metzgar, 2012). In addition to the web-based 
platform, Virtual Embassy Iran would come to include a Farsi language 
Facebook profile, YouTube channel, Instagram account, and Twitter 
feed. As of August 2018, the combined audience of these platforms is 
1.1 million digital users, and Farsi language YouTube videos have been 
watched by more than 3 million individuals.
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Virtual Embassy Iran was thus a public diplomacy tool, which relied 
on digital technologies to overcome the limitations of traditional diplo-
macy, in this case, the absence of bilateral ties between the USA and 
Iran. The launch of the virtual embassy was made possible thanks to the 
digital endorsement of Secretary of State Clinton, the Obama adminis-
tration’s emphasis on engagement as a foreign policy tool, and a digital 
mindset within the State Department, which hoped to augment diplo-
macy with technology where possible by complementing “traditional 
foreign policy tools with newly innovated and adapted instruments of 
statecraft that fully leverage the networks, technologies and demograph-
ics of our interconnected world” (cited in Metzgar, 2012).

However, when evaluating the activities of Virtual Embassy Iran, 
Metzgar found little evidence of two-way interactions between U.S. 
diplomats and Iranians. She concluded that the embassy was primarily 
used for one-way message dissemination and debunking myths about 
America. Metzgar (2012) did, however, emphasize that the virtual 
embassy allowed the USA to manage its image among Iranians, coun-
ter America’s depiction in Iran as a great devil, and build soft power 
resources among tech-savvy Iranians.

Like Metzgar, scholars have consistently found that online interac-
tions and two-way conversations between diplomats and digital pub-
lics rarely occur (Bjola & Jiang, 2015; Clarke, 2015; Comor & Bean, 
2012; Hocking & Melissen, 2015; Manor & Crilley, 2018b). Some have 
argued that resources may prove an important barrier for digital interac-
tions (Cha, Yeo, & Kim, 2014) as these require that questions be posed 
to followers, answers be analyzed, concerns be addressed, opportunities 
for collaborations be created, and social media accounts be constantly 
monitored. All these demand committed digital staffers. Yet most dig-
ital departments tasked with utilizing digital technologies in MFAs are 
overburdened, overextended, and understaffed. This is even true of large 
MFAs such as the U.S. State Department and the British FCO (Foreign 
and Commonwealth Office). Moreover, analyzing the needs, desires, 
and interests of digital publics may require the utilization of big data and 
sentiment analysis tools. These tools can, for instance, help diplomats 
identify popular topics or detect policy issues that are viewed as conten-
tious. The use of big data and sentiment tools also requires resources, be 
it in acquiring certain software or training diplomats in the use of free 
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analytics software. As such, lack of resources often leads to one-way mes-
sage dissemination, which is far less demanding than digital interactions. 
The fault, dear Brutus, is not in diplomats’ stars, but in their depleted 
funds.

Others have suggested that MFAs’ communicative cultures may serve 
as barriers to online conversations. McNutt (2014) suggested that digital 
interactions require an organizational willingness to shift public engage-
ment activities from a broadcast paradigm to a communicative one. She 
employed the term “Government 2.0” to reference the embrace of a 
communicative ethos that includes transparency, participatory opportu-
nities (such as crowd-sourcing), co-production, collaboration, and open-
ness. Scholars have, however, characterized MFAs as change-resistant 
organizations that fear losing control over the communication process, 
and as such prefer one-way message dissemination to two-way digital con-
versation (Copeland, 2013). The US’ inability to converse with Iranians 
may have thus stemmed from a conservative communicative culture.

Comor and Bean (2012) suggested that online conversations are rare 
as MFAs prioritize persuasion and the management of dissent over inter-
actions with foreign populations. Lastly, Spry (2018) and Lengel and 
Newsom argued that diplomats often fail to take into account the local 
cultures of the audiences they seek to interact with. This then serves as 
a barrier to digital interactions. Seo (2013) reached a similar conclusion 
when evaluating the digital activities of the U.S. embassy in South Korea.

Another possible explanation lies within the nature of doing things at a 
distance. As was the case with Sweden’s virtual embassy, the U.S. embassy 
also employed digital technologies to transcend borders and manipu-
late space. Diplomats in Washington could interact with an individual in 
Tehran in real-time as if they were sitting beside one another. Yet unlike 
Sweden’s virtual embassy, Iranians visiting the virtual embassy had no 
physical semblance. They did not bear any physical traits, assume a physical 
shape, nor did they even adopt a digital avatar that would act as a sur-
rogate body. As such, the Iranian public with which U.S. diplomats were 
meant to interact was an amorphic one: It existed solely in the minds of 
American diplomats like a metaphor or an image. This may have reduced 
diplomats’ abilities to interact with Iranian digital publics, as these were 
beyond the sight of American diplomats, much like ethical considera-
tions that are beyond the sights of drone operators or modern-day bank 
managers.
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Importantly, the difficulty of interacting with a digital, amorphic 
public may also be tied to diplomacy’s traditional reliance on proxim-
ity. Historically, ambassadors were stationed at foreign courts as it was 
there that diplomats could foster ties with influential nobles, create alli-
ances with powerful families, and gauge the temperament of monarchs 
(Roberts, 2017). Today, diplomacy still rests on proximity. Press attachés 
cultivate close working relationships with influential journalists, ambas-
sadors to multilateral forums create coalitions with their peers, and pub-
lic diplomacy officers work alongside diaspora leaders. Diplomacy at 
a distance is thus the antithesis of diplomacy’s traditional relationship 
with space. As remoteness replaces proximity, the audiences of diplo-
macy slowly slip out of sight. Unlike Sweden’s embassy to Second Life, 
Virtual Embassy Iran is still active. Following in the US footsteps, Israel 
launched its Twitter embassy in 2013.

isrAel in the gcc
On July 21, 2013, the Israeli MFA established its first virtual embassy 
in the form of a Twitter account. Named “Israel in the GCC,” the 
embassy was meant to foster relations between Israeli diplomats and the 
populations of six Gulf countries who do not officially recognize Israel: 
Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and 
Qatar (Ravid, 2013). According to Ravid, all six Sunni countries had a 
common strategic interest with Israel—preventing Iran from obtaining a 
nuclear weapon. The embassy’s stated mission was to facilitate dialogue 
with Arab and Muslim Twitter users on a host of issues including busi-
ness, science, politics, and civil society (ibid.). To this end, the embassy 
invited followers to online Q&A sessions with Israeli leaders, including 
the president and the prime minister. In addition, the embassy shared 
goodwill messages from Israel’s leaders, such as a video from the Israeli 
Prime Minister wishing Ramadan Karim to Muslims around the world.

As was the case with the Swedish and American embassies, Israel’s vir-
tual embassy was also designed to overcome the limitations of traditional 
diplomacy, namely the lack of diplomatic ties between Israel and six Gulf 
states. Yet unlike Virtual Embassy Iran, Israel’s Twitter embassy did not 
offer consular information or discuss opportunities for studying in Israel. 
Rather it allowed Israeli diplomats to begin cultivating digital relation-
ships with Twitter users in the Gulf, relationships that could possibly be 
leveraged to influence the policies of GCC governments. Moreover, the 
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embassy sought to base these relationships on shared concerns such as 
the menace of an Iranian nuclear bomb. As is the case with all virtual 
embassies, Israel in the GCC transcended time and space as Israeli dip-
lomats conversed with Twitter users residing behind borders that were 
closed to Israeli citizens.

Israel’s Twitter embassy also served as a means of overcoming another 
diplomatic challenge—a highly critical media landscape. Publications, 
media outlets and journalists active in the Gulf rarely interview Israeli 
officials, publish materials by Israeli diplomats or allow Israeli policy-
makers to comment on events, issues and actors shaping the region. 
Moreover, the framing of Israel in Gulf publications is highly negative. 
Media gatekeepers thus prevent Israeli diplomats from framing or narrat-
ing Israel’s foreign and security policies. By launching a Twitter embassy, 
the Israeli MFA may have hoped to circumvent this critical media land-
scape and disseminate Israeli narratives directly among connected pub-
lics. As Sotiriu (2015) stated, the digitalization of public diplomacy 
included the promise of bypassing state-controlled media. Causey and 
Howard (2013) have written that social media does enable diplomats to 
bypass the media and disseminate information vertically, to digital pub-
lics, and horizontally, to other elites (Fig. 7.1).

Fig. 7.1 Israel in the GCC’s first tweet (Source https://twitter.com/
IsraelintheGCC/status/357739965435744257)

https://twitter.com/IsraelintheGCC/status/357739965435744257
https://twitter.com/IsraelintheGCC/status/357739965435744257
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As of August 2018, Israel in the GCC had attracted some 2000 fol-
lowers, a relatively low figure when compared to other Israeli embas-
sies. Israel’s embassy to the EU has more than 7000 Twitter followers,  
its embassy to Kenya has 5000 followers and its Consulate in New York 
has 40,000 followers. One reason for this small number of followers 
might be a reluctance by Gulf citizens to interact openly with Israeli dip-
lomats. Yet it may also be the results of limited digital activity on the part 
of the embassy. As can be seen in Graph 7.1, while Israel in the GCC was 
quite active in the first week of July 2013, the following months saw a 
rapid decrease in the number of tweets published by the embassy. As dig-
ital activity breeds followers and interest from digital society members, 
the embassy’s lack of activity might account for its small following.

Moreover, Manor (2018) found that the embassy rarely offered 
opportunities for conversations with diplomats. Except for digital spec-
tacles such as Q&A sessions, followers’ comments and concerns remain 
unanswered. Manor concluded that as was the case with Virtual Embassy 
Iran, Israel’s embassy also focused primarily on one-way message dissem-
ination. Yet this may have been the result of the great distance between 
Israeli diplomats and citizens of the Gulf as most Israelis have never seen 

Graph 7.1 Number of tweets published per week by Israel in the GCC, July 
2013–January 2014
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the Gulf countries, let alone interacted with their citizens. Here, the con-
sequences of practicing diplomacy at a distance become more apparent. 
If distance does limit interactions between diplomats and digital publics, 
then it also prevents MFAs from fully leveraging digital technologies 
toward public diplomacy goals. This is because digital publics now expect 
interactions as digital platforms center on two-way exchanges.

The analysis of virtual embassies thus far poses an important question:  
Why are public diplomacy initiatives based on digital technologies so 
short-lived? Sweden’s virtual embassy was closed within five years, 
Israel’s Twitter embassy became dormant within less than three months 
and America’s embassy to Iran abandoned the goal of engagement soon 
after its launch. This chapter offers three possible answers to this ques-
tion through three examples. Each example is of a relatively large and 
affluent MFA to demonstrate that the trials and tribulations of digital 
activities are by no means limited to small MFAs with limited resources.

The first example relates to MFAs’ attempts to continuously interact 
with digital society members. Throughout the process of digitalization, 
MFAs and embassies have often found themselves migrating from one 
platform to another in pursuit of digital publics. For instance, in January 
2017, the Japanese MFA migrated to Instagram, most likely because 
Instagram is the fastest growing social network in Japan (Neely, 2018). 
Yet once it launched a new Instagram channel, the MFA was faced with 
the arduous task of constantly producing videos, uploading images, and 
responding to followers’ comments while at the same time managing all 
other MFA digital channels. The more digital endeavors MFAs under-
take, the further they extend their limited resources. As a result, digital 
initiatives are often abandoned soon after they are announced. Indeed, a 
review of Japan’s Instagram account reveals low levels of daily activity.

Digital initiatives are also abandoned due to changes in government 
as new administrations implement new working routines. One notable 
example is Canada. Under Stephen Harper’s conservative government, 
Canadian diplomacy was hampered as digital messages often had to 
be pre-approved by the prime minister’s office. Diplomats were there-
fore unable to converse in real-time with their followers (Manor, 2018). 
The Harper government also launched its own digital initiatives. One of 
these was meant to facilitate democracy in Iran. The Canadian govern-
ment decided to help create the Digital Public Square Project, or digi-
tal forum, where Iranian citizens could speak their minds free from the 
surveillance of the Iranian regime. The election of Justin Trudeau led 
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to an immediate change in the government’s policies and working rou-
tines. Diplomats were set free, and no longer needed to approve digital 
content with Ottawa. Since then, the Digital Public Square Project has 
become less visible on Canadian social media channels. This is not sur-
prising. Why focus on a new digital square when Canadian diplomats can 
use existing digital platforms to interact with Iranians and promote dem-
ocratic values?

In other cases, digital initiatives are abandoned due to an overestima-
tion of the power of digital platforms. One such instance was the State 
Department’s Twitter channel, “Think Again Turn Away”, which was 
part of the ministry’s attempt to dissuade people from joining or commu-
nicating online with Daesh. The assumption among some American dip-
lomats was that a Twitter channel could be powerful enough to impact 
people’s beliefs and alter their behaviors (Katz, 2014). The “Think Again 
Turn Away” Twitter channel documented cases of sexual violence by 
Daesh terrorists as well as the group’s violence toward fellow Muslims, its 
destruction of heritage sites, and its loss of territory in Iraq and Syria, all 
with the goal of preventing Americans from communicating with Daesh 
and falling under its spell. Yet the State Department soon had to contend 
with the fact that altering someone’s behavior based solely on social media 
content is difficult at best, and simply not plausible at worst. Changing 
people’s behaviors requires interactions and long-term relationship build-
ing—not infographics (Taylor & Kent, 2014). Ironically, dialogic engage-
ment and relationship building were the very building blocks of Daesh’s 
online recruitment efforts (Callimachi, 2015). “Think Again Turn Away” 
was finally abandoned and replaced by a joint Twitter account managed 
by several members of the Global Coalition against Daesh.

Lastly, another reason for the short lifespan of digital initiatives is rapid 
changes in audience preferences. For instance, the growing rhetoric of 
fake news and disinformation has led to changes in the behaviors of some 
online audiences. Last year saw the largest growth in traditional media 
subscriptions in more than a decade (Newman, Fletcher, Kalogeropoulos, 
Levy, & Nielsen, 2017). This change may soon bring about new digital 
initiatives, such as creating diplomatic blog platforms where audiences can 
access accurate information curated by diplomats. The UK FCO has been 
managing its own blogosphere since 2009 (for greater discussion see 
Chapter 5). There are, however, exceptions to the norm. Such is the case 
with Palestine’s virtual embassy, which is setting a new standard in digital 
interactions and longevity, as is explored in the following section.
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PAlestine in hebrew

From a diplomatic perspective, Palestine represents a puzzling case study. 
On the one hand, it is a member state of the United Nations (UN) and 
other multilateral organizations. On the other hand, it has no interna-
tionally recognized borders. Similarly, while in some countries Palestine 
has an official embassy, in others it has offices of interests or offices man-
aged solely by the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) as is the 
case in the USA. Presently, there are also two Palestinian governments: 
one in the Gaza Strip, headed by the Hamas terror movement, and 
another in the West Bank, headed by the Palestinian National Authority. 
The Palestinian government in the West Bank has no official foreign 
ministry, and different bureaus manage different aspects of its foreign 
policy. Such is the case with the PLO Negotiations Affairs Department, 
which manages bilateral ties and negotiations with Israel.

An analysis conducted as part of this chapter in August 2018 suggests 
that the digitalization of Palestinian public diplomacy is quite inconsistent. 
For instance, Palestine does not have a digital presence in all countries that 
host PLO or Palestinian embassies. Moreover, the appearance of Palestinian 
digital profiles varies greatly from one nation to the next, as does the type 
of content that is published on these channels. Even the tone of Palestinian 
digital communications varies, as some embassies focus on the protracted 
conflict with Israel and accusing Israel of committing war crimes, while oth-
ers focus more on bilateral ties between Palestine and other countries.

Palestine’s relationship with Israel is also complex, as Israel partially 
recognizes the Palestinian government in the West Bank but does not 
recognize the Hamas government in Gaza. Although Israel and Palestine 
have signed several accords, they have not established official bilateral 
ties. Subsequently, there is no Palestinian diplomatic presence in Israel 
and there are very limited opportunities for Palestinian diplomats to 
engage with Israeli citizens.

It is against this backdrop of limited diplomatic recognition that the 
Palestinian government in the West Bank launched the “Palestine in 
Hebrew” Facebook page in November 2015. The page, which posts 
content exclusively in Hebrew, is managed by the PLO’s Committee for 
Interaction with Israeli Society which has the stated goal of “Reaching 
a just and sustainable solution to the Middle East conflict through the 
establishment of an independent Palestinian State alongside Israel on the 
basis of the 4 June 1967 lines and a just and agreed-upon solution to the 
refugee problem on the basis of UN resolution 194” (TOI Staff, 2015).
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As of July 2018, the Facebook page has amassed some 1200 followers 
and another 11,600 likes. Given that there is limited interaction between 
Israelis and Palestinian diplomats, and that Palestinian officials are rarely 
interviewed in the Israeli media, the Palestine in Hebrew Facebook page 
represents another attempt by a government to overcome the limita-
tions of traditional diplomacy through digital technologies. Manor and 
Holmes (2018) have argued that as the Facebook page is one of the 
only channels for direct contact between Palestinian officials and Israelis, 
it essentially serves as a virtual embassy enabling Palestine to narrate its 
policies, offer a Palestinian perspective on the conflict with Israel, man-
age Israelis’ perceptions of the Palestinian government, and converse 
with Israelis on issues of shared concern (of which there are many). 
As opposed to Israel’s virtual embassy, which is on Twitter, Palestine 
launched its embassy on Facebook. This choice might suggest that the 
Palestinian embassy places an emphasis on conversing with Israelis given 
that Twitter is a platform for opinion formation and sharing, while 
Facebook is a platform for relationship management (Hughes, Rowe, 
Batey, & Lee, 2012; Kwak, Lee, Park, & Moon, 2010).

To characterize the Palestinian embassy’s online activities, this chap-
ter analyzed 54 posts published between January and May 2017. This 
period was selected as it saw intense attempts by the Trump administra-
tion to facilitate direct negotiations between Israel and Palestine. It was 
thus assumed that the Palestinian embassy would be especially active on 
Facebook given the need to comment on various U.S. diplomatic initia-
tives and create a receptive environment for negotiations among Israeli 
followers. This analysis builds on and extends the work of Manor and 
Holmes (2018). All Facebook posts published by Palestine in Hebrew 
were categorized based on subject matter using thematic analysis. Posts 
were gathered during August 2017 and analyzed during February 
2018. In total, the thematic analysis found that embassy posts dealt 
with nine issues, including: manifesting the values of the future State 
of Palestine, building a better future for both Israelis and Palestinians, 
Israeli leaders who express support for Palestinian statehood, dialogue 
between Palestinian officials and Israelis, denouncing the Israeli mili-
tary occupation of Palestine, partaking in intra-Israeli political discus-
sions, portraying Palestine as a “State in the Making,” Israeli intolerance 
toward Palestinians, and Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) violence toward 
Palestinians.
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As Graph 7.2 indicates, the most prevalent category of Facebook 
posts focused on exhibiting Palestinian values. These included posts 
celebrating the role of women in Palestinian society, posts featur-
ing elements of Palestinian culture such as a theater festival and the 
Palestinian national orchestra, posts depicting the Palestinian government  
as open to criticism and posts celebrating the virtue of nonviolent resist-
ance. These posts depict the future State of Palestine as one that will cele-
brate culture, not war, and one that will be committed to the principles of 
democracy such as free speech and public criticism of governments. Posts in 
this category were quite like those in a less prevalent category that depicted 
Palestine as “A State in the Making” with a national soccer team, a national 
contender in the Arab Idol reality show, a national philharmonic orchestra, 
and a booming economy, which may serve as the foundation of Palestinian  
independence.

The second most prevalent category consisted of posts emphasizing 
the need to create a better future for both Israelis and Palestinians. Such 
posts tended to stipulate that only a mutually beneficial future would be 
a prosperous one. A notable example was a post wishing Israelis a happy 
Passover and hoping that by the next year, Israelis and Palestinians would 

Graph 7.2 Prevalence of topics addressed in Palestinian Facebook posts, 
January–May 2017
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live peacefully as neighbors. Additional posts included a letter from 
Palestinian President Abbas to Israelis protesting for peace in Tel Aviv, 
posts depicting Jerusalem as the birthplace and future capital of two 
independent yet closely related states, posts celebrating peace rallies held 
jointly by Israelis and Palestinians, and posts depicting Palestinian chil-
dren yearning for a better future.

Israeli support for Palestinian statehood was the third most prevalent 
topic addressed by the embassy. These posts depicted Israeli or Jewish 
historical leaders who openly supported peace with Palestinians, includ-
ing Berl Katznelson (an influential politician during Israel’s formative 
years) and Albert Einstein. This category also included posts in which 
high-ranking Israeli politicians and security officials expressed support 
for a Palestinian state and argued that such a state was vital to Israel’s 
national security. The reference of historic Jewish leaders demonstrates 
that the past was very much present in embassy posts. It may have 
also been used to negate a common Israeli narrative that there was no 
Palestinian state prior to Israel’s existence, nor was there a Palestinian 
national movement.

Posts illustrating Palestine’s desire to engage in dialogue with Israelis 
comprised the fourth most prevalent category. These included images 
from meetings between Palestinian officials and Israeli university stu-
dents or members of Israeli NGOs, as well as images of Israelis hosting 
Palestinian leaders for informal talks in their living rooms. Additional 
posts depicted meetings between Palestinian President Abbas and left-
wing Israeli activists.

Surprisingly, posts denouncing the Israeli occupation of Palestine were 
among the least prevalent. These posts tended to focus on the historical 
origins of the conflict rather than its present-day violent manifestations. 
Posts included in this category dealt with the Palestinian Nakba (or 
catastrophe), the Palestinian right of return, and the illegality of Israel’s 
occupation of Palestine. The sixth most prevalent category included 
posts that commented on domestic Israeli politics. One example was the 
denunciation of Israeli politicians who expressed support for hosting bar-
beques opposite jails in which Palestinians were staging a hunger strike. 
Likewise, Palestine in Hebrew published cartoons referencing Israel’s 
taxation policies.

The least prevalent categories included posts depicting Israeli intol-
erance toward Palestinians and posts exhibiting IDF violence toward 
Palestinians through images and videos. Coupled with the emphasis on 
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the historical origin of the Israeli occupation, it seems that Palestine in 
Hebrew focused on depicting a desire for dialogue and peaceful relations, 
rather than accusing Israel of maintaining a violent military occupation.

To assess the scope of interactions between Palestine in Hebrew and 
Israeli Facebook users, this chapter first analyzed the extent to which 
Israelis interact with Palestinian Facebook posts. The average Palestinian 
post received 47 likes and 4 shares. More importantly, the average post 
received 15 comments. Commenting on posts is a more intensive form 
of interaction as it requires more effort, and is more public than liking 
Facebook content. These results suggest that Israeli Facebook users are 
willing to share Palestinian content with their friends, thus increasing the 
reach of Palestinian messages. However, a qualitative analysis of Israeli 
comments suggests that these tended to be extremely negative and 
included profanities, calls to violence, hate speech, and racial stereotypes.

Next, this chapter analyzed Palestine in Hebrew’s monthly rate of 
replies to Israeli comments. As seen in Graph 7.3, this analysis yielded 
a more complex picture. In January 2017, Palestine in Hebrew replied 
to Israeli comments and questions 66 times. Similarly, in March, it 
replied a total of 13 times, as was the case in May. But there were no 
replies to Israeli comments during February and April. Moreover, there  

Graph 7.3 Palestine in Hebrew’s monthly rate of replies to Israeli Facebook 
comments
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was a substantial decrease in replies between January and May. While 
these results preclude a definitive conclusion, it seems that Palestine 
in Hebrew does engage in conversations with its target audience. 
Furthermore, it is possible that the decline in response rate may be related 
to the fact that many Israeli comments were negative and bordered on 
violent. Facebook users’ violent delights may have had violent ends.

It should be noted that while Palestine in Hebrew dealt with a broad 
range of issues, it did not address those that are viewed as especially 
contentious by Israelis and as roadblocks on the way to peace. These 
include, among others, incitement of violence in Palestinian schools, 
financial aid to families of convicted terrorists, Hamas’ calls to  annihilate 
Israel, and how the West Bank government will remain free from the 
influence of Hamas (Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey Research, 
2017; Palestinian-Israeli Pulse, 2018). However, there were also no posts 
that depicted a Palestinian desire to control the holy sites in Jerusalem, 
another important issue for Israelis. Moreover, there were frequent ref-
erences to Jerusalem’s importance to both Palestinians and Israelis and a 
hope that one day it may serve as the capital of two states, one in Eastern 
Jerusalem and one in Western Jerusalem.

In summary, Palestine in Hebrew focuses mostly on depicting the 
attributes of the future state of Palestine and its values. Like Israel, 
Palestine will have a democratic government that shall be open to crit-
icism. Also like  Israel, Palestine shall celebrate minorities and gender 
equality and will cherish culture. These messages may have resonated 
with Israelis who often view their country as the “only democracy in the 
Middle East.” The virtual embassy also advocated the value of nonviolent 
resistance, thereby rejecting calls for Palestinian violence against Israel. 
Additionally, Palestine in Hebrew depicted Palestine as a “State in the 
Making,” one that has national institutions and will be financially viable 
and not wholly dependent on the Israeli economy. Such messages may 
have also resonated with Israelis, who fear the financial ramifications of an 
independent Palestine, and who fail to imagine what a unified Palestine 
will look like given the rift between the West Bank and Gaza governments.

The least prevalent issues addressed by the virtual embassy were 
overtly negative issues, such as those condemning the Israeli occupation 
or posts highlighting Israeli violence against Palestinians. Thus, it seems 
that Palestine in Hebrew uses Facebook to present Israelis with a pos-
itive and credible vision of the future. Positive as it will yield prosper-
ity, and credible as it is backed by Israeli leaders and security officials. 
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As such, Palestine in Hebrew demonstrates the potential applicability of 
digital technologies to overcome the limitations of traditional diplomacy. 
Through public diplomacy activities on Facebook, Palestine may be able 
to cultivate a receptive environment among Israelis for its main foreign 
policy objective: statehood.

The analysis of the embassy’s monthly response rate demonstrates 
that while the scale of embassy interactions with followers may vary, 
the embassy does continuously converse with its digital public. As such, 
Palestine’s virtual embassy seems to succeed where others have failed. 
The question that emerges is: why?

One answer may lie in the platform utilized. Israel’s virtual embassy was 
created on Twitter, which is a platform for opinion sharing and news gath-
ering. By contrast, Facebook is a platform that centers on cultivating rela-
tionships. Palestine may have chosen to launch its embassy on Facebook 
specifically because it sought to focus its efforts on building relationships 
rather than disseminating information. This assumption is strengthened by 
the fact that the Palestinian embassy is managed by the PLO Committee 
for Interaction with Israeli Society, whose goal is to engage with Israelis. 
Moreover, Facebook may reduce the sense of distance between  diplomats 
and digital publics, as a Facebook profile is far more personalized than a 
Twitter profile. Indeed, while a Twitter profile includes a picture and a 
short bio, a Facebook profile lists users’ friends and displays their photo 
albums and their most recent interactions with other users. Thus, it is pos-
sible that Facebook audiences are less amorphic and more visible to dip-
lomats. Lastly, the physical distance between Palestinian diplomats and 
Israelis is far smaller than the distance between American diplomats and 
Iranians, or Israeli diplomats and the Gulf. Palestinian diplomats and offi-
cials in the West Bank are but a short car ride away from Israel and they 
engage with the Israeli presence in Palestine daily. Physical distance may 
thus impact the perception of digital distance.

