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Introduction  

 At the height of the Cold War, the United States Information Agency (USIA) had the 

most extensive presence abroad of any U.S. government agency.
1
 An independent foreign affairs 

entity within the executive branch, USIA was charged with carrying out Americaôs public 

diplomacy, or explaining and advancing U.S. foreign policy and building good relations for the 

United States with people abroad. Unlike traditional diplomacy, which involves contacts 

between national leaders, public diplomacy focuses on communicating directly with the people 

of other nations. 

 USIAôs presence was felt in all corners of the world. Thousands of public diplomacy 

specialists were stationed in more than 175 countries. The Voice of America was broadcasting to 

100 million people weekly. USIA was producing books and magazines in more than 100 

languages. The agency was operating a global library network in 150 countries, teaching English 

to thousands of foreign citizens, hosting exhibits depicting American ideals that drew billions of 

visitors, producing films and programs widely popular in other nations, and administering 

cultural and educational exchange programs in which millions of world citizens participated. 

According to USIA veteran Wilson P. Dizard Jr., ñit was the biggest information and cultural 

effort ever mounted by one society to influence the attitudes and actions of men and women 

beyond its borders.ò
2
 

 Today, USIA is gone. In 1999, as a result of what many perceived to be political deal-

making by the Clinton administration and members of Congress, the agency that had served as 

Americaôs voice in the world for almost half a century was silenced. The thinking at the time was 

that the ñpeace dividendò of winning the struggle against communism allowed the United States 

to spend less attention and money on foreign affairs and more on matters at home. As a result, 

USIA lost funding for key programs, suffered substantial staff reductions, and experienced 

critical retirements.  

 The consequences were a gutted public diplomacy operation and a severely diminished 

American presence in the world. Ultimately, USIA was dissolved and the agencyôs information 

and cultural and educational operations folded into the State Department bureaucracy and 

international broadcasting spun off into a separate federal entity called the Broadcasting Board of 

Governors. 
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 Nearly a decade later, most informed observers agree that the dismantling of USIA was a 

mistake. Yet, U.S. leaders have failed to develop a comprehensive strategy for rebuilding 

American public diplomacy. Notwithstanding increased funding for public diplomacy in the 

Middle East after 9/11 and despite dozens of reports by government and private organizations 

calling for substantial improvements in public diplomacy capabilities, American public 

diplomacy remains underfunded, undervalued and underutilized. The participants in a 2006 

survey of more than 100 of Americaôs foreign policy experts (including former secretaries of 

state, national security advisors, retired military commanders and intelligence officers, leading 

academics and journalists) by Foreign Policy and the Center for American Progress rated 

Americaôs public diplomacy efforts the lowest of any policy initiative undertaken since 9/11.
3
 

 At the same time, negative and increasingly hostile attitudes toward America among 

foreign publics have reached all-time highs. One recent poll of world public opinion found that 

ñthe United Statesô image abroad is bad and getting worse.ò
4
 In its 2007 Global Attitudes 

Project, the Pew Research Center reported that ñ[o]ver the past five years, Americaôs image has 

plummeted throughout much of the worldò
5
 and is ñabysmalò in the Middle East and Asia. The 

implications of such findings are significant. Threats of terrorism by non-state actors are a grave 

concern. The impact of growing anti-Americanism on the economic and political environment is 

also troubling. As the Pew Center poll pointed out, Americaôs image ñcontinues to decline [even] 

among the publics of many of Americaôs oldest allies.ò
6
 

 What should be done to rebuild American public diplomacy? That question was the 

central focus of a comprehensive survey of former USIA officers who conducted public 

diplomacy on behalf of the United States from the 1950s to 2007. The survey documents the 

views and attitudes of the American diplomats
7
 on a range of issues related to public diplomacy 

during the Cold War and today, producing significant insights regarding public diplomacyôs 

mission and values, structure and leadership, effective practices, and the public diplomacy 

professional.  

 The forward-looking results ï based on decades of experience and the collective expertise 

of high-ranking diplomatic specialists who represented the United States in all regions of the 

globe ï reveal fundamental tenets of public diplomacy that the former diplomats believe will be 

important to Americaôs re-engagement with the world.
8
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The State of Public Diplomacy 

 

 

  

 Nearly all (98 percent) the USIA alumni expressed extreme concern about Americaôs 

declining image in the world, with similar numbers (95 percent) expressing similar concern 

about the rise in global anti-Americanism. When asked whether they believe the United States is 

diplomatically prepared to address ideological threats to U.S. interests in the 21
st
 century, an 

overwhelming majority (88 percent) said ñNo.ò 

 

 

  

 The former USIA officers are deeply troubled by the state of U.S. public diplomacy 

today. When asked to rate U.S. public diplomacy on a scale of 1 to 5 with 1 being excellent and 
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5 being poor, 83 percent rated U.S. public diplomacy today as marginal (43 percent) or poor (40 

percent). These numbers stand in stark contrast with the ratings for public diplomacy during the 

Cold War, which 87 percent of USIA alumni rated as excellent (30 percent) or good (57 percent). 

 

  

  

 Almost all (95 percent) of the former USIA officers agreed that additional resources are 

needed to fund U.S. public diplomacyôs mission today, with three-fourths (75 percent) reporting 

that the Bush administration does not consider foreign public opinion important to the protection 

and advancement of U.S. interests.  

 

 

  

 A majority (66 percent) of the survey participants said the U.S. government is not a 

credible messenger to people in other countries today. At the same time, only 24 percent said that 

public diplomacy initiatives sponsored by private American entities have more credibility in the 

global community than public diplomacy initiatives sponsored by the U.S. government. 
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Mission and Values 

 Despite conventional wisdom that American public diplomacyôs primary mission during 

the Cold War was to defeat communism, this specific objective ranked eleventh on the list of 

objectives considered by former USIA officers to be most important to the primary mission of 

public diplomacy during the Cold War. In fact, the top six objectives deemed most important 

during the Cold War are the same six objectives considered most important to the public 

diplomacy mission today.  

 Both then and now, the top three objectives pertain to U.S. foreign policy, followed by 

efforts to develop a positive image for the United States, to create an understanding of American 

life and institutions with people in other countries and to establish and maintain good 

relationships with people abroad. Other objectives USIA alumni identified as important to the 

public diplomacy mission are to identify and address the host countryôs problems and goals; to 

counter negative images of the United States created by the U.S. media; to foster democracy; and 

to build international linkages between American and counterpart institutions abroad.  

 Notwithstanding the ranking of specific objectives, a significant majority (72 percent) of 

the USIA alumni agreed that USIA played a critical role in causing attitude changes that 

contributed to the defeat of communism and the fall of the Soviet Union. Similarly, a large 

majority (77 percent) agreed that U.S. public diplomacy has a critical role to play in the war on 

terror today.  

 When asked whether they agreed that USIAôs work during the Cold War had direct 

influence on U.S. foreign policy making, the respondents were split, with 42 percent agreeing, 26 

percent disagreeing, and 32 percent expressing a neutral view. At the same time, 86 percent said 

that USIA had a direct influence on foreign publicsô perceptions of U.S. policies during the Cold 

War. 
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 According to a sizable majority (89 percent) of the former American diplomats, ethical 

issues are important considerations in the practice of U.S. public diplomacy. When provided a 

list of values and asked to choose the five most important to a public diplomacy professional in 

working with people abroad, the USIA alumni rated the following values highest: credibility (87 

percent), respect (75 percent), truthfulness (65 percent), dialogue (61 percent) and openness (47 

percent). There was broad agreement (81 percent) that propaganda is not the same thing as public 

diplomacy. 