The virtual embassies of Israel, Palestine, Sweden, and the USA all 
demonstrate that the desire to overcome the limitations of traditional 
diplomacy has been central to the digitalization of public diplomacy in 
numerous MFAs. It also demonstrates that attempts to overcome dip-
lomatic limitations were emblematic of the logic of the digital society. 
Virtual embassies annihilated time and space, transcended and ignored 
national borders, and integrated acting at a distance into diplomatic 
practices. Like virtual embassies, global public diplomacy campaigns also 
enable MFAs to overcome limitations of traditional diplomacy. These are 
explored in the following section.
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when Public diPlomAcy goes globAl

The migration of MFAs to digital platforms was motivated, in part, by a 
desire to compete with old and new media actors over the attention of 
digital publics. The digital society is one in which new media actors such 
as citizen journalists, bloggers, and social media personalities may nar-
rate world events and disseminate narratives to a global public sphere. 
By doing so, new media actors can influence how digital society mem-
bers make sense of events and actors shaping their world (Clarke, 2015). 
Moreover, new media actors may contest the narration of events by 
nations. As Causey and Howard (2013) have argued, bloggers’ digital 
narratives of corruption and violence during the Arab Spring trumped 
those of Arab governments. The emergence of new media actors, along-
side the migration of traditional media actors online, created a competitive 
digital arena that diplomats had to join if they were to impact digital pub-
lics’ understanding of world events and national policies (Manor, 2016).

Within contemporary societies, old and new media actors draw 
strength from their abilities to frame the news. Framing, according to 
Robert Entman, is “to select some aspects of a perceived reality and 
make them more salient in a commutating text, in such a way as to pro-
mote a particular problem definition, casual interpretation, moral evalu-
ation and treatment recommendation” (Entman, 1993). In other words, 
to frame is to create a prism through which one will learn about events 
and issues shaping his or her world. When journalists and bloggers frame 
an event, they do not merely describe it, but also interpret and contex-
tualize it by illustrating its potential impact on audiences. Framing can 
thus shape people’s perceptions of reality and behaviors and thus bears 
the imprint of power (ibid.).

For instance, in July 2018, CNN reported that the Israeli govern-
ment had helped a group of Syrian volunteers known as the White 
Helmets escape from Syria to Jordan via Israel. Throughout the Syrian 
Civil War, White Helmet volunteers would remain in areas bombarded 
by Russian and Syrian forces while searching for possible survivors. 
The problem, according to the CNN article, was that the lives of the 
Syrian volunteers could soon be in jeopardy. The cause of the prob-
lem was that the Assad regime was about to conquer the territory 
where the volunteers lived. The solution was the quick evacuation of 
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the volunteers and their families from Syria, while the moral evalua-
tion suggested that Israel had demonstrated its humanity and com-
passion when aiding the White Helmets’ families escape certain death 
(Liebermann & McKenzie, 2018).

In addition, old and new media draw their strengths from determin-
ing which issues will be debated by society. When an issue attracts media 
attention, it is likely to become more central to societal conversations. 
The more salient an issue becomes in media reporting, the more domi-
nant it becomes in dining room and parliamentary debates. By the same 
token, issues that are ignored by the media are unlikely to gain the atten-
tion of citizens or policymakers. Studies have found that issue salience in 
the media also influences foreign policies and diplomatic initiatives. Once 
a civil war, famine, or natural disaster gains media attention, it begins to 
influence public opinion, which ultimately leads diplomats to formulate 
corresponding foreign policies. This process has been dubbed the “CNN 
Effect”, as CNN coverage of events has been shown to shape American 
foreign policy (Gilboa, 2005a, 2005b; Robinson, 1999).

Throughout most of the twentieth century, MFAs, embassies, and 
diplomats could only reach mass numbers of foreign citizens through 
the traditional media. Moreover, they could only influence the framing 
of their countries and their policies by hobnobbing with journalists, edi-
tors, and media outlets. Access to the press was therefore a prerequisite 
for practicing public diplomacy. Consequently, diplomats dedicated sub-
stantial resources to cultivating close relationships with the media. At the 
embassy level, this was the privy of the press attaché, who would wine 
and dine important columnists, while ambassadors invited senior editors 
to dine at their residences. At the MFA level, spokespersons managed 
relations of friendship and enmity with global media institutions or local 
correspondents of foreign media outlets.

But the digitalization of public diplomacy promised to disrupt the 
relationship between diplomats and the press as digital platforms ena-
bled diplomats to interact directly with foreign populations, be it at the 
embassy or MFA level. These platforms included social media accounts, 
blogospheres, websites, messaging applications, and smartphone applica-
tions. Crucially, by utilizing digital platforms, diplomats could craft their 
own frames and disseminate these directly among digital publics, thus 
circumventing the media altogether.
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James Pamment (2014) has argued that as part of the process of dig-
italization, MFAs have become “mediatized” in that they have adopted 
the logic and practices of media institutions. Manor and Crilley (2019) 
argue that this presently manifests itself in four ways. First, MFAs rou-
tinely frame issues and events, thus creating a prism through which dig-
ital audiences can make sense of their world. Second, these frames are 
created and disseminated in near-real time. As was argued in Chapter 2, 
the digital society is the real-time society, and publics expect to learn 
about events as they unfold on the ground, giving rise to a form of real-
time diplomacy (Seib, 2012). Third, MFAs have also become visual 
producers as they create a range of visuals that are embedded into their 
frames, ranging from infographics to photographs and videos. These help 
capture the attention of digital publics and succinctly convey large vol-
umes of information. Lastly, as is the case with the media, morality plays 
a central role in MFA framing. This is because values and morals can 
limit or facilitate state action.

As Peter Van Ham (2013) argued, public diplomacy may be used 
to promote new norms and values to which nations must adhere. For 
instance, nations may avoid contravening norms that have been accepted 
by the international community out of fear of being ostracized and sanc-
tioned. Conversely, when nations are viewed as promoting accepted 
values, they may encounter little resistance to their foreign policies, 
including the use of military power (Mor, 2012). Such is the case when 
nations proclaim that they use troops to promote peace, restore order, or 
end humanitarian suffering (Quelch & Jocz, 2009).

The digitalization of public diplomacy has enabled MFAs to frame 
events or issues on a global scale. Chapter 4 focused on the use of digital 
platforms to tailor content to the values and norms of specific national pub-
lics. Yet at times, MFAs may also choose to launch a single global campaign 
meant to deliver a single frame to audiences the world over. Such was the 
case with the State Department’s social media blitz following the legaliza-
tion of same-sex marriages by the Supreme Court in June 2015.

Within minutes of the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling, the profile pic-
tures of the State Department, White House, and the First Lady were 
all replaced with pictures bearing the rainbow pride flag. Soon, the U.S. 
embassies in Brussels, Dublin, Jerusalem, London, Riga, and the UN all 
tweeted congratulatory tweets celebrating the fact that “love is love.” 
The same was true of ambassadors who used their professional accounts 
to celebrate the victory of love over bigotry (Manor, 2015). Next, the  
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White House itself was alight with the colors of the rainbow flag, attract-
ing mass media attention from CNN, the BBC, The New York Times, and 
other outlets. By the following day, the vast social media empire managed 
by the State Department had all celebrated the Supreme Court’s ruling.

The State Department’s framing of the LGBT ruling was made evi-
dent in a tweet published by the U.S. ambassador to the UN, shown in 
Fig. 7.2. The tweet states that on the same day as the Supreme Court’s 
ruling, the UN republished its charter in the rainbow colors. This tweet 
creates a link between LGBT rights in America and human rights around 
the world. The problem, according to this frame, is that decades after 
its publication, the vision of the UN’s charter has yet to be achieved. 
The cause of the problem is that human rights are not yet universally 
respected. The solution is to advocate more passionately than ever in 
favor of equality and human rights, as the USA had done with LGBTs’ 
right to marry. The moral evaluation suggests that equality is key to 
obtaining human rights, or that “love is love.” This tweet, published 
hours after the Court’s ruling, is emblematic of the mediatization and 
digitalization of public diplomacy, as an image was used to promote a 
moral frame in near-real time and on a global scale.

One might wonder why the State Department dedicated so much 
attention to the LGBT ruling? A possible answer lies in the image 
of America in the post-Bush era. During the first decade of the twen-
ty-first century, the global image of America was tarnished by the inva-
sions of Iraq and Afghanistan, the Global War on Terror, and America’s 
refusal to join the Kyoto climate protocol. Public opinion polls found 
that the USA was seen by many as a greedy, polluting, and militaristic 
empire whose foreign policy rested solely on the number of fighter jets 
it could deploy to a given region (Anholt & Hildreth, 2005; Rawson, 
2007; Silver & Hill, 2002). From his election in 2008, Barack Obama 
sought to refashion America’s image by demonstrating a commitment 
to diplomatic engagement, coalition building, and human rights pro-
motion (Manor, 2017). The State Department’s social media blitz may 
have been part of an attempt to demonstrate that America was a changed 
nation that would lead through values and norms rather than military 
might. It thus capitalized on the Supreme Court’s ruling to redraw 
America’s global image.

Global public diplomacy campaigns, such as the U.S. LGBT blitz, 
represent diplomats’ desires to further challenge the constraints of 
time and space. A single message, or frame, can be disseminated on a 
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Fig. 7.2 Tweet by U.S. ambassador to the UN (Source https://twitter.com/
AmbPower44/status/614570083667562496)

https://twitter.com/AmbPower44/status/614570083667562496
https://twitter.com/AmbPower44/status/614570083667562496
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planetary scale in near-real time. In this instance, the sense of distance 
between diplomats and digital publics is less influential, as the goal is not 
to interact with digital users but to reach as many users as possible. The 
audience of global campaigns is thus inherently amorphic.

The blessings of digital framing, however, soon also posed a chal-
lenge as diplomats realized that they were but one actor among many 
who could disseminate frames online. Citizen journalists, bloggers, social 
media personalities, foreign governments, NGOs, civil society organiza-
tions and activists could all harness digital platforms for framing purposes 
(Manor, 2016). Bloggers and activists could also influence the media’s 
depiction of events and the salience of issues in media reporting. During 
the Arab Spring, for instance, global media outlets often relied on the 
reporting of bloggers and citizen journalists located in Arab nations and 
adopted their framing of events (Causey & Howard, 2013). Likewise, 
during the Crimean crisis, stories trending online were soon picked up 
and reported on by traditional news outlets. The digitalization of diplo-
macy therefore saw digital platforms transform into aggressive framing 
arenas. Winning competitions within these arenas demanded that MFAs 
be among the first to comment on local, regional, and global events. 
This would bring about both normative and structural changes in MFAs. 
For instance, the Lithuanian MFA would establish a “monitoring divi-
sion” tasked with monitoring social networks in foreign countries and 
identifying trending topics or events that the MFA must comment on 
(R. Paulauskas, personal communication, July 25, 2018). The Israeli 
MFA would work alongside graphic designers to create appealing visual 
content ranging from infographics to cartoons and videos (Manor & 
Crilley, 2018a), while the U.S. State Department would integrate dig-
ital staffers into emergency task forces meant to manage crisis situa-
tions (Israeli MFA, 2017). Within competitive framing arenas, timing is 
everything. MFAs who are last to comment on events or who fall silent 
forfeit the right to influence digital publics’ perceptions of an event. Such 
was the case with the Turkish MFA following the 2016 coup attempt.

On the evening of July 15, 2016, bloggers and independent news 
outlets began tweeting about irregular Turkish troop movements in 
key locations throughout Istanbul and Ankara (Calamur et al., 2016). 
Soon, images circulated online depicting Turkish air force jets fly-
ing above government facilities, while Turkish tanks assumed positions 
near bridges and state television studios. Later in the evening, a news 
anchor was forced to read a statement by the Peace at Home Council 
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to formally announce that a coup was underway to depose the govern-
ment of Recep Tayyip Erdogan. The coup would prove unsuccessful, and 
forces loyal to the government overran the Peace Council within a mat-
ter of hours. Yet the following days saw an unprecedented number of 
arrests in Turkey, including those of 10,000 soldiers and more than 2000 
judges. In addition, some 15,000 education staff were suspended, as well 
as thousands of teachers in private schools (Said-Moorhouse, 2016). As 
images of mass arrests emerged from Turkey, foreign governments took 
to digital platforms to call for restraint and respect for the rule of law. 
Simultaneously, traditional media outlets began denouncing the Erdogan 
government’s response to the coup as an attempt to silence all domestic 
opposition. The framing of the coup’s aftermath was best captured on 
the cover of the Economist magazine as “Erdogan’s Revenge.” Erdogan, 
the media claimed, was determined to play the villain.

For the first five days following the coup attempt, the Turkish MFA, 
Turkish embassies, and most Turkish diplomats remained digitally silent. 
They did not comment on the coup attempt or its aftermath, nor did 
they contend with the allegations raised by foreign governments and 
media institutions. The frame of “Erdogan’s Revenge” went unchal-
lenged. In the time of Henry VI, five days would have little impact on a 
public diplomacy campaign. Yet in the digital society, five days is an eter-
nity. By the time the Turkish MFA was ready to respond to the media’s 
framing of events, lists of detainees were already circulating on Twitter 
(Fig. 7.3).

Nonetheless, on July 20, the Turkish MFA launched its own global 
social media blitz aimed at offering a counter-frame to that of “Erdogan’s 
Revenge.” The problem, according to the Turkish framing, was that a 
group within the military had attempted to oust a democratically elected 
government. A tweet by the Turkish embassy in London included 
an interview with a Turkish diplomat who reminded viewers that the 
Erdogan government was not the instigator of the coup, but rather was 
its victim. The cause of the problem lay in the violent nature of the coup 
plotters who used force against Turkish citizens and the Turkish gov-
ernment. Turkish embassies in Berlin, Brasilia, London, Tel Aviv, and 
the UN all published videos depicting the brutality of the coup plotters, 
who used tanks to run over civilians or fired on unarmed civilians from 
helicopters. The moral evaluation suggested that the coup was an attack 
on democracy itself. Thus, several MFA and embassy tweets included 
images of a bombed national parliament, and other national institutions 



7 OVERCOMING THE LIMITATIONS OF TRADITIONAL DIPLOMACY  247

Fig. 7.3 List of individuals arrested by Turkish government fol-
lowing 2016 coup attempt (Source https://twitter.com/Conflicts/
status/755810585598685186)

https://twitter.com/Conflicts/status/755810585598685186
https://twitter.com/Conflicts/status/755810585598685186
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damaged during the night of the coup. Finally, the solution to the prob-
lem was for all Turkish political parties to come together and restore faith 
in Turkish democracy and its national unity. To this end, the MFA and 
Turkish embassies posted images of a joint parliamentary session as well 
as a joint statement by the Grand National Assembly. When disseminat-
ing such global campaigns, MFAs effectively become a global network in 
which messages and content are created at the MFA level and dissemi-
nated through embassies to a myriad of intersecting planetary networks.

The Turkish campaign is demonstrative of how MFAs attempt to 
compete with other actors over the framing and narration of events. The 
Turkish MFA created a global frame that directly refuted the arguments 
made by other digital actors, including new and old media institutions, 
foreign governments, and citizen journalists. Yet it is unclear whether 
the Turkish digital blitz was able to counter the framing of “Erdogan’s 
Revenge.” In the five days, it took the Turkish MFA to formulate its own 
frame, 3,282,200,000 tweets were published; 25,970,976,000 Google 
searches were conducted; and 4,320,000 Wikipedia pages were edited. 
The digital society waits for no one. By the time Turkish diplomats were 
disseminating their frames, digital audiences had shifted their attention 
to a new issue or a new scandal. This campaign shows the limits of public 
diplomacy’s ability to annihilate time and space. While MFAs attempt to 
render time meaningless, its omnipotence remains intact. The clock of 
the digital society cannot be stopped or turned backward.

conclusions

Scholars have argued that the digital society is one that seeks to tran-
scend or annihilate time and manipulate space. According to Bauman 
and Lyon, the digital society is one in which things are done at a dis-
tance, ranging from the granting of mortgages to the operation of 
drones. Employing the technological prism, Bauman and Lyon argued 
that digitalization impacts human morality, which is still tied to proxim-
ity. A member of the digital society feels responsible only for that which 
takes place in his or her eyesight. The digital manipulation of space thus 
has serious societal implications. Manuel Castells has argued that the dig-
ital society continuously strives to annihilate time and space by employ-
ing technologies that enable the planetary circulation of money and 
information in seconds.
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The logic of the digital society and its relationship to time and place 
has been evident throughout the process of public diplomacy’s digital-
ization. As this chapter has shown, diplomats hoped to leverage digi-
tal technologies to overcome the limitations of traditional diplomacy, 
including lack of bilateral ties, hostile media landscapes, and the inability 
to foster a global constituency. The means with which diplomats chose 
to overcome these limitations sought to render space and time meaning-
less. Such is the case with the virtual embassies of Sweden, the USA, and 
Israel, which all sought to transcend national boundaries, traverse great 
distances, and interact with distant populations in real-time. While these 
are but a few examples, they demonstrate that, like the digital society, 
contemporary public diplomacy is preoccupied with the attempt to con-
dense time and space.

Yet as is the case with the digital society, time and space are still 
omnipotent in public diplomacy. Doing things at a distance is in 
stark contradiction to diplomacy’s traditional reliance on proximity. 
Digitalization demands that diplomats interact and converse with amor-
phic and distant publics that bear no physical semblance. Diplomats’ ina-
bility to see the audiences they are meant to interact with may be one 
reason why they fail to converse with digital publics. Just as a drone 
operator’s ethics are limited to all that is in his or her sight, so a diplomat 
may only be able to foster relationships with those publics that are in 
their sight. The greater the physical distance between a diplomat and a 
digital public, the more distance may limit diplomats’ relational practices. 
Thus, American diplomats could hardly interact with Iranian citizens, 
while Palestinian diplomats could more easily converse with their Israeli 
neighbors. Space is therefore still as powerful a force in diplomacy as it is 
in the digital society. As Lupton (2014) argued, many digital applications 
and technologies center on geo-locating users suggesting that space actu-
ally becomes more important in the digital society.

Time also plays a central role in the digitalization of public diplomacy. 
The digital society is one that operates in real-time. News, money, and 
knowledge all circle the globe within seconds. This, as Philip Seib has 
argued, means that diplomacy too must be practiced in real-time. Failure 
to do so prevents diplomats from shaping digital publics’ understand-
ing of world events. Time delays may render public diplomacy activities 
meaningless, as was the case with Turkey’s belated framing of the 2016 
coup attempt. Thus, like space, time still plays a dominant role in the 
digital society and in public diplomacy.
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The need to practice real-time diplomacy is also the result of the met-
aphor or self-narrative that diplomats have adopted, which conceptual-
izes digital platforms as competitive framing arenas. As Manor (2016) 
has written, America’s need to counter the framing and narration activ-
ities of Al-Qaeda motivated the State Department to migrate online in 
the first place. Since then, and in the wake of the Arab Spring, MFAs and 
diplomats have increasingly viewed digital platforms as arenas in which 
they compete with a host of actors over the ability to shape digital pub-
lics’ perceptions of world events. These competitors include new media 
actors, old media institutions who migrated online, civil society organiza-
tions, and other nations.

The metaphor of framing competitions has led to new working rou-
tines and new norms and values. From the perspective of working rou-
tines, digital departments at MFAs now routinely monitor other actors 
to refute or counter their framing of events, as was the case with the  
@theIranDeal Twitter channel reviewed in the introduction. Moreover, 
as James Pamment (2014) argued, MFAs have become mediatized, 
as they are producers of visual media. During the 2014 Gaza War, the 
Israeli MFA published more than 700 tweets, many of them accom-
panied by videos, infographics, and cartoons developed by the MFA 
(Manor & Crilley, 2018a). These visuals were meant to counter those 
spread by other actors online and to further increase the efficacy of the 
Israeli MFA’s framing. As “seeing is believing,” visuals can help MFAs 
validate their arguments and framing of events. In terms of norms and 
values, diplomats can now attempt to challenge their traditional rela-
tionships with the media as they can author and disseminate their own 
frames online. Diplomats may thus be less reliant on the media to reach 
mass audiences. This may even mitigate the power that the media had 
to shape foreign policy. By framing events and actors online, MFAs can 
attempt to influence the media’s reporting of events rather than having 
the media dictate foreign policy priorities. This, subsequently, leads to 
a “reverse CNN effect.” President Donald Trump is a prime example of 
this reverse effect, as he is able to use Twitter rants to set the agenda for 
the American media.

Yet public diplomacy goals also influence the working routines of 
MFAs. The desire to overcome the limitations of traditional diplomacy 
led MFAs to experiment with virtual embassies. New working routines 
were soon adopted, including attempts to converse with virtual publics. 
The norm that was subsequently adopted was that of conversing with 
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the populations of enemy nations that were otherwise inaccessible. The 
self-narrative that diplomats adopted was that of virtual diplomacy, or the 
establishment of virtual diplomatic ties in place of official physical ties.

Finally, this chapter has demonstrated, yet again, that the digital-
ization of public diplomacy is a long-term process that is still taking 
shape. This is evident when examining the evolution of virtual embas-
sies. The Second House of Sweden was meant to serve as a global cul-
tural institute, Virtual Embassy Iran was meant to replace a brick and 
mortar embassy, while Israel in the GCC was meant to overcome a crit-
ical media landscape and leverage joint threats toward the establishment 
of relationships with foreign populations. Yet all these embassies failed 
to interact with their target audiences. All but the latest embassy to be 
launched by Palestine. The analysis presented in this chapter demon-
strates that Palestine succeeds where others have failed. This may be due 
to three reasons: first, the limited sense of distance between Palestinian 
officials and their Israeli neighbors; second, the use of Facebook, which 
is a digital platform centered on relationship building; and third, because 
the embassy is managed by a Palestinian bureau whose raison d’être is to 
interact with Israeli society.

So, as the process of digitalization continues, so do diplomats’ abili-
ties to leverage digital technologies toward the goals of the new “public” 
diplomacy. In this sense, the process that began with the technologies 
and tapestries of the fifteenth century is still taking shape in the twen-
ty-first century. As the next chapter argues, the presence of the nation 
state in everyday life is also still evolving.
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I write scripts to serve as skeletons awaiting the flesh and sinew of images.
—Ingmar Bergman

Great leaders have traditionally realized the impact that images and sym-
bols have on one’s reputation. Julius Caesar erected great statues of him-
self in Rome to celebrate his magnificence and afford him a God-like 
status. England’s King Charles I commissioned a painting of himself sit-
ting in front of the English Parliament thus signifying his regal suprem-
acy. In 1800, the King of Spain commissioned a painting of Napoleon 
crossing the Alps as a means of symbolizing the rapprochement between 
both nations, or their renewed friendship. The painting, which depicts 
Napoleon pointing to the summit of a mountain while seated upon a 
fiery steed, is one that exudes radiance, confidence, and daring.

Nation states have also used images to manage their reputation. In 
June of 1940, Nazi Germany disseminated images of its military parade 
through the recently conquered city of Paris. These images, signifying 
that the fortunes of World War I had been reversed, struck a chord of 
anguish and despair throughout Europe. Nearly five years later, the 
Soviet Union published an image of its flag being hoisted upon the 
German parliament denoting the ultimate triumph of communism over 
fascism, while in 1969 images of American astronauts planting their flag 
on the moon circulated the globe, signifying that even the skies could 
not limit American ingenuity.

CHAPTER 8

On Selfie Diplomacy
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Yet, the digitalization of public diplomacy has equipped diplomats 
with new tools for managing their nation’s image and reputation. Social 
media sites enable diplomats to author a self-portrait of their nation that 
celebrates national achievements, promotes national culture, and man-
ifests national norms. These self-portraits may also be used to demon-
strate how a nation’s foreign policy stems from its values and beliefs. 
Even more importantly, diplomats can use these self-portraits to com-
ment on daily events ranging from holidays and viral Internet memes to 
geopolitical crisis. The national image is thus not confined to momen-
tous occasions such as landing on the moon or winning World War II. 
Rather, social media facilitates the presentation of the state in everyday 
life, to paraphrase Erving Goffman (1990).

From the perspective of the digital society, such self-portraits can be 
regarded as “selfies”, and the authoring of these portraits may be labe-
led as a form of “selfie diplomacy.” Much like the selfies of individuals, 
national selfies are also meant to create an online persona of dexterity. 
There is no room for failure or immorality in national selfies. In addi-
tion, like individual selfies the national selfie is also an instrument of 
conformity rather than individuality (Manor & Soone, 2018). Through 
selfies, nations demonstrate their adherence to the norms and values that 
have been deemed as desirable by the international community. Lastly, 
through selfie diplomacy the nation state becomes individualized. It 
bears the characteristics of a digital individual as it has a social media pro-
file, a profile picture and even likes and dislikes. It is this individualiza-
tion that enables the nation to compete with other individuals on the 
social media marketplace.

This chapter examines how the logic of the digital society has 
impacted the practice of nation branding through the concept of selfie 
diplomacy. Conceptually, selfie diplomacy is situated at the intersec-
tion between nation branding and public diplomacy. Thus, this chapter 
begins by defining the term “nation branding” and analyzes the concep-
tual relationship between nation branding and public diplomacy. Next, 
the chapter introduces the term selfie diplomacy and demonstrates how 
nation branding activities on digital platforms differ from those con-
ducted via mass media. Finally, the chapter reviews two case studies of 
selfie diplomacy activities: the selfie of America in the age of Trump and 
Poland’s historic selfie. The following section explores the debate among 
nation branding scholars regarding one’s ability to craft and manage a 
national brand.
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from cocA-colA to globAl britAin

At the turn of the twenty-first century, scholars, diplomats and brand-
ing experts found themselves engaging with the notion that the nation 
state could be branded like a can of Coca-Cola (Gudjonsson, 2005). 
Soon, a debate erupted among scholars leading to the creation of three 
camps. Absolutists, according to Gudjonsson, maintain that nations 
have similar qualities to brands and obey similar rules. Like commercial 
brands, nations also strive to differentiate themselves from one another. 
According to absolutists, the motto “liberté, égalité, fraternité” was like 
Nike’s slogan “Just Do It” as France attempted to differentiate itself 
from previous systems of governments. Moderates believe that unlike a 
commercial brand, the nation state is made of a plethora of individuals 
who have unique characteristics. Thus, the nation state cannot be mar-
keted as a monolithic unit or a pair of Nike running shoes. Yet, moder-
ates do believe that some branding techniques may be used to manage 
the national image and strengthen a nation’s industrial brands. Royalists, 
according to Gudjonsson, reject the concept of nation branding, arguing 
that processes that influence a nation are far more profound than those 
that affect a can of Coca-Cola. In the royalist view, the nation is almost a 
divine structure as it wields influence over the souls of its citizens.

While the debate surrounding nation branding persists to this day, 
MFAs and governments throughout the world have invested substantial 
resources in nation branding campaigns. From Mexico to Taiwan and 
Malaysia to Kenya, the belief that nations can be branded continues to 
attract disciples both within governments and MFAs. While not all gov-
ernments believe that their nation is like a product, many believe that 
its image can be proactively managed and improved. They would thus 
subscribe to Fan’s definition of nation branding as “a process by which 
a nation’s image can be created, monitored, evaluated and proactively 
managed in order to improve or enhance the nation’s reputation among 
a target international audiences” (Fan, 2010). The image in Fan’s defi-
nition relates to what citizens regard as most distinctive, enduring and 
central about their nation. Reputation relates to feedback received from 
the outside world concerning the credibility of a nation’s claims about 
itself. In other words, the nation projects a certain image of itself which 
can either be accepted or rejected by the outside world.

Fan’s definition includes three important components. The first is that 
nation branding is a process. As diplomats throughout the world have 
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learned, altering people’s perceptions of a certain nation is a demanding 
task. The reason for this is that national images are cognitive mechanisms 
that, like stereotypes, help people make sense of their world (Kotler & 
Gertner, 2002; Papadopoulos & Heslop, 2002). When people think of 
different nations, certain images or associations immediately come to 
mind. While Germany may be associated with automotive engineering, 
soccer championships and a dark past, Switzerland is likely to be associ-
ated with Alpine landscapes, private banking and wooden clocks. Yet if 
national images are indeed cognitive devices, then altering them requires 
long-term commitment and effort.

Second, Fan’s definition suggests that the goal of nation branding 
is to improve or enhance the nation’s reputation. By improving, schol-
ars often refer to enhancing the nation’s ability to attract investments. 
Nation branding thus remains rooted in the economic logic of globali-
zation, which views nations as competing with one another over a lim-
ited pool of resources. Attracting these resources demands that nations 
differentiate themselves from one another through the development of 
a distinctive national image (Anholt & Hildreth, 2005; Aronczyk, 2008; 
Kaneva, 2011; Van Ham, 2008). Israel, for instance, brands itself as a 
hub of ingenuity and the “Start Up Nation” as opposed to “Incredible 
India” or “Global Britain.”

Third, Fan’s definition states that nation branding campaigns are tar-
geted at foreign populations. The question that follows is: Are their con-
ditions under which foreign populations would reject a national image? 
Scholars suggest that national brands must hold true to reality. Nations 
that delight in waging wars cannot brand themselves as peace-lov-
ing, while countries plagued by civil unrest cannot brand themselves 
as attractive investment destinations. As Nicholas Cull (2008) argued, 
national images are likely to be rejected when their divergence from a 
perceived reality is too great. Causey and Howard (2013) also stated that 
digital activities are likely to backfire if a nation’s statements negate its  
policies.

Aronczyk (2013) added an important dimension to Fan’s definition 
by arguing that national images can facilitate diplomatic achievements. 
According to Aronczyk, nation branding is used to create an image of 
legitimacy and authority which helps the nation find a seat at the table 
of global diplomacy. For this reason, national images often articulate the 
values and norms nations adhere to and demonstrate how such norms 
guide nations’ foreign policies (Natarajan, 2014). By demonstrating its 
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commitment to the global promotion of human rights, a nation may find 
a seat at the United Nations (UN) Human Rights Council. Similarly, by 
emphasizing its effort to mediate tensions between opposing factions a 
nation may earn a non-permanent seat at the UN Security Council.

Yet, scholars have also argued that unlike a can of Coca-Cola, 
national brands are dramatically impacted by events that cannot be 
controlled by marketers and diplomats. Wars, crises, financial upheav-
als, and even domestic political drama can all impact the national image 
rendering nation branding activities irrelevant. National leaders can 
also influence the national brand. At times, the image of the national 
leader even eclipses that of the nation in what is called a “Halo Effect” 
(Papadopoulos & Heslop, 2002). Such was the case when the brand 
of George W. Bush had a negative impact on brand America as a whole 
following the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan and the War on Terror. 
Conversely, the election of Barack Obama had a temporary positive halo 
effect on brand America (Quelch & Jocz, 2009). Other leaders who may 
have had a “Halo Effect” on their nation’s image include Canada’s Justin 
Trudeau and Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

Of course, “Halo Effects” are not necessarily uniform across the 
world. Trudeau is popular in the West, but unpopular in India. Bush is 
unpopular in the West, but loved in East Timor. The brand of a nation 
can thus win allies and enemies in the same breath. This complicates the 
process of nation branding as diplomats must ask: who are we trying to 
win over and who are we willing to lose?

The fact that nation branding activities target foreign populations 
and aim to benefit the welfare of a nation suggests that there may be 
areas in which public diplomacy and nation branding overlap. This may 
especially be true in the digital age, as diplomats use social media sites 
for both activities. The Israeli MFA, for instance, operates the @Israel 
Twitter channel dedicated solely to promoting Israeli culture, values, 
and technological achievements. Yet, the MFA also manages a plethora 
of social media accounts that focus on public diplomacy activities such as 
narrating Israel’s policies in the Middle East. Similarly, the Polish MFA 
manages the Polska.pl Facebook account that celebrates Polish cultural 
achievements and promotes the Polska brand alongside Twitter channels 
that focus on the nation’s foreign policy initiatives (Manor, 2016). The 
overlap between public diplomacy and nation branding is explored in the 
following section.
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l’etAt c’est selfie (the stAte is the selfie)
Geyorgy Szondi (2008) stipulated that there are four models for concep-
tualizing the relationship between nation branding and public diplomacy. 
The first model assumes that nation branding and public diplomacy are 
distinct concepts, as nation branding focuses on achieving financial goals 
(such as attracting foreign investments) and public diplomacy promotes  
an array of policy goals. The second model conceptualizes public diplo-
macy as part of nation branding given that foreign policies can also be 
branded among foreign populations. Such was the case when the Obama 
administration marketed the Iran Deal to domestic and foreign publics 
via Twitter. The third model conceptualizes nation branding as a part of 
public diplomacy, as foreign publics are the intended audience of both 
activities. Lastly, the fourth model states that public diplomacy and 
nation branding are distinct yet overlapping concepts. The overlapping 
areas are the creation of positive images, the promotion of a national 
identity, culture, and values as well as two-way interactions and relation-
ship building.

Szondi (2008) argued that the concepts of nation branding and  public 
diplomacy have grown closer together following the emergence of rela-
tional approaches to public diplomacy. Like the “new” public diplomacy, 
nation branding activities also rest on two-way interactions and rela-
tionship building as personal experiences shape people’s perceptions of 
other countries (Lodge, 2002; Skuba, 2002). When people have positive 
interactions with citizens or diplomats of a foreign nation, they are more 
likely to have a positive regard for that foreign nation. Nation branding 
experts therefore emphasize the need to interact with foreign publics and 
build relationships with them to ensure brand loyalty, or a consistently 
positive view of a foreign nation.

Aronczyk (2013) elaborated on Szondi’s fourth and overlapping 
model by suggesting that nation branding is a proactive tool that ena-
bles a nation to repair its reputation, which may be damaged by for-
eign or domestic policies. Similarly, Manor and Segev (2015) suggested 
that nations can use social media to draw a new self-portrait, or selfie, 
thus distancing themselves from their past and re-inventing their brand. 
They refer to the use of social media to author such self-portraits as 
selfie diplomacy. One example of selfie diplomacy was the UK’s Twitter 
campaign to end sexual violence in conflicts, which may have been an 
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attempt to associate brand Britain with humanistic values and distance 
the UK from the legacy of the War on Terror.

Selfie diplomacy can also be used by nations to challenge their per-
ception among foreign populations. Countries perceived as dull can 
use humor to alter their reputation, while countries that are associated 
with war can emphasize their culture and democratic traditions (Manor 
& Segev, 2015). Such was the case with Finland’s national emoji cam-
paign which was promoted by the Finnish MFA on social media sites and 
was used to negate the view of Finland as a cold and dissolute nation 
(Grossman, 2015). To paraphrase Ingmar Bergman—the nation is the 
skeleton awaiting the flesh and sinew of images.

As is the case with an individual’s selfie, the national selfie consists 
of a narrative through which a nation demonstrates how its actions 
and policies stem from the values to which it subscribes. However, like 
the individual selfie, the national one is also a means of demonstrating 
conformity rather than individuality. As Manor and Segev wrote, selfie 
diplomacy is used by states to demonstrate their adherence to the val-
ues and norms that have been deemed as desirable by the international 
community. For example, Natarajan stated that India has adopted the 
self-narrative of a “soft power” and a culturally diverse democracy given 
its need to adhere to “established norms in a Western-influenced world 
order” (Natarajan, 2014). Moreover, as is the case with individual selfies, 
national selfies focus on specific issues while employing a unique tone, 
thus creating an authentic self-narrative. Lastly, as is the case with the 
individual selfie, the national selfie also focuses primarily on achieve-
ments and accomplishments rather than failures and disappointments. 
Subsequently, by analyzing the issues and tone of an MFA’s selfie, one 
can analyze the image that a nation is promoting on social media sites.

Manor and Segev define selfie diplomacy as an MFA’s use of social 
media channels to author a national self-portrait or brand. Selfie diplo-
macy is thus a form of nation branding conducted via digital platforms. 
Yet, in this chapter, the term selfie diplomacy also has another meaning, 
one that deals with the individualization of the nation state on social 
media. As was explored in Chapter 2, within the digital society social 
media sites constitute a marketplace where individuals compete with one 
another over the attention and adoration of digital publics. To do so, indi-
viduals author a unique and distinct iBrand that has its own tone, inter-
ests and appearance. Thus, on social media, the self becomes a brand. For 
the nation state, an opposite process occurs. When using social media for 
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public diplomacy activities, diplomats author a national iBrand through 
which they can compete for the attention of digital publics with other 
iBrands, such as individuals or other nations.

Competing with other iBrands is achieved by creating a unique social 
media presence that has a distinct appearance, tone, and interests be 
it trade realtions, culture or diaspora outreach. Yet in the process, the 
nation state is individualized. On Facebook, the nation state has a profile 
page and profile picture and it can even like and share content. In addi-
tion, individuals can interact with the nation online as if it were another 
user. For instance, social media users can tag the State Department 
Facebook page in a comment, or ask it a question, or respond to its 
posts. The nation state thus acquires the traits of a digital self. The use of 
social media to author and manage a national iBrand is therefore a form 
of selfie diplomacy or diplomats’ creation of a national digital self.

Through selfie diplomacy, MFAs and diplomats can adhere to the 
values and norms of the digital society. This is achieved by constantly 
sharing information about the activities, goals and achievements of the 
nation. Sharing information is required from all digital society mem-
bers as it demonstrates a commitment to openness and feeds algorithms 
which are the foundations of the digital economy. Moreover, diplomats 
can use national selfies to comment on global events as they unfold, 
thereby lifting the veil of secrecy from diplomatic processes and demon-
strating a commitment to transparency. Such a commitment is also 
required of all digital society members since transparency ensures that all 
adopt the norms and the logic of the social media marketplace. Lastly, 
when authoring a national selfie, diplomats help the nation state acquire 
the traits of a digital self, thus holding true to Storr’s (2018) assertion 
that in the digital society, “The currency is the self and the gold standard 
is openness and transparency.”

In summary, the use of social media to author and manage a national 
iBrand is a form of selfie diplomacy. This is because on social media, the 
nation is individualized as it acquires the traits of a digital self: It has a 
profile picture, an authentic voice and can be engaged with by other dig-
ital individuals. Through selfie diplomacy, the individualized nation com-
ments on global and regional events and demonstrates its commitment 
to certain values and beliefs. And so, the nation becomes a brand, the 
brand becomes a selfie and the selfie is the individualized nation state. 
Yet, as is the case with any form of nation branding, selfie diplomacy also 
has its limits, as explored next.
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the limitAtion of selfie diPlomAcy

Although selfie diplomacy affords diplomats the ability to manage the 
national iBrand and compete on the social media marketplace, the prac-
tice of selfie diplomacy still faces several limitations. First, the national 
selfie must hold true with a perceived reality. The greater the divergence 
between the national image and national policies, the less credible the 
selfie becomes. Selfies that lack credibility may be rejected by digital pub-
lics, leading to a crisis of legitimacy for the nation state. Similarly, diplo-
mats must contend with a possible divergence between their depiction 
of the nation and that of the global media. A nation branded by media 
institutions as a brutal dictatorship will be unable to promote a national 
selfie of benevolence. Such a gap between a nation’s self-depiction and 
the media’s depiction of that nation is regarded by this chapter as a cred-
ibility gap. One notable example is the Erdogan government’s social 
media campaign following the 2016 failed coup attempt which argued 
that mass arrests of teachers and civil servants were necessary due to a 
plot against the nation. This campaign failed to counter the media narra-
tive of “Erdogan’s Revenge” as it was too far removed from the media’s 
depiction of a government crackdown (see Chapter 7).

Additionally, competing on the social media marketplace requires that 
the national selfie comment on global and regional events as they unfold 
on the ground. This is because digital publics want to learn about events 
as they occur. Yet events, and policies that follow, must be incorporated 
into the selfie to ensure consistent narration. In other words, events must 
be interpreted and presented through the values and norms to which a 
nation adheres. Consistent narration is necessary as national images are 
cognitive schemas that take time to change or take shape.

Selfie diplomacy also requires a commitment to digital interactions 
and long-term relationship building. This is because people’s attitudes 
toward nations are shaped by personal experiences. When the questions 
and comments of digital publics go unanswered, they have a negative  
experience, which may lead them to hold a more negative view of a cer-
tain nation. Conversely, diplomats’ willingness to answer comments, 
provide information, and contend with criticism can lead to a positive 
online experience and a positive view of a foreign nation. Yet, as has been 
argued elsewhere in this book, online interactions between diplomats 
and digital publics are a rarity.
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The past must also be present in the national selfie. The reason for 
this is that the digital society is one that longs for the past, for an era of 
clear dichotomies between good and bad and friend and foe. The digital 
society is a fluid one (Bauman & Lyon, 2016). New modalities of power 
emerge daily as new actors seek to exert their influence, whether these 
are terrorist groups that challenge the nation state or countries looking 
to reassert their global dominance. In a digital and liquid world, revo-
lutionary ideas easily transcend borders and contest long-standing tradi-
tions or values while the demarcation lines between the domestic and the 
foreign are blurred, as no single nation can contend with climate change 
or safeguard itself from financial fluctuations. Amid this climate of insta-
bility, digital society members long for the familiar time before tradition 
was contested. By building on a nation’s past, the selfie can make sense 
of the nation’s present.

To analyze the current practice of selfie diplomacy, this chapter 
explores two case studies. The first is that of America’s selfie in the age 
of Trump. The decision to focus the State Department’s iBranding 
activities stemmed from a desire to evaluate how the election of Donald 
Trump has impacted America’s online image. Previous studies have 
explored America’s selfie during the Obama Presidency (Manor, 2017; 
Manor & Segev, 2015). Yet, changes in administration are likely to elicit 
changes in the national image as new policies are perused, new priorities 
are formulated, and a new diplomatic tone is adopted. Thus, changes in 
administration may signal the emergence of a new national selfie. The 
analysis of America’s selfie under Trump thus offers a longitudinal analy-
sis of selfie diplomacy.

The second case study explores the Polish MFA’s attempts to refash-
ion Poland’s historic image. Specifically, the Polish MFA has used 
Twitter to distance Poland from Nazi atrocities committed on Polish soil 
during World War II. By redrawing its historic image, Poland may be 
attempting to refashion its contemporary selfie. For instance, Poland’s 
historic selfie may be used to demonstrate Poland’s current adherence  
to desired values and norms. The past may be an important component 
of a nation’s selfie as historic blemishes have future ramifications. Even 
after 70 years, Germany’s national image cannot be separated from its 
atrocities during the Holocaust. The following section includes the anal-
ysis of America’s selfie in the age of the Trump Presidency.
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AmericA’s selfie in the Age of trumP

In 2015, Manor and Segev analyzed America’s selfie. The authors 
chose to focus on the USA given the “crisis in the Brand America.” As 
it emerged victorious from the Cold War, America’s brand was associ-
ated with the values of democracy and freedom while its image was tied 
to the promotion of human rights. Yet the Bush administration’s War 
on Terror, the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan, the alleged torture of 
prisoners in the Guantanamo Bay detention center, and America’s refusal 
to join the Kyoto climate protocol all had an immensely negative impact 
on America’s image. Throughout the world, the USA was viewed as a 
greedy, self-serving and anti-Muslim militaristic empire (Quelch & Jocz, 
2009).

The crisis in Brand America was made evident in a series of pub-
lic opinion polls. One of these, conducted in 2007 by the BBC World 
Service, found that across all countries polled, one in two respondents 
believed that the USA played a negative role in the world. Similarly, the 
Pew Research Center found that between 2002 and 2004, the image 
of America grew unfavorable among some of its closest allies, such as 
the UK and Spain, and friendly Muslim countries such as Pakistan and 
Indonesia (BBC, 2007; Fullerton, Kendrick, Chan, Hamilton, & Kerr, 
2007). Yet, the election of Barack Obama was hailed by many as an 
opportunity to alter America’s image and re-associate Brand America 
with positive values (Quelch and Jocz, 2009).

Manor and Segev (2015), therefore, assumed that the State Department 
would be engrossed in the task of authoring a new American selfie and 
managing the nation’s image. Using thematic analysis, Manor and Segev 
analyzed 63 Facebook posts and 112 tweets published by the State 
Department during December of 2013. Their analysis revealed four themes 
that comprised America’s selfie. The first theme focused on mending 
America’s relations with the Arab and Muslim worlds. Content compris-
ing this theme highlighted America’s efforts to negotiate a peace treaty 
between Israel and Palestine, America’s commitment to using diplomacy 
rather than force to contend with Iran’s nuclear ambitions and America’s 
open criticism of Arab dictatorships.

The second theme dealt with America’s moral leadership and included 
tweets and posts in which the USA called on foreign leaders and foreign 
countries to uphold democratic processes during times of conflict and to 
promote democratic reforms. The State Department also demonstrated 
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U.S. financial support for fledgling democracies and for victims of nat-
ural disasters. The third theme dealt with America’s “military might.” 
Notably, Manor and Segev found an overall lack of reference to U.S. mil-
itary power. America’s presence in Iraq was mentioned in only one post, 
which demonstrated how dogs help soldiers to clear mines. While the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was mentioned in several 
posts and tweets, it was branded as an international peacekeeping organi-
zation rather than a military alliance.

The final theme was America’s economic leadership. Manor and Segev 
argued that social media content focused on U.S. support of clean energy 
and its contribution to green energy initiatives around the globe, as well 
as a new trade agreement between the USA and EU that would boost 
both economies. This trade agreement was especially important given the 
damage caused to European economies following the 2008 financial cri-
sis. America was thus portrayed as leading a climate-oriented economy.

Manor and Segev concluded that the State Department branded 
America as an economically responsible and climate-oriented superpower, 
guided by values and committed to diplomacy and building meaning-
ful relations with the Muslim world (Manor & Segev, 2015). This selfie 
was in direct contrast to the image of America during the Bush years. 
In 2016, Manor returned to the State Department’s Facebook page to 
reexamine America’s selfie and explore the extent to which the State 
Department authored a consistent and coherent national selfie. Given 
that nation branding is a long-term process, and considering that national 
brands are cognitive mechanisms, consistent narration is required if a 
nation is to successfully manage its image and influence its reputation.

After analyzing 146 Facebook posts Manor, found that the 2016 
selfie consisted of four themes, the first of which was “America’s Moral 
Leadership- Leading by Example.” This theme demonstrated how 
American national values influence its policies. For instance, one post 
stated that America’s story is that of diverse groups, religions, cultures 
and identities coming together to have “Honest, respectful dialogues” 
(Manor, 2017). This post articulated the values that America holds 
dear to its heart: religious tolerance, multiculturalism, and open dia-
logue, which are the basis of democracy. America’s promotion of dem-
ocratic values was evident in posts describing U.S. support for fledgling 
democracies. America’s support of religious tolerance was manifest in 
a statement by Secretary of State John Kerry: “Fighting for religious 
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tolerance will define the 21st century.” Finally, support for multicultur-
alism was manifest in America’s support and acceptance of refugees from  
Syria.

These posts demonstrate how everyday events, such as accepting 
Syrian refugees, can be integrated into the national selfie and used to 
identify national values. Manor also found that America’s moral leader-
ship rested on collaborative approaches to diplomacy. Throughout the 
month of January 2016, the USA announced plans to act in unison with 
its allies to tackle global issues ranging from human trafficking to aiding 
Syrian refugees and promoting religious tolerance.

The second theme focused on “Engagement with the World.” Posts 
that aligned with this theme demonstrated American commitment to 
solving crises through diplomacy and coalitions rather than force. In 
his State of the Union address, President Obama focused on the Global 
Coalition against Daesh, the coalition of countries that resolved the 
Iranian nuclear crisis, and the collation of countries that helped stop the 
spread of Ebola. Manor (2017) concluded that “Obama’s comments 
contribute to the portrayal of America as a nation that has abandoned 
unilateral actions and is attempting to engage with other nations on a 
range of global issues.” Other posts in this theme demonstrated how 
America’s commitment to engagement led to diplomatic breakthroughs 
in the Iran negotiations, the re-establishment of ties with Cuba, and 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership trade agreement signed between America 
and 11 countries in the Pacific region. Manor even found that the word 
“engagement” was repeatedly invoked by American diplomats, leaders, 
and spokespeople in reference to a plethora of diplomatic initiatives.

The third theme comprising America’s selfie dealt with a “Common 
War on Terror.” Posts in this theme depicted the War on Terror as a 
collaborative one rather than a unilateral war headed by the U.S. Posts 
focused on the Global Coalition against Daesh and multilateral meetings 
during which American diplomats and their peers coordinated counter-
terrorism activities. Posts also highlighted John Kerry’s statement that 
Daesh and terrorism can only be defeated by a broad coalition of faith-
based organizations, states, and non-state actors.

The fourth and last theme included posts that highlighted America’s 
commitment to a “Climate Oriented Economy.” In one blog post pub-
lished on the State Department’s Facebook page, Secretary Kerry said 
that the main achievements of U.S. diplomacy in 2015 included the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership trade agreement, which “Protects workers 
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and the environment,” and China’s willingness to sign the Paris climate 
accord following intense diplomatic engagement. Other posts depicted 
U.S. financial aid to foreign countries as aiming to support climate-ori-
ented economic development.

Manor concluded that “The State Department portrays the U.S. as a 
diplomatic superpower that is guided by values and dedicated to tackling 
global challenges, such as climate change, through dialogue and engage-
ment.” The 2016 selfie was thus quite like the selfie identified by Manor 
and Segev in 2013, which portrayed the USA as a climate-oriented 
superpower guided by values and committed to diplomacy and building 
relations with the Muslim world.

It may thus be argued that during the Obama administration, U.S. 
diplomats had authored a consisted national selfie of America, which 
negated America’s image under President Bush. While Bush refused to 
sign the Kyoto protocol, Obama’s America led a climate-oriented econ-
omy. While Bush framed the War on Terror as “You are either with 
us or with the terrorists” (Bush, 2001), Obama’s America fought ter-
ror through a broad coalition. While Bush alienated the Muslim world, 
Obama’s America engaged with it. And while Bush led by military 
force, Obama’s led by diplomacy. The past was thus an integral element 
in America’s selfie under President Obama. America’s selfie also had a 
unique tone, which employed the terminology of “engagement” and 
focused on a set of issues. Thus, the selfie also constituted an iBrand that 
could successfully compete on the social media marketplace.

This chapter returned to the State Department’s Facebook page in 
July of 2017 to analyze America’s selfie in the age of President Trump. 
Once again, thematic analysis was employed to characterize America’s 
current selfie and explore the extent to which it has altered following 
the election of Donald Trump. In total, 70 posts published during the 
month of July were analyzed and categorized into themes. In the first 
stage of analysis, 25 posts were reviewed and classified into themes based 
on their subject matter. For instance, several posts focused on American 
attempts to mediate an agreement between Qatar and its neighbors. 
Thus, the theme “Negotiations” was created. Another group of posts 
dealt with attempts to combat terrorism, which falls under the theme 
“War on Terror.” In total, six themes were identified during this stage of 
analysis. In the next stage, 20 additional posts were reviewed to ensure 
the validity of the categorization process. This stage led to the consol-
idation of several themes. For instance, posts dealing with economic 
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negotiations and trade agreements were grouped together in the theme 
“America’s Business is Business.” The thematic analysis resulted in the 
identification of four themes into which all 70 posts were categorized. 
All posts were gathered during July of 2017 and analyzed during January 
of 2018.

The first and most prevalent theme comprising America’s selfie was 
that of “The Great Negotiator”, which depicted Trump’s America as 
a global diplomatic mediator. Posts comprising this theme dealt with 
American attempts to resolve the Gulf dispute between Qatar and its 
neighbors; American attempts to reduce tensions between Russia and 
Ukraine; intense diplomatic mediation between the Israeli and the 
Palestinian governments; attempts to broker a cease-fire in Syria; and 
measures taken to end the fighting in South Sudan. Posts in this theme 
tended to focus on the intensity of U.S. diplomatic activity, especially 
those undertaken by Secretary of State Rex Tillerson. During the month 
of July 2017, Tillerson held six meetings with Gulf leaders to resolve 
their dispute with Qatar while also attending several meetings with 
Ukrainian officials. During these meetings, Tillerson pledged U.S. sup-
port for Ukrainian territorial integrity and encouraged “the Government 
of Ukraine to continue implementing reforms that will strengthen 
Ukraine’s economic, political, and military resilience.”

Other posts dealt with repeated U.S. attempts to engage positively 
with Russia. These included a meeting between Presidents Trump and 
Putin and subsequent negotiations between U.S. and Russian policymak-
ers that aimed to “seek a long-term solution that would address areas of 
bilateral concern that have strained the relationship” between both coun-
tries. Later in July, Secretary Tillerson appointed a Special Representative 
for Ukraine Negotiations tasked with working opposite the governments 
of France, Germany, and Russia. In total, 35% of all State Department 
posts during July of 2017 dealt with U.S. diplomatic mediations around 
the world.

The second most prevalent theme, comprising 25% of all State 
Department posts, demonstrated “America’s Moral Leadership.” Posts com-
prising this theme dealt with a wide range of issues including U.S. foreign 
aid projects to fight Ebola outbreaks, U.S. aid programs to help increase 
food security in the developing world, U.S. commitment to safeguarding 
the lives of journalists and promoting freedom of speech, U.S. plans to help 
establish humane prisons following the vision of Nelson Mandela, and U.S. 
calls for democratic reforms in countries throughout the world.
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Notably, many posts in this theme were used to comment on 
everyday events and integrate these events into the national selfie. 
For instance, the State Department officially mourned the loss of Liu 
Xiaobo, a Chinese activist who died in prison after calling for democratic 
reforms in China. The State Department called on Chinese  authorities 
to release Xiaobo’s wife and end political persecutions. By doing so, the 
State Department demonstrated U.S. commitment to democratic val-
ues. In another post, the State Department condemned mass arrests in 
Turkey that undermine human rights and the rule of law. This direct 
rebuke of Turkey manifested America’s commitment to protecting 
human rights around the world. Finally, the State Department con-
demned Russia for arresting Jehovah’s Witnesses and restricting reli-
gious freedom.

However, unlike America’s selfie during Obama’s tenure, the State 
Department chose not to clearly identify the values that Trump’s 
America would champion. In fact, the entire depiction of America as a 
nation that leads by moral example was missing from the 2017 selfie. 
The State Department did not use America’s self-narrative or its history 
to demonstrate how American values guide the administration’s for-
eign policies. Moreover, the State Department did not refer to values or 
norms when commenting on global events. While lamenting the pass-
ing of democratic reformers, the State Department failed to mention 
that America would support democracy when it is challenged. Similarly, 
when commenting on Turkish abuses of human rights, the State 
Department did not argue that human rights are a part of America’s 
moral compass.

The third most prevalent theme, which included 23% of all posts pub-
lished during July, dealt with the “Global War on Terror.” Importantly, 
only three posts in this theme mentioned the Global Coalition against 
Daesh. One of these posts commented on the liberation of Mosul 
from Daesh and emphasized the Coalition’s attempts to disrupt Daesh 
financing and recruitment. Two other posts were dedicated to labeling 
the Coalition against Daesh as the “largest coalition in history” and to 
identifying its member states including, Ethiopia, Turkey, and the UAE. 
Like the Obama selfie, the State Department did not share any images 
of American soldiers or American military activities. Notably, most posts 
comprising the “Global War on Terror” theme focused on Iran rather 
than Daesh. In these posts, Iran was portrayed as the number one 
exporter of terrorism and a global menace. As one State Department 
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post proclaimed, “While ISIS receives headlines, Iran remains number 
one sponsor of terrorism.”

Although the State Department noted that Iran was complying with 
the Iran nuclear agreement, it argued that the nation was undermin-
ing the spirit of the agreement through its terrorism-related activities. 
During the month of July, the State Department also called on Iran to 
comply with an investigation into the 1994 bombing of the Jewish com-
munity building in Argentina and announced sanctions on individuals 
involved in the Iranian ballistic missiles program. The State Department 
thus tied Iran’s terrorist activities with its military activities and argued 
that the two cannot be separated. This argument negates the claim made 
by the Obama White House that the Iran Deal should focus solely on 
Iran’s nuclear program and not its regional ambitions (Bjola & Manor, 
2018). The negative depiction of Iran was markedly different from the 
Obama selfie, which emphasized America’s commitment to engaging 
with Iran in constructive dialogue as part of a wider “diplomacy first” 
policy.

The posts comprising the “Global War on Terror” theme were mark-
edly different than those published by the Obama State Department. 
In its 2016 selfie, the State Department went to great lengths to por-
tray the Global Coalition as a new relationship between America and 
the Arab and Muslim world, as it includes Jordan, Qatar, and the UAE. 
These countries were repeatedly referenced in Obama State Department 
Facebook posts. By contrast, the Trump State Department refrained 
from emphasizing the role of Arab or Muslim countries in the Coalition 
and only mentioned them in one post. Moreover, in 2016, the State 
Department emphasized the role of additional partners in fighting 
Daesh including faith-based organizations, NGOs, and other non-state 
actors. The Trump State Department portrayed the War on Terror as an 
American endeavor that did not include non-state actors or additional 
partners. Lastly, the Obama selfie often highlighted U.S. initiatives in 
multilateral forums to combat terrorism, including the UN Security 
Council and NATO. The Trump selfie made no reference to any multi-
lateral organizations during July of 2017.

The fourth and least prevalent theme identified in the Trump selfie 
was that of “America’s Business is Business.” This theme was comprised 
of posts that depicted U.S. foreign policies as being intrinsically linked 
to financial prosperity. For instance, during the month of July 2017, 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson traveled to Saudi Arabia and Turkey. 
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Both trips were depicted through financial prisms as Tillerson met with 
Saudi Arabia’s foreign minister to discuss mutual “stability, security and 
financial prosperity” while in Turkey, Tillerson sought to discuss projects 
that will “increase global energy security” and financial security. Similarly, 
economic issues and trade agreements were also prevalent in Facebook 
posts depicting meetings between President Trump and other world 
leaders. When meeting with British Prime Minister Theresa May, Trump 
was quoted as saying “We are working on a trade deal – a very, very big 
deal, a very powerful deal. Great for both countries. And I think we’ll 
have that done very, very quickly.” Another post describing a meeting 
between President Trump and the Prime Minister of Singapore stated 
that the leaders focused on new trade deals in Southeast Asia.

Other posts in this theme dealt with the need to reform financial mar-
kets and to remove obstacles to economic growth. One such post cel-
ebrated 25 years of open skies agreements between the USA and EU, 
which “reduced government intervention” and allowed economic expan-
sion. During a joint press conference with French President Emanuel 
Macron, Trump stressed the need to tackle bureaucracies that stifle eco-
nomic growth and to peruse trade agreements that are reciprocal and 
“fair to our workers.” During the same press conference, Trump stated 
that strong borders would help the French and American civilizations 
overcome numerous challenges in the fields of finance and terrorism. 
Notably, the financial theme was the least prevalent one and consisted of 
17% of all posts published by the State Department in July 2017.

Importantly, America’s selfie in the age of Trump employs a new ver-
nacular. While in 2016 the State Department extensively used the word 
“engagement,” the Trump State Department routinely used the word 
“sanctions.” Financial sanctions were the proposed remedy for many 
foreign policy challenges including Iran’s nuclear ambitions, Venezuelan 
dictatorship, Syria’s use of chemical weapons, and internal fighting in 
South Sudan. In addition, while the Obama administration spoke about 
leading a climate-oriented economy, the Trump administration made 
only one reference to global sustainability and no references to the dan-
gers of climate change or globalization’s impact on the environment.

The dominance of President Trump in State Department posts was far 
less noticeable than that of President Obama. When Trump’s comments 
were posted on Facebook, they complemented America’s current selfie as 
they focused on the need to reduce government bureaucracy and to secure 
Western countries’ borders. The President also commented on Western 
civilization’s ability to overcome any foe, whether domestic or foreign.
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In summary, America’s selfie in the age of Trump is that of a  financial 
superpower dedicated to expanding its economic interests by eradicating 
the threat of terrorism and mediating global crises. American diplomacy 
no longer rests on engagement and dialogue but on financial stim-
ulants and financial sanctions, as was evident in the depiction of Iran. 
But above all, America now leads alone. It has little need for multilat-
eral organizations, military alliances and coalitions with non-state actors. 
This selfie is considerably different than that of Obama’s America as it 
no longer focuses on mending relations with the Muslim world, engag-
ing with former foes, caring for the environment, or adopting more col-
laborative forms of diplomacy. In fact, America’s war on terror under 
Trump is similar to the Bush era, as America once again focuses its 
policy on a Muslim nation: Iran. While it still offers aid to the world, 
America is no longer portrayed as being guided by values or morals. 
Thus, America is not a moral compass, but a fortress of solitude look-
ing to secure its own borders and interests by its own means. This selfie 
seems to resonate with the pillar of Trump’s stated foreign policy: that 
of “America first.”

The fact that America’s selfie under Trump is different than that of 
the Obama administration is not surprising, for when administrations 
change, so do foreign policy priorities and the diplomatic tools that a 
nation wields to obtain its objectives. Yet, Brand America has long since 
been associated with certain values regardless of the identity of the 
American president. Indeed, since its establishment, America has served 
as a political exemplar that claims to promote the values of democracy, 
freedom and free enterprise. Of these three, only free enterprise is mani-
fest in America’s current selfie.

Values play a pivotal role in diplomacy, as morality breeds legit-
imacy on the international stage. Nations that are seen as promot-
ing positive values, be it human rights or religious tolerance, are less 
likely to encounter objections to their foreign policy goals (Van Ham, 
2013). Moreover, by depicting its adherence to desirable values and 
norms, a nation can more easily exercise power (Mor, 2012). The 
current American selfie suggests that America is no longer a moral 
compass, nor is it guided by a clear moral code. Such a selfie may, 
over time, prevent the USA from obtaining its foreign policy goals 
as digital publics come to regard America as a business leader rather 
than a moral leader.
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The current American selfie is also representative of a “Halo Effect” 
in which brand Trump influences Brand America. Like Brand Trump, 
America now uses financial leverages to manage its relations with other 
countries. Like Brand Trump, it employs violent rhetoric as “engage-
ment” is replaced with “sanctions” and like Brand Trump, America uses 
the art of the deal to secure its interests abroad. Given that brand Trump 
is not a popular one in many countries, the current American selfie risks 
further alienating digital publics.

Throughout recent history, America’s brand has consistently been 
tainted by its military activities. In the 1960s, it was the Vietnam War, 
in the 1980s, it was the support of guerrilla fighters in Latin America, 
and in the twenty-first century, it was the use of drones in the War on 
Terror. As was the case with the Obama selfie, America’s selfie in the age 
of Trump refrains from drawing attention to U.S. military activities. In 
this sense, Brand America diverges from Brand Trump, who has a very 
big red button on his desk from which he can launch nuclear missiles at 
North Korea. While America’s selfie no longer focuses on norms and val-
ues, Poland’s selfie attempts to re-associate Poland’s brand with desirable 
norms by altering perceptions of its past. This selfie is evaluated in the 
following section.

PolAnd’s historic selfie

The Polish MFA is no stranger to digital platforms, having established 
a formidable digital presence over the past decade. The ministry first 
migrated to Twitter in 2009, while its main Facebook profile was oper-
ational in 2010. In his interviews with Polish diplomats in 2016, Manor 
learned that the MFA uses Facebook strictly for the promotion of the 
Polska brand and, subsequently, posts deal with Polish scientific, cul-
tural, and economic achievements. Other social media platforms such as 
Twitter and YouTube, are used for public diplomacy activities that target 
foreign populations, Polish diasporas and media organizations. Manor 
also learned that most individuals charged with overseeing digital activ-
ities at the Polish MFA were former journalists, media experts and pub-
lic relations professionals. By 2015, these were managing a social media 
empire of 150 Twitter accounts, 74 Facebook pages, 38 YouTube chan-
nels, and an account on the Chinese social media platform Weibo.

One of the drivers of the digitalization of Polish public diplomacy 
is a desire to manage Poland’s historic image. Already in 2015, Polish 
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embassies and the Polish MFA had dedicated substantial digital resources 
to altering the perception of Poland’s role in Nazi atrocities during 
World War II. Managing Poland’s historic image is achieved by monitor-
ing articles in the press pertaining to World War II and correcting jour-
nalists who mislabel “Nazi death camps” as “Polish death camps.” For 
instance, on July 16, 2015, the Polish embassy in Ireland took to Twitter 
and demanded that the Irish Examiner correct an article that referred to 
Auschwitz as a “Polish death camp” rather than a “Nazi death camp”. 
Other times, Polish embassies demand that these camps be referred to 
as “Nazi camps in occupied Poland.” For instance, on February 27, 
2017, the Polish embassy in Washington openly attacked The New York 
Times for using the term “concentration camps of Poland.” In its tweet, 
the embassy employed the hashtag#WordsMatter. During July 2017, 
Poland’s embassy in Canberra demanded that a popular Australian news 
website correct its reference to Auschwitz as a “Polish camp.” During 
2017 alone, more than ten Polish embassies and consulates demanded 
retractions or corrections from newspapers and publications around the 
world. In 2012, the Polish MFA invested additional resources in manag-
ing Poland’s historical image by launching a dedicated Twitter account 
named “Truth About Camps”, which is part of an ongoing campaign 
“aimed against false statements regarding Poland’s alleged responsibility 
for the Holocaust.”

Poland’s selfie diplomacy activities thus seem to focus on two separate 
activities. On Facebook, the Polish MFA manages Poland’s contempo-
rary selfie, which deals mostly with cultural and scientific accomplish-
ment. On Twitter, the MFA is managing Poland’s historic selfie. One 
may wonder why the Polish MFA is dedicating so many resources to 
managing Poland’s historic selfie. This chapter offers two possible 
answers. First, the historic association between Poland and Nazi concen-
tration camps invariably impacts Poland’s contemporary brand. Rather 
than associate Poland with liberal values, people may associate it with 
hate, inhumanity, brutality, and sadism. These values are all contrary to 
those celebrated by the international community and may thus prevent 
Poland from obtaining its foreign policy goals. By distancing itself from 
the horrors of World War II, Poland may be able to associate itself with 
the values of multiculturalism and democracy.

Second, in the age of images and selfies, a nation’s past is as important 
as its present. This is because the past is used to understand the pres-
ent. The digital society is one that longs for the simplicity and dichotomy 
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of the past and therefore builds on the past to understand and make 
sense of the present. By removing the Holocaust’s moral blemish from 
its past, Poland can increase its legitimacy in the present and go from 
being “bad” or evil to “good” or just. This may be an important goal for 
Poland’s right-wing government, which is increasingly being scrutinized 
on the world stage and in the EU.

To manage its historical image, the Polish MFA has sought to dissem-
inate a new selfie that illustrates the relationship between the Nazis and 
Poland. According to this selfie, Poland was the first victim of Nazi bru-
tality, being the first nation to be conquered in 1939. The selfie states 
that the Nazi regime unleashed it ferocity against the Polish population 
and envisioned Poland as a land of slaves that would serve the German 
Reich. This selfie also argues that the death of Polish Jews was another 
facet of the Nazis’ attack on Poland as these Jews were all Polish citizens.

Poland’s historical selfie was perhaps best made evident in a YouTube 
video published by the Polish embassy to Washington in January of 
2017. This video begins with the caption “Truth about German Nazi 
Camps.” This caption may be regarded as an intentional reference to 
the 2016 Oxford Dictionary word of the year: post-truth. As such, the 
caption infers that this video will offer viewers that which is now a rare 
commodity: the truth. The caption “Truth about German Nazi Camps” 
therefore serves as a rhetorical device that lends legitimacy to the Polish 
embassy and, by extension, to its claims about history.

Next, the video includes the caption “words matter.” This may be a 
reference to the phenomenon of “fake news” and “alternative facts” and 
is yet again a rhetorical device meant to establish credibility. However, 
the caption “words matter” is soon followed by a visual element: a draw-
ing of the entrance to the most infamous Nazi concentration camp, 
Auschwitz. It is this drawing that suggests to the viewer that he has yet 
to be exposed to the truth about Nazi death camps, given that drawings 
and paintings are but an interpretation of the truth. This argument is 
furthered by the narration “Words Matter, we hear this all the time. So why 
does the same not apply when discussing German World War II concentra-
tion camps?”

The video then suggests that to learn the truth about Nazi camps, 
the viewer must return to the beginning of World War II and the Nazi 
invasion of Poland. While discussing the German invasion, the video 
transitions from drawings to photography, as shown in Fig. 8.1. This 
transition suggests that the viewer is now being told the truth given  
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that photographs serve as historical records. They are regarded as his-
torical evidence that certain events took place at a given time and  
place. 

The narration of this part of the video states that “Poland alone lost  
6 million citizens, including 3 million Jews.” This narration brings to the 
forefront the Polish argument that Poland was a victim of Nazi Germany 
and that it too suffered from the brutal violence of the Nazi regime. This 
narration makes clear that the Jews who died in Nazi concentration camps 
were not just any Jews, but Polish citizens. The arguments presented in 
this part of the video counter a popular historical narrative that depicts 
Poland as “Hitler’s silent accomplice.” Thus, this video not only promotes 
a Polish selfie, but also negates other narratives spread about Poland.

The transition from drawings to photography occurs yet again when 
the systematic annihilation of the Jews is mentioned. The transition 
from a drawing of children in concentration camps to a photograph of 
these children is meant to negate another historical narrative of Poland 
as a nation that has yet to come to terms with its past. It is the image of 
Jews in concentration camps that claims that Poland does not shun away 
from its past; rather, it deals with it through facts and historical accuracy. 
It should be mentioned that the use of images of children may be an 
attempt to evoke an emotional response that will make the viewer more 
receptive to the embassy’s message.

Next, the viewer is exposed to a map of Poland, which includes the 
location of Nazi concentration camps while the caption reads “Occupied 
Polish Territories.” The use of maps lends additional credence to the 

Fig. 8.1 From drawing to photography
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Polish embassy’s arguments, as maps are also historical artifacts that 
are perceived as trustworthy. According to the narration, the Nazis 
 undertook the systematic murder of the Jews by establishing extermina-
tion camps on “occupied Polish territories” (Fig. 8.2).

Finally, after making a claim to truth through pictures and proving its 
trustworthiness through maps, the Polish embassy presents its main argu-
ment: that journalists routinely misuse the term “Polish camps” instead 
of “German camps on Polish soil.” “This is wrong”, according to the 
video, as “there were no Polish camps.” Next, the embassy claims that 
misleading language obscures the tragedy of millions who died in the 
Holocaust and that “It’s not just semantics. It is a matter of historical 
integrity and accuracy.” In this manner, the embassy depicts itself as fight-
ing for the memory of Jews rather than attempting to reshape Poland’s 
historic selfie.

Notably, this video includes an attack on journalists, who are depicted 
as both untrustworthy and immoral because they add insult to the 

Fig. 8.2 A map of Nazi concentration camps in occupied Poland
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injury of those who perished in the Holocaust. The video therefore ech-
oes attacks on media institutions heard around the world and furthers 
a potentially dangerous narrative—that of the “fake news” media that 
deliberately biases publics against certain nations or leaders.

In addition to the video, content shared on the @TruthAboutCamps 
Twitter channel is diverse and ranges from statements by the Polish 
Prime Minister to Polish events honoring the memory of Holocaust 
victims. The Twitter account also retweets relevant content pub-
lished by Polish embassies around the world. For instance, on January 
27, 2018, the Polish embassy in Switzerland honored the memory 
of a Swiss diplomat who issued fake passports to Jews, thus enabling 
them to flee the Nazis. The embassy tweet ended with the hashtag 
#HolocaustRemembrance. Thus, the Polish MFA and its embassies do 
not only distance Poland from the atrocities of World War II, but they 
associate Poland with the endeavor to remember those who perished in 
the Holocaust and not repeat the mistakes of the past.

In the days leading up to the International Holocaust Remembrance 
Day of 2017, Polish embassies and consulates in Austria, Germany, 
Norway, Portugal, and Spain all turned to Twitter to demand retrac-
tions from newspapers who used the phrase “Polish death camps.” All 
these activities were retweeted in Polish by the MFA. In fact, much of 
the content published on the @TruthAboutCamps Twitter account is in 
Polish. This suggests that the Twitter account targets both domestic and 
foreign audiences. While English language tweets may focus on re-craft-
ing Poland’s historic selfie, Polish language tweets may demonstrate to 
Polish citizens that their MFA is championing an important national 
cause.

Indeed, the association between Poland and Nazi atrocities is an 
important domestic issue in Poland, made evident by recent legislation to 
prosecute those who misrepresent Poland’s role in World War II (John, 
2018). By championing the cause of re-crafting Poland’s historical selfie, 
and actively monitoring newspapers and publicly demanding retractions 
from publications, the Polish MFA may be able to establish a domestic 
constituency for itself. This is of great importance given that globali-
zation has seen a reduction in the agency of MFAs. In the globalized 
world, more and more government ministries face the world given the 
need to coordinate global solutions to planetary challenges. Ministries 
of health, energy, the environment, and agriculture all collaborate with 
foreign peers. MFAs have thus lost their monopoly on managing all the 
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nation’s foreign affairs. To counterweight this loss and protect their ter-
ritory within governments, many MFAs attempt to leverage digital tech-
nologies to create domestic constituencies. Some MFAs, such as Canada, 
prioritize providing quick and efficient consular aid. Other ministries, 
such as the UK FCO, offer a prism through which world events are nar-
rated and their impact on the UK is explained. Poland’s MFA seems to 
focus on championing domestic causes. Like Spry (2018), this chapter 
also concludes that the digitalization of public diplomacy has brought 
about the emergence of domestic public diplomacy.

The Polish MFA may be close to obtaining its goal of manag-
ing Poland’s historic selfie. Using the FollowerWonk application, 
and a sample of 5000 Twitter followers, this chapter found that the  
@TruthAboutCamps account attracts followers from all over the world 
including Twitter users in Austria, Belarus, Belgium, Finland, Germany, 
Greece, Ireland, Israel, Norway, Portugal, Romania, Spain, UK, Ukraine, 
the Baltic States, the Middle East, and North America. Importantly, the 
biggest hub of Twitter followers for @TruthAboutCamps is in Poland 
itself.

conclusions

This chapter sought to examine the nation branding activities of MFAs. 
Its main argument has been that the use of digital platforms to create, 
refashion, and manage a national brand results in the emergence of an 
individualized nation which bears the characteristics of a digital self. Like 
any Facebook user, the nation state has a profile page, a profile picture, 
likes, and dislikes, and can interact with other users. And so, the nation 
becomes a brand, the brand becomes a selfie, and the selfie is the indi-
vidualized state. Thus, selfie diplomacy is a term that relates both to the 
use of digital platforms to manage the national image, or brand, and the 
subsequent emergence of the individualized digital state.

The conceptualization of selfie diplomacy introduced in this chap-
ter can best be explained by a mélange of the technological and societal 
prisms. From the perspective of the societal prism, diplomats now uti-
lize digital platforms to create a national brand that can be disseminated 
among global digital publics. Yet when employing digital platforms, 
diplomats adopt the logic and norms of the digital society. As the tech-
nological prism would argue, the use of Facebook to manage a brand 
can only occur if diplomats adopt the logic of Facebook, which includes  
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the constant sharing of information, the adoption of a unique tone, and 
the creation of an authentic digital self. Selfie diplomacy is thus the result 
of diplomats’ desires to employ digital platforms, and their adherence to 
the logic of digital technologies once these have been employed. Yet as 
Manor and Soone (2018) have argued, selfies do not center on individ-
uality or originality but are, rather, tools of conformity. Through selfies, 
nations demonstrate their adherence to the value and norms celebrated 
by the international community. This was most evident in Poland’s his-
toric selfie, which may help to distance Poland from the atrocities of 
World War II and associate the Polish brand with the values of multicul-
turalism and diversity.

Poland’s focus on the past is also emblematic of the fact that selfies are 
the clearest manifestation of the nostalgic nature of the digital society. 
While the digital society is a fluid one, digital society members long for 
dichotomies that have traditionally separated the good from the bad and 
the benevolent from the evil. Such was the case with the dichotomies of 
World War II or of the Cold War. By refashioning its past, Poland may 
attempt to acquire the connotation of “good” rather than the connota-
tion of “bad.”

The analysis of America’s selfie in the age of Trump demonstrates how 
changes in administration lead to changes in national selfies. This in itself 
is not surprising as new administrations adopt new foreign policy goals, 
instruments, and priorities. Moreover, America’s current selfie seems to 
resonate with the selfie of President Trump. The State Department por-
trays America as committed to the art of the deal, unilateral action and to 
turning a profit. As such, the credibility gap between America’s self-por-
trayal and its portrayal by the global media is relatively small. Digital 
publics may thus not contest or reject America’s selfie, as they did in the 
Bush era when America spoke of democracy but acted with force. Yet 
the American selfie in the age of Trump does seem to negate 60 years 
of American public diplomacy. America is no longer the world’s moral 
compass, but its CEO. Situated within its fortress of solitude (or board-
room), it has no need for allies, coalitions, or and multilateral forums.

America’s selfie did, however, demonstrate how everyday events are 
incorporated into the national selfie. State visits by Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson were often portrayed as furthering America’s financial inter-
ests, while bilateral meetings between President Trump and world lead-
ers ended with statements about trade agreements and deregulation of 
financial markets. In this way, the selfie is manifest on a day-to-day basis. 



284  I. MANOR

This is important as it may allow the nation state to reassert itself in the 
age of networks. As was argued in Chapter 2, the networked society is 
one in which state agency is migrating upwards, to ultra-national entities 
such as the EU, downwards, to networks of digital users, and outwards, 
to NGOs and civil society organizations (Copeland, 2013). Yet selfie 
diplomacy enables the nation to project itself in everyday life. Through 
digital platforms, the nation comments on daily events, partakes in daily 
rituals (e.g., Throwback Thursdays), and engages with its citizens. The 
nation is thus brought to life on an everyday basis rather than during 
global summits or international sporting events. This may help the 
nation reassert its presence in the age of networks and decreasing state 
agency.

This chapter also demonstrates that a government’s domestic agenda 
can impact an MFA’s process of digitalization. The Polish government’s 
emphasis on distancing the nation from Nazi atrocities led to new work-
ing routines such as monitoring newspapers and publications around the 
world and demanding retractions when the terms “Polish death camps” 
were used. Similarly, multimedia was used to redraw the nation’s past 
while pictures and maps were employed to validate the MFA’s historical 
claims. The norm that followed was that of domestic public diplomacy 
or direct communication between the MFA and its national citizenry. 
Poland is not the only MFA to set its sights on developing a domestic 
constituency. In the age of globalization, MFAs need to interact with 
their citizens to safeguard their territory within governments. They 
can no longer face the world with their backs to the nation (Copeland, 
2013). The digitalization of public diplomacy has thus led to the emer-
gence of domestic public diplomacy.

Importantly, the Polish case study also demonstrates how the identity 
of those managing MFA digital activities influences the digitalization of 
public diplomacy. In 2015, Manor found that the Polish MFA’s digital 
activities were managed by social media experts and public relations spe-
cialists rather than diplomats. These may have introduced the logic of 
branding into the MFA and identified brand management as an impor-
tant public diplomacy goal. This, in turn, led to new working routines 
and values.

Constance Duncombe (2017) suggested that a nation may engage in 
a “struggle for recognition” when it believes “it is recognized in a way 
that is different from how it represents itself.” As part of this struggle, 
a nation may try to convince others that is should be represented and 
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recognized in a different way. Utilizing social media, a nation may cre-
ate an “us” versus “them” dichotomy through which it can represent 
itself. This chapter illustrated how Poland uses Twitter to engage in such 
a “struggle for recognition” by creating a historic dichotomy between 
itself and Nazi Germany.

Causey and Howard (2013) have asked if diplomats’ efforts to 
increase their social media reach are genuine attempts to facilitate inter-
actions with digital publics or merely new packaging for traditional 
public diplomacy goals. This chapter suggests that there are a myriad 
of factors that influence diplomats’ attempts to attract more followers, 
ranging from a desire to manage the national image to a government’s 
domestic agenda, the need to adhere with the norms of the digital soci-
ety, and the adoption of the logic that underpins digital technologies. Yet 
it is equally important to remember that without attracting followers, 
diplomats cannot practice public diplomacy.

Notably, this chapter limited its analysis to the selfie activities of MFAs 
and did not evaluate how digital publics engage with these selfies. In 
Fan’s terminology, this chapter examined nations’ images rather than 
their reputations. Future studies should examine the manner in which 
digital publics accept or contest national selfies. This can be achieved by 
assessing the feedback of digital publics. As Olubukola Adesina (2017) 
wrote, digital technologies are instrumental as they enable direct, unme-
diated, interactions with digital publics. Such interactions include public 
feedback. At the most basic level, feedback from digital publics can help 
diplomats fine-tune their messages so as to increase their digital reach. 
At the next level, feedback can help a nation manage its image and iden-
tity claims. At the highest level, feedback from digital publics can, and 
should, inform policy formulation.

As the next chapter demonstrates, MFAs are not the only ones to cre-
ate and manage brands. In the digital age, ambassadors are also trans-
formed into iBrands.
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Oh we’re not loved. We’re not even hated. We’re only just sweetly ignored.
—Henry James, The Ambassadors

Technological advancements have, throughout history, influenced the 
roles of ambassadors. Up to the nineteenth century, ambassadors to for-
eign courts and nations were both “extraordinary and plenipotentiary”, 
meaning that they were authorized to negotiate on behalf of their mon-
archs and even sign treaties in their names. Ambassadors were invested 
with the full powers of making decisions and taking actions on behalf of 
their nations (Roberts, 2017). This authority was granted to ambassa-
dors given the communication technologies of the day: Letters sent by 
horseback and sea that would take days or weeks to reach their destina-
tion. Given the slow pace at which information traversed great distances, 
diplomatic decision-making was the privy of the ambassador. Yet the 
invention of the telegraph in the mid-nineteenth century had a profound 
impact on the functions of ambassadors. The telegraph enabled a gov-
ernment to manage its global affairs from the capital. As information cir-
cled the globe at great speeds, details of treaties and negotiations could 
be transmitted via the telegraph to the capital, where a response would 
be formulated and sent back to the ambassador. As such, diplomatic- 
decision making migrated from the ambassador to the MFA.

Ambassadors suddenly found themselves quite ordinary, as the 
power they once held was stripped by technological advancements.  

CHAPTER 9

The Digitalization of Ambassadors
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The telegraph did not, however, render ambassadors superfluous. On  
the contrary, ambassadors were still tasked with managing relations 
of friendship and enmity with foreign nations, to use Corneliu Bjola’s 
(2013) terminology. While the MFA would formulate foreign policies, 
it was ambassadors who were charged with creating a receptive environ-
ment for the obtainment of these policies. Moreover, ambassadors were 
responsible for cultivating and maintaining ties between nations. This 
could be achieved by creating close personal relationships with national 
leaders, politicians, opinion makers, and the aristocracy. Equally impor-
tant, ambassadors were still responsible for gathering and analyzing 
information that would inform policy making, including political scan-
dals, rumors of war, the emergence of new political leaders, and the 
issues dominating the public agenda.

During the twentieth-century, advancements in Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICTs) once again influenced the role 
of ambassadors. By the 1940s, world leaders could regularly confer 
with one another over the phone, while policy-makers at MFAs could 
continuously interact with their peers in foreign countries. The role of 
ambassadors as mediators between two governments was thus further 
diminished. Moreover, the emergence of summit diplomacy, made pos-
sible thanks to advancements in transportation technologies, meant 
that world leaders could meet regularly to negotiate treaties, form coa-
litions, discuss trade agreements, and formulate joint responses to shared 
threats. World leaders thus took over the stage of diplomacy. Yet ambas-
sadors remained the masters of backstage diplomacy. It was ambassa-
dors who dealt with the minutia of the agreements that world leaders 
signed in front of blinking cameras, and it was ambassadors who solved 
problems and conflicts arising during international summits. As Piki Ish 
Shalom wrote, “diplomats are the back-stage managers of inter-state rela-
tions: those who toil behind the scenes to ensure that the seas of interna-
tional relations remain calm” (Ish Shalom, 2015, p. 10).

The digitalization of public diplomacy has seen the migration of 
power back from the MFA to the embassy and, subsequently, to the 
ambassador. While world leaders may have asserted their presence on the 
stage of diplomacy, and while MFAs may be responsible for diplomatic 
decision-making, embassies have reasserted themselves in the field of 
public diplomacy. Digital technologies have increased an embassy’s abil-
ity to communicate with foreign populations, create relationships with 
key audiences and elites, and manage their nation’s image (Archetti, 
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2012; Metzgar, 2012; Seo, 2013). Importantly, it is embassies that are 
responsible for tailoring diplomatic communications to the unique char-
acteristics of local audiences. As argued in Chapter 4, the second stage 
of public diplomacy’s digitalization saw an increased emphasis on tai-
lored communication in which messages resonate with the attributes 
of specific audiences. Through social media sites, embassies can tai-
lor foreign policy messages to the norms, values, interests, and cultures 
of local audiences. For instance, France’s embassy in Washington can 
promote French foreign policies while taking into account the norms  
and values of American digital publics, as well as the historic relations 
between both nations and the way France is perceived by Americans. The 
increased emphasis on tailored communication has further contributed 
to the migration of power from the MFA to embassies.

As Sabrina Sotiriu (2015) argues, embassies are now also tasked with 
gathering valuable information from digital platforms which may con-
tribute to the policy formulation process at the MFA. It was the limited 
use of social media during the Arab Spring that led diplomats to regard 
digital platforms as an important source of information (A. Lutyens, 
personal communication, July 10, 2018). By monitoring conversations 
and debates on digital platforms, diplomats could gain unique insight 
into the issues dominating societal conversations, the attitude of citi-
zens toward their governments, and the events and issues shaping public 
opinion. Monitoring online conversations was thus a means of assessing 
the national temperament and the stability of foreign governments and 
regimes. Soon diplomats were analyzing public conversation on social 
media platforms, news websites popular blogs, and even the messaging 
application WhatsApp, where messages can be sent to vast numbers of 
users (G. Lampe, personal communication, June 26, 2018). Social media 
sites also offered insight into how one nation was perceived by the popu-
lation of another. The Lithuanian embassy in London could, for instance, 
analyze the comments posted in response to its tweets as well as their 
sentiment to identify which Lithuanian policies are viewed as conten-
tious by the British public. Such information could then be sent to the 
Lithuanian MFA to be integrated into the policy formulation process. 
Nowadays, Israeli, Polish, New Zealand, and U.S. embassies routinely 
integrate information gathered from digital platforms into their reporting  
to the MFA (A. Lutyens, personal communication, July 10, 2018; Israel 
MFA, 2017; Manor, 2016).



292  I. MANOR

The migration of power back to embassies and ambassadors is intrin-
sically linked to their newfound ability to gather valuable information 
online. As Wichowski states, information is the force that powers deci-
sion-making. It enables the identification of threats, the mapping of allies 
and foes, and the coordination of joint ventures. Information is thus a 
government’s most valuable foreign policy asset (Wichowski, 2015,  
p. 59).

Studies have, however, shown that an embassy’s use of digital plat-
forms is often reliant on the ambassador’s attitude toward digitaliza-
tion. Embassies headed by ambassadors who regard digital platforms as 
an asset are more likely to utilize digital platforms in public diplomacy 
activities. Such embassies are also more likely to use digital technolo-
gies in innovative ways (Manor, 2016). Conversely, embassies headed by 
ambassadors who regard digital platforms as a liability are likely to be 
inactive online. Thus, ambassadors now serve as digital gatekeepers. For 
this reason, MFAs often offer special digital training to their ambassa-
dors. In the Finnish MFA, for example, each ambassador receives one-
on-one digital training before being sent abroad, while in the Israeli 
MFA, ambassadors are collectively trained during the weeks leading up 
to their assignments (ibid.). Even the Lithuanian MFA, which has yet to 
create a structured training program, offers digital training to ambassa-
dors appointed to prominent capitals (R. Paulauskas, personal communi-
cation, July 25, 2018).

Yet ambassadors can also use digital tools themselves to obtain pub-
lic diplomacy goals. By establishing a digital presence, ambassadors can 
interact with the citizens of a foreign nation, influence the image of 
their own nations, and create digital ties with opinion makers includ-
ing journalists, bloggers, and citizen journalists. Even more importantly, 
ambassadors can use digital tools to help their followers’ make sense 
of the world around them. As foreign policy experts, ambassadors can 
interpret world events for their followers, explain how local and global 
processes impact one another, and narrate the actions of global actors. 
Ambassadors can also curate information for their followers thus help-
ing them sift through the digital wasteland of Too Much Information 
(TMI). Lastly, ambassadors can expose digital publics to their nation’s 
culture, values, and norms, thus building bridges between two nations.

Despite digitalization’s impact on the role of ambassadors, few stud-
ies to date have investigated how ambassadors utilize digital technologies 
toward public diplomacy goals. Moreover, few studies have examined 
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if ambassadors attract digital publics and help extend the digital reach 
of their embassies. Lastly, no studies to date have examined if and how 
ambassadors leverage digital tools to establish an authentic digital pres-
ence. This chapter aims to address these three gaps. To do so, it first 
evaluates the extent to which ambassadors contribute to the digital reach 
of their embassies. Next, the chapter presents three case studies that illus-
trate how ambassadors use digital platforms toward public diplomacy 
goals. Finally, the chapter explores how ambassadors can create a dis-
tinct brand that can attract digital publics. The following section offers a 
quantitative analysis of the digital reach of ambassadors.

the APPeAl of AmbAssAdors

The digital appeal of ambassadors may stem both from their rank and 
their craft. Even though ambassadors are no longer as extraordinary  
and plenipotentiary as they once were, their occupation is still accom-
panied by a certain degree of prestige. Ambassadors remain the sole 
representatives of their nation in a foreign land, they have the authority 
to speak on behalf of their government, they are granted access to the 
highest echelons of power both at home and in their capital of posting, 
they have a seat at the table of international negotiations, they are regu-
larly exposed to secret and confidential information, and their title is still 
affixed as her or his “excellency.” Moreover, while they are embroiled in 
the machinery of governments, they are not politicians, but rather civil 
servants who have successfully climbed the ladder of international diplo-
macy while serving at posts all over the world. Ambassadors are thus not 
spin doctors, but rather, are dedicated professionals whose role is still 
shrouded in an aura of credibility and legitimacy as they are the care-
takers of global peace. People hoping to learn about the world may thus 
turn to these professionals.

The appeal of ambassadors also stems from their craft. Ambassadors 
are experts who can explain complex foreign policy issues in layman’s 
terms. As such, they can offer digital publics a compelling analysis of 
world events. Ambassadors are also accustomed to viewing the world as 
a global chessboard, in which an action on one part of the board leads 
to an immediate reaction in another (Slaughter, 2017). Ambassadors can 
thus help digital publics understand the workings of a globally intercon-
nected world in which the policies of one nation immediately impact the 
policies and priorities of another. Such sense-making is in great demand 
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given that the global world is a liquid one in which new modalities of 
power constantly emerge. For instance, superpowers such as the USA 
still exist, yet they cannot fully exercise their superpower as they must 
consider the actions of new dominant nations. Moreover, regional con-
flicts now have global repercussions and vice versa, as was evident during 
the Crimean crisis, which morphed into a global crisis between the USA 
and Russia. Lastly, new and old powers constantly attempt to assert their 
influence over regional affairs, leading to a cobweb of conflicting inter-
ests. The Syrian Civil War, for instance, saw Syrian, Russian, and Iranian 
armies fight rebels backed by the USA and Saudi Arabia. In such a liquid 
and interconnected world, ambassadors can serve as a digital hitchhiker’s 
guide to the universe (Bauman & Lyon, 2016).

Notably, ambassadors have seats at international summits and nego-
tiations. As such, they can offer publics a “behind the scenes look” at 
the inner workings of diplomacy. Ambassadors also have in-depth knowl-
edge of specific diplomatic domains. An ambassador to the World Trade 
Organization will be intimately familiar with the challenges facing global 
financial corporations, while ambassadors to the United Nations (UN) 
Human Rights Council will have insight into the workings of NGOs and 
UN agencies. CEOs of companies or directors of NGOs may thus fol-
low ambassadors on digital platforms to obtain knowledge that is crucial 
to their organization’s success. Finally, ambassadors can bring their own 
style and flair to digital platforms, thus speaking with unique and authen-
tic voices. This may be more appealing to digital publics than an embassy 
account operated by an unknown and invisible digital team that is over-
burdened with official protocol.

The rank and craft of ambassadors may thus enable them to attract 
diverse digital publics, ranging from citizens looking to make sense of 
the world around them to journalists, politicians, other members of the 
diplomatic community, civil society organizations, NGOs, and busi-
ness leaders. By doing so, ambassadors can increase the digital reach of 
their embassy and even diversify the audiences with which the embassy 
interacts. While diasporas may flock to embassy digital profiles, journal-
ists may prefer to interact with ambassadors. To examine the extent to 
which ambassadors contribute to their embassies’ digital reach, this chap-
ter calculated the number of Twitter followers that embassies and their 
ambassadors attract. The decision to focus on Twitter rather than other 
digital platforms stemmed from the finding that MFAs view Twitter as a 
tool for information gathering, while Facebook is a tool for relationship 
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management (Bjola, 2018). Given the assumption that ambassadors’ dig-
ital appeal rests on the information they share and the analyses they offer, 
Twitter was more relevant to this analysis than Facebook or other digital 
platforms such as LinkedIn and Instagram.

Four samples were used to calculate the contributions of  ambassadors 
to their embassies’ digital reach. The Twitter accounts of all embassies 
and ambassadors were accessed and analyzed during June of 2018. The 
first of these consisted of the Twitter accounts of 33 London-based 
embassies and their ambassadors. London was selected given the high 
penetration of Twitter in the UK, as well as the fact that the diplomatic 
community in London has warmly embraced digital platforms. Most 
London-based embassies maintain a digital presence, and many are active 
on Twitter (Manor, 2017). The embassies and ambassadors included in 
the London sample were selected based on a desire to create a diverse 
sample in terms of world region and diffusion of digital technology (Van 
Dijck, 2017). The results of London’s analysis may be seen in Table 9.1.

As seen in Table 9.1, most ambassadors in the London sample con-
tribute substantially to the digital reach of their embassy. There are only 
eight ambassadors whose contribution to their embassies’ digital reach is 
smaller than 10% (Austria, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Greece, Ireland, 
Japan, and Slovenia). By comparison, there are ten ambassadors whose 
contribution to their embassy’s reach is greater than 50% (Afghanistan, 
Bolivia, Cyrus, Gabon, Georgia, Iran, Latvia, Lebanon, Namibia, and 
Slovakia). These ambassadors thus attract more Twitter followers than 
their embassies. There are also three ambassadors whose contribution 
to their embassy’s reach is greater than 80% (Afghanistan, Cyprus, and 
Iran). The average contribution of a London-based ambassador to his 
embassy’s overall digital reach is 36%. It should, however, be noted that 
the average number of Twitter followers that ambassadors attract is sig-
nificantly lower than that of their embassies. In conclusion, the results of 
the London sample suggest that ambassadors can substantially increase 
the digital reach of their embassy.

To further test ambassadors’ possible contributions to their embas-
sies’ digital reach, an additional sample of 30 Washington-based embas-
sies was analyzed. As was the case with the UK, Washington was selected 
due to the high penetration of Twitter in the USA and its adoption by 
embassies and diplomats. Moreover, embassies to Washington, D.C. tend 
to have large staffs given the importance of the USA to global diplo-
macy. This translates into more staffers who can help manage the digital 
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Table 9.1 The contributions of London-based ambassadors to their embassies’ 
digital reach

aAs a percentage of the number of followers of both the ambassador and the embassy. The analysis did 
not identify users who may follow both the ambassador and the embassy

Country Number of 
followers—ambassador

Number of 
followers—embassy

Ambassador’s con-
tribution to digital 
reach (%)a

Afghanistan 32,455 5659 85
Argentina 1425 3878 27
Australia 7640 9451 45
Austria 146 3155 4
Bolivia 489 296 62
Canada 3128 15,705 17
Cyprus 14,924 936 94
Denmark 668 7117 9
Estonia 182 2697 6
Finland 344 7096 5
Gabon 469 357 57
Georgia 2050 1018 67
Germany 2509 11,060 18
Greece 461 9781 5
Iran 8013 228 97
Ireland 2402 26,282 8
Israel 16,538 58,040 22
Japan 1040 13,413 7
Jordan 508 561 48
Latvia 1539 1468 51
Lebanon 283 140 67
Lithuania 2154 2515 46
Malawi 1398 2139 40
Namibia 761 536 59
Netherlands 1659 9533 15
Norway 1610 4067 28
Qatar 8423 22,197 28
Russia 23,310 81,337 22
Rwanda 1643 5929 22
Slovakia 2179 2100 51
Slovenia 197 2823 67
Sweden 4125 6831 38
USA 25,149 57,384 30
Average 5146 11,386 36
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presence of ambassadors. As activity breeds digital followers, it was 
expected that the Washington sample would offer even more conclusive 
findings than the London sample. The results of the Washington analysis 
may be seen in Table 9.2.

Table 9.2 The contributions of Washington-based ambassadors to their embas-
sies’ digital reach

aAs a percentage of the number of followers of both the ambassador and the embassy. The analysis did 
not identify users who may follow both the ambassador and the embassy

Country Number of 
followers—ambassador

Number of 
followers—embassy

Ambassador’s contri-
bution to digital reach 
(%)a

Afghanistan 53,050 55,352 49
Australia 188,628 16,254 92
Austria 2853 4607 38
Canada 6150 9450 39
Cuba 11,891 6683 64
Denmark 4907 21,773 18
Finland 1728 9072 16
France 43,489 37,215 54
Georgia 3007 5635 35
Germany 9693 38,027 20
Iceland 1174 4029 23
Indonesia 581 16,903 3
Ireland 17,411 22,816 43
Israel 71,161 186,416 28
Jordan 6963 55,893 11
Latvia 1457 2675 35
Libya 1498 692 68
Lithuania 1339 1339 50
Mexico 7017 16,115 30
Netherlands 2503 37,942 6
New Zealand 3529 390 90
Norway 4562 11,922 28
Qatar 34,736 17,134 67
Rwanda 10,350 6844 60
Saudi Arabia 282,292 99,309 74
Slovakia 688 1586 30
Sweden 2156 20,838 9
Switzerland 3863 5860 40
Turkey 26,117 13,529 66
UK 10,064 58,154 15
Average 27,162 26,148 40
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As was assumed, the Washington sample is even more  demonstrative 
of ambassadors’ substantial contributions to their embassies’ digital 
reach. There are only three ambassadors whose contributions to their 
embassy’s reach is smaller than 10% (Indonesia, the Netherlands, and 
Sweden), while one-third of the ambassadors in the Washington sam-
ple increase their embassy’s reach by more than 50% (Australia, Cuba, 
France, Libya, Lithuania, New Zealand, Qatar, Rwanda, Saudi Arabia, 
and Turkey). As such, one-third of ambassadors in the Washington sam-
ple attract more Twitter followers than their embassies. The average con-
tribution of a London-based ambassador to his embassy’s overall digital 
reach is 40%. Notably, the average ambassador’s digital reach was greater 
than that of the average embassy.

The results of the London and Washington samples both demonstrate 
that ambassadors can increase the reach and contribute to the digital 
presence of their embassy. Moreover, both the London and Washington 
samples attest to ambassadors’ digital appeal. However, it is possible that 
the results of these analyses cannot be generalized to other countries 
given the high penetration of Twitter and its adoption by the diplomatic 
communities in the UK and the USA. As such, this chapter compared 
the Twitter reach of embassies and ambassadors in two MFAs—Denmark 
and the Netherlands. These samples enabled a cross-national comparison 
that moved beyond a single capital.

The decision to focus on the Danish and Dutch MFAs stemmed 
from the fact that both have recently taken measures to further facili-
tate their process of digitalization. In the case of the Danish MFA, this 
has included the appointment of a tech ambassador tasked with man-
aging relationships with the tech industry (Danish MFA, 2017). With  
offices in the UK, USA (California) and China, the tech ambassador is 
also responsible for creating networks and partnerships with tech com-
panies with the hopes of finding innovative solutions to complex chal-
lenges. The Dutch MFA recently launched a central social media unit 
titled “The Newsroom”, tasked with monitoring and analyzing infor-
mation on digital platforms and using such information to inform 
 policy-making (Newsroom, 2015). In 2018, the Dutch MFA also held 
a digital diplomacy camp, which brought together hundreds of diplo-
mats, media professionals and academics, for a two-day discussion on the 
future of public diplomacy and digitalization. It was thus assumed that 
both MFAs place an emphasis on digital activities and would thus moti-
vate their ambassadors to be active on digital platforms.
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Second, this chapter focused on the Dutch and Danish MFAs as few 
studies to date have examined their digital activities, even though both 
have long since begun their processes of digitalization. The Dutch MFA 
established its digital presence in 2009, while Denmark was utilizing dig-
ital technologies in 2013. Lastly, both MFAs were selected given their 
limited resources when compared with MFAs of wealthier and larger 
countries. Limited resources may further motivate embassies and ambas-
sadors to utilize digital platforms as a means of augmenting their public 
diplomacy activities. Tables 9.3 and 9.4 include the results of the Dutch 
and Danish samples.

Table 9.3 The contributions of Dutch ambassadors to their embassies’ digital 
reach

aAs a percentage of the number of followers of both the ambassador and the embassy. The analysis did 
not identify users who may follow both the ambassador and the embassy

Country Number of 
followers—ambassador

Number of 
followers—embassy

Ambassador’s con-
tribution to digital 
reach (%)a

Bulgaria 2624 2439 52
Cuba 1203 409 75
Hong Kong 1896 1889 50
Hungary 2007 646 76
Indonesia 2423 6854 26
Israel 367 1360 21
Kenya 5730 2820 67
Libya 7159 2630 73
Macedonia 3692 5673 39
Mexico 1734 2429 42
Munich 1085 533 67
Palestine 440 371 54
Philippines 658 674 49
Serbia 2307 2606 47
Singapore 1973 2193 47
South Africa 3353 10,678 24
Sweden 835 756 52
Uganda 1853 3587 34
United Kingdom 1695 9553 15
United Nations in 
New York

23,221 2998 89

USA 2503 37,942 6
Average 3274 4716 48
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When compiling the Dutch sample, it was discovered that only 21 
Dutch ambassadors are active on Twitter in addition to their embassy. 
In most capitals, the Dutch digital presence is limited either to an 
ambassador’s Twitter channel or an embassy’s channel. Yet, the average 
Dutch ambassador included in the sample extends the digital reach of 
his embassy by 48%. There is only one ambassador in the sample whose 
contribution to his embassy’s digital reach is less than 10% (the USA), 
while there are 9 ambassadors whose contributions are greater than 
50% (Bulgaria, Cuba, Hong Kong, Hungary, Kenya, Libya, Munich, 
Palestine, and the United Nations in New York). The Dutch sample 
therefore also suggests that ambassadors can substantially extend the 
reach of their embassy on digital platforms, even in countries where 
Twitter penetration is relatively lower (Israel and Palestine) or where 
Internet penetration is relatively lower (Kenya, Libya, and Uganda). 

Table 9.4 The contributions of Danish ambassadors to their embassies’ digital 
reach

aAs a percentage of the number of followers of both the ambassador and the embassy. The analysis did 
not identify users who may follow both the ambassador and the embassy

Country Number of 
followers—ambassador

Number of 
followers—embassy

Ambassador’s con-
tribution to digital 
reach (%)a

Australia 701 511 58
Croatia 402 737 35
Egypt 762 1890 29
EU 310 3573 8
France 979 1180 45
Geneva 2612 4596 36
Germany 1166 988 54
India 3724 1695 69
Ireland 1083 791 58
Japan 1958 46,358 4
Netherlands 820 94 90
Poland 791 803 50
Saudi Arabia 1418 78 95
UK 667 7117 9
United Nations in 
New York

3361 18,525 15

USA 4907 21,772 18
Average 1604 6919 42
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The results of the Danish sample were equally conclusive, as the aver-
age Danish ambassador extends the digital reach of his embassy by 
42%. Indeed, in six of the 16 embassies evaluated, the Danish ambas-
sador’s contribution is greater than 50%. However, as was the case with 
the Dutch MFA, it was discovered that only 16 Danish ambassadors are 
active on Twitter in addition to their embassy, a surprisingly low figure.

In summary, the results presented in this section demonstrate that 
ambassadors can substantially increase the digital reach of their embassies 
and contribute to their public diplomacy activities. Yet ambassadors can 
also use digital platforms to foster their own ties with digital publics and 
offer such publics added values: insight, analysis, information, curation 
and a “behind the scenes” look at international diplomacy. The following 
section includes three case studies that demonstrate how ambassadors 
can leverage digital technologies to create their own digital following.

the disAPPeAring bAckstAge of diPlomAcy

For most of the twentieth-century, diplomacy was practiced behind an 
iron curtain. While diplomats would often pose for collective photo-
graphs, these were taken either before or after diplomatic deliberations. 
Diplomacy itself still took place within the inner sanctums of great pal-
aces and hotels or behind the closed doors of historic halls. It was thus 
possible to distinguish between the stage of diplomacy (or the area in 
which diplomacy was portrayed), and the backstage of diplomacy (or the 
area in which diplomacy was practiced) (Shimazu, 2014). The invasion 
of communication technologies into the backstage of diplomacy began 
in the 1960s. It was in this decade that television cameras first enabled 
viewers to witness diplomatic deliberations in near-real time. Such was 
the case with the televised broadcast of the diplomatic duel between the 
American ambassador to the UN, Adlai Stevenson, and his Russian coun-
terpart, Valeiran Zorin, during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Stevenson’s rev-
elation of Soviet ballistic missiles in Cuba stunned both the diplomats 
seated at the UN and the viewers of the evening news.

While the media’s intrusion into diplomacy’s backstage continued 
during the 1970s and into the 1990s, it could still be manipulated by 
diplomats. If diplomats believed that the presence of cameras might aid 
their diplomatic efforts, then journalists were allowed behind closed 
doors. If diplomats thought that cameras might curtail diplomatic 
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efforts, they were left outside. As such, the media became a tool for 
applying diplomatic pressure. Such was the case during the 1990 peace 
negotiations when a frustrated U.S. Secretary of State James Baker 
berated the Israeli delegation for their negative approach (Friedman, 
1990) and stated: “If that’s going to be the approach, and that’s going 
to be the attitude, there won’t be any dialogue. And there won’t be any 
peace…And so, it’s gonna take some really good faith, and affirmative 
effort on part of our good friends from Israel. And if we don’t get it, and 
if we can’t get it quickly, I have to tell you Mr. Levin that everybody over 
there [in Israel] should know that the telephone number [of the State 
Department] is 1-202-456-1414. When you’re serious about peace call 
us.” Baker’s rebuke was deliberately targeted at the cameras knowing full 
well that it would dominate the evening news cycle and portray Israel as 
the obstacle to peace in the Middle East.

Two events at the turn of the century increased the pressure on dip-
lomats to allow cameras into the backstage of diplomacy. The first was 
the advent of CNN and the 24-hour news cycle, which necessitated a 
constant stream of news stories, images, and revelations. To meet the 
media’s hunger for news, diplomats allowed cameras a supposed glimpse 
into the backstage of diplomacy. Such was the case with photographs 
that depicted Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak and Syrian Foreign 
Minister Farouk Ashara conferring with President Bill Clinton during a 
1999 peace summit. Yet the intimacy captured by the cameras was not 
authentic. It was a well-orchestrated moment meant to offer the media 
voyeur a “behind the scenes” look at the inner workings of diplomacy 
and meet the demand for constant news.

The second event that infringed on the backstage of diplomacy was 
the emergence of the digital society. As was elaborated in Chapter 2, 
the values and norms of the digital society dictate the behavior that is 
demanded of digital society members. The norms celebrated by the dig-
ital society are those of openness and authenticity. Additionally, secrets 
are not allowed in the digital society as everything once done in private 
must now be done in public (Bauman & Lyon, 2016). This demand 
stems from the financial logic of the digital society and the need to pro-
vide a steady stream of information that can be analyzed by algorithms 
and monetized by tech companies. Every post, comment, and share is 
a bit of information that can be used to generate knowledge on digi-
tal users. It is knowledge that enables companies to tailor individuals’ 
online experiences, to sell them products, and to tailor advertisements 
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to individuals’ life interests. As part of the process of digitalization, dip-
lomats and diplomatic institutions have also made public that which was 
once private. For if diplomats wish to attract digital publics, build rela-
tionships with these publics, and shape how they view the world, then 
diplomats must also lift the veil of secrecy from diplomacy. For this rea-
son, ambassadors now use digital platforms to offer online publics a look 
at the backstage of diplomacy.

Causey and Howard (2013) have stated that digital media have com-
plicated diplomacy as they facilitate the exposure of diplomacy’s back-
stage. Yet as the case studies reviewed in this chapter will show, diplomats 
can still limit the extent to which the backstage of diplomacy is exposed. 
One early example of transparent diplomacy was the Geneva 2 confer-
ence, held in January of 2014. The Geneva conference, co-sponsored 
by Russia and the USA, aimed to resolve the Syrian Civil War through 
direct negotiations between the Syrian government and Syrian rebels. 
Twitter users following the hashtag #Geneva2 were given direct access 
to the backstage of diplomacy as diplomats within the room were 
live-tweeting the deliberations. For instance, diplomats from both the 
UK and Russia tweeted images of the various delegations assembled in 
the conference room, thus informing Twitter users of who had been 
granted a seat at the negotiating table (Fig. 9.1).

Next, diplomats tweeted the position of each delegation. One tweet 
by the UN Relief and Aid Work Agency for Palestine quoted UN 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon as saying “All Syrians are looking to 
you gathered here to end the unspeakable human suffering.” A tweet 
by the U.S. embassy to Syria quoted Secretary of State John Kerry as 
saying that President Bashar Assad and “those who have supported him 
can no longer hold an entire nation and a region hostage.” The Qatari 
MFA quoted its Minister’s conclusion that “Our duty compels us not to 
deceive the people and not to cave in at movements of despair.” Twitter 
followers thus knew who was represented in the negotiating room, what 
their positions were, and what solutions were being discussed (Manor, 
2014). Followers also had a visual glimpse into the backchannel negotia-
tions taking place within the negotiating room, as is evident in the tweet 
in Fig. 9.2. So it was that the backstage of diplomacy grew even smaller.

The Geneva case study is important for two reasons. First, it demon-
strates that the increased transparency of diplomacy is not a new phe-
nomenon. The impact of digitalization on the working routines and 
communicative norms of diplomats were already taking shape in 2014. 
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Yet most of the tweets emanating from Geneva were authored by MFAs, 
not ambassadors. As such, the Geneva case study also demonstrates that 
the process of digitalization of MFAs and of individual diplomats can 
progress at different paces.

Nowadays, ambassadors are more prone to offering their followers 
access to the backstage of diplomacy. One notable example is the British 
diplomat Karen Pierce, who became the UK’s Permanent Representative 
to the United Nations in March of 2018. Pierce, who joined Twitter 
in May of 2015, routinely publishes tweets from within the inner cor-
ridors of multilateral diplomacy. An analysis of Pierce’s Twitter activ-
ities since assuming her new positions suggests that she publishes four 

Fig. 9.1 Delegations assembled at 2014 Geneva 2 conference (Source 
https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/425913644925210624?ref_
s r c = t w s r c % 5 E t f w % 7 C t w c a m p % 5 E t w e e t e m b e d % 7 C t w t e r -
m%5E425913644925210624&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fdigdipblog.
com%2F2014%2F04%2F02%2Fdigital-diplomacy-what-is-it-good-for%2F)

https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/425913644925210624%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%257Ctwcamp%255Etweetembed%257Ctwterm%255E425913644925210624%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fdigdipblog.com%252F2014%252F04%252F02%252Fdigital-diplomacy-what-is-it-good-for%252F
https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/425913644925210624%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%257Ctwcamp%255Etweetembed%257Ctwterm%255E425913644925210624%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fdigdipblog.com%252F2014%252F04%252F02%252Fdigital-diplomacy-what-is-it-good-for%252F
https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/425913644925210624%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%257Ctwcamp%255Etweetembed%257Ctwterm%255E425913644925210624%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fdigdipblog.com%252F2014%252F04%252F02%252Fdigital-diplomacy-what-is-it-good-for%252F
https://twitter.com/mfa_russia/status/425913644925210624%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%257Ctwcamp%255Etweetembed%257Ctwterm%255E425913644925210624%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fdigdipblog.com%252F2014%252F04%252F02%252Fdigital-diplomacy-what-is-it-good-for%252F
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types of tweets. The first includes brief updates on deliberations at the 
UN Security Council alongside images from these deliberations. Such 
tweets offer digital publics real-time access into one of the world’s most 
prestigious diplomatic forums. One such tweet, published on July 13, 
2018, stated: “We do not advance peace by ignoring atrocities. Today’s 
@UNSC-led [UN Security Council] #UNSC resolution is designed 
to protect the people of #South Sudan” by “limiting the flow of weap-
ons that fuel the conflict” and “imposing sanctions against 2 individuals 
who have caused immeasurable suffering.” The tweet included an image 
of Pierce and other UN permanent representatives voting in favor of a 

Fig. 9.2 Backchannel negotiations at Geneva 2 conference (Source 
https://twitter.com/StateDept/status/425996642504818688?ref_
s r c = t w s r c % 5 E t f w % 7 C t w c a m p % 5 E t w e e t e m b e d % 7 C t w t e r -
m%5E425996642504818688&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fdigdipblog.
com%2F2014%2F04%2F02%2Fdigital-diplomacy-what-is-it-good-for%2F)

https://twitter.com/StateDept/status/425996642504818688%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%257Ctwcamp%255Etweetembed%257Ctwterm%255E425996642504818688%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fdigdipblog.com%252F2014%252F04%252F02%252Fdigital-diplomacy-what-is-it-good-for%252F
https://twitter.com/StateDept/status/425996642504818688%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%257Ctwcamp%255Etweetembed%257Ctwterm%255E425996642504818688%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fdigdipblog.com%252F2014%252F04%252F02%252Fdigital-diplomacy-what-is-it-good-for%252F
https://twitter.com/StateDept/status/425996642504818688%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%257Ctwcamp%255Etweetembed%257Ctwterm%255E425996642504818688%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fdigdipblog.com%252F2014%252F04%252F02%252Fdigital-diplomacy-what-is-it-good-for%252F
https://twitter.com/StateDept/status/425996642504818688%3fref_src%3dtwsrc%255Etfw%257Ctwcamp%255Etweetembed%257Ctwterm%255E425996642504818688%26ref_url%3dhttps%253A%252F%252Fdigdipblog.com%252F2014%252F04%252F02%252Fdigital-diplomacy-what-is-it-good-for%252F
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Security Council resolution on South Sudan. A similar tweet, published 
on the 15th of May, decried the loss of Palestinian lives following violent 
clashes between Palestinian protestors and Israeli Defense Forces along 
the Gaza border. The ambassador’s adamant condemnation of Israeli 
violence was accompanied by an image of the UN Security Council 
observing a moment of silence in memory of those who perished  
(Fig. 9.3).

Fig. 9.3 Karen Pierce tweets from within the Security Council chamber (Source 
https://twitter.com/KarenPierceUN/status/996405221369753600)

https://twitter.com/KarenPierceUN/status/996405221369753600
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Another type of tweet published by Pierce focuses on UN Security 
Council visits to conflict areas. For instance, in May of 2018, the 
Permanent Representative published several tweets from the Security 
Council’s visit to Burma, where it assessed the humanitarian plight of the 
Rohingya forced to flee their homes earlier that year. One tweet included 
a video taken from a helicopter flying over northern Burma and was 
accompanied by the words “More today, the #UNSC visited northern 
#Rakhine in #Burma. Flying overhead, the scale of devastation becomes 
clear. #Rohingya crisis.” The video, viewed by more than 18,000 Twitter 
users, not only offered digital publics insight into the workings of the 
Security Council and its missions abroad, but also offered a prism or 
frame through which digital publics could interpret the situation unfold-
ing on the ground in Burma: that of a humanitarian disaster. Later that 
same day, Pierce published a tweet that included two images: one from 
the Security Council’s meeting with Burmese officials and another from 
a meeting with military personnel. The text of the tweet stated that the 
Security Council pressured Burma to create the conditions necessary for 
the Rohingya to return home and to thoroughly investigate the violence 
against them. Digital publics were thus granted real-time access into dip-
lomatic deliberations.

A third type of tweet includes press statements issued by Security 
Council members. One such tweet from April 22, 2018 stated that the 
Security Council had discussed the situation in Syria and agreed that 
there was a need to reinvigorate attempts to find a political solution 
to the crisis and address the possible use of chemical weapons in Syria. 
The tweet was accompanied by a brief press statement that was cap-
tured with a digital device’s camera. Digital followers of the Permanent 
Representative were thus directly privy to information that would nor-
mally be disseminated to the media first and after that to the public. 
These tweets, which offer digital publics direct access to diplomatic agree-
ments, demonstrate how digitalization has changed the traditional rela-
tionship between the media, diplomats, and global citizens. Diplomats 
can now bypass the media and communicate news and frames directly to 
global publics.

Lastly, Pierce often publishes tweets that capture the human element 
of diplomacy. Such tweets usually consist of images of the Permanent 
Representative conferring with her peers, laughing with colleagues, 
or taking a break from multilateral diplomacy to congratulate peers 
appointed to new roles. It is these tweets that serve to offer a “behind the 
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scenes” look at diplomacy that can satisfy the voyeurs of the digital soci-
ety. Causey and Howard (2013) argued that authenticity is key to digital 
outreach, with authenticity defined as a balance between formal and infor-
mal communication. Pierce seems to strike that balance quite brilliantly.

curAting informAtion

As was explored in Chapter 2, the digital society is one in which individ-
uals face a daily barrage of TMI (Miller & Horst, 2017). Digital soci-
ety members cannot hope to read all the status updates posted by their 
friends or all the articles recommended by social media platforms, nor 
can they view all videos published by celebrities or trending GIFs cir-
culating the Twitterverse. From the perspective of the societal prism, 
it is possible that digital society members are drowned by design. The 
daily tidal wave of TMI may be an instrument to increase adoration of 
and trust in algorithms, for it is algorithms that tailor individuals’ digital 
experiences and filter the information that reaches them. As such, algo-
rithms guarantee that individuals see and access only that which is rele-
vant or of interest to them.

Ambassadors can also help digital society members navigate their way 
across the high seas of TMI. Given their expertise and knowledge of 
international affairs, ambassadors can identify credible sources of infor-
mation for their followers, recommend specific publications and media 
outlets, share insightful analysis, highlight important news stories or pol-
icy briefs, and separate fact from fiction. By curating information, ambas-
sadors can also help their followers make sense of the world around them 
and, importantly, help stem the flow of disinformation and alternative 
facts.

One ambassador who routinely curates information for his followers 
is the EU’s ambassador to the USA, David O’Sullivan. The ambassador 
joined Twitter in October of 2014 and has amassed more than 8,000 
followers as of August 2018. An analysis of tweets published by the EU 
ambassador between April and August of 2018 suggests that O’Sullivan 
practices information curation on a nearly daily basis. Throughout the 
period of April to August, O’Sullivan published a host of tweets titled 
“Today’s Must Read” or “Today’s Must Watch.” These tweets referred 
his followers to statements by EU officials regarding future trade relations 
between the EU and the USA, a joint statement by the EU and NATO 
on how to increase security on both sides of the Atlantic, opinion articles  
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in the Washington Post dealing with trade tariffs imposed by the USA on 
imports from the EU, and a New York Times article that offers “a clear 
explanation of the economic realities behind deficits and surplus.” Other 
“Must Reads” included opinion pieces written by EU officials or EU 
ambassadors, both in the USA and abroad.

While the ambassadors’ tweets offered followers a daily recommen-
dation of relevant and important news stories, they tended to focus on 
the issue of U.S.-EU trade. One tweet, published on August 3, 2018, 
referred followers to a statement by the EU Foreign Secretary. The tweet 
also quoted the EU Foreign Secretary as saying, “In a world that is ter-
ribly unpredictable and un-strategic, you can count on us [i.e., the EU] 
as a predictable and reliable partner.” This tweet demonstrates that the 
ambassador curates information to help his followers make sense of the 
world around them. In an unpredictable world, Twitter users should 
regard the EU as a credible partner.

Notably, while in 2018 O’Sullivan focused on trade issues, in 2015, 
his information-curating activities focused on the EU’s measures to 
stabilize the Greek economy (Manor, 2015). As such, the ambassa-
dor seems to utilize digital platforms to identify the issues that are of 
greatest importance to the EU and to set the agenda for his Twitter 
followers. Presently, the ambassador also recommends specific journal-
ists. For instance, on April 2, 2018, O’Sullivan referred his followers 
to an op-ed published by Tom Wheeler, chairman of the U.S. Federal 
Communications Commission, dealing with EU attempts to regulate 
privacy on social media sites. This tweet not only identified a credible 
source of information, but also portrayed the EU as a leading force in 
the struggle to ensure the privacy of social media users in the post-Cam-
bridge Analytica age. These kinds of tweets therefore create a positive 
frame, or prism, through which the EU may be viewed by the ambassa-
dor’s followers.

Finally, the ambassador often published tweets that invoked the words 
“truth” and “facts.” One such tweet, published on July 17, 2018 and 
shown in Fig. 9.4, included “useful facts” on how the EU automotive 
industry benefits the American economy. Another tweet from the 10th 
of June stated, “Truth on tariffs? The USA currently imposes individual 
tariffs rates of more than 15% on 330 separate manufactured EU goods. 
Yet when US companies sell their products to the EU, they encounter 
only 45 such tariff peaks.” Similarly, another recommendation about a 
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newspaper story began with the words “Facts show that Europe is the 
best trading partner of the U.S.” 

The rhetoric of facts and truth is not coincidental. Rather, it serves 
to separate the ambassador and the content he recommends from “fake” 
or false news stories and alternative facts that make their way across dig-
ital platforms. By making claims to truth and facts, the ambassador lends 
his prestige and rank to the information that he curates for his followers. 
This may increase followers’ willingness to engage meaningfully with the 
sources of information that O’Sullivan identifies. Notably, by employing 
the rhetoric of facts and truth, the ambassador may also be able to create 
a positive association between the EU and truth, thus once again manag-
ing the image of the EU in the USA.

Fig. 9.4 EU ambassador curating information for Twitter followers (Source 
https://twitter.com/EUAmbUS/status/1019228571120828416)

https://twitter.com/EUAmbUS/status/1019228571120828416
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David O’Sullivan’s digital activities are important given the political 
entity he represents. The digitalization of the EU’s public diplomacy may 
represent an anomaly when compared with other MFAs. This is because 
the EU’s foreign ministry, the External Action Service, was only estab-
lished in 2010. Thus, unlike other MFAs, EU public diplomacy has always 
been practiced in the digital age. The External Action Service may thus 
have been spared some of the growing pains associated with the process 
of digitalization, including the need to transition from broadcast to com-
municative paradigms, the adopting of risk-tolerant communicative prac-
tices, the creation of new working routines, and the establishment of new 
departments. Yet EU digital activities also face challenges that are not com-
mon among other MFAs. As was stated at a recent conference at Oxford 
University, EU diplomatic communiques must be approved or repre-
sent the positions of all 28 member states. This prevents the EU’s digital 
team from commenting on events as they unfold and practicing real-time 
diplomacy. Moreover, the digital team may only deal with issues that have 
obtained consensus among member states. This substantially limits the 
diversity of issues that may be addressed online and prevents the digital 
team from addressing contentious issues that are being debated by digital 
publics. Recent rifts within the EU, such as the rise of authoritarian regimes 
in Eastern Europe, may further hamper EU digital communications exactly 
at a time when digital publics may be in greater need of clarity and analysis.

However, it is through digital platforms that the vision of the EU as a 
political actor may be brought to life. By using a single Twitter account 
bearing the insignia of the EU, the 28 member states can speak with one 
voice, promote a single and coherent foreign policy, and offer a single 
perspective on global events and actors. It is thus on digital platforms that 
the EU can become like any other nation state. While digital activities 
may be hampered at the ministry level, it is at the ambassadorial level that 
the benefits of digitalization can be fully leveraged. As O’Sullivan’s case 
study demonstrates, EU ambassadors can utilize digital platforms to pro-
mote a coherent foreign policy and identify the issues that are of greatest 
importance to the EU, thus bringing the dream of the EU to life.

A distinct ibrAnd

On June 6, 2015, columnist Maureen Dowd penned an article titled 
“From Paris, with Tough Love” in the New York Times. The article 
dealt with the tweets of the French ambassador to the USA, Gérard  
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Arnaud. With more than 43,000 followers on Twitter as of August 
2018, Arnaud is one of the most popular ambassadors in the USA. His 
popularity does not stem from the issues he addresses or the insight he 
provides, but from the tone that he has adopted on Twitter. Chapter 2 
of this book discussed the emergence of iBrands. It argued that within 
the digital society, all members are but brands that compete with one 
another over the attention of digital publics. To do so, individuals 
develop an authentic digital presence complete with a distinct appear-
ance, tone, vernacular, and interests.

Arnaud is a branding genius. As Dowd herself wrote in the New York 
Times article, “More striking, he has invented a new form of digital diplo-
macy for our cacophonous, hyperconnected age, a zesty undiplomatic 
diplomacy that has shaken up this staid marble capital.” The new form 
of diplomacy that Arnaud has invented is one characterized by frankness, 
bluntness, and directness. The French ambassador does not mince words, 
nor does he feel bound by the burdens of protocol, diplomatic etiquette, 
and double entendres. Perhaps the most obvious example is a tweet pub-
lished by the ambassador in response to Donald Trump’s assertion that 
France is the victim of terror attacks due to its lax gun regulations. “This 
message is repugnant in its lack of any human decency”, tweeted the 
French ambassador, adding the word “vulture” in reference to Trump.

Yet the attack on Trump is by no means the only example of Arnaud’s 
distinct tone on Twitter. On March 3, 2015, the ambassador addressed 
the negotiations between the Western powers and Iran pertaining to 
its nuclear weapons program. Much to the dismay of his American col-
leagues, Arnaud criticized the American negotiating position, tweeting: 
“Iran. We want a deal. They need a deal. The tactics and the result of 
the negotiation should reflect this asymmetry.” In a tweet from 2014, 
he stated, “The invasion of Iraq in 2003 was an unmitigated disaster of 
which the Iraqis and the international community are still paying the 
price.”

The Middle East is not the only policy area in which the French 
ambassador speaks his mind. In June of 2015, he published a tweet relat-
ing to the Greek financial crisis that stated “Nothing more unpleasant 
than the outpouring of hellenophobia in some circles. Greece needs our 
support and understanding.” One day later, he commented on allega-
tions that the USA was intercepting phone calls of European leaders and 
wrote “Fascinating that in the U.S. nobody cares that the NSA [National 
Security Agency] has been spying (on) ministers of allied countries. Spare 
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us the high moral ground please.” More recently, Arnaud has taken to 
commenting on newspaper and magazine articles. When in August of 
2018 the magazine Foreign Affairs tweeted that the past seven decades 
have been marked by peace, the ambassador replied “Seven decades of 
peace? Wars of Indochina, Korea, Vietnam, Bangladesh, Afghanistan, 
Iraq/Iran, 4 Arab/Israeli wars and a lot of others. Millions of dead. This 
title is a bad joke.”

Lastly, the French ambassador also tends to remind his followers of 
the underlying logic of the American financial system and its disastrous 
impact on the world. On August 8, 2018, Arnaud commented on the 
events that led to Britain’s decision to exit the EU, and tweeted: “Let’s 
not forget the economic consequences of neoliberal policies on blue-col-
lar workers and the lower middle-class.” A day later, the ambassador 
tweeted about a book he was reading titled Crashed: How a Decade of 
Financial Crisis Changed the World. Arnaud’s summary of the book 
was “Impressive, throughout, technical but understandable. The con-
sequences of unleashed greed.” Greed, for lack of a better word, being 
viewed as good by Wall Street. Given that “America’s Business is 
Business”, Arnaud’s tweets about neoliberalism are yet another example 
of his blunt and direct tone. When asked by the New York Times why he 
was so direct on Twitter, the ambassador answered that ambassadors no 
longer have access to the White House. The ambassador was thus using 
Twitter to get the attention of President Barack Obama, himself an afi-
cionado of Twitter.

The New York Times’ Maureen Dowd concluded that “Hierarchy and 
politesse be damned. Gérard Arnaud is the first great ambassador of the 
social media era. If Twitter is the digital French Revolution, full of rau-
cous democracy and gleeful beheadings, then the French ambassador 
has defected to the ‘Aux Barricades’ camp.” Dowd’s conclusion is that 
the ambassador has joined the digital proletariat and subsequently has 
adopted their digital tone. He no longer tweets like a member of the 
elites, nor is he bound to their norms and decorum. Yet from the per-
spective of the technological prism, it may be argued that Arnaud has 
simply created a captivating iBrand. Any ambassador hoping to narrate 
his nation’s policies, interact with digital publics, and shape their views of 
world events must first attract digital publics to his social media profiles. 
To do so, an ambassador must compete in the social media marketplace 
opposite all other iBrands ranging from heads of state to celebrities, 
YouTube stars, and social media personalities. Arnaud has been able to 
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win such competitions not because of the content he shares, but because 
of the distinct tone and style he has adopted. Among a sea of ambassa-
dors and diplomats he stands out; his brand eclipses all others. For some-
one so adamant in his rejection of neoliberal economics, his acceptance 
of the neoliberal logic of the digital society is striking.

Yet the question that must follow is, does the ambassador’s iBrand 
contribute to French public diplomacy activities in the USA? There 
are two answers to this question. Arnaud’s style has enabled him to 
attract followers from epistemic communities, or communities that are 
of great relevance to diplomacy. An analysis conducted for this chapter 
in July of 2018 examined the extent to which USA-based ambassadors 
attract global and local media outlets. The analysis included a sample of 
538 news accounts on Twitter first compiled by Manor and Pamment 
(2019). The sample includes global news agencies (e.g., AFP), global 
news channels (e.g., CNN, Sky News), global newspapers (e.g., New 
York Times, Le Monde), magazines (e.g., the Economist, Der Spiegel), 
editors-in-chief of prominent newspapers, diplomatic correspondents of 
prominent newspapers, and Internet-based news publications in every 
world region. Graph 9.1 includes the number of news channels that fol-
low 30 ambassadors to the USA.

As seen in Graph 9.1, the French ambassador attracts the largest num-
ber of news outlets and journalists on Twitter. While the average ambas-
sador attracts 5 news outlets and journalists, Arnaud boasts 38 followers, 
including global news outlets (France 24, CNN), columnists from the 
Washington Post and New York Times, editors of the Politico online 
magazine, and writers from French publications such as Le Monde. By 
attracting the media, Arnaud may be able to influence the reporting of 
prominent newspapers as journalists adopt his narration of French pol-
icies. Thus, he may be able to create a receptive environment for his 
nation’s foreign policy.

As Graph 9.2 shows, Arnaud is also one of the most popular ambas-
sadors to the USA in terms of the overall followers on Twitter. Out of a 
sample of 28 ambassadors introduced earlier in this chapter, the French 
ambassador is ranked third, with more than 40,000 followers. A geolo-
cation analysis of Arnaud’s Twitter followers using the FollowerWonk 
application in August of 2018 revealed that he attracts a global digital 
audience. The French ambassador has large follower hubs in France, 
the UK, and the USA and medium-sized follower hubs in Afghanistan, 
Australia, Austria, Germany, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Italy, Japan, Morocco, 
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Poland, Romania, Spain, and Latin America. He also has smaller num-
bers of followers Russia, South Korea and North Africa.

Yet while Arnaud’s iBrand is a popular one, it is not necessarily one 
that facilitates public diplomacy goals. The ambassador’s open criticism 
of American values and policies, his label of the U.S. President as a “vul-
ture”, and his overall blunt demeanor may make for amusing reading, 
but not much else. Indeed, American digital publics may feel resentment 
toward Arnaud that would prevent them from engaging meaningfully 
with his messages, taking note of his narration of world events, being 
receptive to his nation’s foreign policy objectives. Such was the case with 
a tweet that Arnaud published in May of 2015 that stated, “I know it is 
hard to say but: yes, invading Iraq was a mistake, yes, the French were 
right. Once you say it, you feel relieved.” The comments on these tweets 
were quite negative. One user stated, “We were wrong to do anything to 
help France in 1917 & 1941.” Another wrote “Please. I’m looking fwd 
[forward] to your twts [tweets] about France in ww2, Algeria, nuclear 
tests, sinking of ships. Let’s hear yr [your] mea culpas.” A third Twitter 
user suggested that France always felt relieved, even after its token 
resistance to the Nazis in World War II. It is thus possible that brand 
Arnaud is infringing on that of Brand France and even preventing France  

Graph 9.1 News outlets and journalists following ambassadors on Twitter
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from advancing its public diplomacy goals via digital means. In summary, 
like most digital society members Arnaud uses acrobatic fêtes to attract 
the gaze of digital publics. Like all members of the social media panop-
ticon, he self-regulates his digital behavior so as to attract attention. Yet 
the question that follows is, when do acrobatic fêtes begin to jeopardize 
a nation’s public diplomacy?

conclusions

Technology has always impacted the role of ambassadors. Some advance-
ments, such as the telegraph, reduced the agency of ambassadors as 
diplomatic decision-making migrated to the MFA. Other technologies, 
such as advancements in transportation, saw ambassadors move from 
the frontstage of diplomacy to the backstage. The digitalization of pub-
lic diplomacy has seen ambassadors regain much of their lost agency as 
power has migrated back from the MFA to the embassy. It is embas-
sies that are now tasked with tailoring public diplomacy messages to the 
unique attributes of foreign audiences and leveraging digital platforms 
as a tool for information gathering that may inform the policy formula-
tion process. As power migrated to the embassy, it also migrated to the 
ambassador.

Graph 9.2 Number of Twitter users following ambassadors to the U.S.
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Yet ambassadors may also use digital technologies themselves to fur-
ther their embassies’ public diplomacy activities. As this chapter has 
demonstrated, ambassadors throughout the world contribute substan-
tially to their embassies’ digital reach. Be it in the UK or the USA or 
among the Dutch and Danish MFAs, ambassadors may be regarded as 
digital assets that increase and diversify an embassy’s digital audience. 
For while diasporas and expats may follow an embassy’s digital  profile, 
ambassadors may be able to attract elites such as journalists, opinion 
makers and politicians. However, this chapter also found that in the 
Dutch and Danish MFAs, the number of ambassadors who tweet in 
addition to their embassy is relatively small. This may stem from limited 
digital resources or the belief that ambassadors will draw attention from 
the embassy and vice versa. Such an approach fails to build on the digi-
tal appeal and prestige of ambassadors, and thus limits an MFA’s public 
diplomacy activities.

In 2013, Daryl Copeland envisioned the future diplomat as part activ-
ist, part analyst and part alchemist who is able to swim with comfort 
and ease, never flopping around “like a fish out of water, in the sea of 
people beyond the embassy wall. Unlike many serving envoys, this can-
didate prefers mixing with the population to mingling with colleagues” 
(Copeland, 2013, p. 62). The three ambassadors analyzed in this chap-
ter demonstrate that the process of digitalization is steadily impacting 
the norms, values, and working routines of all diplomats, regardless of 
their age or seniority. Digitalization is not a process that is limited to dig-
ital natives who came of age in a digital world (Prensky, 2001). Digital 
immigrants, such as the ambassadors reviewed in this chapter, have also 
adopted digital technologies and integrated them into their daily activi-
ties. The three case studies do, however, demonstrate that ambassadors 
may use digital technologies toward different ends. The UK’s Permanent 
Representative to the UN uses Twitter to further encroach on the back-
stage of diplomacy and offer digital voyeurs a “behind the scenes” look 
at the workings of multilateral diplomacy. The EU’s ambassador to the 
USA curates information for his followers while bringing the dream of 
the EU to life as this ultra-national institution speaks with one voice 
and has one coherent foreign policy. Lastly, the French ambassador uses 
Twitter to attract attention from U.S. leaders. Yet all three also step out 
of their embassies’ walls and offer followers a prism that contextualizes 
and illuminates the tasks of diplomats and their impact on world events.
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Each ambassador also manifests a different aspect of the logic that 
governs the digital society. The UK’s Permanent Representative has 
adopted the digital society’s norms of transparency and openness. 
Deliberations in the world’s most prestigious diplomatic forum, the UN 
Security Council, are made public while the Council’s foreign activities 
are broadcast online in near-real time. Thus, everything done in secret 
is now done in public and the values of transparency and openness are 
further ingrained into the minds of all digital users. But the Permanent 
Representative also balances the logic of the digital society with diplo-
matic ends. As has been the case throughout the twentieth century, 
Karen Pierce offers followers a view into the Security Council, but not 
into the sensitive deliberations that take place between permanent repre-
sentatives once the cameras leave the Council’s room.

The EU’s ambassador to the U.S. helps his followers navigate the 
treacherous sea of TMI. The ambassador curates information for his fol-
lowers in the form of important news items, trusted media sources, and 
insightful analysis. Moreover, the ambassador employs the rhetoric of 
truth and facts to distinguish between real news and “fake” or false news, 
thereby helping digital publics sift through the wasteland of online news 
items. Lastly, the ambassador also offers digital publics real-time analyses 
of global affairs, thus meeting the digital society’s demand to learn about 
events as they unfold. In 2015, the ambassador focused on the need to 
rescue the Greek economy; in 2018, he focused on the dangers of trade 
tariffs.

The French case study demonstrates that even ambassadors must 
develop an iBrand if they are to compete on the neoliberal social media 
marketplace. His brand is one that counters the notion of the traditional 
diplomat. On Twitter, the French ambassador is direct, blunt, and even 
offensive, thus ensuring that he is not sweetly ignored like the protag-
onists in Henry James’ novel quoted at the beginning of this chap-
ter. By negating digital publics’ expectations of a senior diplomat, the 
ambassador can attract a sizable following, especially among journalists 
and media organizations. Yet his abrasive tone may also impede public 
diplomacy activities, given his frequent attacks on American values and 
history. The question that follows is, when does the iBrand become 
counterproductive to the goals of public diplomacy? Can an iBrand be 
successful in the social media marketplace, yet at the same time fail to 
create a receptive environment for a nation’s foreign policy? The exam-
ple of the French ambassador suggests that one must balance diplomatic 
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decorum and social media fandom. As Causey and Howard (2013) have 
asserted, diplomats are now expected to be more open and transparent 
on the one hand, but still maintain a level of gravitas on the other.

It is, however, possible that Arnaud has his gaze fixed both on 
American Twitter users and audiences in France. As Sotiriu (2015) has 
argued, ambassadors now employ social media sites to communicate with 
digital audiences back home. Such activities demonstrate yet again that 
the digitalization of public diplomacy has given rise to domestic public 
diplomacy. Sotiriu also argued that ambassadors use social media sites to 
communicate with their peers, thus transporting the diplomatic commu-
nity online. It is thus possible that Arnaud’s iBrand is targeted at three 
different audiences.

Lastly, this chapter has demonstrated yet again that the logic of the 
digital society is influencing the self-narratives or metaphors through 
which diplomats conceptualize their craft. The self-narrative made evi-
dent in this chapter is that of real-time diplomacy. Digital publics now 
expect to learn about global events as they occur. They have become 
accustomed to this through the activities of online media organizations. 
The impetus for commenting on events as they unfold has also perme-
ated into MFAs and has led to new values, norms, and working routines. 
In terms of working routines, ambassadors now share information with 
digital publics as they access it. Such is the case with the UK’s Permanent 
Representative to the UN, who uses smartphone cameras to dissemi-
nate Security Council press releases or images from UN Security Council 
votes as they take place. Similarly, the EU’s ambassador curates informa-
tion on a daily basis while sharing analyses of EU institutions and officials 
as they are published online. From a normative perspective, diplomats’ 
regard for information has also altered. Traditionally, diplomats safe-
guarded information, believing that information was power. Now diplo-
mats share information so as to attract digital publics and influence their 
perceptions of world events and actors.

Unlike previous chapters, this one focused on diplomats rather than 
diplomatic institutions. It has thus demonstrated that digitalization is 
a process that is influencing the institutions and practitioners of pub-
lic diplomacy. The next chapter includes a discussion of the insight and 
results shared throughout this book and glances into the future of the 
digitalization of public diplomacy.
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Hide your wives and daughters/Hide your groceries too/Great nations  
of Europe comin’ through.

—Randy Newman

In September of 1814, the sovereigns of Europe descended upon Vienna 
to refashion their world. Deep within the halls of the Imperial Hofburg 
Palace and far from the prying eyes of their citizens, these sovereigns 
carved up a continent while in the background Ludwig van Beethoven 
gave voice to passion. This was the World of Yesterday, a world governed 
by secret negotiations and discrete diplomacy, and one that would come 
to an end in World War I. For it was in the wake of the secret alliances 
that sparked World War I that American president Woodrow Wilson for-
mulated his new vision of “open covenants of diplomacy” (Bjola, 2014).

It is hard to imagine how the Congress of Vienna would have ended 
had all secret negotiations been leaked and made public. How could 
the Austrian Emperor face the Russian Tsar had the public learned that 
Austria regarded Russian cuisine as peasants’ food? How could the King 
of Denmark dine with the King of Bavaria had the latter known that the 
former regarded him a buffoon? Would open diplomacy lead to the dis-
solution of the Congress? Or perhaps even to war? Would the world once 
again hear the Randy Newman’s cry, “Hide your wives and daughters, 
hide your groceries too. Great nations of Europe comin’ through?”

CHAPTER 10

A Discussion of the Digitalization  
of Public Diplomacy
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Despite the passage of nearly two hundred years since the Congress 
of Vienna and the increased transparency of diplomacy, in 2010 a shiver 
passed down the spine of the U.S. State Department when WikiLeaks 
released a quarter of a million internal American diplomatic cables 
(Causey & Howard, 2013). The publication of the cables, written 
between 1996 and 2010, included frank assessments by U.S. diplomats 
of world leaders and their governments. Hailed by some as an important 
step toward transparent governance, U.S. diplomats viewed it as a fiasco 
and a threat to American national security. Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton stated, “It is an attack on the international community, the alli-
ances and partnerships, the conversations and negotiations that safeguard 
global security and advance economic prosperity.” Other lawmakers, 
such as former Senator Joe Lieberman, characterized the leak as “an 
attack on the national security of the United States and an outrageous, 
reckless, and despicable action that would leave those responsible with 
blood on their hands” (Harnden, 2010; Sheridan, 2010).

Beyond embarrassment, some diplomats wondered if they could con-
tinue practicing their craft in the digital age. The risk of publication 
meant that diplomats would need to censor their reports to MFAs, thus 
impairing their abilities to offer important analysis. Moreover, threat of 
publication would impair diplomats’ ability to gather intelligence from 
sources within foreign governments. The digital age had already dimin-
ished diplomats’ roles as representatives and channels of communications 
between governments (Archetti, 2012). Now it threatened to diminish 
their role as analysts.

Yet revisited from 2018, WikiLeaks may be viewed as a positive event 
that forced MFAs to embrace digital technologies and gave birth to a 
new form of public diplomacy. As Janice Gross Stein (2011) suggested, 
journalists, foreign commentators, academics, and foreign politicians 
were all surprised by the quality of analysis they read in the WikiLeaks 
cables. U.S. diplomats emerged as experts on their host nations, able to 
offer in-depth accounts of political and cultural transitions taking place 
around them. U.S. diplomats in Tunisia, for example, clearly stated that 
the ground was shifting under President Ben Ali. A year later, he fled his 
nation as part of the Arab Spring revolts.

From WikiLeaks emerged the model of a modern diplomat. While he 
or she may no longer hold a monopoly over communication and rep-
resentation, diplomats remain foreign policy experts capable of provid-
ing decision makers with information, analysis, and forecasts that help 
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them make sense of the world. At a time when crises are the norm, 
long-standing nations unravel into chaos, and alliances shift from region 
to region, such analysis is priceless. And while it is true that the British 
Prime Minister can simply call her French colleague, and that the British 
FCO (Foreign and Commonwealth Office) can monitor events in Syria 
through Sky News, leaders and MFAs remain dependent on the infor-
mation and analysis provided by their diplomats. It is diplomats who are 
tasked with the unique assignment of interpreting world events through 
the national prism (Copeland, 2013). WikiLeaks therefore demon-
strated that even in the twenty-first century, the diplomat is far from 
superfluous.

Causey and Howard (2013) have argued that in the wake of 
WikiLeaks, MFAs’ already conservative culture grew even more conserv-
ative. The State Department, for instance, informed its diplomats that 
reading the WikiLeaks cables without proper security clearance would be 
a punishable offense. Yet from the perspective of 2018, a different pic-
ture emerges. As this book has demonstrated, the process of digitaliza-
tion has seen MFAs increasingly adopt risk-tolerant approaches toward 
digital technologies. Fear of faux pas has been replaced by the expecta-
tion of blunders; the dread of trolls has made way for digital experimen-
tation, and top-down command structures have adapted to a networked 
society. Since the WikiLeaks scandal of 2010, diplomats around the 
world have continued to perform a balancing act between the demands 
of the digital society, the affordance of digital technologies, and their 
public diplomacy goals. WikiLeaks did not halt the process of digitaliza-
tion. Rather, WikiLeaks was a pivotal moment in its evolution. This was 
best exemplified in a statement made by Hugh Elliot, former head of the 
FCO’s digital unit, that “The half-life of digital mistakes is very short. 
We now expect our diplomats to make mistakes, learn from them and 
move on” (Israel MFA, 2017).

Following WikiLeaks, elements within the State Department and 
other MFAs realized that information now wants to be free. As Alexis 
Wichowski (2015) argued, if information is quarantined, it will set itself 
free (with the possible help of a Swedish activist). This realization paved 
the way toward greater transparency in public diplomacy given MFAs’ 
desire to control what information is made public, and when. While 
the motive of such transparency may still be an attempt to manage the 
flow of information, it can be regarded as an important step toward 
the Wilsonian vision of “open covenants of diplomacy.” Indeed, since 



326  I. MANOR

2010 the State Department and other MFAs have dramatically altered 
their information-sharing practices. The deliberations of the Geneva 2 
Conference on Syria were broadcast live to a global audience through 
Twitter, while the Iran nuclear accord was published online, where it 
could be criticized and debated by an empowered digital public. These 
examples demonstrate the leaps and bounds taken toward more open 
forms of diplomacy made possible by WikiLeaks and the accelerated digi-
talization of public diplomacy.

Finally, while WikiLeaks demonstrated the dangers of digitalization, 
it also illustrated some of its benefits. WikiLeaks was accompanied by a 
flurry of digital activity. Digital publics interested in the world around 
them and the governments who rule it debated the cables and their 
repercussions online. It was this heated, prolonged, and insightful debate 
that demonstrated to MFAs that digital publics have opinions on world 
affairs and that they wish to express these opinions. WikiLeaks may have 
thus facilitated a slow transition from monologue to dialogue-based pub-
lic diplomacy.

Yet as this book has argued, to understand the digitalization of public 
diplomacy, one cannot fixate on an individual occurrence or an individ-
ual institution. Rather, one must first understand the logic of the digital 
society and realize that each MFA is amid its own unique process of dig-
italization. The book’s main findings and conclusions are reviewed in the 
following section.

three modest goAls

This book’s first goal was to offer a new conceptual framework for 
understanding and researching the influence of digital technologies on 
the conduct of public diplomacy. This framework is rooted in the term 
“the digitalization of public diplomacy”, which relates to a long-term 
process in which digital technologies impact the norms, values, and 
working routines of MFAs, as well as the metaphors or self-narratives 
that diplomats employ to conceptualize their craft. The digitalization of 
public diplomacy thus has normative, procedural and conceptual dimen-
sions. This book’s conceptual framework also asserts that each MFA is 
amid its own unique process of digitalization which is influenced by myr-
iad organizational, national and global factors.

The book’s second goal was to demonstrate that one cannot under-
stand the “the digitalization of public diplomacy” without first 
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characterizing the digital society. This is because public diplomacy is now  
practiced by social beings who belong to digital societies, or socie-
ties that have been fundamentally reshaped by digital technologies. 
Moreover, public diplomacy is now practiced opposite members of digi-
tal societies. It is through diplomats that the logic and culture of the dig-
ital society diffuse into MFAs. Analyzing contemporary public diplomacy 
therefore requires that one consider the values and norms of the digital 
society, as well as the expectations of digital society members.

The case studies reviewed in Chapters 3–5 have demonstrated that 
digitalization is in fact a long-term process and that MFAs do not exist 
in a binary state of being either digital or not digital. Rather, they are 
amid a process of fundamental change that challenges existing working 
routines, well-entrenched norms, and long held beliefs. These chapters 
narrated the process of public diplomacy’s digitalization over a decade 
and illustrated how each act of digital interaction between diplomats 
and publics shaped the course of the process of digitalization. While in 
2007 Swedish officials attempted to relinquish all control over their com-
munication with digital publics and launch a virtual embassy, by 2018 
MFAs transitioned to quarantined forms of engagement, which enabled 
diplomats to maintain some control over digital interactions. Such was 
the case with Twitter Q&A sessions. In this way, MFAs preformed a bal-
ancing act between the demands of digital publics for real-time interac-
tions, MFAs risk-intolerant culture, and the goals of the “new” public 
diplomacy. Over time, and through a process of trial and error, diplo-
mats began to create the conditions necessary for fostering relationships 
with digital publics by transitioning from monologue to quarantined dia-
logue. As digitalization is a process, quarantined engagement may soon 
be replaced by open dialogue.

Chapter 3 also analyzed the social media Q&A sessions of Israel’s 
ambassador to the U.S. and the EU’s ambassador to Israel. In both of 
these cases, the ambassadors in question remained on social media sites 
and engaged with digital publics despite being greeted by a windfall 
of profanities and accusations. These instances demonstrate a genuine 
desire of ambassadors to interact and/or engage with digital publics. 
The question that remains, however, is, what is the goal of such inter-
actions? Did the ambassadors stay on social media to foster relationships 
with foreign populations, or were they hoping to influence the world-
view of social media users? This book cannot offer a definitive answer to 
this question, as it did not interview the ambassadors in question. Yet  
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the interviews conducted and the case studies analyzed in this book all  
suggest that there is a great conflict between diplomats’ desires to  
interact with digital publics and foster relationships, and their well- 
entrenched norm of influencing the worldviews of foreign populations. 
Here again, this book finds that digitalization is a process, rather than a 
binary state, and that diplomats may be on a trajectory toward greater 
dialogue and engagement.

Lastly, Chapter 3 found that the digitalization of public diplomacy 
influences both diplomatic institutions and other societal institutions 
that orbit the world of diplomacy. This is especially true of the media. 
Early digital interactions between diplomats and digital publics were all 
labeled by media organizations as catastrophes and embarrassments sim-
ply because diplomats were rebuffed by social media users. These labels 
stemmed from the media’s ignorance as journalists failed to appreci-
ate the impact digital technologies were having on public diplomacy. 
Nowadays, tweets and posts are regarded by journalists as official govern-
ment communiques, while interactions between diplomats and publics 
garner in-depth analysis.

Chapter 4 demonstrated that exogenous shocks also influence the 
process of digitalization. The Crimean crisis and Russia’s use of digital 
platforms to contest the reality taking place in Crimea saw a shift from 
the “new” public diplomacy goal of relationship building to the tradi-
tional goal of influence. This chapter therefore segmented the digitali-
zation of public diplomacy into two stages. One of the main differences 
between the two stages was the transition from targeted to tailored com-
munication models. This transition is emblematic of the aforementioned 
conflict between diplomats’ desires to create digital relationships and 
diplomats’ well-entrenched goal of obtaining influence. This is because 
tailored messages are meant to meet the desires and needs of digital pub-
lics. Such messages are more influential as they correspond with publics’ 
values, norms, histories and national narratives.

Chapter 4 also illustrated why the logic of the digital society should 
inform the research on contemporary public diplomacy. From the per-
spective of traditional public diplomacy, the Russian embassy’s deci-
sion to publish the “Lame Duck Tweet” of President Obama makes 
little sense. Russian diplomats were surely aware that this message 
would not resonate with British publics, would not help foster ties 
between the embassy and the British population, and would not lead to 
changes in British foreign policy. As such, the tweet would not facilitate  
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the acceptance of Russian foreign policy in the UK. Yet from the per-
spective of the digital society, this tweet was but one part of the iBrand 
adopted by the embassy, a brand characterized by fiery rhetoric, brazen 
language, and undiplomatic tones. Through this iBrand, the embassy sets 
itself apart from all others and attracts the attention of digital users and 
the media. The embassy’s rhetoric is thus demonstrative of the acrobatic 
fêtes that all digital society members must employ to attract the gaze of 
post-panoptic surveillance (Manor & Soone, 2018).

The Russian embassy’s brand is strategic as it aims to portray Russia 
as a nation that does not mince words or hide behind diplomatic  jargon. 
Russia speaks plainly to the common person. This brand therefore 
echoes the sentiments of Brexit and the feeling that the UK has “had 
enough of experts.” Finally, the tweet did garner mass media attention 
and appeared in news articles in ten different countries, as well as many 
British publications. It is thus emblematic of a “reverse CNN effect” 
in which diplomats, diplomatic institutions, and world leaders leverage 
digital platforms toward influencing the media’s agenda rather than hav-
ing the media dictate foreign policy priorities (Gilboa, 2005a, 2005b; 
Robinson, 1999). The Russian embassy and Donald Trump therefore 
employ similar logics and similar tactics.

The transition from argument- to narrative-based public diplomacy 
identified in Chapter 4 exemplifies how the logic of the digital society 
influences the working routines of MFAs. The digital society is one in 
which individuals must author an attractive self-narrative (Storr, 2018). 
This narrative is used to promote the individual on various digital pro-
files and toward different ends. While one’s narrative on LinkedIn is used 
to seek employment, narratives on Facebook are used to obtain social 
validation. The logic of the narrative has been adopted by diplomatic 
institutions the world over. Reflecting on the Crimean crisis, Lawrence 
Freedman (2014) wrote, “In recent years, there has been much discus-
sion of ‘narrative’ as an essential prerequisite of a successful strategy, a 
storyline that not only provides a justification for particular actions but 
also creates expectations for the future and so helps others, friends as 
well as opponents, adapt to a new situation. It is through words that cri-
ses are framed and their salient points identified.”

Narratives are important because they offer structure and sense mak-
ing. In a world that seems to be accelerating toward a state of perpetual 
crisis, diplomats’ narratives can help digital publics make sense of world 
events and engender a sense of stability. Yet Chapter 4 also demonstrates 
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that diplomats now engage in narrative competitions. During such com-
petitions, truth and reality are contested, possibly increasing the senses 
of insecurity and uncertainty felt by many around the world. A world 
in which the Republic of Crimea both exists and does not exist, and in 
which Syria has been both liberated and bombarded into submission, is 
one that can no longer be fathomed.

In May of 2017, the U.S. Advisory Commission on Public Diplomacy 
published a report titled: “Can public diplomacy survive the Internet?” 
Chapter 4 poses a different question: Can the Internet survive public 
diplomacy? MFAs’ use of digital platforms to create multiple realities and 
engage in narrative competitions fuel feelings of anxiety, and it is anxiety 
that leads the way toward societal friction, political extremity, and loss of 
faith in governments.

Chapter 5 examined how societal metaphors, narratives, and per-
ceived threats can influence the process of digitalization in certain MFAs. 
As such, it offers a prime example of how norms, values, and metaphors 
diffuse into MFAs through diplomats. The view of social media echo 
chambers as the undoing of democracy, coupled with the fear of Russian 
Hybrid Warfare, led to new digital initiatives in MFAs. Many of these 
initiatives focused on strategic communications rather than relationship 
building. Yet this chapter also demonstrated that different MFAs con-
tend with threats in different ways. While the British FCO leveraged 
its blogosphere to narrate the Syrian Civil War and limit the impact of 
Russian disinformation, the Israeli MFA sought to develop its algorith-
mic capabilities. This chapter therefore illustrated that digitalization is a 
unique process that evolves in different directions, and at different paces 
in different MFAs.

This chapter also analyzed diplomats’ utilization of diverse digital 
technologies and did not focus solely on social media sites. Presently, the 
research corpus that examines digital technologies’ impacts on public 
diplomacy is mostly fixated on diplomats’ use of Twitter, Facebook, and 
other such sites (Hocking & Melissen, 2015; Melissen & de Keulenaar, 
2017). Yet diplomats have adopted a host of digital technologies, ranging 
from the WhatsApp messaging application to Wikis. This book expands 
the current research by analyzing diplomats’ employment of web-based 
platforms, smartphone applications, algorithms, and blogospheres. It is 
the diversity of digital technologies that diplomats employ which exhibits 
the innovative, agile, and inventive nature of MFAs. Over the course of a 
decade, diplomats launched the world’s first virtual embassy, conducted 
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shared social media campaigns, created personalized smartphone appli-
cations, and authored their own algorithms. These examples negate the 
common view of MFAs as outdated relics whose affinity for antiquated, 
top-down command structures prevents them from being instrumental in 
twenty-first-century diplomacy (Copeland, 2013).

Importantly, some MFAs seem to regard digital publics as naïve audi-
ences who are easily manipulated by disinformation and who fall under 
the spell of Russian propaganda as children marching to the tune of the 
magic flute (Pamment, Nothhaft, Agardh-Twetman, & Fjallhed, 2018; 
Tucker et al., 2018). These views may not only limit diplomats’ willing-
ness to interact with digital publics, they are also misguided. Digital pub-
lics are intelligent, well-informed, and guided by a desire to understand 
events and actors shaping their world. To do so, they adopt healthy and 
diverse news diets, visit websites that negate their political affiliation and 
challenge government spokespersons online. Diplomats will only be able 
to leverage digital technologies toward relational goals if they come to 
value digital publics and appreciate their opinions. This is because trust 
and respect are the foundations of any relationship, whether online or 
offline.

Chapter 5 illustrated that analyzing the digitalization of public 
 diplomacy can best be achieved by employing both the technological and 
societal prisms. The FCO’s use of its own blogosphere and the prestige 
of ambassadors to narrate Russia’s involvement in the Syrian Civil War 
are demonstrative of the societal prism in which social actors leverage 
digital technologies to obtain their goals. The technological prism best 
explains Israel’s decision to burst filter bubbles through digital assets as 
technological design determined the MFA’s public diplomacy activities.

Lastly, Chapter 5 examined different approaches to combating digi-
tal disinformation and propaganda. Some MFAs and governments have 
decided to invest in media literacy programs that teach citizens how to 
access accurate information and spot “fake” or false news on digital plat-
forms. These capabilities may serve as another form of public diplomacy 
resources. Nations can share their digital expertise and media literacy 
programs with other nations as a means of strengthening ties and deep-
ening relationships with foreign populations. At the moment, the UK 
government seems to have adopted this approach by offering digital aid 
to Baltic MFAs and governments.

Chapters 3 through 5 showed how the values and norms of the dig-
ital society influence diplomats and their institutions. By becoming 
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Twitter celebrities, the State Department’s Alec Ross and Jared Cohen 
hammered the logic of the digital society into the minds of American 
diplomats. Their statement that open is good while closed is bad, and 
their belief that authenticity is key (Lichtenstein, 2010), epitomize the 
values that define the digital society—those of openness, authenticity and 
neo-liberalism. In the digital society, all once done in private must be 
done in the open so that information is readily available to algorithms, 
including public diplomacy (Bauman & Lyon, 2016). The Hamas terror 
movement’s Q&A session elucidates that in the digital society, all actors 
must fashion an authentic and unique iBrand. It is the authenticity of 
the iBrand that sets one digital user apart from the other, that can sep-
arate Hamas from Daesh. Tailored public diplomacy is demonstrative of 
MFAs’ need to offer digital publics an online experience that meets their 
unique interests, desires, and patterns of use of digital platforms. This 
is because digital publics have become accustomed to living in a society 
where their entertainment, news, and access to information are all algo-
rithmically tailored to their heart’s delight. Lastly, Israel’s peer-to-peer 
diplomacy (Attias, 2012) demonstrates an adoration for algorithms that 
can now help map digital bridges, or social media users who can burst 
filter bubbles of anti-Semitism. Algorithms are thus not the undoing of 
diplomacy, but rather its weapon du jour.

Chapter 6 transitioned from narrating and charting the process of 
public diplomacy’s digitalization to analyzing its possible outcomes. 
It was in Chapter 6 that this book’s third goal of diversifying the pub-
lic diplomacy research corpus was most visible. Moreover, this chapter 
sought to introduce a new model for measuring dialogic engagement 
between diplomats and digital publics. The analysis of five African MFAs 
and four Lithuanian embassies found that dialogic engagement between 
diplomats and digital publics remains a rare occurrence. This finding is in 
line with a host of studies conducted between 2011 and 2018 (Bjola & 
Jiang, 2015; Bjola & Manor, 2018; Clarke, 2015; Comor & Bean, 2012; 
Hocking & Melissen, 2015; Kampf, Manor, & Segev, 2015; Manor & 
Crilley, 2018; Metzgar, 2012).

Yet Chapter 6 did find that African MFAs offer their followers a 
unique national prism through which events in Africa and the world may 
be understood. Moreover, digital publics now have access to a breadth of 
information on African nations’ diplomatic goals, initiatives, and achieve-
ments. New Zealand’s unique vision of democratized public diplomacy 
may thus be advancing, albeit at a slow pace. In addition, a quantitative 
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analysis found that African MFAs can set the agenda for discussions with 
digital publics by identifying issues that are of concern to diplomats. 
These activities may in time lead to two-way conversations on issues of 
mutual concern. Lastly, this chapter found that the Facebook profiles 
of Lithuanian embassies are used to answer diaspora questions and pro-
vide information on community events. These findings all suggest that 
dialogic engagement between diplomats and digital publics may also be 
progressing at a slow pace.

Notably, both Lithuania and African nations share a common chal-
lenge: a large and globally-dispersed diaspora. While the Lithuanian 
MFA views the diaspora as a diplomatic asset, African nations are finan-
cially reliant on diasporas. The analysis of four Lithuanian embassies sug-
gests that these have become central to organizing diaspora events and 
strengthening the emotional bond between diasporas and their countries 
of origin. Facebook is used by embassies to invite diasporas to celebrate 
national achievements such as joining the OECD, commemorating cul-
tural achievements, and celebrating Lithuanian independence. Digital 
technologies have thus had a re-territorializing effect as the boundaries 
of Lithuania extend to foreign realms, while the concept of citizenship is 
decoupled from one’s physical location. Space is therefore manipulated 
by diplomats and borders become irrelevant.

The analysis of the five African MFAs suggests that they rarely deal 
with diaspora issues or deliberately target their diasporas, a surprising 
finding given diasporas’ contributions to the financial stability of many 
countries in Africa. Yet it is possible that African MFAs are wary of inter-
acting with their diasporas, as digital platforms can be used to condemn 
one’s country of origin, disrupt its digital activities, and prevent it from 
obtaining diplomatic goals. Such was the case with the Eritrean diaspora 
(Bernal, 2014). In the case of African MFAs, digital technologies have 
had a de-territorializing effect in which the demarcation line between the 
nation and its diaspora is clearly marked. The conflicting results between 
the Lithuanian and African MFAs demonstrate yet again that the process 
of digitalization of public diplomacy is not uniform across all diplomatic 
institutions.

Chapter 7 dealt with MFAs’ attempts to overcome the limitations 
of traditional diplomacy through the utilization of digital technologies. 
The theoretical prism employed in this chapter demonstrated that the 
digital society’s desire to annihilate time and space leads to new diplo-
matic practices, such as diplomacy at a distance. The case studies of the 
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virtual embassies of Sweden, the U.S., Israel, and Palestine suggest that 
 distance may limit diplomats’ relational abilities. Like drone operators 
who feel morally responsible only for that which is in their sight, so dip-
lomats may only to be able to interact with digital publics that are in 
their sight. Thus, Palestinian diplomats can interact digitally with their 
Israeli neighbors, unlike American diplomats who fail to interact with 
distant Iranians. This chapter also examined diplomats’ attempts to dis-
seminate global narratives or frames. The analysis of the Turkish MFA 
lay bare that the digital society waits for no one. Those who fail to frame  
events in real-time and meet the expectations of digital publics forfeit  
the right to impact digital publics’ understanding of world events. This 
chapter therefore finds that time and space remain omnipotent even in 
the digital age, for while distance can prevent digital engagement, time 
cannot be turned back.

Palestine’s virtual embassy is unique as it represents an attempt to 
practice public diplomacy amid an active conflict. Unlike the USA and 
Iran, who have no diplomatic ties but are not in a state of war, Israel 
and Palestine are engrossed in an intractable conflict. This may be one 
reason why the Palestinian embassy did not address issues that Israeli 
publics view as especially contentious, ranging from payments to fami-
lies of terrorists to alleged incitement against Jews in Palestinian schools. 
Addressing these issues could drive a wedge between the embassy and its 
followers, and lead to followers abandoning the embassy’s profile. Rather 
than focus on negative or contentious issues, the embassy presents 
Israelis with credible and positive visions of the future. The embassy’s 
attempts to portray a positive future is a sophisticated use of digital tech-
nologies in public diplomacy, as before peace can be negotiated, it must 
be imagined in the minds of conflicted communities. That is exactly what 
the Oslo Peace Accords achieved for a brief time, and what Palestine’s 
virtual embassy may be achieving on Facebook.

Chapter 8 analyzed the selfie diplomacy activities of the USA and 
Poland. The chapter’s main theoretical argument is that the use of digi-
tal platforms for image management individualizes the nation-state as it 
acquires the traits of a digital self. It has a profile page, profile picture, likes, 
and dislikes and can even interact with digital publics. Digital branding 
efforts thus facilitate the presentation of the nation-state in everyday life 
and narrow the distance between citizens and their nations. The analysis 
of America’s selfie in the age of Trump found that the State Department 
brands America as the world’s CEO. Seated within its fortress of  
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solitude, America adopts the rhetoric of sanctions, the art of the deal and 
the policy of deregulation. While this selfie matches that of President 
Trump, it negates 60 years of American public diplomacy, as this nation 
morphs from the world’s moral compass to its chairman of the board. Its 
motto is no longer “give me your tired, your poor” but instead, “show me 
the money.”

While the State Department manages America’s present-day selfie, 
the Polish MFA manages the nation’s historic selfie. Poland’s histor-
ical approach suggests that in an age in which images rule supreme, a 
nation’s past is as important as its present. If Poland remains associated 
with the Holocaust, it may be unable to achieve its present-day foreign 
policy goals, as morality breeds legitimacy on the world stage (Mor, 
2012; Quelch & Jocz, 2009; Van Ham, 2013). But if Poland distances 
itself from the Holocaust, it can re-associate itself with positive values 
such as multiculturalism and democracy. Thus, like individual selfies, 
national ones are a tool used to demonstrate conformity with desired 
norms, rather than exhibiting originality and individuality (Manor & 
Soone, 2018; Natarajan, 2014).

Poland’s historic selfie is also emblematic of the digital society’s desire 
to annihilate time. According to Manuel Castells (2013), the annihila-
tion of time is obtained by de-sequencing life events. Such is the case 
with 20-year-old tech CEOs who manage 50-year-old employees or 
the view of retirement as a second adolescence. The Polish MFA de-se-
quences time by summoning the past to the present and using the past 
to shape Poland’s present-day image. An important component of this 
de-sequencing of time is the use of historic photographs and maps. As 
Susan Sontag (1990) argued, photographs play an evidentiary purpose in 
modern societies. They are used in courts of law to establish that certain 
events did in fact take place. By using photographs to narrate its past, the 
Polish MFA lends credibility to its arguments.

The Polish MFA, however, is not the only one to produce images, 
photographs, and videos. Rather, the digitalization of public diplo-
macy has transformed MFAs into visual narrators. This process may also 
be explained through the logic of the digital society. First, visuals con-
vey large quantities of information in a relatively short time. Thus, they 
are an effective way of disseminating information among digital publics 
who are flooded by a daily barrage of Too Much Infromation (TMI) 
comprised of blogs, vlogs, and status updates (Miller & Horst, 2017). 
Second, visuals lead to influence given that in modern societies, “seeing 
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is believing.” Tweets demonstrating the scale of destruction in Aleppo 
may have helped the UK rally domestic and foreign support for its dip-
lomatic brawls with Russia, while Russian images of aid convoys making 
their way to a besieged Crimea may have helped spread its narrative of 
hate crimes against Russian minorities. Lastly, images increase the viral-
ity of digital content and thus enable diplomats to interact with larger 
audiences. This is important, for without attracting the public, diplomats 
cannot practice public diplomacy.

The analysis of the Polish selfie also found that the digitalization of 
public diplomacy has given rise to domestic public diplomacy. The 
Polish MFA operates Polish language Twitter accounts that help it cre-
ate a domestic constituency by demonstrating the MFA’s contribution to 
obtaining Polish national goals. Yet the Polish MFA is not the only one 
to develop a domestic constituency. In the globalized world, MFAs lose 
their monopoly over managing a nation’s external affairs as numerous 
government ministries face the world and collaborate with their peers. 
MFAs’ loss of territory within their governments necessitated that they 
adopt a new strategy of facing both the world and their citizenry, thus 
developing domestic constituencies. While some MFAs, such as Global 
Affairs Canada, focus on the delivery of digital consular aid, others, such 
as India, offer citizens direct access to MFA policy briefs and summaries 
of state visits. What emerges is that the digitalization of public diplomacy 
has given way to glocalized public diplomacy. While MFAs may target 
their citizens, these citizens also flock voluntarily to their MFAs’ Twitter 
profiles, hoping to learn about world events through their nations’ 
unique prism.

Chapter 8 included a discussion of the limitations of selfie diplomacy. 
One of these is the selfie’s need to relate to the media’s depiction of a 
nation. A nation labeled by the media as warmongering will find it dif-
ficult to promote a selfie of peaceful coexistence, while a nation torn by 
civil war may be unable to promote a selfie that attracts investments. 
There is thus a credibility gap between a nation’s self-depiction and that 
of the media. The greater the gap, the less credible the selfie becomes. 
Selfies may also be influenced by the narratives of foreign countries. 
Russia, for instance, depicts Lithuania as a failed state that cannot exist 
without the support of Western Europe and NATO (R. Paulauskas, per-
sonal communication, July 25, 2018). Lithuania’s selfie must contend 
with this depiction, for if it does not, it may also face a credibility gap. 
Selfie diplomacy is thus much more than mere nation branding. It is the 
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authoring of a national self-image that is proactively managed, which 
comments on events in real-time and which adapts to the narration of 
other actors, be they the media or foreign governments.

Lastly, Chapter 9 examined the digitalization of ambassadors. This 
chapter found that the digitalization of public diplomacy is not limited 
to younger diplomats or those who were born into digital societies. The 
adoption of digital technologies has influenced the norms, values and 
working routines of the highest echelons of MFAs, as has the logic of 
the digital society. Notably, this chapter found that ambassadors can sub-
stantially contribute to the digital reach of their embassies due to their 
status and prestige, as well as their ability to explain complex foreign 
policy issues. Each ambassador represented in this chapter manifested 
a different value or norm of the digital society. The UK’s Permanent 
Representative to the UN manifested the values of openness and trans-
parency, the EU’s ambassador to the U.S. manifested the norm of real-
time access to information, and the French ambassador has created an 
iBrand that sets him apart from all his peers. Lastly, ambassadors’ use of 
digital platforms to infringe on the “backstage” of diplomacy is repre-
sentative of diplomats’ needs to meet the demands of the digital society. 
Diplomats who do not lift the veil of secrecy from diplomacy will fail to 
attract digital publics.

One theme that was evident across this book’s many chapters was the 
notion of “listening” to digital publics. It is the concept of listening that 
sets public diplomacy apart from other diplomatic practices, for listen-
ing gives voice to publics and foreign populations and thus facilitates 
interactions, engagement, and relationship building. However, listening 
can take different forms. One form of listening identified in this book is 
tied to New Zealand’s unique vision of democratized public diplomacy 
(A. Lutyens, personal communication, July 10, 2018). In this instance, 
“listening” relates to taking digital publics’ opinions and attitudes into 
account when formulating foreign policies. In the Lithuanian MFA, 
“listening” is the use of social media sites to monitor conversations in 
other nations and predict changes in these nations’ foreign policies  
(R. Paulauskas, personal communication, July 25, 2018). In the case of 
the Obama administration’s digital campaign to sell the Iran Deal, “lis-
tening” was the use of follower feedback to “tweak” campaign messages 
and identify messages that did not resonate well with intended audiences 
(Bjola & Manor, 2018). This book therefore finds that listening is also 
invariably influenced by intent. At times, listening relates to a process of 



338  I. MANOR

two-way interactions, while other times it relates to crafting more influ-
ential messages. Here again, the conflict between the goals of the “new” 
public diplomacy and those of traditional public diplomacy is made 
apparent.

Another recurring theme evident across this book was that the digital-
ization of public diplomacy has led to public-centric diplomacy. Whether 
the intent is relationship building or influence, it is the “public” that 
now occupies MFAs and diplomats practicing public diplomacy. At times 
this public is valued, as is the case with digital natives managing embassy 
social media accounts (Manor & Kampf, 2019). These rely on pub-
lic feedback to craft more engaging content. At other times, this public 
is viewed as naïve and highly susceptible to manipulation, as is the case 
with strategic communications initiatives. Moreover, in some instances 
this public is visible, be it in the form of Facebook profiles or Second 
Life avatars. Other times this public can only be imagined, as is the case 
with Israeli diplomats tweeting at citizens of Gulf countries. Yet in all 
these instances, the public takes center stage in public diplomacy, in addi-
tion to elites: the traditional target audiences of public diplomacy.

The third theme identified throughout this book is the mediatiza-
tion of diplomats and MFAs. As James Pamment (2014), and Manor 
and Crilley (2019) have argued, MFAs and diplomats have adopted the 
logic and working routines of media institutions. Like media institutions, 
MFAs presently narrate issues, events, actors, and policies in near-real 
time. Moreover, as is the case with news framing, morality plays a crucial 
role in MFA narration as morality breeds legitimacy on the world stage 
and among digital publics. The U.S. State Department, for instance, 
used social media to argue that the Supreme Court’s ruling on same-
sex marriage exemplified America’s commitment to equality and human 
rights. Similarly, the Turkish MFA framed the 2016 failed coup attempt 
as an attack on democracy and its core values rather than an attack on 
the Erdogan government. MFAs now also monitor the narratives spread 
by other diplomatic actors or news agencies and attempt to counter 
these. Indeed, the Turkish MFA’s social media blitz was meant to coun-
ter the media’s depiction of the Turkish government’s crackdown as 
“Erdogan’s Revenge.” MFAs have adopted these media practices to both 
compete with media organizations over the attention of digital pub-
lics and challenge the media’s role as information gatekeepers (Manor, 
2016). By creating and disseminating their own frames, MFAs become 
less reliant on the media to shape the worldviews of foreign populations.
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A fourth and final theme that was identified in this book was the 
association between digital activities and the obtainment of offline pub-
lic diplomacy goals. This is an important association that is often over-
looked. Many digital diplomacy studies, for instance, treat the digital 
realm as being distinct from the offline one. Yet this book has shown 
that diplomats, embassies, and MFAs employ digital technologies to 
obtain offline goals. The Israeli ambassador to Washington hoped to 
rally American support for Israel’s 2014 War in Gaza through a Twitter 
Q&A. The UK FCO employs Twitter survey questions to better 
inform the British public on its activities to counter Daesh propaganda. 
Lithuanian embassies use Facebook to strengthen ties with diasporas 
and reverse a “brain drain”, while the French ambassador to the USA 
has adopted a cynical tone to attract attention from U.S. leaders. Future 
studies should adopt a similar prism, for without it, one is unable to 
unearth the true relationship between diplomats, technology, and pub-
lic diplomacy. The following section ties this book’s conclusions together 
while identifying avenues of future research. For instance, comparative 
studies may investigate how certain factors lead to different processes of 
digitalization in different MFAs.

new directions

The case studies reviewed in this book enable it to identify a host of fac-
tors that influence the digitalization of public diplomacy in a given MFA. 
These can be seen in Table 10.1.

Scholars hoping to further research the digitalization of public diplo-
macy may rely on Table 10.1 to conduct comparative studies. For 
instance, scholars may compare two government-wide approaches to 
technology and investigate how these different approaches influence the 
process of digitalization in MFAs. Similarly, comparative studies may 
analyze how different domestic agendas place the digitalization of pub-
lic diplomacy on different trajectories. Scholars may also examine how 
the professional background of directors of digital units at MFAs influ-
ence the utilization of digital technologies by diplomats. Such compara-
tive studies are important as they acknowledge that one cannot treat all 
MFAs as a monolithic unit. Rather, one must recognize that each MFA 
is on its own voyage of digitalization, which is impacted by a myriad of 
national and global factors, as well as organizational cultures.
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Table 10.1 Examples of factors that influence the digitalization of public diplo-
macy in MFAs

Factor Chapters MFAs Examples

MFA 
appointments

2 U.S. State 
Department

Alec Ross, Jared Cohen, and Anne-
Marie Slaughter lead a digital zeit-
geist of openness and engagement

Changes in 
administrations

6 and 7 Canada, U.S. State 
Department

Trudeau government relinquishes 
control over diplomats’ digital 
communications, State Department 
rebrands America in accordance with 
Trump administration priorities

External shocks 
(top-down 
change)

3 and 5 Germany, New 
Zealand

Crimean crisis leads to restructuring 
of strategic communication unit in 
German MFA, Arab Spring leads to 
use of digital platforms for listening 
and reporting in New Zealand MFA

Digital exper-
iments (bot-
tom-up change)

3 UK, Canada U.S. and UK diplomats share Daesh-
related Tweets and thus become cen-
tral to online conversations, consular 
crisis leads to Canadian tactics that 
“hack” algorithms

Government-
wide adop-
tion of digital 
technologies

2 and 5 US State 
Department,  
New Zealand

Obama administration’s open 
government initiative, migration of 
New Zealand ministries to digital 
platforms

Government’s 
domestic agenda

1 and 7 Poland, Norway Polish legislation banning association 
between Poland and Holocaust leads 
to selfie diplomacy, rising water levels 
lead Norway MFA to networks with 
relevant NGOs

Willingness of 
foreign ministers 
to experiment 
with digital 
technologies

2 and 6 U.S. State 
Department, 
Sweden

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
embraces twenty-first-century state-
craft, Foreign Minister Carl Bildt 
opens blog

Diaspora policies 3 and 5 Lithuanian, 
Ethiopia, India

Lithuanian attempts to reverse “brain 
drain” and foster ties with diasporas 
turn Facebook pages into diaspora 
bulletin boards, Ethiopian MFA pub-
lishes digital magazine for diaspora 
community, Indiann MEA launches 
“Know India” web-based platforms 
for second-generation diasporas

(continued)
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Notably, this book’s main argument has been that the digitalization of 
public diplomacy relates to the way digital technologies impact an MFA’s 
working routines, norms, and values as well as the self-narratives or meta-
phors diplomats employ to conceptualize their craft. However, this book 
finds that the relationship between digital technologies and the working 
routines of MFAs is not always a direct one. At times, a government’s 

Table 10.1 (continued)

Factor Chapters MFAs Examples

Geographic 
location

5 New Zealand Distance from Europe and Russia 
means New Zealand MFA does not 
focus on strategic communication

Digital migration 
of allies

5 New Zealand New Zealand MFA migrates to digi-
tal platforms following UK and USA

Heads of digital 
units at MFAs

6 and 7 Palestine, Poland Polish unit headed by former jour-
nalists and public relations specialists 
who may focus more on branding 
activities than relationship building, 
Palestine virtual embassy more dia-
logic as it is operated by committee 
for interaction with Israeli society

Age of diplo-
mats managing 
embassy social 
media profiles

5 Canada, New 
Zealand, India

Digital natives that manage embassy 
social media profiles more likely to 
tailor content to follower feedback, 
value follower comments, and inte-
grate follower sentiments into their 
reporting to the MFA

New foreign 
policies

3 Iran Iran uses social media during UN 
General Assembly to present new 
vision for relationship with the West, 
Iran uses social media campaigns 
to rebrand itself as leading World 
Against Violence and Extremism

Participating 
in diplomatic 
conferences

3 Israel, Netherlands In 2016 and 2018, Israel held  two 
international conferences focusing 
on MFAs as service providers and 
algorithmic diplomacy, Dutch MFA 
held Digital Camp in 2018

Narratives spread 
by other actors

5 Lithuania Russia’s use of digital platforms to 
depict Lithuania as failed state moti-
vates Lithuanian MFA to migrate 
online
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public diplomacy initiative impacts the process of digitalization. For 
instance, the U.S. State Department’s Public Diplomacy 2.0 initiative led 
to the creation of the Digital Outreach Team, which visited Arab lan-
gauge  websites to converse with Muslim Internet users. The initiative 
thus led to a new working routine: reaching out to digital publics. The 
norm that followed was that of listening to digital publics. This initiative 
centered on the metaphor of the conversation in which diplomats speak 
with rather than at digital publics (Hayden, 2012).

Other times, the utilization of digital technologies by one MFA or 
government leads to fundamental changes in another MFA. For instance, 
Russia’s use of digital platforms to spread narratives that contested the 
nature of events taking place in Crimea led several MFAs to adopt a nar-
rative approach to public diplomacy. New working routines included 
the creation of digital campaigns, which used narratives to interpret 
world events and nations’ foreign policies. The norm that followed was 
the view of narratives as a prism through which world events could be 
explained to digital publics, and through which various diplomatic initi-
atives could be linked to project a coherent foreign policy. Such was the 
case with the UK narrative, which portrayed Russia as a consistent viola-
tor of international law and a morally questionable nation that allowed 
the Assad regime to use chemical weapons with impunity. The metaphor 
that diplomats soon adopted was that of tailoring, as campaign mes-
sages could be “tweaked” based on follower feedback. Other examples 
of narrative-based public diplomacy include the Iranian President and 
UK Prime Minister’s use of Twitter to outline their new foreign policy 
visions at the 2016 UN General Assembly.

The affordance of digital technologies can, however, lead to direct 
change in MFAs, whether through the design of digital technologies or 
the societal metaphors that they elicit. Canada’s realization that algo-
rithms prevent diplomats from reaching citizens in need of consular aid 
led directly to a new norm (such as experimenting with digital tactics 
to overcome algorithmic confines) and new working routines (such as 
employing trending hashtags in MFA tweets). Subsequently, Canadian 
diplomats conceptualized twenty-first-century public diplomacy through 
algorithmic communication models and not the linear communication 
models employed during the twentieth century.

In the cases of both the UK’s FCO and Israel’s MFA, new working 
routines were employed following the adoption of new metaphors in 
society at large. Recent years have seen the increased use of the terms 
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“echo chambers” and “filter bubbles” to reference the negative conse-
quences of algorithmic filtering on social media sites. The metaphor of 
the echo chamber led the FCO to pull publics onto its own blogosphere, 
where algorithmic filtering did not play an instrumental role. The echo 
chamber metaphor also led to a new norm in which diplomats regarded 
digital platforms as tools of mass deception. In the Israeli MFA, the soci-
etal metaphor of the filter bubble led to new working routines, such as 
employing network analysis to identify digital bridges or users who can 
help burst filter bubbles by introducing contradictory information. Israeli 
diplomats have in turn adopted the metaphor of algorithmic diplomacy. 
These examples illustrate yet again how societal conventions, metaphors, 
and norms diffuse into MFAs through diplomats.

Digital technologies also lead to new working routines by empow-
ering other societal actors. Digital platforms, for instance, enable citi-
zen journalists, bloggers, and new media organizations to frame world 
events and disseminate these frames to a globally connected public 
sphere (Clarke, 2015). As such, these actors can influence digital pub-
lics’ understanding of the world around them. This has led diplomats to 
conceptualize digital platforms as competitive framing arenas in which 
they monitor the framing of events by media organizations and negate 
these frames. Diplomats’ need to compete with media actors has also led 
to the publication of information in near-real time. Some ambassadors, 
for instance, have taken to publishing information as they access it, while 
relinquishing partial control over their most prized possession: informa-
tion. The metaphor that diplomats and ambassadors have subsequently 
adopted is that of real-time diplomacy.

Lastly, a government’s domestic agenda can also lead to changes in 
MFA norms and routines. The Polish government’s attempts to distance 
Poland from the atrocities of World War II have led to selfie diplomacy 
activities and the norm of domestic public diplomacy. Table 10.2 iden-
tifies the various factors that can influence the norms, values, working 
routines, and metaphors of diplomats. Each of these warrants further 
attention from public diplomacy scholars. For instance, scholars may 
evaluate how societal metaphors diffuse into MFAs through diplomats 
and lead to new working routines and metaphors. Conversely, scholars 
may examine how the digital activities of one government or MFA result 
in normative and functional changes in another. This is an especially 
exciting avenue of research given findings that MFAs closely monitor one 
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another on social media sites and learn from one another’s utilization of 
digital technologies (Manor, 2016).

While societal metaphors, public diplomacy initiatives, and the affor-
dance of digital technologies all impact MFAs, this book has argued that 
the demands and logic of the digital society also shape public diplomacy 
activities. For instance, the digital society is one in which things are 
done at a distance. This logic has given way to diplomacy at a distance 
in which virtual embassies are used to overcome spatial limitations and 
enable diplomats to interact with distant populations instantaneously. 
The digital society is also one that relentlessly aims to annihilate time and 
space. Subsequently, diplomats use Twitter to launch global social media 
campaigns that relegate the entire planet to a single constituency.

Table 10.3 summarizes the examples provided in each chapter per-
taining to the digital society’s influence on the working routines, norms, 
and metaphors of MFAs. Table 10.3 demonstrates that the process of 
digitalization of public diplomacy has normative, conceptual and proce-
dural dimensions. Each dimension, which is influenced by the logic and 
demands of the digital society, is worthy of scholarly attention. While 
some scholars may seek to uncover the norms and values that the digital 
society elicits in diplomats, others may assess how the demands of the 
digital society shape diplomats’ working routines. This book has merely 
taken a first step in this new direction.

This book has also underscored that digital technologies challenge 
diplomats’ established working routines and norms. Yet scholars may 
also wish to pay attention to the way digital technologies facilitate the 
public diplomacy activities of MFAs. Some institutions now operate their 
own Wikis to crowdsource solutions to pressing problems, while in other 
MFAs, WhatsApp groups are used to coordinate consular action on a 
global scale and in real-time. The digitalization of public diplomacy thus 
also relates to the process by which digital technologies augment the 
abilities of MFAs and their embassies.

In summary, this book has demonstrated that the “digitalization of 
public diplomacy” can serve as a new conceptual framework for research-
ing and understanding the influence of digital technologies on the con-
duct of public diplomacy. The last section of this chapter examines how 
this book answered challenges posed by four leading scholars.
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so long, fArewell, Auf wiedersehen, good night

Responding to a call by James Pamment, this book focused its anal-
ysis on the activities of diplomats and diplomatic institutions rather 
than “new” public diplomacy actors (e.g., connected publics, civil soci-
ety organizations). While these actors have also been fundamentally 
impacted by digitalization, this book focused on diplomatic institutions 
given the scarce attention paid to MFAs thus far. Moreover, in line with 
Pamment’s critique that scholars should map processes of change in 
MFAs rather than analyze their numbers of followers and the number of 
journalists they attract on social media sites, this book employed tradi-
tional methodologies. These included in-depth interviews, content anal-
ysis, framing analysis, and thematic analysis. These methodologies were 
necessary as this book sought to answer fundamental questions which 
have yet to be adequately addressed by scholars: How do MFAs define 
the term “engagement”? What type of content do MFAs publish on 
Facebook? How do embassies conceptualize the term “listening”? And 
how have new norms influenced the communicative culture of MFAs? 
Here again, this book takes but a preliminary first step, which hopefully 
other scholars will follow.

Building on the works of Jan Melissen, this book situated the study 
of public diplomacy at the intersection of digital sociology and anthro-
pology. This is because diplomats are social beings, and MFAs are social 
institutions. It was thus through the lens of the digital society that this 
book sought to understand how digital technologies influence diplo-
matic institutions.

Relying on the works of Philip Seib, this book sought to illustrate 
how the practice of real-time diplomacy has come about and how it 
shapes the conduct of public diplomacy. This book finds that real-time 
diplomacy is one domain that elegantly ties together technological 
affordance, the logic of the digital society, and the norms and working 
routines of MFAs. The digital society is the real-time society, as digital 
technologies are used to annihilate space. In turn, digital society mem-
bers demand to learn about world events as they occur. As media organi-
zations began to meet this demand, so did diplomats, which led to a host 
of changes in MFAs ranging from the establishment of digital units to 
the view of social media sites as competitive framing arenas.

Finally, responding to a call by Corneliu Bjola, this book did not 
fall into the pit of cyber-pessimism. Rather, it sought to offer a frank 
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evaluation of digital technologies’ influence on the conduct of public 
diplomacy. At times, digital technologies have positive outcomes, such as 
facilitating public diplomacy activities that are truly public-centric. Other 
times, digital technologies are used to warp the public agenda through 
disinformation. In addition, this book responded to Bjola’s call to exam-
ine the relationship between online and offline diplomacy and not treat 
them as distinct spheres.

As such, this book relied on the works and insights of the aforemen-
tioned four scholars and hopefully provided them with as much food for 
thought as they have provided the author. As stated in the introduction, 
this book had three goals. Whether it has achieved them can now be 
determined by the readers, who are invited to turn the page and begin 
their own study of the digitalization of public diplomacy.
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